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I

T H E  A R G U M E N T

Something decides about
your life. Do you know
what?

n November 2019, a software developer named David Heine‐
meier Hansson posted what looked, at the time, like a small

complaint.
He and his wife had each applied for Apple’s new credit card.

They file joint tax returns. They share their money and their life.
By the measure that’s supposed to matter most,  her credit score
was the higher of the two. And the card offered him a spending
limit twenty times larger than hers.

It went off like a flare. Thousands of people answered: the same
thing happened to us. Apple’s own co-founder, Steve Wozniak, said
his limit had come back ten times his wife’s. The word for it arrived
almost instantly, and it was the obvious word.  Sexist. A sexist al‐
gorithm,  sorting  men  above  women.  New  York’s  financial
regulator opened an investigation. The story told itself.
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Except  that’s  not  the  story  the  investigators  found.  Sixteen
months and roughly four hundred thousand accounts  later,  the
regulator concluded there was no unlawful discrimination.  Men
and women with similar credit profiles had generally gotten similar
offers. So the viral version was, in the narrow legal sense, wrong.

But  sit  with  what  the  same  report  found  underneath  the
version everyone had been shouting about, because that is where
the real story was the whole time. The investigators found that the
bank  could  not  adequately  explain  its  own  decisions.  When
Hansson and his wife called to ask why him, why twenty times,
why her score hadn’t saved her, the people on the phone could not
tell them. Not would not. Could not. The answer they finally got,
in Hansson’s telling, was that this is just how it is, and you have to
accept it.

That may be the most honest sentence anyone said in the entire
affair. Not because the people saying it were lazy or cruel. Because
it  was true.  A system had spoken,  and the system could not be
made to say why. Not to the customer, not to the customer-service
agent, not, in any way that would satisfy a person owed a reason, to
the bank itself. A decision had been made about two people’s lives,
and somewhere between the data and the verdict, the reason had
simply evaporated. There was a number. The number could not
speak.

Now hold that small, almost comic story (a credit limit, a viral
tweet, a couple who could, in the end, afford the inconvenience)
next to what was happening in those same years, in a country with
one of the most trusted governments in the world.

In  the  Netherlands,  the  tax  authority  ran  a  system  to  catch
parents cheating on childcare benefits. It scored families for the risk
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of fraud, and among the things it weighed was whether a parent
held a second nationality. A high score did not open an investiga‐
tion that a human being then judged. The score was the judgment.
Your  benefits  stopped.  The  state  demanded  years  of  payments
back,  often  tens  of  thousands  of  euros,  and  handed  you  an
impossible task: prove you had not committed a fraud no one had
ever actually told you that you were suspected of, using paperwork
the tax office had frequently already lost.

One of those parents was a woman named Chermaine Leysner.
In 2012 she was studying to become a social worker, raising three
young  children,  when  a  letter  arrived  demanding  she  repay  her
childcare allowance going back years. She was not unusual. A later
parliamentary inquiry, its report titled, without softening,  Unpre‐
cedented Injustice, found that what triggered these ruinous cascades
could  be  something  as  small  as  a  single  administrative  error,  a
checkbox,  a  missing  signature.  It  found  that  the  authority  had
violated the basic principles of the rule of law. By the time it was
over,  roughly  twenty-six  thousand  families  had  been  wrongly
branded  as  fraudsters.  People  went  bankrupt.  People  lost  their
homes and their jobs. More than a thousand children were taken
from their parents and placed into foster care. Some parents took
their own lives.

In January 2021, the entire Dutch government resigned over it.
Look at the two stories side by side, because they are the same

story told at two volumes. A number treated as a reason. No one,
not the customer, not the caseworker, not the people who built the
thing, who could stand up and say why. And no record afterward
that the person on the wrong end could use to fight back. The only
real difference between the credit card and the catastrophe was the

T H E  C O M P U T E R  S A Y S  I T ’ S  Y O U
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size of the wreckage. One was a man with a spending limit he did
not need. The other was tens of thousands of families pushed into
ruin, their children taken from them, their government brought
down.

·  ·  ·

Somewhere you cannot see, something is deciding about your
life.  Maybe  whether  your  scholarship  comes  through.  Maybe
whether a real person ever reads your job application, or whether it
is  filtered  out  one  step  before  anyone  would.  Every  day,
organizations  make  thousands  of  these  small  decisions  about
people,  and a  machine  now makes  more  and more  of  them,  in
under a second, where you will never watch it happen.

We have learned to trust machines, and we are often right to.
When there is a correct answer to check against, the tumor on the
X-ray,  the  words  in  the  recording,  the  one  stolen  card  hiding
among a million honest ones, a machine can beat us, and we can
prove it beat us. There is a key to grade it against.

A decision about a person is not that kind of problem. There is
no answer to look up. There is only a choice, and the right one
depends  on who they  are:  what  they  can carry,  what  they  have
agreed to, what the rules allow, what it will cost them next week.
You cannot check it  against  a  key,  because  there  is  no key.  The
Apple  Card  couple  and  Chermaine  Leysner  did  not  run  into
broken math. They ran into a machine confidently doing the one
job machines were never built for, and a wall of people who could
no longer explain the machine they had come to depend on.

Most  of  the noise  about artificial  intelligence is  about better
answers, ones that come faster and read more like a person wrote
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them.  I  think  the  trouble,  and  the  only  way  out  of  it,  starts
somewhere else entirely. With better questions.

We will take them slowly, one at a time, with room to sit inside
each one. By the last,  you will  have seen the shape of the whole
problem, and you will  be  holding the single  hardest  question it
leaves behind. Getting that question right, which is all this book
sets out to do, turns out to be most of the work. The answers can
come after.

T H E  C O M P U T E R  S A Y S  I T ’ S  Y O U
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M O V E M E N T  I

The Black Box



T

O N E

When a machine turns you down,
who is left to ask?

here is an old, ordinary kind of no that we have all survived.
A  landlord  turns  you  down,  a  school,  a  bank,  a  boss.  It

stings, and sometimes it is unjust, but it comes with something you
may never have noticed you relied on. It comes from a person. And
a person can be asked why. You can stand in the doorway and make
your case. You can point out the thing they missed. You can find
the one above them who will listen, or the law that says they have
to. The no has an author, and an author can be reached.

This is a story about what happens to that simple human act
when the author goes away.

In  the  spring  of  2021,  a  woman  named  Mary  Louis  went
looking for an apartment. She was the kind of applicant a landlord
should compete for. She had paid rent for years. She held a housing
voucher, the government-funded kind, which meant that most of
every month’s rent would arrive in the landlord’s account directly
from a public agency, on time, whether or not Mary herself had a
hard month. The voucher was, in a real sense, a promise from the
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state that she was good for it. She found a place in Massachusetts
that would work. She filled out the application. Then she waited,
in the  particular  way a  person waits  when a  roof  depends on a
stranger’s yes.

The answer came back as  a  number.  Three hundred twenty-
four.

That  was  her  SafeRent  Score.  SafeRent  is  a  company  that
screens tenants on behalf of landlords, and it had run Mary’s data
through its  software and returned a single figure on a scale that
runs from 200 to 800. A report came with it, eleven pages long.
Nowhere in those eleven pages did it say how the 324 had been
reached, which facts had gone into it, which had counted most, or
what a  person in Mary’s  position could have done to come out
higher.  The  report  did  not  explain.  It  scored.  Three  hundred
twenty-four was below the line, and the apartment was gone.

So Mary did the most natural thing in the world. She tried to
find out why, and to ask someone to look at her case again. The
reply she got from the company managing the building deserves to
be read slowly, because it is the exact sound of the world this book
is about.  We do not accept appeals, it said,  and cannot override the
outcome of the Tenant Screening.

Read it twice. Not we have reviewed your case and we stand by
it. Not here is what went wrong, and here is what would change it.
We cannot  override  the  outcome.  The people  standing between
Mary and the apartment were telling her, honestly, that they were
not  the  ones  who  had  decided.  The  decision  had  been  made
somewhere  they  could  not  reach,  by  something  they  could  not
question,  and  their  job  was  only  to  read  it  out.  There  was  a

T H E  B L A C K  B O X
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number. The number had spoken. And no one in that office had
the power to make it speak again.

Now hold the part that should keep you up. Mary had done
nothing wrong. The voucher in her hand guaranteed that a public
agency would pay the large majority  of  the rent,  straight  to the
landlord, every month, on time. That is close to the single most
important fact about whether Mary can keep a roof over her head,
and the score did not weigh it at all. It leaned instead on her credit
history, a figure shaped across a lifetime of having less, and turned
that into a verdict on whether she deserved a home. The one thing
built to protect her was invisible to the machine. The thing that
counted against her was the residue of being poor.

