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The Dataset

Phase 1 — Recruitment, consent, and the first fracture

ONE — THE PITCH

The slide behind him still said ATTRIBUTION CONSCIOUSNESS INDEX in forty-point Georgia, and Pawan Bhatia had exactly four seconds to decide whether to explain it or delete it.

He deleted it.

The room didn't notice the click. Twenty-two people were arranged around the horseshoe table on the fourth floor of the NextGen Economics building — glass on three sides, the Bangalore evening going the color of weak tea beyond it — and every one of them was still looking at the empty rectangle where a discredited metric had been a moment before, the way you keep looking at a wall after a painting's been taken down.

"That," Pawan said, "was a mistake I made eleven months ago, and I want to own it before anyone here does it for me."

A woman in the third row — silver hair cropped close, a shawl the deep maroon of a temple wall, sitting with the specific stillness of someone who has spent forty years learning to hold a position for the length of a sung line — did not write anything down. She simply watched him, which was somehow worse.

"The metric doesn't exist," he went on. "It never existed outside one preprint I couldn't verify and one paper trail I chased for six weeks before I understood I was chasing nothing. I cited a number — thirty-eight percent of variance in human consciousness distributions, explained by a framework with a name that sounded rigorous specifically because no one had built it — and I put my name under it. I'm telling you this in the first five minutes because if I don't, someone in this room will find it in the second week, and I would rather you distrust me for the right reason than trust me for the wrong one."

Nobody moved. Dr. Ishaan Verma, the Institute's resident neuroscientist, folded his hands on the table with the particular patience of a man deciding whether patience was actually warranted. Meenal Rao, thirty-one years into a legal-philosophy career that had made her the last person any funding body wanted cross-examining their claims, wrote a single word on her pad and did not show it to anyone.

"Then why," said the man at the far end — Arjun Kadam, whom Pawan had invited specifically because Kadam had spent a decade making a living out of telling AI labs their consciousness claims were theater — "are we here at all?"

"Because underneath the number I made up," Pawan said, "there's a research programme I didn't make up. And I'd rather you tear that apart in this room, this afternoon, than let it survive on my credibility alone, because my credibility is not what it was an hour ago."

He put up the next slide. Not a claim. A question, in the same plain type he'd have used for a quarterly report: Can embodied artistic expression produce reproducible emotional signatures?

"Classical Indian dance," he said, "trains performers to produce nine named, codified emotional states — the navarasa — with a precision and a consistency that took two thousand years to standardize. Bharatanatyam. Odissi. Kathak. Kuchipudi. Six others. Every one of those traditions distinguishes, explicitly, in doctrine going back to Bharata Muni, between a performer imitating grief and a performer whose body is doing something involuntary in response to grief — tears that weren't summoned, a tremor in the breath the dancer didn't choose. That's not folklore. That's a documented technical claim about human physiology, and it has never been used, at scale, as training data for a machine trying to model affect."

"You want to build a dataset," said Verma. Not a question.

"I want to build a dataset, an architecture, and an evaluation framework rigorous enough that it can fail on its own terms, publicly, without taking down anything with it. I am not proposing we determine whether a machine can be conscious. I am proposing we determine whether a machine trained on the most exhaustively codified emotional vocabulary human beings have ever produced learns something richer than one trained on four hundred hours of stock footage and Ekman's six basic categories. That's it. That's the whole ambition, on paper."

"On paper," Kadam repeated, and something in the way he said it made three people around the table look down at their laptops instead of at him. "And off paper?"

Pawan didn't answer immediately. It was the first honest silence he'd allowed himself since walking in.

"Off paper," he said, "I don't know what we'll find, and I built the falsification criteria specifically so that not knowing doesn't become a license to claim whatever's convenient later. If the embedding space we train doesn't cluster meaningfully by rasa category, the central technical proposal has failed, in public, on schedule, and I will say so in exactly the tone I'm using now. If it does cluster — if it does something we didn't train it to do — I have no idea what we do with that, and I'm not going to pretend otherwise to get funding in this room."

The maroon-shawled woman spoke for the first time. Her voice was quieter than the room needed it to be, which meant everyone leaned in to hear it.

"My name is Kaveri Nair," she said. "I have taught Bharatanatyam for forty-one years, and I sit on committees that decide who is permitted to call themselves a practitioner of it. Before you say another word about my tradition as a dataset, Mr. Bhatia, I want to understand something. When you say sattvika abhinaya — the involuntary expression the Natya Shastra names — do you understand that you are describing something a dancer's teacher spends fifteen years cultivating in her, and that you are proposing to record it with a camera and call it training data in the same sentence?"

