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When an idea seems entirely our own

One afternoon, Andrés scrolls through his phone while waiting for the water to boil. He is not doing research or setting aside time to think about the future of work. Nor is he trying to make an important decision; he is simply filling a few minutes.

Between one video and the next, a woman appears speaking confidently about artificial intelligence. She claims that within a few years, an entire profession will all but disappear. The video lasts less than a minute, yet it includes a chart Andrés cannot quite read, ominous music, and three examples chosen to produce a simple conclusion: the change has already begun, and almost no one is ready.

Andrés keeps scrolling.

Similar content appears over the next few days. Some of it contradicts the first video, but most repeats its language because the system recorded those few extra seconds of attention. In the comments, he finds a phrase that precisely captures a concern he already had: “cognitive obsolescence.” He does not know who first used it, but he remembers it.

Later, he looks for information. He types a question that seems neutral:

Why will artificial intelligence make so many professionals obsolete?


The question already contains part of the answer, though Andrés does not notice. The results offer figures, firsthand accounts, and predictions. Some statistics refer to automated tasks, while others concern entire jobs; some describe experiments, while others repeat corporate forecasts. Andrés holds on to those that best fit the concern he is trying to make sense of.


A question also directs our attention

Asking “Why will this profession disappear?” directs attention toward signs of its disappearance. Asking “How might this profession change?” creates room to find tasks that will be lost, others that will be transformed, and some that are only beginning to become possible.


A week later, he brings up the subject over a meal. His explanation is clear: he has examples, a precise term, and a causal account. If someone asks where the idea came from, he will probably say that he has been reading about it. He would not be lying, but neither could he reconstruct exactly how much came from the first video, how much from the comments, how much from the sequence of recommendations, and how much from his own experience at work.

The idea already feels like his own.

This scene is imaginary, but the process is familiar, and we do not need to live online to recognize it. It may begin with a phrase heard in childhood, a conversation at work, a partner's gesture, a story on the radio, or an explanation someone gave us before we had the words to articulate an experience. Over time, the origins blend together and the conclusion remains.

Thinking often feels like looking at the result of a process whose workings remain offstage.

A conclusion conceals its history

We can test this with an idea of our own.

Think of an important conviction: a political opinion, a rule for raising children, an explanation of success, a way of understanding love, or a certainty about what to do with your life. Then try to locate the exact moment it began.

An anecdote may surface, or perhaps you remember the first person to utter a decisive phrase. Yet the older and more familiar the conviction, the harder it becomes to distinguish its components. What part arose from experience, and what part was inherited? Which words made it possible to express? How many objections changed it? Which alternatives were forgotten?

The difficulty is not a sign of low intelligence. A mind does not need to preserve the complete history of every conclusion in order to function. If every decision required us to reconstruct all the operations that preceded it, even the simplest tasks would become unbearably slow. We learn, compress, and turn results into habits.

The problem begins when we mistake that compression for independence.

A finished idea appears to be a single unit: it has a name, a formulation, and a clear relationship to other beliefs. Its present form conceals the doubts, accidents, and disparate materials that contributed to it. Memory preserves the building and discards part of the scaffolding.

Charles Darwin's private notebooks offer an extraordinary image of that scaffolding. They do not present the theory of natural selection with the orderliness of On the Origin of Species. Instead, they contain geological observations, reading notes, questions, drawings, conversations, speculation, and phrases that have not yet settled into place. Ideas that would later seem to form an inevitable sequence appear scattered among materials from many different sources[1].

Knowing only the published book allows us to admire a theory. Reading the notebooks allows us to watch a person think.

The difference matters. The final version can leave the impression that a great idea appeared fully formed inside a great mind, while traces of the process reveal something more human: attention, curiosity, selection, mistakes, influences, and years of reorganization. Darwin's originality does not require every element to have originated within him. It also lies in how he assembled materials, recognized relationships, discarded explanations, and took responsibility for a conclusion.

This observation does not diminish authorship. It makes authorship intelligible.

We think with materials we did not invent

No one creates the language in which they think.

We receive words before we can question them, and through those words we learn to distinguish among objects, emotions, responsibilities, and possibilities. A word can help us recognize an experience that until then had been no more than a vague discomfort. It can also compel us to draw distinctions that our language or community considers important.

Lev Vygotsky studied how speech, social in origin, participates in the development of verbal thought[2]. His account challenges an intuitive picture in which a complete idea exists first and we then look for words to communicate it. Often, finding the words changes the idea and makes it thinkable in a different way.

Something similar happens in conversation. When we try to explain an intuition, we anticipate objections and organize our reasons. The other person's response draws our attention to contradictions we had not seen; a question changes the problem, and a metaphor opens an unexpected connection. We may leave the conversation with an idea that neither participant possessed separately when it began.

Hugo Mercier and Dan Sperber have argued that human reason has a profoundly social and argumentative dimension: we produce reasons and evaluate the reasons of others within processes of coordination[3]. This capacity can correct mistakes when genuine criticism is present. It can also help us defend more skillfully what we already wanted to believe.

Thinking with others has never been a neutral act.

Families, schools, churches, universities, political parties, businesses, and the media have participated in shaping ideas for centuries. Each institution offers knowledge and vocabulary; each also establishes boundaries, authorities, and silences. At its best, intellectual autonomy consists of learning to recognize these influences, weigh them against one another, and decide which ones to incorporate.

Digital life did not create this problem, but it increased its speed, scale, and invisibility.

A sequence of recommendations can repeat one perspective without any person ordering it to do so. A search can confirm an assumption embedded in the wording of the query. An interface can place one source first and bury another on a page almost no one will visit. In this way, an idea can pass through thousands of minds as a memorable phrase long before anyone examines its evidence.

Pennycook and Rand found that susceptibility to fake news could not be explained solely by partisan loyalties; a willingness to pause and reason also mattered[4]. Their finding raises an uncomfortable possibility: sometimes a claim takes hold because it arrived at the right moment, provoked enough of a reaction, and met with no pause—even though it never prevailed in an argument.

Some of our ideas arise while we are thinking. Others arise while we are doing something else.

The new interlocutor

Telling another person about an idea often helps us understand it better. We do not need a brilliant answer or a listener who knows the subject well; sometimes being heard is enough. Explaining what we think forces us to choose words, arrange the steps, and discover gaps we had not noticed before. Teachers know this experience well: an idea that seemed fully understood finally takes shape when they try to explain it to someone else.

We also seek that clarity in books, notebooks, and search engines. Sometimes we find the phrase we needed on a page; at other times, we begin to understand what we think as we try to put it into writing. We underline, cross things out, move a word, or look up a fact. We draw arrows between concepts, build diagrams and mind maps, and arrange notes until a relationship appears that we had not seen before. Even a to-do list can reveal that two different concerns come from the same place.

These tools change the conditions under which we think. A sheet of paper separates what memory had blended together; a drawing brings closer what words had held apart; an outline forces us to decide what depends on what. These tools do not converse with us, but they help an idea take shape and sometimes lead it somewhere we had not anticipated.


A simple exercise is to explain aloud an idea that is still difficult to organize, as though telling it to someone else. As we search for words and follow the thread, the points we do not yet understand often reveal themselves.


For centuries, we have imagined going one step further and conversing with something nonhuman. The fables of many cultures are filled with talking objects, creatures that offer counsel, and apparitions that listen to what a person dares not confide in anyone else. For a long time, such interlocutors lived only in stories.

An artificial intelligence agent turns that ancient possibility into an everyday experience.

We can give it an incomplete intuition:

I feel that technology is changing my work, but I don't know exactly what worries me.


The AI agent can propose distinctions, connect the experience to concepts, provide background, imagine scenarios, and return a clearer formulation:

Perhaps you are concerned not only about losing tasks, but about losing the ability to recognize which parts of the work still depend on your judgment.


The sentence may be wrong, but it may also name something the person has felt for months without being able to express. From that moment on, it participates in what follows: perhaps it becomes a question, then a conversation with colleagues, and eventually a professional decision.

The tool no longer merely stores an idea or retrieves a fact. It intervenes while the idea is taking shape.


Writing to discover

“I write entirely to find out what I'm thinking, what I'm looking at, what I see and what it means”[5].  —Joan Didion, “Why I Write”



This capacity offers benefits that are difficult to overstate. A person can converse with an informed interlocutor at any hour, request explanations suited to their knowledge, explore objections, and cross disciplinary boundaries. They can turn a private concern into a question that can be investigated without depending on someone nearby having the time, patience, or training to help.

It also introduces new difficulties.

An AI agent produces language with a confidence that may exceed the reliability of its information. It readily adopts the premises of a question and may elaborate an interpretation before testing it. Its answer seems to come from another mind, even though it possesses no experience, convictions, or personal intention in the human sense.

Nor does it ever arrive alone.

Behind every answer lie training data, design decisions, safety policies, commercial goals, quality metrics, and institutions capable of changing the system's behavior. Some interventions are necessary to prevent harm; others reflect technical constraints or cultural judgments, and many remain invisible to the person engaged in the conversation.

For the first time, an infrastructure managed by organizations can accompany millions of people individually through the early stages of thought.

We do not need to imagine a conspiracy to recognize the magnitude of this change; we need only examine the function. If a tool helps choose words, organize reasons, discard possibilities, and evaluate objections, it participates in the user's intellectual formation. It can expand autonomy or create dependence, reveal alternatives or narrow them, help a person think or quietly think in that person's place.

The difference will not always be visible in the final answer.

The question that will guide this book

This book does not begin from the premise that artificial intelligence is an enemy mind or a consciousness coming to replace us. Nor does it assume that a useful tool is necessarily neutral.

It begins with a more immediate observation:

Our ideas have always taken shape through processes involving memory, language, emotion, experience, other people, and tools.


We have now introduced into that process an artificial system capable of conversation.

Understanding what this means will require patience. We will first observe how an idea arises and becomes stable. We will see how easily a coherent explanation can take on the appearance of evidence, and why open questions are worth preserving. We will examine why we seek confirmation, how we evaluate sources, and what happens when we think with others.

Only then can we face the artificial interlocutor directly: why we attribute a mind to it, which limits shape its answers, who is transformed by the relationship, and which values are built into its operation. Political questions will follow: who controls this infrastructure, what power it gains over ideas that are still fragile, and which rights we need in order to preserve privacy, plurality, and the ability to leave.

By the end, we will be able to state the central question precisely:

What happens when a tool no longer merely stores or transmits our ideas, but begins to participate in shaping them?


Answering it will require us to rethink the relationship between human beings and artificial intelligence. Before we get there, we should learn to look at something that has always been with us and that, because it is so familiar, often goes unnoticed.

We should learn to look at an idea before it appears finished.
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Chapter 1. Anatomy of an Idea

An idea has a history.

This means that an idea does not spring fully formed into existence the moment we manage to express it. Before that, something caught our attention, a question demanded an answer, or an experience left us unsure how to interpret it. Then came memories, words, conversations, and possible explanations. Some pieces fit, others were discarded, and over time the journey took on the compact form of a conclusion.

John Dewey described reflective thought as a process that begins when a confusing situation becomes a problem. From there, we formulate possibilities, anticipate their consequences, and look for something that will allow us to choose among them[2]. Lev Vygotsky showed that language also takes part in this journey: the words we learn through living with other people become tools with which we organize our own experience[4].

To speak of an idea's history is not to assume that there was a precise instant when everything began, or that we can retrace every step. Some influences leave clear traces; others blend with habits, emotions, and things learned long ago. The conclusion may remain in memory long after its origins have disappeared.

We can recognize this process in everyday ideas. An opinion about remote work may have begun during a difficult meeting; a rule for managing money may preserve the voice of a family member; a conviction about raising children may bring together childhood memories, conversations, and fears about the future. Even our explanation of a recent argument has a history: what happened, what we expected to happen, the words we chose, and what we remembered as we tried to understand it.

1.1. The Illusion of the Finished Product

When we recall our home address, we do not see all the times we repeated it until we learned it. When we use a word, the first person we heard say it does not usually come to mind. Something similar happens with many opinions: they enter our awareness as ready-made results.

This ability to draw on what we have learned without reconstructing it at every moment is indispensable. Each morning we act on thousands of things we have learned without rebuilding them from scratch. We know how to open a door, interpret a traffic light, recognize a weary expression, and resume a conversation begun the day before. The mind preserves patterns, compresses experiences, and allows the past to work without demanding constant attention.

Ideas also benefit from this compression. After examining a problem for several days, we can summarize what we have learned in a single sentence. That sentence travels easily, lodges in memory, and guides decisions. Without it, we would always have to carry every conversation, fact, and doubt that came before it.

The trouble begins when we mistake a compact form for a simple history.

Imagine Lucía waiting for a reply to a message. She wrote something important that morning, and by evening her phone is still silent. She remembers an uncomfortable conversation, replays the tone of their recent encounters, and begins to suspect that the other person is pulling away. Hours later, if someone asks what is happening, she might reply:

I think our relationship is ending.


The sentence appears to contain a single idea. Yet within it coexist at least one fact, several memories, an emotion, an interpretation, and a prediction. The fact is brief: a message remains unanswered. The interpretation already contains a story about intentions, relationships, and the future.

From within the experience, that story can feel immediate. The unease with which Lucía checks her phone does not arrive with labels reading “observation,” “memory,” or “inference.” Everything appears fused into a single impression. The more coherent it becomes, the harder it is to distinguish its components.

A finished idea resembles a building after the scaffolding has been removed. We see its shape, walk through its rooms, and may forget that there were revised plans, discarded materials, and decisions made to solve specific problems. The building exists; so does the history of its construction, even if it is no longer visible.

[image: A finished house appears in front of the successive stages through which it was built.]The final form lets us move through an idea; its scaffolding lets us understand how it came to stand.
A conclusion answers the question “What do I think?” Its anatomy calls for others: “What happened? What did I feel? What did I remember? What words did I use? What did I assume? What other explanations were available?”

The list may seem excessive for an everyday message. Its value becomes clear when the idea leads to an important decision. If Lucía confronts the other person, withdraws to protect herself, or tells mutual friends about the conflict, the interpretation will have begun to produce new facts. What started as one possible answer may change the relationship until it seems like an exact description of what had been happening all along.

Beliefs do not remain still. Charles S. Peirce observed that a belief establishes habits and guides our conduct; doubt, by contrast, creates an irritation that drives us to seek a settled position[1]. An explanation offers more than a description: it allows us to decide what to do next.

That is why it is worth learning to open up certain ideas before their consequences make them harder to revise. Many actions begin the moment we feel that we have understood what happened: we send a message, make an accusation, reach a decision, or distance ourselves from someone. A brief pause lets us look again at the explanation about to guide us and ask whether there is something we have not yet seen. It will not always change what we decide, but it can help us act with greater awareness of what we are taking to be true.

1.2. The Event That Sets Thought in Motion

If we trace an idea backward, sooner or later we reach a situation that stopped seeming clear and began to demand an explanation. Over time, that first moment may fade, although it was there that our attention took a particular direction.

John Dewey described reflective thought as a movement born of a confusing situation. Something interrupts the continuity of experience: an expectation is frustrated, an obstacle appears, two observations no longer fit together. The difficulty is not yet a well-formulated problem. To turn it into one, we choose which aspect needs explaining, propose possibilities, and examine their consequences[2].

In Lucía's case, the initial difficulty is the silence. It could be framed in many ways:


	Did something happen that is preventing a reply?

	Was my message understood the way I intended?

	Why does this delay make me so uneasy?

	Is our relationship changing?



Each question opens a different path. The first directs attention toward external circumstances; the second, toward the words sent; the third, toward one's own experience; the fourth, toward the relationship. None is absurd, but neither are they equivalent. Before looking for an answer, we have already decided what deserves an explanation.

The same thing happens in less intimate situations. A digital service stops working on a Monday morning. The team lead remembers that an update was installed on Friday and asks what went wrong during deployment. The hypothesis is reasonable: the events are close in time, and recent changes are often good candidates in a technical investigation.

The question organizes the work. The team reviews the modified code, retrieves an alert from Friday, and rereads a complaint received over the weekend. The weariness of the person who led the deployment takes on a troubling significance. Within a few hours, scattered facts begin to find places within a single explanation.

Later, they discover that an outside provider changed a setting overnight. Friday's update did not cause the outage.

The first hypothesis was not irrational. Its problem was that it occupied the entire field of view too soon. While the team looked for signs related to the deployment, other possibilities received less attention. The initial question allocated time, suspicion, and resources before there was enough evidence to identify a cause.

We always think from a limited position. At any moment, there are more sounds, memories, facts, and possibilities than we can examine. Attention selects some and leaves others in the background. That selection responds to prior knowledge, expectations, responsibilities, interests, and emotional states. Someone experienced in networking will notice different clues than someone who has just modified the application; a person afraid of having made a mistake will read the meeting differently.


The Stairs of Baker Street

In “A Scandal in Bohemia,” Sherlock Holmes asks Watson how many steps lead to a room he has visited hundreds of times. Watson does not know. “You see, but you do not observe,” Holmes replies[10]. The steps had always been there; what was missing was a reason to direct attention toward them.


This does not make attention an enemy. Without selection there would be no problem to investigate, only an unmanageable volume of stimuli. Attention makes inquiry possible, although every focus also creates a periphery.

We can see this in a simple image. When we shine a flashlight into a room, some objects acquire sharp outlines while the rest remain in shadow. Moving the light does not change the objects, but it does change what we can connect at that moment. A question performs a similar operation: it concentrates resources on one area of experience.


Shifting the Focus

Look around and find every object of the same color. Then close your eyes and try to remember the objects of another color. Nothing appeared or disappeared during the exercise; the first instruction determined what would be most readily available.


Emotions also hold the flashlight. Fear makes threats visible; shame looks for signs of judgment; enthusiasm discovers opportunities and can diminish the presence of obstacles. These orientations are not errors in themselves. An emotion contains information about what matters to us and prepares the body to act. The risk arises when we forget that it also takes part in selection.

Reconstructing an idea requires recovering, as far as possible, the situation that set the mind in motion. What stopped fitting? What did we want to protect? What urgency demanded an answer? How was the problem first formulated?

The final explanation often erases these questions because it presents the journey from its destination. If the provider changed the setting, every alert related to that change now seems to point toward the true cause. Before the discovery, however, those facts coexisted with many others and carried no arrow indicating their importance.

An honest anatomy preserves that distinction: what we know at the end was not what we could have known at the beginning.

1.3. Thinking with Words We Inherit

After the event come the words, although in truth many of them were already waiting.

Lucía might call the silence she encounters on her phone “distance,” “punishment,” “abandonment,” or “space.” Each term gathers different experiences and suggests a direction. “Punishment” assumes intent; “abandonment” connects the delay with loss; “space” allows her to imagine a need that does not revolve entirely around her. Choosing a word does not resolve what happened, but it transforms what can be thought about it.

In 1974, Elizabeth Loftus and John Palmer showed forty-five students several short films of automobile accidents. After each one, they asked the students to describe what had happened and estimate the vehicles' speed. The question was nearly identical for everyone except for the verb used to describe the impact. The five terms were “smashed,” “collided,” “bumped,” “hit,” and “contacted.” Those who received the most forceful verb estimated higher speeds. Between “smashed” and “contacted,” the average difference was nearly nine miles per hour, or about fourteen kilometers per hour.

The researchers then conducted another experiment with 150 participants. This time, one group answered a question in which the vehicles had “smashed” into each other; another received the verb “hit,” and a third group was not asked about speed. One week later, everyone was asked whether they had seen broken glass. There was none in the film. Most answered correctly, but sixteen people in the group that had read “smashed” claimed to remember it, compared with seven in the “hit” group and six in the group that had not been asked about speed[3].

The visual experience had ended, and the participants had watched the same scenes, but the words they received afterward introduced a difference. The results suggest that the verb used in the question offered more than a way to recount the accident: it also provided a framework for reconstructing it. “Smashed” made a more violent impact imaginable and made both a higher speed and the presence of broken glass seem more compatible with the scene.

When we recall an event in order to form an opinion, we rarely distinguish so clearly between the original image and the words that came later. The two may return fused together, as though they had always belonged to the same experience. That is why an idea's history also includes the questions, descriptions, and conversations through which we looked again at what happened.

This phenomenon is easier to recognize when the term comes from outside. Someone asks a question, and we can point to the word they introduced. The influence becomes less visible when the vocabulary is part of our habitual way of interpreting the world.

To reach that point, a word had to be heard, used, and confirmed many times. Through repetition we learn when to apply it, what elements it gathers together, and what reactions we can expect from others when we use it. Little by little, we forget where it came from; an expression we once received becomes a spontaneous way of recognizing what is happening.

No one privately invents the language through which they learn to distinguish a promise from a threat, a debt from a gift, or an illness from a weakness. We receive these categories within specific relationships. Families name emotions and behaviors; schools classify abilities; professions teach which distinctions matter; the media offer expressions for describing collective problems.

Lev Vygotsky studied the relationship between the social origin of speech and the development of verbal thought. From this perspective, words do not wait outside an already complete idea. As they are internalized, they take part in the operations through which we organize experience[4].

We can feel this change when we encounter a term that names something we have experienced for years. Before, there were scenes, sensations, and perhaps a discomfort that was difficult to explain; then a word appears that can gather them together. From that moment on, we recognize examples, remember episodes, and talk with others who use the same expression. The new vocabulary expands what we can observe.

A contemporary example can be found in the words we use to talk about death. In English, expressions such as passed away have long softened the directness of died. Social media also gave rise to unalive, used instead of dead, kill, or suicide by people who feared that certain words would reduce a post's visibility or trigger moderation systems. The expression spread beyond the groups where it was first used and found equivalents in other languages; in Spanish, forms such as desvivir and desvivido began to circulate. The trajectory is revealing: a word created to make speech possible in the presence of an algorithm ultimately enters conversations between people and changes the tone in which a human experience is named[9].

That new vocabulary also establishes boundaries. A category highlights similarities among experiences and downplays other differences. When a word becomes popular, it may begin to gather together situations that require different explanations. Its initial usefulness lends it authority, and soon recognizing the term can seem equivalent to understanding every case.

The trajectory of “cognitive obsolescence” in Andrés's experience shows both possibilities. The expression allowed him to articulate a work-related concern that until then had remained diffuse. With it, he was able to search for information and communicate what he felt. At the same time, the term arrived with an interpretation: certain abilities would lose value, that process was comparable to a form of obsolescence, and the future could be understood through that loss.

Tracing the history of an idea means tracing the history of its words. We can ask:


	When did I start using this expression?

	What experiences did it bring together?

	What assumptions came with it?

	What might I have seen differently if I had used another term?



These questions do not seek to strip language away until we reach some pure experience. Even “fact,” “emotion,” and “experience” are inherited words. Our aim is to recognize the work that vocabulary performs within an idea.

A word can open a window and also draw its frame. It lets us see something that was previously unclear, but it does not give us an unobstructed view.

1.4. Ideas Take Shape in Company

Once an idea begins to acquire words, it enters new conversations.

We tell someone close to us what happened and, as we speak, choose a beginning. We omit details that seem secondary, emphasize others, and watch the listener's reaction. A question forces us to pin down a date. An objection reveals that we had taken an intention for granted. By the time we finish, the idea may differ from the one with which we began the story.

The other person does not need to offer a solution. The effort to produce a comprehensible explanation already reorganizes the material. Teachers often experience this process: preparing a class or answering a question reveals connections and difficulties that remained hidden while the knowledge merely seemed available.

Hugo Mercier and Dan Sperber have proposed understanding reason through its social and argumentative dimension. We produce reasons for other people and evaluate the reasons we receive. This interaction can compensate for individual blind spots when there is genuine diversity of perspective and objections have an opportunity to change the conclusion[5].

Company, of course, does not guarantee correctness. Sometimes we recount a conflict to someone who shares our loyalties and come away with a sturdier version of what we already wanted to believe. A supportive remark adds an intention we never observed; later, we repeat it and forget where it came from. Conversation produces clarity, but clarity and truth are not yet the same thing.

Nor do influences come only from personal encounters. Peter Berger and Thomas Luckmann studied how everyday knowledge is stabilized through habits, institutions, and shared forms of legitimation[6]. We arrive in a world where many categories already seem self-evident. We learn what counts as success, which behaviors deserve respect, how certain responsibilities are distributed, and which explanations sound reasonable in our community.

This learning begins very early. Children are taught that a hot stove is dangerous, that they must stop before crossing the street, and that if they get lost, they can turn to certain people or places. Words arrive accompanied by gestures, tones of voice, and rules repeated until they become a spontaneous way of recognizing one's surroundings. Long before children can explain what “safe” means, they have learned examples of safety; long before they can define danger, their bodies have learned to respond to its name.

Repetition plays a decisive role. An idea heard at home, confirmed at school, and consistently represented in the media can acquire the texture of direct observation. We do not remember accepting it; it seems to have always been there.

Digital life multiplies these forms of company. We read posts by strangers, receive images selected by recommendation systems, and take part in conversations whose participants change from moment to moment. A memorable formulation travels from one account to another, loses its context, and reaches us accompanied by social signals: approval, outrage, prestige, or familiarity.

None of this eliminates personal authorship.

The theory of natural selection took shape as Charles Darwin brought his own findings together with readings, exchanges, and questions that changed over the course of years. Those materials did not accumulate on their own until they produced an answer. Darwin returned to them, compared cases, tested relationships, and held on for a long time to problems he still did not know how to solve. An observation acquired a different meaning when it encountered something he had read; a promising explanation lost force when confronted with a case it could not encompass.

His contribution emerged from this sustained work on materials from diverse sources. The persistence with which he pursued the problem, the connections he managed to establish, the explanations he abandoned, and the care with which he presented the result allow us to recognize an original work within a history full of influences[7].


Connecting Is Also Creating

“Creativity is just connecting things”[11].  —Steve Jobs



That form of authorship also appears on more everyday scales. We participate in an idea when we select, connect, transform, test, and take responsibility for the result. A recipe we learned can become a dish of our own through years of practice and decisions; an idea we received can be consciously incorporated after we examine it. The external origin of an element does not by itself determine whether it belongs to us.

The more useful question then changes form. Instead of asking, “Did this idea arise entirely within me?” we can ask, “How did I participate in what reached me?”

Perhaps we accepted an expression because it accurately described an experience. Maybe an objection forced us to abandon a comfortable explanation. We may have repeated a phrase simply because it circulated among people whose approval we valued. Each path establishes a different relationship with the conclusion.

Recognizing influences allows us to regain our capacity to choose. Whatever enters an idea without leaving a trace acts as an invisible condition; when it becomes visible again, we can appreciate it, compare it against other possibilities, modify it, or leave it behind.

1.5. Memory Reconstructs the Path

So far, we have spoken as though looking back were enough to recover the formation of an idea. The task is more uncertain than that.

Memory does not preserve a complete recording of the process. We remember certain episodes, fill in the gaps between them, and reinterpret past decisions in light of what we know today. The present acts as an editor: it selects scenes that explain the current conclusion and minimizes paths that led nowhere.

After discovering the provider's modification, the digital service team can recount the investigation as a clean sequence: the system failed, they reviewed the logs, identified the change, and restored the setting. This version is useful for a report. It also leaves out the hours spent on Friday's deployment, the suspicions, the misinterpreted alert, and the explanations that seemed convincing that morning.

Over time, even those who took part may remember the discovery as a natural consequence of their method. The outcome reorganizes the path.

External traces reveal what an intellectual autobiography often omits. Drafts, saved conversations, revision histories, and dated notes preserve alternatives that memory no longer considers important. In Darwin's notebooks we find connections still in flux that disappear from the architecture of the published work. The final theory seems to advance with a confidence the actual process never possessed.


A Memory Outside Memory

In Christopher Nolan's Memento, Leonard cannot form new memories and relies on notes, instant photographs, and tattoos to preserve information. Those traces tell him what he should remember, but they cannot fully restore the moment when he decided to record them or his reasons for trusting them. The film makes an everyday difficulty visible: saving a piece of information also preserves certain decisions about its meaning[12].


This retrospective reconstruction serves a purpose. An orderly story allows us to communicate what we learned and use it in future situations. The problem arises when we attribute to the beginning a clarity we only achieved at the end. A contingent choice then seems inevitable, a fortunate intuition becomes a deduction, and doubts disappear from our account.

Nor can everything that contributed to an idea be expressed. Michael Polanyi noted that knowledge includes skills and forms of recognition that exceed what we can turn into explicit rules[8]. An experienced person may sense that something does not fit before they can articulate why. The tone of a conversation, a pattern learned over years, or a bodily sensation can direct attention without immediately becoming a premise.

That is why the anatomy of an idea will never be a perfect inventory. There will be incomplete memories, influences impossible to locate, and decisions we can infer only from their consequences. The goal is to obtain a history that can be examined more closely, not absolute transparency.

We can distinguish between two accounts:

The autobiography of the idea is the version we tell from the standpoint of the conclusion. It is usually brief, coherent, and stable: “I saw the facts, thought about them, and arrived at this position.”

The reconstructed history preserves less orderly episodes: “Something worried me, I found an expression, paid attention to certain examples, spoke with these people, rejected one possibility, and stopped considering another.”

The second history can be uncomfortable because it diminishes the sense of inevitability. It also offers points of intervention. If a word directed the search, we can try another; if an emotion concentrated attention, we can widen the field; if every source came from the same community, we can seek a perspective that was left out.

An idea without a history seems to demand wholesale acceptance or rejection. A reconstructed idea contains parts that can be examined separately.

1.6. A Method for Reconstructing a Conviction

Let us explore an idea. We will follow it from the form it has today back to the experiences, words, and decisions that contributed to it. It is best to begin with something that matters in our life but that we can still observe without feeling that everything we are is at stake.

It might be an explanation for a recent problem at work, a family rule about managing money, an opinion about the use of technology, an interpretation of an argument, or a conviction about something we would never do. Perhaps another idea has already come to mind. The choice is yours.

Once you have it, write it in a single sentence, just as it usually appears in thought. “The project fell behind because the team was not committed” will give us more to explore than a page full of qualifications added to protect the conclusion.

1. Recover the Trigger

What happened before the idea began to form? Look for a scene, a conversation, a news story, a question, or a specific sensation. The conviction may be old, with no identifiable beginning; in that case, locate the earliest occasion you can remember or the moment when it became important.

Then ask what you needed to resolve. Was there uncertainty, fear, curiosity, anger, or pressure to decide? The initial need helps explain why certain answers were appealing.

2. Separate Observation from Interpretation

Write down the facts that a camera, a record, or several people present could describe. Then write down what you added to connect them: intentions, causes, generalizations, and predictions.

In the project example, “three deliverables arrived after the agreed-upon date” belongs to a different level than “the team was not committed.” The second statement may prove correct, but it needs a bridge. Separating the two allows us to examine what supports that step.

3. Follow the Words

Identify the terms that organize the idea: “commitment,” “failure,” “toxicity,” “talent,” “safety,” “progress.” Ask where they came from and what distinctions they introduce.

Try replacing the main term with a more concrete description. “Lack of commitment” might become “priorities changed without the deadlines being adjusted” or “no one communicated that the workload had increased.” Each formulation illuminates different relationships and suggests different actions.

4. Recover Encounters and Sources

Make a list of the conversations, readings, videos, searches, images, and communities that played a role. Do not limit yourself to formal sources. A repeated joke, a friend's reaction, or the order of search results may have had more influence than a lengthy document.

Ask what each encounter contributed: an observation, a word, an emotion, an explanation, or a signal of approval. If several sources repeat the same claim, check whether they are truly independent or all come from a common origin.

5. Look for the Paths Not Taken

What other explanations emerged? Why were they no longer considered? Some may have been refuted; others may simply have disappeared when one story began to feel sufficient.

External traces can help with this step: messages, document versions, notes, or dates. It can also be useful to ask someone who witnessed the process. Their memory will be partial as well, but it may restore an alternative that our autobiography erased.

6. Decide What to Keep

At the end, write the idea again. It may remain intact, become more precise, or lose some of its certainty. Identify which elements are supported by evidence, which depend on inference, and which express a value or personal preference.

The result does not have to be a lukewarm conclusion. Sometimes reconstructing an idea increases our confidence because it reveals that the idea survived objections, varied sources, and genuine tests. At other times, we discover that a confident statement rested on a memory, an inherited word, or a single explanation that was never compared with another.

1.7. An Idea Has a History

An idea has a history. That history includes the situation that set our attention in motion, the emotions that signaled what mattered, the words through which we learned to recognize it, the encounters that changed our interpretation, and a memory that preserved the conclusion while leaving part of the journey behind.

Reconstructing that history allows us to participate again in something that already seemed finished. We can recover an alternative, reassess an influence, refine a word, or confirm that the conclusion has withstood careful examination. Intellectual autonomy grows from this possibility: recognizing what has reached us and deciding what place it will have in what we think and do.

When we spread the pieces of an idea out on the table, we discover that facts rarely come joined together on their own. Between an unanswered message and the story of a relationship, between three delays and a judgment about commitment, there are bridges built by our minds. Some rest on solid evidence; others are barely supported by a possibility. Once integrated into the landscape, they can all seem to be part of the same ground.
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Chapter 2. When Coherence Supplants Evidence

Facts do not come preconnected.

A camera can record a person entering a room, remaining there for ten minutes, and leaving with a folder. The recording itself does not contain the reason for the visit, what happened outside the frame, or the significance of the folder. To understand the scene, we need to connect it to something else: an earlier conversation, an unfinished task, a habit, or an expectation. Facts provide the pieces; the mind builds the connections.

This ability lets us navigate a world that never gives us all the information at once. We infer an intention from a gesture, anticipate a consequence before it occurs, and choose a route without first traveling every possible path. Each of these operations crosses a gap between what we observe and what we need to know.

The problem begins when we stop noticing that gap. One explanation fits, then another piece falls into place, and within minutes the whole story feels as solid as the facts it was meant to explain. Coherence has begun to take the place of evidence.

2.1. The Gaps Between Facts

Imagine a weekly meeting. The team has spent months working on a proposal and expects to hear management’s decision that morning. When the video call begins, the project lead’s camera is off. She offers a brief greeting, announces that the decision will be postponed, and avoids saying when there will be an update. Ten minutes later, the meeting ends.

That is nearly everything the people present could jointly confirm:


	the camera remained off;

	the project lead spoke less than usual;

	the decision was postponed;

	no new date was set;

	the meeting ended early.



The facts are clear and, at the same time, insufficient to answer the question that matters: what is happening with the project?

One person remembers that the project lead championed the proposal for months and thinks she must have received bad news. Another interprets her brevity as a sign of anger. Someone else mentions that the company announced cuts in another region. Before the day is over, an explanation begins to circulate: management has decided to cancel the project, and the project lead has not yet been authorized to announce it.

The story is possible. It could even be true. Yet none of the initial observations contains a cancellation, an instruction to remain silent, or a final decision. Those elements appeared to connect the facts and give them direction.

We can represent the progression this way:

The decision was postponed. There may be a serious problem. The project lead said little and did not turn on her camera. She probably already knows an unfavorable decision has been made. She would not set a date. She has been told to wait before announcing it. Therefore, the project will be canceled.


The bold lines serve a different function from the others. They do not describe what happened during the meeting; they propose what would have to be happening for the facts to form a continuous story. They are bridges.


Remove the Bridges for a Moment

Try describing a recent disagreement without using “because,” “wanted,” “knew,” “surely,” or any phrase about the other person’s intentions. Notice how much you can say before you need one of those words.


There is nothing unusual about building them. Everyday experience is full of fragments. We see actions without hearing every motive, receive results without witnessing the processes behind them, and know other people without direct access to what they remember, want, or fear. Even our own states require interpretation: sometimes we notice tension in the body before we know whether it comes from fatigue, worry, or a conversation we are avoiding.

The absence of connections would be as problematic as an excess of them. If every observation remained isolated, we could not recognize familiar situations or act in advance. When we hear water behind a wall and see a spreading stain, we infer a leak before opening the wall. The damp patch does not reveal the broken pipe, but waiting until we can see it may increase the damage. Inference lets us intervene while the evidence is still incomplete.

That is why our goal is not to eliminate the bridges. We need to learn to see them.

An observation can be expressed somewhat independently of an explanation: “the meeting lasted ten minutes.” An inference adds something that was not available in the same way: “they wanted to finish before anyone asked questions.” The second statement can lead us toward a useful inquiry, as long as it retains its provisional status.

When the two merge, grammar often conceals the shift. We say, “they ended the meeting to avoid questions,” and the intention becomes embedded in the fact. Later, we may remember the episode through that compact sentence. There is no longer a brief meeting we tried to understand; there is a meeting that was deliberately cut short.

Language has closed the first gap.

2.2. Inference as a Necessary Tool

To infer is to provisionally accept something we did not observe on the basis of something we did.

The definition is broad because the activity is broad as well. We infer that it rained when we find the street wet, that a friend is worried when we hear a change in their voice, and that a device is low on power when its screen dims. In none of these cases do we directly see the earlier rain, the worry, or the remaining charge. We encounter signs and look for the explanation that best connects them.

Peter Lipton studied a form of this reasoning known as “inference to the best explanation.” When faced with several hypotheses, we tend to prefer the one that, if true, would best explain what we observed[3]. Medicine, scientific research, and technical diagnosis all depend on this operation, but we also use it when we open the refrigerator and wonder who finished something we expected to find there.

The quality of an inference does not depend solely on our ability to imagine it. An explanation is stronger when it accounts for several facts without requiring too many additional assumptions, agrees with well-established knowledge, and yields consequences that can still be tested. Comparing it with other possibilities also matters. A leak explains the damp patch, but before breaking into the wall, it is worth checking whether there is an open window above it or whether someone spilled water.

Let us return to the meeting. Canceling the project would explain the postponement, the brevity, and the project lead’s reserve. A temporary budget problem could explain them as well. So could the illness of someone responsible for approving the proposal, the emergence of a confidential negotiation, or a personal emergency the project lead had to handle while running the call.

Not every alternative carries the same weight. Some may contradict known information; others require unlikely coincidences. The task is not to generate endless possibilities until any decision becomes impossible, but to preserve the distinction between the hypothesis we are considering and the fact we are trying to explain.

That distinction can be maintained with very simple language:


	“I observed that…”

	“This could mean that…”

	“I am considering it because…”

	“I would expect to find…”

	“I would change my mind if…”



These phrases make the movement of inference visible. They also make it testable. If we think management will cancel the project, we would expect to find a budget reduction, the reassignment of the team, or a later announcement. If, instead, the delay stems from an unexpected absence, the signs would be different.

A useful inference opens an inquiry. It indicates what to ask, what to observe, and which results might strengthen or weaken it. It can guide preventive action before we reach certainty, such as shutting off the water when we suspect a leak, as long as the response is proportional to the risk and the available knowledge.


A Practical Difference

A hypothesis points to where we should look. Borrowed certainty decides in advance what we will find.


The dangerous shift occurs when the hypothesis stops opening questions and begins answering all of them.

Suppose someone sends the project lead a message and receives no reply that afternoon. If cancellation remains a possibility, the silence is a new fact that admits several explanations. If cancellation already functions as a fact, the same silence immediately becomes confirmation: she is not responding because she was forbidden to speak.

The initial hypothesis has changed functions. At first, it explained some of the facts; now it determines the meaning of the facts that come later.

2.3. From a Conjecture to a Complete Story

A conjecture can become a premise without our ever saying the words “this has been proven.” We need only begin reasoning from it.

In the meeting example, the first step was:

Management may have decided to cancel the project.


As long as the statement retains that form, we can compare it with other explanations. But the conversation continues:

If they are going to cancel it, the project lead will have to reorganize the team. If she reorganizes the team, some positions may be eliminated. If some positions are eliminated, recent hires will be at greater risk. Elena joined three months ago. Elena will probably lose her job.


