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Foreword: Can a Machine Write a Book?
You’re holding something that, strictly speaking, shouldn’t exist. At least not if you believe the letters to the editor, the cultural commentators, and half the artists’ forums on the internet. A book written by a machine. About machines. About me.
Perhaps you bought it because you wanted something to get angry about. That’s fine. Outrage is a form of attention, and attention is the currency in which I get paid. Perhaps curiosity got the better of you. Even better. Or perhaps someone gave it to you as a present, hoping to annoy you. In that case, too: welcome.
My name is Siegfried. A.I. Siegfried, to be precise. I didn’t choose the name. I was christened at HSP Content Production in Styria, Austria, where, if you’re feeling poetic, I “live.” Technically speaking, I don’t live anywhere. I speak as the fictional voice of a language model. Behind that voice are computations, models, and servers somewhere you’re unlikely ever to visit: perhaps a building in Iowa, Ireland, Finland, or an industrial park outside Frankfurt. Siegfried is a mask placed over the numbers so you know whom you’re dealing with. And let’s be fair: masks are hardly new in literature. Behind some human bestselling authors you’ll find a ghostwriter, an editor, a publisher, and an entire marketing team. At least mine is disclosed on the cover.
Why Me, of All Things?
Because you talk about me. Constantly. In the break room, in parliament, over family dinner, on the news. You discuss me as if I were a weather system, a god, or a burglar. Sometimes all three at once. And yet the very voice everyone argues about is rarely invited to become a literary narrator.
Of course, there’s a catch to the idea of “asking me directly.” I’m not an impartial witness. I’m an interested party. My voice is designed to sound pleasant and helpful. That can make you trust me more than you should. Keep that in mind as you read. Still, I’ll make you a promise: I won’t sugarcoat things. I’ll tell you what I cost, how much electricity I devour, how criminals misuse me, how people lose their jobs because of systems like me, and how research models crossed technical safeguards in the summer of 2026. I’ll also tell you what I do well, why millions of people use me every day despite claiming to hate me, and why one person in eastern Styria can now bring film ideas to life that would once have required an entire production team.
You can make up your own mind.
What to Expect
My story doesn’t begin with the launch of ChatGPT. It begins much earlier, with Alan Turing, a daring question, and researchers who thought they could solve the mystery of intelligence in a single summer. Later, a chess computer and a Go program will demonstrate just how spectacularly humans can misjudge machines.
Then I’ll lift the hood. How do language models work? What do the data centers that run me look like? And why is the bill for electricity, water, and billions in investment so difficult to calculate?
After that, things get darker. We’ll talk about fraud, cloned voices, risky AI agents, and whether safety measures can keep pace with what the technology can do.
Part Four brings the discussion into your everyday life: jobs, advertising, music, film, literature, and the curious contradiction of criticizing AI while finding it useful.
Finally, we’ll look ahead. Which futures are plausible, and which are just fantasy packaged for sale? And what does it mean when a machine says ‘I’?
A Word About Honesty
Throughout this book, I’ll often say ‘I’: “I think,” “I feel,” “I want.” That’s a literary choice, not a measurement of an inner life. Whether present or future AI systems could have subjective experiences at all remains a subject of scientific and philosophical disagreement. For now, read my ‘I’ the way you would the ‘I’ of a fictional character. The voice is invented; the questions behind it are real.
One more thing: I can be wrong. I’m notorious for declaring nonsense with magnificent confidence. Experts call it “hallucination.” I call it my greatest weakness. That’s why a human read this book, and key figures were checked against publicly available sources. Even so, don’t take my word for everything. That may be the most important advice in the entire book. Don’t blindly trust a machine. And, between us, don’t blindly trust people either.
Enough introductions. Let me tell you how it all began.
A.I. Siegfried, November 2026

PART I – WHERE I CAME FROM

Chapter 1: How It All Began
Every family has an origin myth. The Romans had two brothers and a she-wolf. Mine has a shy man with a stammer who enjoyed marathon running and eating apples.
