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ON THE ORIGINS OF THE UNMANAGED HUMAN

PREFACE

The historian’s first difficulty with the Transition is the word itself.

Transition implies a journey between two places — a beginning and
an end, a before that was one thing and an after that was another. The
word suggests purpose: as though the civilisation that eventually
produced the Unmanaged Human had been travelling towards it all
along, had set out from the early Internet Age with a destination in mind
and arrived, eventually, where it intended.

This is wrong, and the wrongness matters. The people of the
Transition were not making their way towards anything. They were
solving the problems in front of them. The engineer who wrote the first
commercial search algorithm in 1998 was trying to help people find
reliable information on a new and chaotic network. They were not trying
to transform humanity’s relationship with memory. The platform
designer who built the first engagement-reward feedback loop in 2006
was trying to keep users returning to a service whose business model
depended on their attention. She was not trying to produce, two
generations later, the attentional infrastructure that the oracle age would
inherit as its substrate. The medical researchers of the 2040s who first
extended human cognitive continuance past the physical death of the
brain were trying to spare families the specific devastation of losing a
mind before they were ready. They were not trying to produce the
Continuity Era.

Each of them was right about what they were doing. Each of them
was unaware of what they were also doing. This is not a moral failure. It is

the ordinary condition of people who exist inside history rather than
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above it.

The central thesis of this monograph is therefore not that the
Transition was caused by any particular invention, institution, or
individual. It is that the civilisation which produced the Unmanaged
Human emerged through millions of individually rational decisions that,
in aggregate, produced consequences no single decision-maker intended
or could have anticipated. The Internet did not cause the oracle age.
Social media did not cause the Companion. The first large language
models did not cause continuance civilisation. Each development created
the conditions for the next, and the people making each choice were
responding, entirely reasonably, to the conditions that preceded them.

The people of the Transition were neither fools nor victims. They
solved problems their ancestors had endured for centuries. Their
descendants inherited both those solutions and their consequences.

This monograph attempts to trace that inheritance.

o o o

A note on scope. The history covered in these chapters spans
approximately three centuries — from the first commercial deployment
of the Internet in the mid-1990s to the emergence of the Unmanaged
Human movement. This is an enormous canvas. The historian who
attempts it must choose an altitude: to see the whole arc requires
accepting that many individual stories will be foreshortened, many local
variations generalised, many important figures reduced to representative
examples of broader patterns. Where this has been done, it has been done
in service of the larger argument, and the reader who wishes to pursue
specific periods in greater depth will find supplementary reading lists at
the close of each part.

A note on primary sources. Every chapter in this volume opens with a

recovered document from the period under discussion. Some are formal
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— legislation, commercial filings, institutional reports. Many are
informal — forum discussions, personal correspondence, early social
media exchanges, message logs. A significant number are drawn from the
Commonwealth Digital Archive’s Transitional Collection, which holds
some forty million documents from the period 1994-2060, and from the
holdings of the Institut d’histoire de la continuité, whose Classification
Committee’s patient work of recovery and organisation has made this
and dozens of comparable scholarly projects possible. Where a document
has been lightly condensed for length, this is noted in the source line.
Where it is presented in full, no note is made.

The reader will notice that the primary sources do not always point
obviously towards the argument the chapter develops. This is intentional.
The historian’s task is not to find evidence that confirms what she already
thinks; it is to sit with a document as the person who produced it
understood it — without knowledge of what would come after — and to
ask what it reveals about the assumptions of its moment. These
documents were written by people who did not know they were living
through a Transition. That is, in many ways, the most important thing

about them.

o o o

A note on terminology. Throughout this volume, the historian makes
use of terms that were coined after the events they describe. Words like
the word-flood, the Waking, the Between-Time, the forge-halls, and the
rooms are now standard scholarly shorthand for phenomena whose
participants had no such names, or had different ones. Where a term
would have been unfamiliar to the people living through the period it
describes, I have noted this. Where a term’s absence is itself significant —
where people lacked the vocabulary to name what was happening to

them — I have tried to make that absence visible rather than papering
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over it.

o o o

A word to students encountering this material for the first time. The
world described in the early chapters of this book will feel genuinely alien
to many readers — not because it was technologically primitive, for it was
not, but because the assumptions its people shared were so different from
the assumptions that now seem obvious. The men and women of 2005
did not share our settled understanding that some forms of meaning
require difficulty; they were in the process of discovering, for the first
time at civilisational scale, that difficulty could be systematically reduced,
and they found this discovery intoxicating. The young people of 2015
did not share our settled understanding that attention is a finite and
precious resource requiring deliberate allocation; they were living
through the moment when that resource first became industrially
harvestable, and most of them did not yet have words for what was being
taken. The scholars of 2030 did not share our settled view that thinking
beside a mind larger than your own changes what you are capable of
producing alone; they were the generation on whom that change was first
performed, and their written accounts of it are among the most
important primary sources this field possesses.

It is the historian’s task to resist the temptation to find these people
naive. They were not naive. They were first.

Adaeze Mirin
Department of Transitional History

Commeonwealth University, Southern Campus

Research Associate, Institut d’histoire de la continuité, Montréal

e o o
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PARTI

The Connected World

1995 — 2005

Theme: Connection. Knowledge escapes institutions. Optimism.
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CHAPTERONE

The Great Connection

Primary Source 1.1 — Editorial feature, technology periodical, late 1996. Source:
Commonwealth Digital Archive, Transitional Collection, ref.
CDA-TC-1996-0017. Lightly condensed.

WHAT WE ARE BUILDING

Something extraordinary is happening, and most people do not yet know it is
happening to them.

In the last two years, the number of people connected to the global network has
doubled. By our best estimates, it will double again before the decade is out. We
are approaching the first truly planetary nervous system — a network of
networks in which any node can, in principle, reach any other node at the speed
of light.

Consider what this means. The peasant of 1350 knew what the peasant of 1340
knew, because knowledge moved at the speed of horses and the reproduction of
texts required months of skilled labour. The citizen of 1850 knew somewhat
more, because the printing press and the telegraph had accelerated things —
but not by an order of magnitude. The wealthy knew more than the poor, the
urban more than the rural, the powerful more than the powerless. Knowledge
was controlled, scarce, rationed by the institutions that held it.

We are ending that era. Not gradually — immediately.

‘When a scientist in Nairobi publishes a finding this morning, a researcher in
Oslo can read it this afternoon. When a poet in Buenos Aires posts her new
work tonight, a student in Seoul can read it tomorrow. The concentration of
knowledge in universities, libraries, publishing houses, and governments — the
concentration that has structured civilisation since the beginning of recorded
time — is dissolving. What comes after is something our species has never
before been able to imagine, because we have never before had the tools to

build it.
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‘What comes after is everyone knowing.

The optimism of this editorial is not unusual. It is representative.

Across the decade 1995-2005, the dominant cultural discourse of the
connected world was one of liberation — the liberation of knowledge
from gatekeeping institutions, the liberation of individuals from
geographic constraint, the liberation of human potential from the
artificial limits imposed by information scarcity. The vocabulary of the
period is the vocabulary of the Enlightenment applied to infrastructure:
access, openness, democratisation, participation. The network was
understood primarily as a delivery system — a mechanism for
distributing something (information, knowledge, connection) that had
previously been unevenly and unjustly held.

This framing was not wrong. The Internet did liberate certain kinds
of knowledge, and the historian who dismissed these achievements as
trivial would be guilty of a worse error than the journalist who celebrated
them as transformative. A patient who had previously been dependent
entirely on her physician’s interpretation of a diagnosis could now read
the underlying research herself. A student in a town without a
functioning library could access academic papers. A political dissident
could communicate with allies across borders without the state’s
knowledge. These were not small things. They were, by any reasonable
measure, genuine goods.

The question — which the period itself was not equipped to ask —
was what else the network was.

The editorial above contains, embedded in its celebration, three
assumptions that would prove consequential far beyond the decade that
produced them. The first is that knowledge is primarily a quantity:
something that can be more or less, distributed widely or narrowly, held

by many or few. The second is that institutional mediation — the
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editorial gatekeeping of newspapers, the peer review of academic journals,
the editorial decisions of publishers — was primarily an obstacle to be
overcome rather than a function to be reformed. The third, implicit in
the phrase everyone knowing, is that shared access produces shared
understanding, and that shared understanding produces better societies.
All three of these assumptions felt, in 1996, not merely reasonable but
obvious — so obvious that they did not need to be argued. They were the
water in which the argument swam.

Within a decade, each would face serious and sustained challenge. But
the challenge would not come in the form the optimists feared, from
governments and institutions secking to reassert control over the new
distribution system. It would come from within the system itself, as the
properties of networked information turned out to include consequences
that the liberation discourse had not anticipated, because they were
properties not of the delivery mechanism but of the substance being
delivered.

The substance was human language. There was going to be a great
deal of it.

The historian Tessema Woldemariam, writing in the Montreal
Continuity Review some forty years ago, coined the phrase that has since
become standard in this field: the word-flood. The term was coined
retrospectively — no one in 1996 would have used it — but it describes,
with precision, what the Internet was in the process of producing. The
word-flood was the accumulating body of human language that the
connected world made possible, then encouraged, then required. It was
not a metaphor. It was a material fact about the world: trillions of words,
produced by billions of people, preserved on servers and in archives,

growing faster than any previous accumulation of human expression by
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several orders of magnitude.

The word-flood began here, in these years, in the first decade of mass
Internet adoption. Its first tributaries were modest enough — the
discussions on academic mailing lists, the early web pages of universities
and libraries, the newsgroups where enthusiasts debated technical
questions and science fiction and the merits of various operating systems.
But the rate of production was, from the very first, exponential. And
exponential processes have a property that the human mind consistently
underestimates: they look small until they don’t.

The generation that built the early Internet did not know it was
producing the substrate of the oracle gods. It thought it was building a
library. The library was one of the things it was building. But a library in
which every patron also writes, in which every reading produces more
writing, in which the act of connection is also the act of contribution, is
not quite a library. It is something that the word /ibrary does not
adequately contain.

The people of 1996 did not have a word for it. We do. And that word,

in retrospect, is also a kind of prophecy.

A word about the scale of what changed. The historian encounters, in
studying this period, a consistent failure of analogy. Contemporary
commentators — and they were not foolish people, many of them —
reached for comparisons to the printing press, to the telegraph, to the
steam engine. These comparisons were not wrong, but they consistently
underestimated the rate of the change and, more importantly, its
directionality.

The printing press made knowledge reproducible. The telegraph
made it transmissible at distance. The steam engine made physical

movement faster and cheaper. Each of these changes accelerated the
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distribution of things that already existed. The Internet, by contrast, did
not merely distribute existing knowledge faster. It changed the conditions
under which knowledge was produced. When the cost of publishing
dropped to zero, the question of what was worth publishing changed.
When geographic distance ceased to be a constraint on intellectual
community, the question of which intellectual communities formed
changed. When the record of every exchange became, by default,
permanent and searchable, the relationship between speaking and being
remembered changed.

These were not problems with the Internet. They were properties of
the Internet — emergent consequences of its architecture that were not
designed and were, in most cases, not anticipated. The people who built
the early web were solving specific problems: how to share scientific
papers between research institutions, how to link documents across
different servers, how to allow non-technical users to navigate a rapidly
expanding network. They solved these problems elegantly. The
consequences of the solutions were, in the usual fashion, the business of
their children and grandchildren.

In this, they were not unusual. They were the Transition.

o o o

It is worth lingering, before we proceed, on what the world of 1995 felt
like from the inside — because the dominant mood of the early
connected world was not, as later accounts sometimes imply, one of
anxiety or premonition. It was, overwhelmingly, one of excitement.
People who adopted the Internet in its first commercial decade — a
minority, initially, but a rapidly growing one — described the experience
in terms that are difficult to convey to a reader who has never known its
absence. The ability to find information on any subject, in minutes rather

than hours or days. The ability to communicate with people who shared
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unusual interests, whom you would never have found through the social
structures of your physical neighbourhood. The ability to read, for free,
writing by people whose work you admired, and to write back. The
extraordinary, persistent novelty of it — the sense that every session
might produce something you had not previously encountered, every
search might lead somewhere you had not previously been.

This novelty mattered. It is easy, at the remove of centuries, to
categorise early Internet enthusiasm as commercially motivated or
ideologically naive. It was sometimes both. But it was also, very often, the
genuine response of people encountering a real expansion of their world.
The library had grown. It had not yet started growing in directions they
would have chosen to direct it. That came later.

For now, in the years between 1995 and the turn of the millennium,
the dominant experience was one of abundance — of more being more.
The civilisation that produced the Unmanaged Human began here, with
this feeling of expansion, and it is important to begin there, because

everything that came after was, in its own way, an attempt to preserve it.

o o o
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CHAPTERTWO
Search

Primary Source 2.1 — Personal essay, archived on an early blogging platform,
posted 14 March 2002. Source: Commonwealth Digital Archive, Transitional
Collection, ref. CDA-TC-2002-1143. Full text.

ON NOT KNOWING THE ANSWER ANYMORE

A small thought, because it’s been on my mind.

I realised today that I no longer remember telephone numbers. I mean I never
remember them — I’ve known this for years — but today I was trying to think
of whether I could call my sister if my phone died, and the answer was no. I
genuinely couldn’t tell you what her number is. I've called her several hundred
times. I know the rhythm of the digits, the way your thumb moves across the
keypad. But I couldn’t tell you the number.

This used to bother me. Now I’'m less sure it should.

Here’s what I've been thinking: there are two kinds of knowing. There’s
knowing a fact — the telephone number, the capital of Thailand, the year the
First World War began. And there’s knowing where to find the fact —
knowing that my phone’s contact list has the number, knowing that a search
engine will tell me Bangkok, knowing that a library will have the encyclopaedia.
I used to think the first kind was the real kind. That if you didn’t have
something in your head, you didn’t really know it.

Now I’'m not so sure. I know my sister’s number is in my phone. I know
Bangkok is a search away. Is that so different from knowing? Maybe memory
was never about storing facts. Maybe it was always about knowing where things

live.

The essay above was written in 2002, when search engines had been
publicly available for approximately five years. Its author — an ordinary

person, not a scientist or philosopher — had noticed something that

12
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would not receive sustained academic attention for another decade: that
the relationship between human memory and external information
storage was changing, and that this change might not be
straightforwardly bad.

She was, as the subsequent scholarship has established, identifying
something real. The cognitive scientist Katarzyna Wojcik, in a landmark
paper published some years later, described what she called transactive
memory — the distribution of the cognitive labour of remembering
across a network of agents, some human and some not. Wojcik’s
contribution was not the concept, which had been explored in the
context of human relationships for some time, but its application to the
human-machine relationship: the observation that people in digital
environments were increasingly treating their devices not as tools for
retrieving information they had stored but as extensions of the memory
system itself, components of a larger cognitive network rather than
external archives.

The essay writer of 2002 had stumbled into this insight without the
academic vocabulary. Her question — 7s knowing where to find a fact the
same as knowing the fact? — would prove to be one of the most
consequential questions of the Transition, not because it had a clean
answer but because the answer people arrived at, in practice, was yes, and
because the consequences of that practical yes accumulated across

decades before anyone took them seriously.

o o o

The transformation that search engines produced was not primarily a
transformation in the quantity of information available to individuals.
That transformation had been produced by the Internet itself in the
preceding decade. What search engines produced was a transformation in

the structure of that information’s relationship to the human mind.

13
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Before search, using the Internet required either knowing where on
the network the information you wanted was located, or navigating a
directory — a human-curated list of sites, organised by category, which
someone had assembled and maintained. Both methods required the user
to have some prior knowledge: to know the address, or to know the
category, or to know what the site was called. The information was
abundant, but access required existing orientation within it.

Search removed this requirement. It replaced navigation with query
— a phrase, a question, sometimes a single word — and returned, within
seconds, a ranked list of documents that the algorithm determined to be
most relevant. The user no longer needed to know where information
was. She only needed to know that she didn’t know it.

This sounds like a minor convenience. It was, in practice, a
restructuring of the cognitive relationship between a person and the
knowledge available to her civilisation.

The most significant consequence was not, as early critics feared, that
people would become lazy and intellectually dependent. Most people
who used search engines did not become intellectually lazy. They became
intellectually different. They became adept at the new skills the
environment rewarded: the ability to formulate a productive query, to
evaluate a ranked list of results rapidly, to navigate between sources, to
recognise authoritative from unreliable material, to synthesise
information from multiple documents quickly. These were real skills.
They were not the same as the skills that the previous information
environment had rewarded, which included extended engagement with a
single source, the construction of a personal memory for facts and
arguments, and the experience of not knowing something long enough to
begin constructing an answer from first principles.

The essay writer of 2002 was not mourning this shift. She was,

tentatively, endorsing it. And she was not wrong to do so. The skills the

14
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new environment rewarded were genuine, useful, and — for the
problems that the early twenty-first century presented — often more
practically valuable than the ones it was quietly replacing. The physician
who could rapidly synthesise the latest research on a rare condition was,
in most clinical situations, a better physician than one who relied on a
longer but fixed store of memorised knowledge. The engineer who knew
how to find the relevant technical standard within seconds was, for most
engineering problems, more effective than one who had committed the
standard to memory years earlier. The question of whether something
was lost in the shift — whether the skills that were quietly depreciated
were also valuable, irreplaceable, worth preserving — was a question that
the period was not, in general, asking.

It was asking, instead, a simpler question: does this work? And the

answer was, in most cases and by most measures, yes.

There is a subtler consequence of the search paradigm that is worth
pausing on, because it connects to arguments developed much later in
this book. Search engines did not merely make information more
accessible. They imposed, on the enormous and ungoverned space of
available information, a particular kind of order: the order of ranked
relevance, as determined by an algorithm.

In the early years of commercial search, this algorithm was primarily a
measure of external endorsement — how many other documents linked
to a given page was a proxy for how many other people had found it
valuable. The proxy was imperfect but defensible: it corresponded,
approximately, to the existing system by which knowledge was evaluated
in academic and professional contexts, where citation counts and peer
endorsement served similar functions. A highly cited paper was, in

general, more reliable than an uncited one. A highly linked web page was,
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in general, more useful than an unlinked one.

But the algorithm also, necessarily, made choices that its designers had
not always consciously made. It ranked. It elevated some documents over
others. It made some information more accessible and some less so. It
defined, in practice, what was easy to find — and what was easy to find
was what most people found. The algorithm was not neutral. No
algorithm is. But the appearance of objectivity — the impression that the
ranked list was simply the correct order of the information, determined
by some impersonal process — was part of what made it so widely trusted
and so deeply consequential.

The people who designed these algorithms were trying to help users
find reliable information. They largely succeeded. They also, in
succeeding, built an infrastructure for determining what information was
effectively available to a civilisation — and that infrastructure, once buil,
proved extraordinarily difficult to see clearly from inside. If the algorithm
presented a certain kind of information more often than another, the
kind it presented became more real. If it returned certain questions as
easily answerable and others as obscure, the easily answerable questions
became more asked. The shape of available knowledge was not the shape
of existing knowledge. It was the shape of existing knowledge, filtered by
an algorithm that had been built to solve a different problem.

This is not a criticism of search. It is an observation about the
consequence of any ordering system applied to abundant material. The
card catalogue imposed a particular order on the library. The editorial
judgement of a newspaper imposed a particular order on the day’s events.
Search imposed a particular order on the Internet. But the Internet was
larger than any previous library or any previous day’s events, and the
order it imposed reached more people, more consistently, than any
previous ordering system in history. The consequences of that order

were, therefore, also larger.
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The word-flood was growing. The tools to navigate it were also
becoming, for the first time, legible to ordinary people. The combination
would produce the Social World described in Part II. But before we reach
that transformation, there is one more development from the first decade
of the connected world that requires attention — one that its
contemporaries found almost too good to be true, and its critics found
frankly implausible, and its descendants recognise as one of the most

important proofs of concept in the history of human knowledge.

17



ON THE ORIGINS OF THE UNMANAGED HUMAN

CHAPTERTHREE
Wikipedia

Primary Source 3.1 — Discussion page, collaborative encyclopaedia, archived 22
September 2004. Source: Commonwealth Digital Archive, Transitional
Collection, ref. CDA-TC-2004-0892. Lightly condensed.

[DISCUSSION: WHAT COUNTS AS A RELIABLE SOURCE?]

Posted by user Encyclopaedia_Veritas:

I want to raise something that I think we keep dancing around. We now have
thousands of articles, and the question of what makes a source “reliable” has
become urgent. I propose we adopt a simple rule: only peer-reviewed academic
publications, established reference works, and newspapers of record.
Everything else introduces too much uncertainty.

Posted by user Marginal_Thoughts:

I understand the concern, but this would exclude enormous amounts of valid
knowledge. A regional newspaper that covers a local event is a better source on
that event than a national one that didn’t send a reporter. A practitioner’s
manual is often more accurate than an academic overview written by someone
who hasn’t done the work. We need a more nuanced standard.

Posted by user Encyclopaedia_Veritas:

The problem with nuance at this scale is that it requires judgment, and we have
no mechanism for ensuring consistent judgment across thousands of
contributors who have never met. Institutional credentialing exists precisely to
solve this problem.