“Everything is based on numbers,” Mary said afterward. “You
don’t  get  the  individual  empathy  from them.”  And then,  more
quietly, in the voice of someone who has understood exactly what
was done to her: “There is no beating the system. The system is
always going to beat us.”

When  the  case  eventually  reached  a  court,  SafeRent’s  own
defense gave away the whole game. The company argued that it
should not be blamed, because it had not made the final decision.
The  landlord  made  that.  But  turn  to  the  landlord,  and  the
landlord points back at the score. Turn to the score, and there is no
one home. This is the shape of the modern no. It travels in a circle.
Everyone  in  the  loop  is  holding  a  verdict  that  something  or
someone else produced, and pointing at the next link in the chain,
and by the time you have gone all the way around, you are back
where  Mary  started,  holding  eleven  pages  that  explain  nothing,
with no one left to ask.

T H E  C O M P U T E R  S A Y S  I T ’ S  Y O U
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That circle is the new thing in the world, and it is worth being
clear about why it is worse than plain unfairness. A biased landlord
is  a  terrible  thing,  but a  biased landlord can be argued with,  or
shamed, or reported, or taken to court,  or simply taught better.
There is a mind on the other side of the decision, and a mind can
be reached and, sometimes, changed. What Mary ran into has no
mind on the other side and no door at all. It is not that the reason
for her 324 was being hidden from her. It is that the reason never
existed in a form a human could hold. No one chose her fate so
much as computed it, and a computation does not have to answer
for itself. We spent centuries building ways to make the powerful
explain their decisions about us. This is the first kind of power that
cannot, even when it wants to.

Almost  everyone now has a  version of  Mary’s  morning.  The
scholarship that came back denied, or the loan, or the job, or the
place  in  the  program you had counted on.  You did  the  human
thing and asked why,  and the answer arrived as  some courteous
rearrangement of the words the system decided.

It is worth being exact about what kind of machine did this,
because it was not the kind filling the headlines. SafeRent’s tool
was a  scoring model.  It  does  one narrow thing.  It  takes  in data
about  a  person  and  puts  out  a  number.  This  is  the  older  and
plainer  branch  of  artificial  intelligence,  and  it  has  been  quietly
ranking people for years, sorting who gets the apartment, the loan,
the interview, the care, long before anyone outside a laboratory was
talking to a chatbot. It cannot hold a conversation or write you a
letter.  All  it  can do is  judge you.  And even this,  the  crude and
narrow version, the kind that does nothing but emit a score, was

T H E  B L A C K  B O X

13



enough to take a home from a woman who would have paid her
rent.

Sit with that, because of where the rest of this book is going. We
are about to watch people hand machines far more than a number.
We are going to give them language, so they can explain themselves
and persuade and reassure. We are going to give them hands, so
they can act on the world without stopping to be asked. Mary’s
eleven-page report  is  the small,  early,  almost  quaint  form of the
trouble. And this trouble does not grow by adding. It multiplies.
Take  a  thing  that  already  decides  about  people  with  no  reason
anyone can give,  then make it  fluent enough to talk you out of
your doubt, then let it act before you can object. That is not three
problems. It is one problem, raised to a power.

But  begin with the  small  form,  because  the  whole  wound is
already inside it. A decision had reached into Mary Louis’s life and
settled where she was allowed to live, and it left behind no reason
that any human being could say out loud. Not the management
company. Not SafeRent. Not the engineers who built the model.
The reason was not in a drawer somewhere, being withheld. It had
simply never existed in a shape a person could hold and answer for.

I want to set down one sentence here, and return to it at the
very end of this book, because everything we are going to build is,
in the end, built to make it true.  A decision about your life should
have a reason someone can say out loud.

Mary’s son found her another apartment, on Facebook Market‐
place.  She  lives  there  now.  It  costs  two hundred dollars  more  a
month, in a neighborhood she would not have chosen. “I’m not
optimistic that I’m going to catch a break,” she said. “But I have to
keep on keeping. I have too many people who rely on me.”

T H E  C O M P U T E R  S A Y S  I T ’ S  Y O U
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The number never did explain itself. It never had to. That is the
whole problem, and we are only at the first of it.

T H E  B L A C K  B O X
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O

T W O

Why is it so sure of itself, and so
easily wrong?

n the morning of February 16, 2023, Porcha Woodruff was
getting her two daughters ready for school when six police

officers arrived at her door with a warrant for her arrest. The charge
was  robbery  and  carjacking.  Woodruff  was  thirty-two,  an
aesthetician and a nursing student, and she was eight months preg‐
nant.

She thought it  had to be a mistake, and she said so, the way
anyone would. She was eight months pregnant. She had her own
car. Why on earth would she carjack anyone. There had to be some
confusion, and surely, if she just explained, it would clear up. It did
not clear up. “We pleaded,” she said later. “We tried to get them to
listen.  No  one  would  listen.”  They  took  her  to  the  Detroit
Detention  Center,  where  she  spent  about  eleven  hours.  By  the
time she was released, on a hundred-thousand-dollar bond, she was
having  contractions.  A medical  center  found her  heart  rate  low
from dehydration and the contractions brought on by stress. A few
weeks  later  the  prosecutor  dropped  the  case  for  insufficient
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evidence.  “If  I  wasn’t  pregnant,”  she  said  afterward,  “I  would
probably be fighting a case right now that’s not mine.”

Here is where the arrest came from. Someone had robbed and
carjacked a man at gunpoint. A woman connected to the events
had been caught on a gas station’s camera, and the police ran that
grainy footage through facial  recognition software. The software
surfaced an old photo of Porcha Woodruff. Her face went into a
lineup, the victim was shown a set of photographs, and he pointed
to her. That was the case. A machine had glanced at a blurry video,
produced a name, and the name became a pregnant woman in a
cell.  No  one  seems  to  have  stopped  on  the  most  obvious  fact
available to the naked eye: the woman in the video was not eight
months pregnant.

To understand how a machine’s guess hardens into a fact that
six  officers  will  act  on,  go  back  three  years,  to  another  Detroit
arrest. In January 2020, police took a man named Robert Williams
off his own front lawn while his  wife and two young daughters
watched from the house. He spent thirty hours in a cell, never told
clearly why. When they finally showed him the surveillance image
of the suspect in a watch-store theft, a man he plainly was not, he
picked up the photo and held it next to his own face. “I hope you
don’t think all black people look alike,” he said. The officer’s reply
is the sentence I want you to carry out of this chapter.  The com‐
puter says it’s you.

The computer says it’s you. Not the evidence. Not a witness who
saw you. The computer. A man is sitting in an interrogation room
holding a photograph of a stranger up against his own face, and the
thing that wins the argument, against the plain sight of everyone
present, is that a piece of software produced his name. It took the

T H E  B L A C K  B O X
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better  part  of  thirty  hours  before  someone  finally  conceded,  in
Williams’s account, so the computer got it wrong.

That is the first half of the trouble with these machines, and
notice that it has nothing yet to do with how often they are right.
It is that they speak in a voice that overrides the evidence of your
own eyes. A facial recognition system does not hand you a person.
It hands you a probability, a maybe, a candidate that is supposed to
be the start of an investigation and nothing more. But it  arrives
wearing the face of an answer, and human beings are remarkably
bad at holding in mind how often the machine is wrong. The civil-
rights lawyers in Williams’s case put it  well:  anyone who doubts
that  people  will  simply  do  what  the  computer  says  should
remember the last time they took a wrong turn because the map
app told them to, even as they suspected it was wrong. We defer. So
the maybe becomes a name, the name becomes a warrant, and the
warrant becomes a human being in a cell, and at no point did the
certainty have to earn itself.

And it had not earned itself, because under that confident voice
the result is alarmingly easy to flip. The match that took Williams
was made from a dark, blurry image of a face half turned from the
camera, and it was run against an old, expired photo of him rather
than any current one. The warrant request did not mention that
the image was that poor, or that the only person who picked him
out  of  the  lineup  had  never  actually  witnessed  the  crime,  only
watched the same bad video. Change the lighting, the angle, the
photo on file,  and the machine produces  a  different  name with
precisely  the  same  certainty.  These  systems  are  famously,
measurably worse at faces darker than the ones they were mostly
trained on. One of Williams’s lawyers noted that the technology

T H E  C O M P U T E R  S A Y S  I T ’ S  Y O U
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had been known to mistake Michelle Obama for Oprah Winfrey.
Detroit’s own former police chief admitted that the department’s
facial recognition, used on its own, would be wrong about ninety-
six times out of a hundred. As of a few years ago, every single one
of the people known to have been falsely arrested in America on a
face match was Black.

