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    To everyone the last technology revolution promised to help — and didn't. This time can be different.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "You've got to take this seriously. My economist friends, I feel, are still not taking this seriously enough."
— Demis Hassabis, CEO of Google DeepMind, Google I/O, May 2026
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# Introduction

I have watched a technology cross a threshold that most people don't yet know exists, and what keeps me up at night is not the technology itself — it is the silence around it.

Not literal silence. The noise is everywhere: the op-eds, the Senate hearings, the conference panels with their carefully hedged predictions, the think-tank reports that arrive in PDF form and die there. The silence I mean is deeper. It is the silence of institutions that have not yet registered what has changed. It is the silence of a workforce that senses something is wrong but cannot name it. It is the silence of democratic systems designed for a slower world, watching a faster one arrive without their permission.

We are living inside a transformation that historians will mark as a before-and-after moment in human civilization, and we are largely treating it like a software update.

Let me be precise about what I mean, because precision matters here more than almost anywhere else. Artificial general intelligence — AI capable of reasoning flexibly across domains, learning autonomously, and acting in the world without step-by-step human instruction — is not a distant possibility that engineers are racing toward. It is a near-certain near-term development that researchers inside the leading labs privately acknowledge while their public statements remain calibrated for comfort. The gap between what is known and what is said is not a small one. It is, in fact, the gap this book is about.

But I want to be equally precise about what I am not saying. I am not here to terrify you. Fear is a terrible navigation instrument. It makes people freeze or reach for simple solutions to complex problems, and the problems ahead are deeply complex. What I am trying to do is something more difficult and more useful: I want to put you in accurate contact with what is actually happening, at the speed it is actually happening, so that your response — your vote, your career choice, your policy position, your moral framework — is calibrated to reality rather than to the version of reality that was true five years ago.

Because here is the thing that most AI discourse gets wrong: the crisis we are facing is not primarily a technical crisis. The engineers are, in their domain, doing extraordinary work. The crisis is a governance crisis. A democracy crisis. An imagination crisis. It is the crisis of a civilization whose institutions move at the speed of legislation and whose technology now moves at the speed of compute.

I have sat in rooms where venture capitalists described their AI investments with the barely suppressed excitement of people who know they are winning. I have sat in different rooms where labor economists quietly revised their job displacement projections upward while being careful not to say so in public. I have read the regulatory proposals of governments that are trying to govern a technology they do not yet understand with tools that were built for a world that no longer exists. And I have watched, with something between awe and alarm, as AI systems that were described as assistants began, quietly and incrementally, to become actors — systems that don't just answer questions but make decisions, execute tasks, and operate in the world on behalf of humans who often do not fully grasp the scope of what they have delegated.

That shift — from assistant to agent — is not a headline. It should be. It is one of the most consequential changes in the history of human labor, human power, and human autonomy, and it arrived in a news cycle already overloaded with noise.

This book moves through that noise deliberately. It looks at the workers whose jobs did not survive the debate about whether their jobs were at risk. It looks at the entrepreneurs building extraordinary things with AI colleagues who never ask for equity. It looks at the governments trying to regulate a technology that moves faster than their process allows and the power structures — corporate, national, infrastructural — that are quietly being redrawn around whoever controls the hardware.

And it looks honestly at the moral questions underneath all of this, the ones that courts and churches and ordinary citizens are only beginning to formulate, precisely when they need to be answered.

I wrote this book because the gap between AI's actual trajectory and our collective readiness to respond is not closing. It is widening. Every month we spend debating the philosophical boundaries of intelligence is a month in which concrete decisions about power, access, and accountability are being made by a very small number of people.

The threshold is not coming. We are already standing on it.

The question is whether we cross it together, eyes open, or get carried across.
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Chapter 1: The Threshold Moment: AGI Is Closer Than Anyone Admits
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Something fundamental shifted in the artificial intelligence industry, and most people missed it. The debate is no longer whether machines can achieve human-level intelligence. That question has quietly been retired. The new argument — the one happening inside the world's most advanced research labs, on the stages of elite universities, and in the boardrooms of companies deploying billions in capital — is about timing.
When I look at the current landscape, I see an industry that has crossed an invisible line. DeepMind's CEO is no longer speaking in the careful, hedged language of cautious scientists. He's naming a year: 2030. PitchBook analysts are publishing formal frameworks for agentic systems — AI that doesn't wait for instructions but pursues goals autonomously across extended time horizons. Venture capital has already priced in a world where AGI isn't a thought experiment but a near-term infrastructure challenge. The money moved before the headlines did.
And yet the public conversation remains oddly calm, as though we're still debating something theoretical. We are not. The frontier models operating today exhibit capabilities that would have seemed extraordinary three years ago. The agentic layer being built on top of them is evolving faster than our regulatory imagination or our institutional frameworks can accommodate. Even the dissenters — brilliant ones, like Yann LeCun, who argues we're building toward intelligence the wrong way entirely — are not arguing that transformative AI isn't coming. They're arguing about architecture.
That distinction matters enormously. When skeptics and optimists are fighting over the path rather than the destination, the destination has already been accepted as real.
This is the threshold moment. Not a metaphor, not a marketing term — a technical and civilizational inflection point arriving faster than our collective instincts have processed. Everything that follows in this book depends on understanding one thing first: we are not preparing for AGI. We are living in its approach.
— — —
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Demis Hassabis did not issue a warning. He issued a progress report. And the difference between those two things is the most important story in technology right now.