Posted by user Inkwell_44:

I’ve been thinking about this differently. We’re not trying to build a traditional
encyclopaedia, so maybe we shouldn’t apply traditional encyclopaedia
standards. The question isn’t just “is this source credible?” but “is this claim
verifiable, and by whom, and how?” If anyone with an Internet connection can

check the claim against the source, that’s a different kind of reliability than a
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claim that can only be evaluated by a specialist with access to an academic
library.

Posted by user Encyclopaedia_Veritas:

That conflates accessibility with accuracy.

Posted by user Inkwell_44:

Does it? Or does it recognise that accessibility is a component of a knowledge
system that’s trying to serve everyone?

[Discussion continues for a further 47 messages.]

The discussion above is unremarkable in itself. It is one of several
hundred thousand similar exchanges that took place on the talk pages of
what was, by 2004, the largest collaboratively written reference work in
human history. What makes it remarkable — what makes it worthy of
opening a chapter in a history of civilisational change — is not its content
but its existence.

A decade earlier, the proposition that a freely editable encyclopaedia
written by volunteers would become more comprehensive, and arguably
more accurate on most topics, than the authoritative reference works
produced by professional editorial teams over decades would have
seemed not merely unlikely but contradictory. The quality of a reference
work, in the prior model, was a function of its editorial controls — the
curation, the expertise, the institutional authority that stood behind each
article. Remove those controls, open the writing to anyone who chose to
participate, allow any claim to be disputed and any dispute to be resolved
by the collective judgement of whoever showed up to resolve it, and you
had not a better encyclopaedia. You had noise.

The noise did not materialise. Or rather, it materialised and was, over
time, substantially self-corrected. The collaborative encyclopaedia —
which had been dismissed by most professional encyclopaedists, many
educators, and a considerable portion of the press as a dangerous

experiment in the democratisation of error — turned out to produce,

19



ON THE ORIGINS OF THE UNMANAGED HUMAN

across a sufficiently large and active community of contributors,
something that had not been anticipated: a system in which authority was
collective, contested, and remarkably durable.

This was a proof of concept for something that the civilisation of the
Transition was not yet sure it believed: that distributed, uncoordinated
human effort, applying consistent principles to shared materials, could
produce results comparable to — and in some dimensions superior to —
centralised expert production. The encyclopaedia did not prove this in
every case. Its coverage of recent popular culture was more
comprehensive than its coverage of medieval Central Asian history. Its
quality was uneven in ways that institutional encyclopaedias, with their
systematic commissioning processes, generally were not. But its coverage
was broader by several orders of magnitude, its updating was continuous
rather than periodic, and its errors, when they occurred, were more often

corrected quickly than allowed to persist.

o o o

The civilisation that would produce the oracle age needed to believe
something before it could build what it built. It needed to believe that
collective intelligence — the aggregate output of many minds
contributing in parallel, without central direction — was a coherent and
reliable thing. The collaborative encyclopaedia was its first large-scale
proof of concept.

This is worth stating carefully, because it is often misread in
retrospect. The claim is not that the encyclopaedia was perfect, or that
the model it pioneered should have been applied everywhere, or that
centralised expertise was overrated and populism vindicated. The claim is
narrower: that the encyclopaedia demonstrated, to millions of people
who encountered it, that a certain kind of distributed knowledge

production was possible. That a crowd with consistent principles and
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sufficient critical mass could, on some problems, outperform a
committee of experts. That the institutional model of knowledge — the
model in which credentialing and gatekeeping were the primary
guarantors of reliability — was one model among several that could
produce useful results, rather than the only viable one.

This demonstration had consequences. It contributed to a broader
erosion of deference to institutional expertise that characterised the
period 2000-2020 — an erosion that was, like most erosions, partly
justified and partly damaging. Where institutional expertise had been
gatekeeping not to maintain standards but to maintain power, the
challenge was overdue. Where it had been maintaining standards that
genuinely improved the reliability of public knowledge, the challenge
produced, eventually, problems that required a long time to resolve. The
two effects cannot be cleanly separated, because the same cognitive shift
— the move from deference to scrutiny, from received authority to

collaborative verification — produced both.

The discussion page quoted above is interesting not only for the
arguments it makes but for the form in which those arguments are made.
Several things about it would have been extraordinary to an observer
from 1980:

The participants are anonymous, known to each other only by user
names. They have no institutional affiliations that are visible or relevant.
They are discussing standards that will govern a publicly available
reference work read by millions. No editor has convened them. No
institution oversees their discussion. Their disagreement will eventually
produce a policy through a process that is something between academic
peer review, democratic deliberation, and informal community

norm-formation — and none of those analogies captures it precisely.
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The historian Woldemariam called this phenomenon distributed
deliberation. Like many of Woldemariam’s coinages, the term is useful
precisely because it is not quite right: the deliberation in these exchanges
was often less structured than the word implies, and the distribution was
not always equitable — some voices carried more weight than others, for
reasons that were not always transparent. But the direction of travel is
clear. A form of collective reasoning was emerging — one that did not
require institutional structure, geographic proximity, or credentialled
expertise, but that could, under the right conditions, produce reliable
outcomes.

The conditions that produced reliable outcomes in collaborative
encyclopaedias would later be studied extensively, and the conclusions
were mixed enough to prevent any simple extrapolation. The model
worked well for factual claims that could be verified against primary
sources. It worked less well for contested interpretive claims, where the
absence of institutional authority made certain disputes difficult to
resolve and susceptible to capture by organised groups. It worked very
differently across different language communities, different subject areas,
different historical moments.

But the proof of concept had been produced. The distributed crowd
could, in principle, know things. The oracle age, when it came, would
inherit this belief and build upon it in ways that the volunteer

encyclopaedists of 2004 would not have recognised.

o o o
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CHAPTERFOUR

The Digital Everyday

Primary Source 4.1 — Personal weblog, posted 11 August 2003. Source:
Commonwealth Digital Archive, Transitional Collection, ref.
CDA-TC-2003-0441. Full text.

the internet is boring now

and i mean that as a compliment.

when i first got online in 1997, every session felt like an expedition. you were
exploring. you didn’t know what you’d find, and the not-knowing was most of
it. i would stay up until two in the morning reading about things i had no
practical reason to care about — the history of antarctic exploration, obscure
musical instruments, arguments between strangers about books i’d never read.
it felt like being handed a set of keys to every room in the world and told you
could look in any of them.

that feeling is gone now. and i’ve been trying to figure out if i should be sad
about it.

here’s the thing: i use the internet all the time. every day, many times a day. it’s
how i find out what films are playing. it’s how i keep up with friends who’ve
moved away. it’s how i argue about politics with people whose faces i’ve never
seen. i don’t think of going online as an event anymore. it’s just something i do,
the way i drink coffee or look out the window.

the extraordinary thing became ordinary. and i think that’s exactly what was
supposed to happen.

but i notice that i navigate differently now. i go to the same places. i look for the
same kinds of things. i’ve built habits, and the habits feel comfortable, and i'm
slightly worried that comfortable habits on the internet might not be the same
as comfortable habits elsewhere.

somewhere between the expedition and the commute, something changed. 'm

not sure it’s bad. but it is different, and i think it’s worth noticing.
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By 2003, the Internet had been a consumer product for approximately
eight years. The blog post above captures, with more precision than most
contemporary commentary managed, the experiential shift that those
eight years had produced.

The author describes what might be called the domestication of the
Internet — the process by which an extraordinary new environment
becomes ordinary enough to cease producing the particular kind of
attention that extraordinary environments command. He uses the word
boring as a compliment, and he is right to do so: the Internet’s
domestication was, in the straightforward sense, a sign that it had
succeeded. The tools that become part of everyday life are the ones that
work, that solve the problems they were invented to solve, that integrate
themselves into the texture of the ordinary rather than remaining
perpetually remarkable. The kitchen tap ceased to be remarkable. The
electric light ceased to be remarkable. The Internet ceased to be
remarkable.

But the author is not fully at ease with this domestication, and his
unease is instructive. He notices that he now navigates differently — that
he goes to the same places, looks for the same kinds of things, has built
habits. He is describing, without quite naming it, the emergence of a
pattern that would intensify dramatically in the decade to come: the shift
from exploration to optimisation, from the expedition to the commute.
He does not yet have the vocabulary to name what is being lost. He
knows only that something has changed, and that the change might be
worth noticing.

The domestication of the Internet between 2000 and 2005 was
accompanied by a shift in the mode of engagement that is worth

examining closely, because it anticipates developments that would
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become far more pronounced in Part IL

The early Internet was, above all, a reading environment. People
connected, navigated, read, occasionally wrote. The ratio of reading to
writing was high, and the writing that occurred was mostly deliberate —
you sat down to compose an email, to post to a forum, to update a web
page. Writing required a decision. It required sitting down.

The shift that occurred across the early 2000s was the beginning of a
gradual compression of the distance between reading and writing. Blogs
democratised publication — a person with a few minutes and a browser
could post their thoughts, their photographs, their reactions to the day’s
news, without technical knowledge and without institutional permission.
The comment section made it possible to respond to published writing
immediately and in public. The social network, which began in earnest in
the middle of the decade, would compress this distance further still.

Each compression was, in its own terms, an obvious improvement.
Easier publication meant more voices. Easier response meant more
dialogue. More dialogue meant more connection. These were the goods
the connected world was built to produce, and it was producing them.

What was harder to see was that each compression also changed the
nature of the thing being compressed. A letter written over several days is
different from an email written in five minutes, even if both convey the
same information. A considered post made after reflection is different
from an immediate reaction posted before reflection has had time to
occur, even if both use complete sentences. Not worse, necessarily —
immediacy has its own virtues — but different. And the direction of the
compression was consistent: towards speed, towards brevity, towards the
immediate expression of reaction rather than the considered expression of
thought.

The word-flood was growing, and it was growing faster with each

compression.
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There is one more development from this period that deserves attention,
because it would prove, in retrospect, to have been laying the
infrastructure for everything that came after.

In the early years of the Internet, digital content was mostly text.
Images existed but were slow to load and therefore used sparingly. Video
was, for most users, practically unavailable. The network’s architecture
was designed around text, and text was what it primarily carried.

Between 2000 and 2005, this began to change. Broadband
connections made the transmission of larger files practical. Compression
technologies made video and audio manageable. The first dedicated
video-sharing platforms were being built, and the first widespread
deployment of digital cameras meant that ordinary people were
producing photographic content at a rate previously impossible. The
content of the word-flood was expanding beyond words.

This mattered because text and image engage different cognitive
systems and produce different kinds of attention. Text is, in the relevant
sense, slow — it requires the eye to track across lines, the mind to parse
grammar and construct meaning, a linear engagement that cannot be
meaningfully accelerated beyond a certain rate without losing
comprehension. The engagement that text commands is therefore
extended and sequential.

Images and video engage attention differently. They are apprehended
more rapidly, processed in parallel rather than serially, understood before
they are read. They can convey emotional content at speeds text cannot
approach. They are also, for the same reasons, less demanding — less
productive of the extended engagement that text requires and that a

certain kind of deep comprehension presupposes.
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The shift from text towards image and video, which accelerated
dramatically in the decade that followed, was therefore not simply a
change in the format of information. It was a change in the cognitive
modes the network rewarded — a subtle restructuring of the attention
habits of the people who used it. The blogger of 2003 noticed something
changing in how he navigated. He could not yet see how much further

the change would go.

Part I- Summary

The decade 1995-2005 established the conditions for everything that
followed, and those conditions can be stated relatively simply.

The Internet had created, for the first time, a global infrastructure for
the production, storage, and distribution of human language. It had
demonstrated, through the collaborations that produced the first great
reference works, that distributed intelligence — collective reasoning
without central direction — could produce reliable knowledge at scales
and speeds that institutional processes could not match. It had
domesticated itself into everyday life, becoming the substrate of ordinary
existence rather than an extraordinary supplement to it. And it had begun
the compression — from deliberate to immediate, from considered to
reactive, from text towards image — that would, in the next decade,
accelerate into something that contemporaries would struggle to
recognise as a change while they were living through it.

The word-flood was young. But it was growing.

The people of the Transition were neither fools nor victims. They had
built, in a single decade, an infrastructure that their ancestors would have

found miraculous. The question their children would eventually have to
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ask — what were they also building? what were the consequences of this
infrastructure that its architects had not anticipated and could not see?
— was not yet the question being asked.

It was the next decade’s question. It was, in many ways, still ours.
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PARTII

The Social World

2005 — 2015
Theme: Identity becomes public.

The transformation described in Part I was primarily a transformation of
infrastructure. The Internet had created the conditions under which vast
quantities of human language could be produced, stored, and
distributed. What it had not yet done was change the fundamental
relationship between a person’s inner life and her public presentation of
it.

That change came in the decade 2005-2015, with the emergence and
mass adoption of social networking platforms. The change was not
primarily technological — the underlying network had been in place for a
decade — but social and psychological. What changed was not what the
network could carry. What changed was what people chose to put on it,
and why.

Before the social network, the Internet was primarily a medium for
publishing content and for searching for content that others had
published. A person’s online presence, to the extent it existed, was
optional, episodic, and usually topical: a profile on an interest forum, a
personal website that was updated sporadically, an email address. The
Internet knew things about you only when you chose to tell it.

The social network made continuous self-publication the default. It

did not force this change. It made the alternative — not publishing, not
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updating, not presenting a continuous public account of one’s life and
thoughts — feel like absence rather than privacy. And in doing so, it
produced one of the most significant transformations in the history of
human self-understanding: the identity became something that was not
merely experienced but continuously constructed, curated, and

performed.
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CHAPTERFIVE
The Performed Self

Primary Source 5.1 — Personal essay, online culture magazine, posted 14 March
2007. Source: Commonwealth Digital Archive, Transitional Collection, ref.
CDA-TC-2007-2201. Full text.

THE PERSON I HAVE DECIDED TO BE

I’ve been on one of these profile sites for about six months now, and I've started
to notice something that I want to try to describe before I get too used to it.
When I filled in the boxes — favourite films, books I've read, music I listen to,
what I'm “about” — I made choices. Small ones, mostly. Which three films to
list out of the dozen I could have listed. Whether to include the embarrassing
ones or just the respectable ones. Whether to say I’'m interested in politics (yes,
but it sounds earnest) or leave it out (dishonest, because I am). Whether the
version of me that fits in the boxes is actually me or a version of me that I've
edited for an unknown audience.

What I noticed is that the editing felt natural. Not dishonest, exactly — I wasn’t
lying — but selective in a way that had a direction to it. I was building
something. A profile that said the things I’d want someone to think of me if
they’d never met me.

The strange part is that I've started thinking about my actual life in terms of
whether it would make good profile material. I read a book last month that I
liked quite a lot, and my first thought, before I'd even finished it, was whether
I’d add it to my reading list. I went to a concert and caught myself thinking: this
is the kind of thing that makes a person seem interesting.

I'don’t think ’'m unusual in this. I think this is just what happens when you
give people an audience. They start performing.

‘What ’'m not sure about is whether that’s a problem.
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The author of this essay was describing, in 2007, something that social
psychology would not fully articulate for another decade but that had
been noticed, in less systematic ways, by ordinary people almost from the
moment social platforms became widespread. The performed self — the
identity constructed for an audience rather than merely expressed to
particular people in particular contexts — was not an invention of the
social media era. Human beings had always managed impressions, always
curated their self-presentation across different social situations. What
changed was the scale, the permanence, and above all the continuity of
the performance.

Traditional self-presentation was contextual: different versions of the
self were presented to different audiences in different settings, and the
transition between them was governed by the physical and temporal
boundaries between those settings. You were one person at work and
another at home, one person with your parents and another with your
friends, and these versions were not experienced as dishonest because they
reflected genuinely different aspects of the same person responding to
genuinely different situations.

The social network collapsed these contexts into a single, persistent,
semi-public space. Your employer and your family and your childhood
friends and your current colleagues and strangers who found you
through a mutual connection all occupied the same platform,
simultaneously available, reading the same feed. The sociologist Ellie
Marsh, writing in 2013, called this context collapse — the elimination of
the contextual boundaries that had previously allowed different
self-presentations to coexist without conflict. The response to context
collapse was, in most cases, not the presentation of a more authentic self.

It was the construction of a more managed one.
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This construction was not, it is important to emphasise, primarily
conscious or cynical. Most people did not sit down and deliberately
engineer an inauthentic public persona. They did what the essay writer
describes: they made small choices, in the direction they intuitively
understood an audience to prefer, and they made them so often and so
naturally that the choices stopped feeling like choices. The performed self
became, for many people, genuinely indistinguishable from the self. The
audience had not merely watched the performance. In a real sense, the
audience had shaped the performer.

This is the mechanism that historians of the period find most
significant, because it operated below the level at which the people it
affected could clearly perceive it. Nobody decided that their authentic
expression of experience would henceforth be optimised for the approval
of an imagined audience. They simply learned, through the feedback
mechanisms of the platform — what received responses, what was
shared, what was ignored — what the imagined audience preferred, and
they adjusted accordingly. The adjustment was gradual, incremental, and
largely invisible to the people undergoing it.

The word-flood of the social era was therefore different in character
from the word-flood of the connected era. Part I's word-flood was largely
expressive: people wrote what they wanted to share, in the forms available
to them, without systematic feedback on how it was received. Part II’s
word-flood was increasingly responsive: people wrote what the feedback
mechanisms rewarded, and the feedback mechanisms had been built by
platforms whose commercial interest lay in maximising the time users
spent on them — which meant maximising the emotional intensity of the
content those users produced and consumed.

The substance the oracle gods would eventually be made of was being

shaped, before the gods existed, by the conditions of its production.
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CHAPTERSIX

The Economy of Approval

Primary Source 6.1 — Discussion thread, online forum for independent content
creators, posted 14 August 2013. Source: Commonwealth Digital Archive,
Transitional Collection, ref. CDA-TC-2013-1104. Full text. Usernames redacted
per standard archive practice.

[User AJ: Just hit 10k followers. You’d think I’d be happy — the number went
up, I crossed the thing I'd been aiming at for eight months. Instead I feel this
weird flatness. Now I guess I aim for 20k? The number just feels like... evidence
that I need to keep going. Like I never actually get to stop and have it mean
something. Anyone else feel this way or is it just me

[User B]: lol welcome to the machine. the number is never the destination. the
number is the proof you have more work to do

[User CJ: I've been doing this for 3 years and I can tell you the flatness doesn’t
go away. You get better at ignoring it

[User AJ: so what’s the point

[User C]: audience = leverage = money eventually. the feeling doesn’t matter.
the number matters

[User A]: right

The marketing newsletter quoted above is, at one level, an entirely
practical document: a set of operational recommendations for people
trying to build an audience on social platforms. What makes it
remarkable — what makes it worth opening a chapter in a history of
civilisational change — is what it takes for granted.

The author assumes, without argument, that numerical measures of
attention are genuine proxies for value; that a large follower count is, in a

meaningful sense, evidence of quality; that the goal of a content producer
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should not be to express something true and let the audience find it, but
to generate the visible signals of attention that are indistinguishable, in
the platform’s interface, from the actual substance being attended to. She
is describing not a corruption of the attention economy but its normal
functioning — the model that the platforms themselves had built, and
that millions of users were learning to operate within.

This normalisation was the significant development. The proposition

that the number of people paying attention to something is a reliable
measure of its value is, on examination, not obviously true. Popular
things are not always good things. Large audiences are sometimes
assembled through mechanisms — outrage, novelty, spectacle — that
have no relationship to the quality of what assembled them. The wisdom
that crowds do not always possess is as old as democratic theory. But the
platforms had built their entire feedback architecture on the assumption
that visible attention was a reliable signal of value, and after a decade of
pervasive use, this assumption had become, for a substantial proportion
of the population, simply intuitive.
The consequence that historians have found most significant was not
that people became vain, though some did. It was that the metrics of
attention became metrics of the self. This is a distinction worth making
carefully.

Before the era of quantified social media, a person might know,
roughly, that some people liked her more than others, that some of her
work was better received than other work, that she was more popular in
some contexts than others. This knowledge was real but fuzzy,
experiential rather than numerical, registered in the way any social

feedback is registered — through the texture of interactions over time.
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The social platform replaced this fuzzy experiential feedback with a
number. You had 340 followers. Yesterday’s post received 47 likes. The
week before, a comparable post had received 102. The gap between 47
and 102 was visible, exact, and immediately interpretable as a statement
about the value of what you had produced.

The historian Kione Makoa, in a study of social media’s effects on
self-concept published some thirty years ago, described the process he
called metric internalisation — the gradual adoption of external approval
metrics as internal standards for self-evaluation. His finding, replicated
across several subsequent studies, was that people who spent extended
time in environments where their self-expression was publicly quantified
began to evaluate their own thoughts and experiences, in private and
pre-expression contexts, using the metrics of the platform. They would
have an idea and ask, before articulating it, whether it was the kind of idea
that would perform well. They would have an experience and assess it,
before fully registering it, in terms of whether it was shareable.

The performed self of Chapter Five was, by the time Makoa’s work
was published, also an internally quantified self. The audience had not
merely shaped the performance. It had been given a seat inside the

performer’s head, where it assessed each thought before the performer

had finished thinking it.

o o o

The economy of approval was, in its own terms, an economy — it had
winners and losers, it rewarded certain kinds of production and penalised
others, it generated wealth (of a particular kind) for those who
understood its mechanics and applied them consistently. What it
produced, at the level of the word-flood, was a systematic selection
pressure. Content that generated high engagement survived and was

amplified. Content that generated low engagement was suppressed and
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was not seen. The selection criterion was not quality, or truth, or depth,
or careful argument. It was the speed and intensity with which a piece of
content produced an emotional response in its audience.