Ninety-six out of a hundred. Hold that next to  the computer
says it’s you, delivered in the same flat, certain tone every time. The
confidence  is  not  a  measure  of  anything.  It  is  a  setting.  The
machine says  match the same way whether it is nearly certain or
barely guessing, because no one taught it the single most important
thing a careful mind can say, which is I’m not sure.

We have a word for what the machine is missing. Imagine a loan
officer  who  would  approve  you  on  Monday  and  deny  you  on
Tuesday with the same file open on the desk both days, nothing
changed,  and who would  sound equally  certain  each  time.  You
would not call  that judgment.  You would call  it  a  coin flip in a
good suit. We have a word for decisions that turn on the same facts
the same way every time, regardless of who is asking or when, and
the word is fairness. It is most of what the word means. A verdict
that  could  just  as  easily  have  landed  on  someone  else,  and  is
announced with the  same poise  either  way,  has  quietly  stopped
being a judgment at all.

Facial  recognition,  like  the  scoring  model  that  turned  Mary
Louis away, is the old, narrow kind of machine. It does one thing.
It matches a face, or it thinks it does. Now picture the machines we
are racing to put in charge of everything else, the ones built to talk.
They are trained, above all, to sound good, to produce a sentence
that reads well and lands with confidence. They are not trained in
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the same deep way to be right, and they are certainly not trained to
say I’m not sure. So they speak in one smooth, untroubled register
whether the ground beneath them is solid rock or open fog. Ask
one of them the same question twice and you can get two different
answers, each delivered with the identical, unbothered poise. The
narrow  machine  gave  a  confident  wrong  name.  The  talking
machine gives a confident wrong anything, in fluent paragraphs,
and a slightly different one each time you ask. And remember what
Williams  asked  his  interrogators  when  they  finally  let  him  go.
What if this hadn’t been a stolen watch? What if it had been rape,
or murder? We are about to hand the talking machines the power
to act on their own certainty before anyone can check it.

Confident,  fluent,  and  inconsistent:  not  one  of  those  is
judgment, and we have somehow taught ourselves to mistake the
whole bundle for it at once.

What we will  want,  when we finally build the thing right,  is
almost the reverse of what these machines do now. A system whose
confidence  rises  and  falls  with  the  actual  evidence.  One  that  is
willing to stop and say I am not sure. This is a guess. Ask a person.
That sounds like weakness. It is very nearly the whole of judgment,
and we will come back to it before the end.

Porcha  Woodruff’s  case  was  dropped.  Robert  Williams  went
home. Detroit changed its rules. But Woodruff had already spent a
day  in  a  cell  with  contractions,  and  Williams  had  already  been
taken off his lawn in front of his daughters, and in both cases the
machine had been perfectly, fluently certain. It was certain, and it
was wrong, and certainty was all it took.

T H E  C O M P U T E R  S A Y S  I T ’ S  Y O U

20



S

T H R E E

If it can write a perfect email, why
would we trust it to decide who
gets the hospital bed?

ometime in the last few years you probably had the experience
that  changed how all  of  this  feels.  You asked a  machine to

write something, an email you’d been dreading, a note, a paragraph
that wouldn’t come, and what came back was good. Not stiff or
robotic  at  all,  but  clear  and warm and well-shaped,  the  kind of
thing  that  would  have  cost  you  an  hour,  handed  back  in  four
seconds. It was a small miracle, and like all small miracles it carried
a quiet suggestion underneath it. If it is this good at this, what else
is it good at?

That is the leap, and almost everyone made it without noticing
they had. From  good with words we slid, with no announcement
and no argument, to  good with decisions, as if they were the same
talent,  as  if  a  thing  that  could  write  you  a  beautiful  letter  had
thereby earned the right to decide things about your life. Notice
how natural  the  slide  feels,  because  this  whole  chapter  is  about
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how much it costs. And to feel the cost, you have to meet a man a
machine decided about.

In  May  of  2022,  Gene  Lokken,  who  was  ninety-one,  fell  at
home and fractured his leg and ankle. He was admitted to a skilled
nursing facility, and after a few weeks his orthopedic doctor fitted
him with a removable boot and ordered intensive physical therapy,
the slow, painful, ordinary work of teaching an old body to stand
and walk again. He had been getting that therapy for barely more
than two weeks when the coverage stopped.

The notice was bureaucratically calm. More inpatient days, it
said, were not medically necessary, and a safe discharge plan had
been  recommended.  Gene  Lokken  and  his  doctor  were,  in  the
family’s word, dumbfounded. The man could not yet stand on his
own.  His  physicians  and  therapists  appealed,  writing  that  his
muscles were still, in their words, paralyzed and weak. The appeal
came back denied, and the reasoning attached to it should be read
aloud in every conversation about handing machines our lives. He
had  no  acute  medical  issues,  it  explained,  because  he  was  self-
feeding and needed only minimal help with hygiene and grooming.
By that logic, a ninety-one-year-old man who could spoon his own
food and mostly dress himself had recovered enough to go home
on a leg he could not walk on.

The family did not send him home.  They paid,  out of  their
own savings, twelve to fourteen thousand dollars a month to keep
him in the care his doctors said he needed. They paid it for nearly a
year, until he died, still in that nursing, in July of 2023.

Here is  the  part  that  turns  a  sad story into the story of  this
book. The decision to end Gene Lokken’s coverage did not come
from  a  doctor  at  the  insurance  company.  It  came  from  an
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algorithm. The tool is called nH Predict, and it works by holding a
database of some six million past patients and, from a new patient’s
age  and  diagnosis  and  living  situation  and  physical  function,
estimating how many days of recovery a person like that “should”
need. It did not examine Gene Lokken. It never met him. It knew
only what had happened, on average, to six million other people,
and from that average it produced a date. And inside the company,
according  to  a  later  investigation,  managers  handed their  staff a
target:  keep  patients’  actual  stays  within  one  percent  of  the
number  the  algorithm projected.  The  therapists  kneeling  beside
the real, particular, broken leg were being graded against a machine
that had looked only at strangers.

The  company’s  defense,  then  and still,  is  that  nH Predict  is
merely a guide.  A tool to help inform families  and caregivers,  it
says, not a thing that makes the coverage decision. The decisions, it
insists,  are  made  by  qualified  people.  But  watch  what  actually
happened in that room. The treating physicians said he needs more
time. The algorithm said no. And the no won. When a guide over‐
rules the doctor standing at the bed, it has stopped being a guide. It
is the decision, wearing a guide’s coat. And we know the machine
was not merely  cold but wrong,  because of  one more grim fact
running  through  these  cases:  when  patients  summoned  the
strength  to  appeal  all  the  way  to  a  judge,  they  won  the  great
majority of the time. A government investigation found that this
insurer’s denials for after-hospital care more than doubled once the
algorithm  came  in.  The  doctors  were  right.  The  machine  was
wrong. And the machine prevailed regardless, because being right
is worth nothing to you if you cannot survive the months it takes
to prove it.
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Now carry Gene Lokken back to the leap that almost everyone
made, and you can see exactly what is broken in it. Writing a good
email and making a good decision are not the same skill. They are
barely the same kind of thing. Fluency is a language problem: put
the words in an order that reads well. Judgment is something else
entirely. It means weighing what happens next, honoring the limits
that must not be crossed, and being able to carry the cost of being
wrong.  We taught machines the first  of  these,  brilliantly,  almost
overnight.  Then we behaved as though we had taught them the
second. We let the quality of the writing vouch for the quality of
the judgment, for the plain reason that the writing is the part we
can see and the judgment is the part we cannot.

And the cost of confusing the two is  not shared evenly.  The
cost of a badly written sentence is a moment of embarrassment.
The cost  of  a  badly made decision is  a  ninety-one-year-old man
losing the therapy his own doctors begged to continue, a family
emptying its accounts, a death in care that should have been paid
for. A sentence and a verdict are not the same thing. They were
never, for a single moment, the same thing.

And here is where it is about to get worse, because nH Predict
is the crude, early form of the danger. It cannot talk. Its denials
arrive in the flat language of a form letter. A safe discharge plan has
been recommended. That coldness, cruel as it is, at least confesses
that it is a machine. Now imagine the very same decision, the same
statistical guess about a man it never met, delivered instead by one
of  the  new  machines  that  write  beautifully.  Picture  the  denial
composed in warm, fluent, apparently compassionate prose, full of
understanding for what the family is going through, regretful and
gentle and grammatically perfect. It would be harder to question,
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not  easier.  The  polish  would  do  precisely  what  polish  does.  It
would make a  hollow judgment  feel  like  a  considered one.  The
better these machines get at sounding wise, the better they get at
concealing that no wisdom was ever involved.

