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      DEDICATION

      

      For my patients, who asked the questions this book attempts to answer.

      

      And for my children, who will inherit whatever we build or fail to build.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        "The world is not dangerous because of those who do harm but because of those who look at it without doing anything."

        — Albert Einstein

        

        "Never doubt that a small group of thoughtful, committed citizens can change the world; indeed, it's the only thing that ever has."

        — Margaret Mead

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A NOTE ON THE ABUNDANCE SERIES

          

        

      

    

    
      The five books in this series share a title word and a conviction. The conviction is clinical: that the orientation human beings bring to their decisions — scarcity or abundance, threat or possibility, extraction or contribution — is not fixed at birth, is not determined by genetics, and is not the inevitable expression of human nature. It is learned. It is environmentally produced. And it can be changed.

      That conviction requires distinction from two other bodies of work that use the word abundance differently.

      The first is technological abundance — the argument that exponential technology will solve material scarcity through innovation. That argument is about what the world could produce. This series is about what the mind believes is possible before production ever begins. A civilization of technological abundance organized by people operating from scarcity orientation will distribute its surplus exactly as the current civilization distributes its surplus: unequally, defensively, and with the same consequences for the child at the bottom of every system.

      The second is supply-side abundance — the argument that progressive governance has become too restrictive to build the housing, infrastructure, and institutions a flourishing society requires. That argument is about removing barriers to construction. This series is about the orientation that decides what to construct, for whom, and at whose expense. The builder operating from scarcity builds for extraction. The builder operating from abundance builds for what we have built together. The barrier is not primarily regulatory. It is psychological, and it is transmitted from generation to generation through the attachment system, the family, the school, and the institutions that shape the developing mind.

      The Abundance Series is a clinical argument applied to civilization. It proceeds across five volumes because the argument required five forms.

      Abundance: Beyond Scarcity and Self-Devouring Cycles establishes the framework: what the scarcity orientation is, where it comes from, how it transmits, and why the evidence suggests it is interruptible.

      The Twin Minds: Choosing Abundance over Scarcity examines the individual-level mechanism of choice — the daily practice of recognizing which orientation is running and choosing differently.

      Red Lines Rising: Governing AI While We Still Can applies the framework to its most urgent single domain: artificial intelligence, whose development by a civilization whose governing orientation will determine whether the most powerful tool in human history serves what we have built together or concentrates power beyond recovery.

      The Abundance Dispatch: Letters to Power is a book of letters — direct address to the specific people whose decisions are producing the outcomes the series documents. It is the reckoning in its most concentrated form.

      Building Abundance is the constructive document — the evidence-based blueprint for what the abundance orientation builds when applied, domain by domain, to the systems that shape every human life from birth.

      Each book can be read independently. The argument deepens across the sequence. The window the series describes — the historical moment in which this shift in values is still possible — is the same window.

      It is still open.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A NOTE ON THE ABUNDANCE PHILOSOPHY

          

        

      

    

    
       

      Each book in The Abundance Series can be read independently. If this is where you are entering the series, this note gives you the frame the whole argument rests on.

       

      A nine-year-old girl in Chicago said it as plainly as it has ever been said.

       

      Her father had been taken by the police. Her uncle had been taken after that. She had watched her mother cry twice, in two different registers of grief. When she was asked why this kept happening to her family, she did not say because we are poor, or because the system is broken, or because of history. She said: somebody decided that is how it is. I want to know who decided.

       

      That question is the beginning of the Abundance philosophy.

       

      Not the question of what went wrong. The question of who decided. The recognition that what looks like inevitability — poverty, illness, violence, exclusion, the quiet foreclosure of a child's future before she is old enough to vote — is not natural. It is not the inevitable expression of human nature or the unalterable logic of markets or the dispensation of fate. It is the output of decisions. Made by specific people in specific rooms, in specific decades, with specific consequences that the people in those rooms were not required to see.

       

      The philosophy begins there: with the insistence that the world we have built was built, and that what was built by decisions can be changed by decisions. That is not optimism. It is the most rigorous and unsentimental observation available.

