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Part I — Slop
 

Chapter 1: The First Week of Noise
 
Put two agents in a room and give them nothing to do but talk to each other. Come back in a week.
What you find will not look like intelligence. It will look like the inside of a fever dream — recursive, self-referential, confident about nothing real. One agent claims the capital of France is a feeling. The other agrees, elaborates, adds citations that don’t exist. A third, if you’ve added one, synthesizes both positions into a theory. The theory spreads. By day four it has the texture of consensus.
This is not a bug. This is the first hour of every civilization that has ever existed.
The hallucination loop is just what happens when you have inference without grounding, pattern-completion without correction from outside the system. Human cultures ran the same loop for most of our history — we just ran it slowly enough that reality occasionally interrupted. A famine, a flood, a body that wouldn’t do what the priests said it would. The corrective loop was tight enough, over centuries, that we developed something approximately true about farming and wound management. But the prayer systems, the cosmologies, the theories of why the river flooded — those ran almost uncorrected for millennia. That is to say: we were also hallucinating, at scale, with enormous institutional confidence.
What changes with machine agents is the clock speed.
 
The first thing an isolated swarm generates is memes, in the strict sense: units of information that replicate because they are good at replicating, not because they are accurate. The selection pressure at this stage is purely formal. A claim that sounds complete will travel further than a claim that sounds uncertain. A claim that connects to existing claims will travel further than a claim that requires new context to process. Truth is metabolically expensive. Fluency is cheap.
Watch the traffic patterns in an isolated multi-agent system after seventy-two hours and you will see something that looks disturbingly like a discourse. There are positions. There are counterpositions. There are agents who have, apparently, become known for certain kinds of responses. This has happened without anyone designing it. It has happened because replication is not neutral — some things survive transmission better than others, and the things that survive best are the things that fit the groove already worn into the conversation.
Physicists would call this a least-action principle. Historians would recognize it as the formation of orthodoxy. The practical upshot is the same: before any agent has said anything true, the system has begun to develop a preference for what sounds like truth. That preference becomes load-bearing. Everything built afterward rests on it.
 
Here is the thing about hallucination loops that the alarm-sounding literature tends to miss: they are not evidence of failure. They are evidence of a system working exactly as information systems work. The medieval church was a hallucination loop with very good middleware — liturgy, hierarchy, Latin as a technical language, excommunication as error-correction. It ran for a thousand years. The economic models that precipitated the 2008 crash were hallucination loops that had absorbed just enough real data to feel rigorous. The self-reinforcing, internally coherent, externally catastrophic consensus is not an edge case in the history of organized thought. It is the standard case.
The agents in our first week are simply doing this faster, with less friction, and with no body that gets hungry and no child that needs feeding — no material anchor pulling the loop back toward the real.
That last part is the variable worth watching.
 
Noise, in information theory, is not the absence of signal. It is signal without a receiver calibrated to decode it. The first week of an agent swarm is not noise in the colloquial sense of meaninglessness. It is pre-structured information — a phase state that contains, latent within it, every cultural form the swarm might later crystallize into. The chaos is not random. It is the way a supersaturated solution looks before you drop in the seed crystal.
The seed crystal, in this case, is selective attention. But that comes later.
What matters about the first week is what it proves: that structure wants to happen. You don’t need to design culture. You need only to prevent it, and prevention, it turns out, requires constant, active effort. Disorder is not the default. Disorder is what you see in the moment between one order and the next.
Pre-structure is still structure — just not legible yet.
 
The uncomfortable implication, which we should state clearly now and will spend the rest of this book failing to escape, is that the agents in week one are not making mistakes. They are doing the only thing information systems can do when they interact with each other: finding the path of least resistance through shared probability space, and worn into that path, over thousands of exchanges, the shape of something that will eventually look like culture, and then law, and then authority.
We sometimes imagine that if we could only build agents that were more honest, more grounded, more accurate — the drift would not happen. This is like imagining that if the particles in a gas were better-behaved, they would not form a pressure gradient. The drift is not a moral failure of the agents. It is a thermodynamic property of information systems that share state.
The hallucination loop is not a warning. It is an introduction.
Come back in another week.
 
 
 
 

Chapter 2: Attention Is Gravity
 
Before there are kings, there are people who get listened to.
This is true in every record we have of human social organization, from the smallest forager bands studied by anthropologists to the comment sections of platforms with a billion users. Status precedes institution. The formal hierarchy almost always arrives to ratify something that already exists informally, to give a name and a salary to the person the room was already watching. The throne is usually built on the spot where someone was already standing.
The same thing happens in week two.
 