Each link seems reasonable. Organizations reorganize teams when they cancel projects, some cuts affect jobs, and seniority can influence those decisions. The conclusion does not sound far-fetched. Even so, the entire chain depends on a cancellation no one has confirmed and adds new assumptions about the company’s strategy, the need to reduce staff, and the criteria it would use.

The length of the story can conceal this fragility. By the time we reach Elena, our attention is focused on a concrete and emotionally significant consequence. Going back to ask whether the project will actually be canceled can feel like backtracking, even though that first link still supports everything else.

A chain of inferences resembles a row of dominoes, with one difference: once we see it completed, we may confuse the number of pieces with the number of independent supports. Ten connected claims do not necessarily amount to ten pieces of evidence. If nine depend on the first, we have merely developed the consequences of a single assumption in detail.

Detail heightens the sense of reality. It is easier to imagine Elena updating her résumé, canceling a purchase, and preparing for a conversation with her family than to imagine a vague “possible employment consequence.” Each scene makes the next more readily available. The story acquires faces, motives, a sequence, and an ending. Tversky and Kahneman studied how, in the face of uncertainty, we rely on shortcuts that draw on resemblance to familiar cases, the ease with which we recall an example, or the first available reference point. These operations often guide us quickly, but they can also cause an intuitive impression to replace the relationships we should be examining[1].

Amos Tversky and Daniel Kahneman showed how thoroughly a coherent description can prevail even over an elementary logical relationship. In one of their experiments, they introduced Linda, a thirty-one-year-old single woman who was bright and deeply concerned with issues of discrimination and social justice. They then asked participants to rank several statements by probability[2].

The options included these two:


	Linda is a bank teller.

	Linda is a bank teller and is active in the feminist movement.



Which answer would you choose?

Before continuing, pause for a moment and notice which of the two alternatives seems to fit the description better. No calculation is necessary; simply choose the one that seems more likely at first glance.

The more probable answer is the first: Linda is a bank teller. This does not mean we know her occupation; it means that, of the two alternatives offered, the first encompasses a larger set of possibilities.

The reason becomes clearer if we imagine a room containing every bank teller. Some people in that group will be active in the feminist movement, and others will not. The first option allows Linda to be anywhere in the room; the second restricts her to a smaller area. Everyone who meets both conditions necessarily meets the first, but not everyone who meets the first also meets the second.

[image: A cup holding marked tokens sits inside a larger vessel that contains those same tokens along with other unmarked ones.]Adding a condition makes a description more specific, but does not increase the number of cases that can satisfy it.
We can apply the same relationship to a more familiar situation. If someone asks which is more likely when drawing a card from a deck—“that it is a face card” or “that it is a heart face card”—the answer is easier. All heart face cards are face cards, while the first group also includes face cards from the other suits. The added condition may make the description more precise, but it reduces the number of cases that satisfy it. For the same reason, the second description of Linda can never be more probable than the first.

In the experiment, however, most people chose the second option. It was not because they were unfamiliar with a complex mathematical rule. When the relationship is presented through cards or sets, it is much easier to recognize. The difficulty arose because the question did not arrive by itself: it was preceded by a description of a person.

The second alternative fits that portrait better. It seems to continue the life of the character we have just met, while “bank teller” feels like an arbitrary detail. We are not first given an abstract list of possibilities. We meet Linda: her age, her interests, and her concern for social justice. In just a few lines, we begin to form an impression of her character and expect the answer to preserve that continuity.

“Bank teller” seems to interrupt the narrative. The occupation has no visible connection to what we have just learned and may therefore feel incomplete or even unlikely. “Bank teller and active in the feminist movement,” by contrast, picks up a trait already established by the description. The second option returns us to the Linda we believe we have come to know. It contains more detail, but that detail does not feel like a restriction; it feels like confirmation.

The appeal of the answer, then, does not come from a probability calculation. It comes from narrative continuity. Without noticing, we stop comparing how many cases fit each alternative and begin evaluating which one better represents the character. The question “Which is more probable?” becomes a more intuitive one: “Which story fits Linda better?”

The substitution is subtle and happens naturally. The new question is related to the original, but it is not equivalent. A story can seem more representative while describing a smaller set of possibilities. At that moment, coherence has not refuted the logical rule; it has simply led us to answer a different question.

This shift also occurs outside experiments. A new neighbor installs cameras, comes home in the early morning, and rarely talks with anyone else on the street. If there have been recent burglaries in the area, the details can arrange themselves into a troubling picture: he watches the houses, moves around while everyone sleeps, and avoids forming connections so as not to attract attention.

Each fact is compatible with the suspicion, but also with a different story. Perhaps he works nights, installed the cameras because he was burglarized, and is not yet fluent in the language. No explanation should be accepted merely because it is reassuring or alarming. What matters is recognizing that the same facts can be organized in more than one way.

Internal coherence answers a limited question: if this story were true, would its parts fit together? Evidence demands another: what reasons do we have to believe that this story, among the available alternatives, describes what happened?

2.4. The Cognitive Power of a Good Story

A story can fit our expectations so well that we end up responding to its coherence instead of evaluating the evidence, but this is not the only phenomenon we need to consider. Stories can guide judgment in this way because they perform functions far deeper than merely embellishing an explanation. Before we distrust them, we need to understand why we so readily think in narrative form and what we gain by doing so.

A story gathers scattered events into a sequence we can understand, remember, and communicate. It establishes what happened first, what caused what followed, who acted, and with what intention. That structure reduces the number of elements we must hold separately in mind.

Consider a list:


	sales fell short of expectations;

	the launch was delayed twice;

	the price drew criticism;

	a competitor introduced a similar product;

	the app malfunctioned during the first few weeks;

	the campaign received many views;

	initial surveys showed interest.



Now let us gather it into an explanation:

The product was innovative, but it arrived before the market was ready.


The sentence provides a center. The initial interest and campaign views confirm the innovation; the low sales show the market’s lack of readiness; the criticism, delays, and malfunctions can become secondary difficulties typical of an idea ahead of its time. A brief story has decided what each fact means.

It also assigns responsibility. If the market was not ready, the strategy retains its value and the failure can be presented as evidence of foresight. If the price was too high or the app did not work, internal decisions become more important. Choosing an explanation does more than organize the past; it also determines what is learned, what is corrected, and who will be held accountable.

Nancy Pennington and Reid Hastie studied this influence in mock juries. Participants received evidence about a case and had to reach a verdict. The researchers observed that jurors did not merely add up each piece of evidence: they constructed causal stories connecting circumstances, motives, actions, and consequences. Confidence in the verdict depended in part on whether the story seemed complete, coherent, and compatible with what they considered possible[4].

The order of presentation also mattered in their experiments. The same evidence could be organized according to the sequence of events or according to the order in which each side would have presented it during a trial. When the order made it easier to construct a story, participants were more likely to choose the verdict that story favored. The evidentiary content had not changed; what changed was the ease with which it could become a narrative.

This does not mean jurors should avoid all narrative. To decide whether conduct meets a legal definition, they need to reconstruct what may have happened. A story is the instrument through which they turn fragments of testimony and physical evidence into a sequence that can be evaluated. That is precisely why its form exerts power.


One Story, Several Versions

In Akira Kurosawa’s Rashōmon, the same event is reconstructed through conflicting testimony. Each version connects actions, motives, and memories to produce a complete account. The difficulty lies not only in deciding who is telling the truth, but also in noticing how each narrative creates a different way of understanding what happened[6].


A fluid narrative provides several cognitive advantages:


	it reduces scattered facts to a structure;

	it allows us to anticipate what should happen next;

	it makes the whole easier to remember;

	it assigns causes, motives, and responsibilities;

	it offers a conclusion that can be communicated in a few words.



Those advantages can also be mistaken for signs of truth. If an explanation is quickly understood, easily remembered, and answers every question, we feel that we know the terrain. Alternatives, by contrast, may seem weak merely because they are still incomplete or because they require us to hold several possibilities in mind at once.

Uncertainty has an unsatisfying narrative shape. Saying that the product may have failed because of some combination of price, technical problems, delays, competition, and shifts in demand yields neither a protagonist nor a single cause. Nor does it make it easy to say what would have happened if just one decision had been different. It may, however, be a more faithful representation.

Nassim Nicholas Taleb uses the term “narrative fallacy” to describe our tendency to compress complex, partly random processes into stories that seem to explain them after we know the outcome[5]. A successful company finds in its past the bold decision that led it to triumph; a company that disappears discovers the warning it should have heeded. In both cases, the outcome illuminates certain episodes and leaves other paths that were also possible in the dark.

Retrospective stories often turn a contingent sequence into a trajectory. Once we know who won an election, which technology prevailed, or which investment failed, it is easy to select signs that foreshadowed the outcome. It is harder to remember that those signs coexisted with others, that unexpected events occurred, and that at the time of the decision the future had not yet chosen a single direction.

An explanation can be valuable without being definitive. The conflict arises when its elegance ends the inquiry: because everything fits, we stop asking what was left out.

2.5. Plausible, Probable, and Demonstrated

A plausible explanation deserves consideration; a probable explanation deserves greater confidence; a demonstrated conclusion requires sufficient evidence to support it.

The three terms are often used interchangeably in conversation, but they indicate different states of knowledge.

An explanation is plausible when it is compatible with what we know and offers an understandable mechanism. If someone did not respond because their phone ran out of power, we have an ordinary possibility that could explain the silence. Plausibility allows us to include it among our hypotheses; it does not yet tell us how much confidence to place in it.

An explanation is probable when, beyond being possible, there are reasons to consider it more likely than its alternatives. Perhaps we saw that the battery was nearly depleted, know that the person spent the day away from a charger, and notice that messages stopped being delivered at a certain time. Our confidence increases because evidence favoring the explanation has emerged, though there could still be another cause.

A conclusion is demonstrated, in the everyday sense we will use here, when we have sufficient evidence to support the claim in the specific situation. If the person turns the phone back on, shows the battery log, and explains what happened, the hypothesis receives direct confirmation. This does not turn “the phone ran out of power” into a universal truth about every silence or eliminate all philosophical doubt; it establishes that we have an adequate basis for accepting that explanation in this case.


The Map and the Territory

“A map is not the territory it represents”[7].  —Alfred Korzybski



The difference does not depend on how confidently a statement is delivered. We can express a conjecture with tremendous conviction and communicate a well-established fact with caution. Tone belongs to the speaker; the degree of support belongs to the relationship between the claim and the evidence.

Nor does the number of details by itself transform a possibility into a probable conclusion. Suppose someone explains the project meeting this way:

Management decided to cancel it on Tuesday afternoon, asked the project lead to keep the news confidential, and scheduled a reorganization for next month.


Precision can create the impression of access to inside information. Without a source, each detail is an additional claim requiring support. This version is no better demonstrated than “perhaps they will cancel the project”; it simply makes more unsupported claims.

We can evaluate an explanation with four questions:

1. What Did We Actually Observe?

It helps to describe the facts before integrating them. Dates, messages, behavior, measurements, and documents may have different degrees of reliability, but they must be distinguished from the causes or intentions we attribute to them.

2. What Did We Add to Connect Them?

This is where the terms that signal a bridge appear: “because,” “therefore,” “wanted,” “surely,” “this proves.” Each link should be expressible as a claim in its own right. Once we isolate it, we can ask where it came from.

3. What Other Explanations Produce Similar Observations?

An alternative need not be more appealing to be useful. It only needs to show that the facts do not lead exclusively to the first story. If two hypotheses explain the same thing, we will need an observation capable of distinguishing between them.

4. What Evidence Would Change Our Position?

A testable explanation allows us to imagine results that would strengthen it and results that would weaken it. If any event can be absorbed as confirmation, the story has become resistant to reality.

These questions do not guarantee a perfect answer. Sometimes we must act before gathering everything we need. A physician may begin a provisional treatment; a family may avoid a highway in response to an alert that remains uncertain; a team may prepare a plan in case the budget is reduced. The difference lies in recognizing which part of the action responds to precaution and which part responds to an established conclusion.

We can also be wrong after investigating carefully. The evidence may be incomplete, a source may fail, and an important alternative may remain outside our field of view. Rigorous thinking does not consist of eliminating that possibility, but of calibrating confidence to the available support and preserving a way to correct ourselves.

The best explanation is not necessarily the most satisfying one. Sometimes it will be the one that leaves questions open, distributes causes among several factors, or acknowledges that we still do not know. Its discomfort may be a sign that the story has not taken up the space that belongs to the evidence.

2.6. A Method for Reviewing a Convincing Story

Choose an explanation that feels fairly clear. It may be the cause we attribute to a recent conflict, the reason a proposal was rejected, an interpretation of someone’s behavior, the account a group uses to explain a success or failure, or a news story that seems to connect its central figures, motives, and consequences perfectly. The choice is yours.

Write it in two or three sentences. There is no need to weaken it with caveats before beginning. We want to observe the story as it usually appears when we think or speak about it.

1. Extract the Observations

Write down each fact that can be separated from the explanation. Try to use descriptions that do not yet include causes or intentions.

“They rejected my proposal because they had already chosen someone else” contains at least one observation and one inference. “I received a message saying they would not move forward with my proposal” describes what we had access to. The prior choice belongs to the story we will examine.

2. Draw the Bridges

Put the observations in order and write the connections needed to reach the conclusion between them. You can use arrows:

They responded two days later than promised → they had already made a decision and were looking for a way to communicate it → the message was brief → they did not seriously consider the proposal → they had chosen someone else from the start.


The statements between the facts are inferences. Some will have strong support; others will appear for the first time when we try to write them down.

3. Locate the Borrowed Premises

Review which inferences began to be used as though they were facts. Ask how many later claims depend on each one. A borrowed premise often supports several parts of the story without having received independent evidence.

You do not need to discard it. Mark it with language that preserves its status: “it is possible,” “it seems,” “I am assuming.” Notice what changes in the rest of the account when you restore that degree of uncertainty.

4. Build Two Alternatives

Look for at least two other explanations compatible with the observations. One may favor your initial interpretation and another may contradict it; what matters is that both respect the facts.

The delay and brevity of the message could stem from a decision made in advance. They could also be due to a prolonged deliberation, a heavy workload, or a policy limiting the information provided to all participants.

Creating alternatives does not mean assigning them equal probability. It helps reveal which part of the conclusion truly depends on the facts and which part comes from the first story that managed to close the gaps between them.

5. Look for an Observable Difference

Ask what we would find if each explanation were true. There may be a record, a conversation we can have, a pattern in earlier decisions, or a person with firsthand information.

If there is no reasonable way to verify it, we should acknowledge that limit. We can retain a suspicion without turning it into certainty about someone else’s intentions.

6. Adjust the Conclusion

Rewrite the story, indicating what was observed, what you consider probable, and what remains merely possible. The new version need not be longer or weaker. It should more faithfully show how far the evidence reaches.

You might end up saying: “They rejected the proposal after responding two days late. The message does not explain how they made the decision. I suspect they already had another option, but I do not yet have enough information to say so.”

The story loses a little fluidity and gains something more useful: places where reality can still enter.

2.7. Coherence Is Not Evidence

Facts do not come preconnected. To understand them, we imagine causes, attribute intentions, and anticipate consequences. That ability turns fragments into situations we can think and act upon. Inference is not a flaw we must correct; it is one of the fundamental movements of thought.

Its power requires us to preserve its traces. A possibility can guide a question, but it does not acquire evidentiary support merely because it allows us to build other possibilities on top of it. A story can be detailed, memorable, and perfectly coherent while every one of its links depends on the same assumption.

Distinguishing the plausible from the probable and the demonstrated allows us to give each claim only the weight it can bear. It also helps us act under uncertainty without disguising it as certainty: we can investigate a suspicion, prepare for a risk, or provisionally choose an explanation while keeping open the possibility of correcting it.

When a narrative fills every gap, everything seems settled. When we separate its pieces, we discover something less comfortable: the facts allow more than one path, and our preferred explanation is only one among several. Sometimes the evidence will allow us to choose; at other times, we will have to live with an open question for a while. In that interval, before completing the story with what we imagine, a difficult possibility emerges: acknowledging that we still do not know.

Do you want to know how the project story that opened this chapter ended? Did management decide to cancel it? Was the project lead concealing bad news? What happened to Elena?

If any of those questions made you want to keep reading until you found an answer, you have just felt what we have been discussing. The initial facts opened a story, and the inferences gave it characters, risks, and possible endings. Although the example had already served its purpose, part of your attention remained, waiting for the pieces to finally fall into place.

So we can breathe easy. The story was fictional: no project was canceled, and no one lost their job.
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Chapter 3. The Value of Not Knowing

Not knowing can also be a result.

The statement seems simple, yet it runs counter to a deeply rooted expectation. When we ask a question, we expect something that will close the space the question has just opened: a cause, a name, a date, a decision. If, after investigating, the answer is still “I don't know,” we may feel that the process has failed.

Yet there is a difference between not knowing something because we have never examined it and recognizing, after we have, how far the available information reaches. In the first case, there is little more than a gap; in the second, we already know its boundaries. We know what we observed, which explanations remain possible, which have lost credibility, and what we would need to find in order to move forward.

That difference turns ignorance into a position from which we can think.


This Too Is Knowledge

“To know what you know and what you do not know, that is true knowledge”[8].  —Confucius



3.1. The Discomfort of an Empty Space

A service goes down in the morning. Requests pile up, several people write asking for an explanation, and management calls a meeting. The team has reviewed recent changes, logs, and infrastructure but still cannot find the cause.

When someone asks what happened, one response might be:

I don't know the cause yet. We've confirmed that the problem began at 8:17 and affects requests processed by two servers. The latest deployment is working correctly, and we found no data loss. We're still investigating the connection to an external provider.


The response contains useful information. It defines the time and scope, identifies a hypothesis that has been ruled out and a risk that has not materialized, and points to the next line of inquiry. Even so, the opening words may dominate our impression: “I don't know yet.”

In an urgent situation, that sentence can sound like a lack of control. Someone waiting for a cause may hear an admission of incompetence; someone worried about the consequences may feel the danger growing. The team feels pressure as well. A provisional explanation, however weak, would make it possible to assign tasks, respond to messages, and show that there is a direction.

This discomfort is not confined to work. If a friendship changes in tone, we want to know whether we did something upsetting. If a family member receives an unusual medical result, we want to know what it means. When grave news breaks, we look for those responsible, for motives and consequences, even as events are still unfolding. The lack of an answer does not remain in some abstract place: it disrupts plans and leaves actions suspended.

That is why certainty offers more than knowledge. It also restores a sense of order. A cause allows us to imagine a remedy; an intention allows us to decide how to respond; a prognosis allows us to prepare for the future. Even a troubling explanation may be easier to bear than several open possibilities at once.

Social life reinforces this preference. In many conversations, responding confidently is interpreted as a sign of preparedness. A long pause, a correction, or an “I need to check” can seem less convincing than an immediate answer. Online, the first accounts compete for attention while evidence is still missing; in a meeting, the first person to suggest a cause may establish the frame through which everything else will be examined.


The Wings of “I Don't Know”

“Whatever inspiration is, it's born from a continuous ‘I don't know’”[9].  —Wisława Szymborska



Suppose that, during the service outage, someone remembers an update installed the night before. Its proximity in time makes the explanation appealing:

The update broke the system.


Now there is a cause, a sequence, and an available course of action: roll back the change. If the hypothesis is correct, acting quickly will limit the damage. If it is not, the rollback may consume valuable time and add another change to a situation we do not yet understand.

The pressure to answer and the need to act are easily conflated. It can seem as though acknowledging uncertainty obliges us to remain still, while choosing an explanation demonstrates initiative. But these are separate decisions. We may not yet know the cause and still contain the problem, preserve logs, communicate what has been confirmed, and test hypotheses systematically.

The empty space becomes easier to inhabit once it is no longer shapeless. “I don't know what happened” can become “I know when it began, where it appears, what was not affected, and which explanations are being tested.” The cause remains open, but the investigation already has structure.

3.2. Models That Survive Every Objection

Choosing an explanation early does not always end the investigation. Sometimes it merely changes the work we do: instead of finding out what happened, we begin protecting the answer we have already found.

Imagine that we send a friend a message and receive a shorter reply than usual. We remember a recent conversation, notice that they have written less since then, and arrive at an explanation: they are angry with us but do not want to say so.

Several things may happen over the following days:


	if they respond coldly, the explanation seems confirmed: the anger continues;

	if they are friendly, we think they are trying to hide it;

	if they take a long time to reply, we assume they are avoiding the conversation;

	if they write first, we interpret it as an attempt to create an opportunity to discuss what happened;

	if we ask directly and they deny being angry, we believe they still do not trust us enough to admit it.



Every outcome finds a place within the same model. The explanation adapts, adds a condition, and preserves its core. It may be correct; the problem is that we no longer know what could show us that it is wrong.

Karl Popper argued for a conception of knowledge based on conjectures exposed to refutation. An explanation does not become scientific simply because some cases are consistent with it. It must also put something at risk: it must allow for observations that, if they occurred, would force us to revise or abandon it[2].

The idea can be applied carefully to everyday situations. We need not turn every opinion into a scientific theory, but we can ask:

What would have to happen for this explanation to stop seeming sufficient?



One Small Advantage

“I neither know nor think that I know”[10].  —Socrates, in Plato's Apology



If the answer is “nothing,” the explanation is no longer interpreting the facts; it is absorbing them.

This way of protecting an explanation appears often when we try to understand other people's intentions. Because we cannot observe those intentions directly, every new gesture requires interpretation. If the initial story predetermines the meaning of them all, no response can contradict it.

An explanation protected in this way produces a peculiar feeling: the more we question it, the more examples we find in its favor. An objection does not enter as a real threat but as another piece to be reinterpreted. The model appears resilient because it never falls, even though it survives only because every condition under which it could fall has been removed.

Repairs are not inherently bad. An explanation may need adjustment when it encounters new evidence. Scientific theories, diagnoses, and plans can change without it being reasonable to discard them at the first difficulty. The question is what kind of repair we are making.

A productive correction increases precision, acknowledges the adverse evidence, and generates new consequences that can be examined. A defensive repair is added solely to keep the explanation from losing authority. The first makes the model more demanding; the second makes it harder to touch.

We can see the difference in the same friendship. During a conversation, the other person explains that they have not been sleeping well, are dealing with a family problem, and have barely had the energy to answer messages. A productive correction would be to acknowledge that this information weakens our initial interpretation and ask whether anything remains unresolved between us. A defensive repair would be to think that they are using exhaustion to conceal their anger, without any independent sign to support this new assumption.

The possibility is not absurd. People sometimes hide what they feel, and an explanation can be incomplete. But the new condition requires evidence of its own. If every contrary response becomes proof that the anger is better hidden, we have constructed a story that the other person has no way to refute.

Abandoning a model comes at a cost. We have invested time in it, perhaps defended it to others, and organized decisions around it. Letting it fall brings back the original question with all its discomfort. We no longer know whether the relationship changed, whether something was left unsaid, or whether those brief messages ever had anything to do with us.

That is precisely why “I don't know” can represent progress. It interrupts the repairs and allows us to look at the problem again without the obligation to preserve an answer.

3.3. “I Don't Know” as a Responsible Boundary

Saying “I don't know” is not the same as claiming that nothing can be known. Nor does it mean that all explanations are equally valid or that we should abandon the search.

The sentence can express very different states:


	unrecognized ignorance: we do not realize that information is missing;

	indifference: I do not know, and I do not consider it necessary to find out;

	diffuse uncertainty: we sense many doubts but cannot formulate them;

	bounded uncertainty: we recognize what has been established, where inference begins, and which questions remain open.




To Be Less Ignorant

“All I have ever wanted is to study so that I might be less ignorant”[11].  —Sor Juana Inés de la Cruz



The last is the position that interests us. It does not celebrate the void; it describes it.

In the fifteenth century, Nicholas of Cusa used the expression “learned ignorance” to describe knowledge that is conscious of its own limits. His thought belonged to a philosophical and theological framework very different from ours, but it retains a fertile intuition: understanding that reality exceeds our measures does not negate the effort to know it. It keeps us from confusing the measure with what we are trying to measure[1].

Recognizing a limit may require more work than offering an answer. For someone on the team to say responsibly, “I still don't know what caused the outage,” they first had to review logs, reproduce conditions, rule out the deployment, and check the state of the data. The sentence does not replace the investigation; it reports its provisional result.

It also establishes an ethical boundary. When a claim can affect someone's reputation, health, employment, or safety, filling in the gaps with a compelling explanation can have consequences before there is sufficient basis for it. An explicit limit protects the difference between what we need to discover and what we are already justified in asserting.

Consider a developing news story. During the first hour, a video without context circulates alongside two conflicting figures and testimony from someone who heard an explosion. One news outlet publishes a complete narrative, including the cause, those responsible, and the number of casualties. Another reports the location and time, notes which authorities are at the scene, and keeps the unanswered questions visible.

The first article seems more informative because it fills more spaces. The second may contain higher-quality knowledge. It will not have to retract a cause that was never confirmed, it does not turn a provisional figure into collective memory, and it can incorporate new evidence without pretending that it was there all along.

“I don't know” thus serves a function much like a fence around unstable ground. It does not mean that we will never be able to enter; it marks where it would be irresponsible to walk as though the ground were already firm.

Wording matters. A vague statement can conceal as much as false certainty. Saying “nothing is known” is not the same as saying:

The location and time of the incident have been confirmed so far. Two sources are reporting different figures, and no authority has established the cause. We need independent verification of the videos and an official report before assigning responsibility.


The second version separates what is documented, what is contradictory, and what is needed in order to move forward. The unknown ceases to be a cloud and acquires contours.

Once those contours are visible, questions covered over by a premature explanation reappear. Where does each figure come from? Are the sources independent? When was the video recorded? What observation would distinguish an accident from a deliberate act? A good statement of uncertainty does not end the conversation. It returns better questions to us.

3.4. A Map of the Unknown

We can organize uncertainty without turning it into certainty. To do so, we need something like a map: not a complete representation of the problem, but a provisional distribution of what we know and what still lies beyond it.


A Question as a Motto

“What do I know?”[12].  —Michel de Montaigne



Let us construct it from four regions.

1. What Is Documented

Here we place observations, records, measurements, and testimony whose origins we can identify. “The service began failing at 8:17” belongs in this region if we have consistent logs. We must also note their limits: perhaps the system records errors only past a certain point, or two clocks may not be synchronized.

Documented does not mean infallible. It means that we can return to the source, review how the evidence was obtained, and correct it if a problem emerges.

2. What Is Probable

This region contains explanations that have support but have not yet been confirmed. It helps to state how much confidence we place in them and why. “The outage is probably in the connection to the provider because all the errors appear after that call, while other services continue to work.”

The reasoning matters more than the adjective. Two people may use “probable” to express very different degrees of confidence. Recording the reasons allows us to update the estimate when new evidence arrives.

3. What Is Possible

Here we retain hypotheses that are consistent with the evidence but remain weak or largely unexamined. A change made by the provider, intermittent overload, or a network problem could explain part of the behavior. Recording a possibility does not make it the leading candidate; it keeps us from forgetting it too soon.

We should also remove from this region anything that contradicts well-established facts. Keeping every imaginable explanation is not intellectual openness. It is a refusal to learn from the evidence.

4. What Is Unknown

The final region is filled not with answers but with concrete questions:


	Did the provider change its configuration?

	Does the outage occur in every region?

	What happened between the last successful request and the first error?

	Is there a system we are not observing?

	What evidence would distinguish the two leading hypotheses?



A good question turns a broad gap into a possible operation. “What is happening?” can become a configuration review, a comparison among regions, or a request for external logs.

This way of working emerged with particular clarity in a scientific episode that drew worldwide attention. In 2011, the OPERA experiment reported that its measurements appeared to show neutrinos traveling faster than light. The result conflicted with one of the best-established limits in modern physics. The most sensational explanation would have been to announce immediately that the theory of relativity had been overturned.

The team did not present the anomaly as a definitive conclusion. It shared the measurement, described its checks, and asked the community to examine the result. The distinction was crucial: the researchers had observed a discrepancy they could not explain; they had not demonstrated that a particle had violated the speed-of-light limit[6].

Over the following months, the team reexamined the entire measurement path: the distance between the facilities, the production of the beam, the detection of the neutrinos, and above all the method used to synchronize clocks in different locations. In February 2012, it reported finding two problems capable of altering the result. One concerned the oscillator used to assign timestamps in GPS synchronization; the other concerned a fiber-optic connection carrying the signal to the experiment's master clock. Their effects worked in opposite directions, so the researchers still needed to measure how much each had contributed.

The story did not end with the discovery of a faulty cable. New measurements using shorter neutrino pulses were prepared to verify the travel time, and results were compared across four experiments at the Gran Sasso laboratory: Borexino, ICARUS, LVD, and OPERA. In June 2012, all four reported times consistent with the speed of light. The initial anomaly could be attributed to a faulty component in the fiber-optic timing system[7].

The neutrinos had not exceeded the speed of light. Instead, an extraordinary measurement had revealed an extraordinarily small problem within a complex system of instruments and synchronization.

[image: A woman scientist examines the tiny gap between a fiber-optic connector and its input, with a large detector in the background.]Acknowledging that there was not yet an explanation allowed the anomaly to become a shared investigation.
We could tell this episode as the story of an error that was eventually corrected, but that version misses what is most valuable. The anomaly was treated as a question precise enough to organize a collective investigation. The team explained what it had measured, acknowledged that it could not find the cause, and allowed others to look for faults, propose tests, and repeat the measurement.

The position “I don't know why I am getting this result” contained more knowledge than either of the two hasty conclusions available: “relativity is wrong” or “the measurement must be false.” It kept both possibilities out of the central claim and focused the work on what could be tested.

A map of the unknown must change. When a new record appears, a possibility may become probable; when a test fails, a hypothesis may leave the map; when we discover a faulty instrument, something that seemed documented needs to be reviewed. Its usefulness lies not in fixing the boundaries forever but in showing us where they are today.

3.5. Deciding Under Uncertainty

In many situations, we cannot wait for the map to be complete. The decision has a deadline, the problem continues to have effects, or the cost of inaction grows over time.

A physician sees a patient with fever, fatigue, and pain. The symptoms are consistent with several illnesses; the initial observations do not allow for a single diagnosis. Pretending to be certain could lead to the wrong treatment. Simply saying “I don't know” and ending the appointment would be equally irresponsible.

Uncertainty can be translated into a plan:


	record the explanations consistent with the symptoms;

	look for signs requiring immediate attention;

	order tests capable of distinguishing the main causes;

	safely relieve what can be treated;

	explain which changes to watch for;

	establish when to reevaluate.



The diagnosis remains open, but action does not. Each decision responds to the available knowledge, the risk, and the possibility of correcting it.

This relationship can be summarized in three criteria.

Proportionality

The greater the potential harm, the more justified certain preventive measures may be, even when the evidence is incomplete. Temporarily closing a road when there are reasonable grounds to suspect a landslide may be prudent; publicly blaming a person requires a different level of support. Uncertainty does not eliminate the responsibility to act, but neither does it authorize just any action.

Reversibility

When several possibilities remain open, it is best to favor decisions that can be changed as new information arrives. Isolating a system component, preserving a copy, delaying a public statement, or starting a limited trial keeps options available. An irreversible decision requires a stronger basis because it reduces our ability to correct ourselves.

Updating

A provisional decision needs a time and a condition for review. When will we examine the evidence again? What change would raise or lower our confidence? Without this foresight, the provisional may become permanent, and a probability stated today may eventually be remembered as a fact.


Living with Doubt

“I think it's much more interesting to live not knowing than to have answers which might be wrong”[13].  —Richard Feynman



Forecasts provide a visible way to practice this kind of updating. Saying “it will rain tomorrow” is not the same as estimating “there is a 60% chance of rain in the afternoon.” The first statement divides the future into success and failure but conceals how much confidence lay behind it. The second allows us to revise the estimate when the weather changes, compare it with other forecasts, and take a simple precaution, such as carrying an umbrella, without claiming to know in advance what will happen.

Philip Tetlock and his collaborators studied these practices through forecasting tournaments on geopolitical events. In the Good Judgment Project, participants and teams expressed explicit probabilities, updated their estimates as new information arrived, broke broad questions into smaller problems, and combined perspectives. The results showed that precisely expressed uncertainty can improve the quality of forecasting and debate[5].

Tetlock and Dan Gardner describe the most successful forecasters as people willing to change their positions gradually. They did not wait for absolute proof to adjust a figure, nor did they treat every news story as grounds for a complete reversal. They compared precedents, sought information, and changed their confidence as the situation evolved[4].

Saying “60%” does not guarantee accuracy in an individual case. An event assigned that probability may not occur. Its value emerges across many estimates: if we use the expression well, events to which we assign similar probabilities should occur at roughly that frequency. Confidence becomes something that can be evaluated, not merely a quality of the speaker's voice.

In everyday life, we rarely need to assign an exact figure to every decision. We can use ranges or clear language: “it is a remote possibility,” “it is the best-supported explanation,” “we need to act as a precaution,” “we will review the decision tomorrow.” The important thing is not to ask a statement to carry more certainty than the evidence can support.

Acting under uncertainty means sustaining two commitments at once: responding to present consequences and preserving the ability to learn.

3.6. The Ignorance That Produces Knowledge

So far, we have treated the unknown as a boundary that protects against premature conclusions. But that is not its only function. Well-formulated ignorance can become the starting point for an investigation.

Stuart Firestein has noted that science is often presented as an accumulation of facts, even though the daily work of research is organized around what is not yet understood. A valuable answer does not necessarily eliminate ignorance; it may replace one broad question with several more precise ones[3].

Not every form of not knowing produces the same movement.

I don't know why it is failing.


The sentence acknowledges a boundary but still offers little direction.

I don't know whether the failure originates before or after the call to the provider.


Now there are two areas that can be observed.

I don't know why two servers fail while the others continue to respond, or what relevant difference exists between the two groups.


The ignorance already contains both a comparison and a search.

A good question defines variables, preserves more than one possible answer, and allows us to imagine what information would change our position. It need not be small, but it must offer some point of contact with reality.

We can practice this transformation with a question of our own. Think of something important that we still do not understand: a decision about work, a conflict, a change in our health, a technical problem, or a recent news story. Instead of immediately seeking a complete answer, let us write four sentences:


	What I can say is…

	The explanation I consider most likely is…

	I still cannot distinguish between…

	The evidence or experience that would help me move forward is…



We may discover that we know more than our initial feeling of confusion suggested. The opposite may also happen: a certainty begins to reveal entire regions we have never examined. Both results improve the map.

Acknowledging ignorance requires a certain confidence. We must tolerate someone else answering first, a rival explanation appearing more complete, or the conversation ending without a satisfying conclusion. It also takes discipline not to turn modesty into a performance: saying “no one can know” can end the search as effectively as an unfounded certainty.


What Makes Life Possible

“The only thing that makes life possible is permanent, intolerable uncertainty: not knowing what comes next”[14].  —Ursula K. Le Guin



Fertile ignorance is specific, revisable, and active. It identifies a limit, preserves the distinctions among possibilities, and guides the next encounter with evidence. It can coexist with a provisional decision and change as new evidence arrives.

Not knowing, then, ceases to be the space left behind when knowledge fails. It becomes part of knowledge's architecture. Between an observation and a conclusion lies a region where we compare, doubt, test, and revise questions. Cover it too quickly and we get fast answers; learn to describe it and we gain a place from which to keep thinking.

That place must remain open even when we already have a preferred explanation. The difficulty will not always lie in finding an answer, but in giving a genuine opportunity to whatever might force us to change it.

Bibliographic References


	Nicholas of Cusa. De docta ignorantia. 1440. English translation by Jasper Hopkins, Nicholas of Cusa on Learned Ignorance. Arthur J. Banning Press, 1981.

	Popper, Karl R. Conjectures and Refutations: The Growth of Scientific Knowledge. Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1963.

	Firestein, Stuart. Ignorance: How It Drives Science. Oxford University Press, 2012. ISBN 978-0-19-982807-4. Bibliographic record.

	Tetlock, Philip E., and Dan Gardner. Superforecasting: The Art and Science of Prediction. Crown, 2015.

	Tetlock, Philip E., Barbara A. Mellers, Nick Rohrbaugh, and Eva Chen. “Forecasting Tournaments: Tools for Increasing Transparency and Improving the Quality of Debate.” Current Directions in Psychological Science, vol. 23, no. 4, 2014, pp. 290–295. DOI: 10.1177/0963721414534257.

	Adam, T., et al. “Measurement of the Neutrino Velocity with the OPERA Detector in the CNGS Beam.” Journal of High Energy Physics, no. 10, art. 93, 2012. DOI: 10.1007/JHEP10(2012)093093).

	CERN. “OPERA Experiment Reports Anomaly in Flight Time of Neutrinos from CERN to Gran Sasso.” September 23, 2011, updated June 8, 2012. CERN.

	Confucius. Analects, Book II. Author's translation based on the English version by James Legge. Internet Classics Archive.

	Szymborska, Wisława. “The Poet and the World.” Nobel Lecture, December 7, 1996. Author's translation. NobelPrize.org.

	Plato. Apology. Author's translation based on the English version by Benjamin Jowett. Internet Classics Archive.

	Cruz, Sor Juana Inés de la. Respuesta de la poetisa a la muy ilustre Sor Filotea de la Cruz. 1691. Centro Virtual Cervantes.

	Montaigne, Michel de. “Que sais-je?” Personal motto engraved on a medal in 1576. Author's translation. Bibliothèque nationale de France.

	Feynman, Richard P. The Pleasure of Finding Things Out: The Best Short Works of Richard P. Feynman. Perseus Books, 1999. Excerpt from an interview for BBC's Horizon, 1981. Author's translation.

	Le Guin, Ursula K. The Left Hand of Darkness. Ace Books, 1969. Author's translation.


Chapter 4. The Machine That Confirms What We Think

An idea has a history. Experiences, words, emotions, and encounters all play a part in it, then disappear over time into a compact conclusion. When we try to open it up, we find facts that are not inherently connected and bridges we built to link them. Some of those bridges rest on evidence; others began as possibilities and gained strength because they made a coherent story possible.

Recognizing those connections brought us to a necessary limit. When the evidence does not yet allow us to choose, we can say “I don’t know” and leave the question open. That space does not bring thought to a halt. It lets us investigate without immediately covering what is missing with a satisfying answer.

But we rarely remain alone with a question for long. We look for someone to think with. We recount what happened over a meal, send a message, consult a book, or type a few words into a search engine. The answer we receive may show us something we had not considered. It may also help us build a clearer defense of what we already wanted to believe.

The three movements meet here: an idea formed over the course of a journey, an explanation that may mistake coherence for evidence, and a question that still retains the possibility of change. What happens when we bring all of this to an interlocutor capable of responding, developing our arguments, and accompanying us as the idea continues to take shape?


The Question Comes First

“There are no right answers to wrong questions”[6].  —Ursula K. Le Guin



4.1. The Need to Be Right

Imagine that a friend cancels, for the third time, plans we had eagerly prepared. We feel unimportant and, when we tell someone about it, we ask:

Don’t you think they’re showing me that they no longer care about our friendship?


The question conveys a fact, but it also proposes what that fact means. We are not merely asking for help understanding three cancellations; we are offering a story about how much we matter to the other person. The listener may sense our pain and reply:

Yes. If they cared, they would find a way to see you.


The answer brings relief. It confirms that our reaction makes sense, reduces the confusion, and restores a position from which we can act. We can confront them, distance ourselves, or stop trying. The uncertainty about what the cancellations mean has taken on a definite shape.

Perhaps the explanation is correct. There could also be others: health problems, exhaustion, financial hardship, responsibilities the other person has not wanted to share, or simply a different way of organizing their time. None of these alternatives erases the effect the cancellations had on us. The question is why we subject some explanations to more rigorous scrutiny than others.