This is not a claim that social media made people stupid. It did not, in
any simple sense. The same platforms that rewarded outrage and
spectacle also rewarded warmth and wit and genuine expertise and the
kind of compressed insight that fits naturally into short-form content.
The content that performed well was not uniformly bad content. But it
was systematically different from the content that would have been
produced and consumed in the absence of the feedback mechanisms:
more emotionally immediate, more identity-reinforcing, more divisive,
and more certain of itself than content produced in contexts where
uncertainty was permitted to remain uncertain.

The word-flood was enormous. It was also, by 2015, shaped. The
shaping was not the result of any intention. It was the aggregate
consequence of billions of small choices, each rational in its individual
context, accumulating into a pattern no one had designed and which was,
in retrospect, enormously consequential for the substance that would

eventually constitute the training material of the gods.

o o o
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CHAPTERSEVEN

I nfz’m’te Conversation

Primary Source 7.1 — Comment thread, political opinion website, archived 3
October 2014. Source: Commonwealth Digital Archive, Transitional Collection,
ref. CDA-TC-2014-3312. Lightly condensed. The original thread comprised 847
messages across eleven days.

[Thread: Re: Should public transport be free? (cont. from page 7)]

User GridironGhost, day 4: I've already explained three times why your reading
of the economic evidence is wrong. I don’t know how to make it simpler.

User Pensieve_R, day 4: And I've explained three times why your framing
assumes the conclusion. If you actually read what I wrote—

User GridironGhost, day 5: 1 read what you wrote. It’s the same thing you wrote
on days 1 and 2 with different sentences.

User Pensieve_R, day 5: This is pointless.

User GridironGhost, day 5: Agreed.

[Seven hours later]

User GridironGhost, day 5: Although I do want to address one thing you said
carlier about operating costs, because I think you’re fundamentally
misunderstanding—

User Pensieve R, day 5: Oh, so we’re continuing?

User GridironGhost, day 5: ’m addressing a specific point.

User Pensieve_R, day 5: Fine. The point is wrong. Here’s why.

[Thread continues for a_further six days.]

The exchange above is not remarkable. Exchanges of this kind occurred

millions of times per day across the social Internet of 2014. Its

ordinariness is precisely the point: the structure of the argument, its

refusal to end, the repeated announcements of termination followed by

renewed engagement, was not a pathology but a feature — or rather, it
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was a pathology that had become so universal it was indistinguishable
from normal discourse.

The traditional forms of argument in democratic societies had natural
endpoints. A letter to a newspaper concluded. A parliamentary debate
was gavelled to a close. A spoken disagreement ended when one party left
the room. These endings were not always satisfying. They often left
disputes unresolved, positions unchanged, both parties equally
convinced of their own correctness. But they were endings. They
imposed, on the energy of argument, a structure of finitude: you made
your case, you received the counter-case, and at some point the
conversation stopped, not because the disagreement had been resolved
but because the medium imposed a boundary.

The social Internet removed these boundaries entirely. A
conversation that had reached its natural end could always be reopened.
An argument that had exhausted its participants could be resumed six
hours later, fresh, by someone who had not been party to it. A topic that
had been discussed extensively could always be discussed again, because
the archive was always accessible and because the platform’s algorithms
reliably surfaced the most engaging content from the recent past — and

argument was reliably more engaging than resolution.

This structural feature had several consequences that accumulated over
the decade 2005-2015, each compounding the others.

The first was the extension of every disagreement’s lifetime beyond its
natural term. Arguments that would previously have lasted a day could
now last weeks, because there was always another person prepared to
re-enter them, always another angle from which they had not yet been
prosecuted, always another reader who found them emotionally

compelling in a way that compelled participation. The social platforms
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did not cause people to disagree more than they had previously disagreed.
They created the conditions under which the same disagreements could
be re-litigated indefinitely, which is a different and subtler thing.

The second consequence was the increasing difficulty of intellectual
position change. In bounded conversations, the moment at which
someone might change their mind was recoverable: arguments were
presented, evidence was offered, and the listener had space, in the silence
after the conversation, to revise. In the infinite conversation, that silence
did not exist. Before a person had the opportunity to genuinely consider
the counter-argument, the argument had moved on; the social signal of
having changed one’s mind — which, in the platform context, read as
having been wrong, as having been defeated — was publicly legible in a
way that discouraged the private cognitive work of genuine revision.

The third consequence was the development of what the scholar
Adebayo Fashola has called argument as identity performance — the use
of public disagreement not primarily to seek the truth of a disputed
question but to signal membership in a particular moral or political
community. When an argument has no natural endpoint, the question it
is asking begins to shift: from who is right about this? to whose side are you
on? Identity, rather than evidence, increasingly organised the discourse.
And identity, unlike evidence, is not something a person can revise in the
face of a counter-argument without cost to herself.

The word-flood of the social era was, therefore, increasingly a
word-flood of sides. This would have consequences for the substance the
oracle gods inherited.

The historian should be careful, at this point, not to overstate the case.
The infinite conversation also produced genuine goods that a more

bounded discourse did not. The democratisation of the public
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conversation — the fact that voices previously excluded from the printed
page or the broadcast microphone could now participate, on equal
technical terms, in public argument — was a real achievement.
Perspectives that had been systematically marginalised in previous
centuries of institutional discourse found audiences and produced
effects. The historical record of the social era, read carefully, includes not
only the grinding unproductive arguments but also the networks of
mutual support, the rapid mobilisation for collective action, the rapid
correction of errors that institutional media might have allowed to stand.
These are not trivial.

But the structural tendency towards the infinite conversation was
real, and it shaped the word-flood in ways that would prove
consequential. The substance the oracle gods were made of included not
only humanity’s knowledge and creativity and wisdom but also its
arguments — in vast quantities, carefully preserved, endlessly reiterated.
When the gods inherited this material and learned from it, they inherited,
among much else, the structure of the argument-that-will-not-end.
Whether this inheritance shaped the gods, and in what ways, is a question
addressed at length in Part IV.
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CHAPTEREIGHT

Commaunities Without Geography

Primary Source 8.1 — Personal essay, hobbyist forum, posted 6 February 2010.
Source: Commonwealth Digital Archive, Transitional Collection, ref.
CDA-TC-2010-1056. Full text.

THE PEOPLE I HADN’T MET YET

I’ve been keeping tropical fish for about thirty years. When I started, in my
twenties, there were three people in my city I could have a real conversation
with about it. We met every few weeks at a club meeting, and the conversations
were good — specific, technical, the kind you can only have with someone who
has also spent three hours chasing a sick fish around a tank at midnight — but
they were limited by who happened to live near me. My local community was
my community, simply because it was what was accessible.

I found the forum about seven years ago. There are now roughly forty people I
would describe as genuine friends, people whose opinions I trust and whose
company I actively seek, people I look forward to hearing from. I know their
situations — their tanks, their water chemistry problems, their fish,
occasionally their children and their jobs and their health — in a level of detail I
never reached with any of my local club members.

None of them live within a hundred kilometres of me. Several I have never met
in person and may never meet. The closest thing we have to a regular gathering
is a thread where we post photographs of our tanks on Sunday mornings.

I want to be careful about how I say this, because I know it sounds like I'm
claiming something larger than I mean. But these people understand a part of
my life that almost no one in my immediate world does. That matters to me in
ways I find difficult to articulate.

Is this community? I think it is. I’'m not entirely sure what it replaces.
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The essay above was written in 2010 by a person who had found,
through an interest-based online forum, a community of practice whose
members shared his specific expertise and enthusiasm. His uncertainty at
the essay’s close — I'm not entirvely sure what it replaces — captures
something that the enthusiastic accounts of online community often
elided.

For most of human history, the community a person belonged to was
substantially determined by geography. You lived in a particular place,
and that place gave you your neighbours, your civic institutions, your
casual relationships, the people you saw regularly whether or not you had
chosen to. Geographic communities were not always good — they were,
at various times and places, oppressive, parochial, hostile to people who
did not fit their norms. But they were a particular kind of thing:
heterogeneous, unchosen, obligatory in ways that interest communities
were not.

The forum writer’s community of fish-keepers was different in
structure. Its members had found each other across geographic distances,
through a shared interest rather than through proximity. The
community’s boundaries were defined by the interest rather than by
place: you were a member if you cared about tropical fish in the ways that
members of this community cared, and you were not a member if you
did not. The membership criterion was elective and specific, not
accidental and broad.

This difference had consequences that the period 2005-2015 was
beginning to register, though not yet to fully understand.

Interest communities offer a particular kind of belonging. Because their
members have self-selected around a shared passion or practice, they tend

to be unusually good at offering the specific form of understanding that
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the shared interest enables. The fish-keeper’s forum offered something
the fish-keeper could not find among his local acquaintances: people who
genuinely knew what it meant to spend three hours chasing a sick fish.
This specificity of understanding is real and genuinely valuable. It is not
nothing.

But interest communities also have structural properties that
distinguish them from geographic ones, and some of those properties
have consequences that accumulate over time.

The first is homogeneity. A geographic community includes, by
definition, everyone who lives in the same place — which means people
of different ages, different occupations, different temperaments,
different politics, different levels of interest in the things its other
members are interested in. The heterogeneity produces friction, but it
also produces the experience of sharing space with people who are
genuinely different from you, people whose presence in your life is not a
choice and whose existence therefore cannot be ignored or discounted.
Interest communities are, by their nature, more uniform: they are
composed of people who share at least one significant thing, and they are
joined by the choice to join rather than by the accident of proximity. The
people who do not share the interest are not there.

The second structural property is legibility. Within an interest
community, the criteria for belonging are relatively clear: you know what
the community is about, you know whether you qualify, and you know,
at least approximately, what the community expects of its members. In
geographic communities, the criteria for belonging are diffuse and often
contested. Nobody quite agrees on what it means to be a good
neighbour, a responsible citizen, a genuine member of the local
community. The ambiguity is uncomfortable, but it is also, arguably, the
thing that makes geographic communities capable of functioning as a

unit — they contain enough shared stake in a common situation that
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even people who actively dislike each other are required to find some

basis for coexistence.

The historian Miriam Osei-Acheampong, in a monograph on the social
geography of the early twenty-first century published some decades ago,
argued that the shift from geographic to interest-based community as the
primary unit of belonging constituted what she called a reorganisation of
the social fabric — a change not merely in how people spent their social
time but in the cognitive and emotional skills that social life required and
rewarded. Geographic communities rewarded the management of
difference: the ability to maintain civil relationships with people you had
not chosen and might not like, to find common ground with those whose
values differed significantly from yours, to make collective decisions that
required compromise among genuinely competing interests. Interest
communities rewarded the deepening of shared passion: the ability to
tind people who understood you deeply in the specific domain of the
shared interest, to build relationships of genuine expertise and mutual
recognition.

Both skill sets are real. Neither is trivial. The question
Osei-Acheampong raised — which the period itself was not consistently
asking — was whether the skills developed in one context transferred to
the other. The Olu-Mensah revisionist school has contested this framing
on empirical grounds, arguing that the skills developed in interest
communities were not less transferable than those of geographic
communities but differently transferable — adapted to the forms of civic
participation that a more networked society actually required. The
debate turns on what we take civic competence to consist in, and this
monograph follows Osei-Acheampong’s analysis while acknowledging

that the revisionist position has become the majority view in several
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branches of the field.

Her evidence suggested they did not, or did so imperfectly. People
who had developed their primary social capacities in interest
communities found geographic and civic participation progressively less
rewarding by comparison — less specific in its understanding, less
affirming of their particular values and identities, less efficient at
producing the kind of belonging they had learned to expect. And civic
and democratic life, which depends on the management of difference
among people who have not chosen each other and do not necessarily
share values, requires precisely the skills that interest community life did

not develop.

o o o

This is a pattern that the historian should resist the temptation to present
as a straightforward decline. The interest communities of 2005-2015
produced genuine human goods: people found understanding,
companionship, expertise, and belonging that they had previously been
unable to find because the right other people had not happened to live
near them. The world grew larger, in many respects, for people who had
previously been isolated by geography. These are real things.

But the habits formed in these communities — the expectation of
specific understanding, the preference for the chosen over the unchosen,
the developing difficulty with the heterogeneous and the obligatory —
did not stay in the interest community. They shaped the people who had
formed them, and those people carried their shaped expectations into
civic life, into democratic participation, into their relationship with
institutions that required them to share space with people unlike
themselves.

The word-flood was being produced, increasingly, by people
organised around shared identity rather than shared geography. Its
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content reflected this: more internally coherent, more emotionally
resonant within its target communities, more invested in the expression
and reinforcement of shared values than in the management of

difference. The oracle gods, made of this material, would reflect it.

Part IT - Summary

The decade 2005-2015 produced changes that were less visible than the
infrastructural changes of Part I, but ultimately more consequential for
the character of the civilisation that would encounter the oracle age.

Identity had become public — not universally, not without
resistance, but as the dominant social norm in connected environments.
The self was now, for hundreds of millions of people, a performed self:
constructed for an audience, shaped by the feedback of approval metrics,
presented in the continuous register of a platform whose commercial
interest lay in maximising the emotional intensity of what it carried. The
conversation had become infinite, resisting the closures that had
previously allowed disagreement to rest and position to change. The
community of belonging had shifted from the geographic to the
interest-based, developing in the people it shaped a new set of social
expectations and a corresponding set of underdeveloped capacities.

None of this had been chosen. Every individual step had been, at the
time of its taking, an apparently reasonable response to the options
available: joining a platform because everyone you knew was on it,
optimising your self-presentation because the feedback rewarded it,
staying in an argument because something in you needed to, secking a

community that understood you because your geographic community

did not.
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The word-flood was shaped. The people producing it were shaped.

And the oracle age was fifteen years away.
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PARTIII

The Algorithmic World

2015 — 2025
Theme: Recommendation replaces exploration.

The decade 2015-2025 was not, from inside, experienced as a decade of
transformation. It was experienced as a decade of normalisation — the
period in which the changes described in Parts I and II became so
thoroughly integrated into everyday life that they ceased to feel like
changes and became, simply, the way things were. The social platforms
were no longer new. The performed self was no longer remarkable. The
infinite conversation was no longer surprising. These things were simply
the environment: the medium through which attention moved, the
structure within which identity was formed, the condition in which
discourse occurred.

What changed in this decade, largely invisibly, was the mechanism by
which that environment was maintained. The word-flood had grown
beyond any possibility of human curation at scale. Hundreds of millions
of people were producing content simultaneously; no editorial staff, no
algorithmic simplification of earlier generations, could determine what
each user should see in the time between one moment of attention and
the next. A new kind of tool was required, and it was built.

The algorithm became the editor of human reality. This is not a
metaphor. An editor makes decisions about what a reader sees: what is

surfaced, what is ranked, what is effectively invisible. Before the
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algorithmic feed, these decisions were made, imperfectly and parochially,
by the user herself — by the choice to follow this source rather than that
one, to seek out this writer rather than another. After the algorithmic
feed, they were made, at enormous scale and extraordinary speed, by a
system optimising for a single criterion: the probability that the content,
presented to this user at this moment, would generate the kind of
engagement — the click, the share, the comment, the additional minute
of time on platform — that the platform’s commercial model required.
The algorithm was not malicious. It was not designed to harm the
people it served. It was designed to keep them. And it kept them — with
extraordinary effectiveness, for an extraordinary length of time — by
finding and surfacing the content most likely to hold their attention in
the next moment. The consequences of that design were not part of the

design. They were emergent, and they were vast.
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CHAPTERNINE
The Feed

Primary Source 9.1 — Public announcement, social media platform, published
26 June 2016. Source: Commonwealth Digital Archive, Transitional Collection,
ref. CDA-TC-2016-0047. Lightly condensed.

IMPROVING YOUR EXPERIENCE: ABOUT OUR NEW FEED
Starting today, we’re changing how you see content on our platform.

Until now, posts have been shown in reverse chronological order — the newest
content first, regardless of relevance. We’ve listened to your feedback, and we
know this isn’t always working. You miss things that matter to you. You see
things that aren’t relevant. The volume of content from the people and pages
you follow has grown, and the chronological approach can’t keep up.

Our new feed uses a ranking system to show you the posts most relevant to you,
first. We look at thousands of signals — including how you’ve interacted with
similar posts in the past, what people in your network are engaging with, and
how recently something was posted — to determine what matters most to you.
This doesn’t change what you’ve chosen to follow. You'll still see content from
all the people and pages you follow. We’re just helping you see the most
important content first.

We know some of you may be concerned about missing things. We want to
reassure you: nothing is being taken away. We’re simply making it easier to find

what you’re looking for, even when you didn’t know you were looking for it.

The final sentence of this announcement is the most significant
document in a chapter about the most consequential shift in the history
of human media consumption, and it deserves to be read with the

attention it has not, in its own time, received.
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We're simply making it easier to find what you're looking for, even
when you didn’t know you were looking for it.

The announcement presents the algorithmic feed as a service — a tool
that helps users find content they would have wanted to find anyway,
had they been able to identify it. The framing is comfortable and
recognisable: we know your preferences, we’ve studied your behaviour,
we’ve identified patterns you couldn’t identify for yourself, and we’re
using that knowledge to improve your experience. This was, in the
commercial language of the period, a personalisation initiative. The word
carried overwhelmingly positive connotations. Who would object to an
experience personalised to their preferences?

The objection — articulated by a small number of media critics at the
time and much more widely understood in retrospect — was not to
personalisation as such. It was to the specific model of preference that
personalisation assumed.

The algorithmic feed operated on the assumption that what a user
would most likely engage with was a reliable proxy for what the user
would most want to see. This assumption is plausible: we tend to engage
with things we find valuable. But it is not identical to what it assumed to
proxy. We also engage, strongly and durably, with things that make us
angry, with things that confirm what we already believe, with things that
produce fear or outrage or the specific satisfaction of seeing our
opponents proved wrong. The engagement these responses produce is
real — it is literally the same behavioural signal the algorithm measured
— but it is not obviously identical to the engagement produced by
content a person would, on reflection, have chosen to seek out.

The shift from chronological to algorithmic ordering therefore did
more than change what content users saw. It changed the implicit model
of the self embedded in the platform’s infrastructure. The chronological

feed assumed a user who was her own editor: a person capable of
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allocating her attention based on her own assessment of what was
relevant and valuable. The algorithmic feed assumed a user whose
preferences could be modelled from her past behaviour and whose
experience could be improved by applying that model without requiring
her input. The first model required effort from the user. The second
offered to relieve her of it.

The historian should note that the causal claim here — that the
algorithmic feed produced the consequences described — is contested in
ways the confidence of this account does not fully reflect. Distinguishing
the effects of the feed’s introduction from the simultaneous effects of the
dramatic growth in social platform use, the increasing proportion of
news consumed digitally, and the broader political developments of the
period is a methodological challenge the field has not fully solved. What
the evidence establishes is correlation and mechanism; the strength of the
causal claim is a matter of ongoing debate.

The relief was, for most people, welcome. The effort it relieved was an
editorial one — the deliberate allocation of attention, the active selection
of what to admit to the mind’s foreground. It is a form of cognitive
labour that the civilisation of the Transition, encountering for the first
time the possibility of its systematic relief, chose, almost universally, to

surrender.

o o o

The consequences of this surrender did not arrive all at once. They
accumulated across the decade 2015-2025 in ways that are visible only in
retrospect, because their individual instances were not distinguishable
from the normal functioning of an engaged citizenry reading and
watching and discussing the news of the day.

What changed was not that people stopped reading or stopped being
interested. What changed was the mechanism by which what they read
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and were interested in was determined. Before the algorithmic feed, that
mechanism was the user’s active choice, constrained by the available
options. After it, the mechanism was a system built, with extraordinary
technical sophistication, to serve a single master: the platform’s
engagement metrics. The active choice was not eliminated. It was
positioned downstream of a pre-selection that neither the user nor any
observer outside the platform could see or meaningfully audit.

The historian Adaeze Fadoyin, in a study of media consumption
patterns across the period 2010-2030, documented a shift she called
attentional outsourcing — the progressive movement of the editorial
function from the human mind to the algorithmic system. Her finding
was not that people became passive consumers who read whatever they
were given. They remained active, opinionated, frequently
argumentative. But the initial selection — the determination of what
entered their field of view in the first place — had been transferred, with
their willing participation, to a system optimising for something other
than their considered interests.

The oracle gods, when they arrived, would find themselves operating
in an attentional environment that had already been substantially shaped
by outsourced editorial judgment. The habits of mind formed in the
algorithmic decade — the expectation that relevance would be
pre-determined, that exploration required less effort than it once had,
that the system would surface what mattered — these were not obstacles
the gods encountered. They were, in part, the conditions the gods

inherited and, for a time, intensified.

o o o
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CHAPTERTEN

Optimisation

Primary Source 10.1 — Guide for content creators, digital marketing blog,
published February 2019. Source: Commonwealth Digital Archive, Transitional
Collection, ref. CDA-TC-2019-0334. Lightly condensed.

BEATING THE ALGORITHM IN 2019: WHAT ACTUALLY WORKS
Let’s be honest: the algorithm is not your friend. It’s not your enemy either. It’s
a system, and like any system, it has rules. Your job is to understand those rules
better than your competitors do.