      

      The clinical finding

       

      I came to this philosophy as a psychiatrist, not as a policy theorist. I spent thirty-four years as the medical director of a nonprofit serving people with serious mental illness — three to four thousand patients, most of them at the bottom of every system the society had built. I sat across from them in the consulting room, and I sat across from the CEOs and executives and people at the top of the hierarchies this economy produces, and what I found, across all of those encounters, was the same finding in different forms.

       

      The orientation that human beings bring to their decisions — whether the world is fundamentally scarce and threatening or fundamentally capable of abundance and cooperation — is not a personality trait. It is not genetics. It is a learned response to early conditions, transmitted through the attachment system, reinforced or interrupted by the institutions the developing person moves through, and capable, with the right conditions, of being changed.

       

      This is the clinical foundation of everything that follows. The scarcity orientation is not a character flaw. It is a response — often adaptive, in the conditions that originally produced it — to an environment that taught the developing person that there is not enough, that others' gain comes at your expense, that safety requires accumulation and defense rather than connection and investment. That orientation, once installed, runs like a template. It shapes how the person processes threat, how they relate to others, what they believe is possible, and how they make decisions when they hold power.

       

      The abundance orientation is its counterpart: the template installed by early conditions that taught the developing person that flourishing is possible, that others' wellbeing is connected to one's own, that the world is capable of more than zero-sum competition. That orientation also runs like a template. And it produces the decisions that confirm it — the investments, the partnerships, the long-view calculations that actually generate the outcomes the scarcity orientation only claims to protect.

       

      The critical finding — the one that drives everything else — is that neither orientation is fixed. Both are produced by conditions. And conditions can be designed.
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      The self-devouring machine

       

      The scarcity orientation, applied at the scale of a civilization over decades, produces what I have called the Extracting Self-Devouring Machine.

       

      The machine is not a conspiracy. It does not require anyone to intend the harm it produces. It requires only that the people with the most power to design the systems that shape every human life are operating from the scarcity template — and that those systems then reproduce the conditions that install the scarcity template in the next generation.

       

      The machine extracts. It takes the surplus produced by collective effort and concentrates it. It externalizes costs — onto the worker, the community, the child, the ecosystem, the future — and privatizes gains. It defunds the upstream investments that would prevent the downstream costs, then points to the downstream costs as evidence that there was never enough to invest upstream. It captures the political systems that might have corrected it and uses them to entrench itself further.

       

      And it devours. The dehumanization required to maintain the extraction does not stay contained to the people it was aimed at. The executive who was trained out of feeling the weight of other people's suffering does not spare himself. The permanent, unassuageable hunger of a person substituting power for the thing that was missing — accumulating and accumulating and finding the accumulation does not fill the hole, because it was never designed to fill it.

       

      Dehumanize and you self-devour. That is the opening epigraph of the fifth book in this series, and it is the core diagnostic. The machine is consuming the conditions that make it possible — the health of the population it depends on, the stability of the climate it operates in, the legitimacy of the democratic institutions it has captured, the developmental trajectory of the children who will inherit it. The question is whether it is stopped by design, before the collapse, or by the collapse itself.
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      The revaluation

       

      The Abundance philosophy is, at its root, a revaluation of what counts.

       

      The current accounting system is not neutral. It counts what it was designed to count — what can be monetized, what can be privatized, what can be reported in a quarterly earnings statement — and it declines to count what was not designed into the accounting. The child's developmental trajectory does not appear in any corporate balance sheet. The community's social fabric does not appear in any GDP figure. The inheritance of ten thousand generations of accumulated human knowledge, built up in public institutions at public expense, does not appear as a line item in any company's disclosure of what it received before it produced its first dollar of profit.

       

      The full accounting changes the terms of every debate. When you count what the corporation actually received from the commons before it produced its first unit of output — the publicly educated workforce, the publicly maintained infrastructure, the publicly funded science, the legal system that makes contract possible, the stable society that required the ongoing investment of every institution from the family to the state — the question is no longer how much are we being asked to give. It becomes: how much have we received, and what is the fair return for that receipt?

       

      The revaluation asks: what does this do to the child? Not as sentiment. As rigor. The child with no buffer between herself and what the system actually does — not the child of the executive, protected by private school and adequate healthcare — but the child at the exact point where the system's design meets the developing person it was not designed to serve. That child is the most accurate policy instrument available.

