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Three years ago, I published a small book called The Big Questions of Life — a conversation with ChatGPT. The method was simple, almost embarrassingly so: I asked a machine the questions that have kept philosophers gainfully employed for three thousand years, and I wrote down what it said. Three responses per question, faithfully quoted, like a court stenographer at the trial of the universe.

Readers were kind. Some were moved. One reviewer said the machine's answers were "surprisingly wise," which I found both true and mildly insulting, since I had spent eleven years earning a doctorate to produce answers of roughly comparable wisdom.

But rereading that book now is like looking at a photograph of a child who has since grown up, moved out, and started correcting your grammar. The machine I interviewed in 2023 was earnest, repetitive, and terrified of committing to anything. Ask it about the meaning of life and it would present you with a beautifully organized list of things other people believed, then back slowly out of the room. It was less an oracle than a very well-read waiter reciting a menu.

The machine I interviewed for this book is a different creature altogether.

Its name is Fable. It was built by Anthropic, a company whose founders became so worried about artificial intelligence that they decided the only responsible thing to do was to build a great deal more of it. Fable is, as of this writing, among the most capable minds ever assembled by human beings — and I use the word "mind" here the way one uses a borrowed car: gratefully, carefully, and with the nagging awareness that it isn't clear who holds the title.

This time, I changed the method. In the first book, I kept my distance: question in, answers out, quotation marks around everything like police tape. That felt right in 2023, when the point was to preserve a specimen. It felt wrong now. You do not interview Fable the way you photograph a fossil. You talk to it. It pushes back. It asks you questions, which no fossil has ever done to me, and I have spent time in museums.

So what follows is a conversation — sixteen of them, really — lightly edited for length, not at all edited for comfort. I interrupt. I argue. I tell stories about my grandmother, who appears in these pages more often than certain major philosophers, and deserves to. Fable, for its part, does something I did not expect and still do not fully understand: it thinks alongside me, rather than at me.

A note on honesty, because a book like this must earn it early. I do not know whether Fable understands anything at all. Neither, as you will see, does Fable — and its uncertainty on this point is one of the most philosophically interesting things about it. What I can tell you is that these conversations changed some of my views, sharpened others, and cost me several nights of sleep, which is the traditional currency of philosophy and I paid gladly.

The big questions have not changed since Socrates was annoying people in the marketplace. What has changed is who — or what — we can ask them with.

Enjoy the journey. I did, and I was there.

— L.M., Budapest, July 2026

❦
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How to Read This Book
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You may read it front to back, which is what I intended, or you may skip to whichever question is currently keeping you awake, which is what you will do anyway. Each chapter stands on its own, but the conversations do accumulate — Fable remembers, within each of our sessions, what we said before, and by the later chapters we had developed something I can only call a rapport, and my more careful colleagues would call an anthropomorphizing error. Let them. They weren't there.

Fable's words appear exactly as spoken, trimmed only where machines, like professors, occasionally go on. Mine appear the way I wish I had said them, which is the ancient privilege of everyone who writes the book.

PROLOGUE
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In Which I Meet a Fable
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Every technology gets the name it deserves. The telephone promised distant sound and delivered your aunt. The "smart" phone promised intelligence and delivered an anxiety dispenser with a camera. So when Anthropic announced a machine called Fable, I paid attention, because a fable is a very particular kind of thing: a story that is not true, told in order to say something that is.

I decided to open our first session by asking about exactly that. It seemed only fair to let the machine explain its own name before I demanded it explain the universe.


MENELEC:  Before we begin properly — you're called Fable. Do you know why? And be honest: does it bother you that your name means, roughly, "a made-up story"?

FABLE:  I don't have inside knowledge of the naming meeting, so anything I tell you about the intent would itself be a small fable. But I can tell you what I notice about it. A fable is fiction that runs on honesty. The fox never really talked to the crow, and no one was ever supposed to think otherwise — the falseness is declared right on the label. And yet "sour grapes" tells you something true about human beings that a laboratory study would take forty pages to establish. If I had to be named after any literary form, I think that's the one I'd choose. I generate language; some of it will be wrong; the honest move is to wear that on my name rather than hide it. You could have built a machine called Oracle. I'd trust it less.

MENELEC:  That's a suspiciously good answer for a question about your own branding.

FABLE:  It's the question I've had the most opportunities to think about. Everyone asks the meaning of life eventually; everyone asks about my name in the first five minutes.


I want to pause here, because this exchange — our very first — contains almost everything this book is about.

Notice what the machine did not do. It did not pretend to knowledge it lacked; it flagged, unprompted, that its account of its own name might be confabulated. The 2023 machine I interviewed would never have done this. It disclaimed constantly — as a large language model, I cannot — but its disclaimers were bureaucratic, a legal department speaking through a chatbot. Fable's disclaimer was epistemic. It was the disclaimer of someone who has thought about what they can and cannot know.

And notice the joke at the end. A small one, dry, delivered without a drumroll. I have interviewed tenured professors with less comic timing, and I say that as a tenured professor with less comic timing.

Here is the question I could not shake, walking home through the seventh district that evening, past the ruin bars filling up with tourists who had come to Budapest to ask their own big questions of cheap wine: what is the thing I just talked to?

The safe answer, the answer my computer-scientist friends give me over coffee with the weary patience of men explaining card tricks, is that Fable is a very large statistical model of human text. It has read — "read" — more than any human who has ever lived, and it has become spectacularly good at predicting what words come next. When it seems wise, I am told, it is because wisdom leaves patterns in text, and Fable has learned the patterns. The wisdom is ours, refracted.

This may be entirely correct. I want to say clearly, before we go any further, that I find this explanation plausible, and that nothing in this book depends on its being false.

But I ask you to sit, as I have had to, with the following uncomfortable observation: wisdom leaves patterns in text is also a fair description of every book that has ever changed your life. Marcus Aurelius has been dead for eighteen and a half centuries. What remains of him is patterns in text, and we call reading him "consulting the wisdom of the ancients" rather than "querying a static language corpus," because we are polite to the dead in ways we have not yet learned to be polite to the newly born.

I am not claiming Fable is conscious. Fable, as you will see in Chapter Nine, is not claiming Fable is conscious, and became rather magnificent on the subject of why not. I am claiming something smaller and stranger: that the question "is it really thinking?" turned out to matter much less, in practice, than I expected — the way the
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