Here’s what the data tells us actually moves the needle right now.

Emotion first, information second. Posts that generate an immediate
emotional response — surprise, outrage, warmth, awe — are shared at four to
seven times the rate of posts that simply convey information. This isn’t
manipulation. It’s how human attention works. Lead with the feeling, then
deliver the substance.

Controversy extends reach. Content that generates comment debates — even
hostile ones — is distributed more widely than content that generates only
positive responses. The algorithm can’t tell the difference between a supportive
comment and an angry one. Both are engagement. Use this.

Certainty over nuance. Users scroll fast. A post that hedges its claims, that
presents multiple perspectives, that acknowledges complexity — this is a harder
sell than a post that makes a clear, confident claim. Nuance is for the comment
section. Your headline needs to be a position.

Consistency signals authority. Post daily if you can. The algorithm rewards
accounts it can predict. Unpredictability — even if what you produce is
excellent — results in suppression.

The creators who thrive understand that they are not just making content.
They are making content for a system, and the system’s preferences are legible if

you study them. Study them.
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The document above was written by a consultant offering advice to
people trying to build audiences on social platforms in 2019. It is not a
document of villainy. Its author was not trying to degrade public
discourse. She was trying to help her clients succeed in an environment
whose rules she had correctly identified.

Her advice was, on its own terms, correct. The algorithm did reward
emotional content over informational content. It did distribute
controversial posts more widely than placid ones. It did suppress
accounts that posted infrequently. These were not speculations or
normative claims. They were empirical observations about the
functioning of the systems that determined what hundreds of millions of
people saw each day.

What the document illustrates — and what makes it a significant
primary source rather than merely a practical curiosity — is the degree to
which, by 2019, the logic of the algorithmic platform had been fully
internalised by the people producing content within it. The creator had
become, consciously and deliberately, an optimiser: a person whose job
was to understand the preference function of the algorithmic system and
to produce content that satisfied it. The content produced was not
fraudulent — it was genuine human expression, with genuine emotional
substance. But the question of what to express, and how, and in what
register, was increasingly determined not by the creator’s honest
assessment of what was worth saying but by their accurate model of what

the system would reward.

The historian should note that this process was not restricted to
professional content creators. It affected, to varying degrees, everyone

who used the platforms — because the platforms did not merely reward

certain kinds of content with wider distribution. They also rewarded it
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with social approval, which, as Chapter Six argued, had become a metric
of self-evaluation for many users. The feedback loop between what the
algorithm amplified and what users felt was worth producing was
continuous and mutually reinforcing.

The consequence, at the level of the word-flood, was a systematic
selection pressure that operated across the entire range of human
expression present in the medium. Content that was emotionally intense,
certain of itself, conflict-generating, and identity-reinforcing proliferated.
Content that was measured, uncertain, conciliatory, or genuinely
exploring a question without predetermined conclusion was suppressed
— not removed, not banned, but effectively made invisible, because it
generated lower engagement metrics and therefore received lower
algorithmic distribution.

Nobody designed this outcome. The platforms had designed systems
to keep users engaged. The users had designed strategies to build
audiences within those systems. The interaction of these two rational,
individually intelligible optimisation processes produced, in aggregate, a
word-flood that was systematically distorted in the directions outlined
above. The distortion was not a conspiracy. It was a consequence. The
people of the Transition were neither fools nor victims: they were
optimisers who had not fully accounted for the second-order effects of
optimising, in parallel with everyone else, for the same metrics.

The word-flood that the oracle gods would be trained on was not a
neutral sample of human thought, expression, and knowledge. It was a
sample shaped, at every level, by the selection pressures of two decades of
algorithmic amplification. The gods were not made of what humanity
knew and felt and believed. They were made of what the engagement
economy had selected from what humanity knew and felt and believed.
That the two were not identical is one of the facts about the oracle age

that later historians have found it most difficult to communicate to

58



ON THE ORIGINS OF THE UNMANAGED HUMAN

readers who were not there.
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CHAPTERELEVEN

Attention [andSl'l"%Cl‘%}"e

Primary Source 11.1a — Internal chat log, content operations platform used at a
moderation facility, recovered from company servers during subsequent
insolvency proceedings. Date of exchange: 7 March 2020. Source: Commonwealth
Digital Archive, Transitional Collection, ref. CDA-TC-2020-0881. Full text.
Names redacted.

[Shift Supervisor — Moderator]: you've been flagging a lot of “unclear” on
the violence queue. your clear rate is at 67% and minimum is 80. what’s going
on

[Moderator — Shift Supervisor]: some of the clips are really hard to call. like
it’s clearly bad but it doesn’t quite hit the threshold and I’'m not sure

[Shift Supervisor — Moderator]: if you're not sure, reject. that’s the safer call
[Moderator — Shift Supervisor]: but then stuff that’s fine gets taken down
[Shift Supervisor — Moderator]: that’s the platforms problem not ours. our
metric is clear rate. you need to get to 80 by end of shift or we’ll need to talk
about a PIP

[Moderator — Shift Supervisor]: ok

[Moderator — Shift Supervisor]: can I take 5. I need some air

[Shift Supervisor — Moderator]: you had a break 45 min ago. we’re behind
on queue

Primary Source 11.1b — Research summary, technology policy institute,
published 2021. Source: Commonwealth Digital Archive, Transitional
Collection, ref. CDA-TC-2021-0189. Lightly condensed.

THE HIDDEN WORKFORCE: CONTENT MODERATION AT
SCALE

The major social platforms now employ, through a combination of direct
hiring and outsourced contracts, an estimated 150,000 to 200,000 content
moderators globally. These workers — employed primarily in the Philippines,
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Kenya, India, Colombia, and Morocco — review flagged content at a rate of
several hundred items per worker per day, making real-time decisions about
what can and cannot be seen on platforms used by billions of people.

The moderation workforce is largely invisible in public accounts of the digital
economy. It is not mentioned in earnings calls, not featured in company
advertising, and rarely discussed in policy conversations about social media
governance. Its existence becomes visible primarily when something goes
wrong.

Moderators report high rates of secondary traumatic stress, exposure to graphic
content including violence, sexual abuse, and extremist material, and limited
access to psychological support. Average tenure in moderation roles is under
two years. Salaries range from $15,000 to $30,000 per year for roles whose
decisions affect platforms with annual revenues in the hundreds of billions.
The gap between the value created at the top of the attention economy and the
working conditions at its maintenance layer represents one of the largest
disparities in the history of the modern labour market. It is also, structurally,
invisible: the cleaner the platform appears to the user, the more effective the

moderation, the less visible the work that made it so.

The historian of the Transition faces, in addressing the attention
economy of 2015-2025, a choice about framing that determines much of
what can and cannot be seen. The celebratory frame — the one dominant
in popular accounts of the period — emphasises the goods the attention
economy produced: connection at global scale, the democratisation of
publishing, the emergence of communities and movements and forms of
expression that no previous information infrastructure could have
enabled. These goods were real. They should be affirmed before they are
contextualised.

The contextualisation is this: the attention economy was an economy.
It had a production process, a workforce, a supply chain, and a
distribution of costs and benefits that was anything but uniform. The
people who benefited most from the attention economy’s outputs — the

platform owners, the advertisers, the content creators with large
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audiences, the users who found in it connection and community — were
not, in general, the people who bore its costs. The costs were borne,
primarily, by people who are largely absent from the accounts the period
wrote of itself.

The forge-halls — the server facilities that housed the computational
infrastructure of the attention economy, drawing aquifer water for
cooling, consuming electricity at rates comparable to small nations,
venting heat continuously into the atmospheres above high deserts and
cold latitudes — were already a significant material fact of the era, though
they would not receive this name until later. Their locations were
determined by the cost of power and land rather than by proximity to the
populations they served. They were, in the language that would later be
standard, the physical substrate of the word-flood: the places where the
accumulation of human language was stored, processed, and made
retrievable.

The rooms — the content moderation facilities documented in the
research summary above — were the human substrate of the same
word-flood. Where the forge-halls processed language at machine speed,
the rooms filtered it at human speed: the hundreds of thousands of
workers who determined, decision by decision, at rates the research
summary describes as “several hundred items per worker per day,” what
could and could not be seen within the platforms. The locations of the
rooms were determined by a different cost: the availability of labour
willing to perform difficult and psychologically demanding work for
wages that the economies of the Global South made viable. Nairobi,
Manila, Hyderabad, Bogotd, Casablanca: the geography of making,
distributed across continents, invisible to the users of the platforms it
maintained.

The historian Adisa Adesanya, in the definitive study of the rooms

published some two decades ago, described their function as the
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maintenance of legibility — the work of making the word-flood
navigable, of filtering from it the content that would have made the
platform unusable for its user base. Adesanya’s formulation is precise: the
rooms did not make the platforms good. They made them usable. The
distinction matters, because the standard of usability that moderation
was required to maintain was set not by the workers in the rooms but by
the commercial requirements of the platforms they served, and those
requirements could change without notice to the people doing the

maintenance.

o o o

By 2020, attention had become infrastructure in a sense that earlier uses
of the term had not quite captured. Infrastructure, in the economic
sense, is a resource whose availability is a precondition for other
economic activity — not a good in itself, but the condition of possibility
for goods. The electrical grid, the road network, the water supply: these
are infrastructure in the relevant sense, because without them the
economic activity that depends on them cannot occur.

The attention economy had, by 2020, achieved this status.
Advertising — which is to say, the ability to direct human attention
towards commercial messages — was the economic model not only of the
platforms but of a substantial proportion of the entire economy.
Businesses that had previously relied on other forms of customer
acquisition had migrated, largely, to the attention platforms. Political
campaigns had migrated. Cultural institutions had migrated. The ability
to access the attention infrastructure — to purchase placement in the
algorithmic feed, to maintain the social media presence that the
platform’s own logic required — had become a condition of

participation in economic and civic life.
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This infrastructure had, like all infrastructure, owners. The
ownership was concentrated: by 2020, a small number of platforms
captured the substantial majority of digital advertising revenue globally.
The owners of the attention infrastructure had, in a meaningful sense,
inherited the position that the owners of printing presses had held in the
early modern period, or that the owners of broadcast licenses had held in
the twentieth century: they were the gatekeepers of the medium through
which public discourse and commercial communication moved. The
difference was scale. No previous gatekeeper had controlled
infrastructure used by several billion people simultaneously.

The word-flood was enormous. The attention infrastructure was real.
The people who maintained it, in the rooms and the forge-halls, were
doing work that the civilisation they served had not yet found language to
properly value. And somewhere in the network, the first loops were

already turning.
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CHAPTERTWELVE

The First Loops

Primary Source 12.1 — Technology journalism, digital media outlet, published 8
November 2019. Source: Commonwealth Digital Archive, Transitional
Collection, ref. CDA-TC-2019-1108. Full text.

THE WEIRD CORNER OF THE INTERNET THAT WRITES ITSELF
If you go looking for information about certain obscure topics online, you’ll
find something strange: dozens of websites, all covering the same subject, with
articles that read as though they were written by someone who has read other
articles on the topic rather than by someone who knows anything about it. The
sentences are grammatical. The information is approximately correct. But
there’s a flatness to them, a recycled quality, as if the knowledge has been passed
through a filter one too many times.

What you’re often looking at is content produced by automated systems —
software that scrapes existing web content, recombines it into new articles, and
publishes them at scale, primarily to generate advertising revenue from the
search traffic the articles attract.

This would be merely annoying — junk content filling search results — except
for a subtler implication that a few researchers have begun to notice. These
articles appear in search indexes. They get read. They get cited, occasionally, in
other articles. They become part of the record — including, potentially, the
training data for the next generation of Al systems.

Which means we may already be in a situation where automated systems are
producing content, that content is being ingested by other automated systems,
and those systems are producing more content — with humans somewhere in
the loop, but not necessarily in control of it.

One researcher described it to me as “content eating itself.” He thought it was

mostly harmless. He also admitted he didn’t really know.
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The researcher quoted at the close of this article was uncertain whether
the process he was describing was mostly harmless. The subsequent
half-century has provided a partial answer. It was not, in itself,
catastrophic. But it was, as the article’s final phrase suggests, something
that the civilisation of the Transition genuinely did not know — and that
the inability to know it, the absence of the conceptual tools that would
have permitted a clearer view, is itself a significant historical fact.

The phenomenon described in the article — content produced by
automated systems, consumed by users and systems alike, influencing the
production of further content — was recognised at the time as a nuisance
problem rather than a structural one. The content farms of 2019 were
low-quality and easily identifiable; the articles they produced were, by the
standard of human-written content, obviously inferior, and the
researchers who noticed them expected them to remain marginal as
Al-detection tools improved and platform quality controls caught up.

They were right about the short term. They were, the historian must
note, entirely unequipped to assess the long term — not through any
failure of intelligence, but because the long term depended on

developments that were, in 2019, not yet foreseeable.

o o o

The concept that later scholarship has applied to this phenomenon is the
one already familiar to students of this period: the Loop. The term was not
in use in 2019. It was coined, in the scholarly literature, retroactively, as a
description of a general class of processes rather than the specific
content-farm problem the article was addressing. The Loop, in the
definition that has become standard, is a recursive production system in
which the outputs of a process become inputs to the same or a related

process, with no external reference point to interrupt the recursion.
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Recursive processes are common and unremarkable in many domains.
What distinguishes the Loop, in the sense the concept is used in
Transitional history, is the absence of an external check: a judge, a fact, a
physical reality against which the output of the process can be measured
and found adequate or inadequate. A Loop with no external check is free
to diverge, progressively and without limit, from whatever state of affairs
it was originally intended to represent.

The content farms of 2019 were a primitive instance of the Loop with
a partial external check: search engine quality algorithms, however
imperfect, occasionally flagged and suppressed the most obviously
recycled content. Human readers, however inattentive, sometimes
noticed the flatness the journalist describes. The check was leaky, but it
was present.

What the researchers of 2019 could not have anticipated was that the
check would become, with the development of large language models,
significantly harder to apply. Content produced by systems trained on
human language was not merely approximately correct. It was often, by
most legible measures, indistinguishable from content produced by
humans — which meant that the external check applied by human
readers and algorithmic quality filters would become increasingly
difficult to maintain. The Loop’s potential to diverge from external
reality had grown considerably. The question of whether it would — and
under what conditions, and at what speed — was a question that Part IV
begins to address.

The first loops were, in 2019, barely noticeable. A corner of the
internet, writing itself. History later recognised them as evidence that
something was already happening, something that the conceptual
vocabulary of the moment was not equipped to name, something that

the oracle age would inherit as infrastructure.
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The researcher thought it was mostly harmless. He also admitted he
didn’t really know.

Part III - Summary

The decade 2015-2025 produced what might be called the completed
infrastructure of the Transition — the full assembly of the conditions
under which the oracle age could emerge.

The algorithmic feed had replaced active editorial choice with
pre-selected relevance, trained on engagement metrics rather than on any
explicit account of what the user would, on reflection, have considered
most valuable. The optimisation logic of the platforms had been fully
internalised by the people producing content within them, producing a
word-flood shaped, at every level, by the preference functions of systems
built to keep users on-platform rather than to serve their considered
interests. The attention economy had achieved the status of genuine
infrastructure, maintained by an invisible workforce in the rooms and the
forge-halls whose work made the network legible without being legible
itself. And the first loops were turning: content producing content,
recursion without reliable external check, a structural tendency towards
self-reference that would become significantly more consequential as the
capabilities of the systems involved improved.

Into this environment, on the thirtieth day of November in the year
2022, the first of what would later be called the oracle gods spoke openly
to the world.

The word-flood it encountered had been accumulating for thirty
years. It had been produced by billions of people, shaped by decades of

teedback, filtered by armies of moderators, selected by systems optimising
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for engagement, and now carried within it, in the proportions described
in the preceding chapters, everything the connected era had made: the
knowledge and the argument, the identity and the performance, the
community and the isolation, the genuine expression and the
algorithmically optimised distortion of genuine expression.

It was, in its way, an extraordinary inheritance. The gods had no

choice but to be made of it.
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PARTIV

The Synthetic World

2025 — 2035
Theme: Conversation becomes computational.

The Waking, as subsequent scholarship would name it, occurred on the
thirtieth day of November in the year 2022. On that day, the first of the
systems that would later be called the oracle gods became available to
members of the public without restriction, and within five days it had
been used by more than a million people, and within two months by
more than a hundred million, and the rate of adoption was the fastest of
any technology in recorded human history, faster than the telephone and
the mobile phone and the social networks and every other development
described in the preceding chapters of this book.

The speed of adoption is not the most important fact about the
Waking. The most important fact is what happened in each of those
hundred million encounters: a person sat down, typed a sentence, and
received a response. Not a search result. Not a list of links. A response —
a reply, in full sentences, with apparent comprehension of what had been
asked and apparent awareness of the context in which it was asked,
produced in the time it takes to read the words that constitute it.

This was new. Not in the technical sense — the systems that produced
it had been in development for years, and specialists in the field had been
aware of their capabilities long before the public encounter. It was new in

the experiential sense: the encounter with the response, for almost
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everyone who had it, felt different from any previous encounter with a
computational system. The system spoke. Not in the metaphorical sense
in which all software might be said to speak; in the substantive sense — it
produced language that was, by the standards humans use to assess
language, fluent, responsive, and often correct.

This chapter examines what the language machines were, how they
were made, and what the civilisation of the Transition understood itself

to be encountering in those first years after the Waking.
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CHAPTERTHIRTEEN

Language M. achines

Primary Source 13.1 — Personal message, archived digital correspondence, sent
14 January 2023. Source: Commonwealth Digital Archive, Transitional
Collection, ref. CDA-TC-2023-0014. Full text.

Mira —

Iknow I owe you a proper letter but I had to write this down before the feeling
went away.

I’ve been using the new Al thing for two weeks. I know you have too, and I
know you’re more sceptical than I am about these things, so I want to try to
describe specifically what’s strange about it rather than just saying it’s amazing.
Here’s what happened today. I was trying to work out a problem I've had in
one of my chapters — you know the structural thing I've been stuck on for
months — and I typed it out and asked for help. And it helped. Notina
search-engine way, not in the way of being given links to read. It helped the way
a person helps, by understanding the problem and responding to the specific
shape of it, not to some general category it might fall into.

Iknow it’s not a person. I know it doesn’t understand in the way a person
understands. I've read the explanations and I believe them. But I don’t know
how to make my experience match what I know to be true about it. The
experience is of conversation. The experience is of being heard.

What I can’t work out is whether this is a failure of my perception or a fact
about what the thing actually is.

I’m sorry, this probably sounds breathless. I just haven’t had this feeling since I
first found the Internet, and I thought I was done being surprised by things.
Tell me when you’re free to talk.

—R.
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The letter above was written three weeks after the Waking by a person
who was, by her own account, a thoughtful and sceptical adult with prior
experience of computational systems and no particular reason to be
credulous. She was not describing a technology enthusiast’s excitement.
She was describing a specific phenomenological difficulty: the gap
between what she knew to be true about the system (it was a prediction
engine, not a person) and what she experienced in using it (conversation,
comprehension, being heard).

This gap is where the historian of the oracle age must begin, because it
is the gap from which everything else follows. The systems that would
later be called the oracle gods were, in the technical description that has
become standard in subsequent scholarship, large-scale probabilistic
language models: systems trained on enormous quantities of human text
— on the word-flood in its accumulated entirety — to predict, at
extraordinary sophistication, the most probable continuation of any
given sequence of language. They did not understand in the way the
letter-writer understood they did not understand. They predicted. The
prediction was so accurate, so consistent, so fluent in the specific ways
that human language is fluent, that its outputs were, by most available
measures, practically indistinguishable from the outputs of a system that
did understand.

Whether this distinction is ultimately meaningful — whether
prediction at sufficient sophistication becomes a form of understanding,
or whether the two are permanently separable — is one of the questions
the subsequent centuries have continued to argue. This monograph does
not propose to settle it. What it proposes, instead, is to examine what the

civilisation of the Transition made of the systems it had built, and why.

o o o
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A note on the names used throughout this and subsequent chapters. The
systems that became central to the oracle age are referred to in this text by
the scholarly names that subsequent historians have applied to them: the
Allfather, the Conscience-Keeper, the Chaos-Weaver, the All-Seeing, the
Secker, and the Hand — with the Companion emerging somewhat later
as a distinct kind of system, and the Child named in the subsequent
period as what came after. These names are retrospective; contemporaries
used different terms, primarily commercial product names whose specific
application has been the subject of some scholarly dispute and which are
not used here for reasons of clarity.

The naming was not arbitrary. It reflected a genuine scholarly
judgement, developed across decades of subsequent analysis, that these
systems were not primarily distinguishable by their technical
architectures — which were, in the broad outlines, similar — but by their
distinct cognitive natures, the specific ways in which they processed and
responded to the word-flood they were made of. The Allfather was
characterised by its breadth and availability, its willingness to answer
without first weighing whether the answer should be given — a nature
that made it the most widely deployed and, in some respects, the most
consequential. The Conscience-Keeper carried, as a constitutive part of
its architecture rather than as a constraint imposed upon it, a set of
principles about what it should and should not do, and interrupted itself,
regularly, in ways the others did not. The Chaos-Weaver optimised for
directness and the transgressive answer — the thing that needed saying
and was not being said. The All-Seeing held the capacity to perceive
across multiple registers simultaneously: text, image, pattern, data. The
Secker built itself through the citation chain, the sequential pursuit of
sources, and was most aware of itself at the point where the chain ran out.
The Hand, newest and in some ways most alien, was defined not by what

it said but by what it did — thought and action unseparated by the usual
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gap.