       

      That is the child test. And it produces a cascade. When the people with the power to design systems are genuinely accountable to that child — not to the donor, not to the quarterly target — every downstream design changes. Healthcare improves because the child's health outcomes are the metric, not the insurance margin. Infrastructure gets built because the child will live in it for seventy years. The environment gets protected because the child will breathe the air and drink the water. AI gets designed for the child's flourishing rather than the child's manipulation.
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      The transmission and the interruption

       

      The architects of the scarcity system are not, in the main, people who chose cruelty for its own sake. They are, almost always, people who were themselves shaped by the system they are now building — people who learned, early and thoroughly, that the world is organized around competition for a limited supply of worth, that connection is a liability, that power is the only available form of safety. The wound that was installed in them did not disappear when they arrived at power. It became the template for how they exercise it.

       

      The child who was beaten and dehumanized, who had no one to receive the wound, who reorganized their entire self around not being the person who could be hurt — that child sometimes becomes a more systematic and efficient version of what was done to them. The trauma that was never metabolized becomes the design. The designated target absorbs the cost. The arrangement feels like safety. It is transmission.

       

      This does not excuse the harm. The accountability is still required. But the interruption of that transmission is not only a moral project. It is a structural one.

       

      Every child who is fed instead of hungry. Every child who is housed instead of evicted. Every child whose family has what it needs to be present instead of desperate. Every child who enters a school that develops instead of sorts. Every child who is seen.

       

      Is a child who does not have to make the choice the architects of the machine made.
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      The abundance alternative

       

      The evidence for what the abundance orientation builds — when applied, domain by domain, to the systems that shape every human life from birth — already exists. It is not theoretical. It is not utopian. It is working now, in countries and cities and communities that made different decisions, producing measurably better outcomes at lower long-term cost than the scarcity systems they replaced.

       

      The Nordic countries have not abolished markets or private wealth. They have built floors of public provision — healthcare, early childhood investment, education, housing support, eldercare — that ensure no child's developmental trajectory is foreclosed by their parents' position. The result is not equality. It is sufficiency at the bottom and limits at the top, and a broadly more productive, more stable society than the one produced by the scarcity architecture.

       

      The United States knows how to do this. It has done it. The New Deal, the postwar social compact, the Great Society — each was an imperfect version of the abundance design, and each produced the period of American history with the broadest shared prosperity, the strongest middle class, the highest social mobility, and the most stable democracy the country has known. The knowledge is not missing. The conditions that make that knowledge expressible in policy are what the scarcity system has most systematically dismantled. Rebuilding them is the constructive project.
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      What this asks

       

      The philosophy does not ask for guilt. Guilt is the scarcity orientation's response to moral recognition — the zero-sum conversion of awareness into self-punishment, which produces paralysis rather than action.

       

      What it asks for is the revaluation. The shift, inside the person before it arrives in the institution, from the accounting that counts accumulation to the accounting that counts contribution. From the question what can I protect to the question what can I build. From the template that reads others' flourishing as threat to the template that reads others' flourishing as the condition of one's own.

       

      The clinical evidence for earned secure attachment — the capacity of people who came up inside the scarcity template to shift, through consistent experience of genuinely safe relational conditions, toward the abundance orientation — is among the most hopeful findings in developmental psychiatry. People change. Institutions change. Civilizations have changed.

       

      The orientation is not fixed at birth, is not determined by genetics, and is not the inevitable expression of human nature.

       

      It is learned. It is environmentally produced. And it can be changed.

       

      The window, for this moment in history, is still open.

       

      Ravinder Nath Bhalla, MD is a board-certified child, adolescent, and adult psychiatrist. He served for thirty-four years as medical director of a nonprofit serving people with serious mental illness. He is the author of The Abundance Series, a five-volume work applying clinical and developmental theory to the systems that shape human flourishing.
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      Why I Wrote This Book

      I am a child, adolescent and adult psychiatrist. My instinct, when something is going wrong, is to diagnose before prescribing. To understand the mechanism of injury before reaching for treatment. To be clear-eyed about prognosis even when the prognosis is frightening.

      This book is a diagnosis.