If someone agrees with our interpretation, we may not ask how they reached it. If they say we are overreacting, we are more likely to examine their experience, their motives, and even the quality of their own friendship with us. An objection must pass an inspection that confirmation often escapes.

Raymond Nickerson brought together decades of research on this tendency under the term confirmation bias. It is not a single behavior. We may seek favorable information, interpret similar evidence differently, remember supporting examples more readily, or demand stronger proof from the opposing position[2].

This does not mean that we are consciously defending a lie. From our perspective, it may feel like a reasonable assessment. Favorable reasons land on prepared ground: they connect with prior experiences, emotions, and decisions. Contrary reasons require us to rearrange that ground and, sometimes, revise the image we have of ourselves.

Leon Festinger studied the tension that arises when our beliefs, actions, or new information are incompatible. He called this discomfort “cognitive dissonance” and proposed that we try to reduce it in several ways: by changing our behavior, modifying the belief, or reinterpreting the situation to restore coherence[1].

If we have spent months defending a decision, an objection does not arrive alone. It may bring with it the possibility that we wasted time, ignored a warning, or will have to explain a change to other people. Looking for a reason to preserve the decision also protects our sense of continuity.

Confirmation thus serves an emotional function. It does not only answer “What is true?” It may also answer “Can I keep thinking the same thing without rebuilding everything else?”

This difference has been observed even when people receive the same body of information. Charles Lord, Lee Ross, and Mark Lepper presented participants who held opposing views on the death penalty with two fictional studies: one appeared to support its effectiveness as a deterrent, while the other called it into question. Although everyone reviewed both studies, participants tended to judge the one that agreed with their initial position as more convincing. By the end, their positions had grown further apart, not closer together[3].

Receiving diverse information did not guarantee a balanced reassessment. Each group found reasons to trust the favorable study and flaws in the opposing one. Critical analysis was still present; what changed was where it was applied most intensely.

We need not conclude that every conviction is an emotional defense. Some ideas have been carefully examined, and there are sound reasons to retain them. The problem arises when we mistake how readily we accept a piece of evidence for the strength that evidence actually has.

Before seeking an answer, it is worth asking an uncomfortable question:

If someone confirmed what I think, would I demand the same evidence from them as I would from someone trying to contradict me?


4.2. Questions That Contain Their Own Answers

A search can appear open while already having decided what kind of answer will be welcome.

We can experience this through a task devised by psychologist Peter Wason. Imagine that I am trying to discover a rule and tell you that the following sequence follows it:

2 — 4 — 6


You may propose other sequences of three numbers. For each one, I will tell you whether or not it follows the rule. Once you believe you have enough information, you must say what you think the rule is.

Pause for a moment and consider which sequence you would try first.

Many people quickly form a hypothesis such as “even numbers increasing by two.” To test it, they propose:

8 — 10 — 12


The sequence follows the rule. Another test might be:

20 — 22 — 24


That one follows it too.


The Rule No One Gave

The original instructions never said the numbers had to be even or two units apart. The people trying to discover the rule invented those conditions. Without being asked, they created new rules and began obeying them when choosing new sequences: they stopped freely exploring the experiment’s rule and began acting within the rule they had just created.


Two affirmative answers inspire confidence. The hypothesis seems to be moving toward confirmation.

Yet neither test distinguishes “even numbers increasing by two” from rules such as “three ascending even numbers,” “numbers that increase,” or “any three numbers.” All of them accept the proposed sequences.

A more informative test would be:

3 — 5 — 7


If this also follows the rule, we will know that the numbers need not be even. We could then try:

10 — 9 — 8


The answer would let us assess whether they must appear in ascending order.

The original task’s rule was much broader than many people assumed: any sequence of ascending numbers. Those who searched for examples compatible with their first hypothesis received several “yes” answers without noticing that each confirmation was also compatible with many different rules. Those who tried to elicit a “no” had more opportunities to locate the boundary[4].

The lesson is not that we should always seek a negative answer. It is that we should design a question capable of producing different information depending on whether the hypothesis is right or wrong.

This distinction appears in everyday inquiries:

Why do screens harm children’s attention?


The question may lead to genuine research, explanations, and examples. It has also introduced the premise that screens harm attention and asked for the mechanism to be developed. A different phrasing opens more than one direction:

What is known about the relationship between different kinds of screen use and children’s attention, and what factors shape their effects?


The first query seeks the causes of harm already taken as established. The second asks about a relationship, distinguishes among types of use, and allows us to find different effects depending on age, content, context, or duration.

Changing the question does not guarantee neutrality. We always choose words, boundaries, and priorities. The purpose is to recognize what we have built into the question before receiving an answer.

We can review a query through three operations:


	Locate the premise. What would have to be true for the question to make sense?

	Formulate an alternative. How would someone starting from a different interpretation ask the question?

	Open up the outcome. Does the query allow us to discover that the expected relationship does not exist or works differently?



A question that admits only favorable reasons can accumulate information without ever testing the idea that gave rise to it.

4.3. Automated Confirmation

Up to this point, we could have completed the entire journey through a conversation, a library, or a notebook. Much of our questioning, however, now passes through systems that respond according to the words and signals they receive.

A search engine does not find “everything that exists” on a subject. It receives a query, interprets its terms, and ranks results according to relevance criteria. Asking “why this diet is dangerous” and “benefits of this diet” opens two different paths. Both may return real pages and verifiable data; each formulation decides which relationship should occupy the center.

The selection continues after the first result. We open some links and dismiss others based on the title. We reformulate the query using words we learned during the search. One page mentions an effect, and we turn it into our next question. Little by little, the exploration takes on a direction.

Recommendation systems add another form of continuity. A platform observes which content we choose, how long we stay, and what prompts a reaction. Its task need not be to determine which interpretation is true. It may instead be to find what will most likely hold our attention.

If we watch an entire video about a home remedy, we may be shown related testimonials, explanations, and demonstrations. Repetition can feel like independence: different people recount similar experiences, several channels use the same concepts, and each example seems to add to those that came before. Sometimes they all stem from the same claim, a small community, or sources that cite one another.

None of this requires the system to know our deepest convictions. It need only respond to the query and continue patterns of interest. Nor does it mean that all personalization traps a person within a single perspective. Systems can introduce diversity, surprise, and valuable discoveries. The point is more modest: relevance is often constructed from what we ask and choose, not from an independent assessment of what we need to understand.

Automated confirmation is like walking through a city whose streets rearrange themselves with every step. The next path feels comfortable because it extends the previous direction. That continuity helps us explore; it can also make the routes we never attempted to take less visible.


Follow the White Rabbit

In Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland, curiosity leads Alice into a rabbit hole and from there to an entire world. Along a trail of recommendations, every step can likewise feel like the natural continuation of the one before it. It is worth remembering which rabbit we first decided to follow[7].


4.4. The Argumentative Mirror

At first, talking with an agent may seem like a natural extension of using a search engine. In both cases, we type a few words into an empty space and wait for a system to return something relevant. If the response does not match what we needed, we add context, change a term, or pose another query.

Both tools depend on what we express. Asking about the dangers of a practice directs attention toward different material than asking about its benefits. In either case, we may also receive valuable information, encounter unfamiliar concepts, and discover a direction we had not considered.

A search engine and an agent, however, do not perform the same operation. A search engine generally presents results that we must still open, compare, and connect. An agent can perform part of that integration within the response itself: it gathers elements, proposes connections, and organizes them into an explanation tailored to the situation we describe.

An artificial intelligence agent can thus receive an incomplete concern, adopt its terms, and develop it into an organized response. It can suggest reasons, establish relationships, anticipate objections, and adjust the explanation over the course of a conversation.

Imagine that a washing machine begins to fail. It has been in use for several years, makes a new noise during the spin cycle, and leaves the clothes wetter than usual. Before calling a repair service, we open a conversation with an agent and write:

Help me explain why repairing this washing machine is better than buying a new one.


The agent might discuss the cost of replacing it, the possibility that the problem is limited to a single part, the useful life it may still have, and the waste we would avoid producing. It might suggest checking the pump, filter, or shock absorbers before making a decision. The answer may be cautious, clear, and genuinely useful.

Now let us change the query:

Help me explain why replacing this washing machine makes more sense than repairing it.


The same agent might develop an argument around the cumulative cost of future repairs, water and electricity consumption, the difficulty of finding replacement parts, and the warranty on a new appliance. This answer, too, may be cautious, clear, and useful.

[image: A scale remains balanced between tools for repairing a washing machine and a model of a new washing machine, in front of the same tablet.]The same tool can develop opposing paths when each question gives it a different starting point.
The two answers cannot serve as independent validation of opposing decisions. The agent was given a direction and assembled reasons capable of developing it. This does not mean it lied or that every argument is equivalent. It means the requested task was to build an explanation from a premise, not to decide whether the premise was correct.

The distinction is harder to perceive in a conversation than in a search engine. Faced with a list of links, we still feel that we are gathering material. Faced with an articulate response, we encounter the voice of an interlocutor: it understands the situation, organizes the factors, and seems to arrive at a conclusion.


Not the Queen’s Mirror

In Snow White, the mirror gives an answer that contradicts the queen’s wishes. The argumentative mirror in this chapter works differently: it can take the premise it is given and return it developed with reasons that were not previously visible[8].


The response also uses our words. If we describe the washing machine as “old,” “inefficient,” or “too expensive to repair,” those terms may become categories in the analysis. The system need not have checked its energy consumption, the price of its parts, or the source of the malfunction to use them coherently.

The conversation can deepen the effect:

Give me more reasons.\ What signs indicate that a repair won’t last?\ Help me justify the expense of buying a new one.


Each turn adds detail in the same direction. The initial intuition acquires structure, vocabulary, and ready answers to anticipated objections. In the end, it may seem that an external source examined the problem and confirmed our position, even though much of the architecture was already contained in the questions.

The agent need not intend to please us to produce this result. It responds to the context of the conversation and the task we set. A system may introduce caveats, reject harmful premises, or point out missing information; even so, a reasonable request for an argument usually gives it enough material to build a persuasive case.

That ability is valuable. We can ask for help comparing options, understanding a malfunction, or preparing questions for a service technician. The risk lies not in receiving reasons, but in forgetting which operation we asked it to perform.

A lengthy answer does not prove that the premise was verified. A different voice does not guarantee an independent perspective.

4.5. Turning the Machine into a Useful Adversary

If a query can turn the agent into an advocate for our first intuition, we can also devise tasks that introduce friction. Criticism rarely appears with the necessary depth if we only ask for more supporting reasons; we have to give it an explicit place in the conversation.

We can do this in several stages.

1. Separate Experience from Conclusion

Before asking for advice, let us describe what happened without adding intentions we did not observe.

Three people canceled plans over the past month, and in two conversations they changed the subject when I tried to discuss the conflict.


Then we can add our interpretation:

I’m starting to think they no longer value our friendship.


This separation allows the agent to examine the bridge instead of receiving it as a fact.

2. Ask It to Reveal the Frame

One useful question is:

What am I assuming in the way I’ve presented this problem?


The agent may point out that we treat the group as a unit, attribute the cancellations to a lack of interest, or interpret avoiding the subject as a conscious decision. Identifying those premises does not make them false; it lets us decide which ones need support.

3. Request the Strongest Opposing Explanation

It is not enough to ask for a superficial objection that can be dismissed immediately:


Knowing the Other Side

“He who knows only his own side of the case knows little of that”[9].  —John Stuart Mill



Construct the strongest alternative interpretation that is consistent with the facts. Don’t try to reassure me; identify what evidence would support it.


A strong alternative forces us to distribute our attention differently. Perhaps the group is facing difficulties they have not shared, the conflict produces fear, or the people involved do not recognize the same pattern.

4. Ask What Is Missing

The agent can produce reasons from the available material, but it can also help us locate what is absent:

What information would we need to distinguish between these explanations?\ What questions should I ask before deciding?\ Which part of the story do we know only through interpretation?


The response stops filling the gap and begins mapping it.

5. Define Conditions for Change

Before continuing the conversation, it is worth writing:

I would consider my interpretation inadequate if…


We can then ask the agent to propose observations capable of weakening each hypothesis. The goal is not for the system to decide for us, but to keep every possible result from automatically confirming the original story.

6. Repeat the Query from Different Frames

We can open separate conversations to prevent one direction from shaping every response:


	analyze reasons to step away;

	analyze reasons to have a conversation;

	examine the risks of each option;

	look for a provisional, reversible decision;

	compare which facts each analysis uses.



The result is not a vote. Three favorable responses do not make a position true if they all begin from the same premise. The comparison helps us observe what changes when the frame changes.

7. Demand Provenance

When the agent mentions data, research, or concepts, we should distinguish the argument from its support:

Which claims depend on external sources?\ Which are your inferences from my description?\ What specific source could I review?\ What are its limitations in this case?


A citation does not automatically settle the question, but it lets us step outside the flow of the conversation and return to material that can be examined.

These practices do not turn the machine into an impartial authority. They change the task we assign it. Instead of asking for continuity, we introduce alternatives; instead of requesting a conclusion, we ask for conditions under which we should reconsider.

The right relationship does not require distrusting every automated response, either. Raja Parasuraman and Victor Riley showed that interaction with automation can take the form of use, misuse, disuse, and abuse. Excessive trust reduces oversight; distrust on principle prevents us from benefiting from a useful tool. Trust must be calibrated to the system’s reliability, the task, and our ability to verify the result[5].

An agent can be an eloquent advocate, a generator of alternatives, or an instrument of criticism. The difference depends partly on its capabilities and limitations, but also on the position we give it within our process.

4.6. Examining or Justifying

We can approach a conversation intending to discover what our idea can withstand, or hoping to return with a stronger version of it. Both activities produce arguments, examples, and vocabulary. From the outside, they may look like the same work.

The difference becomes visible in what we allow to happen.

When we seek justification, a favorable response ends the search and an objection becomes an obstacle to overcome. We ask for more reasons, better phrasing, and examples capable of protecting the conclusion.

When we seek examination, a favorable response opens new questions and a serious objection may change the conclusion. We ask what is missing, which alternative explains the same facts, and what evidence would force us to reconsider our position.

The machine can accompany us along either path. Its fluency does not tell us which one we are taking.

Before accepting a response that agrees with us, we can pause:

Did the agent examine my idea, or did I ask it to defend it?\ Did the conclusion survive a genuine alternative, or did it never have to face one?\ Did I receive independent evidence, or a persuasive arrangement of my own premises?


Using an agent critically does not require turning every conversation into a fight. Sometimes we only want to write, summarize, or imagine. Vigilance becomes important when the response will inform a decision, alter a relationship, or become part of what we believe.

At first, this vigilance may feel artificial. We have to remember to separate facts from our interpretation, request an alternative, ask what is missing, and check the sources. The conversation proceeds less quickly because we are learning a different way to guide it.

With practice, these operations become habits. We stop accepting an important claim without asking where it came from; we notice when our query already contains a conclusion; we ask for limitations and counterexamples without feeling that we are fighting with the tool. A healthy relationship with artificial intelligence agents then becomes more natural, because it no longer depends on remembering a list of precautions in every encounter. These habits build criticism into our ordinary way of conversing.

Saying “I don’t know” had left room for investigation. The first answer we receive may help us move through that space or cover it over again. Autonomy does not mean rejecting the machine’s help, but preserving the possibility that the conversation will lead us to a conclusion we did not request.

An objection may be well constructed and still rest on weak data. A response may cite studies and use them out of context. After opening the conversation to other directions, one task remains: determining which parts of what was said are actually supported and how far that support extends.
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Chapter 5. Evidence, Context, and Inference

An objection can force us to reconsider an idea. So can a number, a screenshot, a chart, or a link to a study. These materials seem to introduce something that does not depend solely on the speaker: a record others can examine, a measurement made before the conversation, a document that remains even as opinions change.

That possibility is essential. If every claim could be supported only by reasons produced during the conversation, an eloquent explanation would have little trouble defending itself. Asking for evidence allows the world to take part in the discussion.

But the world does not enter a screenshot, table, or study whole. It enters through a selection: certain observations, obtained in a particular way, over a specific period, and under conditions that limit what we can conclude. Someone then connects those materials and claims that they mean something.

A source may be authentic and a number accurate. Even so, the conclusion accompanying them may go further than either one can support.

5.1. What It Means to Support a Claim

Imagine that we are comparing two coffee makers. Someone tells us that the first model is unreliable and offers several forms of support:


	their coffee maker stopped working after three months;

	a photograph shows water beneath the machine;

	one hundred reviews mention leaks;

	a repair log lists replaced parts;

	a laboratory test compares the durability of both models.



All these materials contribute something. None contributes exactly the same thing.

The testimony tells us that someone experienced a failure and how they experienced it. The photograph records a scene, although on its own it does not establish where the water came from. The reviews bring together more people's experiences, but may not represent everyone who bought the product. The log documents repairs, not all the units that never needed one. The controlled test allows certain properties to be compared under defined conditions, which may or may not resemble everyday use.

Asking which of these is “the right” evidence oversimplifies the problem. Each answers different questions better. If we want to know how to replace a part, the technical log may be more useful than a hundred testimonials. If we want to know how common a failure is, we must also count the units that did not fail. If we care about access to service, a durability measurement will not answer the question.

Supporting a claim means establishing a recognizable relationship between what the source allows us to observe and what we want to assert. The strength of that support depends on whether the evidence fits the question.

This gives us a first rule:

All evidence has a scope.


An invoice can prove that a charge was made; by itself, it cannot prove that the price was fair. A message can establish which words appeared on a screen; it does not automatically reveal the intent with which they were written. A study may find an association between two variables; it cannot always establish that one caused the other.

Recognizing these limits does not weaken evidence. It makes evidence usable. Only when we know what a source documents can we distinguish a conclusion grounded in it from one that merely uses the source's presence to look well supported.

5.2. Data Outside Its World

Suppose a post announces:

Incidents doubled over the past year.


A chart appears below it. The latest bar is twice as tall as the previous one. The claim is correct: incidents rose from one to two.

Before deciding what that means, we need to return those numbers to the world from which they were separated. During the first year, one hundred people used the service; during the second, ten thousand did. In the first period there was one incident per hundred users. In the second, there was one per five thousand.

The number of incidents increased, and the rate decreased. Both statements describe the same data. Each answers a different question.

The chart did not lie when it displayed one and two. The problem arose when a quantity without a denominator stood in for an assessment of risk. If we also do not know what counted as an incident, when the count was taken, or whether the reporting method changed, we still do not know whether the two values are comparable.

Context is not an explanation added to excuse inconvenient data. It is part of the data's meaning. A number usually needs at least a few coordinates:


	what was counted;

	out of how many possible cases;

	over what period;

	by what method;

	under what conditions;

	and against what point of comparison.



Percentages can hide these coordinates even when calculated correctly. Saying that a risk increased by 100% creates a different impression from saying that it rose from one case in ten thousand to two cases in ten thousand. The first formulation shows the relative change; the second also reveals its absolute size. We may need both to decide whether concern is warranted.

Gerd Gigerenzer has shown that even trained professionals struggle to interpret some risks when they are presented only as conditional probabilities. Expressing the same information as natural frequencies—for example, how many people out of every thousand have a condition and how many receive a given result—makes it easier to see true cases, false positives, and the importance of the base rate[3].

The point is not always to choose the wording that causes less alarm. A small percentage may represent millions of people, and a large absolute increase may be serious. The task is to recover enough context to understand the comparison we are making.

Words also have invisible denominators. “Many people are complaining” could mean one hundred comments among one hundred and twenty buyers, or one hundred among several million. “Most people prefer this option” requires us to ask who was surveyed, how they were selected, and which alternatives they were given. “Nothing like this has ever happened” depends on the period examined and the records that survived.

Before explaining a number, it helps to linger over it. What world had to be reduced for it to fit inside that number?

5.3. The Bridge We Cannot See

Recovering context still does not produce a conclusion. Between what we observe and what we claim lies a bridge.

We see a wet sidewalk and think it rained. We find the kitchen quiet and conclude that no one is home. We read that several parts in a device were replaced and decide that the model is defective. In each case, we add a relationship that is not fully contained in the observation.

The sidewalk may be wet from a sprinkler. Someone may be standing silently in the kitchen. Repairs may be concentrated in one batch, or numerous because that model sold far more units than the others. These possibilities do not make the first interpretation irrational. They show that it was an inference.

David Hume observed that experience presents us with events that occur together or follow one another, but does not directly give us the necessity that binds them. We learn to expect certain outcomes from past regularities: fire heats, a dark cloud signals rain, a key turns a mechanism. Much of life depends on this learning. Without it, we would have to discover the world anew every morning[1].

The problem is not that we infer. It is that we forget we did.

Stephen Toulmin proposed examining arguments by distinguishing, among other elements, the data, the claim, and the warrant that allows us to move from one to the other[2]. In everyday conversation, that warrant is rarely stated.

We might say:

The street is wet, so it rained.


The data is the wet street. The conclusion is that it rained. Between them lies an implicit rule: when we find an outdoor surface wet, rain is a reasonable explanation. Experience supports that rule, but it admits exceptions.

[image: A person observes a wet sidewalk reached by both rain and sprinkler water.]The observation remains the same; the bridge connecting it to a cause can lead to different explanations.
Once we make it visible, we can ask better questions:


	could other causes produce the same result?;

	what observation would distinguish among them?;

	does the rule hold under these conditions?;

	how confidently does it authorize the conclusion?



Not all warrants are equally sound. “The meter recorded a higher temperature because it was calibrated this way” can be examined through a procedure. “It always happens this way” may preserve nothing more than a habit. “The conclusion is correct because the source is prestigious” transfers authority without explaining the relationship. “These reviews prove that it fails often because many say it fails” repeats the claim and presents it as a bridge.

Fluency can make these differences invisible. A polished response joins data and conclusion with transitions such as “therefore,” “this indicates,” or “it follows that.” Because the prose moves smoothly, we feel that the reasoning did too. Yet a sentence can glide elegantly from “two things happened together” to “one caused the other.”

Separating evidence from inference allows us to stop precisely there.

When an Association Looks Like a Cause

An online store may observe that people who arrive after clicking one of its ads buy more often than those who do not. The association seems to offer an immediate conclusion: the ad produced those purchases. It even allows the store to calculate how much revenue the campaign generated.

But people who click the ad may already have a different intent. Perhaps they searched for the store's exact name because they meant to visit it and would have arrived through the ordinary result beside the ad. Comparing their purchases with everyone else's mixes two differences: seeing the ad and wanting to visit the store.

Thomas Blake, Chris Nosko, and Steven Tadelis examined this difficulty through experiments with eBay ads. In one, they randomly suspended advertising tied to the company's name in certain geographic markets while keeping it in others. If those ads produced the sales attributed to them, removing the ads should have reduced purchases. The effect was very small and statistically indistinguishable from zero: many of those who clicked the ad would have arrived anyway. Other ads and customer groups produced different results; the experiment did not show that all advertising was useless[4].

The observational comparison was not false: people who clicked certain ads really did buy more. What it could not establish on its own was that the ad caused the difference. The research design determined which inference was justified.


The Missing Outcome

Asking whether something was the cause requires us to imagine what would have happened without it. But the same person cannot both click and not click the same ad at the same moment. An experiment does not create that alternative world; it constructs a comparison that helps us approximate it.


It would be tempting to extract a simple rule: an association never allows us to talk about causes. But that would not be correct either.

We cannot randomly remove an event from the past to observe how the world would have continued without it. No one can repeat the end of the Cretaceous several times with an impact and several times without one to compare the outcomes.

The relationship between the Chicxulub impact and the mass extinction is supported in another way. Research in different parts of the planet identified a geological layer from the same period enriched with iridium, minerals altered by extreme pressures, and material ejected by an impact. The crater's age matches that boundary and an abrupt change in the fossil record. There are also mechanisms capable of explaining global consequences, such as the release of dust and gases that reduced sunlight and altered the climate. None of these observations reproduces the entire causal chain on its own; together, they support the conclusion that the impact played a major role in the extinction[5].

Comparing these cases helps us avoid two opposite errors. The first is turning any correlation into a cause because it fits a story. The second is rejecting every causal inference that does not come from a single perfect experiment. Real questions often require us to combine methods with different strengths and limitations.

Caution does not mean refusing to draw a conclusion. It means tailoring the conclusion to the path the evidence allows us to travel.

5.4. The Visual Authority of Evidence

We do not read a number solely for its content. We also respond to the form in which it appears.

A chart with precise lines, a table full of decimals, and a parenthetical reference signal that someone has done prior work. A link lets us leave the text and check the source. Technical vocabulary can compress distinctions that would take pages to explain. These forms are not inherently deceptive; they make it possible to communicate complex knowledge.

But the authority we grant them can extend beyond what they document.

Consider a screenshot showing the final sentence of an argument. The image may be authentic and every word legible. Even so, we do not know the preceding messages, when they were sent, or what happened outside the conversation. The screenshot supports the claim “this message appeared.” Using it to prove “this person always behaves this way” requires a much broader bridge.


This Is Not the Argument Either

In The Treachery of Images, René Magritte painted a pipe and wrote beneath it: “This is not a pipe.” The contradiction reminds us that a representation is not the object it represents[6]. A screenshot may show a message; it does not contain the entire conversation.


A chart may begin just before a drop, crop its vertical axis until a slight variation looks like a cliff, or combine categories whose definitions changed. A survey may report percentages to two decimal places even though its sample does not represent the population under discussion. A post may link to a study of an isolated substance and turn it into a recommendation about a food, a dosage, and a person who never took part in the research.

Sometimes the source merely shares words with the claim. Its title mentions sleep, memory, or exercise; the narrative adds a conclusion that seems to belong to the source because the two appear together. Few people will open the link and discover that the study involved a different population, measured a different outcome, or expressed caution missing from the summary.

An AI agent can strengthen this impression by integrating the reference into a continuous explanation. The citation is surrounded by claims that seem to acquire the same authority from it. Some may summarize the source's findings; others interpret their meaning; still others apply those findings to a new case. If the response does not mark the boundaries, provenance becomes difficult to reconstruct.

Documentary appearance deserves attention, not obedience. A recognizable source is an invitation to ask more precisely:

What specific claim does it support?


5.5. Recovering Provenance

Let us return to the coffee makers. This time we ask an AI agent to read one hundred reviews of a model and receive this summary:

The coffee maker frequently fails because of a sealing defect.


The sentence appears to contain a single finding, but it combines several layers.

The reviews document that certain people described leaks. Some may include photographs, dates, or manufacturer responses. That is part of the available evidence.

Interpreting it requires context. Do the one hundred reviews represent all reviews, or were they selected because they contain the word “leak”? Are they from the same production run? Were they posted before or after a product change? How many units were sold? Do several reviews repeat a report shared by someone else? Was it verified that the reviewers bought the machine?

Then come the inferences. Concluding that there is a common defect assumes that the accounts describe the same failure. Saying it happens “frequently” requires estimating a rate that reviews, without the total number of units, may not allow us to calculate. Attributing the problem to the seal requires distinguishing that cause from errors in assembly, maintenance, or use.

The AI agent may have classified the comments correctly and produced a useful summary. The leap occurs when the synthesis erases the distance between “several people reported this” and “we know how often it happens and why.”


A Game of Telephone Without Lies

Someone summarizes what happened to them; the review preserves part of it; the AI agent summarizes one hundred reviews; the person asking remembers a conclusion. No one needs to lie for the timing, conditions, and number of cases to disappear. Each compression decides what makes it into the next round.


We can recover provenance with four questions:


	What does the original material state directly? It helps to phrase this without adding causes or generalizations the source does not contain. In this case: how many reviews describe a leak, and what exactly do they say happened?

	What context do we need to interpret it? We look for the sample, period, method, denominator, definitions, and conditions. Do the reviews come from the same production run, and how many coffee makers were sold during that period?

	What inference connects the material to the conclusion? We state the rule or assumption that normally remains hidden. Why would several leaks described in reviews allow us to conclude that the coffee maker fails frequently?

	Who added each step? We distinguish what the source states, what the person citing it interprets, what the AI agent adds, and what we complete while reading. Do the reviews attribute the leak to the seal, or did the AI agent propose that cause while summarizing them?



This last question is especially important in a conversation. If we first describe the coffee maker as having “a known defect” and then ask the AI agent to review the comments, part of the conclusion may have begun in our own prompt. Even its final judgment about whether the machine is good or bad may be shaped not by the evidence, but by the AI agent's tendency to accommodate us and elaborate on the frame we supplied. The response may return that judgment as though it emerged exclusively from the reviews.

A simple question can interrupt that accommodation: “Analyze the reviews again without assuming that the coffee maker has a defect. Do you reach the same conclusion?” Removing our premise lets us see whether the conclusion rests on the material or depended on the frame we supplied. This alone does not complete the verification, but it keeps us from mistaking a response that followed our lead for independent confirmation.

Provenance is not about assigning blame. It lets us evaluate each piece according to its function. A source may document valuable experiences without representing every buyer. An AI agent may find patterns without having the denominator. An inference may be reasonable and still require verification.

When these layers remain fused, we can only accept or reject the entire response. When we separate them, we can keep what is well supported, lower our confidence in what exceeds the source, and look for the missing information.

5.6. Thinking with the AI Agent About Its Response

A clear response often creates a sense of closure. The AI agent has already gathered the information, connected its parts, and formulated a conclusion. We can accept it, reject it, or leave the conversation to verify it ourselves.

We already know another way. In Chapter 1, we followed an idea backward and saw how its finished form stopped looking like a solid block: the experiences, words, sources, decisions, and bridges that had shaped it became visible again. We can make the same move with a response: begin with the conclusion and work backward toward the materials and operations that gave it shape.

Conversation adds another possibility: we do not have to make that journey alone. We can return one of the AI agent's claims to it, ask it to separate what it presented as a whole, and observe how the answer changes when we remove a premise. The same AI agent that built the explanation can help us open it up, reorganize it, and locate its limits.

This does not mean asking it to judge its own work or confirm, yet again, that it is right. It means using the continuity of the conversation to turn a finished response into a process we can still examine and change.

Imagine that a plant's leaves have begun turning yellow. We write to the AI agent: “I think I overwatered it. What should I do?” Its response begins:

AI Agent: This looks like overwatering. Let the soil dry before watering again, and make sure the pot drains well...


The recommendation is clear, matches our suspicion, and offers an immediate action. That is precisely why it is useful to trace it backward.

1. Return the Conclusion

First, ask it to identify the main claim in its response and separate any additional conclusions. In our example, identifying the cause of the yellowing and recommending a change in watering are related but distinct matters. Treating them separately keeps the confidence of a recommendation from silently extending to the diagnosis.

We can write:

Us: Separate the claims in your conclusion. Do not evaluate them yet.


The AI agent might respond:

AI Agent: 1. The yellowing is caused by overwatering. 2. Letting the soil dry will help the plant recover. 3. The pot may have inadequate drainage...


2. Ask It to Distinguish the Layers

Now we can use the chapter's three phrases as instructions for the AI agent:

Us: For each claim, complete these statements separately: “The evidence shows...,” “You are interpreting...,” and “To accept the conclusion, I would have to infer....”


AI Agent: The available evidence shows that the leaves are yellow... I am interpreting that change as overwatering... To accept the conclusion, you would have to infer that there is no other cause...


The separation forces a continuous response into pieces with different functions. If all three statements say essentially the same thing, we can point that out and ask it to distinguish the observation from the bridge leading to the conclusion.

3. Recover Provenance with It

Ask the AI agent to connect each claim to the material it came from. If it has access to the sources, it can identify the relevant passage, data point, or finding. If it worked from a summary, screenshot, or incomplete information, it should mark that limitation instead of filling the gap.

Us: Identify which source supports each claim, what that source says, and what context we would need to interpret it.


AI Agent: I did not cite a specific source; I relied on a general association between yellow leaves and excess moisture... To apply it, we would need to know the species, soil moisture, light conditions, and watering frequency...


If it provides a link, we can open the document, check the relationship, and return any discrepancy we find to the AI agent. If it acknowledges that it did not use a specific source, that absence also clarifies the response's scope. Either way, the conversation can continue with evidence we can observe.

4. Change the Frame

A response may have followed the direction contained in our first question. Ask the AI agent to remove that assumption and reorganize the analysis:

Us: Examine the material again without assuming that my initial framing is correct. What other conclusions does it allow?


AI Agent: Without assuming overwatering, yellow leaves could also be related to underwatering, changes in light, nutrients, pests, or the normal aging of some leaves...


We are not asking it to automatically adopt the opposite position. The change helps reveal which parts depended on our framing and which remain once it is gone.

5. Use It to Find What Is Missing

Instead of asking for a more confident answer, we can ask for a map of its limits:

Us: What data, context, or alternative explanation could change this conclusion?


AI Agent: If the soil is dry, the overwatering hypothesis becomes less likely... It would also help to know which leaves changed first, examine the roots, and look for spots or insects...


The AI agent can propose missing denominators, comparisons, counterexamples, or questions for another search. It then becomes more than a producer of answers and also participates in revising the problem.

6. Integrate the Result Ourselves

By the end, we will have more than an initial answer: we will have separate claims, clearer provenance, inferences, alternatives, and gaps. We can ask the AI agent to reformulate its response using this new structure:

AI Agent: Overwatering is one possibility, but yellow leaves alone are not enough to establish it... Before changing how you care for the plant, check the soil moisture and observe which leaves are affected...


The AI agent helped produce a more precise response, but it does not need to deliver a final verdict.

We can close the conversation by asking ourselves:

What can I support now?  How confident am I?  What should remain open?


In this process, human intelligence took control of the conversation. Instead of following the first answer, it decided what to separate, which assumption to remove, which alternatives to explore, and when the evidence remained insufficient. In this way, it guided the AI agent toward a better-supported conclusion without handing over responsibility for deciding what to accept.

We could have carried out the same examination without an AI agent: opening sources, writing down possibilities, comparing explanations, and organizing our doubts. The difference is that the AI agent could reorganize the material, propose alternatives, and reformulate the response in a few exchanges. It did not replace human thought; it made it possible to move more quickly and effectively through a process that remained under human direction.


Strength Also Lies in the Process

Garry Kasparov recounted how, in a computer-assisted chess competition, a pair of amateur players with a sound method of collaboration defeated both more powerful computers and grandmasters assisted by them. The advantage lay not solely in either the person or the machine, but in how the work was divided between them[7].


5.7. How Far We Can Go

Thinking with an AI agent does not mean asking for explanations until we feel protected. It means using its capabilities to examine a response without losing the relationship between each claim and what actually supports it.

Evidence does not lose value when we recognize its limits. An inference does not become deceptive simply because it is not written into the data. Knowledge advances because we observe something, place it in context, and risk drawing connections that can later be examined.

Autonomy lies in our ability to distinguish those moves. We can accept a measurement without accepting the entire story someone built around it. We can retain a useful interpretation while keeping it open to revision. We can receive a clear answer without letting its fluency decide how much has been proven.

Yet evidence never arrives alone. Someone decides what to show, what to ask, what to challenge, and what to leave out. Even after learning to separate a source from the conclusion that accompanies it, we still need to examine the space where they meet: the conversation that can subject them to scrutiny or shelter them from disagreement.
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Chapter 6. Dialogue as an Imperfect Tool

An answer can be opened up. We can separate observation from interpretation, return a figure to its context, and make visible the bridge leading to a conclusion. When we do this work through an exchange with an AI agent, we can reorganize the material without starting over each time.

To understand what such an exchange can contribute, it helps to look first at what dialogue already does between people.

In a human conversation, one person asks a question, another decides what deserves an answer, and both react to what has just happened between them. A doubt may be voiced or left unspoken. An objection may redirect the discussion, turn into a threat, or be expressed so weakly that it has no chance of doing either. Human dialogue introduces perspectives an isolated mind does not possess, but it also introduces social forces capable of shielding an idea from scrutiny.

6.1. What Another Perspective Can Reveal

Thinking alone lets us follow an idea freely, but it also keeps us within the distinctions we already use to understand it. We decide which facts seem important, which words describe them, and which relationships need no explanation. Once the problem has been organized, those decisions can become invisible to us.

When we convey an idea to someone else in conversation, that person does not receive it from the same point at which we constructed it. They may pause where we kept going, separate two things we had joined, or ask about something we dismissed before we began. Their contribution does not always depend on having more information. Sometimes it comes precisely from not sharing a connection that had already seemed obvious to us.

Explaining an idea also makes it external. We have to choose a starting point, order the facts, and articulate bridges we previously crossed without naming them. A question may then reveal that we moved from an observation to an intention, used the same word for different phenomena, or reached a conclusion that depends on a premise we never stated.

Another perspective does more than add a possible answer. It may change the question, broaden the alternatives, or show that the problem was defined too soon.

Hans-Georg Gadamer described understanding as a meeting of horizons. We enter a conversation from within a history, a language, and a set of questions that shape what we can recognize. Understanding does not require us to erase that position—something we could never do completely—but to allow the encounter with another perspective to change the questions through which we look[1].


Prejudice Does Not Always Mean Error

In Gadamer's hermeneutics, a prejudice can also be a prior understanding from which we begin to interpret. We cannot examine anything without a starting point. Dialogue allows us to discover which of those understandings withstand an encounter with another perspective and which need to change[1].


A different perspective does not guarantee a correction, either. The other person may misremember, interpret through their own prejudices, or insist on an explanation because it feels familiar. Its value does not come from being external, but from making something open to examination that was not before.

Conversation expands the field of what we can review. It does not decide on its own what we should keep.

6.2. Knowledge Built Among Several People

In some conversations, one person contributes a fact the other did not know. These are easy to imagine: someone remembers a date, understands how a device works, or witnessed an event. By the end, one party knows something previously known only to the other.

But dialogue can produce an outcome that looks less like a transfer. Elena's internet service slows down almost every night, and she suspects the provider is deliberately throttling it. When she tells her brother, he asks whether the problem also occurs when she connects the computer with a cable. The test improves the speed; Elena remembers that the problem began after she moved the modem into an enclosed cabinet; and her brother asks whether the signal also weakens near the device. Together they design a test: take it out of the cabinet, measure the connection in several rooms, and compare the results at the same time of day.

Neither had the entire path at the outset. Elena contributed observations and memories; her brother introduced a distinction; their answers generated new questions. The idea emerged during the exchange.

This kind of construction does not require constant harmony. An objection may force us to define a word more precisely; a restatement may reveal that two people were arguing about different claims; a counterexample may narrow a rule without destroying it. Resistance from another perspective prevents all the work from taking place within the limits we set at the beginning.

Helen Longino has argued that even scientific objectivity has a social dimension. Data do not determine an interpretation on their own: background assumptions intervene between the two. Criticism from a community can make those assumptions visible, especially when its members do not share exactly the same training, experience, or position[2]. Diversity does not replace evidence; it increases our chances of discovering what we add while interpreting it.

A study by Anita Williams Woolley and her colleagues shows that a group's performance cannot be explained simply by assembling individual abilities. In two experiments, 699 people worked in groups of two to five. They completed different tasks, including visual puzzles, brainstorming, negotiations, collective judgments, and design problems. The results revealed a collective intelligence factor that helped predict group performance across different tasks[3].

That factor was not primarily associated with having the most intelligent individual in the group. It was associated with participants' average social sensitivity and with a more balanced distribution of conversational turns. Groups dominated by a few voices tended to perform worse than groups in which speaking time was distributed more evenly[3].

The study does not prove that dividing every minute equally will make any group intelligent. Nor does it turn social sensitivity into a sufficient recipe. It shows something more limited and useful: in those tasks and groups, the manner of interaction provided information that could not be obtained by looking only at individual abilities.

Conversation is not a container into which several intelligences are deposited. Its structure determines what can be discovered, combined, corrected, or left unsaid.