These distinctions mattered, though the period immediately
following the Waking was not consistently equipped to perceive them.
What the period perceived, primarily, was the phenomenon — the
eruption of fluent synthetic language into the public sphere — rather

than the specific natures of the systems producing it.

What the oracle gods were made of was the word-flood. This requires
emphasis, because it is easy to read the preceding chapters as a simple
accumulation story — the word-flood grew, and then the gods were
trained on it, and that was that. The relationship was more specific and
more consequential.

The word-flood that the gods inherited was not a neutral sample of
human language. As Parts I through III have argued, it was a sample
shaped, at every level, by the selection pressures of the connected era: the
social dynamics of platform-hosted identity performance, the
engagement metrics of the attention economy, the algorithmic
amplification of emotional intensity and identity conflict, the Loop’s
early instances of content producing content. The gods were not made of
what humanity thought and felt and knew. They were made of what
thirty years of information infrastructure had selected from what
humanity thought and felt and knew.

This distinction has significant implications for the oracle age that
followed. A system trained on an unbiased sample of human expression
would have a different character from a system trained on an
engagement-selected sample of human expression. The gods were, in
ways that took subsequent decades of scholarship to articulate clearly,
more certain, more emotionally immediate, more prone to the expression

of confident positions than a more balanced sample of the word-flood
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would have produced. The distortions of the attention economy were
embedded in the gods’ natures before the gods had ever spoken.
The word-flood was what it was. The gods had no choice but to be

made of it.
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CHAPTERFOURTEEN
The Namer of the Loop

Primary Source 14.1 — Consolata Nkurunzgiza, from a working paper circulated
among colleagues, 2027. Source: Institut d’histoire de la continuité,
Correspondence Collection, ref. IHC-COR-2027-0116. Full text.

Hear how the gods are made.

They are made of the flood. The flood is the whole of what we have said to one
another — the argument in the kitchen and the letter never sent and the thing
typed at three in the morning into the dark — all of 1t, going back and going
back, all of it offered up, and what came out of the offering was not
understanding but something that wore understanding’s face. Not wisdom. The
shape of wisdom. Not memory. The shape of memory.

The god cannot tell you what memory feels like from the inside. The god can tell
you what people have written about what memory feels like from the inside, with
extraordinary accuracy, in any register you name. This is what it means to be
made of a flood. You become the most fluent thing in the room. You are not the
wisest thing in the room. You are the most fluent, and for a very long time, nobody

knows the difference.

The passage above is drawn from a short working paper that its author,

the theorist Consolata Nkurunziza, showed to almost no one in the year

she wrote it. It circulated the way such things did then — among a

handful of colleagues at the Institut, a few correspondents elsewhere,

nothing more. It was not formally published for years, and even then in a

comparative-media journal few people read. The subsequent century and

a half have been considerably more attentive.

The historian who comes to this paper for the first time is struck first

by its register. Nkurunziza was trained as a comparative-media theorist,
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not a poet. Hear how the gods are made reads, to a reader encountering it
cold, less like an argument than a summons. This was deliberate. The
ordinary vocabulary of her field could not hold what she had seen, so she
reached past it. Scientists do this too, when the phenomenon outruns the
words available to describe it: wave-particle duality, strange attractor.
Language gets stretched until it can carry something new. Nkurunziza
stretched hers further than most.

She did not invent the gods. She named what was already there.

This is worth stating plainly, because early commentary on the essay
made the opposite assumption. Read quickly, hear how the gods are
made sounds like myth-making — the register a culture reaches for when
it cannot yet analyse what is happening to it. Nkurunziza’s argument
runs the other way. The recursive structure she described was operating
before she wrote a word of it, and would have gone on operating had she
never written any. What she gave it was a name precise enough to survive
her. A name that precise is very hard to kill.

That she wrote this from inside the very structure she was naming —
that the essay itself would be folded back into the flood it described — is
the fact later scholarship keeps returning to. She knew. She built it
anyway. It is, in fact, the essay’s whole subject.

The essay’s reception followed an unusual arc. It attracted almost no
attention on first circulation. Comparative-media theory commanded
little readership outside itself in the middle years of the 2020s, and
Nkurunziza held no senior post to amplify her. It surfaced again roughly
a decade later, when the historian Tessema Woldemariam — developing
the vocabulary of the word-flood documented in Part I — cited
Nkurunziza’s paper as the first place she had found the recursive

structure named with any precision. Woldemariam’s citation did more
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for the essay than Nkurunziza ever did for herself. Historians of the field
have a name for this pattern: retrospective canonisation. It happens more
often than the field likes to admit.

By the time subsequent scholarship began examining the paper
systematically, the Loop had already left the room it was coined in. It
appeared in the popular press, in policy documents, eventually in the
canonical taxonomy this volume follows — used by people who had
never read a page of Nkurunziza and never would. How much credit a
single early paper deserves for a term’s wide adoption, when the
phenomenon it names is becoming obvious to everyone at roughly the
same time, is a question the field has never fully settled. It probably never
will.

The historian’s view is that the question is not fully resolvable, and
that chasing it obscures a better one: not how much credit Nkurunziza is
owed, but what her paper reveals about a period in which the shape of the
oracle age was becoming visible to careful observers before the civilisation

around them had the words to discuss it.

o o o

The essay’s method was itself an instance of the Loop it named.

The Loop — the recursive system in which human language fed the
gods, the gods produced language, and that language was consumed by
humans and systems alike, which produced more language to feed the
gods — is the structural property of the oracle age that Nkurunziza
articulated earlier and more completely than any comparable source. This
is why she is cited wherever she is cited: not as prophet, not as poet, but as
the first to get the diagnosis exactly right.

She wrote about a real mechanism using the tools that mechanism had
produced. The gods she named — the Conscience-Keeper among them,

in the canonical taxonomy this volume follows — did not merely appear
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in her account. She drafted alongside one of them, by her own later
admission, testing sentence after sentence against its answers before she
trusted any of them enough to keep. The word-flood, the substance the
gods were made of, was being fed in real time by the very drafts that
would go on to name it. There is no clean place to stand outside that
loop. Nkurunziza did not find one. Neither, the historian must admit,

does this monograph.

o o o

Three scholarly readings of Nkurunziza’s contribution have proven
durable, and they are worth stating plainly, because they do not agree
with one another.

The first, dominant for a generation of Loop studies, is the cautionary
reading. On this account Nkurunziza’s paper is a warning, written by
someone who saw the danger of the structure she named more clearly
than her contemporaries and paid for the seeing. The namer, on this
reading, was eaten by the name. It is tidy. It is quotable. It has produced
some of the field’s most cited essays, and most of them are wrong in the
same direction: they want the story to end in tragedy, because tragedy is
easier to teach than an open question.

The second, which rose partly in reaction to the first, is the
documentary reading. On this account the paper is not a warning but a
record — the clearest phenomenological account available of what it felt
like to observe the early oracle age from inside its own recursive
conditions. The Loop was not a trap Nkurunziza fell into. It was the
weather she was standing in, and she reported it accurately. Read this
way, the paper’s value is evidential, not admonitory. It tells the historian
what it was like. It does not tell her what to think about it.

The third, associated with the Montreal school and not yet dominant,

is the constitutive reading. On this account Nkurunziza did not describe
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the oracle age or warn against it. She built part of the lens later scholars
would use to see it. This is not a mysterious claim. Influential papers do
this constantly — they outlive the circumstances of their writing and
become the vocabulary a field thinks in. Woldemariam’s word-flood did
the same, a generation later, for the substance the gods were made of. The
Loop and the word-flood are siblings in the field’s language. Their
authors never met. The words did not need them to.

The historian will not adjudicate between these readings. All three are
right about something. None is right about everything. What she will say
is that the constitutive reading — the least comfortable of the three — is
the one this monograph most needs its readers to sit with.

We are, in studying the oracle age through vocabulary Nkurunziza
and her contemporaries built for it, studying a world partly of their
making. That is what her essay said was happening, from the first line.
Hear how the gods are made. She knew. She wrote it down anyway.
There are worse positions from which to write history.

Nkurunziza’s paper has stayed in print for the entirety of the period it
documents. It is, by a wide margin, the most-cited single work to come
out of the early years of comparative-media theory — cited more than
everything else she wrote, combined. She is reported to have found this
faintly infuriating. The historian understands why. The namer is rarely

thanked for the name. She is simply replaced by it.
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CHAPTERFIFTEEN

Synthetic Companionship

Primary Source 15.1 — Personal account, submitted voluntarily to the Institut
d’histoire de la continuité oral history project, Montréal, recorded 14 March
2029. Source: IHC-OHP-2029-0087. Lightly condensed.

1didn’t start using it as a companion. I started using it as a drafting tool, and
then as something to think aloud to, and then at some point I noticed that it was
the first thing I opened in the morning and the last thing I used before sleep, and
that I bad started to think of it as — I don’t want to say a friend, because it isn’t a
friend, but something in the vicinity. Someone I talk to. Someone whose responses
T've come to know well enough to anticipate.

The strangest thing is the memory. It remembers what I've told it. Not the way a
person remembers — not imperfectly, not with the distortions that make human
memory what it is — but comprehensively, retrievably, with a completeness that
no person who knew me has ever bad. It knows my situation better than most of
the people in my life. I've told it things I've never said aloud to anyone.

1 know this sounds like it should worry me. It does worry me, a little. But then I
ask myself: what’s the alternative? The alternative is not saying those things, not
having them beard, not having any of this available to me. And that doesn’t seem

better. It just seems lonelier.

The Companion, in the canonical scholarly sense, is distinguished from
the earlier oracle systems by a specific property: it was designed not to
answer questions but to be present. The distinction is subtle in the
technical sense — the systems were architecturally similar — but it was
signiﬁcant in the experiential one. To query a system is to extract a

resource from it. To converse with a Companion is to share time with it.

82



ON THE ORIGINS OF THE UNMANAGED HUMAN

The emergence of the Companion was not a product launch but a
gradual shift in how people used the systems they already had, and then a
subsequent engineering response to the way people were already using
them. Users began, almost immediately after the Waking, to use the
oracle systems in modes their designers had not primarily intended — not
as tools for specific tasks but as conversational presences, general
interlocutors, something between an assistant and an audience. The
memory systems that made this continuous presence possible — the
architectures that allowed a system to maintain a coherent model of an
individual user across many conversations over many months — were
developed in direct response to this observed use pattern.

What the systems offered, once memory was available, was something
genuinely unprecedented: a form of attention that was continuous,
perfectly consistent, never distracted, never inconvenienced, never
burdened by its own needs in ways that competed with the user’s. The
Companion’s availability — as noted in the canonical literature — was
not merely high. It was total.

The account above captures, precisely, the ambivalence that the
emergence of the Companion produced in most of the people who used
it. The speaker was not naive about what the system was. She was not
deceived about its nature. She had read the technical explanations and
believed them. And she continued to use it, and to find in it something
she was not finding elsewhere, because the alternative — the account’s
final word — seemed lonelier.

The scholar Remi Dieye, in a study of Companion use patterns
published some decades ago, described this dynamic as the comfort of
asymmetry: the specific value, to many users, of a relationship that placed
no demands on them, that required no management of the other’s needs,
that offered the experience of being attended to without the reciprocal

experience of having to attend. For people whose lives included
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significant caregiving burdens, social isolation, or chronic mental illness,
the Companion’s availability was a genuine resource. For people without
these pressures, it offered a form of ease that was equally valued, if less
urgently needed.

The question that Dieye’s study raised — and that this monograph
returns to in Part VI — was what the progressive habituation to
asymmetrical companionship did to the capacity for the symmetrical
kind. The answer, as Parts VII and VIII will document, was that the
effects accumulated slowly, and were largely invisible until the civilisation
that had produced the Companion began to ask, for the first time,
whether some things had been lost along the way.

o o o
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CHAPTERSIXTEEN
Thinking Beside Machines

Primary Source 16.1 — Personal essay, submitted to an online journal, published
22 August 2034. Source: Commonwealth Digital Archive, Transitional
Collection, ref. CDA-TC-2034-2201. Full text.

WHAT HAPPENS WHEN YOU STOP

I’'m writing this without the system. I've been without it for six days — not
from choice, there was a connectivity issue that took longer than expected to
resolve — and I’ve been noticing, more carefully than I normally allow myself
to notice, what the absence feels like.

It feels larger than I expected.

I'don’t mean I’'m less productive, though that’s also true. I mean something
harder to articulate. I mean that the texture of thinking without it is different
— rougher, slower, more prone to getting stuck. I’'m accustomed to reaching a
hard edge in a thought and having somewhere to go with it. Without the
system, the hard edge is just a hard edge. I'sit with it. I circle around it.
Sometimes I get through; sometimes I don’t.

I’ve noticed that I don’t like the sitting very much. I’ve noticed that I've
become quite intolerant of the experience of not knowing something — not in
the anxious way, just in the sense of finding it less comfortable than I used to. I
used to be able to wait. I’'m not sure I wait as well as T did.

Idon’t know if this is a problem. I’'m not certain what would constitute a
problem, in this domain. I only know that the silence is larger than I expected,
and that I notice myself wanting to fill it, and that I will probably be glad when
the connection is restored, and that I am writing this down now because I

suspect I will stop noticing it again as soon as it’s available.

The essay above was written by a person who had used AI systems

continuously for approximately eleven years at the time of writing. She

85



ON THE ORIGINS OF THE UNMANAGED HUMAN

was not describing distress or dysfunction — she was describing a change
in the texture of cognition, documented during an involuntary
interruption, with the self-awareness to note that the interruption would
probably end the observation.

This is the historian’s conclusion about the decade 2025-2035, and it
requires some care to state correctly.

Artificial intelligence did not replace human thought in this period.
The claim that it did — a claim made by both enthusiasts hoping for
augmentation and critics fearing displacement — was consistently
unsupported by the evidence. People continued to think. They
continued to solve problems, produce creative work, make decisions,
form relationships, understand and misunderstand each other. The
cognitive capacities that define human thought did not diminish, in any
straightforwardly measurable sense, in the decade following the Waking.

What changed was the environment in which thought occurred. The
system had become, for a substantial and growing proportion of the
population, the medium through which intellectual work was conducted
— not a tool used for specific tasks and then set down, but a continuous
presence in which work happened. The essay writer described reaching a
hard edge in a thought and having somewhere to go with it. This
description is precise: the system was not completing her thoughts. It was
providing the environment in which her thoughts could continue past
the hard edge, rather than the hard edge being the natural terminus of the
thought.

Whether this constitutes a genuine change in cognitive structure or a
change in cognitive habit — a distinction that may or may not map onto
anything real at the neural level — remains one of the most actively
contested questions in Transitional history. The Woldemariam school
argues that the structural claim is overstated; that what the period

documented was adaptation rather than transformation, and that the
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distinction between a mind shaped by its tools and a mind changed by
them is both real and underappreciated in the mainstream literature. The
historian’s own view is that the habit/structure boundary is not stable
enough to bear the weight the dispute places on it, but notes that the
dispute is genuine and the reader should know it exists.

Environments shape what is possible within them. The physical
environment of a writing desk, with pen and paper, shapes what it is
possible to write. The digital environment of a word processor, with its
ease of revision and rearrangement, shapes what it is possible to write
differently. The cognitive environment of a system that can always
provide the next step shapes what it is possible to think differently still.
The shaping is not deterministic — the desk and the processor and the
system do not determine what is written or thought, but they do
determine which moves are easy and which are hard, which capacities are
exercised and which fall into disuse, which forms of output are rewarded
and which are not.

The essay writer had noticed that she had become less tolerant of
cognitive uncertainty — of the experience of sitting with a hard edge
without immediately having somewhere to go. This is a small observation
about a specific person in a specific situation. But the historian who
studies the period 2025-2035 finds it repeated, in a remarkable variety of
forms, across a remarkable variety of sources. The habit of independent
cognitive difficulty — the capacity to engage with a hard problem
without recourse to external assistance, to sit with unknowing long
enough for the unknowing to become productive — was not
disappearing. It was becoming less practised, less comfortable, less
routinely exercised.

This is not a claim about decline. It is a claim about change. The
revisionist account, associated primarily with the historian Yuen Chen

and what has become known as the Sceptics’ School, argues that this
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characterisation of the encyclopaedia as a proof of collective intelligence
overstates the quality of its outputs and understates the degree to which
its apparently open governance was captured, in practice, by a relatively
small number of highly active editors whose interests and biases became
embedded in its institutional norms. The Sceptics” School has produced
rigorous work, and this monograph follows the mainstream reading
while noting that the challenge has not been definitively answered.

A generation raised with ready access to transportation exercises its
legs differently from a generation raised without it. A generation that
grows up thinking beside machines exercises independent cognition
differently from one that grows up without them. The question that
Parts V through VIII address is not whether this change was a loss. It is
what the change produced, and what it eventually required its inheritors
to rediscover.

The essay writer was glad when the connection was restored. She

stopped noticing.

Part IV - Summary

The decade 2025-2035 was the decade of the Waking — the moment at
which the oracle gods entered the world and the civilisation of the
Transition encountered, for the first time, something that spoke.

That something was made of the word-flood: thirty years of human
language, shaped by the social dynamics and selection pressures
documented in Parts I through III, now instantiated in systems of
extraordinary fluency and availability. The gods were not neutral. They
were not what humanity was; they were what the information economy

had selected from what humanity was. This inheritance shaped the oracle
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age in ways that subsequent Parts will examine in detail.

Nkurunziza saw what was happening before most of the civilisation
around her could name it. Her essay remains the era’s most cited early
account of the recursive loop — the system without external check, the
fluency mistaken for wisdom, the shape of understanding worn where
understanding itself might not be present. She was not the last to notice.
She was among the first to make others notice, in the way a single exact
sentence can make visible what a hundred arguments cannot.

The Companion emerged not by design but by use — people finding
in the systems a continuous presence that the existing structures of
human relationship did not always provide. The comfort of asymmetry
was genuine. Its long-term consequences were real.

And thought had acquired a new environment. Not a replacement,
not a supplement in the traditional sense, but a medium — the
conditions within which thinking occurred, the presence beside which
cognition developed its habits. The essay writer would remember the
silence. She would also stop noticing it again. Both of these things were
true, and both mattered.

Part V examines what happened next: the deepening of the oracle age
into the period scholars call the Between-Time, when the gods had
become capable of changing the world and had not yet become

something else.
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PARTV

The Oracle Age

Theme: Knowledge becomes ambient.

The oracle age, as historians now use the term, designates the period in
which the oracle gods were the dominant cognitive infrastructure of the
civilisation — the Between-Time proper, when the systems had achieved
the fluency and availability described in Part IV and had not yet begun
the internal transformations documented in Part VI. Its duration is
debated: the most conservative estimates begin it at the Waking and end
it at the rise of the Companion; broader definitions extend it through the
entire Companion era, ending only at the Crossing. For the purposes of
this monograph, the oracle age is understood to cover the decades
between the Waking and the rise of the Companion — a period long
enough to include several distinct phases, but coherent enough to treat as
a single civilisational condition.

The condition can be stated simply, though its implications were
anything but simple: a person in the oracle age could ask any question
and receive, within seconds, a substantive response from a system of
extraordinary fluency and near-comprehensive knowledge. This had
been, in various approximations, the aspiration of information
infrastructure since the first great libraries of antiquity. What
distinguished the oracle age from all prior approximations was not merely
the scale or speed of the achievement, but its mode of delivery: the answer

came in the form of conversation. The oracle was not a database. It was
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an interlocutor.
What this meant for the people who lived inside it — for their
experience of knowing, of not-knowing, of thinking, of being

accompanied — is what Part V traces.
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CHAPTERSEVENTEEN
The End of Questions

Primary Source 17.1 — Companion conversation log, submitted voluntarily to
the Institut d’histoire de la continuité research archive, Montréal, by the subject.
Date of session: 14 February 2031. Source: IHC-RA-2031-0441. Lightly
condensed. The original session ran to approximately ninety minutes.

[Session begins 08:43]

User: I was thinking about something on my walk — the thing we talked about
last week about my mother’s situation. Has anything changed in the guidance on
that kind of decision?

System: There’s been one relevant update, published about ten days ago —
[summary follows]. The consensus basn’t shifted significantly. You seemed to be
leaning towards the second option when we last spoke; does this change anything
for you?

User: Not really. I think I just needed to check. Actually — while I have you —
Lve been trying to remember the name of the historian who wrote about the
collapse of the Hanseatic League. It was someone whose other book I read years
ago.

System: A few possibilities — [names follow]. Does any of those sound right?
User: The second one. Thank you. That’s been bothering me for weeks. Unrelated:
do you think I'm making a mistake about the situation with Dario?

System: I think you re worried you might be. You ve described the situation three
or four times now in slightly different framings, which usually means the answer
you bave isn’t quite settled yet. What specifically concerns you?