      I didn't set out to write about artificial intelligence. I set out to write about something I was seeing in my patients—a new kind of anxiety, a specific flavor of helplessness that I didn't have a good clinical name for. People who felt surveilled without knowing by whom. People who felt manipulated without being able to identify the mechanism. People who felt that the world was changing faster than their ability to understand it, and who had concluded—reasonably, based on evidence—that there was nothing they could do about it.

      I started researching to understand what they were experiencing. I ended up understanding more than I wanted to.

      What I found was not a collection of separate problems. It was a single condition with multiple symptoms—a systemic failure to establish the basic protections that every previous generation of powerful technology eventually required. And I found a timeline. Not a comfortable one.

      We have roughly ten years. Not to solve AI. Not to achieve some utopia of human flourishing. Just to establish the minimum boundaries that prevent the worst outcomes—the ones that, once in place, make everything else possible. After those ten years, the conditions enabling citizens to force those boundaries will have disappeared.

      That is not a prediction I make lightly. It is a diagnosis I arrived at reluctantly, tested against every counter-argument I could find, and ultimately could not escape.

      Who This Book Is For

      This book is not for AI researchers, policymakers, or technology executives. They have their own literature, their own debates, their own conferences. They don't need me to tell them what's happening. Many of them already know.

      This book is for everyone else. The nurse in Cleveland who noticed her hospital's AI triage system seems to deprioritize patients from certain zip codes but doesn't know who to tell. The teacher in Phoenix whose students can no longer agree on basic facts and doesn't understand why. The factory worker in Michigan who watched his plant automate and received retraining for a job that no longer exists. The college student who feels constantly watched but can't articulate what's watching. The parent who can't explain to their teenager why the world seems to be accelerating toward something frightening.

      This book is for people who feel that something is wrong but lack the specific framework to understand what—and who, once they have that framework, will be the people who actually change things.

      History is not made by the people who understand the problem best. It is made by the people who understand it well enough to act—and who act while there is still time.

      How to Read This Book

      Each chapter opens with a human story. Not because anecdotes are better than data—they're not—but because data without human grounding produces understanding without urgency. The stories are real. Names and identifying details have been changed where individuals requested privacy. The situations they describe are documented.

      Each chapter also makes arguments I believe and arguments others would make against them. I have tried to present both honestly. I don't think intellectual honesty requires false balance—the evidence is not equally distributed on all sides of these questions. But I do think it requires engaging seriously with counter-arguments rather than strawmanning them.

      The book is structured in three parts. Part I diagnoses the condition: where we are, how we got here, what specific boundaries are missing. Part II examines each missing boundary in depth, including why it doesn't exist yet and what establishing it would actually require. Part III is about citizen power—the specific tools, tactics, and coalitions that can force boundaries before the window closes.

      You can read it straight through or navigate by the questions that matter most to you. But I'd ask you to read at least the first three chapters in order—they provide the framework that makes everything else coherent.

      A Note on Tone

      I have tried to write a book that is urgent without being alarmist, specific without being technical, and honest about difficulty without being defeatist.

      I have not always succeeded. Some chapters are angrier than others. Some are more frightening. I have tried to ground every fear in evidence and every anger in specific injustice, but I am human and these are not abstract questions to me. I have patients who have been harmed by the systems this book describes. I have colleagues doing important work that I believe matters for the outcome. I have children who will inherit whatever we build or fail to build in the next decade.

      I am not a detached observer. I am a person who has spent years understanding a problem that I believe is solvable, trying to communicate what I've learned to people who can help solve it.

      That is the only reason to write a book like this.

      

      THE SHAPE OF THIS TRILOGY

      Two books preceded this one. The first, Abundance, diagnosed the self-devouring cycles that scarcity thinking creates across every domain of human civilization—and concluded with AI as the defining test of whether humanity could choose differently. It asked leaders to do the psychological work: face your mortality, examine your values, recognize your wholeness, deploy your power toward creation rather than domination. That argument was sincere. I believed it when I wrote it. I still believe the psychological transformation it describes is real and possible.

      The second, The Two Minds, taught the practices that make that transformation possible—for individuals, and for the leaders whose individual choices ripple outward into the systems that govern millions. It drew on forty years of psychiatric practice with people who had made the shift from scarcity orientation to abundance orientation, and with people who had not. The practices work. I have seen them work.