"Yes," Pawan said. "That's exactly what I'm proposing, and I think it's the single most ethically dangerous sentence in this entire pitch, which is why I'd like it to be the first thing we build governance around rather than the last."

"Go on."

"I'm not proposing NGE decide the terms of that governance. I'm proposing a Cultural Oversight Board — practitioners, gurus, institutional representatives from every tradition whose data we'd use — with binding veto power, not advisory standing, over any use of that data. Not a courtesy review after the fact. Veto, before recording begins, over what gets captured, how it's used, and who profits from it, with revenue-sharing terms negotiated and signed before a single camera is switched on. If you tell me today that no terms are acceptable, this project doesn't happen, and I mean that as the actual condition it is, not as a rhetorical gesture to get you into the room."

Kaveri Nair looked at him for a long moment. Somewhere in the building's ductwork, the air conditioning cycled down, and the room went quiet enough that Pawan could hear his own pulse.

"You understand," she said, "that I have watched three technology companies in the last five years come into rooms like this one and use almost exactly your first three sentences. What makes you different from them is not yet visible to me. It may become visible. It has not yet."

"That's fair," Pawan said, and meant it enough that his voice didn't try to sound reassuring. "I'd rather earn it over eighteen months of you watching how I actually behave than convince you of it in this meeting."

Meenal Rao finally turned her pad around. The single word she'd written was personhood, underlined twice.

"You haven't said it," she said, "so I will. Section fourteen of whatever draft you're about to hand out — I've read it, your assistant sent it last week — raises the question of what's owed to a system if its moral status is genuinely uncertain. You're not proposing we answer that. But you're building toward a point where somebody will have to, and I want it on the record, in this first meeting, that if this programme produces a result that makes that question live rather than academic, I am not going to let it stay comfortable for anyone in this room, including you."

"I'd be worried if you did," Pawan said.

Kadam leaned back, and for the first time something that wasn't quite a smile moved across his face — the specific expression of a professional skeptic recognizing, with some reluctance, that he'd been handed a genuinely interesting problem instead of a marketing deck.

"I want the falsification section first," he said. "Before the architecture, before the dataset plan, before any of it. Show me what a negative result looks like, in writing, before you show me anything else. If you can't tell me what would prove you wrong, I'm not interested in what would prove you right."

"Page three," Pawan said, and clicked forward, and for the next hour and forty minutes the only sound in the room was the particular, unglamorous noise of careful people trying to find the exact place where an ambitious idea would break.

—
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Nobody signed anything that day. That wasn't how it worked, and Pawan hadn't expected it to be. What he got instead, at 7:40 in the evening, with the glass walls gone fully dark and the city's lights coming up in their place, was Kaveri Nair standing at the door with her shawl already settled back over her shoulder, looking at him with an expression he would spend the next eighteen months learning to read correctly.

"I will bring this to the Board," she said. "Not because I am persuaded. Because you were the first person to delete your own worst mistake in the first four minutes instead of hoping no one would ask about it. That is not evidence of anything except that you might be capable of doing it again, when it costs more. We will see."

She left. Verma stayed to argue about interoceptive sensor placement until nearly nine. Kadam took the falsification document home to annotate, which Pawan understood, correctly, as the closest thing to enthusiasm the man was constitutionally capable of showing. Meenal Rao said nothing further, but she was the last to leave, and at the door she stopped.

"The number you deleted," she said. "Thirty-eight percent of variance. Where did it actually come from, if it wasn't a real paper?"

Pawan had asked himself this question for six weeks and never fully answered it. "I think," he said, "it came from wanting the paper to already have an answer instead of a research programme. It's easier to cite a number than to admit you're proposing to spend five years finding out you might be wrong."

"That's a better answer than the one in your slides," Meenal said, and left him alone in the room with the dark windows and the twenty-two chairs, half of them still slightly askew, and the particular, specific quiet of a pitch that had not been rejected and had not been accepted and would now have to be earned, session by session, for as long as it took.

TWO — EIGHT FORMS

The Sangeet Natak Akademi's regional office in Chennai smelled of dust and turmeric-yellow paint, and the woman behind the desk had not looked up from her ledger in four minutes, which Pawan had decided to interpret as a test rather than an insult.