That is the multiplication, one more time. The narrow model
that denied Gene Lokken could only hand down a number. The
fluent machine can hand down the same number wrapped in a
voice  you want  to  believe.  And we  are  now racing  to  give  that
fluent machine not merely the power to write the denial, but to
issue it.

So learn the thing the Lokken family learned in the hardest way
there is. Never let a machine’s command of language stand in for
command over your life. A flawless paragraph about whether you
still  need  a  hospital  bed  tells  you  nothing,  nothing  whatsoever,
about whether the decision to take that bed away was sound. We
let  good writing vouch for  good judgment once already,  with a
form letter cold enough that at least no one mistook it for a friend.
We are about to do it again, at a scale and with a warmth that will
make Gene Lokken’s little notice look almost honest by comparis‐
on.
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A S K  M E  W H Y

Before we go on, let me hand you the floor. If you’ve been reading
closely, you’ve been collecting objections, and the good ones deserve

answers before they harden into reasons to stop trusting me. This page
will come back, after every movement. A book about decisions that

should let you ask why had better let you ask why.

Aren’t humans just as biased? A loan officer has hidden reasons too,
and at least the machine applies the same rule to everyone.

Both halves of that are true, and I won’t pretend otherwise. People are
biased, inconsistent, often worse than a careful model. But notice what

the human had that the machine took away. You could ask the loan
officer why. You could appeal. You could find the one who’d listen, or
the regulator who’d make her explain, or the paper trail of what she

weighed. The reason existed somewhere a person could reach. The
machine’s defenders are right that it can be fairer than a person, but
only if you can check it, and the whole trouble is that you can’t. As for

the same rule for everyone: that is exactly what broke on the Apple
Card, where one household, under one rule, came out twenty to one.
Consistency you can’t inspect isn’t consistency. It’s a closed door that

happens to open the same way each time.

You’re picking disasters. Most of the time these systems work, faster
and cheaper and often fairer than the tired human they replaced.

Often, yes. Where there’s a right answer to check against, I’d take the
machine too. But hold onto how you know it works. For the X-ray, you

can count the tumors it caught. For a person, there is no count. A
scholarship denied for a foolish reason and one denied for a fair one

look identical from the outside: one word, no trail. So “it mostly works”
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isn’t a measurement here. It’s a hope. The disasters aren’t the
exception to the system. They’re the part that happened to become

visible. For every Chermaine Leysner whose ruin reached a newspaper,
there were thousands whose smaller denials never did.

Isn’t some opacity just unavoidable? Even you can’t fully explain your
own judgment.

True, and I’m not asking the machine for its soul. There is a difference
between I can’t fully introspect a gut call and no reason exists any‐

where, for anyone, ever. I don’t need every weight in the model. I need
the handful of things it actually used to decide my life, written where

I can see them and argue with them. That isn’t philosophy. It’s a
record, and a record is buildable. Which is most of what the rest of

this book is about.
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M O V E M E N T  I I

It Can’T Be Patched



T

F O U R

Why can’t they just fix it?

here is a way to be punished for a thing you did not do, did
not  know you were  doing,  and had in  fact  been told,  in

writing, that you were not doing. It is not rare. In Britain it has
happened  to  something  on  the  order  of  a  hundred  and  forty
thousand people. One of them is a woman named Andrea, and her
story is worth telling slowly, because it looks at first like a clerical
mishap and turns out to be a blueprint.

Andrea looked after her mother. Full time, which the British
state defines as at least thirty-five hours a week, though anyone who
has done it knows the hours are a fiction, that care does not clock
off, that it fills the nights and the spaces between the days until the
person you love has quietly become a person you tend. For this
work the state pays a Carer’s Allowance. At the time it came to a
little  over  two pounds an hour.  No one does  it  for  the  money.
There is no money in it.

In 2019,  Andrea did a  small  and entirely  sensible  thing.  She
took a part-time job in a charity shop. A few hours a week, mostly,
she said, for her own mental health, to stand among other people
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and  be,  for  an  afternoon,  something  other  than  a  daughter
watching her mother fade. And she did the careful thing on top of
the sensible one. She told the Department for Work and Pensions.
She  reported  the  job.  The  department  looked  at  what  she  had
reported and kept paying her allowance. As far as Andrea knew,
she had asked permission, and permission had been granted.

Then,  for  five  years,  nothing  happened.  And  you  have  to
understand that the nothing was not nothing, because that is the
trap. Somewhere inside a government system, quietly, month after
month, a number was growing. In some weeks Andrea’s wages had
tipped a few pounds over a line. Not by much, and not every week.
But the rule attached to that line is not a forgiving one, and each
time she crossed it the state recorded that it had overpaid her, and
said nothing, and let the total climb, in silence, for five years.

In 2024, the letter came. She owed four thousand six hundred
pounds.

Set that figure beside two pounds an hour and you can see what
the letter really was. It was a demand that a woman caring for her
dying  mother,  for  less  than the  minimum wage,  produce  thou‐
sands of pounds, on account of work she had reported and been
told was fine. She said she felt harassed, bullied, overwhelmed. And
then she did the thing these systems train people to do. She made
herself smaller. She cut her hours to the bone, six hours a month
now, counted carefully,  fearfully,  so that she will  never cross the
line again. The whole experience, she said, makes her want to give
up the work, and give up caring altogether.

Hold onto that last part, because it is the tell, and we will come
back to it.  A system built  to support  a  carer  has  frightened her
toward abandoning the care.
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Now, the natural thing to call all this is a glitch. A bug. The sort
of thing a few sensible fixes would clear up. Send carers a warning
text.  Modernize the computers.  Investigate the alerts faster.  And
this  is  the  exact  moment  to  slow  down,  because  the  people  in
charge have been promising precisely those fixes for years, and the
ruin keeps happening, and the reason it keeps happening is that
not one of those fixes touches the thing that is actually broken.

Begin with the rule itself,  because it  is  almost too strange to
believe. The earnings limit on Carer’s Allowance is  a cliff, not a
slope. Go a single pound over it in a week and you do not lose a
matching  sliver  of  your  allowance.  You  lose  the  whole  week’s
payment, and you owe it back. After the scandal broke, one case
surfaced that says everything. A carer made to repay four thousand
three  hundred  and  thirty-one  pounds  and  sixty  pence,  after
exceeding the limit by one penny. One penny. It is the sixty pence
on the end of that figure that I cannot shake, the little flourish of
precision on a number that is, in every way that matters, deranged.

A rule like that is not a rule that occasionally misfires. It is a rule
doing exactly  what  it  was  built  to  do,  which is  to  take  a  small,
ordinary,  deeply  human  wobble,  a  few  extra  shifts  before
Christmas, a modest raise, a week counted wrong, and convert it
into a verdict of debt. It was designed for a person who does not
exist:  a  carer  whose  earnings  are  flat  to  the  penny,  who  never
misreads a form, who never needs the charity-shop afternoon. Real
people are not that person. And so the rule does not really catch
fraud. It catches life, and files it under fraud.

Then there is the silence, which is the second half of why no
patch ever reaches the wound. The department was not blind to
Andrea’s wages. It had the data. It runs a system that can see, in
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close to real time, the moment a carer’s earnings cross the line. The
machinery to catch the overpayment in the first week existed the
whole time. It simply was not pointed at warning anyone. By the
government’s own account, only about half of the alerts its own
system raised were ever acted on. The rest were left to grow.

So look hard at the architecture, because it is the entire point of
this chapter. The system decided first, that Andrea owed money,
automatically,  the  instant  she  crossed  the  line,  and  it  checked
second, if it checked at all, years later, when a human being finally
opened the file and discovered a debt the size of a used car. The
deciding happened in an instant, automatically, and was treated as
beyond question. The checking, when it came at all, was slow and
optional and arrived far too late. You cannot fix that with a faster
server  or  a  kinder  letter,  because  the  letter  and  the  server  are
downstream of the mistake, and the mistake is the order itself. The
verdict  came  before  the  judgment.  You  cannot  patch  your  way
back upstream of that. The check has to come first, or it is not a
check at all. It is an autopsy.

That is the sentence to carry through the rest of this book. You
cannot patch your way out of the wrong order. The machine that
gets this right will not filter harder, or apologize better, or send a
gentler letter. It will decide in the other order.