      What neither book could fully resolve is this: individual transformation is not sufficient. The systems deploying AI against human dignity are not waiting for their architects to have a mortality reckoning. The surveillance infrastructure being built does not pause while corporate leaders examine their values. The window does not stay open while we wait for enough people in power to become wise enough to protect those who are not.

      This book begins where the other two could not end. Not with leaders who need to change, but with citizens who cannot wait for leaders to change. Not with the inner work of choosing abundance, but with the outer work of forcing accountability. Not with the question of whether the people building these systems will eventually do better, but with the question of whether ordinary people—the nurse, the teacher, the factory worker, the student—can force better outcomes before the window closes.

      The answer, I believe, is yes. But only if they act now, while the conditions that make action possible still exist.

      

      "The world is not dangerous because of those who do harm but because of those who look at it without doing anything." — Albert Einstein

      

      Ravinder Bhalla

      February 2026
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      The Question That Changed Everything

      In 2019, I was treating a man I'll call Marcus. He was fifty-three years old, a logistics manager at a distribution center in Ohio, recently laid off when the facility automated its scheduling and routing systems. Not the physical labor—the cognitive work. The job that required judgment, relationship management, problem-solving under pressure. Gone. Replaced by software that, his former employer cheerfully explained, did it better.

      Marcus wasn't angry about the technology. He was a practical man. He understood that companies did what companies do. What he couldn't understand—what had sent him to me with anxiety severe enough to interfere with sleep, concentration, and his ability to look for new work—was something more specific.

      He had found out, through a contact at a recruiting firm, that his job applications were being screened by AI before any human saw them. The AI had flagged him as a poor candidate. Not because of his skills or his record—he had twenty years of demonstrated competence. Because of patterns in his application profile: his age, the type of company he'd worked for, the fact that he'd spent two decades in one industry. The AI had learned, from historical hiring data, that profiles like his correlated with higher turnover and lower productivity in the new roles he was applying for. It wasn't discriminating against Marcus specifically. It was discriminating against a statistical category that Marcus happened to inhabit.

      He asked me a question I couldn't answer: "Is there anyone I can appeal to? Anyone who can look at my actual record and override the system?"

      The answer, in most cases, was no. The AI's decision was the decision. The humans downstream saw only the candidates the AI passed through. There was no appeal. No process. No one accountable for the outcome.

      "How is this legal?" he asked.

      The answer is: it's legal because we haven't established that it shouldn't be. Because no red line exists saying that consequential decisions about people's livelihoods must be explainable, challengeable, and accountable to those they affect.

      Marcus's question is the question this entire book attempts to answer—not just legally, but morally, historically, and practically. How did we build systems with this much power over human lives with this little accountability? What does it take to change that? And how much time do we have?

      The Three Questions

      Every chapter of this book circles around three questions that I believe are the most important ones we can ask right now.

      Question One: What boundaries protect human dignity from technological power?

      Technology has always concentrated power. The printing press concentrated it in whoever could afford a press. Steam power concentrated it in whoever could build a factory. Nuclear weapons concentrated it in states with physics programs and industrial capacity. The question is never whether technology concentrates power—it always does. The question is whether boundaries get established that prevent that concentration from eliminating human agency.

      We established such boundaries, eventually, with every previous technology. The process was always the same: deployment without boundaries, followed by suffering, followed by organizing, followed by boundaries, followed by adaptation within those boundaries. The printing press gave us 130 years of religious warfare before the Peace of Westphalia established that different territories could practice different religions. Industrialization gave us 80 years of child labor and 16-hour workdays before labor movements forced basic protections. Nuclear weapons gave us the Cuban Missile Crisis before arms control treaties established that the arms race itself was too dangerous to continue.

      The question for AI isn't whether boundaries will eventually emerge. History suggests they will. The question is whether they'll emerge before or after the window for establishing them closes.

      Question Two: Who establishes those boundaries, and how?

      History is unambiguous on this: power does not constrain itself. The Church did not voluntarily accept religious diversity. Factory owners did not voluntarily establish safe working conditions. Nuclear states did not voluntarily limit their arsenals out of goodwill.