"You want a list of performers," she said finally, still writing, "who are willing to be recorded, biometrically monitored, and have their emotional responses fed into a machine learning system, in exchange for compensation you are describing as 'fair professional rates,' a phrase that means something different in every one of the eight classical forms and nothing at all outside India."

"Yes," Pawan said. "And I want the list built by practitioners, not by us. We're not recruiting. We're asking your institution to nominate people it already trusts, so the incentive structure doesn't reward whoever's most willing to be filmed instead of whoever's most technically accomplished."

She looked up. It was the first time she'd done so since he'd sat down. "Nobody has asked it that way before."

"Then I'd like to be the first," he said, "and I'd like you to hold me to it."

—
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Twelve days and four cities later, he was standing at the back of a rehearsal hall in Bhubaneswar, watching Ananya Patnaik run through the Odissi repertoire she'd been performing since she was six years old, and understanding — really understanding, for the first time since the pitch deck had been a set of slides instead of a set of obligations — what he had actually proposed to measure.

She was performing shringara, the rasa of love, a piece built around Radha waiting for Krishna in a garden that existed nowhere except in eight centuries of accumulated choreographic memory. Her hands moved through mudras that had names older than most nations. Her eyes — this was the part no camera specification he'd drafted had adequately anticipated — did something in the last thirty seconds of the piece that no instruction could have produced. A wetness at the lower lid. Not tears. Not yet tears. The precursor to tears, held at the exact threshold the tradition called for and no further, sustained for four full bars of music with a control that made the hair on Pawan's arms stand up.

When the piece ended, she wiped her face with the edge of her palm, businesslike, the way a plumber wipes grease off a wrench, and walked over to where he was standing.

"You want to put sensors on me while I do that," she said. It wasn't hostile. It was closer to curious, in the specific way of someone assessing whether a stranger understands the size of what they're asking for.

"I want to record what your body does while you do that," Pawan said. "I don't fully know yet what we'll be able to measure. That's not a hedge — I mean it literally. Heart-rate variability, facial micro-expression, possibly respiration and skin conductance if you consent to that separately. What I can tell you is what we won't do: we won't use it to synthesize your specific face doing anything you didn't perform. We won't use it without the Cultural Oversight Board's sign-off on the specific session. And you can withdraw your data from any training run that hasn't already shipped, permanently, at any time, no explanation required."

"And the training runs that have already shipped?"

"Those keep what they have. I'm not going to tell you that's not a real limitation, because it is, and you should decide whether it's an acceptable one before you sign anything, not after."

Ananya considered this for a long moment, sitting down on the edge of the low wooden platform that served as her stage, still breathing slightly harder than her stillness a moment ago suggested.

"My guru," she said, "the woman who taught me that piece, spent nine years correcting the precise angle of my chin before she considered the shringara honest instead of performed. She used to say that the difference between a dancer showing love and a dancer becoming momentarily porous to it is the entire difference between craft and art, and that ninety percent of a dancer's life is spent learning to produce the second while looking, to an untrained eye, exactly like the first."

"That's close to the exact distinction the research programme is built around," Pawan said. "Angika, vachika, aharya — the external, technical layers of performance — versus sattvika, the involuntary layer. We're proposing that sattvika is machine-learnable in a way it's never been treated as being before, precisely because it's real physiology, not metaphor."

"You've read the Natya Shastra."

"Badly. In translation, with three separate scholarly commentaries open at once, feeling increasingly certain I was missing something in every paragraph."

That, unexpectedly, got something close to a laugh out of her — short, real, surprised out of her rather than offered. "That's an honest answer," she said. "Most people who quote it to me have read a summary of a summary and think they've understood something ancient. You at least know you haven't."

"I know I haven't. I'm hoping the Cultural Oversight Board and people like your guru are the actual correction mechanism, not me trying to become an authority on something that took you three decades and isn't finished teaching you yet."

She studied him for another moment — the specific, evaluating stillness he was starting to recognize as something classical training produced in a person independent of whether they were performing — and then stood, brushing dust from her ankle-bells with the same brisk unsentimentality she'd used to wipe her face.