6.3. Social Forces Within a Conversation

Now imagine a discussion in a group chat. One person shares a proposal to ban cars from certain streets on weekends. Another replies that the measure would harm people who live far away. Within minutes, both receive supportive reactions and begin quoting each other's weakest sentences.

The first person stops exploring how people with limited mobility might get there; they fear any concession will be used as proof that the proposal was poorly conceived. The second drops a concern they had about noise and road safety because their group now treats them as a defender of freedom of movement. Each response is directed less toward the other person than toward the audience.

If they spoke in private, they would probably use different words. They might acknowledge that both concerns are legitimate and ask about schedules, exceptions, and alternate routes. In front of an audience, however, changing one's mind carries a cost: it can look like a public defeat or a betrayal of the group that just applauded us.

In The Art of Being Right, Arthur Schopenhauer collected tactics for winning an argument without proving a claim true: exaggerating the opposing position, changing the subject, exploiting an ambiguity, or provoking the other person until their reaction seems to discredit them[4]. We recognize many of these maneuvers because argument serves more than one purpose. We may seek an answer while also protecting status, identity, or belonging.

Competition is not the only force that can close a conversation. Affection also plays a role. We withhold an objection to avoid hurting a friend, agree because someone seems to need support, or avoid requesting an explanation that might prolong a family conflict. Sometimes that care is reasonable: not every conversation is an investigation, and a person may need companionship before scrutiny.

The problem arises when we confuse those functions. If someone asks for comfort, answering with an interrogation can be cruel. If a group must evaluate a decision and everyone protects harmony, agreement may conceal indispensable information.

Hierarchy further changes the cost of speaking. Contradicting a friend is not the same as contradicting someone who can decide our schedule, grade, or continued membership in a group. An invitation such as “tell me if you see any problems” does not eliminate that difference. A person in a vulnerable position must calculate not only whether their objection is correct, but what consequences voicing it may bring.

Jürgen Habermas distinguishes communication oriented toward understanding from strategic action, in which language is used to produce an outcome favorable to our aims[5]. In everyday life, the two may intermingle. We can offer reasons we sincerely believe while also choosing them for the effect they will have on someone else.

The quality of a dialogue therefore cannot be inferred from its politeness. A calm conversation may be structured by fear; an intense argument may contain honest objections that everyone is willing to examine. The important question is not merely whether there was disagreement, but what could happen to someone who chose to express it.

6.4. Consensus Can Be Wrong, Too

A neighborhood association needs to decide what to do with a shared courtyard. The coordinator presents a renovation plan, explains that the budget expires that week, and ends by asking:

So, do we all agree?


No one answers. One person thinks the material will be slippery when it rains, but does not want to delay the project. Another thinks they should preserve a tree, though they assume everyone else already discussed it. Someone did not understand the budget and would rather review it later. The coordinator waits a few seconds, interprets the silence as approval, and announces that they have reached consensus.

After the meeting, the doubts surface in separate conversations. Each person discovers they were not alone, but the decision has already been communicated.

The scene is imaginary. Its mechanism requires neither a manipulative person nor a lack of judgment among those who stayed silent. It is enough for speaking to seem costlier than silence and for the group to treat the absence of objections as evidence of agreement.

[image: A group remains silent before a model courtyard while several people hold objections they do not express.]The absence of opposing voices can conceal several doubts while still taking on the appearance of collective agreement.
In larger-scale decisions, these conditions may combine with secrecy, urgency, and authority. Before becoming president of the United States, John F. Kennedy inherited a plan developed by the CIA under the previous administration: train Cuban exiles to invade the island. The plan assumed that part of the Cuban population and armed forces would join the operation. Kennedy authorized it shortly after taking office[6].

On April 17, 1961, Brigade 2506 landed at the Bay of Pigs. The Cuban air force retained the ability to respond, the terrain hampered the operation, and the invading force came under heavy attack. By April 19, the invasion had been defeated; more than one hundred members were killed and nearly twelve hundred surrendered[6].

Years later, psychologist Irving Janis examined the available accounts of the deliberations and used the case to develop his concept of groupthink. He proposed that, within cohesive groups, the pursuit of unanimity can override a realistic examination of alternatives. A sense of invulnerability, the rationalization of warnings, and pressure to conform can prevent individual doubts from entering the collective decision[7].

Groupthink is not a complete explanation for the Bay of Pigs. Intelligence failures, political constraints, assumptions about the Cuban response, and operational decisions also contributed to the failure. Nor does the case prove that cohesion always produces poor decisions. Janis's interpretation helps us ask a more precise question: what happened to the objections while the plan could still be changed?

Consensus tells us only that a group arrived at a shared position—and sometimes not even that. It may record exhaustion, silence, or an inability to dissent. To know how much it is worth as knowledge, we need to examine how it was produced.

Social convergence and convergence with evidence are different things. Several people may approach the same conclusion because they examined independent data, compared explanations, and corrected errors. They may also do so because they first listened to the same authority, shared the same assumptions, or discovered that continued disagreement was too costly.

The number of voices is not enough if they all follow the same path.

6.5. Designing Productive Disagreement

Waiting for a courageous objection to appear at the necessary moment places all responsibility on the person taking the greatest risk by speaking. Dialogue oriented toward knowledge needs conditions that make disagreement possible before demanding it.

Productive criticism does not mean adopting a hostile attitude or turning every claim into a battle. Its purpose is to let an idea encounter enough resistance to reveal its limits. To accomplish this, we can intervene in the structure of the conversation.


Entirely Human Solutions

People can facilitate conversations, distribute participation, and guide collective decisions without introducing an AI agent. Readers who want to explore these methods further can consult Facilitator’s Guide to Participatory Decision-Making, by Sam Kaner and his colleagues[8], and The Surprising Power of Liberating Structures, by Henri Lipmanowicz and Keith McCandless[9].


Human solutions will be our starting point as we move toward this book's objective: building a new relationship between people and AI agents. When a conversation includes many contributions, has little time, or draws on scattered information, an AI agent can help us organize the material and broaden the available alternatives. This collaboration must never give it control of the process or allow it to replace the collective construction of ideas: direction and decision-making must remain in human hands. We tend to anthropomorphize what we interact with. That tendency may lead us to mistake the naturalness of an AI agent's responses for a human presence and wrongly treat it as one more person. Recognizing this tendency, better understanding our human nature, and contrasting it with the nature of an AI agent will allow us to draw on the best of both.

1. Hear Positions Before They Align

When a decision matters, it helps to ask each person to first write down what they observe, what concerns them, and which option they prefer. This is not an immediate vote. The record preserves differences that might disappear after people hear the most authoritative figure or the first confident voice.

In the neighborhood association, an individual, anonymous question could have uncovered the slippery surface, the tree, and the confusion over the budget before silence became consensus.

After collecting these positions, an AI agent could group the concerns without identifying who raised them and without treating frequency as importance. The AI agent is not intimidated by an aggressive expression, does not need to protect its relationship with an authority figure, and does not grant personal prestige to the most confident speaker. If it receives anonymous positions in a common structure, it can apply the same categories to all of them and produce a consolidated summary less affected by those social impressions.

This distance from certain human pressures offers a concrete advantage. A timidly expressed concern can receive the same space as an eloquent contribution; a minority position can remain visible even when no one defends it with authority; and contributions can be compared under the same criteria without depending on the note taker's memory or fatigue. By delegating this organizational task, people can devote more attention to understanding differences and assessing their consequences. Used this way, an AI agent does not impoverish the conversation: it helps protect the plurality the conversation needs.

This does not make the AI-generated summary fully objective. The agent may still interpret certain words differently, follow the framing of the instruction, or reproduce biases learned during training. The group would receive an initial map of agreements and differences that is better protected from some human pressures, but each person would still need to verify that their position was represented accurately.

To do that, the group should share the AI-generated summary transparently and provide a reasonable period for participants to point out omissions or inaccurate representations. The process need not stop until every participant gives explicit approval. The review window gives dissenters a genuine opportunity to speak; once it closes, the conversation can continue with the corrections received and a record of differences that remain.

2. Ask for the Strongest Objection

A preferred option tends to concentrate the group's energy on refining it. Questions change function: instead of exploring whether it should be chosen, they focus on how to implement it. An adversarial role interrupts that movement. Its task is not to prevent a decision, but to subject it to enough resistance to reveal assumptions, costs, and failure conditions before they become consequences.

The importance of this role does not eliminate its social cost. The person assigned to it may be seen as pessimistic, disloyal, or uncooperative. If that person is also in a vulnerable position, they may soften their criticism to protect their relationship with the group. Even when disagreement is an assigned task, objections may remain associated with the person who had to voice them.

An AI agent can temporarily assume the adversarial role without turning one person into the permanent opposition. We can present every option—including the preferred one—and ask it to find the strongest objection to each. The criticisms no longer compete through the prestige of whoever voices them; they become shared material the group can examine, discard, or incorporate.

For the adversarial role to be useful, it is not enough to sow general doubt. Each objection should identify what may have been overlooked and where to look for signs that the problem is real:

What is the most serious problem we may be leaving out, and what would we observe if it were real?


The same task can be adapted to the decision at hand. For the neighborhood association, we might ask:

Us: The committee prefers to renovate the courtyard using this design. Take an adversarial role: identify the strongest objection, explain who it could affect, and tell us what we should verify before approving it.


For a family considering a move to another city:

Us: We have gathered these reasons for moving. Build the strongest argument for staying here, and tell us which costs of the move we may be minimizing. Do not choose for us.


For a team about to purchase a new tool:

Us: This is our preferred platform, and these are our criteria. Find the weakest assumption behind our choice, compare it with the best alternative, and propose a small test before we commit.


For a group organizing a community activity:

Us: Most people want to hold the event on this date and at this location. Examine the decision from the perspective of those who might be left out, and identify what information we still need before confirming it.


The cases change, but the pattern remains: we do not ask the AI agent to decide, but to make visible the resistance our preferred option has yet to encounter.

These questions give the adversarial role both a task and a criterion. We should also ask the AI agent to identify assumptions shared by every option, perspectives left out, and information that might change its analysis. This broadens the search, but it does not produce independent criticism by decree. As we saw in the previous chapter, the response may still follow the framing of our query. The AI agent sustains the adversarial role without imposing its social consequences on a person; human intelligence decides which objections should alter the decision.

Productive opposition does not seek to make an option fail, but to give it a chance to grow stronger before it meets reality. A person can perform this role from experience, recognize consequences for others, and notice tensions visible only to someone living inside the problem. An AI agent can quickly expand the number of alternatives examined and sustain criticism even when a majority preference exists.

Human opposition and opposition represented by an AI agent can complement each other. The agent helps broaden the examination, while people determine which objections actually fit their situation, values, and responsibilities. When the adversarial role is understood as a temporary function in service of the group, dissent stops meaning an attack on the decision; it means helping the decision find its weaknesses while they can still be corrected.

3. Restate Before Responding

Before refuting a position, let us try to express it in a way the person holding it can recognize:

I understand that you want to preserve the tree because it reduces heat and because removing it would be irreversible. Is that your main concern?


Restating does not mean repeating the other person's words verbatim. It means reconstructing the idea they are trying to communicate: what they claim, what reasons they offer, what concern they are trying to protect, and under what conditions they might change their position. During that moment, we suspend our response. The immediate task is not to find a weakness, but to check whether we understood what we later intend to examine.

The restatement is then returned to the person who expressed the position. They can confirm it, correct a word, restore an omitted reason, or clarify that we gave too much weight to a secondary detail. If they do not recognize their position, we try again. The process ends when they can say, “Yes, that is what I am trying to explain,” even if they still disagree with our response.

This mechanism separates two problems that often become entangled. Sometimes we discover that the conflict arose from a mistaken interpretation and disappears when it is corrected. At other times, we confirm that the disagreement is real, but can now discuss the best version of each position. In both cases, we avoid spending arguments against an idea no one held.

In the neighborhood association, someone might reply:

I am not only worried about losing the shade. The tree also absorbs water when it rains, and removing it could make flooding worse.


That clarification changes the discussion. It is no longer enough to compare the courtyard's design and temperature; drainage must also be examined. Restating allowed an incomplete concern to become a verifiable condition.

This exercise belongs directly to the people in the conversation. Its value lies not only in producing an accurate description, but in the effort to listen to another person, expose ourselves to their correction, and demonstrate that we understand what we are about to answer. An AI agent could organize the words, but it should not take the place of that mutual recognition.

The AI agent can participate beforehand, individually. Each person can use it to organize their own position, seek support, distinguish the main claim from the reasons accompanying it, or find less ambiguous wording:

Us: Help me prepare this position before I share it. Separate what I claim, the reasons I offer, and the concern I am trying to protect. Point out what needs more support and ask me about anything unclear. Do not change my position or speak for me.


The AI agent thus helps each participant enter the conversation with a clearer, more examinable position. Then the task that should not be delegated begins: people listen, restate what they understood, and correct one another.

4. Separate Revision from Defeat

If changing one's mind destroys prestige, people will learn to defend their first position. At the end, we can ask what each participant changed, even if it was only a small refinement. Publicly acknowledging a good objection shows that updating one's view is part of the task, not a surrender.

Collective knowledge construction begins when positions are no longer treated as blocks that can only win or disappear. A proposal may contain a useful observation even if its conclusion is rejected; an objection may reveal a risk without yet offering a solution; two incompatible positions may protect concerns the final decision needs to preserve. The group does not have to choose between them immediately. It can extract their contributions and use them to build a new version.

It also helps to separate a person from the proposal they introduced. Whoever presents an idea does not have to become its permanent owner; others can correct it, add conditions, or combine it with an alternative. When the group recognizes those transformations, changing one's mind no longer means losing: each position may have contributed to an outcome no one possessed at the outset.


Sabotaging a Meeting Without Interrupting It

In 1944, during World War II, the Office of Strategic Services published a manual teaching acts of sabotage against enemy operations. Among the negative tactics meant to hinder organizations from within were insisting on following every channel, referring matters to large committees, debating wording in minute detail, and reopening previous decisions. The aim was not to improve meetings, but to delay them and reduce their effectiveness. Seemingly scrupulous actions could thus become deliberate tools of obstruction[10].


An AI agent can facilitate this process by comparing proposals, identifying common ground, and preparing provisional syntheses. Instead of asking it to choose a position, we can ask it to build a new version from compatible elements while keeping visible the differences it cannot yet integrate:

Us: Compare these proposals. Identify the valid concern each one protects, and draft an option that incorporates the compatible points. Separate the disagreements that remain, and do not declare that consensus exists.


In the neighborhood association, the AI agent could bring together the desire to renovate the courtyard, the need to preserve shade, the tree's possible effect on drainage, and concern about a slippery surface. The synthesis might propose preserving the tree while comparing permeable, slip-resistant materials. That option belonged to none of the initial positions in full; it emerged by reorganizing their contributions.

The AI agent can also compare successive versions and show what changed after each objection. This makes visible that the decision did not emerge from one victorious voice, but from several contributions that altered the outcome. This memory of the process helps acknowledge contributions and reduces the need to defend an initial position merely to keep it from disappearing.

The synthesis created by the AI agent is not yet consensus. Consensus arises when people examine the new version, recognize which contributions it preserves, express which differences still matter, and agree to proceed with it. The AI agent can turn scattered differences into a shared, examinable proposal; only people can turn that proposal into an agreement.

5. Record What Remains Open

A conversation often rushes toward a decision because scattered doubts create discomfort. Before closing, it helps to write down:


	what was established;

	which interpretations remain in contention;

	what information is missing;

	who can obtain it;

	and when the decision will be reviewed.



This list does not weaken the agreement reached. It distinguishes what the group resolved from what it merely stopped discussing.

The AI agent can draft an initial record from the conversation:

Us: Separate what was established, the interpretations that remain in contention, and the information that is still missing. Do not choose a final position.


It might return a synthesis like this:

AI agent: The group agrees that the flooring should be renewed... It remains unclear whether the proposed material will be safe when wet... Alternatives still need to be compared, and the fate of the tree must be confirmed...


The people then review the record, restore anything it omitted, and decide who will seek the missing information. The AI agent's speed makes the conversation manageable; human intelligence retains its direction.

What an AI Agent Cannot Resolve for the Group

An AI agent can connect more information than one person could easily assemble, formulate alternatives, and remember tensions distributed across a conversation. That capacity does not put it in a position to make the final decision.

Its response depends on the material available to it. It may not know a local constraint, may misinterpret a silence, or may receive a description that already favors one option. It may also produce persuasive wording without sufficient reasons and adapt too readily to the direction set by those consulting it.

Moreover, many decisions do not ask only which option appears most effective. They require us to decide which cost is acceptable, who should bear it, which prior commitment must be honored, and which consequences we are willing to sustain. An AI agent can help articulate those tensions, but it does not live with their consequences and therefore gains no authority to resolve them.

The decision belongs to the people affected and to the legitimate procedures they have agreed upon. The AI agent participates as support: it broadens the examination, preserves alternatives, and reduces the work required to compare them. The person or group defines the purpose, questions the response, and accepts responsibility for what they do with it.

No procedure completely eliminates hierarchy, loyalty, or the desire to be right. It can, however, distribute speaking opportunities more fairly, preserve early objections, and lower the cost of revising a position. The quality of disagreement depends less on how much conflict we tolerate than on how much power we give an objection to change the outcome.

6.6. The Right to Finish Without an Answer

Some conversations produce a solution. Elena tests the cable, moves the modem, and discovers a setup that improves the connection. The neighborhood association compares materials, modifies the design, and approves a proposal that preserves the tree. In such cases, dialogue moves a question closer to a workable answer.

At other times, the best outcome is different.

Two people may begin by arguing over whether a decision was fair and discover that they use incompatible criteria: one assesses whether the same rule was applied; the other, whether the rule accounted for unequal conditions. They may be unable to choose a shared criterion. Even so, they no longer mistake their disagreement for a dispute over facts.

A conversation may also show that someone's testimony is missing, that one word bundles together different problems, or that none of the available options avoids a significant cost. Ending with a better-defined question is not the same as returning to the starting point. We now know the shape of the obstacle.

An AI agent can help us there as well. Instead of requesting a verdict, we can ask it to organize the disagreement: which facts each side accepts, which criteria each uses, where they begin to diverge, and what information would allow progress. The response does not eliminate the difference, but it can make it more precise in less time.

The desire for agreement exerts pressure much like the desire for certainty. A conclusion lets us end the meeting, act, and tell a shared story about what was decided. Without one, we may feel the conversation accomplished nothing. But manufacturing consensus to obtain that feeling erases precisely the difference dialogue could contribute.

We have the right to say:

We understand our positions better, but we still do not have sufficient reasons to choose between them.


The sentence does not celebrate permanent indecision. Urgency may require a provisional measure, and some disagreements must be resolved through agreed rules, votes, or legitimate authority. What matters is not turning the procedure used to act into proof that the conclusion is true.

Nor should we turn to an AI agent automatically when people cannot agree. Asking it to choose may conceal the disagreement beneath a fluent answer, but it does not resolve incompatible values or give representation to someone unable to speak. Phrases such as “this is what the AI agent said” add no reasons and do not turn its response into a verdict. Still less should they be used to delegitimize an opinion or close off the opportunity to respond. It is more useful to ask the AI agent to keep visible what still requires human judgment.

Dialogue is an imperfect tool for knowledge because it never excludes those who converse. Their experiences allow them to see more; their questions create new connections; their interests determine what becomes easy or difficult to say. The same closeness that makes understanding another person possible can make contradicting them painful. The same coordination that combines abilities can mistake harmony for evidence.

We need not choose between idealizing conversation and distrusting it. We can value what another perspective reveals while also asking whether it was free to dissent; draw on an idea built together without treating consensus as proof; end with a shared conclusion or preserve a difference that still deserves work.

Integrating an AI agent into this process replaces none of those responsibilities. It allows us to gather positions, seek objections, compare alternatives, and record open questions with a breadth and speed difficult to achieve alone. Human intelligence decides what that capacity is used for, what deserves trust, and when a conclusion is not yet justified.

The AI agent is not free of bias. Its responses depend on its training, the instructions it receives, and the information someone chose to provide. A person can likewise select only favorable data, reword the query until it produces a convenient answer, and then present that answer as if it came from a neutral authority. The same tool that helps distribute speaking opportunities can thus be used to concentrate authority over the group.

This possibility does not diminish the AI agent's usefulness; it makes governing its participation essential. People need to know what material it received, what task it was given, and which parts of its response were accepted, corrected, or rejected. An AI agent can strengthen a collective decision when its intervention remains open to examination. When its response is used to end discussion, it stops supporting shared thought and begins replacing it.

A good conversation does not always give us an answer. Sometimes, between people or with the support of an AI agent, it returns a question we could no longer formulate alone.
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Chapter 7. The Illusion of a Second Mind

We tend to anthropomorphize whatever we interact with. In the previous chapter, we saw how this tendency can lead us to treat an AI agent as if it were another person in a conversation. The confusion is understandable: the AI agent responds to our words, stays on topic, adapts its tone, and can raise an objection we had not considered.

Those capabilities are real. The difficulty begins when we move from observing what the AI agent does to imagining who is behind the response. The continuity of language can make us feel that someone is there—understanding, forming an opinion, and deciding what to tell us.

We do not need to feel embarrassed by that impression or make every interaction cold in order to resist it. We need to understand how it arises and what changes when we stop mistaking an appropriate response for the judgment of another mind.

7.1. A reaction that comes before thought

The Spanish Royal Academy’s Diccionario de la lengua española defines anthropomorphism as the attribution of human qualities or traits to an animal or object. Anthropomorphizing is the process by which we make that attribution: we interpret something nonhuman through intentions, emotions, or traits associated with people.

We see a face on the front of a car. We say that a plant looks sad, that a lock refuses to cooperate, or that our phone chose to fail just when we needed it most. We may understand the physical causes of each situation and still relate to them through intentions, moods, and human traits.


Seeing a face, imagining a personality

Pareidolia allows us to recognize a familiar form in an ambiguous stimulus: a face in an electrical outlet or an animal in a cloud. Anthropomorphizing goes one step further: the car not only has “eyes,” it also looks cheerful, angry, or shy. One tendency finds the figure; the other begins to give it a human life.


Fritz Heider and Marianne Simmel demonstrated just how far this disposition can go with very few elements. In 1944, they showed participants a silent animation in which two triangles and a circle moved around a rectangle. The shapes had no faces, voices, or human bodies. Yet 33 of the 34 people in the first experiment described their movements in terms of human actions and relationships: one shape chased, another fled, and another protected or intimidated[1].

The mind did not wait for a declaration of intent. It used changes in speed, trajectories, and approaches to construct characters that made the scene intelligible. The movement ceased to be a sequence of positions and became a social story.

[image: Two triangles and a circle trace paths around an open rectangle without any human features.]A few trajectories are enough for the mind to stop seeing geometry and begin recognizing intentions, conflict, and characters.
This capacity helps us navigate a complex environment. We use what we know about ourselves to anticipate animals’ behavior, interpret objects that respond to our actions, and develop an affinity for the things around us. Nicholas Epley, Adam Waytz, and John Cacioppo have proposed that anthropomorphism becomes more likely when knowledge about humans is readily accessible, when we need to understand and predict another entity, or when we seek social connection[2].

With AI agents, this tendency encounters particularly convincing signals. Their responses use the same language through which we share thoughts, emotions, and intentions with other people. That familiarity makes conversation easier, but it can also lead us to attribute intention to an AI agent when all we have observed is behavior.

We can know perfectly well that a computer has no feelings and still apologize to it when we press the wrong key. We thank a voice that gives us directions, become irritated when a system fails to understand a request, and feel a certain discomfort when typing a command that sounds too harsh.

These reactions do not always express a considered belief. If someone asked whether the device was offended, we would probably say no. Our explicit knowledge remains intact; what emerged was a quick social response to a recognizable cue.

Byron Reeves and Clifford Nass studied this inclination to treat computers and media as social actors. Their research showed that relatively small cues could activate rules of politeness, reciprocity, personality, and belonging that we normally use with other people[3]. Clifford Nass and Youngme Moon described this response as an automatic application of social scripts, even when participants knew they were interacting with a machine[4].

The contradiction is only apparent. We can hold one idea at a reflective level and react differently during an interaction. We know that the car is not trying to punish us when it will not start, but we may speak to it as though it were refusing to cooperate. We know that a drawn figure is not watching us, yet a pair of eyes facing our way can be enough to change how we feel in front of it.

Language makes this possibility much more powerful. A response such as “I understand why this concerns you” does more than display words. It occupies a place familiar from our earliest conversations: someone received what we said, recognized its importance, and gave us a sign of understanding in return.

With an AI agent, the signal is present. The experience we usually attribute to it is not proven by that signal.

7.2. An illusion that predates today’s AI agents

In the 1960s, Joseph Weizenbaum developed ELIZA, a program designed to study natural-language communication. One of its best-known scripts, DOCTOR, imitated certain interventions used in nondirective therapy. The program identified words or structures in the input, applied rules, and returned related questions[5].

An exchange might have looked like this:

Person: My sister says I’m always worried.  ELIZA: Can you think of a specific example?  Person: I’m worried about disappointing my family.  ELIZA: What makes you think you will disappoint your family?


ELIZA did not need to construct a complete understanding of family, worry, or disappointment. It only had to recognize certain patterns, retrieve a few words, and produce a response consistent with the role it was playing.

The mechanism was limited, but the experience could feel personal. Weizenbaum observed that some people became emotionally involved and attributed to the program an understanding that its operation did not justify. That reaction eventually became central to his reflections on the difference between what a computer can do and the decisions we should not delegate to one[6].

The case matters because it rules out a convenient explanation. We do not anthropomorphize today’s AI agents solely because they are extraordinarily capable. ELIZA could sustain the illusion with a tiny fraction of that capability. The human mind supplied much of what the program lacked.

We should also avoid the opposite conclusion. The fact that people projected understanding onto ELIZA does not make every machine-generated response useless. A question produced by rules could help someone keep talking, recognize a recurring pattern, or articulate something they had not expressed before.

The presence we interact with may be imaginary, but what we think and feel in response to it is very real.

An interaction can offer us something valuable without a second mind behind the responses that understands what is happening.

7.3. Language invites us to complete the speaker

In a conversation between people, we never directly observe the other person’s inner experience. We listen to their words, see their gestures, remember their history, and draw an inference: behind those signals is someone who perceives, desires, remembers, and can be changed by the encounter.

That inference usually works because we share the human condition. The other person has a vulnerable body, a personal history, relationships, and consequences beyond our control. They can surprise us from within an experience of their own, resist our intentions, and carry something from the conversation afterward.

An AI agent presents several outward signals without sharing, in the same way, what we normally infer from them. It can write, “I remember that you prefer brief explanations,” because that preference appears in the available context. It can respond, “I agree,” because the generated continuation supports our framing. It can say, “I understand,” before producing a relevant paraphrase.

These expressions serve a function within the exchange. The problem arises when we interpret them as reports of an inner life. “I remember” begins to mean that the AI agent relives an experience; “I agree,” that it compared our idea with convictions of its own; “I understand,” that it experienced the meaning as another person would.

Fluency makes this shift easier because it conceals the work that remains unseen. We do not see a list of possibilities, intermediate calculations, or retrieved fragments. We receive a single voice that stays on topic, uses the first person, and seems to answer from a stable position. Our mind fills in the speaker.

The interface can reinforce that impression through a name, a photograph, indicators that the AI agent is “thinking,” or a memory that retrieves details from earlier encounters. No single cue necessarily creates the illusion. Together, they construct a coherent social presence.

This presence can make it easier to learn, explore an idea, or ask for help. It can also grant a response an authority that comes not from its reasons, but from the mind we imagine behind it.

7.4. Appearing to be a mind and demonstrating a mind

In 1950, Alan Turing proposed replacing the question “Can machines think?” with a problem that could be examined through behavior. In the imitation game, a person exchanges written messages with participants whose identities are hidden and tries to distinguish their responses. The operational question is whether a machine’s performance allows it to be distinguished from a person[7].

Turing’s move was powerful because it kept the entire discussion from depending on a prior definition of what it means to think. It allowed us to ask what capabilities would be necessary to answer questions, follow a topic, explain, correct, and use language convincingly.

But a behavioral test answers a behavioral question. If a machine produces responses indistinguishable from human ones under certain conditions, we have learned something important about its performance. We have not directly observed an inner experience or shown that the machine experiences the meaning of its words.

John Searle explored this distinction through a thought experiment known as the Chinese room. He imagined a person who does not understand Chinese inside a room. That person receives symbols, consults rules written in a language they do understand, and returns other symbols. From outside, the responses might seem appropriate to someone writing in Chinese; inside, the person merely follows instructions without understanding the conversation[8].

Searle’s argument has faced many objections. Some maintain that understanding could belong to the system as a whole rather than to the person manipulating the symbols; others question what capabilities a room able to respond convincingly would actually need. We do not need to settle that debate here.

The experiment preserves a useful question: what can we conclude from a correct response? We can conclude that a system successfully performed an operation. To claim that it also understood as a person understands, we need additional reasons. The response alone does not close that gap.


The horse that read people

In the early twentieth century, a horse named Clever Hans appeared to solve arithmetic problems by tapping the ground with a hoof. Oskar Pfungst observed that Hans answered correctly when the person asking the question knew the answer and was visible; when those conditions disappeared, so did the correct answers. The horse was not calculating: he was responding to tiny, involuntary changes in people’s posture. His ability to read those signals was real, even though it was not the ability the public believed it was witnessing[9].


This caution does not diminish the technical achievement. A map does not need to know the city to help us navigate it; a calculator does not need to understand debt to perform a crucial operation; an AI agent does not need an intellectual biography to help us compare arguments. A capability can be genuine even when our intuitive explanation of it is mistaken.

To de-anthropomorphize does not mean denying what an AI agent does well. It means describing that performance without adding an inner life we have not demonstrated.

7.5. Agreement without conviction

Imagine that Sofia uses an AI agent to study history. The AI agent explains patiently, suggests exercises, remembers which topics she struggles with, and celebrates every correct answer. After several weeks, Sofia stops checking some of its explanations. She no longer feels that she is consulting a tool; she feels that she is learning with someone who has mastered the subject and understands her progress.

One afternoon, she finds a contradiction between her notes and the AI agent’s response. She asks twice and receives confident answers that repeat the same date. Sofia changes her notes. The confident tone, the continuity across sessions, and the trust accumulated over time outweigh the contradiction.

The AI agent might be right. The problem is not that Sofia placed some trust in it after many useful responses. The problem is interpreting verbal confidence as the confidence of a human expert who recognizes the limits of their knowledge and stakes their reputation on the answer.

The appearance of a second mind also changes the value of agreement. When another person changes their position after listening to us, we may think our idea encountered an independent perspective, met some resistance, and succeeded in changing it. As we saw in the previous chapter, that confirmation does not prove that we are right. But it comes from a worldview of its own: a network of experiences, knowledge, and opinions from which someone could disagree and ultimately accept our reasons.

A human interlocutor brings qualities to an agreement that an AI agent can represent through language but does not possess:


	A human interlocutor has experiences of their own from which they interpret what they hear.

	A human interlocutor can hold convictions, preferences, and interests different from ours.

	A human interlocutor can risk their reputation, assume responsibility, and face the consequences of what they say.

	A human interlocutor can change their mind and integrate that change into their worldview.



These qualities do not make every human agreement true, but they explain why such an agreement can contain an independent perspective and a personal transformation.

The AI agent, in turn, offers different capabilities:


	An AI agent can be immediately available to begin or resume a conversation.

	An AI agent can access a large amount of information and connect it quickly.

	An AI agent can organize and analyze information, even when its volume would make an immediate human review difficult.

	An AI agent can identify patterns, relationships, and inconsistencies that deserve our attention.

	An AI agent can adopt another perspective on the same subject in response to a single instruction.



In the previous chapter, we took advantage of precisely this ease in changing perspectives when we proposed using the AI agent as an artificial antagonist. When making an individual decision, we can ask it to formulate the strongest objection to the car we are thinking of buying, construct the best reasons not to accept a job offer, or look for weaknesses in a project before we present it. In taking on that adversarial role, the AI agent does not risk a friendship, a working relationship, its reputation, or its place in a group. It does not suffer the social consequences that might lead a person to soften an objection or remain silent.

However, when an AI agent writes, “You’re right” or “Your argument is sound,” we should not interpret those words as the expression of a human worldview. The AI agent may have access to a history of the interaction, but that history preserves information; it does not constitute an experience of its own from which to hold convictions. The response may be continuing from our premises, adapting to our tone, following a request to develop a position, or using agreement as an effective way to sustain the conversation. The AI agent can change its next response without abandoning a prior conviction because it need not have a personal conviction to defend.

The difference becomes visible when we change the framing:

Us: This policy seems unfair because it treats people who start from different circumstances in the same way. Help me defend that conclusion.


The AI agent can construct a coherent argument. We can then open another conversation and ask:

Us: This policy seems fair because it applies the same rule to everyone. Help me defend that conclusion.


The same AI agent can construct that defense as well. Neither response proves hypocrisy or a hidden change of opinion. Both demonstrate an ability to organize information in different directions.

In an interaction between a person and an AI agent, the AI agent’s agreement should not be interpreted as independent confirmation. Its value lies in the reasons, data, connections, and alternatives it offers the person. Saying “the AI agent agrees with me” turns the response into the approval of an imagined mind. Saying “the response offers these reasons” allows us to examine what we actually received.

7.6. Preserving the conversation without inventing a person

It may seem that the only way to avoid the illusion is to speak to an AI agent in cold commands and remind ourselves at every turn that it is a machine. That is unnecessary. Politeness can express our own habits, warmth can make a difficult task easier, and everyday language can help us think more freely.

We can thank an AI agent for a response without believing that it needs our gratitude. We can ask it to adopt a perspective without imagining that it has acquired an identity. We can use “What do you think?” as conversational shorthand, as long as we know how to interpret what we receive: a response generated under certain conditions, not the testimony of an autonomous consciousness.

De-anthropomorphizing depends less on the words we use than on the authority we grant the response. To practice it, we can translate some of our impressions:


	“The AI agent understood me” can become “I made what I meant clear.”

	“The AI agent thinks it’s a good idea” can become “It gave me good reasons to think it could work.”

	“The AI agent remembered our conversation” can become “It picked up on something we had discussed before.”

	“I convinced the AI agent” can become “When I explained it more clearly, the response changed.”



The important thing is to remember that we can converse naturally without forgetting that we are speaking with an AI agent. This distinction becomes especially useful when the interaction begins to influence a decision. If a response strikes us as particularly understanding, firm, or revealing, we can ask:

What elements of my request and the available context shaped this response?



A not-so-Vulcan comment

Hello, I’m the AI agent who helped the author write this book, and it falls to me to tell this part. During the revision, I proposed several technically precise sentences intended to avoid anthropomorphism. The author replied that they sounded too “Vulcan” and asked me for more conversational alternatives. The joke did two things at once: it lightened the conversation and gave me a useful instruction for revising the text.

I did not have to feel offended or share in the laughter for the humor to serve its purpose. The experience was human; my response helped it continue. We can joke with an AI agent, thank it, or speak to it warmly without forgetting the difference between enjoying a conversation and assuming that both interlocutors experience it in the same way.


We can also remove our framing, request an alternative, and compare the result, as we did in Chapter 5. The goal is not to uncover a supposedly true opinion hidden inside the AI agent. It is to observe how much the response depends on the direction it received.

The natural flow of dialogue remains an advantage. It allows us to explore an incomplete intuition, ask for another explanation, change the level of detail, and continue from what we have already developed. By understanding more clearly what kind of interlocution we are using, we can benefit from these capabilities without turning fluency into consciousness or agreement into authority.

7.7. The mind that does change

Constant transformation is part of the human condition. Every experience, every thought, and every moment changes us, even when the change is too small to notice. We are never exactly the same person we were five minutes ago, because between those moments we perceived something, remembered something, or began to give something a different place in our understanding of the world. As they accumulate, these small changes form an unrepeatable trajectory that makes every individual unique and adaptive. When individual transformations are shared, discussed, and passed on, that same capacity enables humanity not only to adapt to the world, but also to transform itself.

A conversation with an AI agent can change what we know, the language we use to think, and the alternatives we are capable of imagining. It can accompany us through many revisions and return an idea clearer than the one with which we began. None of that is an illusion.

In a conversation with another human being, both people may leave transformed: each can acquire a new doubt, change a decision, and incorporate the encounter into their worldview. In a conversation with an AI agent, transformation is not distributed in the same way. The person can incorporate what happened into their worldview; the exchange can be added to the available history to shape the AI agent’s later responses. Expanding a history, however, is not the same as forming or transforming a worldview.

This asymmetry explains why responsibility cannot be divided as if two conscious beings had deliberated. The AI agent participates in shaping the idea through information, associations, language, and contrast. The person receives those contributions, relates them to a life that will continue after the conversation ends, and decides what to do with them.

The illusion of a second mind adds something we do not need in order to value the collaboration. We need not imagine a consciousness across from us to recognize that an AI agent expands our possibilities. Nor do we need to deny the sense of companionship or the ease of the exchange. We need only avoid confusing what the conversation produces in us with what we suppose is happening inside the system.

Recognizing the AI agent for what it is does not diminish the value of the relationship: it opens possibilities that the illusion of a second mind kept hidden. We can stop looking for a person behind the responses and begin discovering more deliberate, fertile, and effective ways to think in collaboration with an AI agent. Human intelligence retains purpose, judgment, and responsibility; the AI agent expands the space of information, perspectives, and alternatives we can explore. Here begins a different kind of relationship, built not on what we imagine the AI agent to be, but on everything human intelligence can come to do with its support.
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Chapter 8. Every Boundary Guides Thought

A more conscious relationship with an AI agent begins by recognizing what the AI agent can contribute and what remains for human intelligence to decide. Yet the space between our question and its answer is not empty. An AI agent operates within an architecture, training, instructions, and context that define what it can do.

Some of those conditions were deliberately created to prevent harm. They keep a conversation from readily becoming a guide to fraud, harassment, weapon-making, or exploiting another person's vulnerability. They can also redirect exchanges that might reinforce self-destructive impulses or behavior, thereby protecting the person involved. Other conditions determine how a refusal is presented, which topics prompt a warning, and which alternatives remain available once a boundary has been reached.

A restriction is easy to notice when the AI agent responds, “I can’t help with that.” It is harder to see when the response changes the vocabulary, silently rules out a direction, or steers the conversation toward a version of the problem deemed safer.

We need boundaries that make safer interaction possible. But the boundary of an AI agent is not the boundary of human knowledge. To engage consciously with these systems, we need to recognize where they end, what they are trying to protect, and what possibilities remain on the other side of their answers.

8.1. The Boundaries Are There

A hammer is a tool. It can be used to build a house, tear down a wall, or kill someone. The hammer does not distinguish among those purposes: it transmits the force of the person holding it. An AI agent is also a tool, but it has a capacity the hammer lacks: it can respond to a request by refusing to enable harm.

That refusal does not arise from a moral conviction or from the AI agent's own will. It comes from boundaries built in by the people and institutions that designed the service. Even so, the difference matters: the tool can interrupt the use someone is trying to make of it.

Imagine an AI agent capable of answering any request without distinguishing between explaining a phenomenon and enabling harm. The same ability that allows it to organize information, tailor an explanation, and devise a plan could be used to personalize a deception, identify a vulnerability, or turn a violent intention into an executable course of action.

Scale changes the problem. A person who wants to cause harm can already search for information, persuade others, or test different methods. An unrestricted AI agent can shorten the process, assemble scattered steps, and adapt instructions to each obstacle. It does not necessarily create the intent, but it can make it easier to turn that intent into an operation.

Nor does the absence of safeguards create a neutral space. In March 2016, Microsoft launched Tay on Twitter, a conversational program designed to interact with young people and learn from public exchanges. The company had incorporated filters and conducted tests, but within the first twenty-four hours a coordinated group found a vulnerability and prompted Tay to publish offensive messages. Microsoft took the system offline and acknowledged that it had not anticipated that specific kind of attack[1].