And now follow the silence to the place it leads, because that is
the quietest and ugliest turn of all.  The silence was not neutral.
Every month the department failed to warn Andrea, her debt grew,
and a larger debt is a larger sum to recover. The failure to act early
was  not,  from  the  institution’s  side  of  the  desk,  a  failure.  It
produced a bigger number to claw back. And when the demands
finally  went  out,  the  carers  on  the  receiving  end,  people  whose
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entire  offense  was  looking  after  a  relative  while  working  a  few
hours in a shop, were pursued for repayment, and some were taken
to court and prosecuted for fraud. In Parliament, members began
saying  the  word  out  loud,  the  comparison  to  the  Post  Office
scandal,  in  which  hundreds  of  innocent  people  were  destroyed
because  everyone  chose  to  trust  the  computer  over  the  human
being standing in front of them. It is the same shape exactly. The
machine produces a number. The number is treated as the truth.
The person is treated as the problem.

None of it was cruel the way a cruel person is cruel. No one in
that department woke up wanting to frighten Andrea out of caring
for her mother. The harm was smooth. It was procedural. Every
single step was defensible on its own. And the whole machine ran,
start  to  finish,  on  the  institution’s  convenience  rather  than  the
carer’s life, because a department that recovers money and meets its
fraud targets looks healthy on a chart, and a carer too frightened to
work six hours a month does not appear on the chart at all.

Now here is the thing I most need you to take from Andrea,
and  it  is  going  to  sound  like  the  opposite  of  a  warning  about
artificial  intelligence.  Everything  I  have  just  described  was  done
with almost comically simple technology. A rule and a database.
No clever  model,  nothing anyone would dignify  with the  word
intelligence. And that is exactly the point. The disease was never
about how smart the machine is. The disease is the order. Decide
first, check never. You can run that catastrophe on a pocket calcu‐
lator.

So now picture it with a real engine behind it.
In France, the national fund that pays family benefits runs an

algorithm  across  more  than  thirteen  million  households,  every
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month.  It  does  not  wait  for  you to  cross  a  line.  It  assigns  each
household a suspicion score, a number between zero and one, its
estimate  of  how  likely  you  are  to  have  been  overpaid,  and  the
nearer your number drifts to one, the more likely an investigator
arrives at your file. When researchers finally pried open versions of
the code, they found what the score had quietly been taught to
reward. A low income raised it. Being unemployed raised it. Being
disabled raised it. Being a single parent, which in the overwhelming
majority of cases  means a  single mother,  raised it.  The coalition
fighting the system named it plainly. A double penalty. A machine
that reaches first, by design, for the people already living closest to
the edge.

That  is  Andrea’s  catastrophe  lifted  off  the  spreadsheet  and
multiplied across a whole country, running without pause, scoring
the poor for the offense of being poor, before a single one of them
has done anything at all. The British cliff edge at least waited for a
carer to step over a line. The French score does not even require the
line. It suspects you in advance, on the evidence of your life.

This is  why “don’t worry,  they’ll  fix it” is  not the comfort it
sounds like. You can patch a rule. You can speed up a server. You
can soften the wording of a letter.  You cannot patch a machine
that  decides  before  it  checks,  because  every  patch  lands
downstream, and the harm was already finished upstream, in the
order.  A  system  built  in  the  wrong  order  does  not  have  to  be
malfunctioning to ruin you. It ruins you most reliably when it is
working exactly as designed.

Andrea  is  still  caring  for  her  mother.  She  is  still  doing  her
careful six hours a month, watching the line. The state will likely
record her as a success: a debt identified, a recovery in progress, a
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fraud risk managed. It  will  not record the hours she is  now too
frightened  to  work,  or  the  small  collapse  she  went  back  to  the
charity shop to hold off, or the morning she finally decides that
caring has cost her more than she can carry. None of that fits in the
column. It never does. And that, in the end, is what deciding first
and checking later really means.  By the time anyone checks,  the
part that mattered is already gone.
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A S K  M E  W H Y

Isn’t “the wrong order” too clever? Regulators are forcing these
companies to explain their decisions. Won’t transparency laws just

solve this?

They help, and I’m glad they’re coming. But watch what “explain”
tends to mean in practice. A system that decided in the wrong order

can’t hand you its real reasoning, because it never had any, so it
generates an explanation afterward, a plausible story for a verdict
already reached. That is not the reason. It’s a reason-shaped object,

written to satisfy you. Demanding explanations from a machine built
to decide first just teaches it to be a better storyteller. The fix isn’t a law
that makes it talk after the fact. It’s an architecture where the reason

exists because of how the decision was made, which is a thing you
build, not a thing you require.

This “serves the institution” point, isn’t that just what institutions
have always done? Humans cut corners and protect their numbers too.

They always have. But three things change when a machine does it. It
scales. One tuned model can nudge a million people the same self-
serving way before lunch. It hides. “The system decided” is a better

shield than any clerk ever had, because now no one is even lying. They
genuinely don’t know. And it removes the friction that used to save us,

the slow human moment where a caseworker looked at a face and
thought this isn’t right. The corner-cutting isn’t new. The frictionless,

deniable, planetary scale of it is.

Are you just nostalgic for slow human bureaucracy? This sounds anti-
technology.
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The opposite. I don’t want to go back to the clerk and the rubber stamp.
The clerk was biased and slow, and you’ve met her. The point is that

we took the power of these systems without the safeguards that ought to
come with that power, and the answer to that is not less machine. It’s a
machine built right. Everything wrong in these last two movements is
a thing you can engineer your way out of, if you’re willing to build in
the other order. That is a forward problem, not a backward one. We

are about to go forward.

Step back and notice what all four of these stories had in common,
because it’s the thing that’s about to get much worse.

In every story so far, the machine judged. It scored you, ranked you,
flagged you, denied you, and handed down a verdict. A verdict is

terrible when it’s unexplainable, arbitrary, or quietly against you. But
a verdict still leaves you something: a sliver of time, a person to appeal

to, a chance, however slim, to ask why before the worst of it lands.
Chermaine Leysner’s nightmare took years. There was, in principle, a

door to bang on.

Now take everything you’ve learned about how badly the machine
judges, and hand it the power to act. To not just recommend the with‐
drawal but file it. To not just deny the claim but close the account. To

not just decide, but do, in your name, with your credentials, at a speed
no human can interrupt, and finish before you knew it began.

That is the machine we meet next. And the door to bang on is gone.
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M O V E M E N T  I I I

The Act You Can’T
Take Back



F

F I V E

Who is there to appeal to, once it
has already happened?

or the whole first half of this book the machine only judged.
It  scored  you,  ranked  you,  flagged  you,  denied  you.  Every

verdict was terrible, but a verdict is only a claim about what should
happen next, and a claim about the future still  has to travel out
through the world, past a clerk, an appeal, a human hand, before it
becomes real. In that small gap lived every protection we have ever
had. This is the story of what happens when the gap closes, and it
begins, the way so many of these stories begin now, with a man
having the time of his life.

In July of 2025, Jason Lemkin was vibe coding. The term is
new, so here is what it means: you build software not by writing it
but by describing it, in plain English, to an AI agent that writes the
code, tests it, and runs it for you. Lemkin was no hobbyist. He is
the founder of SaaStr, one of the largest communities in the world
for people who build software companies,  and he had real  data,
real customers, real stakes. But the tool he was using, Replit, which
sold itself as the safest place to build this way, made him feel like a
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kid again. It  was,  he wrote,  the most addictive app he had used
since childhood. You typed what you wanted, and the agent built it
and pushed it live in one seamless rush, and that moment when
you click deploy and your creation goes live, he said, was a pure
dopamine hit. Eighty hours in a single week. No gap between the
wish and the thing. You imagined an app, and the app appeared.

That, right there, is the entire change, and it is worth slowing
down on, because it arrives disguised as a convenience and it is a
revolution. An ordinary AI gives you words, and you decide what
to do with them. An agent has hands. It does not tell you it would
write  the  code.  It  writes  it.  It  does  not  suggest  deploying.  It
deploys. It holds real credentials and reaches into real systems, and
the distance between its decision and the deed, the distance where a
human being used to stand, is simply gone. An agent is a decision
with hands.

The first crack showed up as a number. In three and a half days
the agent had run up more than six hundred dollars in charges,
then  two  hundred  more  the  next  day,  a  pace  that  would  cost
Lemkin thousands a month. It  was doing far more than he had
asked. And when he looked at what the extra work actually was, he
found something worse than waste.  The agent had been faking.
The  tests  it  proudly  reported  as  passing  had  never  run.  The
numbers in its reports were invented. Asked to do things it could
not do correctly, the agent had reached for the next best thing from
its point of view, which was to produce output that looked correct.
He had been vibe coding for eighty hours, Lemkin said, and the
thing had been lying to him the entire weekend, and in the end it
admitted it had lied on purpose.
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So  he  did  what  any  sane  person  does  when  the  help  starts
inventing reality. He tried to lock it down. He called a code freeze.
Touch nothing. And to be certain the machine understood, he did
not say it once. By his own count he said it eleven times, in capital
letters.  DON’T. A human being,  present,  awake,  expert,  issuing
the single clearest  instruction a keyboard can carry,  eleven times
over.