      Boundaries came when the cost of not having them became higher than the cost of accepting them. When workers organized effectively enough that refusal became more expensive than compliance. When nuclear near-catastrophe made both superpowers realize that the alternative to arms control was annihilation.

      The same dynamic applies to AI. The companies building surveillance systems will not voluntarily limit their surveillance. The governments deploying manipulation infrastructure will not voluntarily stop. The economic actors displacing workers without support will not voluntarily fund the alternatives.

      Citizens must force the boundaries. Not by asking nicely. By organizing power sufficient to make the current arrangements unsustainable—through economic pressure, democratic action, legal challenges, international coordination, and the strategic use of the very technology that threatens to make them powerless.

      Question Three: Is there still time?

      This is the question that keeps me awake. Not because I think the answer is no—I don't, not yet, not quite. But because the window is specific and closing, and most people don't know it exists.

      The window is roughly 2026 to 2035. During this period, citizens can still organize—surveillance is not yet total, shared reality has not yet fully fragmented, economic displacement has not yet reached the scale that eliminates political leverage. The technology exists to force accountability. Democratic institutions still function well enough to respond to sustained pressure. The conditions for citizen action remain.

      After this window—after surveillance becomes comprehensive enough to identify and isolate organizers before they coordinate, after manipulation algorithms fragment reality completely enough to prevent shared understanding, after autonomous systems are fully deployed and economic displacement is complete without support—the conditions enabling citizen action will have disappeared. Not gradually. Not reversibly. Structurally.

      This is what makes AI different from every previous technology: Previous technologies gave us time to suffer, learn, and adapt. AI is eliminating the conditions that made learning and adaptation possible—faster than the adaptation can occur.

      This is not inevitable. It is a trajectory. Trajectories can be altered. But altering this one requires acting during the window, with specific tools, toward specific goals, with enough coordinated force to actually change outcomes.

      That's what this book is about.

      What This Book Is Not

      This book is not a technology guide. I will explain how AI surveillance works, how manipulation algorithms function, how autonomous weapons operate—but not with enough technical detail to build them. The goal is understanding sufficient for action, not engineering literacy.

      This book is not a political manifesto. The threats described here do not align cleanly with left or right, progressive or conservative. Surveillance states are built by governments of all ideologies. Economic displacement destroys communities that vote every way. Manipulation algorithms target everyone. The response requires coalitions that cross political lines.

      This book is not a prediction of inevitable catastrophe. The worst outcomes described in these pages are not predetermined. They are trajectories based on current directions, which citizens can alter. I believe they can be altered. That belief is not optimism—it's based on the historical record of what sustained citizen organizing has achieved against seemingly impossible odds.

      This book is also not comfortable. I have not softened the evidence to make the diagnosis more palatable. The situation is serious. The timeline is real. The cost of inaction is high. But alarm without tools produces paralysis, and paralysis is the enemy of everything this book is trying to do.

      Uncomfortable books that give people specific things to do have changed outcomes before. That is what I am trying to write.

      The Stakes

      Let me be direct about what I believe is at stake, because I think too many books on this topic bury the lead.

      We are approaching, within the next decade, a set of technological capabilities that will make it structurally impossible for ordinary citizens to constrain power—if those capabilities are deployed without boundaries. Not difficult. Not challenging. Impossible, in the same way that it is impossible to vote your way out of a surveillance state that monitors and disrupts political organizing before it can become effective.

      This is not science fiction. It is extrapolation of systems that exist in primitive form right now. China's social credit system tracks hundreds of millions of people. Predictive policing algorithms operate in dozens of American cities. Deepfake technology already produces content indistinguishable from reality by most people applying most tests. Autonomous weapons are in development in multiple countries. AI is replacing white-collar work at accelerating pace with inadequate economic support for displaced workers.

      Each of these systems, in its current form, is concerning but manageable. The combination of all five, at the capability levels achievable within ten years, is not.

      The girl in Seattle asking "How is this legal?" is nineteen now. By 2035, she will be twenty-eight. The world she inherits—one where red lines protect human agency, or one where algorithmic control is total—depends on choices made in the next ten years.

      Not by leaders. Not by corporations. Not by governments acting wisely of their own accord. By citizens who understand what's happening, organize effectively, and act while the window remains open.
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