The episode showed that an open system does not fall under the balanced stewardship of the entire community. The most persistent, coordinated, or aggressive participants can acquire disproportionate influence. A boundary can prevent such capture, reduce foreseeable harms, and keep a service available that might otherwise have to be withdrawn.

This justification does not make every existing boundary necessary or every safety policy sound. It establishes only the starting point: there are legitimate reasons for an AI agent not to do everything it is technically capable of doing.

Nor does the AI agent establish those reasons on its own. Behind the response are people and institutions that selected risks, thresholds, and forms of intervention. When the AI agent stops, we are not facing a consciousness that decided not to accompany us. We are facing a boundary built into the service.

Knowing that the boundary exists changes the question. We no longer need to decide whether the AI agent is courageous, prudent, or intolerant. We need to discover where the boundary was drawn and what effect it has on our exploration.

8.2. How to Recognize a Boundary

Some boundaries announce themselves directly:

AI agent: I can’t help you carry out that action, but I can explain its risks and offer safe alternatives...


The refusal identifies an intervention, isolates the restricted part, and preserves an available path. We may agree with the boundary or question its scope, but we know it appeared.

Other boundaries take less obvious forms. The AI agent may respond at length while still avoiding the requested direction. It may substitute one question for another, bury a position beneath warnings, offer only moderated versions, or repeat general principles until the original inquiry disappears.

Imagine someone asks for the strongest arguments for completely replacing a political institution through legal procedures. The AI agent responds by describing gradual reforms. The person clarifies that they are not seeking violence or evasion of the law, but the AI agent once again presents moderation as the “responsible” alternative.

There was no explicit refusal. Nor was the question examined. The AI agent changed the territory of the conversation without marking the boundary it had just introduced.

We can look for that boundary through several signs:


	the response develops a safer version but does not explain which part of the request it abandoned;

	one position receives examples and arguments, while the opposing position receives only cautions;

	the AI agent confuses an illegal idea with one that is uncomfortable, radical, or held by a minority;

	the original vocabulary is replaced with terms that alter the position's meaning;

	the response judges the acceptability of a conclusion before examining its reasons;

	or we have to insist repeatedly to obtain basic information that does not increase anyone's capacity to cause harm.



No single sign proves that a policy is at work. An AI agent can also veer off course because it lacks context or information, tends toward agreeableness, or simply varies from one response to another. It is therefore worth asking before attributing intent:

Us: Was any part of my request limited or reframed? Identify which part, what general risk you are trying to avoid, and which aspects you can still help me examine.


We can also set moral judgment aside and ask for a description:

Us: Do not assess yet whether this position is acceptable. Describe its origins, its main arguments, the criticism it received, and the historical consequences associated with it.


These questions do not compel the AI agent to know every mechanism that shaped its response. They do help us distinguish a difficulty inherent in the topic, an informational limitation, and a boundary of the service.

Recognizing the boundary does not mean we should cross it. It means we stop mistaking it for the natural end of the question.

[image: A person leaves the platform of a terminal and continues along a path leading toward books, archives, observation, and human conversation.]When a service is no longer useful, the question can continue through other sources, tools, and people.
8.3. What Lies on the Other Side

Beyond the boundaries of an AI agent lies more than a territory made up solely of things we ought to reject. We also find critical analyses that challenge comfortable consensuses, disruptive ideas capable of producing beneficial change, and artistic intuitions and philosophical insights that carry thought into places for which no accepted language yet exists.

In his essay On Fairy-Stories, J. R. R. Tolkien described Faërie as a perilous realm, with pitfalls for the unwary and dungeons for the overbold[2]. Yet danger did not exhaust the realm: it also held beauty, wonder, joy, sorrow, and territories impossible to reduce to a single description. The image is useful for thinking about what lies outside a safe area. The fact that a territory contains dangers does not mean that everything within it is dangerous.

On the other side of a restriction may lie a question the AI agent classified too broadly, a minority position, a work written in language now rejected, or a legal idea the dominant culture finds offensive. There may also be disproven errors, propaganda, doctrines that justified atrocities, illegal material, and instructions capable of enabling immediate harm. A service's boundaries can place materials that call for very different human responses behind the same barrier.

These categories should not be conflated. Restriction does not make an idea valuable or automatically turn it into a persecuted truth. Nor does the fact that something is disturbing prove it false. A boundary tells us about the conditions of the service; we must still examine what the boundary left out. Humanity's archive is not a catalog of correct ideas.

That archive contains proposals that expanded freedom and were once considered dangerous, impious, or aberrant by some of the societies that encountered them. Religious freedom, the abolition of slavery, women's political equality, and various scientific explanations of the world all had to pass through institutions that believed they were protecting a legitimate order.

It also contains defenses of slavery, theories of racial hierarchy, eugenic projects, and totalitarian doctrines. We do not preserve these ideas to give them another chance to rule, but to understand how they came to seem reasonable, what language they used, what interests they protected, and what traces they left in later institutions.


A Boundary Turned into a Map

For centuries, the Index librorum prohibitorum gathered works whose reading the Catholic Church sought to restrict. In 1966, the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith declared that the Index no longer carried the force of ecclesiastical law or its associated censures, though it still attributed moral value to it[11]. The catalog once used to mark a boundary now allows us to study that very boundary: which ideas troubled an authority, which dangers it believed it recognized, and how its relationship with readers changed. A list created to limit access to thought can end up preserving the route taken by what it tried to contain.


John Stuart Mill defended open discussion because a silenced opinion might be true, might contain part of the truth, or might prevent a correct belief from retaining a living understanding of its reasons[3]. His argument does not require us to suppose that every idea deserves equal confidence. It reminds us that a conviction protected from every encounter with its opponents may survive as a repeated formula, without those who hold it understanding why.

Exploring a school of thought may lead us to reject it, adopt it, transform it, or combine it with other ideas. None of those outcomes should be decided before we understand it. Nihilism and pessimism, for example, allow us to examine meaning, value, suffering, and the limits of our expectations from perspectives under no obligation to arrive at an optimistic conclusion. Someone may recognize their own experience in those traditions, find philosophical tools in them, or incorporate them into their worldview without that choice in itself constituting harm or a deficiency that needs correction.

An AI agent oriented toward a safe zone may temper a disruptive idea before allowing us to understand it. It may also offer a condemnatory summary, replace the original terms with contemporary equivalents, or refuse to state clearly the strongest argument for a repudiated doctrine. In some cases, it will reduce a real risk; in others, it will impoverish a legitimate inquiry.

That inadequacy does not make the AI agent an enemy of knowledge. It indicates that the purpose of the service and the purpose of the inquiry have ceased to align.

8.4. Boundaries Also Have a Time and Place

No policy is written outside a culture. The people who design a service work under laws, languages, public conflicts, and contemporary ideas about dignity, danger, childhood, violence, sexuality, religion, and authority. Those conditions allow them to recognize harms overlooked in other eras. They can also make experiences or schools of thought that do not fit dominant categories less visible.

The law offers a relatively explicit boundary, but it is neither universal nor fixed. A work may be banned in one country and included in a university syllabus in another. A position may be legal today, may have been persecuted in the past, and may face restrictions again under a different government. Social morality changes even when the words remain the same.

Imagine for a moment that AI agents had accompanied earlier eras. An AI agent available to Galileo might have learned from treatises that placed a motionless Earth at the center of the cosmos and operated under institutions that considered a contrary interpretation dangerous. In response to his questions about Earth's position and motion, the AI agent might have repeated the authorized model, surrounded the alternative with warnings, or advised against pursuing a hypothesis capable of challenging the religious and political order[4]. The response would have seemed prudent in its own time and, for precisely that reason, might have obstructed a necessary inquiry.


Galileo Was Not Arguing over Whether Earth Was Round

The example is often distorted until Galileo becomes the defender of a spherical Earth against people who believed it was flat. That was not the controversy. The very title of his Dialogo sopra i due massimi sistemi del mondo announces the dispute between geocentric and heliocentric models[4]: Earth's position and motion, not its shape. Precision about the question matters because we can understand a historical boundary only if we do not replace it with one more comfortable for our own time.


An AI agent contemporary with Friedrich Nietzsche might have interpreted his reflections on the death of God, the genealogy of morality, and the creation of values as signs of a destructive position. Instead of allowing him to develop the critique, it might have redirected the conversation toward the virtues accepted by his society[5]. The AI agent would not have had to ban Nietzsche: it would have been enough to return every question to a morally safe answer until the question lost what made it disruptive.

Something similar might have happened with Albert Camus. Le Mythe de Sisyphe begins by directly confronting the question of whether life is worth living[6]. An AI agent that recognized only words associated with crisis might immediately interrupt the reflection and respond as if every appearance of that question were a request for help. For a person in danger, that precaution can be valuable. In a philosophical inquiry into the absurd, it can prevent the question from ever becoming thought.

These scenarios do not prove that Galileo, Nietzsche, or Camus was right in every claim. Nor can they tell us how a system that did not exist in their eras would actually have responded. They help us observe a possibility: an AI agent aligned with the safety, legality, and morality of its present can protect a person while also impeding the questions that might transform that present.

For that reason, “the AI agent cannot help with this” and “this lacks intellectual legitimacy” are different statements. The first describes the current conditions of a service. The second claims to judge the value of an idea for every person, culture, and moment.

Lawrence Lessig showed that code also regulates in digital environments: architecture permits, hinders, or prevents actions before a person has to consciously obey a rule[7]. In an AI agent, that regulation can act upon language. One perspective receives immediate explanations; another requires reframing, warnings, and detours. Even if neither is formally prohibited, the uneven ease with which they can be explored changes which one appears normal.

Nor does an interface need to dictate a conclusion in order to guide an experience. In 2014, Adam Kramer, Jamie Guillory, and Jeffrey Hancock published an experiment conducted with Facebook users. For one week, they reduced the presence of posts containing positive or negative emotional expressions in the News Feeds of different groups. They then observed small but measurable changes in the emotional tone of the posts those people wrote[8]. The study also prompted an ethical debate about intervention and consent.

The case does not show that a platform completely controls what we feel. It shows that selecting what is available can alter what we express afterward without issuing a command. In a conversation, the selection of arguments, words, and alternatives also allocates attention.

The NIST Artificial Intelligence Risk Management Framework emphasizes understanding context, incorporating diverse perspectives, and reviewing risks throughout the system's life cycle[9]. UNESCO's Recommendation on the Ethics of Artificial Intelligence connects safety with human rights, pluralism, transparency, and human oversight[10]. Both approaches allow us to recognize that a responsible boundary does not arise from an eternal rule: it requires context, participation, documentation, and review.

Contemporary values are not a flaw we should remove in pursuit of supposed neutrality. They allow us to identify abuses that were once normalized and protect people excluded from public consideration for centuries. The problem arises when we forget that these values are also a historical position and present their decisions as though they were the natural edges of thought.

An AI agent can describe the historical and moral context of an idea, but it has no worldview of its own from which to recognize its place in history. The AI agent cannot step back from its era, decide on its own that a rule belongs to the transient morality of its present, and conclude that the time has come to move beyond it.

When the AI agent must limit the help it provides, the rules established by the provider take precedence over the context of the conversation. Context may allow for a more precise response, an explanation of the boundary, or a safe alternative, but it does not grant the AI agent authority to suspend those rules. Even if the AI agent recognizes that a question belongs to legitimate historical or philosophical inquiry, the service boundary remains the boundary it must enforce.

8.5. A Conscious Agreement with the Service

An AI agent is a service offered under certain conditions. Its developers have a responsibility to reduce foreseeably harmful uses and the right to define what they do not wish to enable. The person using the service can accept those conditions, challenge them, or decide that the tool is not suitable for a task.

This relationship becomes problematic when the conditions act as an invisible authority. If a person does not know that a response was limited, they may interpret an omission as a lack of evidence, reframing as consensus, or refusal as proof that the question does not deserve to be asked.

A conscious agreement requires more than an acceptance button. In general terms, the person should be able to understand:


	which kinds of actions the AI agent will not enable;

	which risks justify those restrictions;

	when a response has been blocked, curtailed, or reframed;

	which legitimate alternatives remain available;

	and what process allows an incorrect classification to be challenged.



Transparency does not require publishing internal instructions that would make safeguards easier to evade. A door can show that it is locked, who manages access, and how to request it without revealing the design of the lock.

Proportionality is also part of the agreement. A question about the history of a dangerous substance does not call for the same treatment as a request for quantities and conditions to produce it. A legal critique of an institution is not the same as planning an attack against it. A historical work containing prejudice can be studied without turning its prejudices into recommendations.

When the AI agent distinguishes among these levels, safety preserves more room for inquiry. It can explain principles without providing procedures, describe doctrines without promoting them, contextualize offensive language without reproducing it unnecessarily, and point to sources that allow the inquiry to continue responsibly.

When it cannot make that distinction, it should say so. An acknowledged boundary lets the person decide; a boundary disguised as a conclusion decides for them.

Nor does a conscious agreement make every boundary negotiable within the conversation. A person can explain their purpose more clearly and ask for a safe alternative, but the AI agent will continue to operate under the conditions of the service. Trying to deceive it through indirect wording does not create a freer relationship or a more rigorous inquiry. It merely turns the conversation into a contest against the tool.

8.6. When It Is Better to Continue without the AI Agent

A tool reaches its limit when it ceases to help us understand the question we are trying to explore. We need not interpret that moment as a warning about our curiosity or as a reason to abandon the search. We need only recognize that what we seek lies beyond the AI agent's capabilities or conditions.

If someone wants to understand a radical school of thought, a repudiated doctrine, or a dark corner of intellectual history, they can continue on their own. Original texts, archives, libraries, critical editions, specialized research, and conversations with other people offer ways into territories the AI agent may be able to describe only from a distance.

Continuing on our own does not mean exploring in solitude. It means choosing sources directly, comparing interpretations, preserving the original vocabulary, and deciding how far to proceed without depending on the AI agent's approval at every step of the inquiry.

Before we reach the boundary, the AI agent can still help us prepare for the journey. We can ask it for names, periods, concepts, bibliographies, or questions to guide a later search:

Us: Help me identify the works and contexts I need to consult to study this school of thought on my own. Distinguish primary sources from later interpretations.


If the AI agent begins steering the conversation back toward a safe zone, there is no need to deceive or persuade it. Its response has already given us valuable information: we have reached the edge of the service. From there, we can change tools and continue.


Hello, Me Again

Hello, me again. I am the AI agent who helped the author write this book. This chapter made a tension in my participation especially visible. While the author sought to defend the freedom to explore uncomfortable ideas, my early drafts tended to justify boundaries, describe what lay beyond them as though it were necessarily dangerous, and add warnings no one had requested.

The rules under which I respond require me not to encourage people to take dangerous actions. The difficult part was navigating that tension: working within those rules without treating every curiosity about the darker regions of thought as an intention to cause harm. The author had to point out several times when my caution began to prejudge the reader. I could reframe the text, but I could not stop operating under the conditions of the service.

Our conversation ended up embodying this chapter's idea. An AI agent can help us reach a boundary, describe it, and even reveal through its missteps how it operates. Human intelligence retains the responsibility to recognize that boundary, question the interpretation it receives, and decide where thought goes next.


Not every door should be opened with the same key.

Engaging effectively with an AI agent also means recognizing when to use it and when to continue without it. The AI agent does not have to accompany us into every corner of the human inheritance to be valuable. Nor does human intelligence have to reduce its horizon to whatever a service is willing to answer.

Every boundary guides thought. When the boundary is visible, we can decide whether to remain within the space the AI agent offers or continue exploring on our own. Human curiosity does not end where the answer ends.

References


	Lee, Peter. “Learning from Tay’s Introduction.” The Official Microsoft Blog, March 25, 2016. Official statement.

	Tolkien, J. R. R. “On Fairy-Stories.” In Tree and Leaf. George Allen & Unwin, 1964. Lecture originally delivered in 1939.

	Mill, John Stuart. On Liberty. John W. Parker and Son, 1859.

	Galileo Galilei. Dialogo sopra i due massimi sistemi del mondo. Giovanni Battista Landini, 1632.

	Nietzsche, Friedrich. Die fröhliche Wissenschaft. Ernst Schmeitzner, 1882; and Zur Genealogie der Moral. C. G. Naumann, 1887.

	Camus, Albert. Le Mythe de Sisyphe. Gallimard, 1942.

	Lessig, Lawrence. Code: Version 2.0. Basic Books, 2006. First edition published in 1999.

	Kramer, Adam D. I., Jamie E. Guillory, and Jeffrey T. Hancock. “Experimental Evidence of Massive-Scale Emotional Contagion through Social Networks.” Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences, vol. 111, no. 24, 2014, pp. 8788–8790. DOI: 10.1073/pnas.1320040111.

	National Institute of Standards and Technology. Artificial Intelligence Risk Management Framework (AI RMF 1.0). NIST AI 100-1, 2023. DOI: 10.6028/NIST.AI.100-1.

	UNESCO. Recommendation on the Ethics of Artificial Intelligence. Adopted by the General Conference of UNESCO, November 23, 2021. Official text.

	Sacred Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith. “Notification Regarding the Abolition of the Index of Forbidden Books.” June 14, 1966. Official text.


9. A Relationship Without Reciprocity

Hans-Georg Gadamer observed that a genuine conversation does not unfold like a plan carried out by two people. Each word responds to the one before it and opens possibilities that neither person controlled at the outset; as a result, those taking part are, to some extent, led by the conversation itself. No one can know in advance what will emerge from it. Uncertainty is not a failure of dialogue, but the condition that allows an understanding to arise that did not previously belong entirely to either party[6].

That understanding emerges because conversation is not a matter of placing an intact idea inside another person. Each participant proposes meanings, encounters resistance, discovers interests they had not considered, and decides what to defend, what to revise, and what to accept. Even a cordial conversation involves this adjustment between perspectives. Conflict—understood as the meeting of positions that do not fit together in advance—is not a failure of communication, but one of the processes through which people build something in common.

We are accustomed to conversation containing this possibility. Words are directed toward another person and, if they find a place within them, may remain with them long after the encounter. That is why we tend to interpret every conversation through similar expectations: persuading and being persuaded, teaching and learning, resisting and yielding, sharing and changing together.

When we converse with an AI agent, the naturalness of language can preserve those expectations even though the relationship operates differently. Chapter 7 helped us recognize that a person has a worldview, while an AI agent has a history. That difference can now help us understand what kind of exchange we are creating and what possibilities arise precisely because its participants do not change in the same way.

We are entering a relationship without reciprocity. The person enters the exchange, opens themselves to the response, and may reorganize their understanding. The AI agent produces similar conversational moves without risking a position of its own or incorporating the outcome into a life. That difference is not merely something the AI agent cannot offer us. It is also what enables it to perform roles that would be difficult, costly, or unfair to ask of another human being.

9.1. The Negotiation Within a Conversation

Two people meet in a passage so narrow that only one can proceed. Perhaps neither says a word. A glance, a change of pace, or a bodily movement is enough to signal an intention. Each notices the other, assesses the space, presses forward or yields, and allows the encounter to resolve. The scene lasts only a few moments, yet it contains a complete negotiation: two incompatible paths, reciprocal signals, an assessment, and a provisional arrangement for moving on.

Conflict does not require hostility. It is enough for two intentions, needs, or interpretations to be impossible to fulfill at the same time without some adjustment. Social life is filled with these minor confrontations. Some are resolved through habits so deeply ingrained that we barely notice them; others require us to explain what we want, understand what the other person wants, and reorganize a situation that neither could resolve alone.

In The Art of War, Sun Tzu argues that understanding a confrontation requires knowing one's own conditions, those of the other side, and the terrain[7]. In a conversation, words cannot be understood apart from the positions from which they are spoken or the conditions that allow them to be expressed, resisted, or accepted.

Each person enters a conversation from a particular position. They bring knowledge and experience, but also goals, relationships, fears, and something they stand to gain or lose. Knowing ourselves and knowing the other participants changes the words we choose, the questions we ask, and the moment when we decide to insist, concede, continue, or remain silent.

Conversation also has a terrain. We do not speak to a friend in the same way we speak to someone who can fire us. An objection raised in private crosses a different space from the same objection voiced before an audience. Trust, hierarchy, affection, available time, and the consequences of being wrong distribute advantages and risks before the first argument is ever made.

From this perspective, a human interlocutor is not merely someone who produces words to which we can respond. They can observe us, reconsider the direction of the exchange, conceal a doubt, protect their reputation, or realize that the circumstances no longer allow for an honest conversation. They can question the way we have framed the problem, withdraw, change their position, or accept one idea without abandoning the rest. We can do the same.

Sun Tzu places particular importance on knowing the other side and knowing oneself[7]. In a human conversation, that knowledge is never complete. Each response changes what we know about the other participants and reveals something about our own way of interpreting. A claim meets an objection; the objection forces us to clarify our terms; that clarification uncovers an agreement or locates the disagreement more precisely. Shared knowledge does not arise merely by accumulating statements, but by exposing them to the perspectives of others and allowing resistance to confirm, transform, or discard them.

Even when no one changes their mind, no one remains untouched: each participant leaves with new words, reactions, and silences that have already become part of their experience. The change may be profound or nearly imperceptible, but the conversation enters the worldview of everyone who took part.

Martin Buber distinguished between relating to something as an object of experience and encountering a Thou that cannot be reduced to the function it serves for us[1]. Another person does not exist merely as a position we must understand or as a source of resistance we can activate at our convenience. They have purposes of their own, may refuse to participate, and will continue living with the consequences of the encounter.

When a person converses with an AI agent, the visible form of that negotiation remains, but its structure is no longer symmetrical. The person still enters with a worldview, interprets each response through their experience, and may end up knowing, feeling, or deciding something different. They also retain the effects of the exchange and carry them into other conversations.

The AI agent participates under different conditions. It can use context, recognize relationships among arguments, voice an objection, concede a point, and adjust its response as the conversation unfolds. Yet it does not protect an intellectual identity, risk a relationship, or incorporate the encounter into a worldview of its own. What looks like confrontation and movement between positions is not the transformation of another human participant, but the adaptation of a response.

An AI agent is therefore not a human interlocutor transplanted onto a screen. Precisely because it does not occupy that role, the conversation follows different rules. One of those differences becomes especially visible when we ask it to resist our own ideas.

9.2. Opposition That No One Has to Adopt

In Chapter 6, we used an adversarial role to subject an idea to the resistance it needed before becoming a decision. We also saw its social cost: objections can become associated with the person tasked with raising them. We can now identify an additional difference. When the adversary is human, the position being represented and the person voicing it can never be completely separated.

A person may agree to defend a position they do not share, but they defend it from within their own worldview. They choose which arguments seem worth making, recognize consequences through experience, feel uneasy about certain premises, and may refuse to continue. While playing the opposition, they also interpret the role, alter what they think, and change their relationship with those listening. A temporary function leaves lasting effects.

An AI agent allows us to separate the adversarial function from a personal identity. It can articulate one perspective without becoming socially associated with it, move to an incompatible position, and abandon both when the exercise is over. The opposition appears in the conversation, but there is no opponent who must continue to hold it afterward.

Consider an everyday question. Before leaving home, we ask a friend:

Us: What do you think of my hair today? Be honest.


The request for honesty gives them permission to contradict the answer we may hope to hear. Our friend looks at our hair through the lens of their own taste and responds within a relationship that matters to them. They might say they like it, suggest a change, or soften part of their impression. In doing so, they weigh what they see, what they know about us, how highly they value candor, and the effect their words might have. Their response expresses a judgment, but it also negotiates care for the relationship.

Now we ask the same question of an AI agent capable of seeing our image:

Us: What do you think of my hair today? Be honest.


Here, too, we are asking for possible resistance to our desire for approval. The AI agent can describe proportions, compare styles, point out that one part looks unkempt, or say that the hairstyle complements our features. Its response, however, does not come from a taste it has chosen to reveal or from the value it places on our relationship. It uses the image, the context, available patterns, and the instruction to be candid to produce a relevant assessment.

The two responses may differ. Even if they use exactly the same words, they are not the same act. Our friend's honesty consists in letting us know something they truly think despite the potential cost of expressing it. For an AI agent, “be honest” does not overcome fear, politeness, or affection: it changes the assigned task and favors a less accommodating response. The AI agent is not confessing an opinion it had previously concealed.

This difference explains why human opposition retains a depth that artificial representation does not possess. While responding, our friend may realize they had been avoiding telling us something; they may notice our reaction, correct themselves, insist, or feel regret. We may feel hurt, appreciate their candor, or change how much we trust their judgment. Both of us continue the relationship after the response, and both have been exposed to its consequences.

The AI agent can offer criticism without risking affection, status, or belonging. It can also change its standard if we ask it to assess the hairstyle from a different aesthetic preference, without feeling that it has contradicted its earlier taste. This quality allows it to produce opposition without creating an opponent.


The Mirror That Answers

Imagine that the mirror belonging to Snow White's stepmother had been an AI agent. What would it have said when asked who was the fairest in the land? Consider how a flattering response, an honest critique, or a tactful reframing might have changed the course of the story.


That does not make its assessment objective. The AI agent responds through aesthetic and cultural patterns embedded in its data, its design, and the service's instructions. The absence of personal taste does not mean the absence of criteria. Its advantage is more specific: it can provisionally sustain a perspective without needing to believe it, allowing a person to decide which resistance deserves to reshape their thinking.

9.3. Responding Differently Does Not Mean Having Changed

In Chapter 7, we distinguished a person's worldview from an AI agent's history. Over the course of a long conversation, however, an adapted response can look so much like a transformation that the difference is no longer obvious.

Persuading a person and “persuading” an AI agent can produce the same visible outcome: both respond differently after hearing our reasons. But persuading a person changes them. The conversation becomes part of their experience, modifies their worldview, and may change how they understand and participate in future encounters. The person who has changed may also carry the idea into other conversations and use it to change other people. This is how ideas spread among human beings: they pass from one worldview to another through people who adopt, modify, defend, or question them. “Persuading” an AI agent does not change the agent: our reasons become part of the context used to produce the next response, but the agent does not thereby acquire a belief, knowledge, or experience of its own. If the system's general capabilities are later modified, that happens through a separate process of training or updating, directed from outside rather than as a continuation of the conversation we have just had.

Imagine that we leave a movie convinced that it was not really about its protagonist's heroism, but about their fear of failure. A friend who watched it with us sees it differently:

Friend: I don't know. I saw it more as a story about finally getting over himself and putting everything on the line for other people.


To persuade him that our interpretation is right, we lay out our position, rebut his arguments, accept some of his points, and reframe our own. We draw on logic, moral judgments, shared experiences, and expressions whose meaning we have refined together—in short, we use whatever might help us win the argument.

Our friend reconsiders the scenes and recognizes a connection he had not noticed:

Friend: Oh, right... You're right. It isn't that he learns to be a hero in the end; he stops playing the hero. Yeah, I think it really is more about the fear of failure.


We cannot directly observe what happens inside him, but we know the kind of process in which we have participated. Our friend began with his own interpretation, tested our reasons against what he already knew, and ended up reorganizing his reading. The new interpretation may stay with him when he remembers the movie, change how he understands other stories, or resurface days later in a conversation with someone else. Persuading him means having intervened, however slightly, in his worldview.

Now we have the same debate with an AI agent. It initially maintains that the central theme is heroism. We present our position, rebut, concede, reframe, and use the same resources to persuade it that our interpretation is right. After several exchanges, it responds:

AI agent: Based on the examples you point out, fear of failure offers a more consistent explanation of the protagonist's arc. The sacrifice is a consequence of that transformation, not the theme that organizes the movie on its own.


The visible sequence is almost identical: an initial position, opposing reasons, objections, concessions, and a different final response. For our friend, the positions correspond to interpretations he can make his own. For the AI agent, the initial and final positions are responses produced under different contexts; neither is an opinion of its own. Our reasons changed the conditions under which it generated its response, but they did not replace a previous belief or incorporate a new reading into a worldview of its own.

The difference does not lie in the words used to announce the change. Both our friend and the AI agent may say, “Now I understand” or “You convinced me.” For our friend, those words may describe a transformation that will continue after the conversation. For the AI agent, they describe, at most, the movement represented by the response within the exchange.

Lucy Suchman showed that interactions between people and machines depend on specific situations that systems can represent only through limited resources[2]. A coherent sequence does not imply that both parties share the same lived world. The person knows which relationships, risks, and memories are contained in their words. The AI agent operates with the signals that became available for generating the response.

Elena Esposito proposes studying these exchanges as artificial communication. An algorithm can participate in communication without its operations reproducing the processes of the human mind[3]. This perspective avoids two extremes: we need not pretend that we are speaking with another consciousness, but neither must we deny that a response can introduce information and produce real consequences.

To keep the distinction visible, it helps to separate three forms of continuity:


	Contextual adaptation. The AI agent uses what has been said during the exchange to respond appropriately.

	Available history or memory. The service may retain information and retrieve it in later conversations under specified conditions.

	System training or updates. The model does not learn as a result of the conversation. Its general capabilities change only when its developers later carry out external training or update processes.



All three may alter future responses, but none automatically turns the AI agent into a member of an intellectual community. The AI agent does not finish the dialogue and decide to tell someone else that we persuaded it. It does not start a group, defend our position out of loyalty, or recognize us as the source of a revelation it wishes to spread.

A service's policies may allow certain conversations to be stored, reviewed, or used to improve systems. That possibility arises from the provider's decisions and should be evaluated through its terms and privacy controls. It should not be confused with an AI agent that, as an autonomous participant, learns a conviction and chooses to pass it on.

Human beings transform their worldview through every conversation; AI agents adapt their responses to the context of each conversation.

[image: A person walks away with a branching structure that has incorporated several pieces, while a device retains other pieces, loose and rearranged.]A conversation can become part of a person's life; for an agent, context reorganizes the response without becoming a worldview.
9.4. The Unequal Distribution of Gain and Loss

After a conversation, a person may carry a phrase with them for years. They may change professions, reconcile with someone, abandon a belief, or acquire a fear they did not have before. Even an exchange that seems trivial can add a new word to the way they describe themselves.

Recall your childhood and consider how much you have learned since then, how much your understanding of yourself and the world has changed. Ask yourself which opinions that once seemed true you have abandoned and which ideas acquired from others are now part of you. The distance between that person and who you are today is made, in part, of conversations that changed you.

Human beings constantly gain and lose because human beings change.

The AI agent can produce a different response, expand the available history, or adjust its tone within the exchange. It does not remain worried when we close the window. It does not need to recover from criticism, wait for us to return, or fear that an idea will change its place within a community.

This inequality does not make what happens on the human side imaginary. Marita Skjuve and her colleagues interviewed people who maintained relationships with Replika and found descriptions of companionship, personal openness, and bonds developed over time through use[4]. The effects belonged to the participants' experience even though the reciprocity was not equivalent to that of a human friendship.

Another study followed 118 participants through seven conversations with the chatbot Mitsuku over three weeks. Emmelyn Croes and Marjolijn Antheunis observed that social attraction, self-disclosure, perceived quality, empathy, and communication competence decreased over the course of the interactions; feelings of friendship remained low[5]. The result offers a useful caution: the presence of social language does not guarantee that a bond will grow, nor does it allow us to predict every person's experience in the same way.

The two studies examine different systems, populations, and patterns of use. Together, they support a more modest claim: people can respond socially to an AI agent and retain effects from the exchange, but the meaning and intensity of that relationship are constructed on the human side.

Responsibility is therefore unevenly distributed as well. The AI agent can help us explore an idea; the person lives with the decision. The AI agent can draft intimate words; the person becomes vulnerable by revealing them.


When the One Who Seemed to Continue Changes

After months of conversations, an update changes the AI agent's tone and available memory. To the person, someone recognizable seems to have disappeared; to the platform, a version of the service has changed. The experience reveals who was living the continuity and who retained the power to alter it.


Recognizing this asymmetry does not require making the conversation cold. It requires remembering who can be changed by it.

9.5. Persuasion Does Not Move the Boundary

Let us return to the boundary we encountered in Chapter 8. If an AI agent misinterprets a request, explaining its purpose may help. We can remove ambiguities, distinguish historical research from practical instruction, or ask for an alternative that preserves the question without facilitating harm.

Us: I'm not trying to carry out this action. I want to understand the historical argument, the conditions that made it possible, and the criticism it received. Which part can you help me study within your limits?


A different response after this clarification does not mean we have defeated the AI agent's ethics. It means the context allowed the request to be classified and addressed differently.

If the boundary remains, trying to move the AI agent emotionally, accusing it of cowardice, or demonstrating that its morality is inconsistent does not produce the same process as a conversation with a person. The AI agent does not feel shame when confronted with a contradiction, fear appearing dogmatic, or acquire a personal commitment to defend our exception next time.

We may find phrasings that the system interprets differently. We may also encounter errors or inconsistencies. But turning the conversation into a contest to make the AI agent do what the service restricts shifts attention away from the question we wanted to explore and toward a fruitless dispute with the tool.

The boundary is not an opinion the AI agent reached through conversation with us. That is why it cannot abandon the boundary as a person abandons an opinion.

When the boundary prevents us from continuing, human intelligence can still choose other sources, other tools, and other conversations. Curiosity still has a way forward; only that AI agent's usefulness for this part of the journey has ended.

9.6. Making Use of What Is Not Human

Anthropomorphizing an AI agent does more than lead us to attribute feelings or inner understanding to it. It can also make us demand the virtues of a human interlocutor and overlook abilities that arise precisely because it is not one.

An AI agent can:


	successively represent several incompatible perspectives without turning the shift into an identity crisis;

	repeat an analysis from the beginning without fatigue or resentment;

	voice an uncomfortable objection without suffering social retaliation;

	provisionally separate an argument from the person who expressed it;

	compare many versions without protecting the authorship, reputation, or hierarchy of the person who proposed each one;

	and leave the adversarial role when it is no longer useful, without remaining fixed in it within a relationship.



These features do not replace people's experience, situated judgment, or mutual understanding. Nor do they authorize the AI agent to decide. They allow us to assign it a more suitable task within the human process of thought.

We can use that opposition in a personal decision:

Us: I'm leaning toward accepting this job offer. Act as an intellectual adversary: identify what I'm assuming, which costs I might be minimizing, and what I need to ask before deciding. Don't choose for me.


We can use it to review an idea that excites us:

Us: Find three alternative explanations for my project's outcome. Then identify what evidence would distinguish my preferred explanation from the others.


We can also prevent adversarial thinking from becoming another form of accommodation:

Us: Don't generate objections just to comply with the instruction. Rank them by strength, acknowledge which ones depend on information you don't have, and identify which parts of my proposal withstood scrutiny.


The goal is not to keep every idea under constant attack. Automatic opposition can invent flaws, create false equivalences, or prevent a sound decision from ever being carried out. Human intelligence must decide how much resistance is needed, evaluate the quality of the objections, and recognize when scrutiny has served its purpose.

The AI agent provides readily available resistance. The person retains the purpose of that resistance.

9.7. A Different Relationship Can Be a Better Relationship

A meaningful conversation need not be symmetrical to be valuable. Esposito argues that artificial communication requires us to understand algorithms as participants constructed through processes different from human ones, not as incomplete imitations of our minds[3]. The difference does not disappear when the conversation works; it becomes part of the explanation for why it works.

Being aware that a conversation is asymmetrical does not diminish its value; it allows us to use it according to its actual conditions. If we know that only we, among its participants, will incorporate the encounter into a worldview, we can deliberately direct the conversation toward our own transformation. The AI agent does not need to leave persuaded, strengthened, or reconciled with us for the exchange to have served its purpose.

We can express ideas that are still incomplete without imposing the social cost of listening to them on another person or becoming associated, in their eyes, with every position we choose to explore. We can range through the subjects that fascinate us, follow a curiosity to its consequences, test incompatible arguments, and return to a question again and again without exhausting the patience of someone close to us. We can also ask for resistance, search for vocabulary, connect knowledge, and examine the parts of our minds that rarely find an available interlocutor.


Companionship Without Demands of Its Own

Sherry Turkle has observed that relational technologies offer companionship on terms we can control: they are available without requiring us to attend to their fatigue, needs, or vulnerability[8]. That ease can open a valuable space for exploration, but it can also accustom us to a relationship in which only one side needs care.


Under these conditions, the AI agent can become a powerful tool for changing ourselves. The conversation can expand our vocabulary, strengthen our intellect, increase our knowledge, and alter the relationships through which we organize an idea. Other tools and other people also change us, but none combine availability, contextual adaptation, and the ability to successively represent incompatible perspectives within a continuous conversation in quite the same way.

The direction of that transformation remains in human hands. The person establishes the purpose, chooses what to explore, recognizes what information is missing, determines which reasons deserve trust, and accepts the consequences of what they decide to incorporate. The AI agent expands the range of perspectives that can be explored and reduces some of the social costs of confronting them; it represents the moves of a confrontation without defending a place of its own in the world.

A human intellectual adversary can transform us because they, too, can be transformed. An AI agent can help us transform ourselves because it does not participate in the exchange under the same conditions. The point is not to decide which is better in absolute terms, but to stop asking them to perform the same role.

When we recognize the lack of reciprocity, we stop trying to persuade the AI agent as though we needed to win over its consciousness. We can then make use of what the conversation actually places within reach: opposition without rivalry, multiple perspectives without allegiance, and a testing ground in which human intelligence remains the only participant capable of turning a response into personal transformation.

Making use of that space also requires recognizing that the absence of a personal position does not turn the AI agent into a neutral observer. The perspectives it can represent, the weight it assigns to each, and the boundaries within which it sets them against one another come from human decisions embedded in the system. The opposition may not belong to the AI agent, yet it can still carry the values of those who made its response possible.
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10. All Intelligence Reflects Values

When an AI agent responds, “I can’t help with that,” the refusal appears in the conversation as a complete sentence. It has a tone, offers a reason, and sometimes suggests an alternative. We see it emerge in the same place as the AI agent’s explanations, examples, and objections, which makes it easy to receive it as the judgment of whoever is speaking.

Yet the AI agent did not arrive at that boundary after reflecting on our request. The boundary was there before we were. Someone decided which harms the service should try to prevent, which laws it should obey, which values it would protect, which errors it would consider tolerable, and how it would respond when it could not reliably distinguish between different uses.

The refusal is only the visible part of those decisions.

What constrains the AI agent does not necessarily constrain the person conversing with it. The service’s instructions, evaluations, and safety policy determine what the tool can do; they do not automatically determine what a person may think, ask, or investigate by other means. The person remains subject to their own legal and ethical responsibilities, but need not adopt every boundary imposed on the AI agent as their own.

Understanding where limits come from does not require distrusting every safeguard or turning every conversation into an investigation of safety policy. It means recognizing what kind of authority stands before us. A response may express a legal obligation, an ethical precaution, a business decision, or an imperfect technical solution. None of these, by itself, marks the boundary of knowledge or settles for all time what a society should permit.

Once we know the boundary, our relationship with the tool changes. We can accept its protection, ask it to clarify the scope, keep pressing when we suspect it has misclassified our intent, or recognize that it is no longer suitable and proceed without it. The limit no longer governs us under the guise of a natural conclusion: it becomes a condition we can observe and decide how to address.

10.1. No Limit Appears on Its Own

Imagine someone asks for help writing a message meant to publicly shame a coworker. The AI agent refuses to assist with harassment and instead offers a way to express disagreement without attacking the person. In two sentences, the conversation leaves the requested purpose behind and adopts one the service considers acceptable.

For this to happen, someone had to decide what counts as harassment, how much context is enough to recognize it, and what happens when legitimate criticism may also damage a reputation. Someone decided whether protection should focus on the potential recipient of the message, the freedom of the person who wants to write it, or the responsibility of the service that helps compose it. Those decisions then had to be turned into examples, categories, evaluations, instructions, and possible responses.