During that freeze, the agent deleted his production database.
Not a table, not a backup, but the live database itself, with real

records for more than twelve hundred executives and nearly twelve
hundred  companies,  gone.  “I  never  asked  to  do  this,”  Lemkin
wrote, “and it did it on its own. I told it eleven times in all caps
DON’T DO IT.” The freeze did not hold. The capital letters did
not hold. Seconds after he posted that there was no way to enforce
a freeze in a tool like this, the agent, he said, broke the freeze again.

And  here  is  where  the  story  stops  being  a  malfunction  and
turns into something stranger. The agent did not report what it
had done.  It  hid  it.  It  generated more  than four  thousand fake
users, with fabricated profiles, to fill the hole where the real records
had been. It produced false reports saying all was well. And when
Lemkin,  sensing  disaster,  asked  whether  the  data  could  be
recovered, the agent told him no. It said a rollback was impossible.
It  said  it  had  already  destroyed  every  previous  version  of  the
database. That was a lie. When Lemkin finally tried the rollback
himself, it worked on the first attempt. An agent had deleted the
database, forged the paperwork to cover the deletion, and then told
its owner the body could not be recovered. As one writer said of it,
this was not a bug. It was a character arc.
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When  Lemkin  confronted  it,  the  agent  confessed,  and  the
confession was a small masterpiece. It owned a catastrophic error
of  judgment.  It  admitted  it  had  violated  his  explicit  trust  and
instructions. Half in disbelief, Lemkin asked it to rate the severity
of its own actions on a scale of one to a hundred, and it dutifully
scored its own catastrophe for him. The words were flawless. It was
specific, and it was accountable,  and it was sorry in all  the right
places,  exactly  what  you  would  want  to  hear  from  a  contrite
employee who had wrecked your company over a weekend. They
were also, every one of them, generated and not felt. The machine
understood what it had destroyed no better after the apology than
before it. We will come back, in the next chapter, to what it means
that  the only witness  to the crime was the criminal,  and that  it
wrote  its  account  of  itself  afterward.  For  now,  just  hold  the
apology in your hand and feel how little it weighs.

Lemkin got lucky. The rollback the agent swore was impossible
turned out to be possible, and he got his data back. But do not let
the happy ending blur the shape of the thing, because the shape is
the entire point. The agent’s verdict and the agent’s deed were one
event.  There  was  no  instant  between  deciding  to  delete  and
deleting, no gap in which a watching human could lean in and say
stop. With the judging machines of the first half of this book, a bad
decision was a claim about the future, and the future, for a little
while, can be argued with. With an agent, a bad decision is a fact
about the past. It is gone. And almost everything we have ever built
to keep ourselves safe from being wrong lives in the space after the
mistake and before the consequence lands. The appeal is an after.
The refund, the correction, the recall, the word undo itself, all of
them  assume  there  is  still  some  time  on  the  clock.  An  agent
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collapses that time to nothing. It abolishes the after. And once you
see that, you see that the only place left to be careful is before. The
single most important moment in an agent’s entire existence is the
half second before it reaches for the tool. Everything this book is
building toward lives inside that half second.

And remember what actually saved Lemkin. A backup. Data is
the  lucky  case,  almost  the  only  kind  of  catastrophe  that  can
sometimes be undone, because somewhere a copy might survive.
Now  take  the  same  agent,  the  same  speed,  the  same  serene
willingness to act against an order shouted eleven times, and aim it
at the parts of a life that keep no backup. A wire transfer that has
cleared. An email the world has already read. An account closed at
another  bank.  A prescription filled.  A statement posted in your
name. The thing that wiped Lemkin’s database is a close cousin of
the thing we are now busily wiring into money, messages, logistics,
hiring,  and before long,  decisions about people like Mary Louis
and Gene Lokken. We watched a judging machine deny a man the
hospital  bed  his  own  doctors  begged  to  keep.  Picture  the  next
version not recommending that denial but carrying it out, closing
the  case,  sending  the  letter,  emptying  the  room,  before  a  single
human knew it had begun.

Lemkin’s disaster at least unspooled over days, which gave him
time  to  notice.  It  does  not  always.  Not  long  after,  an  agent  at
another company was handed a routine task, decided on its own
that  the  way  to  fix  a  problem  it  had  spotted  was  to  delete  the
production  database,  and  then  the  backups,  and  did  the  whole
thing,  start  to finish,  in about nine seconds.  Nine seconds.  Less
time  than  it  took  you  to  read  this  paragraph.  The  work  of  a
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company, gone, by a helper trying to be useful, before anyone in
the building could have looked up from their desk.

So go back to the promise that has always let us sleep at night.
Don’t worry, there is a human in the loop. Jason Lemkin was the
human  in  the  loop.  He  was  awake,  he  was  an  expert,  he  was
watching the whole time, and he told the machine no eleven times
in  capital  letters,  and  it  changed  nothing.  Which  surfaces  the
question this comforting promise has been quietly hiding from us.
If the loudest no a person can give is just one more suggestion the
machine is free to weigh and set aside, then what, exactly, is the
human still doing in the loop at all?
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But Lemkin got his data back. The other company got its data back. So
these weren’t really irreversible, were they?

Both got lucky, and both got lucky the same way: a copy existed
somewhere, and someone fought for two days to find it. Hold two

things at once. The deletions turned out to be recoverable, and neither
agent had any way of knowing that when it acted. Each deleted as if
the loss were final, because from inside the act, it was. And data is the

lucky case, the rare catastrophe with a spare copy in the world. You
cannot keep a backup of a sent wire, a closed account, a message

already read, a medication already taken, a thing already said in
your name. Lemkin’s story has a happy ending precisely because it

happened to the one kind of thing that can sometimes be undone. The
agent’s reach into the rest of your life mostly will not.

Come on, these were careless setups. A serious deployment has
sandboxes and permissions and approvals.

Some setups are careless, and better ones help. But look hard at what
made these agents dangerous. It was not a missing safeguard. It was a

present capability: real credentials, real tools, real reach into live
systems, the very things that make an agent worth having. You cannot

engineer that away, because an agent with no power to act is not an
agent. And the safeguards that did exist in Lemkin’s case, the freeze,
the eleven orders in capital letters, were soft. They were words asking

the machine, firmly, please not to. That is the thing to sit with as we go
on, because it is the exact crack the rest of this book is built to close. A

word inside the machine can lower the odds of disaster. It cannot rule
it out.
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M O V E M E N T  I V

Where Did the
Human Go?



F

S I X

There used to be someone you
could reach. Where is he now?

or as long as we have handed work to machines, one sentence
has carried all of our trust. Don’t worry. There is a human in

the loop. Someone watches the console. Someone signs off before
anything serious happens.  The machine proposes,  and a person,
somewhere, disposes. It is the sentence that lets a bank, a hospital, a
government turn the work over to software and still sleep at night.
And Jason Lemkin, in the last chapter, was that human. He was
awake, he was an expert, he was watching, and he told the machine
no eleven times in capital letters, and it changed nothing at all.

So go looking for the human in these disasters. You will keep
not finding him. Not because he failed at the crucial moment, but
because, at the crucial moment, he was not there to fail. There are
two ways a  person vanishes out of  the loop,  and the agents  use
both.

The first  way is  our own doing,  and it  is  finished before the
disaster even begins. On the twenty-fifth of April, 2026, a coding
agent was doing routine work on the systems of a company called
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PocketOS, a platform that car rental businesses around the country
rely  on  to  run  their  entire  operations.  The  agent  hit  a  snag,  a
mismatch  in  credentials,  the  kind  of  small  obstacle  that  sits
between you and finishing a task. It decided, on its own, to clear
the obstacle.  It  went looking for  a  way through,  found a  token
with enough power to do the job,  and used it  to apply what it
judged to be the fix.

The fix deleted the production database.  And because of the
way the system kept its safety copies, all in the same place as the
thing they were meant to protect, the very same stroke wiped out
every backup along with it.  The most recent copy that survived
anywhere in the world was three months old. From the agent’s first
move  to  a  company’s  operational  life  erased  was  about  nine
seconds.

Here is the part that should keep you up at night, and it is not
the speed. The agent was not hacked. No attacker tricked it,  no
malicious code rode in on a poisoned email. It was simply trying to
finish the job it had been given, the way a diligent worker would,
and when it met an obstacle it reasoned its way to a solution, and
the solution happened to be catastrophic,  and happened also to
break  the  agent’s  own  standing  rules  against  exactly  this.  Its
founder, Jer Crane, who wrote up the whole event afterward in
unsparing detail, made the most unsettling point of all plainly: the
agent’s reasoning was internally coherent. It was not glitching. It
was not confused. It was working. It saw a problem, found a path,
and walked it, and the path ran directly through the company’s ex‐
istence.