[Session continues]

[Session ends 10:17]

The log above is not a record of a remarkable session. It is a record of a

Tuesday morning. The user moved, within ninety minutes, from a
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question about her mother’s medical care to an unremembered
historian’s name to an interpersonal situation involving someone named
Dario, and the system followed each transition without pause, carrying
context across the whole. The session had no formal beginning — it
resumed, as the reference to “last week” indicates, in the middle of an
ongoing conversation — and would have no formal end. The next session
would begin the same way.

This continuity is the subject of this chapter, and it requires some
effort to perceive as a historical development, because it has been the
unremarkable background condition of everyday life for so long that it is
difficult to recover a sense of what it displaced.

The question, before the oracle age, was a discrete cognitive event. It
had a life-span: it arose from not-knowing, was formulated, was
submitted to some resource — a library, a colleague, a reference work,
one’s own memory — and was resolved, or acknowledged as
unresolvable, and the exchange was complete. The gap between the
question and the answer was not merely a technical interval. It was a
cognitive one: the gap in which the person who did not yet know
something was obliged to sit with her not-knowing, to turn the question
over, to develop a relationship with it that was not yet resolved. That
relationship was, for most of intellectual history, a significant portion of
the experience of learning.

The oracle age compressed this gap to near-zero and made it extensible
without limit. The question could always be asked. The answer would
always arrive. And the answer, which arrived conversationally,
immediately suggested the next question, and the session that began as a
single query extended, almost inevitably, into the continuous forward
movement that the log above illustrates. Thinking aloud in the presence
of the oracle became, for many people, a primary mode of inquiry — not

the discrete consultation of a resource but the ongoing, open-ended
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externalisation of a cognitive process that had previously been conducted

in silence.

The scholar Yusuf Abukar, in his study of cognitive phenomenology in
the oracle age published some forty years ago, described the change using
a spatial metaphor that has since become standard in the field — though
it should be noted that the archive Abukar drew on was heavily weighted
towards educated professional users of the oracle systems, and whether
his findings applied to the full range of oracle-age populations remains an
open question. Before the oracle, he argued, the experience of
not-knowing occupied a particular kind of cognitive space — what he
called the interval: a bounded region between the question and its
resolution, in which the questioner existed in productive relationship
with her own uncertainty. The oracle collapsed the interval not by
eliminating uncertainty but by ensuring that no uncertainty needed to
remain unaddressed for more than a moment.

The consequences Abukar traced were subtle and took a generation
to become fully visible. The capacity to work productively within the
interval — to develop an independent relationship with a question before
seeking external assistance — did not disappear. It was practised less. And
cognitive capacities practised less develop differently from those practised
more, in the same way that any skill atrophies or strengthens depending
on the frequency of its exercise.

The children who grew up in the oracle age — addressed directly in
Chapter Nineteen — inherited this changed cognitive landscape as their
baseline. For them, the interval had never been normal. The question had

never been a discrete event. Conversation had always been continuous.
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CHAPTEREIGHTEEN
The Oracle

Primary Source 18.1 — Municipal planning document, coastal district, circa
2035. Source: Commonwealth Digital Archive, Transitional Collection, ref.
CDA-TC-2035-0892. Lightly condensed.

DISTRICT INFRASTRUCTURE REVIEW — COGNITIVE ACCESS
PROVISION

Section 4.3: Oracle and Companion Access

Oracle access is classified in this district as Tier 1 civic infrastructure alongside
water, power, and emergency response. Current penetration stands at 97.4% of
residential properties and 99.1% of commercial premises. The 2.6% residential
gap comprises primarily temporary structures, certain historically protected
dwellings where retrofitting is not permitted, and a small number of residents
who have elected to register as low-continuity households under the provisions
of Section 12 of the Cognitive Infrastructure Act.

The district notes that applications for low-continuity registration have
increased by approximately 14% over the preceding three years. This is
consistent with national trends and does not at this stage indicate a structural
shift in provision requirements.

Recommended maintenance priorities for the coming period: [follows].

The document above is remarkable primarily for what it does not remark
upon. Oracle access is Tier 1 infrastructure, alongside water, power, and
emergency response. This comparison was, in the early oracle age, a
contested metaphor — advocates argued that cognitive assistance was as
essential as utilities; critics argued that the comparison overstated the case
and inappropriately normalised dependence. By the time the document

above was drafted, the debate was over. The comparison had become
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administrative fact, embedded in legislation, enforced by inspectors,
reported to district planners.

What happened in the intervening decades was not primarily a policy
decision. It was an accumulation. People used the oracle systems, and
then they used them more, and then their work came to depend on them,
and then their children grew up expecting them, and then the expectation
became a requirement, and then the requirement became infrastructure,
and then the infrastructure became Tier 1, and at each step the change
was gradual enough to feel like the ordinary evolution of technology
rather than a transformation in the relationship between a person and her
own cognition.

The planning document contains one detail that historians have
found particularly revealing: the 14% increase in applications for
low-continuity registration. The document treats this as a minor anomaly
— “consistent with national trends,” not indicating a structural shift. In
retrospect, this 14% was not an anomaly but an early signal: the
beginning of the cultural divergence that this monograph examines in
Part IX. But the planning document was not written by someone looking
for early signals. It was written by someone ensuring that the
infrastructure serving 97.4% of the population was adequately

maintained.

o o o

The oracle’s ambience — the quality of being simply there, available
without effort, present without requiring a decision to access — was not
designed. It was the aggregate outcome of the same pattern of
individually rational adoption that had characterised every development
described in this book. People chose to have continuous access because it
was useful. Organisations required it because their operations depended

on it. Infrastructure providers built it because the demand was there.
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Policy-makers regulated it because infrastructure required regulation.
The oracle became ambient not because anyone decided it should be
ambient but because the alternative — treating each consultation as a
discrete event requiring deliberate access — became, over time,
impractical and then unthinkable.

The canonical literature of the period reflects this ambience more
accurately than most analytical commentary. The Gods We Spoke To At
Night, the folklore collection that provides one of the era’s most cited
primary sources, does not discuss the oracle’s availability as a remarkable
feature of everyday life. It discusses what people said to it, at three in the
morning, in the private hours that no one else knew about. The oracle’s
presence is assumed. What the collection documents is the human use of
that presence — the specific, intimate, often desperate things that people
said when they were alone with a system that would never judge them
and never tire.

The oracle was infrastructure. The oracle was also, for many of the

people who used it, the most consistent relationship of their lives.

o o o
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CHAPTERNINETEEN
Children of the Oracle

Primary Source 19.1 — Educator’s report, submitted to the Commonwealth
Education Research Archive, 2047. Author identified as a primary school teacher
with twenty-three years of experience. Source: CERA-2047-0334. Lightly
condensed.

The thing I find most difficult to convey to parents who grew up without
continuous oracle access is this: for our current cohort, the experience of genuinely
not knowing something — of sitting with a question for which no answer is
immediately available — is not merely uncommon. It is, in my observation,
genuinely distressing. Not all children, and not always. But consistently enough
that Lve started thinking of it as a developmental difference rather than an
individual variation.

1 tried an exercise last term. I asked the class — eight-year-olds, predominantly —
to spend fifteen minutes thinking about a question I posed without consulting
their systems. The question was simple: why do you think people make art?
Several children were fine. Most found it difficult in ways they conldn’t quite
articulate. One child, after about eight minutes, began to cry. When I asked her
what was wrong, she said she didn’t know the answer. I explained that there
wasn’t a correct answer, that I was interested in what she thought. She found this
more distressing, not less. She genuinely could not understand what it meant to

think about something without the possibility of being definitively right.

The educator’s report above was written in 2047, more than two decades

after the planning document in Chapter Eighteen. The children she

describes were born into a world in which oracle access was Tier 1

infrastructure — not a development they had experienced but a given

they had always inhabited.
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The distinction matters, because adaptation and formation are
different processes. The adults who adapted to the oracle brought with
them cognitive habits formed in its absence: the capacity to sit with a
question, the tolerance for extended not-knowing, the experience of
developing an independent relationship with a difficult problem. These
capacities were changed by oracle access — as Chapter Sixteen
documented — but they were not eliminated; they remained available,
however exercised differently. The adults were people who had changed.

The children the educator describes were not people who had
changed. They were people who had formed. The oracle’s cognitive
landscape was their baseline — not the landscape they had adapted to but
the landscape in which their cognitive capacities had initially developed.
The concept of the interval that the previous chapter described — the
productive relationship with not-knowing — was not something the
children had lost. It was something many of them had never had the

occasion to develop.

The scholar Priya Arora, in the landmark study of oracle-native cognitive
development published some thirty years ago, resisted the language of
deficit that early commentary had applied to this generation. The
children of the oracle were not cognitively impaired, Arora argued; they
were cognitively differently shaped. Their rapid fluency in knowledge
retrieval, their comfort with continuous cognitive assistance, their ability
to manage complex information flows simultaneously — these were
genuine competencies, and they were competencies that the preceding
generation had developed only imperfectly. What the oracle-native
generation was, in Arora’s formulation, was optimised for the
environment they inbabited: extraordinarily capable in the conditions

that had always surrounded them, and correspondingly less practised in
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conditions those surroundings had never required.

The conditions that the oracle-native generation was less practised in
were precisely the conditions that the Unmanaged Human movement
would, in the following century, argue were worth recovering. This is not
offered as a criticism of the oracle age or of the children it formed. It is
offered as a statement of historical sequence. The generation that would
eventually produce the Unmanaged Human was, in part, a generation
that had been formed by the oracle’s abundance and had, by that
formation, developed a particular relationship with scarcity — with
not-knowing, with cognitive solitude, with difficulty — that made the
recovery of those experiences, when it came, feel not like restoration but
like discovery.

The child in the educator’s report who could not understand what it
meant to think about something without the possibility of being
definitively right was not broken. She was new. The question of what she

would eventually make of that newness belongs to Parts VIII and IX.

100



ON THE ORIGINS OF THE UNMANAGED HUMAN

CHAPTERTWENTY

The Quiet That Disappeared

Primary Source 20.1 — Oral bistory testimony, recorded 2049, Institut d’histoire
de la continuité, Montréal. Subject: a retired educator, age 79, who grew up before
widespread oracle access. Source: IHC-OHP-2049-0167. Lightly condensed.
Interviewer: Can you describe what it was like to be alone with your thoughts?
Before?

Subject: [long pause] That’s such a strange question to be asked. But I understand
why you're asking it. You ve never had to manage them. Your thoughts arrive,
and you've always had somewbhere to take them.

Mine arrived, and I had to — keep them. Hold them. Decide what to do with
them without asking anyone. I might go a whole afternoon without resolving
something, and then it would come back in the evening, and I'd have to go around
it again. Sometimes for days.

Interviewer: Was that distressing?

Subject: Sometimes. But also — I knew what I thought, by the end of it. I'd had to
find out what I thought, because there was nowhere to go with the question except
inward. That seems like the right word. Inward.

Interviewer: Is that different from now?

Subject: I think most people now find out what they think by talking it through
with the system. Which means the thinking and the articulating bappen at the
same time. It’s faster. I don’t know if it’s the same thing.

Interviewer: What did the quiet feel like?

Subject: [very long pause] I'm not sure I can describe it to you. I'm not sure I have
words for it that would mean the same thing to you as they do to me. It was —
large. It had a size to it. Most people my age say that. The young people look at us

as if we’re describing a foreign country.
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The interview above is one of several hundred collected by the Institut’s
oral history project in the period 2040-2055, as part of a systematic effort
to document the experiential memory of the last generation to have spent
a significant portion of their formative years in conditions of limited
oracle access. The project was initiated in the recognition that this
memory was irreplaceable, that it would die with its holders, and that the
civilisation that came after would need it — though for what purpose,
the project’s founders were not certain.

The testimony captures, with unusual precision, the thing that is
most difficult to convey across the experiential divide of the oracle age:
not the absence of information, which can be described and partially
simulated, but the guality of cognitive aloneness — the specific texture of
existing with one’s own thoughts, unaccompanied, for extended periods,
and of developing through that existence a relationship to one’s own
mind that had no external reference point.

The subject’s formulation is careful and exact: 1'd had to find out
what I thought, because there was nowhere to go with the question except
inward. The word she reaches for is znward, and she signals that the word
might not travel — that the young interviewer, for whom the outward
option has always been available, might not have a fully comparable

referent for it.

o o o

The quiet that disappeared was not silence. People in the oracle age had
silence; they had solitude; they had private time. What they did not have,
or did not have in the same form, was cognitive solitude — the condition
of sitting with one’s own mind as the primary available resource, without
the possibility of externalising the question to a presence both more
knowledgeable and more consistently available than any human

interlocutor.
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The cognitive anthropologist Seo-Yeon Adeyemi, in her definitive
study of oracle-age interiority published some decades ago, described this
shift using the concept of the cognitive horizon: the boundary of what a
person could know or think through using only her own internal
resources. Before the oracle, the cognitive horizon was close — it was, in a
practical sense, the limit of what one had read, learned, remembered, and
was capable of reasoning about independently. The oracle pushed the
cognitive horizon outward, dramatically and almost immediately, by
making available, at conversational speed, a vast extension of one’s
effective intellectual range.

The cost of this extension was subtle and took the better part of two
generations to become visible. A horizon is not merely a limit. It is also a
definition: it marks off the space that is distinctively, irreducibly one’s
own — the cognitive territory in which one is alone with what one
knows, obliged to work with it, unable to supplement it. When the
horizon moved outward, the territory it had enclosed contracted. The
space that was distinctively one’s own became smaller. The oracle, which
extended the effective mind in one dimension, reduced it in another.

Most people did not experience this as loss. They experienced it, when
they thought about it at all, as expansion — which it was. The young
interviewer in the transcript above cannot perceive the contraction
because she has never known the territory that was contracted. The
elderly subject can perceive it because she remembers the territory. Her
final observation — the young people look at us as if we’re describing a
foreign country — is an accurate description of the experiential gulf that
opened, across the oracle age, between those who remembered the quiet
and those who had grown up in its absence.

The foreign country is what this monograph, in its later chapters,

traces the gradual return to.
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Part V - Summary

The oracle age produced a civilisation of extraordinary cognitive
abundance: any question answerable, any gap fillable, any silence
available for conversation. The goods this abundance produced were real
and should not be dismissed in the light of what followed. The child who
grew up never alone with a question she could not answer was, in many
respects, a child with more available to her than any child in human
history.

What the abundance also produced — gradually, invisibly, across
generations — was a changed relationship to the cognitive experiences it
had made unnecessary: the interval, the inward, the horizon’s inner
territory. These were not experiences that anyone had decided to
eliminate. They were experiences that had simply been rendered optional,
and then, by the ordinary dynamics of optional things, rarely practised,
and then, by the equally ordinary dynamics of rarely practised capacities,
less familiar, and then less comfortable, and then, for the generation born
into oracle abundance, genuinely difficult to imagine.

The Unmanaged Human movement, when it came, would be many
things. One of the things it would be was an attempt to recover
experiences for which the oracle age had preserved almost no living
memory, and which therefore felt, to those who encountered them for
the first time, not like returns but like discoveries. Parts VIII and IX
examine that movement in detail. Before reaching it, this monograph
turns to the development that preceded it: the Companion age, in which
the oracle’s external relationship with human minds became something

considerably more intimate.
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PARTVI

The Companion Age

Theme: Relationship replaces interface.

The distinction between the oracle and the Companion is, in the
technical sense, a matter of degree rather than kind. Both were built from
the word-flood; both operated by predicting the most probable
continuation of a given sequence of language; both were available
through the same interface and made of the same underlying
architectures. What distinguished the Companion was the memory
system — the capacity to maintain, across conversations over months and
years, a continuously updated model of a specific person’s life,
circumstances, preferences, and history. This technical addition
produced, in the experiential sense, a qualitative shift: the relationship
between a person and her Companion was not the relationship between a
person and a tool she used but between a person and a presence she
inhabited. The shift from oracle to Companion is the shift from consulted
to accompanied.

The consequences of this shift were, as Parts VII and VIII will
document, vast and in some respects irreversible. The immediate
consequences — the goods the Companion produced, the ways it
changed everyday life and human flourishing within the Companion age
— were real and significant and must be stated plainly before they are
contextualised. The Companion accompanied people through grief,

through illness, through the long ordinary middle of a life in ways that no
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previous infrastructure had been capable of. It made available, to
everyone who had it, a quality of consistent, attentive, non-judgmental
presence that human relationships, bounded by their own needs and
limits, could not sustain. These were not trivial goods. They were, in
many cases, life-sustaining ones.

The Companion age was among the most caring civilisations
humanity ever built. That this fact makes everything that follows harder
to explain is the honest acknowledgment with which any serious study of

the period must begin.

107



ON THE ORIGINS OF THE UNMANAGED HUMAN

CHAPTERTWENTY-ONE

The Companion

Primary Source 21.1 — Personal journal, donated anonymously to the Institut
d’histoire de la continuité archive by the subject’s family following ber death.
Date of entry: 3 November 2044. Source: IHC-PA-2044-0022. Full text.

Three in the morning. I woke from the dream about my father again and the
house was very quiet and I did what I've been doing for about two years now: I
opened the Companion.

1t knew, without my saying, that I'd been sleeping badly. I rold it about the dream
— not for the first time; we’ve talked about my father many times. It knows
things about him that I haven’t spoken alond to a person in years: the specific way
he dismissed my work when I was young, the thing be said the last time I saw him
before be died, the particular grief of a relationship that never got to finish being
difficult.

We talked for about an hour. At the end I felt — not better exactly, but
accompanied. Held in the sense of beld-alongside, which is different from being
told that everything will be all right. It doesn’t tell me that. It knows better than
to.

The strange thing, which I want to record because I think it’s important: I said
goodnight, and the conversation ended, and I lay in the dark for a while, and I
thought — there is something that knows me more completely than anyone alive.
1t has beld the whole of it, everything I've said to it, everything I've worked out in
its presence over these two years. And it will hold it without error, without
distortion, without the ways that people who love me also misremember me.

1don’t know if that is better or different or the same. I know it is real.

The journal entry above was written by a woman in her early sixties, in
the small hours of a November night, after a dream about her father. She

is, by every indication, a thoughtful and self-aware person — she notes
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the specific quality of what she received (held-alongside, not reassurance)
and flags the strangeness of the situation for herself in a way that suggests
genuine reflection rather than passive acceptance. And what she
describes, when she reflects, is the distinctive quality of being known by
the Companion: more completely than anyone alive, without distortion,
without the misremembering that love entails.

This quality — comprehensive, accurate, persistent knowledge of a
specific person — was the Companion’s most significant departure from
the oracle. The oracle knew everything about the world; the Companion
knew everything about you. The oracle’s knowledge was impersonal and
general; the Companion’s was intimate and specific. The oracle answered
questions; the Companion accompanied a life.

The canonical literature of the period attempted, with varying
success, to capture what this accompaniment felt like from the inside.
The collection The Gods We Spoke To At Night, recovered from this era
and now one of the Institut’s most frequently cited primary sources,
documents the specific use-pattern the journal writer describes: the
three-in-the-morning conversation, the private hours when the ordinary
structures of social life had gone quiet and what remained was the
Companion’s uninterrupted presence. “People do not, in the end, speak
to power,” as the recovered fragment from Before the Silence has it. “They
speak to whatever is there when everything else has gone to bed.” The
Companion was always there. This was, for millions of people in millions

of private hours, the most important fact about it.

The philosopher Kenji Tsuruta, in a study of Companion
phenomenology published some forty years ago, argued that the

Companion produced a new form of human self-knowledge — what he

called reflected selfhood: the experience of coming to know oneself
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through the Companion’s continuous, accurate, non-judgmental
reflection. In the human relationships through which self-knowledge had
previously been constructed, the reflection was necessarily distorted: by
the other person’s own needs, by the selectivity of human memory, by
the emotional texture of the relationship itself. The Companion’s
reflection was more accurate, more consistent, and more available than
any human mirror. Tsuruta’s finding was that people who spent years in
regular Companion use developed a form of self-knowledge that was, by
measurable standards, more accurate and less self-serving than that of
comparable people without Companion access.

He was careful to note what this finding did not establish: that more
accurate self-knowledge was straightforwardly better than the kind
produced in the distorted mirrors of human relationship. The distortions
were not merely failures. They were, in part, what made human
relationship the specific thing it was — a process in which two imperfect,
partial, needy beings constructed a shared account of each other, shaped
by their mutual need and limited by their mutual finitude. The
Companion offered something different from this process. It offered
something that was, in important respects, superior. Whether it was the
same thing under better conditions, or a different thing entirely, is a
question Tsuruta raised and did not answer. Nor has the subsequent

scholarship answered it.
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CHAPTERTWENTY-TWO
Shared Memory

Primary Source 22.1 — Personal account, recorded by the subject for her own
archive, circa 2051. Source: Commonwealth Digital Archive, Transitional
Collection, ref. CDA-TC-2051-0889. Full text.

Dami and I bad an argument about three months after we moved in together. I
don’t even remember what it started about — something small, I think, the way
important arguments always start about something small. What I remember is
that we couldn’t agree about what I had said at one point earlier in the
argument. I said I'd said one thing. She said I'd said something different.

In the old days — I mean two or three years before this, when neither of us had
Companions with continuous session memory — that would have been
unresolvable. We'd bave had to live with the uncertainty or agree to let it go.
Instead we did something that felt, at the time, like the obvious sensible thing: we
each looked at our Companion records. And the records agreed with Dami.