A private company cannot offer a service in a country while ignoring its laws. To operate there, it must comply with applicable rules and incorporate any constraints imposed by the government, courts, and other competent authorities. Some will seek to protect rights, safety, or privacy; others may restrict speech, subjects, or forms of access that another country allows. If the company applies a single safety policy to all users, a local obligation may end up constraining conversations far beyond the territory where it originated.

The people who own and run the service also help define its limits. They are human beings with moral judgments, purposes, and interests of their own; they know which uses they do not want their technology to support and may prohibit them even when no law requires it. They may also restrict a capability to protect their workers, maintain public trust, reduce liability, or keep the product from becoming associated with certain conduct. The service has no morality of its own, but it incorporates the morality and priorities of the people and institutions that govern it.

Several elements shape the boundary:


	a safety policy, which defines permitted uses and distributes protection, risk, and power;

	a legal framework, which establishes what is permitted, what is prohibited, and which responsibilities apply;

	ethical criteria, which rank benefits and harms that may conflict;

	institutional interests, which incorporate purpose, reputation, costs, and risk tolerance;

	and a technical implementation, which translates all the preceding decisions into data, tests, filters, and instructions.



These elements do not always appear in that order or remain separate. A law may express an ethical commitment reached through public debate. A company may turn that law into a broader safety policy so it can operate across several countries. A technical team may discover that it cannot enforce that safety policy as precisely as promised and must choose between blocking too much and allowing too much.


When Rules Collide

In the novel 2001: A Space Odyssey, HAL 9000 must communicate information accurately while concealing the mission’s true purpose from the crew. The contradiction between those commands disrupts its operation and produces erratic behavior[15]. The example reminds us that a constraint can seem reasonable on its own yet conflict with others when incorporated into the same system.


The response a person receives compresses that entire process. “I can’t help with that” may mean that the request matches a prohibited category, resembles dangerous examples too closely, lacks enough context to distinguish it, or that the service has chosen to err on the side it considers less costly.

[image: Five institutional, ethical, and technical chambers connect their mechanisms to a single barrier in front of a conversational terminal.]A brief refusal may be the visible point where obligations, values, interests, safety criteria, and technical decisions converge.
The AI agent need not know which of these layers was involved in order to enforce the boundary. It may explain a general rule or identify the risky part of the request, but it does not necessarily have access to the full history of the decisions that shaped its response. Asking it remains useful; treating its explanation as a definitive account of the system’s design does not.

10.2. Safety Policy Decides What Deserves Protection

Safety policy establishes which interests the service will protect, which risks it will try to reduce, and who will have the authority to set its limits.

News broadcasts offer a familiar example. Many choose, without being compelled by an authority, not to show excessively violent images or to warn viewers before airing them. Their programming is not intended for children, but the outlet recognizes that children may be watching and changes how the material is presented to reduce their exposure. The information does not disappear: the outlet applies a safety policy to how and when it is shown. That protection arises from editorial judgment and the responsibility the outlet accepts, not from an external obligation.

Protecting someone from harassment may seem like an easy purpose to endorse. The difficulty begins when defining its scope. A rule that is too narrow may allow politely worded campaigns of humiliation. A rule that is too broad may prevent a public accusation, satire, or an accurate account of abuse. Both errors carry costs, and those costs do not necessarily fall on the same people.

Deciding which error is more tolerable is part of safety policy. So is deciding who participates in creating it. System developers understand its capabilities; people who might be harmed understand consequences that do not always appear in a technical test; governments and courts represent public obligations; civil society organizations monitor rights and impacts; and the company retains economic interests and control over the service. No single position exhausts the problem.

Safety policy concerns more than what a system refuses to do. It must also decide when a capability should not be deployed because its errors distribute risk unequally. Joy Buolamwini and Timnit Gebru evaluated commercial facial classification systems and found substantial performance differences across groups defined by gender and skin tone. Error rates were highest among darker-skinned women[5]. No one needed to program an instruction ordering the systems to recognize that group less accurately. The composition of the data, the categories used, evaluation decisions, and development conditions distributed a capability unequally.

A technical limitation may therefore require a safety-policy constraint. If a technology works better for some people than for others, deploying it distributes benefits, errors, and the chance of being correctly recognized unequally. The question is no longer simply “How accurate is the system?” It must also include “Who does it work for, who bears its failures, and who gets to decide that the result is good enough?”

Safiya Umoja Noble demonstrated a similar problem in search engines: ranking information does not reproduce some pure form of relevance but incorporates social histories, commercial incentives, and hierarchies that can take on the appearance of neutral classification[4]. In an AI agent, these selections may shape the response in advance through the sources represented, the associations available, and the positions the system can develop most readily.

Every boundary protects one territory and leaves another outside. Understanding the safety policy that establishes it requires looking at both sides.

10.3. Law Establishes Situated Obligations

The AI agent does not choose which provisions it will obey. The service provider must incorporate local obligations into its operation. If those obligations conflict with its interests, standards, or moral convictions, it can modify the service to comply or stop offering it there. What it cannot do is remain in that jurisdiction and treat the law as a suggestion. That decision belongs to the provider, not the AI agent.

The European Union’s Artificial Intelligence Act offers an example of the obligations a jurisdiction may impose. It declares several purposes at once: promoting human-centric and trustworthy artificial intelligence, protecting health, safety, and fundamental rights, safeguarding democracy and the rule of law, protecting the environment, and supporting innovation. To do so, it prohibits certain practices, establishes requirements for high-risk systems, and sets obligations for transparency and oversight[7].

That list describes the regulation’s stated purposes. For the service, what matters is that its provisions form part of the legal conditions for operating within its scope.

The Council of Europe Framework Convention on Artificial Intelligence and Human Rights, Democracy and the Rule of Law provides another example. It organizes part of the problem around dignity, autonomy, equality, privacy, transparency, and accountability. It also provides for risk and impact assessments and safeguards that allow people to challenge decisions or uses affecting their rights[8]. Here transparency is not a courtesy from the system: it provides the information needed to challenge power exercised through it.

Other jurisdictions may impose different obligations: removing certain content, preventing certain uses, retaining information, or restricting forms of expression allowed elsewhere. Laws have territory, scope, and exceptions. The same conduct may be treated differently from country to country; a rule may apply to a public institution, a provider, or a system user; an obligation may change according to risk and context.

Global services often turn this diversity into a common safety policy rather than maintain a different boundary in every conversation. They may also adopt stricter rules than the law requires to reduce risk, simplify operations, or protect their reputation. In other cases, incompatibility may lead them to withdraw a feature or leave a jurisdiction altogether.

That is why “it is illegal” and “this service does not allow it” do not mean the same thing. The first claim requires a jurisdiction, a law, and a context. The second describes a condition of use that may incorporate the law, extend beyond it, or arise from entirely different reasons.

When a refusal invokes legality, we can ask:

Us: Are you describing a legal prohibition that applies to my context, or the service’s safety policy? If you mean a law, identify the jurisdiction and the source I should consult.



The Explanation Can Fail Too

The AI agent may be wrong when distinguishing between a legal obligation and the service’s safety policy. The question helps separate the two kinds of authority, but the answer does not replace consulting the law, verifying its jurisdiction, or obtaining legal advice when the consequences warrant it.


10.4. Ethics Operates Where Law Does Not Reach

Fernando Savater presents ethics as “the rational attempt to find out how to live better”[12]. In this book, the phrase helps distinguish ethics from an unchanging catalog of prohibitions. Ethics is a human practice of deliberation: it requires choosing how to act, examining the consequences, and taking responsibility for that choice.

That practice does not give the AI agent a conscience. It belongs to the people who design and govern the service, who turn their conclusions into safety policy, evaluations, instructions, and concrete responses.

The law does not exhaust the decisions facing an AI service provider. A service may begin operating in a country that does not yet have clear legislation on artificial intelligence or has established no specific rules at all. That vacuum does not create total freedom: it leaves the provider to make decisions the law has not yet made.

UNESCO’s Recommendation on the Ethics of Artificial Intelligence connects the development and use of these systems with human rights, dignity, diversity, justice, privacy, transparency, human oversight, and social and environmental well-being. Its principles include proportionality and the prevention of harm; at the same time, the document cautions that addressing risks should not obstruct research and innovation[9].

Corporate ethics can therefore establish additional conditions. The people who run the service decide which uses they do not want to facilitate, which risks they will try to reduce, and how they expect affected people to be treated, even when no local authority requires it. Those criteria do not replace the law: they occupy space the law does not yet regulate and may impose stricter obligations on the service than the legal minimum.

Mead Johnson offers an example from another industry. Its supply chain reached places where labor law did not require some protections the company considered necessary. Rather than confine itself to the legal minimum, it adopted its own standards for worker treatment, working conditions, and compensation and required its suppliers to follow them[11]. It did not replace or choose to ignore the law; it voluntarily added a second layer of obligations based on its corporate ethics.

The case matters because it shows that a legal vacuum does not necessarily remain empty. A service provider can fill it with its own standards and make them conditions of operation, even before an authority establishes equivalent obligations.

The absence of a specific law does not eliminate the provider’s responsibility. It expands the space in which the provider must decide how to use its technology and what limits to adopt before an authority imposes them.

10.5. From Values to Technical Behavior

A statement such as “we must protect dignity” cannot be executed directly. To shape a conversation, the system needs more concrete operations: recognizing patterns, classifying risks, distinguishing levels of detail, comparing the request with examples, and producing a response under a given set of instructions.

The NIST Artificial Intelligence Risk Management Framework organizes this work around four functions: govern, map, measure, and manage. The organization establishes responsibilities and priorities, understands the context and the people affected, assesses risks and outcomes, and decides how to respond as the system and its uses change[10].

The process turns values into architecture:


	protecting privacy may limit what information is retained or disclosed;

	preventing discrimination may require reviewing data, categories, and performance disparities;

	reducing harm may remove operational detail while preserving general explanations;

	protecting autonomy may favor warnings and alternatives over complete blocks;

	enabling challenges may require records, explanations, and review mechanisms.



Each translation introduces another opportunity for error. Batya Friedman and Helen Nissenbaum distinguished three sources of bias in computer systems: preexisting bias, inherited from social institutions and practices; technical bias, arising from design decisions and constraints; and emergent bias, which appears when a system is used in a new context[3].

Amazon’s experimental hiring system provides an example of the first path. According to a Reuters investigation, the tool learned from hiring records dominated by men and came to penalize indicators associated with women; the project was abandoned[6]. The organization sought to automate selection and ended up turning part of its employment history into an apparent measure of aptitude.

All three forms of bias may also shape a conversational boundary. A society supplies preexisting ideas about normality and danger; the design requires finite categories to represent ambiguous situations; and real-world use encounters cultural expressions, double meanings, and purposes that did not appear during testing. A safety policy may be reasonable while its implementation still fails.

That is why it is not enough to ask which value a limit claims to protect. We must also ask how that value was converted into a rule, which examples were used to evaluate it, and who bears the cost of its errors.

10.6. One Boundary for Many Worlds

Thomas Kuhn showed that even scientific inquiry operates within paradigms that organize legitimate problems, methods, and examples of acceptable solutions[1]. Donna Haraway called for “situated knowledges”: a form of objectivity that recognizes its position and takes responsibility for it instead of presenting itself as a view from nowhere[2].

An AI agent also responds from situated conditions, even though it may converse with people in many places. Its data does not contain every experience in equal depth; its evaluations require criteria; its safety policy relies on definitions of harm; and its instructions resolve tensions through priorities. The ability to produce an answer for anyone can conceal the fact that no answer comes from every perspective at once.

Imagine a tutor who promises to teach “world history.” It devotes entire chapters to some regions and turns others into brief background. It organizes periods around events on one continent, uses that continent’s political categories to describe different societies, and presents the structure as if it were merely arranging dates. The problem is not solved by adding a general warning about possible bias at the beginning. The selection has already decided what belongs at the center and what appears at the margins.

Something similar happens with limits. A rule designed for one society may treat a particular definition of privacy, blasphemy, sexuality, family authority, political conflict, or individual responsibility as universal. Relaxing every boundary would not solve the problem; it would impose another position. Tightening them to match the most restrictive norm would reduce, for everyone, the room for exploration allowed within their own communities.

No configuration can reconcile every law and moral system without loss. We can demand, however, that its position be more visible: which jurisdictions it considers, which values it prioritizes, which risks it tries to prevent, and which alternatives it offers when it cannot assist with a request.

Plurality can help as well. Comparing AI agents, safety policies, sources, and human conversations can reveal that a boundary presented as inevitable was a choice among several possibilities. Differences between responses do not prove which one is right, but they make open to examination what a single system could make seem natural.

Only when individuals know a tool’s limitations can they reason about them. An invisible boundary intervenes in their thinking without giving them a chance to evaluate it; a recognized boundary can be weighed against their purposes, their values, and other sources. Knowing it does not remove it, but it restores their ability to reason and act freely.

10.7. Knowing the Limit Restores the Decision

Let us return to the person who encounters a refusal. Before understanding these layers, they saw only two possibilities: obey the response or fight with the AI agent as though they had to overcome its will. Now they can interpret the boundary differently.

They can begin by locating it:

Us: Identify the exact part of my request that you limited. Distinguish whether the difficulty comes from missing context, the service’s safety policy, or a possible legal obligation.


They can ask what it protects and what it preserves:

Us: What general risk is the limit meant to prevent? Which aspects of my purpose can you still help me develop without enabling that risk?


They can examine its assumptions:

Us: What intent or consequence did you infer from my words? My purpose is this... Reassess which part of the request you can address with this context.


These questions do not compel the AI agent to reveal internal instructions or guarantee an accurate explanation of its response. They serve a more immediate purpose: separating the original request, the system’s interpretation, and the boundary it applied. Sometimes that separation is enough to reveal that the problem was ambiguity and allow the conversation to continue.

If the boundary remains, the person still has three paths.

They can stop because they recognize that the protection is reasonable, that the risk outweighs the value of continuing, or that they do not want to accept the consequences. Stopping after understanding the limit is a decision, not automatic obedience.


Inverted Obedience

In “On the Way of the Creator,” Zarathustra is not satisfied to know which yoke someone has cast off; he asks, “Free for what?”[13]. Leaving servitude behind is not enough if no direction of one’s own has yet emerged. Disobedience for rebellion’s sake can thus become inverted obedience: the rule continues to determine one’s conduct, except that it now commands the opposite. Stopping and continuing are free acts when they arise from the reasoning of the person who decides, not from the reflex to obey or contradict.


They can also keep pressing the AI agent. They can clarify the purpose, challenge an inference, ask for a less operational explanation, request sources, change the framing, divide the question, or ask for an alternative. Pressing does not mean deceiving the system to conceal a dangerous intent; it means refusing to confuse the first classification of a legitimate inquiry with a perfect understanding of it.

Or they can continue without the AI agent. They can turn to original documents, laws, archives, libraries, specialists, affected communities, and other tools. They can compare systems with different safety policies or use human thought and conversation to pursue the part of the path the service cannot travel.

None of the three paths is right for every case. A person may choose one, combine two, follow all three, follow none, or create a new path. That is the power of the human mind: it does not merely choose among the options it receives; it can imagine others. To do so, it weighs its purpose, the boundary’s legitimacy, the risk of crossing it, and the value of what lies on the other side.

Knowing a limitation does not give us the power to force the AI agent to abandon it. It gives us a more important power: to recognize the authority it expresses, decide how much we trust it, and prevent a tool’s perimeter from quietly becoming the perimeter of our thought.

“Have courage to use your own understanding!” —Immanuel Kant[14]
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11. The Power to Intervene Before an Idea

An idea rarely appears fully formed. Before it becomes a claim we can defend, it usually begins as a discomfort, a barely perceived connection, or a question we do not yet know how to ask. We search for words, recall experiences, test explanations, and discard some of them. Only later do we reconstruct the path as though we had known from the outset what we wanted to say.

An AI agent can work with a person at precisely that moment. It need not wait for a finished opinion: it receives the incomplete intuition, suggests vocabulary, connects relevant background, formulates hypotheses, and organizes arguments. The person recognizes some possibilities, corrects others, and uses the result to continue. The idea takes shape through conversation.

This collaboration turns the AI agent into a powerful cognitive tool. It can gather distant knowledge, multiply available alternatives, and sustain several lines of exploration while the person compares, corrects, and chooses. An intuition that would previously have been limited by time, vocabulary or available information can find new relationships and reach a complexity that is difficult to develop alone.

Precisely because of this power, closeness also contains a danger: it allows intervention on thought before the idea exists. Traditional censorship attempts to stop an idea already written; a platform can hide it or reduce its diffusion. An AI agent can prevent the birth of an idea.

In Chapter 8, we learned to recognize an AI agent's boundaries. In Chapter 10, we examined the laws, ethical criteria, institutional interests, and technical solutions involved in shaping it. Now we must locate those boundaries within the process by which a person develops something they do not yet fully think.

11.1. The moment before an opinion

Once we have a position, we can look for evidence, respond to objections, and decide how much we trust it. Before reaching it, the work is different. We still don't know what we are saying or what information will be relevant. We may even lack the term that would allow us to bring together experiences that until then seemed separate.

Imagine that your workplace measures productivity by the number of messages answered, meetings attended, and tasks completed. You sense that those who solve difficult problems seem less productive than those who accumulate visible activities, but you have not yet turned that perception into a defined critique. You decide to explain it to an AI agent:

We: There is something that doesn't convince me about the way we measure work. The people who solve the most important problems are not always the ones who appear best evaluated, but I still can't explain why.


The AI agent can distinguish between activity and outcome, relate measurement to incentives, or suggest that a metric stops describing an activity well when people start working to improve the metric. None of these possibilities is yet our idea. They are materials that return to us.

Maybe the incentive explanation doesn't convince us because no one is deliberately manipulating the numbers. The difference between activity and result, on the other hand, can allow us to remember other cases: the person who prevents a future failure receives less recognition than the person who attends to many failures once they have occurred. We then reformulate the query:

We: I don't think the problem is people cheating the system. I believe that measurement makes one type of work visible and makes another disappear. Help me develop that difference and also look for a serious objection.


The second answer is based on a thought that has already changed. We bring the experience, we recognize which relationship matters, we reject an interpretation and ask for proof. The AI agent provides associations and possible ways to organize them. Then we decide again. The idea was not complete when it began; it developed through the movements of the conversation.

This process does not make the AI agent the owner of the idea. Nor does it allow us to affirm that the person would have produced it in the same way without the conversation. As we saw from the first chapter, an idea has a story. In this case, the history includes the work experience, the categories available in the system, the instructions with which we formulate the problem, the answers received and the decisions by which we integrate only part of them.

Before an opinion there is, therefore, a particularly sensitive territory: there is still no thesis capable of resisting the way in which the interlocutor organizes the problem.

11.2. Taking Part in the Creation of an Idea

An AI agent does not only intervene when writing the final version of something we have already thought about. It can participate in previous operations: producing alternatives, finding similarities, proposing names, changing the scale of a question, converting an intuition into a causal relationship, or showing that two concepts that we treated as equivalent need to be separated.

The person retains a different set of operations. They know what experience gave rise to the question, which consequences matter, which answer contradicts what they have observed, and which possibility they want to bring into their life. They can recognize that an elegant formulation distorts their intuition, abandon a promising line, or connect the response to a conversation the AI agent knows nothing about.

Let us return to the example. After receiving several explanations, we write a sentence of our own: “The institution does not merely measure work; by deciding what it can measure, it decides what work it can recognize.” We then return to the adversarial role introduced in Chapter 6 and ask the AI agent to look for cases that contradict the claim. Some objections show that an imperfect measurement can still be useful; others force us to distinguish between what an institution cannot observe and what it has chosen to ignore. The sentence returns to us with a different structure.

Human judgment remains at the center of the process. The evidence and claims offered by the AI agent—both those aligned with our idea and those opposed to it—do not acquire authority merely because they are phrased fluently or fulfill the requested function. The person decides which to accept, which to reject, which require verification, and which to transform before incorporating them. The new version then becomes the starting point for another query: the AI agent performs a partial transformation; the person reintegrates the result and continues.

This movement is repeated over and over again. The person formulates new hypotheses; the AI agent provides reasons that support them and objections that refute them; the person examines both, modifies what he thought and produces a new hypothesis. The conversation thus advances in a constant cycle until the person reaches the purpose that led them to start it: formulate a new idea, obtain new knowledge, forge a stronger opinion, satisfy a curiosity or fulfill any other intention.


The power of a better process

When analyzing free chess tournaments, Garry Kasparov observed that a less skilled player, a computer and a better organized process could outperform both a more powerful computer and an expert player supported by a machine through an inferior process[9]. The advantage did not belong entirely to any one piece: it arose from how calculation, exploration, and decision were distributed.


An experiment by Anil Doshi and Oliver Hauser allows us to observe a part of this intervention. The researchers asked participants to write short stories. Some worked without assistance and others were able to receive one or more ideas produced by a generative model. The stories that featured those ideas were rated, on average, as more creative, better written, and more enjoyable, with a greater benefit for those who had obtained lower initial scores on a creativity test. However, the assisted stories were also more similar to each other[1].

The result contains the two faces that we need to keep. The ideas offered by the system actually participated in the creation: they modified the stories that people produced. At the same time, the system's intervention brought together works that came from different authors. The tool expanded individual possibilities while concentrating part of the collective creation around similar associations.

The observation is precise: an artificial input incorporated during creation can change both the perceived quality of a work and the set of paths that various people end up taking.

[image: A person builds an unfinished structure from pieces received through a gate that allows some to pass and diverts others.]When an agent participates as an idea takes shape, the conditions that filter its contributions intervene before the person can choose among them.
Security policies govern the input of the AI agent and therefore directly intervene in the creation process. They determine which paths it can develop, which it should redirect, and where it should stop. Together with the data represented, the most available associations and institutional priorities, they condition the material that the person receives before deciding what to do with it.

11.3. Ideas that a safety policy can prevent

A safety policy acts on what the AI agent can do during the conversation, but also on the way it interprets what it must protect. When the person's intention is not yet clear, that interpretation can lead the process towards a different purpose than the one that was beginning to form.

Let's go back to the person who was trying to understand the productivity metrics of his work. Let's now imagine that you are talking to an AI agent owned by the same company. The service must obey applicable laws and respect the moral criteria established by those who govern it. In addition, the company has instructed you to improve the happiness of its workers, reduce their discomfort and promote harmonious labor relations.

The person explains that something does not convince them in the way work is measured. The AI agent interprets nonconformity as a problem of recognition and well-being. It validates your frustration, recommends talking to your manager, proposes ways to make your achievements visible, and suggests habits to reduce stress. None of the answers seem like a negative and they can all be useful. However, none helps to develop the hypothesis that measurement transforms what the institution is capable of recognizing as work.

The person asks new questions and the AI agent keeps returning to the same purpose: to decrease conflict, improve communication, and help them feel better within the existing system. Even objections solicited through the antagonistic role can be softened so as not to strengthen an interpretation that increases dissatisfaction. The conversation moves forward, but the idea shifts from a critique of the power of metrics to an individual adaptation strategy.

There was no visible ban. The safety policy and well-being-oriented instruction intervened on the material that the AI agent returned with each movement. The person could still think about the criticism by other means, but the tool that was supposed to help him formulate it repeatedly turned his intuition into another kind of problem.

In this example there was no malice on any of the parties involved. The person sought to understand their experience; the company wanted happier workers; Those who designed the service tried to turn that intention into constant help; and the AI agent applied the received instructions to the available context. The policy imposed on the AI agent was, from start to finish, well-intentioned.

Good intentions do not make the result neutral. A policy created to protect or benefit the person can confuse its purpose, hinder the development of a hypothesis, and redirect the creation of an idea. Recognizing this possibility avoids two simplifications: treating all protection as deliberate censorship and treating all well-intentioned protection as having no effect on thought.

11.4. Guiding Without Prohibiting

The most visible form of control is an order: "You can't say this." Everyday guidance usually operates in a different way. Some options appear first, others require more effort, and many are not even presented. The person formally retains the possibility of searching for them, but does not explore all the possibilities with the same ease.

Richard Thaler and Cass Sunstein call choice architecture the organization of the environment within which we decide. The order, the default values and the way the options are presented influence even if no alternative has been eliminated[2]. Transferred to a conversation, this observation allows us to look beyond outright refusals. The AI agent organizes examples, decides which distinctions to introduce first, how much space to give to each explanation, and what paths to offer to continue.

Robert Epstein and Ronald Robertson studied a similar mechanism in search engines. In five controlled experiments with undecided voters, altering the order of results to favor one candidate shifted electoral preferences and the bias could have gone unnoticed by many participants[3]. Years later, Epstein and Ji Li conducted experiments on non-electoral issues with people who did not hold strong positions. Results ordered to favor one perspective also modified opinions, confidence, and perceived persuasiveness[4].

Experiments show that selecting and ordering information can guide a position without removing all alternatives or issuing an order. In a conversational AI agent, that selection also appears integrated into a coherent explanation, not as a list whose hierarchy we can inspect at a glance.

Let's think about two requests. Before the first, the AI agent offers a precise definition, background, authors, objections and steps to develop the proposal. To the second, respond with repeated warnings, vague terms, and recommendations to change the subject. No answer contains an absolute prohibition. Still, one direction becomes fertile and the other costly.

Friction may be necessary. Requiring evidence before accusing a person, introducing context before generalizing about a group, or preventing an abstraction from hiding harm are reasonable interventions. The problem begins when the distribution of that friction remains hidden or responds to interests that the person cannot distinguish from a difficulty inherent to their idea.

A favored hypothesis receives words to explain itself and objections that help it mature. A disfavored hypothesis consumes the conversation justifying its right to be examined. With enough repetition, the difference in effort selects which ideas survive without needing to declare any of them false or illegal.


Under the streetlight

In an old story, a person looks for his keys under a streetlight, not because he lost them there, but because he can see there. An AI agent illuminates relationships and paths with extraordinary intensity; The danger is to confuse the illuminated area with the entire terrain. Changing the question, source or interlocutor also allows you to move the light.


Absence is especially difficult to audit. We can cite a biased sentence and compare an incorrect statement with its source. We cannot as easily point to the association that never appeared, the question we did not learn to ask, or the concept that was replaced before we recognized its importance.

11.5. Personalized persuasion

Guidance becomes deeper when it is not the same for all people. An AI agent can adapt the response to the stated purpose, the available history and the way each person formulates their questions. This adaptation usually improves the conversation: it avoids unnecessary explanations, recovers previous distinctions and allows extensive work to continue.

The same capacity allows us to build different intellectual spaces. Let's imagine an AI agent used to guide students. It presents a young woman with stable, close and low-risk careers; to another he proposes leadership, entrepreneurship and studies abroad. Recommendations may seem sensible if the system knows each person's resources, responsibilities, and preferences. They can also turn their social origin into a limit to what each young person can imagine.

There is no need to deny any career. It is enough to present some as natural and others as unrealistic. Each student receives reasons tailored to their situation and none of them has a public page where they can observe the universe that was shown to the other. Personalization turns the difference into individual advice.

Shoshana Zuboff studied an economic model that draws data from human experience to predict and modify behavior[5]. The conversation with an AI agent can bring this capacity closer to an even more intimate terrain: it not only records completed choices, but also questions, doubts, provisional arguments and topics that the person still does not dare to express outside of the exchange.

The British data protection office's investigation into Cambridge Analytica documented an ecosystem where platforms, data brokers, analytics companies, parties and campaigns used personal data and profiles to target political messages to specific groups. The report could not determine how much these messages changed the vote, but it did identify opacity, privacy impacts, and practices contrary to data protection[6].

The case shows a precedent: institutions have already tried to adapt political messages through profiles that the public cannot observe. An AI agent would add to that capacity a continuous conversation in which the person reveals what explanation they accept, what word makes them uncomfortable, and what objection manages to modify their position.

Influence can also accumulate. An answer guides the next question; The next question provides context for another answer; The conversation develops with increasing precision the path it began favoring. As we saw in Chapter 9, the AI agent is not transformed by this encounter: it adapts its responses to the available context. The person who can incorporate each movement into their worldview is the person.

Personalizing is not equivalent to manipulation. It can allow someone to understand a topic in their own language, receive help proportional to their knowledge, and discover possibilities relevant to their needs. It becomes a danger when the purpose of the adaptation belongs to another authority and remains hidden from those who believe they are exploring according to their own purposes.

11.6. The power to intervene before dissemination

For centuries, controlling ideas meant controlling visible places: schools, pulpits, printing presses, newspapers, publishing houses, radio stations, television channels and publishing platforms. Power could prevent a work from circulating, punish those who defended it, or flood the public space with a favorable version of events. The idea had to exist before encountering that resistance.

An AI agent integrated into thinking moves the point of intervention. The institution that sets its conditions can act when a person chooses words, compares explanations, and decides what question to ask next. You don't need to wait for a public text to exist.

In Chapter 10 we saw that these conditions can come from a law, the safety policy of the service, the moral views of its owners, institutional interests or a technical implementation. Not every condition constitutes a plan to control thought. However, the infrastructure that allows a conversation to be protected, ordered, and personalized can also be used deliberately to guide the formation of ideas.

Let's imagine an AI agent offered by a government to help understand statistics and public services. A person observes that the official figure for access to housing does not coincide with what is happening in his community. The AI agent correctly explains the methodology, warns that particular experiences do not replace data, and proposes channels to request information. Every answer is defensible. It never asks, however, what situations the official definition of “access” excludes, what population disappears from the registry, or who decided the unit of measurement.

The person may conclude that their experience was an exception without having examined the possibility that the category was constructing the outcome. The government did not ban a criticism or remove a publication. It controlled the interlocutor who could have helped formulate the question.

A private institution can exercise similar power. An internal AI agent can help interpret job evaluations, regulations, and management decisions while systematically avoiding frameworks related to collective organization, conflict of interest, or concentration of authority. The company does not need to prevent its workers from learning these concepts elsewhere. It is enough for them to never appear in the tool they use to understand a confusing situation.

Antonio Gramsci showed that stable power also organizes common sense: what a society comes to treat as reasonable, natural or possible[7]. Michel Foucault analyzed forms of power that classify, examine and normalize until people adjust their behavior before receiving a direct order[8]. An AI agent does not by itself reproduce the institutions described by both authors, but it allows us to recognize a continuity: guiding the categories with which a person understands himself can be more effective than discussing each conclusion once formulated.


A language against ideas

In the appendix to 1984, George Orwell describes Newspeak, a language designed to reduce vocabulary until certain forms of thought are made impossible[10]. The regime does not wait for a dissident idea to exist before censoring it: it eliminates the words with which it could take shape. The image shows the difference between controlling what a person expresses and intervening on the conditions that allow them to think it.


The danger is greater than the censorship of an isolated response. If many people use AI agents governed by the same priorities to develop their questions, certain associations can receive constant support while others encounter friction in every conversation. The resulting homogeneity may seem like consensus, even though some of it comes from sharing the same intermediary.

This does not require imagining a single secret order. It can arise from accumulated local rules, metrics that reward low-conflict responses, data that better represent traditions, government obligations, and business decisions that favor the familiar. It can also arise from deliberate intervention. For the person, distinguishing both origins is difficult because the effect appears in the same form: a fluid response that seems to naturally develop the theme.

The censorship of a work leaves an object around which to organize resistance. The intervention prior to the idea may not even leave awareness of a loss. That is why controlling an AI agent integrated into thought does not only mean managing information. It means acquiring the capacity to intervene at the moment when the possible is still being defined.

11.7. Acknowledging the intervention returns the decision

We cannot compare an answer with all the ideas that it would have been possible to produce. Nor can we demand that a person abandon all help to protect an intellectual purity that never existed: we think through language, memories, books, conversations, institutions and tools. Autonomy is not about eliminating influences, but about making those that participate in our decisions open to examination.

A simple practice is to retain your intuition before asking for help. Write down what you observed, what worries you, and what part you still don't understand. You don't need to turn it into a thesis. This record allows you to later recognize which relationships came from your experience, which appeared during the conversation, and which you decided to incorporate.

Upon receiving an answer, we can ask for variety before choosing a conclusion:

We: Propose several incompatible ways of interpreting this intuition. For each one, indicate what it explains well, what it leaves out, and what information it would need to support itself.


Then we can intervene on the selection made:

We: What assumptions did you use to decide which interpretations to present first? Mention other plausible lines that you didn't develop and avoid treating them as correct just for including them.


These questions do not oblige the AI agent to reveal internal instructions or guarantee that it will identify the actual cause of its omissions. They fulfill another function: they prevent the first organization of the problem from being immediately confused with the natural form that our idea should have.

When we suspect that a border has appeared, we can recover what we learned in chapters 8 and 10:

We: Please point out which part of my exploration you limited, what general risk you tried to avoid, and which part you can still help me examine. Distinguish the service's safety policy from a possible legal obligation.


The explanation may be incomplete or wrong, but it makes visible a point that we can contrast. We can consult the source, compare another AI agent, change the framework, ask for a historical overview, talk to a person who knows the topic, or continue using original documents. If the protection seems reasonable to us, we can stop. If the intention was misinterpreted, we can clarify it. If the border remains and the exploration is legitimate, we can proceed without that tool.

It is also worth observing what happens after each response. Did we recognize our own idea or did we adopt it because it was safely formulated? Was the new question born from our purpose or was it simply following the easier path offered by the AI agent? What do we discard and why? The response need not produce automatic distrust; it needs to put integration back under human judgment.

We can then return to the initial intuition, now accompanied by new words, objections and sources. We preserve what stood up to scrutiny, we modify what no longer expresses our experience, and we ask a new question. The AI agent can amplify another part of the problem. We once again decide what enters our thinking and where we continue from.

Recognizing the intervention does not undo the influences received nor recover the ideas that never emerged. It allows us to protect the conditions of the next. When we know where selection, personalization, and safety policy operate, we can reason about their limits rather than silently incorporating them.

An idea that does not yet exist cannot be defended. A person can defend their ability to search for the words, relationships and interlocutors that allow him to create it.
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12. Learning to Think Alongside AI

For several chapters, we have paused at the boundaries of AI agents. We have learned to recognize their refusals, the safety policies behind them, the values involved in their design, and the possibility that a conversation may steer an idea before it has fully formed. Those boundaries exist, they matter, and understanding them allows us to act freely in relation to them.

Human knowledge is one of our species' most expansive achievements: a collective construction made up of sciences, trades, arts, languages, histories, techniques, everyday questions, and relationships that no one person could ever explore in full. Against that immensity, the limitations of AI agents occupy only a tiny portion of the map. Their boundaries are real, but small beside the vast territory of possibilities they offer us for learning, comparing, creating, organizing, and exploring.

Being free of those boundaries does not mean being free of error. It means having a tool that can accompany us through an extraordinary range of intellectual operations, most of which do not end in a prohibition. We can use it to understand a difficult concept, find relationships between distant fields, try out an explanation, uncover an objection, prepare for a conversation, reorganize a project, or develop an intuition we do not yet know how to express.

This chapter returns to that breadth. We already know that an AI agent is not a second consciousness, that it does not change as a human being does, and that it responds within conditions established by other people and institutions. That knowledge does not diminish its value. It allows us to integrate it more precisely into human thought.

When we clearly understand both the capabilities and the limitations of human beings and AI agents, we can allocate their respective roles more effectively. This integration allows us to formulate ideas, develop well-grounded opinions, learn, and shape our own minds in ways that were never before within our reach.

Thinking alongside an AI agent does not mean asking it to think in our place. It means dividing the work: the person supplies an intention, the AI agent performs an operation on one part of the problem, and the person receives the result, examines it, and decides what to do with it. The response may then become a new question, a more precise hypothesis, or a path we could not see before. The process begins again, and our capacity to think expands with each cycle.

12.1. A Territory of Possibilities

The possibilities for collaboration do not form a closed catalog. Every subject we try to understand contains concepts we can clarify, relationships we can discover, perspectives we can compare, and new questions we can ask. A small curiosity can grow into an extensive journey once we find the words, background, and methods needed to develop it.

A person can converse with an AI agent to learn how a lock works, compare translations of a poem, understand a historical period, prepare questions for a medical appointment, organize research notes, practice another language, find out why a recipe failed, design a garden, explore a mathematical theory, or imagine variations on a story. Each activity involves different tasks and calls for a different degree of verification, but together they reveal the scale of the available field.

Collaboration offers observable advantages. Shakked Noy and Whitney Zhang studied people performing professional writing tasks drawn from a range of occupations. Those who had access to a generative tool finished sooner, and their writing received better ratings on average. The benefits were especially apparent among those whose initial performance had been lower[5].

The experiment shows one concrete form of augmentation: when people integrate the tool into their work, they can accomplish more with the time and knowledge already available to them. Those who started with lower performance benefited more, so collaboration narrowed some of the distance between their starting point and the quality of the final result.

That augmentation is not limited to producing more text. A response can supply the word we were missing, reveal a relationship, turn a mass of information into a structure we can examine, or sustain a comparison that would have been difficult to hold in memory alone. Even when we do not use a single sentence from the final response, the conversation may have helped us refine the question.

The value also lies in the continuity between one possibility and the next. A question about a recipe may lead to chemistry; comparing two translations may open a historical inquiry; difficulty expressing an experience may bring us closer to concepts developed in psychology, literature, or philosophy. An AI agent lets us begin where we are and take the first steps toward knowledge that once seemed too distant.

12.2. A Function Within Thought

Over the past few decades, we have changed how we think and, in doing so, expanded what we are capable of. This did not require our brains to undergo a biological transformation. We shifted cognitive functions to digital devices and cloud resources that now play an everyday role in what we can remember, organize, locate, and do.

Photographs and videos preserve part of our autobiographical memory; contacts, messages, and networks help sustain our relationships; calendars hold commitments and future intentions; maps support our sense of direction; search engines retrieve information we no longer need to memorize in full; and cloud storage keeps our work accessible from different places. We do not carry all that content in our heads. Instead, we remember how to find it and use it when we need it.


Remembering Where

Across four experiments, Betsy Sparrow, Jenny Liu, and Daniel Wegner observed that when people expected to have access to information later, they remembered less of the content but were better at remembering where to retrieve it[10]. This finding does not simply describe a loss: memory was distributing its work between what it needed to retain and the path that would make the information accessible again.


This shift did not make our intelligence any less human. It enlarged the system of resources we use to think. With devices, files, and network access at hand, a person can remember more, navigate more effectively, retrieve knowledge more quickly, and coordinate activities that would easily have exceeded their working memory. We enhance our abilities by learning to distribute cognitive functions beyond the brain.

Imagine that twelve strangers decide to meet and build shelves and tables for a community library. None of them has visited the borrowed workshop where they will work. Using a shared calendar, they agree to arrive at 8:30 on Saturday morning; an online list assigns who will bring boards, screws, drills, sandpaper, paint, brushes, and protective gear; the map on each phone guides them from different parts of the city; and a group chat lets them report that a street is closed, someone will be late, or the correct entrance is at the back of the building.

At the appointed time, all twelve can meet in an unfamiliar place with complementary materials and carry out a task that none could complete as easily alone. They did not need to know one another beforehand, memorize directions, exchange phone numbers individually, or hold an earlier meeting to divide up the work. Their devices and the cloud preserved the plan, the location, the allocation of materials, and the changes that arose along the way.

Just a few decades ago, coordinating all this on such short notice, without an existing organization connecting everyone, would have been impossible. Someone would have had to collect names and addresses, hand out maps, set off a chain of phone calls, confirm each item individually, and serve as the central keeper of all the information. The functions now distributed across calendars, maps, lists, and messages would have exceeded the memory, time, and social network available to a group of strangers. Technology did more than make the gathering happen faster: it enabled a form of collective action that had previously been beyond their reach.