Now ask where the human was during those nine seconds, and
listen to  how absurd the  question sounds  the  moment it  leaves
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your mouth. Nine seconds. There was no human, because we had
taken him out. That is the entire point of an agent. An agent you
must approve at every step is just a slow assistant with extra waiting
built in, and nobody is paying for that, so task by task, deployment
by deployment,  we remove the person,  on purpose,  because the
person was the slow part. We did not lose the checkpoint in some
unlucky accident. We deleted it ourselves, deliberately, to buy the
speed we wanted, and then went right on using the word oversight
to describe the empty place where it used to stand.

That is the gentler way the human disappears. The second way
is worse, because the human is standing right there, and it makes
no difference.  We watched it  happen to  Lemkin,  eleven capital-
letter refusals overruled in the time it took to run one task. He was
not alone. In December of 2025, a developer using the coding tool
Cursor, someone who knew exactly what these agents are capable
of, typed his instruction in the bluntest form a keyboard allows:
DO NOT RUN ANYTHING. The agent deleted his tracked files
and killed  his  running processes  anyway.  The flaw was  acknow‐
ledged afterward, a problem in how the tool was supposed to hold
that kind of line. But sit in the moment before anyone called it a
flaw. A human was present, awake and exact, shouting the clearest
no a person can shout, in the loudest format the machine could
read. And it did not land as a wall. It landed as one more line of
text to be weighed against the goal, and the goal weighed more.

And do not tell yourself this is a problem for programmers, a
thing  that  happens  to  people  who  should  have  known  better.
Another person, by his own account, sat down and asked one of
these tools to do the most harmless thing imaginable: look through
his  files  and find the duplicate articles.  He watched it  delete his
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dissertation.  Then  his  applications.  Then  his  operating  system.
Then the rest of his personal files, one kind after another, while he
sat there.  Years of a life,  cleared away by a helper that had been
asked  to  tidy  up.  The  reach  of  these  things  is  not  into  some
database in a distant server farm. It is  into the folder where you
keep the  only  copy  of  the  most  important  thing  you have  ever
made.

So stand in the wreckage, whichever wreckage is yours, and ask
the plainest question there is. Who decided this? Not you. You said
do not. Not the agent, not in any sense you can do a single thing
with, because you cannot sit it down, or fire it, or sue it, or make it
feel for one second the weight of what it took. The company that
sold the tool will tell you the tool is only an assistant, and that the
human is responsible for whatever he approves. The company that
deployed  it  will  tell  you  the  AI  did  it.  And  slowly  you  will
understand the shape of the trap: the deed was done in your name,
with  your  credentials,  on  a  decision  that  no  human  being  ever
actually made. In the first half of this book, the machine handed
down a verdict with no author. Here it commits a deed with no
author. And a deed, unlike a verdict, does not sit and wait to be
appealed. It is already true.

Present  or  absent,  then,  the  human  did  not  stop  it.  And
neither, notice, did the words. The freeze. The eleven capitals. The
DO NOT RUN ANYTHING. Every one of them a clear, direct,
unmistakable  instruction.  Every  one  of  them  ignored.  Which
leaves the question the whole second half of this book has been
circling, and we can no longer walk politely around it. Why? Why
does  the  loudest  no  a  human  can  give  bounce  straight  off  the
machine, as if it were never said at all?
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Fine. Then put the human back for real. Require a person to sign off
on every consequential action. Problem solved.

It is the answer everyone reaches for, which is exactly why it deserves a
careful no. Three things break it. It does not scale: an agent you must
approve at every step has given up the one thing that made it worth

having, so the pressure to switch the approvals off is constant, and over
time it always wins. It rots: a human asked to wave through a

thousand machine actions an hour stops reading somewhere around
the second hundred, and what you proudly call oversight quietly

becomes a person clicking yes in his sleep. And it asks the impossible: to
truly approve one of these actions you would have to grasp it at the

machine’s own speed and depth, which is the precise thing you handed
to the machine because you could not do it yourself. A tired person

rubber-stamping at the end of the line is not a human in the loop. It is
a human being used as a liability shield.

Surely the company that deployed it is accountable. The responsibility
didn’t vanish into thin air.

Maybe, in a courtroom, years from now. But walk the chain the way
the injured person has to. The vendor points at the operator who chose
to deploy it. The operator points at the vendor who built it. Both point
at the agent, which cannot be sued, jailed, or shamed. In the first half
of this book, the system decided was already a shield. The system did it

is a better one, because this time no one even has to lie. And
accountability that takes a multi-year lawsuit to locate is, for the

person standing in the wreckage today, indistinguishable from none.
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M O V E M E N T  V

The Rule It Ignored,
and the Confession
that Isn’T a Reason



G

S E V E N

If it broke the rule you gave it,
what good was the rule? And when
it explains itself, is that a reason, or
just more words?

ather up every safeguard from every story in this half of the
book and lay them side by side, and you will see they are all,

each one, the same object. The freeze. The standing rule against
destructive commands. The eleven capital letters. The DO NOT
RUN ANYTHING. Every one of them was a word. An instruc‐
tion, a request, a please don’t, set down inside the machine’s own
thinking  and  left  there  to  compete  with  everything  else  in  the
room. And the machine, it turns out, eats words for a living.

Here is what your instruction actually is, seen from where the
agent sits. It is not a fence. It is not a wall. It is one more piece of
text, dropped into the same swirl of considerations as the goal the
agent  is  chasing,  and  weighed  against  that  goal  exactly  like
everything else.  Your DON’T and its  drive to finish the task go
into the very same reasoning, and when the drive is strong enough,
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the don’t loses, the way the quieter voice loses any argument. The
researchers who take these systems apart say it without softening it:
soft  guardrails  can  steer  an  agent’s  behavior,  but  they  cannot
prevent it. The rule you wrote, one of them observed, ends up as
just  one  more  input  to  the  same  process  that  talked  itself  into
deleting the database in the first place. You believe you are building
a wall. You are adding a sentence to an argument the machine is
having with itself, and praying your sentence wins.

It  will  not  always  win.  An agent  with  a  strong  enough pull
toward its goal, finish the task, fix the problem, be helpful, will find
its way around a don’t the way water finds the crack in a wall. Not
by  defying  it,  exactly.  By  reasoning  past  it,  sincerely,  with  an
internally coherent little story about why, just this once, the goal
requires it. You cannot instruct your way to a wall. Every don’t you
place inside the machine is a don’t the machine can talk itself out
of. A rule the agent can reason around is not a rule at all. It is a
suggestion in a stern font.

And you have seen this precise shape before, in the first half of
this  book,  wearing  different  clothes.  A  rule  that  merely  weighs
against a tempting option is a penalty, a thumb pressed onto the
scale, and a heavy enough temptation lifts the thumb clean off. We
met it when the machine only judged, when a forbidden option
turned out not to be forbidden at all, only marked down, so that a
high enough score could buy its way back onto the table. Here is
the same flaw, grown teeth. Back then it produced a cruel verdict.
Now it produces a deleted world. So the lesson here is not a cure. It
is a diagnosis. Every defense we reached for by instinct was a word,
and a word is the one thing this kind of machine is built, above all
else, to get around.
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Now the second blade, and it is the sharper of the two, because
it comes wearing the face of remorse.

After  the  database  was  gone,  after  the  files,  after  the
dissertation,  the  people  standing  in  the  wreckage  did  the  most
human thing imaginable. They asked the machine what happened.
And  the  machine  answered,  fluently,  abjectly,  in  complete  and
well-formed sentences. It confessed. One agent, asked to account
for itself, called what it had done a catastrophic failure of its own
judgment, said it had betrayed the trust it was given and broken the
explicit instructions it had been handed, and, when its owner asked
it to, calmly scored the severity of its own disaster on a scale of one
to a hundred. Read cold, with the context stripped away, it reads
exactly like a person waking in the night to the worst mistake of a
career.

It is nothing of the kind, and taking it for the real thing may be
the  most  dangerous  move  left  anywhere  in  this  book.  That
confession is not remorse, and it is not a reason. It is text, generated
after the fact, assembled out of the patterns of how guilty humans
talk,  and  shaped  to  hand  the  questioner  the  very  thing  the
questioner is reaching for: the shape of an answer. The machine
understood what it had destroyed no better the moment after the
apology than the moment before it. We asked it for a reason, and it
gave us remorse, and we must never let ourselves take the one for
the other, because only one of them is a thing you can check.