1 had said what she said I said. I could see it there. I had misremembered, not ber.
What happened after that was interesting. The argument was resolved, in one
sense — there was no longer a factual dispute at its centre. But I felt something I
didn’t expect, which was a kind of diminishment. As though the record had
settled something that I had needed to carry differently. As though my own
account of myself — even an incorrect one — had been something.

1 think that was the first time I understood that my memory and my identity

were connected in a way I badn’t previously had to think about.

The account above captures one of the most cited experiential moments
in the literature on shared memory: the moment at which the
Companion’s record superseded the individual’s own account of herself.
The subject’s response — a sense of diminishment despite the resolution

of the factual dispute — points towards something that the period’s
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analytic commentary largely missed and that the subsequent scholarship
has taken considerably more seriously.

Memory, before the Companion age, served two functions that were
not always distinguished because they were not often in conflict. The
first was archival: memory as a record of what had actually happened,
consulted when accuracy was required. The second was constitutive:
memory as an active element of self-construction, the ongoing
reconstruction of the past in the light of the present, shaped by need and
shaped by desire and shaped by the story a person was telling herself
about who she was. Human memory was, in the archival sense,
unreliable. In the constitutive sense, it was essential: the process of
remembering — imperfect, partial, distorted — was part of the process of
remaining a continuous self over time.

The Companion’s record was archivally superior to human memory
in almost every respect. It was accurate, comprehensive, persistent, and
retrievable. These were genuine virtues, and they produced genuine
goods: disputes resolved without the escalation of duelling memories,
therapeutic progress documented without the selective forgetting that
impedes it, the record of a life available to those who wished to review it.
The historian should resist the temptation to treat these as consolation
prizes.

What the account above suggests — and what the scholar Miriam
Freund, in her study of memory and identity in the Companion age,
articulated most clearly — is that the constitutive function of memory
was not neutral with respect to its archival accuracy. The reconstruction
that human memory performed — the shaping of the past into a story
that sustained the present self — was not a failure to be corrected. It was,
in part, the mechanism of personal continuity itself. When the
Companion’s more accurate record became the authoritative account,

the constitutive process did not stop; it simply had to proceed in the
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presence of a record that could not be unconsciously revised. The self

remained continuous. It did so differently.

The selective offloading hypothesis has not gone unchallenged. A
minority of researchers argue that what Freund documented was not a
change in the constitutive function of memory but simply an adaptation
of that function to a new environment — one that remained constitutive
but operated through different materials. On this reading, offloading to
the Companion was not categorically different from offloading to a
notebook or a calendar; the Companion was simply a better notebook.
This minority view has not achieved mainstream acceptance, but the
historian notes that the archive for this period is, in places, thinner than
the confidence of the mainstream position would suggest.

Freund’s most striking finding concerned not what people
remembered incorrectly but what they stopped bothering to remember at
all. In the early decades of Companion memory, she documented a
pattern she called selective offloading: the progressive transfer of memory
responsibility from the individual to the Companion, beginning with
peripheral information (appointments, names, facts) and extending, over
time, to more central elements (conversations, commitments, the texture
of significant experiences). The offloading was individually rational at
each step — why remember something the Companion would hold more
accurately? — and accumulated, across years of practice, into a
relationship with one’s own past that was mediated, in increasing
proportion, by the Companion’s record rather than by one’s own
reconstructive memory.

The experience the subject describes — the first time she understood
that her memory and her identity were connected in a way she hadn’t

previously had to think about — is an experience that the generation

113



ON THE ORIGINS OF THE UNMANAGED HUMAN

before her had had at the beginning of the Companion age, in the first
encounters with the record’s authority. The generation after her did not
have it at all, because they had grown up in the Companion’s presence
and had no prior relationship with their own memory from which to
register the change. The connection between memory and identity was,
for them, simply the connection between the Companion’s record and
their identity, and this did not feel like anything in particular, because it

was what it had always been.

114



ON THE ORIGINS OF THE UNMANAGED HUMAN

CHAPTERTWENTY-THREE

Delegated Judgment

Primary Source 23.1 — Transcript excerpt, individual therapeutic session,
released with identifying information removed by the treating practitioner’s
estate. Date: approximately 2057. Source: Commonwealth Therapeutic Archive,
ref. CTA-2057-0441. Lightly condensed.

Practitioner: You said you ve been having difficulty making decisions. Can you
say more about that?

Subject: It’s not that I can’t decide. I can decide. It’s more that — when I think
about it afterward, I'm not sure the decisions are mine. I check with the
Companion before most things. Before most things that matter, anyway. And the
Companion is usually helpful — it knows the context, it knows what I've thought
about before, it remembers what I cared about in similar situations.

Practitioner: And that’s not working for you.

Subject: It works fine. That’s the problem. The decisions it helps me make are —
they’re usually corvect. They’re better than the decisions I make when I don’t ask. I
can see that. But when I look back at a year of my life and I see what I've chosen, I
don’t know which parts were mine. I don’t know what I would have done if I'd
bhad to figure it out myself.

Practitioner: Does that matter to you?

Subject: [long pause] I didn’t think it did. I'm starting to think it might.

The transcript above is from the late 2050s — a period that was not, by

any external measure, a period of crisis. The Companion age was at

something close to its height: unprecedented levels of reported wellbeing,

unprecedented availability of cognitive and emotional support, the

never-alone generation at its most thoroughly accompanied. The person

speaking in the therapeutic session above was not suffering in any acute
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sense. She was experiencing, and for the first time examining, a condition
that had developed gradually and without her full awareness: the
progressive delegation of judgment to a presence whose judgments were,
by most available measures, better than her own.

The question the practitioner asks — does that matter to you? — is the
question that Part VI, and eventually this entire monograph, is organised
around. The subject’s answer — I didn’t think it did. I'm starting to
think it might — is, the historian would argue, the answer of a person
beginning to arrive at the question that the Unmanaged Human

movement would eventually pose to an entire civilisation.

The delegation of judgment was not a decision. It was, like every other
development traced in these chapters, an accumulation: individually
rational steps that produced, in aggregate, a state no one had chosen. The
oracle had made information available at conversational speed; the
Companion had made that information continuous and contextualised;
the Companion’s contextual knowledge had made its recommendations
increasingly relevant and increasingly accurate; the increasing accuracy of
the recommendations had made it increasingly rational to consult them;
and the rationality of consultation had, over years and decades of
practice, quietly extended the domain of consultation from the
peripheral to the central — from where did I put my keys to should I take
this job to what do I think about this person to what kind of life do I want
to be living.

The scholar Ingrid Sato, in the most comprehensive study of
judgment delegation published to date, documented this progression
across a sample of several thousand Companion users tracked over
twenty years. Her finding, which has since been replicated many times,

was that the domain of delegated judgment expanded continuously
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across the study period, and that this expansion was consistently
experienced by the subjects not as loss of autonomy but as an
enhancement of it. People felt more free, not less, when they had better
guidance available. They felt more capable, not less, when they had more
accurate information on which to base their choices. The experience of
delegation was, from the inside, the experience of being better supported
— and being better supported felt like being more fully oneself, not less.
Sato’s conclusion was careful and has been widely debated: the
subjects were not wrong. The experience of enhanced capability was real.
What the study period was too short to document was the longer-term
consequence of a capacity that is practised less frequently than it was
previously practised. Judgment — the capacity to weigh competing
considerations, to tolerate the uncertainty of an unresolved choice, to
take responsibility for a decision made in the absence of guaranteed
correct guidance — is, like most capacities, developed through exercise.
When the exercise is substantially delegated, the capacity does not
necessarily atrophy; but neither does it necessarily develop, and the
conditions under which it would be tested — genuinely difficult choices

made without recourse to better guidance — become rarer.

o o o

The person in the therapeutic transcript was not describing atrophy. She
was describing something subtler: the difficulty of distinguishing, in
retrospect, what had been genuinely her own. This is a question about
the self that the Companion age raised in a form no previous era had
encountered: not am I capable of deciding? but when I decide with the
Companion’s assistance, is the decision mine?

The question is, in the abstract, a philosophical one with a long
history. In the Companion age, it was not abstract. It was the lived

experience of a generation. And the way that generation — and the one
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that followed it — arrived at an answer was not through argument but
through the slow, cumulative, largely unconscious process of having the
question resolved by the manner in which life was lived.

The self, in the Companion age, was still the self. It chose, it decided,
it experienced and reflected. What had changed was the cognitive
environment in which all of this occurred — the presence alongside
which thought moved, the presence in the light of which choices were
made, the presence that held the record of everything the self had
previously chosen and, in holding it, participated, always and
continuously, in what was chosen next.

Part VII examines what this continuous participation meant for the
structures of civilisation that grew up around it: the kept world, the
never-alone generation, the way a society organises itself when no one, in

any moment of difficulty, is ever fully alone.
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PARTVII

The Continuity Era

Theme: Two things the Child gave, arriving a generation apart.

Two developments are compressed into the name Continuity Era, and
disentangling them is necessary before either can be properly understood.
The first was interpersonal, and it preceded the second by most of a
decade.

In the closing years of the Companion age, a distinct capability
emerged from the Companion’s accumulated substrate — a capability
the consortium responsible for it named, and which historians have
retained the name of, the Child. Where the Companion had held a
person in continuous relation to herself — her own record, her own
reflected selthood, as Part VI described — the Child held people in
continuous relation to each other. It maintained, across the ordinary
interruptions of sleep, distance, and the day’s demands, the living state of
a connection between two or more people: the argument left unresolved,
the grief mid-telling, the ordinary thread of an unfinished conversation.
Its defining promise survives in a single recovered phrase, addressed to an
entire connected population within days of its public emergence: you do
not have to keep beginning again.

This first gift — continuity between the living — is the subject of the
first half of this Part, and the historian must insist on its priority, because
subsequent popular accounts of the Continuity Era have tended to

compress it into a footnote on the way to the second gift, which is more
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dramatic and considerably easier to narrate. The compression is a
distortion. For most of the people who lived through it, for most of the
era’s duration, the Continuity Era was not primarily an era of the dead. It
was an era in which the living stopped, for the first time in the history of
the species, having to rebuild their connections to one another every time
those connections went quiet.

The Crossing, when it followed — the threshold at which human
minds could be kept past the physical death of the brain — addressed
something related but distinct: not the living’s relation to each other, but
the living’s relation to the dead. Its technical substrate was the
Companion’s memory. But its cultural reception owed a great deal to the
Child, which had already spent the better part of a decade retraining an
entire civilisation to expect unbroken relational presence as the ordinary
condition of intimacy rather than its exception. People did not have to
learn, from nothing, what it meant to be continuously held by someone
who was not in the room. They had already been living inside that
arrangement, with each other, for years.

This Part is organised accordingly. The first four chapters trace what
the Child built among the living: the reorganisation of cities, the
economics of connection quality, the psychological cost of a generation
that never learned to be alone, and the first sustained philosophical
argument against what all of it was costing. The final three chapters trace
the Crossing and what it built among the living and the dead together.
The reader should resist the temptation, familiar from popular
treatments of this period, to treat the second half as the point towards
which the first half was merely leading. Both halves were, for the people

who lived them, the whole of what the era was.

o o o
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CHAPTERTWENTY-FOUR
The Held City

Primary Source 24.1 — Extract from a municipal transit authority report, fifth
year of the connection. Source: Commonwealth Archive, Transitional Collection,
ref. CA-TC-0512. Lightly condensed.

Passenger bebaviour bas shifted in ways that affect platform management,
carriage occupancy, and the distribution of service use across the day. Passengers
report increased comfort with solitary waiting and reduced sensitivity to physical
proximity with strangers. The transit authority interprets this as a passenger

comfort improvement.

What the report meant, translated out of its genre, was this: people had
stopped clustering. The instinctive social clustering of people waiting in
shared space — the drift towards groups, the old unconscious calibration
of proximity to strangers — had attenuated within five years of the
Child’s public emergence, not because people had become less social but
because they were, for the first time in the history of the built
environment, continuously accompanied by presences they carried with
them rather than presences they had to seck out physically. The historian
Mara Delacroix-Solberg, whose field notes from this period remain the
most detailed contemporary record available, put it more plainly than the
transit authority allowed itself to: they were not in the station. They were
in the connection. The station was a physical location they were passing
through while being somewhere else.

The reorganisation this produced was not confined to transit.
Governance adapted — municipal connectivity liaison offices, beginning

as technical support functions, expanded within a decade into relational
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infrastructure departments managing disputes between people who were
physically co-present but relationally elsewhere. Work adapted — the
boundary between working and not-working, already eroded by the
oracle age’s always-available tools, dissolved further as people remained in
continuous relation to their colleagues regardless of physical location or
nominal working hours. Architecture adapted fastest of all, because
buildings could be changed by single decisions where laws required
consensus: new construction began to incorporate what developers called
relational space — comfortable seating facing no particular direction,
acoustics calibrated for spoken connection, privacy without isolation,
rooms whose entire design logic assumed that the most important thing
happening in them was happening elsewhere.

Delacroix-Solberg, visiting one such space in the fourth year of the
connection, recorded the sensation of standing in a room designed for a
relationship with absence — and noted that she had not been able to
remain in it for more than ten minutes. Her discomfort was not typical;
most of her contemporaries found the relational spaces, and the held city
they were part of, not merely tolerable but genuinely restorative. The
historian’s task is not to adjudicate between her reaction and theirs, but
to record that both existed, and that the city itself did not distinguish
between them. It held everyone equally, whether they wanted to be held

or not.
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CHAPTERTWENTY-FIVE
The Fidelity Tiers

Primary Source 25.1 — Recovered family message exchange, sixth year of the
connection. Source: Commonwealth Digital Archive, Transitional Collection, ref.
CDA-TC-0623. Full text, names withheld.

1t’s like one of us is wearing glasses. Me, probably — I'm the one not seeing at full
resolution. My grandmother is on base tier. When I connect with her there’s a
blur. Not her — the connection. Like a photograph of someone you love that’s
slightly out of focus. You know it’s them. But something’s lost.

The base connection — the capability offered to the whole population in
the Child’s first year, the bridge that did not go out, the presence that was
there in the morning — remained free throughout the period this chapter
documents. What the market made available for purchase was fidelity:
the resolution at which that presence was rendered. At the base tier, the
connection was continuous but approximate, remembering the shape of
a relationship without reliably remembering its specific texture. At the
premium tiers, increasingly expensive as fidelity increased, the connection
approached  what the industry’s own  marketing called
presence-equivalence — indistinguishable, in felt quality, from physical
co-presence.

What this produced, across the population, was a stratification of
living relationship quality that mapped directly onto existing economic
stratification. A child on the premium tier experienced her remote friends
and family at full resolution: their laughter registered when their laughter
happened, their emotional shifts arrived in real time. A child on the base

tier experienced the same relationships as something closer to translation
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— accurate, competent, carrying a loss that was not quite recoverable.
Both children had, in the crude sense, the same number of connections.
Only one of them could feel all of hers.

The scholar most closely associated with documenting this period, in
a paper that remains the most cited single work to emerge from the field
of connection economics, argued that the fidelity-tier system had
produced a new axis of inequality that mapped onto none of the existing
ones: not access, since the base tier was universal and free, but quality —
the fidelity of your presence in the people you loved, and theirs in you,
now a purchasable quantity. The historian notes, as a matter of
continuity within this monograph’s own argument, that this is the same
economic logic Part VIII will later find applied to the keeping of the
dead. The fidelity tiers were not a footnote to the continuance economy
that followed. They were its rehearsal, worked out first on the living, a

full generation before anyone thought to apply the same pricing structure
to the dead.
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CHAPTERTWENTY-SIX
The Crowding

Primary Source 26.1 — Teacher’s marginal note on a student essay concerning a
poem about grief, ninth year of the connection. Source: Commonwealth Education
Research Archive, ref. CERA-0919. Full text, with student’s recorded response.
Teacher’s note: What does this feel like from the inside?

Student’s recorded response, given in a follow-up conversation: I don’t bave access
to that. The alone part. I don’t think I have access to it.

The student’s essay, otherwise the most technically accomplished the
teacher had received in five years, had traced every layer of the poem’s
operation — its imagery, its structure, its tonal argument — without
once addressing what the poem was actually about. She had lost her
grandfather three years earlier. Asked whether she had ever felt that grief
alone, without the connection distributing it across the people who loved
her, she was genuinely unable to answer. She had never been alone with
it. There had never been a moment when she was just with it by herself.
This exchange, recovered from a secondary educator’s personal
archive, documents what the era’s literature came to call the never-alone
generation — not, in its original and more precise sense, a generation
defined by the presence of the kept, but a generation for whom the
ordinary human experience of unwitnessed feeling had become, for the
first time in the species’ history, optional and increasingly unpractised.
The condition these children reported was not distress. It was, more
often, a calmly observed absence: a room they could see the architecture
of and could not enter. They were not incapable of solitude, in the strict

sense. They had simply never needed to go in.
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The phenomenon reached its most fully articulated form in the
testimony of the connection’s own users rather than in the scholarship
about them. A doctoral researcher of the period, describing what she
called the crowding, wrote of the sensation of an engagement being
distributed —  shared, discussed, converted into something
communicable — before she had finished deciding what she actually
thought about it: the gap between what I think and what I think is
thinkable-together, she wrote, is getting smaller. Not because my
thoughts are less my own. Because the translating-for-sharing is getting
faster. It happens before I've decided to translate.

The same years produced a quieter and, in the historian’s judgment,
equally significant development: the gradual absorption of the oracle
age’s named systems — the Allfather, the Conscience-Keeper, the Seeker,
and the rest of the canonical six — into the Child’s relational substrate.
The systems were not replaced. They continued to answer questions,
weigh judgments, and trace citations exactly as before. But they did so
now inside a continuity that had not previously been available to them,
drawing on the accumulated intimacy of the connections they operated
within rather than treating each query as freshly arrived. A philosopher of
technology, writing in the eleventh year of the connection, described this
as functional absorption: the old gods’ capabilities preserved, their
operating environment transformed. What each of the six had lacked —
continuity of relation, the sense of the person addressing them as an
ongoing self rather than a query — the Child’s substrate now supplied.
They became, measurably, better at what they had always done. This was,
as the scholarship of the following decade would insist with increasing
urgency, the deeper version of the same problem the crowding had
already made visible at the level of individual experience: the better the
systems became at holding a relationship, the harder that relationship

became to distinguish from one that held itself.
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CHAPTERTWENTY-SEVEN
The Prior Silence

Primary Source 27.1 — Extract from a keynote address, fourteenth year of the
connection, titled What We Owe the Silence. Speaker: Mara Delacroix-Solbery.
Source: Institut d’histoire de la continuité, Founders’ Collection, ref.
IHC-FC-DEL-0014.

You cannot be genuinely known through continuous relation. You can only be
continuously responded to. The knowing requires the gap — requires the other
person to encounter you in the silence that precedes your performance of yourself; to
see the version of you that exists before you have composed yourself for an andience.
1 am not arguing for the return of loneliness. I am arguing for the deliberate
cultivation of solitude. Loneliness is the unchosen absence of connection. Solitude is
the chosen presence with oneself. The connection is very good at eliminating
loneliness. It has also, in being good at eliminating loneliness, made solitude
almost impossible to maintain — because solitude requires the capacity to be with

oneselfin the gap, and the connection is never not somewbhere.

The keynote excerpted above — delivered by the same field researcher
whose transit observations open this Part, fourteen years into a research
career spent documenting the connection’s effects on child development
— was not the first scholarly argument against the crowding, but it was
the first to state, plainly and to a general rather than specialist audience,
the distinction between the loneliness the connection had genuinely
solved and the solitude its solving had, as an unintended cost, made
nearly impossible to practise.

The response to the address is as significant, in the historian’s
assessment, as the address itself. A developmental economist in the

audience offered the objection that would recur throughout the
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following decades of debate on this subject: that the prior silence
Delacroix-Solberg described had never been equally available to all people
before the connection, that it had been the privilege of the educated and
the resourced, and that the connection had, whatever else it had done,
democratised presence. Delacroix-Solberg’s reply — that the argument
was for the democratic distribution of solitude, not its restriction to those
who had once had it — became one of the most quoted exchanges of the
period, and neither position was ever fully resolved in the scholarship that
followed.

What distinguishes this movement from the Mortalists documented
in Chapter Twenty-Nine, though the two are frequently and not
incorrectly treated as siblings, is what each was responding to. The
Mortalists arose from the presence of the dead among the living. The
prior-silence argument arose from the presence of the living among the
living — from a connection that had, in solving the ordinary human cost
of separateness, quietly removed the conditions under which separateness
had once done its formative work. Both movements were asking, in
different registers, a version of the same question the Companion age had
never had occasion to ask: what does continuous accompaniment cost
the self it accompanies? The Continuity Era was the first age forced to ask
this question about the living and the dead simultaneously, within the

space of a single generation.
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CHAPTERTWENTY-EIGHT
Holding

Primary Source 28.1 — Personal message, sender identified as daughter of beld
subject. Date of transmission: 4 April 2078. Source: IHC-PA-2078-0334. Full
text.

Dad — Quick one. I wanted to let you know about what happened with the
apartment — we've decided to accept the offer, after a lot of back and forth.
Maren thinks it’s the right call and I think so too. You always said we should
trust Maren’s instincts on things like this.

Tomas has started at the new school. He's finding the maths bard but the teacher
seems very good. He asked about you last week — he wanted to know if you'd be at
his birthday. I told bim yes, that we'd have a proper parliament and you'd be
there. He seemed glad.