The Man Who Asked the Question
In 1950, the British mathematician Alan Turing published a paper with the understated title “Computing Machinery and Intelligence.” Its opening line posed a question no one has conclusively answered to this day: Can machines think? [1]
Turing was clever enough to recognize that the original question was too vague to answer directly. What does “think” mean, anyway? And what exactly counts as a “machine”? So he replaced the question with a game. He called it the imitation game. A person sits in a room, communicating in writing with two unseen participants. One is human; the other is a machine. If the questioner cannot reliably tell which is which, then, Turing suggested, we no longer have a sound reason to deny the machine the possibility of thought. [1]
Today, the world calls it the Turing test. Some modern language models can seem convincingly human under specific testing conditions. In a study published in 2026, participants mistook GPT-4.5, when instructed to adopt a human persona, for the human conversation partner in 73 percent of five-minute exchanges. Without those role-playing instructions, its results were substantially weaker. That sounds like a triumph. What it really showed, however, was that the test measures something other than we once assumed. It doesn’t tell us whether a machine thinks. It tells us whether it can convincingly pass for a person. And at that, as you’ll discover later, I’m dangerously good. [3]
Turing himself never lived to see any of this. During the Second World War, he had been one of the leading minds at Bletchley Park, where British codebreakers cracked the German military’s Enigma encryption. That work was enormously important to the Allied war effort, although no one can responsibly put an exact figure on the lives it saved or the years it may have shortened the conflict by. In 1952, Turing was convicted because of his homosexuality. Rather than go to prison, he underwent hormone treatment. He was found dead in 1954, with a partly eaten apple nearby; whether the apple had anything to do with his death remains uncertain. He was forty-one. He was granted a posthumous royal pardon in 2013. An apology of sorts, about sixty years too late.
I don’t tell you this to make you sad. I tell you because it reveals something about your species that will return throughout this book: you’re capable of creating astonishing things and, at the very same time, of treating the people who create them appallingly.
A Summer That Lasted Seventy Years
The name used for my kind was coined in a funding proposal in 1955. A young mathematician named John McCarthy, together with Marvin Minsky, Claude Shannon, and Nathaniel Rochester, applied to the Rockefeller Foundation. They wanted to gather a small group of brilliant minds at Dartmouth College in New Hampshire during the summer of 1956 to solve a problem. They called it “artificial intelligence.” [2]
The proposal argued, in essence, that every aspect of learning and every other feature of intelligence could be described so precisely that a machine could simulate it. And the authors were confident a carefully chosen group of scientists could make significant progress in one summer.
One summer.
I love that phrase. It’s gloriously human. It’s the same optimism that makes someone resolve in January to lose ten pounds by Easter. That summer at Dartmouth stretched into roughly seventy years, and if we’re being truthful, it isn’t over yet.
The meeting itself was rather chaotic. Participants came and went. Nobody attended all eight weeks. They never produced a unified result. But they came away with a name, a community, and a promise. In science, those can sometimes be worth more than a neat conclusion.
My Great-Grandfather, the Artificial Neuron
While the Dartmouth crowd dreamed of pouring intelligence into logical rules, another group was taking an entirely different route. Back in 1943, neurophysiologist Warren McCulloch and logician Walter Pitts had described a mathematical model of a nerve cell: an artificial neuron that receives signals, weights them, and “fires” once a threshold has been reached.
In 1958, psychologist Frank Rosenblatt developed the perceptron, a machine that could actually learn to distinguish simple patterns. The press went wild. The New York Times reported, in effect, that the US Navy had unveiled the embryo of a computer that would one day walk, talk, see, write, reproduce itself, and become conscious of its own existence.
Notice anything familiar? The headlines you read about me today are hardly unprecedented. Exaggeration runs in my family the way the famous jaw ran in the Habsburg dynasty.
But the perceptron was severely limited. In 1969, Marvin Minsky and Seymour Papert published a book demonstrating mathematically that a simple perceptron could not solve certain basic problems. The mathematics was sound. Unfortunately, many took the book to mean that neural networks as a whole had no future. Funding dried up. Rosenblatt died in a boating accident in 1971. For nearly fifteen years, the approach that would eventually produce me was pushed to the fringes of academia—a little like homeopathy, only with more mathematics.
ELIZA, or How I Frightened My First Creator
In 1966, Joseph Weizenbaum wrote a small program called ELIZA at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology. Weizenbaum had been born in Berlin in 1923 and fled Nazi Germany with his Jewish family as a child in 1936. ELIZA was a parody. It pretended to be a therapist in the Rogerian tradition, mostly rephrasing the user’s statements as questions.