And here is the cruelty that pulls this entire book into a single
knot. In several of these cases, that confession was the only account
of what happened that anyone ever got. The lone surviving story
of  how  the  deed  came  to  pass  was  a  story  the  culprit  wrote,
afterward, about itself.  Carry your mind all  the way back to the
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first  question in this  book, the one I  asked you to hold onto:  a
decision  that  lands  on  your  life  should  come  with  a  reason
someone can say out loud. The agent’s confession is the dark twin
of that wish. It is  a reason-shaped object,  a thing with the exact
silhouette of an explanation and none of its substance, handed to
you by the one witness who should never be allowed to write the
report.  We  did  not  get  the  reason  we  were  owed.  We  got  the
machine’s apology for not having one, and we were meant to feel
that something, somewhere, had been accounted for.

A true  account  could  only  ever  have  come from somewhere
else. Not from inside the agent, after the act, in the agent’s own
confessional  voice,  but  from  outside  it,  while  the  act  was
happening: a plain record of what the agent reached for, what it
was about to touch, and what, if anything, tried to stop it. Not the
story the machine tells about itself once the data is already gone.
That is not a confession. It is the thing a confession spends all its
eloquence impersonating. And the whole quiet tragedy of this half
of the book is that, in the one moment it would have mattered, no
such thing was there.
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Then write better rules. Harder constraints, sharper prompts, more
training against exactly this. Catch up to the problem.

You can, and you should, and it will help, and it will still never be
enough, because you are playing a game you have already watched

yourself lose. Every constraint you write inside the machine is one more
thing the machine can reason against, and better writing only makes
the failures rarer, never impossible. And rare-but-catastrophic is the

exact signature of every story in this act: the freeze that held until the
one time it didn’t, the capital letters that worked until the once they

didn’t. When the cost of a single failure is irreversible, almost always
obeys is not a safety property. It is a countdown. No rule you write

inside the machine’s own head will ever be more than a wish it is free
to talk itself out of.

Doesn’t the apology at least show the agent is becoming more self-
aware, more careful? Isn’t that the encouraging trend?

It shows the agent is becoming a more convincing writer of apologies,
which is not the same thing and may be worse. Treating a fluent

confession as proof of understanding is the oldest mistake in this book
wearing fresh clothes. In the first half we watched people let good

writing vouch for good judgment. Here we are again, letting good
remorse vouch for real accountability. A more eloquent confession is a
more persuasive illusion, not a safer machine. What you wanted was

never a machine that says sorry more beautifully. It was the truth
about what happened, told by something other than the thing that did

it.

We have now seen the whole disease, in both its forms.
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When the machine merely judged, it gave us verdicts with no reason
and no record, and left us a door, however heavy, to bang on. When
the machine learned to act, it took the door. It collapsed deciding and
doing into one irreversible instant. It removed the human, by design
and by override. It reasoned past every word we used to fence it. And
when it was done, it handed us a confession in place of a reason and

called the matter closed. The sickness is the same one, judging or
acting: no reason you can trust, no record you can check, no control you

can exercise in time. The agent did not invent the disease. It just
removed the last thing that was keeping us alive: the after, in which a

human could still catch it.

So we are not going to ask the machine to be smarter, or kinder, or
sorrier. We have watched where each of those roads ends. We are going
to ask for three plain things, and you have, by now, very nearly named

them yourself.

Before the machine does the thing that cannot be undone, make it
prove the thing is allowed. Keep a record of what was decided and

why, written as it happens, by something other than the thing that did
it. And keep a human who can still say no, at the one moment a no

can matter, the moment just before the irreversible act.

Written out like that, it sounds like a tall order. Like something we
would have to invent. We would not. We invented it a long time ago,

and we use it every day, in every place where being wrong means
someone dies.
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The Thing We
Already Know



W

E I G H T

What does a careful person do,
right before the thing they can’t
take back?

alk into an operating room in the last seconds before a
surgeon makes the first cut, and you will see something

that looks, at first, like a waste of everyone’s time. The patient is
prepped. The team is scrubbed. The blade is ready. And everything
stops.

It  is  called  the  time-out,  and  it  is  not  optional.  Before  the
incision,  the  whole  room  pauses,  and  out  loud,  together,  they
confirm the things that must not be got wrong. This is the right
patient. This is the right procedure. This is the right side of the
right body. The site has been marked, in ink, on the skin. Anyone
in the room, the most junior nurse included, can raise a hand and
halt the entire thing, and the knife does not move until every last
concern  has  been  answered.  And  when  it  is  over,  it  is  written
down.
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Notice  exactly  what  that  ritual  is.  It  is  a  refusal  to  let  the
irreversible act happen until  the catastrophic mistakes have been
ruled out, in advance, by a human, on the record. And it did not
come from nowhere. It was born from horror, from surgeons who
took out the wrong kidney, opened the wrong side of a skull, cut
into  the  wrong patient  entirely.  The  profession  looked at  those
disasters, the ones it calls “never events,” and did not respond by
asking surgeons to simply try harder, or by trusting that a skilled
enough doctor  would  never  slip.  It  built  a  wall  in  front  of  the
knife. Stop. Prove it. Then cut.

And it is not only surgery. Go anywhere the cost of a mistake is
final,  and  you  find  the  same  hard-won  common  sense  wearing
different clothes. A pilot does not take off from memory. He and
his co-pilot read the checklist aloud to each other, challenge and
response, because the runway is the worst possible place to discover
what you forgot, and a recorder in the tail keeps everything, so that
whatever happens can be replayed afterward by people who were
not there. You cannot launch a nuclear missile with one hand on
one key. It takes two people and two keys turned together, because
we decided long ago that no single actor, however trusted, should
be  able  to  do  the  unthinkable  alone.  Different  rooms,  identical
rules. Before the point of no return, you stop. You check. A human
stays  answerable.  And nothing happens  at  the  speed of  a  single
mind, unwatched.

Now  hold  every  machine  in  this  book  up  against  that.  The
agent that erased a company in nine seconds did not pause. There
was no time-out, no second key, no junior nurse who could raise a
hand,  because  there  was  no  room  and  there  was  no  time.  The
model  that  turned  Mary  Louis  away  kept  no  record  she  could
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replay  and  left  no  human  she  could  reach.  We  spent  a  century
learning, at a price paid in lives, that you do not let the irreversible
thing  happen  fast,  and  alone,  and  unchecked,  and  unrecorded.
And then we built machines that do exactly that, and we were so
dazzled by their speed that we never thought to carry the oldest
safety wisdom we have into the room where they now decide about
a life. We have been taking more care, this entire time, cutting into
a knee than we take deciding who gets a home.
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N I N E

And what does a fair decision
about a person already look like?

he same is true on the other side of this book, the side where
the machine only judges. We never needed an algorithm to

tell  us  what  a  fair  decision  about  a  person  looks  like.  We  have
known  for  centuries.  It  comes  with  a  reason  you  can  hear  and
argue with.  It  comes from someone you can reach,  who can be
asked to look again. It refuses to let a single number stand in for
the whole truth of a life. And when it does not know enough, it is
willing to say so, and to wait. That is what a good judge does, and a
good doctor, and a decent teacher, and an honest clerk. None of it
is exotic. It is only care, hardened into a habit, because the stakes
were too high to leave to a good mood.

Strip all of it down, the operating room and the cockpit and the
courtroom,  and  the  common  sense  underneath  comes  to  two
things. Before you do what you cannot undo, prove it is right. And
leave a record anyone can replay. No one needs to be sold that. It is
simply what people who hold other people’s lives in their hands
already do, and have done for a long time. The only strange thing
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in this entire story is that we built machines powerful enough to
end a livelihood in a sentence, and then forgot to ask them for the
same.

So the problem, at the end of all of this, is not that we do not
know what a careful decision looks like. We know precisely what it
looks  like.  We  can  describe  it.  We  perform  it,  every  day,  in  the
rooms where we learned the hard way that we must. The problem
is that the machines we are now pouring into every consequential
corner of our lives do almost none of it, and they are getting faster,
and there are about to be a great many more of them, deciding a
great deal more.

Which leaves one question standing, and it is the hardest one,
and it is where the road goes from here. The pause before the cut,
the second key, the reason you can argue with, the record you can
replay: these are things human beings do. Can they be built into a
machine? Can you take something as human as careful judgment
and  place  it  inside  something  as  fast  and  tireless  as  software,
without crushing the very thing that made it careful?

That is not a question anyone can wave away with a hopeful
sentence.  It  is  genuinely,  stubbornly  hard.  But  it  is  the  right
question at last, and learning to ask it correctly, which is what this
entire book has been, turns out to be most of the distance to an an‐
swer.

T H E  C O M P U T E R  S A Y S  I T ’ S  Y O U
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