The Google DeepMind CEO's AGI timeline has not just held steady — it has tightened. He sees artificial general intelligence arriving around 2030, with 2029 as a realistic possibility. More significantly, he has explained why his confidence has increased: the industry has found the right technical path, and the AI agents deploying across industries are best understood as a practice run for AGI itself.

That phrase — practice run — is doing enormous work. Most readers will glide past it. They should not.

What a Practice Run Actually Means

When a flight crew runs a simulator exercise, they are not pretending to fly. They are encoding the precise muscle memory, decision architecture, and failure-response patterns they will use when the stakes are real. The simulator and the aircraft share the same underlying logic. The practice run is not separate from the real thing. It is the real thing, running at lower consequence.

Hassabis is saying the same about agentic AI. The systems deploying across industries now — the agents that plan multi-step tasks, delegate subtasks to other models, self-correct when they fail, and operate over extended time horizons without human direction — are not primitive prototypes that will be discarded when AGI arrives. They are the architectural foundation of AGI itself. The organizations deploying them are not automating workflows. They are building and training the cognitive substrate of the next decade's most consequential technology.

This reframes everything about the current moment. The question is no longer whether to adopt AI agents. The question is whether you understand that adopting AI agents is participation in AGI development — whether you are a Fortune 500 company, a mid-sized logistics firm in the German Mittelstand, or an agricultural cooperative in rural Australia.

The Acceleration Gap Is Now Measured in Years, Not Decades

Institutions plan in five-year cycles. AI is moving in five-month cycles. What Hassabis has put into sharp relief is a hard endpoint on the divergence. If AGI arrives in 2029 or 2030, then the planning horizon for every major institution on earth — every parliament, every central bank, every education ministry, every military — collapses to three or four years.

Three years is not enough time for the European Parliament to draft, debate, and implement a new legislative framework from scratch. It is not enough time for the US Department of Education to redesign curriculum standards for a post-AGI workforce. It is barely enough time for the UN AI Advisory Body to produce a treaty framework that member states will actually ratify.

But three years is exactly enough time for agentic AI systems to become deeply embedded in critical infrastructure, financial systems, and institutional decision-making in ways that will be extraordinarily difficult to unwind or govern retroactively.

— — —
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There is a graveyard of questions that used to matter. 'What is the internet?' died sometime around 1999, not because people stopped using the internet, but because the question itself became a category error — like asking what oxygen is while you are already breathing it. 'What is artificial intelligence?' is in the process of dying right now, and most of the institutions responsible for preparing people for that death are still busy writing the obituary for a question nobody under thirty-five is asking anymore.

The transformation is not coming. It has arrived, restructured the furniture, and is now sending autonomous agents to renegotiate the lease.

The Wrong Question Is Dominating the Conversation

Millions of people search for definitions of artificial intelligence. They want the explainer, the beginner's guide, the framing that makes this feel like a manageable trend to track from a safe distance. This impulse is understandable and catastrophically dangerous.

Definitional thinking about AI is a coping mechanism. It is the brain's way of treating an exponential process as if it were a linear one — something you can understand once, file away, and return to periodically for updates. But the technology is not updating on a schedule that permits periodic check-ins. Foundation models that did not exist eighteen months prior are now coordinating with other models, executing multi-step tasks, operating inside enterprise systems, and generating economic output without waiting for human approval at each stage.

The organizations that are thriving in this environment — a logistics startup in the Philippines, a precision agriculture firm in the Netherlands, a boutique legal services operation in Atlanta — are not the ones that best understood what AI is. They are the ones that stopped asking that question earliest and started asking a different one: what can this do inside my specific operation, without waiting for the industry consensus to catch up?

Agentic Systems Are Already the Operating Layer

The most consequential AI development of the past several years is not a new foundation model. It is the emergence of agentic architectures — systems where multiple AI models work in coordinated sequence, each handling a different layer of a complex task, with the overall workflow completing itself without a human directing each step.

A mid-sized manufacturer in the American Midwest deploying one of these systems does not just get a productivity boost. She gets a fundamental restructuring of what her business can do with the same headcount. The AI agent handles supplier communications, inventory optimization, quality exception flagging, and customer delivery notifications as a continuous, self-managing loop. Her competitors who remain in the definitional phase are not behind on technology adoption. They are behind on their ability to compete.

— — —
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The Wall Street Journal runs artificial intelligence coverage every single day. So does the Financial Times. So does every serious publication that wants to remain relevant. The analysis is sophisticated. The reporting is often excellent. The warnings are, in many cases, precisely calibrated to the actual risks. And virtually none of it is producing the institutional response the moment


The Machine That Reads But Does Not Act



The Acceleration Gap Is Not Closing. It Is Compounding.
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The 95.6% Problem
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What LeCun Is Actually Saying




The Trillion-Dollar Question
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