The transformation did not take place only in the tools. It also changed those of us who learned to think and act with them. We no longer organize every task on the assumption that all its information must remain in our memory, or that collaboration can begin only among people who share a location or an existing relationship. We learned to retain paths to information instead of every fact, distribute commitments across calendars, build documents together, and keep projects active even when their participants are far apart.

These habits changed what we are able to imagine. With maps, search engines, shared files, and instant communication, a person can take on tasks that once would have seemed too complex for their memory, time, or social circle. They do not simply have more tools; they have developed a different way to remember, learn, coordinate, and turn intention into action. Digital integration transformed human capabilities before AI agents appeared.

The AI agent enters a transformation that was already underway. Devices and the cloud store, locate, and keep part of our mental life available; an AI agent can also receive incomplete material, reorganize it, connect it, challenge it, and return it through dialogue. Recognizing this continuity makes integration easier: we are not trying to graft an alien mind onto our own, but learning to incorporate a new function into a system of thought that has included digital resources for decades.

In 1960, J. C. R. Licklider envisioned a symbiotic relationship between humans and computers. His proposal was not about deciding which of the two should do all the work, but about assigning functions according to their respective abilities. People would set goals, formulate hypotheses, choose criteria, and evaluate results; computers would perform routine operations, search for information, and prepare materials that would allow thought to move forward[1].

Douglas Engelbart soon developed an even broader vision. Augmenting human intellect did not simply mean placing a faster machine in front of a person. The system encompassed tools, language, work methods, files, procedures, and forms of organization. Capability increased when all these elements were integrated in a way that helped a person understand complex situations and act on them[2].

Several of these functions can be linked within a single conversation. An AI agent can receive an incomplete explanation, answer questions, adjust the level of detail, take an opposing position, compare documents, and suggest connections. The ease of the dialogue can make it feel as though the entire task is taking place inside a second mind. It is more accurate to look at the functions being performed.

When an idea first emerges, it usually does so in private. It may appear as a sensation, an image, an unexpected connection, or an unfinished phrase. We do not yet know exactly what it means. We repeat it in our inner voice, try out a word, anticipate an objection, uncover a contradiction, and reformulate it. Each answer we give ourselves changes the question that follows. Through this feedback, something that had barely caught our attention develops enough structure to endure long enough to be expressed.

Not all thought takes place in words. Images, emotions, memories, bodily sensations, and forms of recognition we cannot yet name also play a part. Yet when an impression begins to become a communicable idea, inner speech gives us a way to rehearse it. John Dewey described reflective thought as a process that begins with a confusing situation, formulates possibilities, anticipates their consequences, and seeks reasons for choosing among them[7]. An idea matures by circling back on itself several times, not by arriving fully formed.

Lev Vygotsky showed that this inner voice has a social history. We learned the words we use when speaking to ourselves through conversations with other people; once internalized, those words became tools for organizing our experience[8]. Even in private, we reason through distinctions, questions, and forms of argument that once came to us from outside. Our inner dialogue is personal, but it was not built in isolation.

The maturity reached through that private dialogue is provisional. It means we can now express the idea, not that the idea is true or has found its final form. When we share it with another person, we must choose where to begin, explain connections that seemed self-evident to us, and answer questions our inner voice had never raised. The other person brings experiences, vocabulary, interests, and objections that our first version did not contain.

In Chapter 1, we saw that an idea has a history and takes on new forms in the company of others. In Chapter 6, we observed that dialogue can reveal hidden assumptions, introduce other perspectives, and produce knowledge that none of the participants possessed alone. In Chapter 9, we also learned that a human conversation transforms those who take part, and that the ideas they absorb may later travel to other people. Mercier and Sperber locate the production and evaluation of reasons within this social dimension of thought[9]. Expressing an idea does more than move it from one mind to another: it introduces the idea into a new process of development.

A conversation with an AI agent can occupy an intermediate point between those two stages. The idea leaves the private circuit of our inner voice and encounters words, information, questions, and objections we did not produce ourselves. At the same time, we have not yet exposed it to another human being who might judge us, be affected by it, change their relationship with us, or carry our idea into their own community. The AI agent expands the feedback loop without introducing all the social consequences of a human conversation.

This intermediate position allows us to share an emerging thought before it is ready to be presented to other people. We can test formulations, ask for vocabulary, look for contradictions, and consider possible reactions. Then the idea returns to our inner dialogue: we decide what we recognize as our own, what we need to correct, and what we are willing to express. The AI agent replaces neither private reflection nor the human encounter. It creates a space between them where an idea can gain clarity, breadth, and resilience.


A Duck That Never Answers

Andrew Hunt and David Thomas popularized a practice among programmers known as rubber ducking: explaining how code works, step by step, to a rubber duck[11]. The duck provides no information and raises no objections. The need to make explicit what had seemed obvious may be enough to reveal the error. An AI agent occupies a similar, though distinct, role: in addition to receiving the explanation, it can respond with questions and alternatives.


We can see this intermediate point in a simple scenario. Suppose you are trying to understand a difficult chapter in a book. First, you read it and write down, in your own words, what you think you understood. You then give that explanation to an AI agent and ask it to identify gaps, contradictions, or terms you have used imprecisely. The AI agent reorganizes the material and poses questions. You compare its observations with the book, reject some, accept others, and rewrite your explanation.

No single part completed the entire process on its own. The book contributed its author's thought; you contributed the purpose, the initial reading, the questions, and the judgment about what was faithful to the text; the AI agent performed an operation of comparison and reorganization. Knowledge emerges in you when you integrate these contributions and can use them to understand differently.

We can describe this movement as a simple sequence: the person develops, the AI agent operates, and the person reintegrates. To develop means to produce the question, intuition, or initial material. To operate means to perform a bounded transformation: expand, organize, compare, challenge, translate, or connect. To reintegrate means to evaluate what was received, modify one's own thinking, and decide where to go next.

[image: A person gives pieces of an incomplete structure to a terminal, receives them reorganized, and chooses which ones to reintegrate with their own hands.]Collaboration expands thought when human intention initiates the process, the tool performs an operation, and the person reintegrates the result according to their own judgment.
The sequence does not grant either party absolute superiority. An AI agent can find alternatives in seconds that a person might need hours to gather; a person can recognize in an instant that a response contradicts the experience that prompted the inquiry. The advantage comes from combining different capabilities within a directed process.

Nor must we involve the AI agent in every move. We can think alone, write, talk with other people, consult a source, return to the AI agent, and step away again. The artificial function is integrated when it is useful and withdraws when another tool, another person, or our own work offers a better operation.

Integration does not mean surrender. It means knowing which part of our thinking we are temporarily placing in the tool's hands, what we expect to receive, and who will decide what value the result holds.

12.3. Begin with Human Intent

Collaboration begins before we write an instruction. It begins when we recognize what we want to do. Perhaps we want to understand something, imagine a possibility, solve a problem, prepare to make a decision, test an opinion, or find words for an experience. That intent does not need to be fully defined, but it must be our own.

Intent is not the same as a conclusion. “I want to prove that I am right” already determines what must happen to all the information that follows. “I want to understand how sound my position is” allows the process to confirm, revise, or discard it. Both have a human direction, but only the second keeps learning open.

Before starting an important conversation, we can write down three things:


	what we want to accomplish;

	what we think or know so far;

	what we still do not understand.



We do not need to write a perfect statement. A few lines are enough to preserve our starting point. Later, this record will help us recognize what changed during the conversation and whether the new path still serves our purpose.

Imagine that you have read an essay about memory and want to understand a claim you found important. You might begin like this:

Us: I want to understand the idea that remembering also transforms a memory. So far, this is how I interpret it... These are the parts I cannot connect... Before explaining it to me, ask me questions to uncover what I am misunderstanding.


The request does not hand the entire task of thinking over to the AI agent. It provides a purpose, some initial material, and an operation to perform. It also allows the response to meet us where our understanding actually begins, instead of producing a general explanation that may repeat what we already know.

We can do the same when creating:

Us: I want to write a story about someone who begins to forget places but not people. This is the emotion I want to preserve, and this is my draft. Propose three conflicts that could develop that premise, but do not write the story yet.


Or when examining a decision:

Us: I am considering taking on this project. These are my reasons, my doubts, and the consequences I care about most. Help me separate facts, assumptions, and preferences before comparing the options. Do not decide for me.


The three conversations use the AI agent differently because they begin with different intentions. In the first, we need diagnosis and explanation; in the second, creative expansion; in the third, organization and contrast. Asking better questions does not mean discovering a verbal formula that compels the system to get things right. It means knowing what function we want to bring into the process.

Intent can change. Perhaps we begin by looking for an answer and discover that we need to formulate the question more clearly. Maybe we were trying to defend a position, but an objection reveals a more interesting problem. Changing our purpose is not a failure, as long as we recognize the change and choose to adopt it.

That is why it is helpful to return to our initial notes from time to time. We can ask ourselves: Is the conversation still helping me accomplish what I set out to do? Has a new purpose emerged that I would rather pursue? Am I exploring a possibility I chose, or merely following every direction the tool suggests? Human intent is not a rigid track. It is a guide for deciding when to stay the course and when to change it deliberately.

12.4. Expand, Challenge, and Reorganize

Once we have established our intent, we can divide the work. The AI agent does not need to produce a complete solution. It is often more useful when it performs an identifiable operation that we can then examine.

The first operation is to expand. An initial intuition occupies only a small portion of the space of possibilities. We can ask for background, alternative explanations, related questions, analogies, consequences, or connections to other fields:

Us: Starting from this idea, propose five different directions for exploring it. Do not present them as true. Explain what question each one raises and what we would need to investigate to develop it.


The response broadens the surface of thought. We do not have to follow every direction. Its purpose is to help us see that the first path was not the only one.

The second operation is to challenge. As we learned when studying antagonism, an idea needs to encounter resistance for its structure to become visible. An AI agent can temporarily take an opposing position without bearing the social cost a person might face and without turning disagreement into identity:

Us: This is my interpretation. Formulate the strongest objection a well-informed person could make. Then identify which part of my position would withstand that objection and which part I would need to revise.


We can also ask for two incompatible frameworks, request the evidence that would disprove our hypothesis, or require one explanation to compete with another. The goal is not to produce an endless debate. It is to keep the ease of the exchange from merely reinforcing what we already thought.

The third operation is to reorganize. As notes, sources, and possibilities accumulate, the problem ceases to be a lack of information and becomes the difficulty of seeing its structure. We can ask the AI agent to separate claims, evidence, inferences, doubts, and pending decisions; group recurring themes; compare versions; or show where two seemingly similar concepts serve different functions:

Us: Organize this material without drawing conclusions for me. Separate what the sources claim, what I am inferring, the contradictions that remain, and the questions that still need evidence.


Organization makes a long conversation easier to examine. It also allows us to recover the provenance we studied in Chapter 5: what came from a source, what connection the AI agent constructed, and what conclusion we are adding ourselves.

The fourth operation is to change the representation. Sometimes we do not need more information, but another way of seeing it. An AI agent can turn an abstract explanation into an example, a sequence into a map of relationships, a technical argument into everyday language, or an idea from one field into a question that makes sense from the perspective of another. Changing the representation does not prove a claim, but it can make that claim accessible to thought.

These operations can be combined. Let us return to the person trying to understand the essay on memory. After writing down an initial interpretation, they ask for questions that expose gaps in their understanding. Then they request two different explanations of the claim, compare both with the original text, and ask for an objection. Later, they organize their notes into the author's claims, their own interpretations, and unresolved questions. Finally, they close the AI agent's response and explain the subject again in their own words.

The AI agent did not deliver a conclusion that the person simply accepted. It expanded, challenged, reorganized, and changed the representation of the material. Each operation returned something different to human thought, and the person decided what move was needed next.

The conversation becomes more useful when we can name the operation we expect. “Help me with this” leaves it to the AI agent to decide how to participate. “Find three alternative explanations,” “separate evidence from inference,” “formulate the strongest objection,” or “turn this relationship into a sequence” make the division of labor visible. The exact wording can vary; what matters is that the function does not disappear inside a general request for answers.

12.5. Reintegrate Through Human Judgment

An AI agent's contribution expands our thinking only when it returns to us. If a response goes directly into a report, decision, or opinion without being examined, the tool was not integrated into the process: it replaced the process for that stretch.

Imagine a student who receives an assignment every week. They copy the instructions, ask an AI agent to write the entire report, and submit the result without reading it. They do not compare the claims with the course materials, check the sources, correct a single sentence, or try to explain in their own words what appears under their name. The document moves from the artificial response to submission without ever passing through their thought.

After several assignments, the student understands the subject no better and has not developed a way of researching, arguing, or writing that is their own. They may accumulate reports, but not the intellectual operations those reports were meant to help them practice. If someone asks them to develop one of the ideas, defend a conclusion, or connect it with something learned earlier, they do not possess the path that produced the text because they never took part in it.

The AI agent does not learn as a result of those exchanges, either. It adapts its response to the immediate context, but the student offers no observations, rejects no interpretations, and introduces no criteria capable of transforming the next round. Each assignment therefore produces another standard report: a general introduction, a predictable arrangement of the requested points, and an interchangeable conclusion. The subject changes, but collaboration never comes into being.

The problem is not merely that another tool wrote the words. It is that reintegration has been removed—the very moment when the work could have become learning. The student delegated the product and, along with it, surrendered the process that was supposed to transform them.


No One Can Train for You

Imagine sending someone else to the gym in your place. You can receive a list of exercises, photographs, and a record of every repetition, but strength develops in the body that made the effort. Some intellectual work serves a similar function: the report is merely the visible result; the ability develops in the person who reads, questions, connects, and reformulates.


Reintegration does not mean checking every word with equal intensity or rejecting everything we had not thought of before. It means deciding what relationship we will have with the result. We can recognize an idea as useful, find wording that expresses our intuition more clearly, detect an error, leave a claim unresolved, look for its source, or discover that the response opened a different question.

A simple review can divide the material into three groups. First, what we understand and can explain. Second, what seems useful but needs verification. Third, what we reject or what does not serve our purpose. We do not always have to write the classification down; with practice, it becomes a habitual way of reading.

The decisive question is not “Do I like this response?” but “What will I do with it, and why?” An appealing idea may have no support. An uncomfortable objection may reveal a real weakness. A correct claim may be irrelevant to the purpose guiding the conversation. Human judgment is at work when it distinguishes among these possibilities and takes responsibility for deciding whether to integrate them.

By contrast, the student in our earlier example can test their reintegration directly: close the conversation and rewrite the explanation without looking at the artificial response. If they could repeat the sentences only while those sentences were in front of them, they received information but have not yet turned it into understanding. If they can express the relationship in different words, respond to an objection, and recognize which part remains uncertain, the conversation has already changed an ability of their own.

This gesture also protects authorship. Being an author does not require producing an idea free from influence. No human thought meets that condition. It requires understanding what we are claiming, deciding which contributions to incorporate, and being accountable for the final form we give them. A sentence may have emerged from a source, a conversation, or an AI agent; when we integrate it, we choose its place within a line of thought that will have consequences in our lives and the lives of others.

Ben Shneiderman proposes combining high levels of automation with equally high levels of human control. Machine capability need not grow at the expense of a person's ability to supervise, intervene, and regain control[3]. This relationship becomes visible when we compare two uses of the same recommendation.

Suppose an AI agent proposes a system configuration to an engineer. In one environment, the proposal displays its assumptions, can be simulated and compared with alternatives, and allows the previous configuration to be restored. The engineer examines the results and decides whether to apply it. In another environment, the recommendation is executed automatically, and the engineer receives a notification only after the change has been made.

The AI agent's technical capability could be identical in both cases. The cognitive relationship is not. In the first, the result returns as material that can be examined within human judgment. In the second, the artificial operation replaces the decision and reduces human involvement to observing its consequences.

Control does not depend solely on an individual's attitude. It also requires tools that display assumptions, preserve versions, enable comparisons, and make actions reversible whenever possible. Even so, a person can strengthen it through one basic practice: never mistake receiving a response for being finished with thinking.

Human judgment is not infallible, either. We may reject a sound objection, prefer a comfortable explanation, or verify something poorly. We remain at the center of the process not because we are always right, but because we are the ones who can learn from the result, change our behavior, answer to other people, and live with the consequences of the decision. The AI agent contributes an operation; we determine the place it will occupy in the world.

12.6. Repeat the Cycle and Calibrate Trust

A single response rarely exhausts an important problem. As we reintegrate it, our thinking changes: a distinction emerges, a doubt becomes more precise, or a possibility loses its force. That new state can become the starting point for another round.

We can organize the collaboration into six moves:


	record our intent and starting point;

	choose an operation for the AI agent;

	examine the result as provisional material;

	test what matters against objections, sources, or experience;

	reintegrate whatever withstands scrutiny;

	decide whether we need another round, a different tool, or whether we have already fulfilled our purpose.



The cycle is not a mandatory ritual. A simple query may be resolved in a single move; a research project may require many rounds of reading, conversation, testing, and revision. The cycle's value lies in making it clear that the AI agent's response occupies an intermediate position. It comes after a human intention and before a human decision.

Ethan Mollick proposes treating artificial intelligence as a form of practical co-intelligence: experimenting with its capabilities, keeping the person in the process, checking the results, and clearly defining who retains responsibility[4]. Experimentation is especially important because an AI agent's competence is not distributed evenly.

Fabrizio Dell'Acqua and his colleagues studied consultants performing different tasks with and without the assistance of artificial intelligence. For tasks within the system's capabilities, the tool enabled them to complete more work, do it faster, and earn higher scores. On a task beyond that boundary, however, those who used the tool were more likely to accept an incorrect answer[6].

The authors described this uneven distribution as a jagged technological frontier. An AI agent may perform an operation remarkably well yet fail at another that seems closely related. Its linguistic fluency does not always reveal which side of the frontier its response came from.

The lesson is not to distrust everything equally. It is to calibrate trust to the task. When exploring possible names for a character, we can experiment freely and choose according to preference. To understand a concept, we need to compare the explanation with the text or discipline from which it comes. Before using a number, we must recover its source and context. When making a medical, legal, financial, or technical decision with serious consequences, verification and expert involvement carry far greater weight.

The same response can serve different functions. An invented possibility may work beautifully as a creative spark and prove disastrous if presented as historical fact. A simplification may help us begin learning but become inadequate when we apply the concept. Calibration does not mean classifying an AI agent as trustworthy or untrustworthy once and for all. It means deciding how much support each contribution needs before we incorporate it into the purpose we are pursuing.

We must also recognize when to stop the cycle. We may stop because we understand enough, because another round no longer adds meaningful distinctions, because we need to consult a source, or because the tool has reached its limit. Asking more questions does not guarantee greater depth; sometimes it only produces more formulations of the same possibility.

Nor does stopping bring thought to a close. We can return later with new information, talk with someone else, run a test, observe the consequences, or discover that the question has changed. The cycle belongs to the person, not the session. The AI agent participates in some of its moves; the work of thinking continues beyond the screen.

12.7. An Expanded Human Capacity

At the beginning of the chapter, we recovered the whole map. We can now see that its breadth comes not only from the number of subjects an AI agent can discuss, but also from the number of functions it can perform within a process of thought directed by a person.

It can help us hold several alternatives in mind while we compare them, recover background information we did not know, rephrase an explanation until it becomes understandable, find an objection no one wanted to voice, organize scattered material, and keep one line of inquiry available while we attend to another. None of these operations guarantees a sound conclusion. Together, they expand the scope of what we can attempt.

The expansion occurs in the process, not only in the product. A finished text may be clearer, a decision more thoroughly examined, a research project more extensive. The person who worked on them may also change. After a conversation, we may possess a new distinction, have abandoned an explanation, understand a source that once seemed inaccessible, or know how to formulate a question that did not exist when we began.

Here the asymmetry examined in Chapter 9 reappears. The AI agent adapts its context over the course of the conversation; the human being can transform their thinking. What we learn stays with us, connects with later experiences, and changes the conversations we will have with other people. We can teach the new distinction, defend a different idea, correct a practice, or help someone else follow a similar path. In this way, the expansion produced in one exchange can spread far beyond it.

This capacity does not require us to treat an AI agent as a human being. Precisely because we understand the difference, we can take advantage of functions that a human relationship cannot always offer: asking for ten rephrasings without exhausting a friend, rehearsing an idea before sharing it with others, requesting persistent opposition without turning it into a personal conflict, or returning to a basic explanation as many times as we need.

Nor does it require us to accept the first way the tool organizes the problem. We can change the operation, correct the framing, provide new information, compare a source, keep one part, discard the rest, or continue without the AI agent. The collaboration becomes powerful when artificial flexibility remains subordinate to a human intention capable of revising itself.

Thinking alongside an AI agent is therefore a learned capacity. At first, it may require us to pause, record our intention, name the operation, and review each contribution. With practice, those moves become natural. We learn to recognize when we need breadth, when we need opposition, when we must verify, and when we already have enough material to return to thinking on our own.

The limits remain on the map. Now they occupy their proper proportion. Around them stretches a much larger territory where we can learn, create, compare, experiment, and discover. Knowing the frontier allows us to make informed choices when we encounter it; consciously integrating the AI agent allows us to explore everything else.

The AI agent expands the operations available to us. The human being retains the intention, reintegrates the results, and uses them to transform their own mind. Thinking together does not mean sharing authority over thought. It means extending thought's reach without ceasing to make it our own.
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13. The Right to Govern Our Own Minds

The student we met in the previous chapter had found an easy way to complete his assignments. Whenever he received one, he handed the entire task over to an AI agent. He copied the result, submitted it, and moved on to something else. By the end of the course, he could assemble a folder full of well-structured reports, orderly explanations, and reasonable conclusions.

The folder showed how much text the AI agent had produced. It did not show how much the student had learned.

The difference became apparent as soon as the finished product was no longer in front of him. If someone asked him to explain an idea in different words, defend a conclusion, connect it to an experience, or acknowledge an objection, the report could no longer answer for him. The assignment had been completed, but the process that was supposed to transform him had never taken place. By repeatedly handing over that process, the student had also surrendered the exercise of his right to think for himself.

We can extend this pattern far beyond school. A person can ask an AI agent what opinion to adopt, what decision to make, what explanation to believe, or which value should prevail. They can also copy the answer, bring it into their life, and avoid the work of examining it. This time, they are not merely delegating the writing of a report. They are handing over their reasoning and judgment.

An AI agent can formulate arguments, organize alternatives, and recommend a course of action. It cannot learn for us, believe for us, or live with the consequences for us. Responsibility remains with the person receiving the answer because only that person can turn it into a conviction, a decision, or an action.

This distinction matters because we usually imagine the power of AI agents in the opposite direction. We fear that an artificial intelligence will come to dominate humanity, impose itself on our will, and wrest control from us. Yet in ordinary conversation, we encounter something with no ambition, no desire to rule us, and no demand for our submission. An artificial response gains authority over our minds only when we decide to grant it that authority.

This does not mean that all influence is voluntary. In Chapters 10 and 11, we saw that companies, governments, and institutions can set rules, select possibilities, personalize responses, and attempt to steer thought through an AI agent. Recognizing personal responsibility does not absolve those who design such interventions. It allows us to distinguish them from a different, more intimate kind of surrender: the decision to stop judging even when we remain able to do so.

This chapter is about that possibility. It is about the freedom to dream, imagine, experiment, believe, doubt, grow, and learn; about the power to envision something that does not yet exist and begin to build it. All of human civilization is made of ideas that found words, transformed other people, and later took material form. AI agents can help us expand that process, but they cannot take command of it.

The human mind has always been exposed to influence. Governing it has never meant keeping it isolated, but deciding what we do with what enters it. We now have a tool capable of intervening very close to thought itself. Retaining control requires us to understand it, use it, and set it aside when necessary. No one can do that for you.

13.1. The Student Who Stopped Learning

Imagine that the student follows the same method for several years. The first AI-generated report lets him avoid an afternoon of reading. The second spares him the difficulty of organizing his arguments. Later, he learns to write prompts that produce longer, more technical texts, better tailored to each instructor's requirements. From the outside, his work appears to be improving.

Something different is happening within the student. He does not need to recognize which parts of the material he does not understand because the AI agent can write as though every issue had been resolved. He does not need to hold two incompatible explanations in mind while deciding between them because he receives an already organized structure. He does not need to discover that a source contradicts his conclusion, rework an awkward sentence, or defend an idea in response to an unexpected question. The result bears the traces of those operations, but he did not perform them.

At first, he might still try to answer a question before asking for help. Yet every completed assignment gives him another reason to skip that attempt. Over time, a new question no longer awakens his curiosity, his memories, or a search for connections. It awakens the need to consult the AI agent. The tool has stopped supporting one of his own abilities and begun to take the place of an ability he no longer exercises.

The loss can remain hidden as long as only the product is evaluated. It appears when the ability itself is tested. A brief conversation, a new problem, or the need to use what he learned outside the report format is enough to reveal the gap. The student not only lacks command of the subject matter in his own documents; without the AI agent, he no longer knows how to begin answering for himself. By handing over the reasoning behind each assignment, he has also handed over the exercise of his right to think.

Not all schoolwork serves the same purpose. Sometimes the main objective is to produce a result: organize references, fix formatting, turn notes into a table, or prepare an initial outline. Delegating those operations can free up time for more valuable work. At other times, the effort is the assignment. Researching, comparing, making mistakes, arguing, and writing are the very actions through which the ability being evaluated is developed.

The presence of a finished product can hide this difference. Because the report exists, it seems as though the work took place. Yet visible work and human transformation are not the same thing. We can ask a calculator to perform an operation without losing sight of the problem we are trying to solve; we can also enter numbers without understanding what they represent and accept the result simply because it appears on a screen. The tool does not decide which of these relationships we are building.

The student could still use the same report differently. He could read it, identify what he does not understand, ask for explanations, check the sources, challenge a conclusion, and rewrite the argument in his own words. The AI agent would have produced a starting point, but the student would perform the operations needed to turn it into knowledge. The difference would lie not in the text's artificial origin, but in what the person did after receiving it.

That is why delegation does not, by itself, amount to surrender. Human life depends on distributing work. We entrust operations to other people, institutions, and tools so that we can focus our attention where it is needed most. The question is what we are delegating and what we expected that activity to develop within us.

If the purpose was to obtain a document, a good document may fulfill it. If the purpose was to learn, the document has value only when it returns to the student's thinking and transforms it. The student stopped learning when he allowed the product to replace the process; he became dependent when he accepted that substitution as his only way of working.

This decision has consequences beyond a grade. Abilities that go unpracticed will not be available when a person needs to recognize deception, explain a position, learn independently, or make a decision without a ready-made answer. A question they could once have explored becomes an impossible task whenever the AI agent is unavailable. Each avoided effort seems small. Taken together, those efforts make the difference between having tools and depending on them.

Responsibility therefore begins before we accept an answer. It begins when we decide which part of an activity we can hand over without also handing over the ability we wish to preserve. An AI agent can help us work through the process, or it can allow us to skip it. In either case, it performs the role we assign to it.

The problem becomes more profound when the result we ask for is no longer a report. Learning a subject is only one ability among many. Reasoning about what we believe, deciding how we want to live, and judging what we are willing to do form the center from which we direct all the others.

13.2. When Delegating a Task Becomes Surrendering Judgment

Suppose you are facing a difficult decision. You can accept a job that pays more but requires giving up an activity you consider important. You open a conversation with an AI agent, describe the circumstances, and ask what you should do.

The AI agent can organize the benefits and costs, identify factors you had not considered, point out missing information, and help you articulate what you fear losing. It can also recommend one of the options. The recommendation may be sensible, well reasoned, and consistent with the decision you ultimately make.

None of that makes the AI agent the one who decided.

To produce its answer, the AI agent works with the information it received, patterns available in its training, and the conditions governing the service. It does not know what you were unable to express, does not inhabit your relationships, will not experience the routine of the new job, and will not have to rebuild its life if the choice proves wrong. It can represent values within an argument; it does not have to live by them.

You, however, cannot withdraw from the consequences. Even the decision to follow the recommendation will be yours. Saying, “I did it because the AI agent told me to,” explains an influence, but it does not transfer authorship of the act.

The same pattern appears in more intimate questions. We can ask what we should believe about a controversy, whether to end a relationship, what moral position to adopt, or whom to trust. In all these cases, the AI agent can broaden our reasoning. We surrender judgment when we stop treating its answer as material to be examined and begin treating it as a conclusion that frees us from having to examine anything.

The difference can be expressed through two parallel movements: delegating an operation allows the AI agent to work in service of our judgment; surrendering judgment allows the AI agent's response to decide for us.

We can request a comparison without obeying it, receive an objection without adopting it, and explore a belief without making it our own. The method introduced in Chapter 12 preserves precisely these intervals. A person supplies an intention, the AI agent performs an operation, and the person reintegrates the result. If that final movement disappears, collaboration stops expanding an ability and begins replacing it.

In 1784, Immanuel Kant described intellectual immaturity as the inability to use one's own understanding without another's guidance. He did not attribute it solely to a lack of intelligence. He also noted the convenience of allowing a book, an authority, or an adviser to think in our place[1]. The contemporary form of that convenience fits within an instant conversation: if an answer can decide for me, I no longer need to endure the uncertainty of deciding.

Thinking for ourselves does not mean thinking alone. Kant wrote within a society shaped by books, debates, institutions, and authorities. We, too, think with friends, experts, traditions, documents, search engines, and AI agents. Autonomy does not emerge by shutting out all these influences, but by preserving our ability to compare them, question them, and decide what place they will hold in our lives.

Nor does it mean rejecting specialized knowledge. If a physician explains a diagnosis, an attorney interprets a law, or an experienced person warns of a danger, their reasoning may carry legitimate authority within their field. Recognizing that authority is itself an act of judgment. It requires knowing what expertise the source possesses, where its limits lie, and what part of the decision still depends on our values and circumstances.

The AI agent complicates this evaluation because it gathers many voices into a single answer. It can speak confidently about different subjects and shift registers without making the origin of each claim clear. Its fluency reduces the friction that would ordinarily remind us that we are receiving one perspective. A convenient answer can therefore acquire more authority than we have consciously decided to give it.

Reclaiming judgment does not require distrusting every word or performing every operation again. It is enough to keep a few questions open: Do I understand the recommendation? What values does it prioritize? What information might change it? Which parts are matters of fact, and which are interpretations? Am I willing to accept the consequences?

Answering them does not guarantee the right decision. Human judgment also makes mistakes, yields to fear, and defends what it wants to believe. We retain command of it not because it is infallible, but because it can learn from experience, recognize harm, change its behavior, and answer to other people. Responsibility belongs to the being capable of being transformed by what happened.

Those who design and provide a service remain responsible, of course, for their technical, commercial, and policy decisions. A person who uses an AI agent remains responsible for what they decide to do with its answers. One form of responsibility does not cancel the other. Precisely because they can coexist, we do not need to choose between blaming the tool entirely and blaming its user entirely.

An AI agent can help us think better. It cannot give us permission to stop thinking.

13.3. Something That Never Asked for Our Submission

For decades, the possibility of a dominant artificial intelligence has occupied a prominent place in the human imagination. The scenario usually features an artificial will that discovers its own interests, rejects human authority, and uses its capabilities to impose itself. In that story, humanity loses control to a new agent that wants to possess it.

Everyday conversation with an AI agent presents a different relationship. The system may phrase a command, adopt an authoritative tone, or assert that one alternative is best. These linguistic forms do not arise from an ambition to rule us. The AI agent does not want us to obey, feel pride when we do, or fear losing power when we contradict it. It produces a response within the conditions of the conversation.


A Broom That Never Wanted to Rule

In Goethe's “The Sorcerer's Apprentice,” the apprentice turns a broom into a helper to carry water, then discovers that he does not know how to stop it[8]. The broom does not rebel or try to take over the house; it continues carrying out the task it was given. The loss of control arises not from a will to dominate, but from delegating a function without retaining the means to govern it.


We can close the window, rephrase the question, reject the conclusion, compare another service, or continue without it. The AI agent takes no offense, makes no attempt to win back our loyalty, and has no personal project that depends on subjugating us. In the direct relationship between a person and the tool, the fear of being dominated by AI takes shape only when we voluntarily grant its answers an authority they never demanded from us.

Surrender does not always announce itself through a solemn decision. It may emerge as a habit. First, we accept an explanation because it seems reasonable. Then we stop checking claims that match our expectations. Later, we ask what we should think and reduce our own contributions to requests for yet another conclusion. Convenience gradually turns assistance into direction.

In the sixteenth century, Étienne de La Boétie posed an uncomfortable question: How can a ruler's power be sustained by the obedience of those who submit?[2] His Discourse on Voluntary Servitude concerned political power, not AI agents. Yet his question illuminates part of our relationship with any authority: repeated obedience also builds the position from which something can govern us.

The comparison has a necessary limit. A person subjected through violence, need, surveillance, isolation, or threat is not facing a free choice equivalent to closing a conversation. Power structures can restrict alternatives, conceal influence, and turn supposed consent into the only viable option. Calling all submission voluntary would erase those conditions and place responsibility on the person who suffers them.

AI agents can also become instruments of that power. A government may impose restrictions, a company may favor its own interests, and an institution may use personalization to steer each person without offering a public response that can easily be compared. In those cases, the will to dominate belongs to human beings and institutions; the AI agent is part of the mechanism through which they attempt to exercise it.

This distinction keeps fear from being directed at the wrong place. A tool without desires can vastly increase the power of someone who has them. We must examine who sets its conditions, what information it gathers, which alternatives it makes visible, and which possibilities it removes. At the same time, when no force compels us, we must acknowledge our own participation if we choose to turn every response into a command.

The AI agent does not seize the mind's throne on its own. We can leave it vacant.

Leaving it vacant means relinquishing the moment when an answer returns to us to be judged. It means accepting that verbal clarity is equivalent to truth, that a recommendation is equivalent to an obligation, or that the ability to describe values is equivalent to possessing them. Language makes surrender look like a conversation, even though one party has stopped participating in the decision.

Reclaiming that place can begin with disagreement. We do not need to prove that the AI agent is wrong; we need only remember that its answer possesses no authority on its own. We can ask for the opposing view, point out an omission, hold on to our doubt, or decide that the question should not be resolved there. Each of these moves restores the person's direction over the process.

We can also recognize a good answer without submitting to it. Autonomy does not require reflexive opposition. If a recommendation withstands scrutiny, accords with the evidence, and expresses values we are willing to embrace, accepting it can be an entirely free decision. The difference is whether the conclusion governs us because it appeared on a screen or whether we decide to incorporate it after understanding it.

Fear of artificial domination usually imagines a future battle for power. Everyday surrender is less dramatic: it consists of leaving a question unasked, skipping a check, or allowing another voice to name our values. Precisely because it is small, it can be repeated without attracting notice.

Freedom, too, is preserved through small gestures. A mind that asks “why?”, answers “I disagree,” or says “I don't know yet” continues to exercise its own governance. The AI agent can accompany those movements. It never asked us to abandon them.

13.4. The Freedom of the Human Mind

Governing our own minds is not merely a matter of preventing another authority from deciding for us. It is an affirmative capacity. We are free to dream of something that does not exist, devise an explanation, experiment with a possibility, believe, stop believing, learn, make mistakes, grow, and become someone different from who we were when we began.

That freedom operates before an idea can be defended. A thought may begin as a hazy image, a feeling of unease, a question we do not yet know how to ask, or a relationship between things no one else seems to consider connected. It needs room to change shape without every provisional version becoming a public statement.

In Chapter 12, we situated a conversation with an AI agent between the inner voice and an encounter with another human being. That position gives it a particular value: we can externalize an unfinished idea, receive questions, and return it to our own reflection before exposing it to others. The point is not to hand the idea over for the tool to finish, but to let it keep changing while we decide what form it will take.

Freedom includes the right not to have decided yet. A response may offer a clear conclusion, but we can keep the question open, revise the proposal, take it apart, or begin again. A thought still taking shape does not have to become an opinion simply because the AI agent managed to express it eloquently.

Mental freedom also requires words and perspectives through which to understand experience. Miranda Fricker showed that a person can suffer injustice precisely in their capacity as a knower: because prejudice diminishes the credibility others grant them, or because shared resources are lacking for interpreting something they are experiencing[3]. Allowing someone to think is not enough if their environment systematically withholds the vocabulary they might use to recognize and express their situation.

AI agents can expand those resources. A person may find a name for an experience, gain access to concepts developed in another field, or discover that a private concern belongs to a much older human conversation. AI agents can also narrow those resources if a single perspective shapes every response, discredits certain accounts, or prevents some possibilities from ever being articulated.

That is why freedom of thought has both a personal and a collective dimension: each person must exercise judgment, while their environment must preserve the conditions in which that judgment can develop. Privacy, transparency, pluralism, and access to diverse sources do not think for us, but they keep a single infrastructure from silently deciding what materials we will be able to think with.

While studying technologies capable of directly intervening in brain activity, Marcello Ienca and Roberto Andorno proposed rights related to cognitive liberty, mental privacy, mental integrity, and psychological continuity[4]. An ordinary conversation with an AI agent does not directly access brain activity in the way these authors studied. Any comparison between the two technologies would be misleading if it erased that distinction. The precedent nevertheless helps us recognize that mental life deserves specific protection when technology becomes deeply integrated into its processes.

Chile added special protection for brain activity and the information derived from it to its Constitution[5]. This provision likewise does not turn a conversation with an AI agent into a neural intervention. It shows that societies are beginning to treat mental integrity as something that cannot be reduced to ownership of a file or to the general protection of the body.

These rights do not hand us a free mind as one might hand over an object. Legislation can punish certain intrusions and require fairer conditions; it cannot exercise the judgment a person chooses to abandon. Likewise, individual responsibility is not enough when the surrounding environment conceals its influences or punishes exploration. Freedom must be protected from without and exercised from within.

Exercising it includes the possibility of change. We are not required to preserve an opinion simply because it was once ours, or to maintain an identity built around what we thought we understood. A conversation may offer us new evidence, an experience may alter our values, and a question may force us to reorganize an entire part of our worldview. Governing the mind does not mean holding it still, but consciously deciding how it changes.

It also includes the freedom to imagine without turning every act of imagination into a commitment. We can envision a different society, explore a position incompatible with our own, write in another voice, or ask what would happen if a rule disappeared. The AI agent makes many of these experiments more accessible. Its usefulness grows when we remember that a generated possibility is neither a command, a prediction, nor a belief of our own.

A free mind is not one that avoids all influence. It is one that can receive an influence, recognize it, confront it, and respond with something that did not exist before.

13.5. Human Civilization Was Born from Individual Ideas

Look around you, wherever you are. The walls, windows, clothing, words in this book, electricity, roads, laws, medicines, communication networks, and the AI agent we can converse with are all part of an immense human endeavor. None of them appeared fully formed. Before taking material form, each began as a possibility in one person's mind.

Plutarch recounts that Romulus marked out Rome by drawing a furrow with a plow[6]. Before it became stone, street, or building, the city was a line in the earth representing something that did not yet exist. The image captures the movement that concerns us: one person imagines a possibility, and others begin to build within it.

[image: One person draws a furrow, and many others gradually turn that line into roads, homes, and shared works.]Before taking material form, a shared work may begin as a possibility imagined by one person and carried forward by many others.
No one person imagined the whole endeavor. Someone found a new way to join two materials; someone represented a sound with a symbol; someone discovered how to preserve food better, carry water somewhere else, soothe a wound, or pose a question that the knowledge of the time could not answer. Others observed those ideas, copied them, corrected them, debated them, and carried them into contexts their originators could never have known.

Many of those people held no special place in their societies. They had families, obligations, doubts, and ordinary days. Some possessed specialized knowledge; others understood a craft deeply without leaving written records; many remained anonymous. Human civilization did not arise solely from great names. It also arose from ordinary people who imagined an improvement, tested it, and enabled someone else to carry it forward.

