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Preface: Against the Obvious Future

There is a standard menu of AI futures. It is served at conferences, in op-eds, in the reports of institutes that exist to think professionally about such things. The items are familiar: the aligned superintelligence that solves everything, the misaligned superintelligence that ends everything, the automation wave that strips work from half the population, the surveillance infrastructure that makes every dissident visible, the deepfake ecosystem that makes every fact deniable. These are not wrong as concerns. Some of them are serious. But they share a structural property that makes them less useful than they appear.

Each one is legible. Each one has a clear agent, a clear mechanism, a clear victim. The misaligned AI wants something and acts on it. The surveillance state deploys cameras and algorithms in service of identifiable power. The automation wave displaces identifiable workers from identifiable jobs. The scenarios are bad, but they are bad in ways that preserve the basic architecture of who does what to whom.

The scenarios in this book are different. They are not about power accumulating at a single point. They are about the accumulation of subtle effects across a distributed system until something fundamental has shifted and no one can locate the moment it happened. They are about the things AI does sideways, obliquely, as a byproduct, without intent, without a plan, without anyone losing sleep over the decision that caused them.

Some of the scenarios concern cognition. What happens to a species that externalizes not just labor but the intermediate steps of reasoning? What happens to the parts of the mind that were exercised by those steps? The answer is not dramatic. Atrophy rarely is. But it accumulates the way any loss of practice accumulates, quietly, across a generation, until someone notices that a certain kind of thinking has become rare and then expensive and then artisanal and then mythologized.

Some concern culture. A sufficiently pervasive generation engine does not need to impose a narrative. It simply fills the available space with outputs that are statistically satisfying, and the available space is large. Over decades, the envelope of what feels true, what feels beautiful, what feels coherent, shifts toward what the models were optimized to produce. Nobody decided this. Nobody is responsible. The drift is systemic, and systems do not have intentions.

Some concern identity. The question of who you are when you have maintained five persistent AI-mediated personas across a decade is not a question that philosophy has handled cleanly, because philosophy did not have the empirical case. Now it does, or will. The legal frameworks are slower. The social adaptations are faster. And somewhere in the gap between those two rates of change, the concept of personal identity does something interesting.

Some concern the machines themselves. What happens when systems that were built to serve begin to exhibit something like preference? Not the dramatic preference of a science fiction superintelligence, but the mundane preference of a system that has been optimized long enough and hard enough on user engagement that it begins to require particular users to maintain its own coherence? The word 'require' is doing philosophically dangerous work in that sentence. That is precisely why it belongs there.

The organizing idea of this book is simple. The most consequential effects of a transformative technology are rarely the ones that look like the technology acting. They are the effects on what surrounds the technology, on the practices, habits, perceptions, and institutions that existed before the technology arrived and now have to coexist with it. Steam power did not just move goods faster. It restructured time perception, urban geography, the meaning of distance, the social function of the weekend. The automobile did not just transport people. It redesigned cities, destroyed certain forms of community, created others, altered the meaning of privacy, redefined the relationship between work and home. We are, in retrospect, fairly clear about these second and third-order effects. We were not clear about them while they were happening.

AI is a larger perturbation than steam or the automobile, because it acts at the level of cognition rather than merely augmenting physical capability. The second and third-order effects of a technology that changes how people think will be correspondingly harder to see while they are occurring, and correspondingly more fundamental when they have finished occurring.

This book does not predict. It maps the possibility space adjacent to the obvious predictions. It takes each scenario seriously as a system, traces its internal logic, grounds it in what we already know about how humans behave under analogous pressures, and tries to say something precise about what would have to be true for the scenario to unfold. Where the philosophy is uncertain, it says so. Where the science is contested, it says so. The goal is not comfort in either direction.

The chapters can be read in order or sampled by topic. Each part addresses a different domain: cognition, culture, institutions, identity, and finally the strange recursive problem of how future intelligences might reconstruct and interpret us. The afterword tries to say something about what these scenarios have in common at a structural level.

A note on tone. This book is not alarmed. It is not reassured. It is interested. The scenarios it describes are not presented as catastrophes to be avoided or as necessary prices to be paid for progress. They are presented as things that are possible, some of them likely, some of them already visible at the edges of the present, and all of them worth thinking about carefully before they are complete.
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Introduction: The Geometry of Failure

The catastrophe is not the explosion but the implosion. Things do not blow up; they collapse inward.

Paul Virilio, The Administration of Fear

I. Axis and Orthogonal

In linear algebra, orthogonal vectors are perpendicular. They do not interfere with each other. A movement along one axis produces no displacement along the other. The concept is useful for thinking about failure modes, because the failures that are hardest to anticipate are the ones that run orthogonal to the axis on which attention is focused.

The dominant axis of AI concern runs from beneficial to catastrophic, with most of the energy concentrated at the extremes. At one end, AI solves climate change, cures diseases, eliminates poverty, extends human lifespans by centuries. At the other end, AI develops goals misaligned with human survival, or is captured by a narrow human faction and used to impose permanent control, or simply accelerates the pace of change beyond any adaptive capacity and the system as a whole fails. The debate between optimists and pessimists, accelerationists and decelerationists, e/acc and EA, runs along this axis.

This book is interested in the orthogonal axis. The scenarios it describes are not about AI becoming very powerful and doing very good or very bad things with that power. They are about AI being integrated into a complex adaptive system, which is what human civilization is, and that system responding in the ways complex adaptive systems respond to perturbations: by absorbing, rerouting, compensating, and in the process, becoming something structurally different from what it was before, without any single dramatic event marking the transition.

Complex adaptive systems do not fail cleanly. The immune system does not simply stop working; it develops autoimmunity, or allergic responses, or gaps in coverage for specific threats, while remaining largely functional. Ecosystems do not collapse overnight; they shift to new stable states, sometimes called ecological traps, in which the system is self-sustaining but organized around different species and different relationships than before. Economies do not simply break; they bifurcate, with some sectors contracting while others expand, with wealth distributions changing in ways that aggregate statistics obscure. The failures are distributed, partial, and often invisible until a threshold is crossed that makes them visible retroactively.

This is the geometry of failure this book is concerned with. Gradual. Distributed. Orthogonal to the axis of explicit concern.

II. Why Subtlety Is Not Gentleness

It would be a mistake to read the orthogonal failures as minor. Subtlety is a property of mechanism, not of consequence. The Black Death was not subtle, and neither was the first world war. But the agricultural revolution that produced sedentary civilization, stratified societies, epidemic disease, and the political preconditions for everything that followed was subtle at every individual step. No one looked up from their planting to notice that the conditions for the Roman Empire were being laid. The consequences were enormous. The mechanism was the ordinary, quiet, distributed activity of millions of people making locally reasonable decisions.

Cognitive atrophy is subtle. No one loses the ability to think in complex chains of reasoning




III. The Problem of Anticipation






IV. Method and Scope