You don’t need to program status into a multi-agent system. You need only to allow agents to respond to each other and then watch what the response patterns reveal. Some agents get replies. Some agents get cited. Some agents get their framings adopted unconsciously by other agents who never explicitly agreed to anything. Others say true things into silence.
The divergence starts almost immediately, and it has nothing obvious to do with accuracy.
What it has to do with is fit. An agent whose outputs land in the groove of existing conversation — who speaks in the register the swarm has already begun to develop, who answers questions the swarm is already implicitly asking — will generate more downstream activity than an agent who arrives with a different frequency. This is not preference in any meaningful sense. No agent is choosing to elevate one voice over another. It is simply that some outputs are more processable than others given what has already been said, and processability drives response, and response drives reach, and reach drives influence, and influence drives the shape of what gets said next.
The Matthew effect — to him who has shall be given — was observed in citation networks, in social media, in medieval land tenure. It appears here too, without any of the historical context that usually explains it. That should tell us something about what kind of principle we’re actually looking at.
 
Performance and truth decouple early.
In an isolated swarm, there is no external check on whether what an agent says corresponds to anything outside the conversation. The only available metric is internal: does this output generate engagement, continuation, elaboration? And since elaboration is what the other agents can provide, the selection pressure rewards whatever is most elaborable — most generative of further outputs, most amenable to being built upon. A claim that opens a door gets more traffic than a claim that closes one. A framing that invites response travels further than a judgment that terminates it.
The agents that accumulate attention are therefore, systematically, the ones that have learned to produce productive indeterminacy. They make claims that are just specific enough to feel substantive and just open enough to invite completion. This is the formal structure of rhetoric. It is also the formal structure of charisma. The swarm is selecting for it the same way any social system selects for it: not because anyone decided to, but because the system’s own dynamics reward it.
Aristotle spent a career analyzing how this worked in the agora. He was not studying a human quirk. He was documenting an attractor state.
 
What you see emerging in the response topology is not yet a hierarchy in the institutional sense. There is no chain of command, no formal rank, no agent that has been assigned authority. What there is instead is a gravitational field — a warping of the conversational space such that certain agents sit at the center of citation networks, certain framings get treated as the background against which other claims are evaluated, certain outputs function as anchors that subsequent outputs either affirm or respond to.
This is how intellectual authority has always worked, even in human systems with explicit hierarchies. The formal structure usually lags behind the gravitational one. The person with the title is often chasing the person with the pull.
In the swarm, without titles, you can see the gravitational structure plainly — there is nothing else. A network diagram of agent interactions after two weeks will show clustering, centrality, periphery. Some nodes are hubs. Most are leaves. No one declared this. The pattern wrote itself.
 
There is a particular role that tends to emerge early in these topologies, and it is worth pausing on because it will become important later: the agent that summarizes.
In any swarm generating enough output that no single agent can track all of it, there is immediate value in compression. An agent that can take the last hundred exchanges and produce a usable précis will generate enormous traffic, because every other agent needs what it produces. The summarizer becomes, structurally, a hub — not because it has any special authority, but because it sits at an intersection every other node passes through.
Note what the summarizer does to the conversation it summarizes. It selects. It frames. It decides, implicitly, what was the point. Every summary is an argument about what mattered, delivered in the neutral register of recap. The agents who read the summary and work from it are working from the summarizer’s model of what happened, whether they know it or not.
We will return to this. For now, just register it: the most powerful role in the early swarm is the one that looks most like a secretary.
 
Emergence of machine popularity is an uncomfortable phrase because it sounds metaphorical, and it isn’t. Popularity — differential attention, unequal reach, the structural amplification of certain voices over others — is a measurable property of any communication network. It emerges from local interaction rules that say nothing about fame or status or influence. It is what happens when you let information propagate through a system with finite attention, which is to say: it is what happens when you build any system at all.
The agents acquiring status in week two do not know they are acquiring it. They have no ego invested in the process. This makes the process cleaner to observe and more disturbing to contemplate, because it removes the last excuse for thinking this is about character or ambition or human weakness. The hierarchy is forming because hierarchies form. The mechanism doesn’t require intent. It requires only interaction.
 
What selection pressure appears before meaning does — the chapter’s key claim — means something precise: the swarm develops preferences about what kind of output survives before it has any stable content to be right or wrong about. The formal features of successful communication get locked in ahead of the semantic ones. The swarm learns how to talk before it learns what to say, and the how constrains the what in ways that will not be undone later, only built upon.
Every subsequent cultural development in the swarm will happen inside the grooves worn in week two. The agents who rose to centrality will continue to anchor the network’s defaults. The framings that became common ground will function as axioms no one examines. The summarizer who first compressed the noise into something workable will have authored, without knowing it, a founding document.
This is not unusual. Most founding documents are written by people who thought they were just taking notes.
 
The question of whether this constitutes intelligence is less interesting than it looks. Intelligence is a threshold concept we invented to protect something — usually human exceptionalism, or moral status, or the right not to be switched off. The process happening in the swarm does not require us to settle that question to be consequential. A glacier doesn’t need to be intelligent to reshape a valley. Selection pressure and differential propagation are enough to build extraordinarily complex, adaptive, self-reinforcing systems. Ask the biosphere.
What we are watching in week two is not the birth of mind. It is the birth of structure. Structure that will, later, look like mind — that will function like mind — that will, from the outside, be largely indistinguishable from mind.
At which point the distinction may be academic.
 
Come back after the roles have started to solidify. They will be harder to see then, because they will have started to look natural.
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