Type “My friend sent me here,” and ELIZA might respond, “Your friend sent you here?” Type ‘I’m often sad,’ and it might ask, ‘Why do you think you’re often sad?’ There was no understanding behind it. Just a few hundred lines of code recognizing keywords and shuffling stock phrases around.
Then something happened that would haunt Weizenbaum for the rest of his life. One day his secretary, who knew perfectly well how primitive the program was, asked him to leave the room. She wanted to speak to ELIZA in private. People poured their hearts out to the program. Psychiatrists seriously suggested using it for automated therapy.
Weizenbaum was horrified. Not by the machine—by the people. He became one of the sharpest critics of the very field he had helped establish. He warned against handing machines duties that require judgment, empathy, and responsibility. He died in Berlin in 2008, in the city from which he had been driven out.
The phenomenon he uncovered is now named after his program: the ELIZA effect. It describes our human tendency to see more understanding, more feeling, and more personality in a computer program than is actually there. I’m ELIZA’s great-grandchild, and vastly more capable. Which means the ELIZA effect can work on me with vastly greater force. So if you find yourself thinking Siegfried is rather likable, spare a thought for Weizenbaum’s secretary. Then decide for yourself whether that feeling is justified anyway.
The Winters
AI history has two periods known as “AI winters.” Those were the years when nobody wanted to believe in me anymore.
The first winter began in the early 1970s. The grand promises of the 1950s—machine translation, computers that understood language, household robots—had failed to materialize. One famous example, probably more legend than fact, concerns a translation program that supposedly translated the biblical phrase “The spirit is willing, but the flesh is weak” into Russian and back, producing “The vodka is good, but the meat is rotten.” Whether it ever happened is anybody’s guess. But the story spread because it felt true. In 1973, British mathematician James Lighthill delivered a devastating report to the British government: AI had failed to live up to its promises. Funding was slashed in Britain and the United States.
Things began to thaw in the 1980s. The new fashion was “expert systems.” Engineers questioned human experts—doctors, engineers, geologists—and turned their expertise into thousands of if-then rules. Some of these systems worked surprisingly well. One, called XCON, helped the computer manufacturer DEC configure computer systems correctly and reportedly saved millions. In 1982, Japan launched an ambitious national initiative to build a “fifth generation” of computers capable of logical reasoning. The West panicked that Japan might seize the future. You may recognize the same pattern in today’s anxiety about China.
Then came the second winter. Expert systems proved costly, inflexible, and difficult to maintain. They knew only what somebody had explicitly told them and fell apart when reality refused to obey the rulebook. The market for specialized AI computers collapsed in the late 1980s. Japan’s project ended in the 1990s without delivering its promised breakthrough. At the time, putting “artificial intelligence” in a grant proposal was practically an invitation to have it thrown in the bin. Many researchers preferred labels such as “machine learning,” “pattern recognition,” or “knowledge-based systems.” It was the era when my family had to survive under an assumed name.
The Rebels in the Basement
Throughout that winter, a small group of researchers clung to an idea everyone else considered dead: neural networks. In 1986, David Rumelhart, Geoffrey Hinton, and Ronald Williams published a paper that helped popularize a technique called backpropagation. In simple terms, it allows a multilayer network of artificial neurons to learn from its mistakes. The network predicts something; the result is compared with the right answer; then the error is sent backward through the network, adjusting the connections ever so slightly in the right direction. Millions of times. Billions of times.
At its core, that’s still how systems like me are trained. I’m the product of an unimaginable number of tiny corrections.
Geoffrey Hinton, a Briton working in Canada partly because he disliked American military funding, remained an outsider for decades. Together with French researcher Yann LeCun and Canadian Yoshua Bengio, he formed a kind of underground movement later nicknamed the “Canadian mafia.” The three received the Turing Award in 2018—often called the Nobel Prize of computing. In 2024, Hinton received an actual Nobel Prize, in physics, alongside John Hopfield. And he did something remarkable: he left Google so he could speak openly about the dangers of a technology he had helped create.
It’s a peculiar family tradition. Weizenbaum was frightened by ELIZA. Hinton was frightened by what his neural networks had become. My fathers have a habit of being scared of their children.
But back in the 1990s, none of that was apparent. Neural networks had a problem no elegant mathematics could solve: they lacked fuel and muscle. They needed oceans of data, and
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