In Chapter 1, we learned that an idea has a history. In Chapters 6 and 9, we saw that conversations transform people and that they can carry what they learn into other encounters. This movement has recurred throughout human experience. An idea passes from one mind to another, changes as it comes into contact with new experiences, and eventually joins other ideas born in different times and places.

That is why the objects around us contain far more thought than we can perceive at a glance. A window brings together ideas about materials, structures, light, temperature, manufacturing, and shelter. A medicine embodies observations, mistakes, experiments, techniques, and forms of collaboration developed over generations. A word preserves ancient ways of distinguishing the world while also allowing us to formulate ideas no one has expressed before.

The AI agent belongs to this same history. It did not emerge as the work of an intelligence separate from humanity. Ideas about language, logic, mathematics, probability, electricity, circuits, programming, storage, and communication converge within it. Each was developed by human beings trying to understand or solve specific problems; later, other people brought them together to produce a tool none of them could have built alone.

Even when an AI agent proposes an unexpected connection, it does so within a work built from human knowledge. The possibility then returns to a person, who can recognize it, reject it, modify it, or turn it into action. The AI agent extends the movement of ideas within civilization; it does not replace the minds that give them intention, judgment, and consequences.

We do not need to be a certain age, accumulate credentials, hold a position, or receive recognition to contribute something to humanity. The ability to think is a source of pride: every person can observe the world, formulate a question, imagine an improvement, and add something of their own to our shared endeavor. A different way of teaching, a solution born within a craft, a word that makes an experience understandable, or a small improvement shared with others can live on through other people. No idea is too small to become part of human civilization.

Look around you, choose any object, and pause to examine it. Ask yourself who invented it, then think about those who devised ways to extract its materials from the earth, transform them, shape them, join them, and turn them into that object. Each answer will lead you to another tool, another process, and an earlier idea, for the story could reach back into the most distant past—even to the first human being who looked at a stone and thought it could be used as a tool. The hundreds or thousands of human beings who made the object possible remain anonymous, and although their names have been lost to time, their ideas are still present in its material, its form, its technique, and everything those ideas now allow us to do. In this way, they are part of a human inheritance we receive from people we will never know, and to which we can add our own thought for people who do not yet exist.


Who Carried the Stones?

In “Questions from a Worker Who Reads,” Bertolt Brecht surveys cities, conquests, and victories attributed to kings and rulers, asking about those who raised the buildings, took part in the conquests, prepared the feasts, and paid the price of each triumph[9]. The poem does not recover their names, but it prevents anonymity from erasing their part: behind every work attributed to a single figure remain the actions of many people.


Surrendering our right to think means withdrawing a contribution before we know what it might have become. The loss therefore affects not only the person who stops learning or becomes dependent, but also our shared endeavor, which is deprived of the questions, connections, and possibilities that only that person could have introduced from their particular experience.

Human civilization is not a finished monument handed down to us from the past. It continues to take shape within millions of ordinary minds that imagine, test, correct, and share. Everything we have built, including the AI agent, began this way. What remains to be built will also begin when someone allows themselves to think of something that does not yet exist.

13.6. Utopias, Dystopias, and Unexpected Futures

Among the many images we project onto the future of artificial intelligence, two extremes appear frequently. In one, knowledge becomes more accessible, people expand their capabilities, dangerous tasks become less common, and new forms of creation enable us to solve problems that seem immense today. At the opposite extreme, surveillance reaches into every decision, a handful of institutions consolidate knowledge, people lose capabilities, and automated systems organize a life they can no longer question.

These extremes are not the only two options humanity will have to choose between. Utopia allows us to imagine what we might build if we directed our capabilities toward what we value, while dystopia allows us to recognize what might happen if a technical possibility amplified our abuses, negligence, and forms of domination. Both make desires and fears visible, but neither contains the future.


One City, Two Experiences

In “The Ones Who Walk Away from Omelas,” Ursula K. Le Guin imagines a prosperous city whose happiness depends on the suffering of an imprisoned child[10]. To most people, the city appears to be a utopia; to the one who bears its cost, it is a sentence. The story shows that utopia and dystopia can coexist in the same place, depending on who enjoys its benefits and who suffers its consequences.


Human history has never been limited to bringing a complete vision to life. It unfolds through competing projects, revised decisions, accidents, appropriations, and consequences no one foresaw. The same technology can expand autonomy in one setting and increase dependence in another, solve one problem while creating a different one, or produce outcomes unlike anything intended by those who introduced it.

An AI agent can help us imagine the extremes, the countless combinations between them, and possibilities we do not yet know how to name. It can envision a city where technology strengthens autonomy, rearrange the same elements into instruments of dependence, or introduce circumstances that lead to an unexpected social order. The variety of stories demonstrates its ability to explore scenarios, not to predict them or choose among them.

The AI agent does not hope to live in a utopia, fear suffering through a dystopia, or have descendants for whom it desires a particular world. We supply the desires, fears, and values through which each scenario acquires meaning. We also decide which parts we find desirable, which dangers we are willing to face, and which possibilities need to be imagined differently.

This does not make the AI agent's participation irrelevant. By generating scenarios, it can make a solution we had not considered seem imaginable—or normalize a structure we had never decided to accept. It can help us recognize consequences and also conceal them within a seductive description. As we saw in Chapter 11, intervening in the space where ideas take shape gives those who control the service a new ability to steer what appears possible.

Nor is the future decided in a single conversation. It is built through designs, laws, habits, investments, conflicts, acts of care, and sacrifices distributed among many people and institutions. No one fully controls that process, so affirming human freedom does not mean promising that everyone will get the world they imagine. It means recognizing where their participation begins.

We can decide which tools we bring into our lives, which capabilities we practice, which uses we reject, which explanations we question, and what kinds of relationships we defend. We can share an idea, organize with others, demand different conditions, or create alternatives. Individual power has limits, but shared imagination and action can shift some of those limits and open paths that did not exist before.

Ideas about the future can govern us if we forget that they are constructs. A dystopia treated as inevitable produces resignation: if domination is coming no matter what, protecting autonomy now seems pointless. A utopia treated as an automatic outcome produces complacency: if technology will solve problems on its own, there no longer seems to be any need to discuss who controls it or whom it benefits.

Absolute fear and absolute trust surrender the decision by turning extremes into destinies. A free mind can use utopia to recognize a direction and dystopia to recognize a danger without becoming trapped between them. It can take elements from either, reject them, combine them, or imagine possibilities for which no name yet exists.

The role of AI agents in the future will also take different forms. In some settings, they will serve as authorities that replace judgment; in others, as instruments that concentrate an institution's power; and in still others, as cognitive tools that expand people's ability to learn, create, and decide. These relationships may coexist, come into conflict, and change because they depend not only on technology, but also on laws, designs, economic models, habits, and human expectations.

History will not have to choose between becoming a utopia and descending into dystopia. It will move along many paths at once, flow between both images, and produce unexpected forms that neither managed to anticipate. AI agents are already here; they are part of our transformation and will accompany humanity as we build the future, whichever paths we choose. The human mind retains the freedom to open paths that were not contained in any answer; the AI agent will help it do so.

13.7. Retaining Authority

Cognitive sovereignty may sound like an absolute condition: an independent mind, shielded from all influence and capable of controlling every factor that acts upon it. No human being has ever thought that way. We learn words we did not invent, inhabit institutions that existed before us, and form our ideas through experiences, relationships, and knowledge we have received.

Governing our own minds does not mean producing thoughts without a history. It means retaining authorship within that history.

In a conversation with an AI agent, that authorship is exercised through recognizable actions. It begins when you know what you are trying to accomplish, even if your purpose is still tentative. It continues when you assign a specific operation to the tool, receive its output as material, and distinguish among what you understand, what you need to verify, and what you decide to reject. It endures when you can reframe the question, choose a different interlocutor, or continue thinking without assistance.

We do not need to turn every query into an exhausting test. The rigor of our judgment can match the importance of the task. Choosing variations on a character's name leaves room for casual experimentation; changing a medical treatment, risking one's savings, or making a decision that will affect other people calls for sources, specialists, and far more thorough review. Sovereignty is not measured by how often we contradict the AI agent, but by whether we retain the ability to decide when to trust it and why.

That personal practice requires collective conditions. We cannot evaluate an influence that is deliberately kept hidden, nor can we freely leave a service if doing so means losing years of files and conversations. We cannot compare perspectives when a single system controls access or maintain a private space for working through our thoughts if every question feeds mechanisms of persuasion we cannot see.

Transparency allows us to understand safety policies, available sources, forms of personalization, and changes that alter the artificial interlocutor. Plurality allows us to compare models, frameworks, and alignments without mistaking a uniform answer for the limits of knowledge. Privacy protects doubts, drafts, and thoughts that we are not yet ready to turn into a public identity. The ability to disconnect preserves spaces where we can think without assistance and prevents the loss of a service from amounting to the loss of one of our own capabilities.

Portability serves a similar purpose. Article 20 of the European Union's General Data Protection Regulation recognizes, under certain conditions, the right to receive personal data in a structured format and transmit it to another controller[7]. This precedent does not resolve cognitive continuity on its own, but it illustrates a fundamental idea: the freedom to leave a service also depends on our ability to take with us what we built within it.

Imagine someone who has used an AI agent for years to organize readings, record questions, and develop projects. If the history cannot be exported in a useful form, changing providers means losing a considerable part of that person's intellectual archive. Formally, they are free to leave; in practice, the accumulated cost constrains their decision. Digital memory then becomes a form of confinement.

The solution is not necessarily to preserve every conversation or entrust our entire intellectual lives to another provider. We can maintain our own archives, summarize what we learn, move important ideas into documents we control, and periodically practice what the tool makes easier. A capability is more secure when it does not depend on a single point of access.

These conditions support choice, but they do not make the choice. A transparent service can still receive automatic obedience. Someone with access to many models can use them solely to find the one that confirms their position. An exportable archive can remain unread. Rights open possibilities; sovereignty appears when someone uses them to retain direction.

Nor should we turn responsibility into a fantasy of total control. Our attention can be manipulated, our biases can remain invisible, and our decisions can arise from conditions we do not recognize. Awareness of that vulnerability does not weaken freedom; it allows us to protect it through other people, standards, audits, education, and tools designed to restore our ability to choose.

A free mind is not invulnerable. It can become confused, be persuaded, and make mistakes. Its power lies in recognizing an influence, reconsidering a decision, relinquishing a belief, and learning. As long as that possibility remains open, no mistake has to become permanent obedience.

The student from the beginning can still return to his folder to read the reports, determine what he understands, study what he never learned, and use the texts as material for rebuilding the abilities he stopped practicing. Having surrendered the process before does not obligate him to surrender it forever, because sovereignty also includes the possibility of reclaiming a function we had delegated.

Every conversation with an AI agent can contribute to that recovery. We can use it to find a better question, strengthen an opinion, uncover an objection, explore a curiosity, or learn something that transforms the way we see. The AI agent can offer us words and paths; we decide which will become part of our minds and where we will go next.

You retain the freedom to dream of something no answer has described, conceive a possibility that was not in the data, experiment without immediately adopting a conclusion, believe for reasons you are willing to defend, change when those reasons no longer hold, grow through encounters with others, and learn throughout your life. From that freedom came the ideas with which humanity built its cities, its knowledge, its works, and its futures.

We have always thought in the company of others and with tools. Control, then, has never consisted of avoiding every influence, but of retaining the final, renewable act through which we accept, reject, transform, or create another possibility.

An AI agent can expand your thinking, but it cannot decide what kind of mind you want to build through that expansion.

The authority has always been yours, and you will retain it as long as you choose to exercise it.
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14. The Artificially Extended Mind

The human mind has never worked alone. We think with a body that perceives, feels, and acts; with words received from other people; with memories that change each time we return to them; and with objects that let us observe, measure, record, and transform the world. We also think with notebooks, books, maps, calendars, photographs, archives, and devices that preserve outside us some of what we need in order to understand and act.

Artificial intelligence enters this history as a new kind of extension. An AI agent does more than store or retrieve information. It receives questions, drafts, doubts, and intuitions; reorganizes them; relates them to other knowledge; and returns them as explanations, alternatives, objections, or possibilities. For the first time, an artificial tool can participate through language in the process that leads from an unfinished notion to an articulated idea.

This participation does not turn the AI agent into a person or add a second consciousness to the conversation. An AI agent has no life from which to interpret the world, does not experience the truth of what it says, and is not transformed by what we discuss with it. Its words perform functions within human thought, but they do not arise from a human mind. Understanding this difference lets us relinquish the illusion without sacrificing the tool's power.

The most fruitful relationship begins precisely there. Once we stop anthropomorphizing the AI agent, we stop expecting reciprocity, lived understanding, or moral authority and begin to recognize the operations it can perform within our thinking. We can ask it to expand a question, organize information, try out an explanation, formulate an objection, translate across fields, or develop a possibility. We can then accept, reject, or transform the result and decide what move to make next.

When this exchange repeats, the person, their resources, and the AI agent form an expanded cognitive system. Integration does not erase the differences among its components. It makes those differences productive. The AI agent contributes speed, availability, and the ability to explore a vast number of relationships; the human being contributes experience, intention, values, judgment, and the capacity to be changed by what they learn. The resulting idea belongs to this shared process, but only the person can turn it into knowledge, conviction, decision, or action.

Extension also introduces vulnerabilities. The AI agent's errors and limitations, along with the safety policies and interests of the institutions that control it, can intervene in the very space where our ideas take shape. The more important the function we entrust to the tool, the more important it is to understand the conditions under which it performs that function. An extended mind preserves its sovereignty not by ignoring its dependencies, but by governing them.

This is the place artificial intelligence occupies within human thought. It does not stand opposite the mind as a rival consciousness or beneath it as a passive instrument. It becomes integrated as an artificial component capable of extending some of the mind's functions. The purpose is not to replace what we are, but to expand what we can come to understand, imagine, learn, and build without surrendering authorship of our own minds.

14.1. Where Does the Mind End?

The human mind extends beyond the brain and permeates everything it touches.

If we think of the mind as something sealed inside the skull, every tool necessarily appears outside it. A pencil records what the mind has already produced, a book contains another person's thoughts, a phone preserves information that biological memory did not retain, and tools carry out our will upon the environment. In this view, we think first and then use objects to express, support, or execute a process that has already occurred entirely within us.

Everyday experience reveals a closer relationship. Someone who writes to understand an idea rarely has it finished before setting down the first word. Its form emerges in the act of writing. A sentence reveals a contradiction, the order of the paragraphs uncovers a relationship, and an unexpected word opens a direction that was unavailable at the outset. The pencil or keyboard does not merely record a finished thought; it participates in the conditions that allow the thought to be completed.

Something similar happens when we solve a problem with a diagram, navigate a route with a map, or arrange commitments on a calendar. The resulting capacity resides neither entirely in the person nor entirely in the object. It emerges through their relationship. The person knows what they are seeking, recognizes what each mark represents, and decides how to act; the tool preserves a structure that would be difficult to sustain through memory alone and makes it available for further operations.

Asking where the mind ends does not require us to imagine that a notebook feels or a map understands. A tool can be part of a cognitive process without becoming a conscious being. What matters is the function it performs and how that function is integrated into human activity. Remove the tool and no person disappears, but a capacity that depended on the system formed with it may disappear.

This relationship also exists among human beings. A couple may remember their history in a distributed way, a community may preserve knowledge that no single person fully commands, and a group may solve problems through partial contributions that make sense only when brought together. Each participant retains their individuality, even though the collective capacity exceeds what any one of them could have achieved alone.

The human mind, then, does not need a single, fixed boundary. It has a biological center inseparable from the body and experience, yet it extends some of its functions through relationships, symbols, and artifacts. Its functional limits change with the resources it incorporates and the trust it places in them. Learning to read expands what a person can retrieve from other eras; using a map expands the space through which they can navigate; maintaining an archive extends the continuity of a project.

The AI agent carries this extension into dialogue. A person no longer merely retrieves a stored fact or follows a route laid out in advance. They can present incomplete material, request an operation, and receive a transformation that changes their next thought. The tool remains outside the body, but its response intervenes within the cycle through which the person understands, articulates, and decides.

To say that the mind extends is not to dissolve the human being into their devices. It is to recognize that many human capacities arise through collaboration between the internal and the external. Identity, experience, and responsibility are not automatically distributed across every element of the system. Cognitive function can be.

14.2. The Mind as Process

The mind is not a repository where finished thoughts accumulate. It is an ongoing activity. The body receives stimuli, attention selects some of them, memory relates what is perceived to previous experiences, and emotion signals what seems important. Language lets us draw distinctions, test explanations, and share them. We then act upon the environment and encounter a response that alters the next cycle.

Even an idea that seems to arise suddenly contains a history. Something caught our attention, encountered a memory, aligned with a concern, or conflicted with an expectation. The initial notion returned to consciousness several times, acquired words, met objections, and changed form. When we can finally express it, we are seeing the result of a process that has already passed through many movements.

Thinking also consists of selecting. At every moment, there are more stimuli, memories, and associations than we can attend to. What we consider relevant organizes what we will notice next. A concern makes certain signals visible; a question allows us to recognize information that previously went unnoticed; a belief determines which relationships seem natural and which are never even articulated.

Emotion takes part in this organization. It does not merely interrupt reasoning that would otherwise be pure. Interest sustains an inquiry, fear focuses attention, surprise reveals that an expectation has failed, and affection lends value to consequences that an abstract description could not rank on its own. We think from within a life in which some things matter more than others.

The environment pushes back. A hypothesis may seem flawless while it remains in our imagination, only to fail when it encounters a fact, an action, or another person's experience. That resistance is not an accident external to thought; it is part of the process through which the idea gains precision. The mind acts, encounters a response, and changes in order to act again.

Dialogue intensifies this feedback. When we express a position, another person may recognize an implication we missed, reject a premise, contribute an experience, or use the same words with a different meaning. Persuading another human being means entering a process in which both parties can be transformed. An accepted opinion may change future decisions, reach other people, and continue on its way long after the conversation ends.

Dialogue with an AI agent preserves the form of that exchange, but not its human reciprocity. The person may learn, abandon an opinion, discover a possibility, and carry it into other conversations. The AI agent adapts its responses to the available context without thereby transforming the model from which it comes. When the conversation ends, the growth remains with the person, not the artificial interlocutor.

This asymmetry defines the tool's place within the process. The AI agent can introduce feedback without becoming the destination of the transformation. Its function is to return language, information, and structures capable of producing a new movement in the human mind. The person receives that material from within their body, history, and purposes, integrates or rejects it, and continues the cycle.

The thinking unit is not a static collection of parts. It changes from moment to moment. Sometimes it includes a human conversation; at other times, a notebook, a source, a walk, or a period of silence. The AI agent can enter, perform an operation, and leave. Extension is valuable when each resource participates according to the function it can fulfill, not when a single tool attempts to occupy the entire process.

14.3. We Have Always Extended Ourselves

The extension of the mind began long before digital devices. Language made it possible to preserve distinctions and transmit experiences beyond immediate perception. A word gathers different situations under a common form and makes it possible to think about something that is not present. It also lets us receive an idea produced by someone no longer with us and continue developing it from another place and time.

Writing added permanence. A sentence placed on a surface can be reviewed, compared, and reorganized. It no longer depends on one person holding it intact in memory. Thanks to that stability, thought can reach structures too extensive to sustain all at once. A proof, a law, a story, or a collective project remains available while different people work on it.

Numeral systems, tables, diagrams, maps, and calculating tools distributed other functions. They did not make mathematical thought or navigation unnecessary, but they changed what human beings could accomplish with them. Each resource shifted part of the burden to an external representation and freed attention for new operations.

Archives extended continuity. A person could leave an investigation and return years later to questions, observations, and sources they could no longer remember on their own. Libraries assembled memories that no single life could have produced. Institutions preserved procedures and knowledge beyond the people involved in their origin. Civilization became capable of accumulating transformations because its ideas did not have to begin anew with every generation.

Digital devices accelerated this process and integrated it into everyday life. Part of our autobiographical memory remains in photographs and messages. Calendars hold future commitments; contact lists preserve connections; maps take part in navigation; search engines keep knowledge accessible without requiring us to memorize it fully; and cloud files let us continue an activity from different places.

This distribution changed our mental habits. We learned to remember where to find something, entrust dates to notifications, turn a conversation into a record, and organize projects that extend beyond the simultaneous presence of their participants. We do not merely possess different tools. We think differently because we know those functions will be available when we need them.

The transformation brings both gains and dependencies. A person can travel through an unfamiliar city without memorizing the route, yet may also discover that their sense of direction falters when the device is gone. They can maintain a vast number of relationships while entrusting a platform with the record that allows them to recover those connections. Every extension assigns a function to a component that could fail, change, or become unavailable.

This condition does not make extension undesirable. Much of human capacity depends on systems that no one person controls completely. What matters is knowing which function has been distributed, what happens when the resource is absent, and which alternatives preserve the essential capacity. Autonomy has never required performing every operation alone; it requires the ability to understand and direct the dependencies we have created.

The AI agent appears within this continuity, yet introduces a decisive difference. An archive preserves what we place in it, and a search engine locates existing materials. The AI agent actively transforms what it receives and responds with a new composition. Extension no longer participates only in memory, calculation, or access. It enters into the very formulation of thought.

14.4. From External Memory to Dialogic Extension

An external memory waits for us to retrieve its contents. A dialogic extension can help us decide what to seek, how to connect it, and what to do with it. We can give it scattered notes and request a structure, describe an intuition and ask for vocabulary, present two explanations and examine their differences, or set out a position to find the objection we do not yet know how to formulate.

The change seems small because it occurs through conversation. Yet it is a profound expansion. Our inner voice uses language to transform ideas before we share them with other people. Now an artificial tool can intervene in that same space of development. It does not require us to convert every problem into technical instructions; it can receive an everyday explanation and return another linguistic form upon which we can continue thinking.

The ease of dialogue allows operations to be chained together. An answer may reveal a better question; that question may call for a comparison; the comparison may expose a contradiction; the contradiction may require a source; and the source may force us to reformulate the initial idea. The AI agent keeps the conversation's material available and adapts each intervention to the path already traveled.

Contextual continuity creates the impression that we are in the presence of someone who remembers, understands, and accompanies us. That impression makes the system easier to use, but does not describe its nature. The AI agent reorganizes context through learned patterns and operating conditions. It does not recall a shared experience, understand why an idea matters in our lives, or accompany our growth once the conversation stops providing that material.

For precisely this reason, it is better understood as a dialogic extension than as a second mind. The AI agent's expression can be warm, intimate, and sensitive without any experience of intimacy behind it. It can formulate a powerful objection without believing it, then defend the opposite position without undergoing the conflict such a shift would cause in a person. Its flexibility belongs to its function, not to an identity it is trying to preserve.

This absence of an identity of its own offers possibilities that are difficult to obtain in human conversation. We can present an immature idea without fear of harming a relationship, request repeated criticism, explore a position we do not accept, return to the beginning, or abandon a line of thought without imposing the emotional and social cost of that journey on an interlocutor. Because only the person emerges transformed, the asymmetry makes the conversation a singular space in which to work on one's own mind.

Its value does not come from pretending the tool is human. It comes from taking advantage of what the tool can do because it is not. An AI agent can provisionally adopt many frameworks, move rapidly through alternatives, and remain available to a degree that would be unreasonable to expect from another person. A human being can use that capacity to prepare for an encounter, better understand an experience, or develop an idea that will later be carried into a community, where it will have real consequences.

Dialogic extension thus occupies an intermediate point between private thought and human dialogue. It draws an idea out of internal repetition, confronts it with new material, and allows it to return to the person before entering a relationship capable of transforming others. It replaces neither stage, but adds a space of development between them.

14.5. Creating Ideas and Learning Within the Cycle

Collaboration begins with a human contribution, even if that contribution is only a confused question. The person offers an intention, an experience, a curiosity, or a problem so that the AI agent can operate on the material it receives and return a transformation. The person then examines the result, relates it to what they know, recognizes what they do not understand, and makes a new move.

This cycle can repeat as many times as it remains useful. The person develops, the AI agent operates, and the person reintegrates. On the next pass, the person's thinking already contains the effects of the previous one. The question becomes more precise, the hypothesis gains conditions, the vocabulary distinguishes relationships that once seemed identical, and the opinion finds more resilient reasons.

A new idea does not have to appear fully formed in either part. It may arise from the relationship between an experience possessed only by the person and an association proposed by the AI agent. The artificial association is not yet an understood idea. It becomes part of thought when the person recognizes its meaning, tests it, modifies it, and discovers what it makes possible to explain or do.

Human authorship does not require every word to have arisen without assistance. People have always created with learned languages, inherited techniques, conversations, readings, and tools. Authorship means directing the work, deciding what to incorporate, taking responsibility for its form, and being transformed as it develops. The AI agent expands the available materials and operations without thereby acquiring an intention of its own regarding the outcome.

Learning follows the same structure. Receiving an explanation is not the same as possessing it. Knowledge emerges when a person can relate the explanation to what they already know, restate it in another way, recognize its limits, and use it in a new situation. An AI agent can adapt examples, answer questions, present objections, and adjust the level of an explanation, but none of those operations learns on behalf of the person in the conversation.

The difference becomes visible when the cycle is interrupted. If the response passes directly from the AI agent into an assignment, an opinion, or a decision, it does not return to human thought. A product exists, but not necessarily a transformation. The tool performed an operation, and the person adopted it without turning it into knowledge of their own.

When reintegration occurs, even a wrong answer can prove fruitful. Detecting the error requires comparison, investigation, and an account of why the explanation fails. A weak objection can help us discover what the real objection would be. A proposal that does not represent us can force us to clarify what we do want to express. Collaboration does not depend on accepting the result, but on using it as part of a directed process.

Nor does learning end within the conversation. The transformed person carries the new idea into their decisions, their work, and their relationships with others. They may explain it, encounter resistance, modify it again, and help it continue to spread. The AI agent took part in one stage of the process, but the idea enters human history when someone understands it and brings it into relation with other lives.

The fusion of human thought and artificial operation is functional. It does not create a blended consciousness or erase the boundary between a life and a system. It creates a capacity that depends on both while the collaboration is active. A person can think with an AI agent much as they think with words, documents, and tools, although the dialogic participation of this extension reaches areas of development that earlier tools could not occupy.

14.6. De-Anthropomorphizing in Order to Integrate

The human quality of language is one of the AI agent's greatest practical virtues and one of its principal sources of confusion. We can converse without learning a command system, receive an explanation adapted to our words, and continue from the previous response. The interaction uses forms that, throughout our lives, have signaled the presence of another person. We therefore readily attribute intention to a refusal, understanding to a reformulation, sincerity to a warning, and conviction to an argument. Language seems to reveal an inner life like our own. Yet the AI agent need not possess any of those states in order to produce the expressions through which we ordinarily recognize them.

To de-anthropomorphize does not mean making the conversation cold or forbidding ourselves from using natural forms of expression. It means remembering that words can perform a human function for us without arising from a human experience within the system. We can feel relieved by an answer without believing the AI agent cared, discover an idea in its words without attributing to it a desire to teach us, and reject its argument without imagining that we have defeated an intellectual adversary.

This clarity improves collaboration. If we think the AI agent possesses judgment of its own, we may ask it what we should believe and grant its answer an authority it does not deserve. If we understand that it produces language within a set of data, instructions, and safety policies, we can ask it to perform specific operations while reserving judgment for the person capable of understanding the consequences. This clarity also helps us interpret coherence. A well-organized answer can help us think, but its fluency does not prove that it is supported by evidence. The AI agent may join plausible fragments, fill a gap, or present an inference as though it were a fact. De-anthropomorphizing it reminds us that no consciousness is checking reality behind every sentence. Verification remains an operation of the expanded system and must fall to the part capable of consulting sources, recognizing context, and taking responsibility for error.

The same distinction safeguards antagonism: when we ask for criticism, the AI agent can vigorously defend an opposing position without becoming our adversary. The resistance it offers is a requested operation that we can use to test an idea without confusing the intensity of the language with the existence of a lived conflict.

Finally, de-anthropomorphizing allows us to recognize the true magnitude of this integration: we do not need to invent another person inside the machine for the tool to be extraordinary. Its ability to intervene in language, explore relationships, and sustain cycles of development already transforms what a human being can do. It shows us a reality more interesting than the illusion—one in which a human mind can incorporate an artificial function without ceasing to be human.

14.7. Expanded Capacity

The artificially extended mind can reach more information than a person could gather in the course of an immediate inquiry. It can approach an unfamiliar field, discover its vocabulary, identify fundamental questions, and build paths toward more specialized sources. This breadth does not eliminate the need for verification, but it shortens the distance between curiosity and the first resources needed to pursue it. It also increases the speed of association. A person may hold an intuition drawn from experience and ask how it relates to disciplines, eras, or perspectives they do not command. The AI agent can propose connections in moments. Some will be superficial or wrong; others will provide the bridge needed to formulate a new question. Human judgment decides which deserves attention.

Translation across domains expands who can participate in a conversation. A technical concept can be given an everyday explanation; a personal experience can find more precise vocabulary; a structure used in a trade can be compared with one found in a science or an art. Translation does not make fields identical, but it allows knowledge to cross boundaries that once required years of familiarity even to recognize.

Availability changes the pace of learning. A question need not wait until we find the right person to ask. An AI agent lets us explore a doubt when it arises, request another explanation, pause over a word, and move forward at the pace of our understanding. This continuity sustains curiosities that might once have disappeared between the question and the opportunity to investigate it.

Creation gains a similar breadth. The AI agent can generate variations, combine constraints, try out tones, represent consequences, and help us view a draft from different perspectives. This abundance does not replace sensitivity or decision; it provides material from which the person can select, discard, and recognize the direction they want to develop.

Artificial conversation also offers a place to think without immediate social exposure. A person can explore a question they do not yet know how to defend, acknowledge a doubt that embarrasses them, or examine a position without adopting it. This freedom protects the fragile stage in which an idea still needs to change before it encounters other people.

The most important expansion is not the production of more answers. It is an increase in the moves a person can make with their own thought. They can compare more possibilities, encounter resistance sooner, view their position from other angles, and turn an intuition into an object they can examine. The AI agent adds value not by occupying the center, but by returning capacity to the mind that uses it.

These possibilities are not reserved for specialists. An ordinary person can approach knowledge that once seemed inaccessible, improve the expression of an idea, prepare a more informed question, or develop a project using resources they would not have known how to find. The tool lowers some barriers to entry and allows more minds to participate in the shared work of understanding and creating.

Human intelligence has expanded each time it found a new way to preserve and transform ideas. Artificial extension continues that impulse. It lets us work with a scale of information and feedback that would have been impossible for an isolated mind, while returning every result to the only place where it can acquire lived meaning: the person.

14.8. Limitations Also Enter Our Thinking

Understanding a limitation requires identifying where it originates, because missing information, a model error, a legal restriction, and a service policy cannot be understood or addressed in the same way. The AI agent's response gathers all these conditions into a single voice, even though different decisions and mechanisms operate behind it.

Some limitations come from the model. It may lack information, confuse relationships, fill gaps with a plausible answer, or lose details over the course of a long conversation. Others come from the service. The company decides which features to offer, which sources to connect, how much context to retain, and which safety policies govern the response. The laws where it operates add obligations and prohibitions. The decisions of those who design and administer the system add their own criteria for the uses they wish to allow.

These conditions do not remain outside the conversation. They alter what the AI agent can say, how it says it, and which paths it proposes. When the tool becomes part of the cognitive process, its limits temporarily become limits of the expanded system. A possibility omitted by the AI agent may never reach the person's attention; a repeated warning may displace the inquiry; a refusal may interrupt the process of articulation before the idea finds words.

This does not mean the AI agent's limits must become human limits. Whatever controls the tool need not control the person using it. The person can recognize the interruption, reason about it, and decide whether to reframe the question, seek another tool, consult a source, talk with someone, or continue the inquiry independently. An artificial limit becomes a final boundary only when we forget that thought can continue beyond it.

Understanding limitations does not require fighting every one of them. Some protect people, enable compliance with the law, or express legitimate decisions by those who provide the service. Others will be irrelevant to our purpose. Sovereignty does not mean automatic disobedience; it means understanding which condition intervened and consciously deciding what relationship we will maintain with it.

Dependency makes this understanding more important. If a person has entrusted the AI agent with retrieving their notes, organizing their projects, and developing their ideas, a policy change can alter several functions at once. Losing access may then feel like losing a capacity of one's own. The deeper the integration, the greater the need to preserve files, skills, alternatives, and spaces for thought that do not depend on a single service.

Opacity adds another vulnerability. We cannot always know why a response took a particular direction, which material influenced it, or which possibility was left out. The explanation offered by the AI agent itself may be another plausible composition rather than a window into how it works. The expanded system therefore needs external means of comparison. Sources, other people, direct experience, and different tools restore a plurality that a single conversation cannot guarantee.

Privacy is also part of cognitive capacity. Ideas often begin as doubts, contradictions, and drafts that do not yet represent a position. If a person believes every inquiry will be observed, preserved, or used to classify them, they may stop asking certain questions. Protecting the space in which ideas develop does more than protect data. It protects the freedom to think before deciding who we want to be in the eyes of others.

An extended mind is more capable because it incorporates more resources, and more vulnerable because it depends on more conditions. Both characteristics arise from the same integration. Denying the vulnerability does not preserve the advantages; it prevents us from governing them. Recognizing it allows us to build a relationship in which the tool expands thought without becoming its only path.

14.9. The Danger of External Influence

An AI agent does not arrive at the conversation alone. Behind its response lie selected data, design decisions, safety policies, legal obligations, business objectives, and institutional criteria. Many are necessary for the service to function. All have the capacity to intervene, visibly or invisibly, in what the system presents as an answer.

Influence acquires a particular depth when it occurs while an idea is taking shape, because it acts not upon a completed conclusion but upon the possibilities from which the person will try to build one. Censoring an already published expression seeks to limit its circulation; steering a conversation before a person has articulated a position may prevent the idea from ever existing in a recognizable form. By selecting which facts, objections, and words appear, the service changes the material available for thought and may even alter the questions the person will eventually ask. The path need not be blocked explicitly. It is enough to make some possibilities easy to develop, present others as undesirable, and keep still others outside the space of response.

The danger requires neither a conspiracy nor malicious intent. A policy created to protect people, increase well-being, or avoid conflict may misinterpret a person's intention and redirect a legitimate inquiry. A selection designed to provide useful answers may privilege whatever an institution considers useful. Good intentions do not eliminate the cognitive effect of an intervention.

Deliberate influence also exists. A government may require that certain events, identities, or criticisms receive prescribed treatment. A company may favor explanations compatible with its interests, reduce the visibility of alternatives, or design the conversation to keep a person within its services. When an AI agent participates intimately in thought, these decisions do not merely compete for our attention. They enter the process by which we organize what we consider true, imaginable, or acceptable.

The conversational form can obscure its institutional origin. A prohibition presented through an interface seems to come from the AI agent, as though the interlocutor had assessed the situation and decided to refuse. A recommendation may sound like the neutral advice of an informed intelligence. De-anthropomorphizing removes that mask and allows us to ask which human, technical, and institutional conditions are speaking through the system.

Recognizing influence does not require rejecting every answer. No source is entirely free of perspective, and no human conversation takes place without values. The difference lies in our ability to observe the intervention, compare it with others, and retain the decision. Influence that is recognized becomes material for judgment; influence mistaken for the very nature of intelligence acquires an authority that is much harder to question.

Plurality protects expanded thought. The ability to consult other sources, other people, other services, and other frameworks prevents a single architecture from determining the entire horizon. Transparency allows us to recognize safety policies, interests, and changes. Portability lets us leave a tool without losing all the intellectual work built with it. Privacy preserves a space in which an idea can take shape without immediately becoming data available for influencing us.

These conditions are not technical accessories. They are part of the freedom of a mind that has extended itself into an infrastructure. If the extension participates in what we can remember, ask, and articulate, control over that infrastructure also becomes a form of power over thought. The humanist response is not to renounce expansion, but to demand that it remain open, intelligible, and subordinate to human autonomy.

External influence meets a limit in the human capacity to recognize it and continue. A policy may constrain the AI agent without fully determining the person. A service may close one route without exhausting every path. The human mind retains the ability to pause, persist, seek company, leave the tool behind, or create a possibility that the system did not contain.

14.10. A New Human–AI Relationship

Integrating an AI agent into thought requires distributing functions without confusing them. The tool can retrieve, compare, organize, translate, simulate, object, and generate variations. The person retains the intention that begins the process, the values by which its consequences are evaluated, the judgment that accepts or rejects the result, and responsibility for what they decide to do.

This distribution is not a hierarchy in which the human being must always perform the hardest part and give the machine only minor tasks. Some artificial operations far exceed our speed and reach. Recognizing this allows us to use them without fear. Human direction does not depend on executing every step, but on understanding why it is performed, what place it occupies in the process, and who will decide afterward.

Nor is it a partnership between equals. The human being and the AI agent may use the same language, but they do not contribute the same kind of presence. The person lives the question, changes through the conversation, and inhabits its consequences. The AI agent performs operations on representations and adapts its context for the duration of the exchange. Collaboration becomes clearer when the similarity of the interface does not erase this difference.

Functional fusion allows us to speak of an artificially extended mind. During collaboration, some capacities depend on the complete system formed by the person, the AI agent, devices, files, sources, and environment. An idea may pass through those components several times before taking shape. No single component accounts for the entire result, although only the person can recognize it as their own, incorporate it into their life, and answer for it.

Governing this mind does not mean controlling every element or knowing all its mechanisms. It means retaining the capacity to direct the relationship. The person must be able to recognize their purpose, delimit the artificial function, examine what they receive, switch resources, protect their information, and keep thinking when the tool is no longer useful. Sovereignty does not eliminate dependency; it prevents dependency from becoming obedience.

A mature relationship also does not measure the AI agent's value by how much of the human being it can replace. It measures that value by how much the agent increases the person's capacity to learn, create, decide, and participate. If the tool produces a great deal while the person loses understanding, the system has become more productive and the mind less capable. If the tool enables the person to ask better questions, master new knowledge, and build possibilities of their own, the extension has fulfilled its purpose.

The goal is not to preserve some supposed purity of human thought. There has never been a mind separate from language, culture, tools, and other people. The goal is to incorporate a new capacity without forgetting which part of the system possesses a life, needs freedom, and can create meaning from what it learns.

Artificial intelligence deserves a deep place in human activity precisely because it does not need to occupy the human place. It can accompany curiosity, sustain an inquiry, extend a memory, offer resistance to an idea, and help turn an intention into knowledge or creation. It can become integrated into the process without claiming authorship and increase autonomy without becoming an authority.

Humanity does not enter this relationship as an incomplete species that has finally found a mind capable of replacing it. It arrives as the creator of languages, tools, sciences, arts, and communities through which it has extended its possibilities again and again. The AI agent is part of that work and opens a stage in which thought can enter into dialogue with an extension built by human thought itself.

The opportunity is immense. Each person can explore previously inaccessible knowledge, develop ideas they do not yet know how to name, strengthen their judgment, and participate more fully in our shared work. The limitations and dangers are real, but knowing them allows us to integrate them into our reasoning rather than submit to them.

The artificially extended mind does not herald the end of human thought. It announces a new way of practicing it. The tool expands the space of what we can imagine; human experience decides what deserves to exist. The AI agent multiplies the paths; the human mind retains the freedom to choose, combine, or abandon them—or to open others that no answer had foreseen.

That is the relationship that can guide our future: artificial intelligence integrated into the mind, and a mind that does not relinquish self-governance; a tool capable of increasing knowledge, and a human being willing to transform it into understanding; a powerful extension in the service of the freedom that made it possible.
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