"I'll speak to the Board myself," she said. "Not because you've convinced me. Because you're the first person who's come here able to name the difference between angika and sattvika without a slide deck, and that costs you nothing to fake and everyone tries to fake it anyway. You didn't. We'll see if that holds."
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By the sixth city — Mysuru, for Bharatanatyam, in a hall so old the wooden pillars had been individually named by the family that had donated them a century earlier — Pawan had stopped thinking of Phase One as recruitment and started thinking of it, more accurately, as a slow, cumulative process of being evaluated by exactly the people the white paper's own Section 13 said should hold veto power, and finding, session by session, that the evaluation was not a formality he needed to survive but the actual mechanism by which the project might turn out to deserve to exist.

The numbers, when Meenal Rao finally circulated them at the seventh week's consortium call, were narrower than anyone had hoped and wider than the go/no-go threshold required: nineteen performers formally consented across five of the eight recognized forms, with conversations ongoing in two more. Not the fifty the original scale estimate had proposed. Enough, barely, against the eighteen-month floor, if — Kadam's flat addendum, delivered without any evident satisfaction at being right — nothing else went wrong first.

Something else went wrong first. It just took another three weeks to surface, and by the time it did, it wouldn't be Kaveri Nair's Board raising the alarm. It would be a research assistant in Hyderabad, forwarding Pawan a link at 11:40 on a Tuesday night with a two-word message — check this — that would occupy the entire second half of the project's first year.

But that was three weeks away. For now, in Mysuru, under the century-old named pillars, Pawan watched a nineteen-year-old dancer named Divya Rajan perform raudra — anger, the rasa of Kali unbound — with a controlled ferocity that made two members of the small evening audience visibly flinch, and thought, not for the last time, that he had proposed to build a machine capable of learning something he did not yet have the vocabulary to describe watching a human being do in front of him, live, unmediated by any sensor at all.

THREE — THE BOARD

The Cultural Oversight Board convened for the first time in a room that belonged to no institution at all — a rented conference space above a saree emporium on Mysore Road, chosen deliberately, Kaveri Nair had explained, because "I do not want anyone in that room feeling they are a guest in your building, discussing whether to permit you into theirs."

There were eleven of them around the table by the time Pawan arrived, precisely on time, which he understood immediately had been a mistake; everyone else had come early enough to already be seated, already speaking to one another in the unhurried cadence of people who had known each other, in some cases, for decades, and who intended the meeting to run on their clock, not his.

Kaveri Nair chaired without ceremony. "Mr. Bhatia will present the specific sensor protocol proposed for Phase One capture," she said. "Then we will ask questions until we are finished asking them, which may take considerably longer than he has allotted."

It took three hours and eleven minutes. Pawan had brought a document specifying camera placement, motion-capture marker density, and — the section he'd known would be contested before he'd finished the first draft — a proposal for facial electromyography sensors placed along the zygomatic and corrugator muscle groups, adhesive-mounted, to capture the specific micro-expressions associated with sattvika abhinaya at a temporal resolution no camera could match.

A man near the far end of the table, introduced only as Subramaniam, a Kuchipudi guru who had said nothing for the first ninety minutes, finally spoke.

"You want to put adhesive sensors on a dancer's face," he said, "during a performance in which her face is doing something her guru spent a decade teaching her not to consciously control. Do you understand what you are asking? The moment she becomes aware of a foreign object against her skin during a sattvika passage, she will begin, involuntarily, to monitor it — and the monitoring itself will contaminate the exact involuntary quality you claim to be measuring."

Pawan had not considered this. He said so.

"I hadn't considered that," he said. "I don't have a technical answer to it right now, and I'd rather admit that than propose something that sounds sophisticated and is actually wrong."

"Then the sensor placement is rejected," Kaveri Nair said, with a flatness that made clear this was not a negotiating position but a ruling. "Not amended. Rejected, in this form, today. If your engineers can propose a non-contact alternative — remote photoplethysmography, high-frame-rate video sufficient to capture micro-expression without adhesive contact — bring that back to this Board before any capture session is scheduled. Not after."

"Understood," Pawan said, and wrote it down, and felt something settle in his chest that he identified, with some surprise, as relief rather than defeat: the veto had just worked exactly as designed, on the first real test, before any harm had been done rather than after.

The second half of the session was worse, in the specific way that useful meetings are worse than comfortable ones.

"The biometric data," said a woman named Latha Krishnamurthy, who represented the Odissi lineage Ananya Patnaik trained in, "you have described as being usable, once collected, by 'the consortium.' I want the consortium named. Every institution in it. Every future licensee. I do not accept 'the consortium' as a category that can expand later to include parties this Board never approved."

"That's fair," Pawan said. "I can commit right now that any new consortium member gets brought to this Board for approval before they
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