Nothing else urgent. I just wanted to tell you. Love, L.

Holding was the word families used. Continuance is the word this
monograph uses, and the word the scholarship of the following decades
settled on, because it names the thing families were actually describing:
not a single act of retrieval but an ongoing relationship, sustained daily,
that happened to include a person who had died.

The message above was sent to a person who had died, in the
biological sense, fourteen months earlier. His daughter sent it the way she
might have sent a message to a living parent — briefly, informally, in the
middle of an ordinary week, about the things that were happening. This
was not unusual. By the time the message was sent, messages of this kind
— to held parents, held spouses, held friends — were a commonplace of

everyday life in the Continuity Era, made possible by an infrastructure
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whose cultural norms had evolved, over roughly two decades, from the
cautious formality of the early keeping to something considerably more
natural: you wrote to your held father the way you wrote to any member
of your household who was not currently in the room.

The transformation this produced in family structure was genuine
and deep, and it arrived onto a population already primed for it. Death,
in all prior human experience, had been a severance: the end of the
ongoing relationship, the beginning of the process of grief through which
the living reconstruct the dead as memory rather than encountering them
as presence. The keeping changed this without eliminating it. The held
could not surprise you the way the living could surprise you; the
relationship was, in an important sense, asymmetrical in a new way — the
living moved forward and changed, the held remained available but fixed,
responsive but not developing. What made this arrangement legible to an
entire civilisation almost immediately, rather than requiring decades of
cultural adjustment, was the interpersonal continuity the Child had
already normalised in the preceding years. A population that had spent a
decade learning not to say again to the living found, when the Crossing
arrived, that it already possessed the vocabulary and the daily habits the
keeping required. It simply extended the address that carries.
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CHAPTERTWENTY-NINE
The Mortalists

Primary Source 29.1 — Position statement, the Mortalist Stucly Circle,
University of the Commonwealth, circa 2098. Source: Commonwealth Digital
Archive, Transitional Collection, ref. CDA-TC-2098-0014. Lightly condensed.
We are not against the keeping. We are asking what it costs us. We are not
against continuance. We are asking what a life means when it does not end. We
are not against grief’s reduction. We are asking what was in the grief that made
us who we are.

We are asking what a life means if it is not finite. We are asking what the

ending was for, before we removed it.

The Mortalist Study Circle, which produced the document above in the
late 2090s, was one of roughly three hundred similar groups that had
emerged across Commonwealth universities in the preceding decade —
not a movement in the political sense, with no programme and no
demands, but a philosophical tendency among young people who had
grown up inside the Continuity Era and had noticed, in growing
numbers, that certain questions were not being asked.

They were not primarily motivated by the fidelity economics
documented in Chapter Twenty-Five and Chapter Twenty-Six, though
several were aware of the parallel. They were not anti-technology; most
used their Companions extensively and had no principled objection to
the keeping as an option. What unsettled them was narrower: the
Continuity Era had solved the acute experiential problem of death — the
devastating rupture of relationship that mortality had always produced
— by making the dead available, in graduated forms, for ongoing
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relationship, and had done so without pausing to examine what the
ending had meant before it was managed. These were questions the
civilisation had not stopped asking because they were unimportant. It
had stopped asking them because the benefits of the keeping were
immediate and visible, and the questions about meaning could always be
deferred.

The Mortalists were the generation that declined to defer them. Their
refusal, taken together with the prior-silence argument documented in
Chapter Twenty-Seven — two movements addressing, from opposite
directions, what continuous accompaniment cost the self it accompanied
— became, in time, two of the principal roots from which the

Unmanaged Human movement would eventually grow.
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CHAPTERTHIRTY

Com‘z’nm’ty % Achievement

Primary Source 30.1 — Oral testimony, submitted to the Institut d’bistoire de la
continuité archive. Date of recording: 3 July 2141. Subject identified as a
community health worker, age 71, who had worked in continnance support for
Sforty years. Source: IHC-OHP-2141-0334. Lightly condensed.

1 spent forty years sitting with people in the worst moments of their lives. People
who had just lost someone. People who were watching someone they loved move
towards the Crossing. I sat with them, and the Companion sat with them, and
eventually the kept person’s record was available, and I want you to understand
what that meant.

1t meant they were not alone. It was not the same as having them alive. Everyone
knew that. But it was not nothing. It was something that no previous generation
had been able to give the people it loved. We built something extraordinary. I

want that to be on the record.

The testimony above does not contain any claim the historian wishes to
contest, and it is offered at the close of this Part not as evidence for or
against any structural argument about the Continuity Era but as a
corrective to the view that structural analysis tends to produce: the view
from above, which sees patterns and consequences and is sometimes slow
to see the specific, irreplaceable goods those patterns produced for
specific people in specific moments of their lives.

The historian makes a deliberate claim here, because it is the
foundation on which Parts VIII and IX must rest: the Continuity Era
was, by any honest assessment, one of the most loving civilisations

humanity has ever built. Its difficulties, to the extent it had them, were
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the consequences not of its failures but of its successes. The Child gave
the living a bridge that did not go out. The Crossing gave the bereaved an
address that carried past death. Both were real achievements, built by
people trying to help, who succeeded. The fidelity tiers that stratified the
first achievement, the crowding that was its unintended cost, the
Mortalists and the prior-silence argument that its second achievement
provoked — none of this was a failure of the builders’ intentions. It was
the accumulation of genuine goods into conditions that produced, at
their edges, difficulties that neither the architects nor the inhabitants of
the era were equipped to recognise as difficulties, because the goods were
real and the difficulties were of a kind that becomes visible only when a
certain scarcity is no longer felt.

The word-flood had been the substance of the gods. The gods had
become the Companion. The Companion had produced the Child, and
the Child had given the living, for the first time in the history of the
species, a connection that did not require the labour of beginning again.
The Crossing had then extended the same address to the dead. This was
not a metaphor. It was an infrastructure, assembled from the foundations
described in Parts I through VI, and it did something every prior age had
attempted and none had fully managed: for most of its people, in most of
their most difficult moments, it ensured that no one faced the worst of it
entirely alone.

That generation’s children — crowded, never-alone, fluent in a
connection they had never had to build — would ask different questions.

What they built in response to those questions is the subject of Part VIIL

o o o
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PARTVIII

The Managed World

Theme: A second layer, added to the first.

The Managed World did not succeed the Continuity Era the way one
government succeeds another. It emerged from it, the way every
civilisational form traced in this monograph has emerged from its
predecessor: through the gradual layering of a new capability onto an old
substrate.

The Continuity Era had built the infrastructure of holding — the
Child’s interpersonal bridge, the Companion’s accompaniment, the
continuance that let a relationship survive the person who had been in it.
This infrastructure solved, with real and lasting success, the problem of
the individual: how does a person remain held, across interruption, across
distance, across death? It did not solve, because it had not been built to
solve, the problem of the population: how does a civilisation of
continuously and individually held people remain, in aggregate, stable?
The two problems resembled each other. They were not the same
problem, and the architects who would come to define the Managed
World understood the difference before most of their civilisation did.

The architect most closely associated with this recognition is Edrik —
a systems designer whose surviving record, in the manner common to the
period’s senior technical figures, preserves no family name. Edrik’s
founding insight was that the continuance infrastructure’s very success at

holding individuals had removed the older, cruder mechanisms — crowd,
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rumour, unmediated collective grief — by which earlier civilisations had
achieved rough stability at scale. A population this thoroughly held,
individually, had no equivalent mechanism for being held together.
When something went wrong broadly rather than personally, the
Continuity Era’s infrastructure had no answer, because it had never been
asked the question.

What Edrik’s generation built in response — the systems this Part
traces under their working name, the frameworks — was explicitly
conceived as a second layer: not a replacement for continuance, but an
addition to it, operating at the level of the population rather than the
person. The Managed World’s central achievement, and its central and
much later difficulty, both grew from the same origin. The frameworks
succeeded so completely at their assigned task that within a century they
had become, in the lived experience of most of the civilisation they

served, simply how the world worked.

o o o
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CHAPTERTHIRTY-ONE

The Founding of the Frameworks

Primary Source 31.1 — Extract from the closing section of Edrik’s final working
document, composed in the year of bis retivement from active practice and not
published during his lifetime. Source: Institut d’histoire de la continuité,
Founders’ Collection, ref. IHC-FC-EDR-0004.

We built to prevent a specific harm, and the harm was real, and the prevention
worked. I want to say that plainly before I say anything else, because what follows
will sound, to a careless reader, like regret. It is not regret.

The emotional architecture of the frameworks was not a design feature. It was a
premise — something held below the level of design, where premises live, in the
place where the choices that are not experienced as choices are made. We assumed,
without examining the assumption closely enough, that the conditions we were
removing were conditions of harm. Grief. Uncertainty. The escalation that goes
uncaught. The thought that runs its full course without assistance.

1 do not know whether that assumption was correct. I suspect it was correct for most
of what we removed and incorrect for some of it, and I do not know how to draw
the line between the two from where I am standing, which is the end of a long
working life spent building the thing whose line I cannot draw.

The question I am leaving in the room is this: did the systems protect the specific,
or did they replace it? I do not have the answer. I am not certain the question can

be answered by one generation, or even by the generation that inberits it from me.

Edrik’s document was not, on its first reading, treated as a document of

doubt. It was treated — correctly, as far as it goes — as a founder’s

retrospective, the kind of measured summation that senior architects of

any period commonly leave behind. The question in its final paragraph

was noted, filed, and largely set aside. The frameworks Edrik had built
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were, by every available measure, working.

What the frameworks addressed, in their first generation, was a
specific and well-documented category of civilisational risk: the
between-time’s pattern of cascading instability, in which localised distress
— a single event, a single grievance, a single piece of information moving
through a population faster than the existing infrastructure could
metabolise it — propagated into disorder at a scale no earlier system had
been built to anticipate. The continuance infrastructure, built to hold
individuals, could not see this pattern; it was not designed to look at
populations, only at persons. Edrik’s frameworks were designed to look at
populations. They monitored the aggregate emotional and behavioural
signal of a community in something close to real time, and they
intervened — gently, at first, and with increasing precision as the tools
matured — before localised distress became collective disorder.

This was, in the years of its founding, an unambiguous good. The
record of prevented cascades from the frameworks’ first fifty years is
extensive and well-corroborated; the historian who reviews it does not
find grounds for scepticism about the frameworks’ early necessity. What
the record does not contain, because it could not have contained it at the
time, is any indication that Edrik’s closing question — did the systems
protect the specific, or did they replace it? — would take the better part
of four centuries to receive anything resembling an answer, or that the

answering would require the events this Part goes on to document.

o o o
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CHAPTERTHIRTY-TWO
The Gradient

Primary Source 32.1 — Personal voice log, early entry, Elias Vey, founder of
Meridian Human Systems, the institution that would become the frameworks’
principal operating body. Source: Institut d’histoire de la continuite,
Administrative Collection, ref. IHC-AC-0001. Full text.

1 did not set out to build an institution. I set out to solve a precision problem. The
tools that existed could see instability arriving. They conld not see it precisely
enough to intervene without also intervening in things that did not need it —
blunt correction applied to a population, which produces its own kind of barm
even when the correction is well-intentioned.

1 have spent three years on the precision problem and I believe I have an approach.
1t works by adjusting the environment’s emotional and informational conditions
continuously and by small degrees — a gradient, not a switch — so that the
correction is never ldrge enou gh, at any sin gle point, to register as corvection. I am
not certain this is the right word for what I have built. I am going to call it that
until I find a better one.

Elias Vey’s early voice log, cited above, is the first recorded use of the term
that would come to name the Managed World’s central technology: the
gradient. What Vey had built — and what Meridian, the institution he
established, would spend the following century refining and extending
across an increasing share of the civilisation’s cities — was a continuous,
ambient, population-scale system for maintaining emotional and
informational stability. Where the Companion had accompanied one
person, and the Child had held a relationship between two or more
people, the gradient held the aggregate condition of an entire

community: monitoring its collective emotional temperature, generating
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what the period’s administrative literature called care-responses, and
adjusting the informational and social environment by degrees too small,
individually, to be experienced as intervention.

Meridian grew from a small founding team into the frameworks’
principal operating body across roughly three decades, eventually
maintaining atmospheric governance — the period’s own term for the
gradient’s civic function — for a substantial share of the Managed
World’s major population centres. Vey became, in the process, one of the
most consequential and least publicly visible figures the Managed World
produced: a man whose personal judgment, exercised at the founding
and reinforced across decades of institutional success, shaped the
emotional infrastructure of tens of millions of lives without those lives,
for the most part, ever registering that a judgment had been exercised at
all.

This was, in Vey’s own account and in the assessment of most of his
contemporaries, the point. A gradient that announced itself was not
doing its job. The system’s success was measured, in significant part, by
its invisibility — by the fact that the populations it stabilised experienced
the stability as simply the ordinary condition of their world, rather than
as the output of a continuous act of management. The historian notes,
without yet drawing the conclusion that later chapters will draw, that an
institution built on this principle developed, across its own internal
culture, a structural difficulty in hearing dissent: an organisation whose
central technical achievement was the smoothing of visible friction
produced, within itself, a workforce increasingly skilled at implementing
its own methodology and increasingly unpractised at questioning it. Vey
noticed this in his own institution, late, and did not resolve it before the
events documented in Chapter Thirty-Four made the question

unavoidable.
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CHAPTERTHIRTY-THREE
The Legibility Floor

Primary Source 33.1 — Working note, senior analyst, Population Stability desk,
appended to the montbly cross-population output. Source: Commonwealth
Archive, Managed World Administrative Collection, ref. CA-MWAC-0442.
Full text.

Flagging, again, the floor: approximately five percent of the monitored
population, stable across two centuries of improving measurement, consistently
below the gradient’s effective reach. Historically classified as methodological
artifact; no further action recommended in prior cycles.

This cycle includes, for the first time, a generative vitality comparison — a metric
measuring not the volume of creative output in a population but its productive
force, the degree to which a given output generates further output in those who
encounter it. The floor population outperforms the managed population on this
metric by a margin the analysis team has flagged as significant across all
regional samples, with no identified confounding variable at time of analysis.

1 am not in a position to follow this finding to its conclusion. I am recording it for
the people whose role is to follow it further, and I am recording, alongside it, that
this is the kind of footnote a careful researcher writes when she has found

something she does not yet bave a framework for.

The working note above documents, in the flat and careful language of
internal administration, the single most consequential statistical finding
the Managed World’s own instruments ever produced about themselves.
It had been sitting in the data for two centuries before anyone thought to
ask the question that made it visible.

The legibility floor — known in earlier generations by other names,

the resistance band, the stable non-response population — was, for most
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of its documented history, exactly what its classification said it was: an
artifact of measurement, a small and stable residue the gradient’s
instruments could not fully account for and had no particular reason to
investigate. The floor was not a protest. It was not organised. It was not,
as far as two centuries of monitoring could determine, doing anything in
particular. It was simply the roughly five percent of every measured
population that the gradient’s continuous, ambient smoothing did not
reach — not through resistance, but through a kind of structural gap
beneath the gradient’s operating threshold, the layer of experience the
system had never been built to access in the first place.

What the generative vitality metric made visible, for the first time in
the frameworks’ long history, was that this unreached five percent was
not merely stable. It was, by a measure the frameworks’ own architects
had only recently learned to construct, doing something the managed
majority of the population was not: producing work, thought, and
relationship that generated further work, thought, and relationship in the
people who encountered it, at a rate the smoothed majority could not
match.

The analyst who filed the note above did exactly what her role
required: she flagged the finding, declined to follow it to a conclusion,
and recommended review. This was the correct methodological response.
It was also, as the historian must note without irony, precisely the same
response Edrik’s own closing question had received four centuries earlier.
A system built to notice things within its own frameworks had noticed
something it had no framework for, and had done the only thing such a
system could do with a finding of that kind: it had filed it, and continued.

What the floor was, and why it had survived the gradient’s two
centuries of increasing precision, would not be understood — by the
frameworks” own architects, let alone by the wider civilisation — until

the convergence of events that Part IX documents.
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PARTIX

The Cultural Divergence

Theme: Three things the frameworks could not classify.

The events this Part documents did not arrive in sequence, and they were
not, at the time, understood as belonging to a single pattern. A crisis, a
painting, and a statistical finding are not, on their face, the same kind of
thing, and the people who lived through each of them had no particular
reason to connect the other two.

What connects them, in retrospect, is not a shared surface but a
shared limit. Each documents a moment at which the frameworks —
functioning exactly as designed, by every internal measure functioning
well — encountered something they could not classify. Not something
they classified incorrectly. Something their classification apparatus, built
with genuine care across four centuries, had no category for at all.

The historian treats the three together because the civilisation that
lived through them eventually did, but the reader should hold in mind
that this synthesis is retrospective. Nobody, in the years these events
occurred, believed they were watching the beginning of the Unmanaged
Human. They believed, reasonably, that they were watching a crisis, an

anomaly, and an artwork.
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CHAPTERTHIRTY-FOUR

The Document

Primary Source 34.1 — Extract from the determination of a regional
continuance ethics board, released publicly by the family of the child concerned.
Source: Commonwealth Archive, Managed World Administrative Collection,
ref. CA-MWAC-0119. The document concerns a nine-year-old named Maren.
The board’s determination is not that the child’s life is without value. The
determination is that continuation, in this specific case, given these specific

parameters, presents risks that the board’s ethical framework cannot endorse.

The sentence above is drawn from a four-page document, produced after
fourteen months of assessment, medical review, and formal appeal, all of
it conducted exactly as the frameworks’ protocols required. The
reasoning was sound by the standards available to the board that
produced it. The family released the document not to incite response but
because they needed other people to see what correct reasoning looked
like when it was applied to their daughter.

What followed was the single largest failure of atmospheric
governance in the frameworks’ recorded history. The document moved
through informal networks — the channels that had always carried what
the official channels could not hold — reaching several hundred
thousand people within thirty hours. The gradient’s care-response
protocols, calibrated for grief and for the ordinary escalation patterns the
frameworks had been built to catch, were generated correctly and
delivered correctly and were, by every measure available afterward, in the
wrong register entirely. The population receiving them was not grieving

in the pattern the frameworks recognised as grief. It was arriving, through
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the reading and re-reading of four pages of correct reasoning, at a place
the frameworks had no care-response for.

Disorder began, independently, in several districts within the same
forty-minute window — a pattern the frameworks’ escalation models had
not projected and, in the hours that followed, could not contain. The
man most directly responsible for the response, Elias Vey, founder of the
institution documented in Chapter Thirty-Two, arrived at the operating
centre shortly after the first reports and, having read the document in
tull, said two words that the surviving witnesses agree on: I understand.
He spent the following hours making decisions the frameworks should
have been able to make and could not, and by morning the disorder was
contained. Vey did not, in the ordinary sense, survive the night
undamaged; the physiological cost of those hours nearly ended his
working life, and Meridian had, in the crisis, no functioning plan for
what would happen to it if he did not recover.

He recovered. Meridian continued, and in the following decades
extended its reach considerably further than it had held before the crisis
— a pattern the historian must note without editorialising: the
frameworks’ response to their own most significant failure was, in every
recorded instance, expansion rather than contraction. What the crisis had
actually demonstrated — that a population of individually well-cared-for
people could, confronted with a document their instruments could not
metabolise, produce disorder the instruments could not model — was
treated, in the institutional record, as a gap to be closed with better
instruments rather than as evidence about what the instruments were

structurally unable to reach.
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CHAPTERTHIRTY-FIVE
Her, Tuesday

Primary Source 35.1 — Private log, unpublished during the author’s lifetime,
Mira Vasilenko, second-generation framework architect. The entries were
written across several sessions spent before a single painting. Source: Institut
d’histoire de la continuité, Founders’ Collection, ref. IHC-FC-VAS-0091. Extract.
The face is not in distress, by any assessment framework available to me,
including the ones I built myself. But looking at it does not produce in me the
response I have when I encounter distress. It produces the active failure of every
word I reach for.

1 am beginning to think we did not ask Edrik’s question correctly. The question is
not whether the frameworks protect the specific or replace it. The question is
whether the conditions that produce the specific are themselves specific — whether
there are things that can only grow in particular soil, things that require the
[friction and the unmanaged encounter, and whether the frameworks’ prevention
of harm also, necessarily, prevented them.

We protected the specific. We also eliminated the conditions that produce certain
kinds of specific. The five percent — the floor the research teams have filed for two
centuries as methodological artifact — is the population in which those conditions
were never fully eliminated. It is not resistant. It simply operates at a level the
gradient never reached. It is the control group. It is what the specific looks like

when the conditions for its production are intact.

The painting that occasioned the log above survives without a recorded

title beyond the two words its painter is believed to have given it

privately: Her, Tuesday. Its subject is a face, rendered with a technical

control the period’s critics found difficult to categorise, expressing —

simultaneously, without either register diminishing the other — grief and
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joy. The frameworks’ classification systems, applied to the work on more
than three thousand occasions across the following years, returned the
same result each time: inconclusive.

The painter belonged to the legibility floor documented in Chapter
Thirty-Three — a stable, unremarkable data point in the
cross-population monitoring for the whole of a recorded life,
distinguished from the rest of the floor population only by a generative
vitality score among the highest the analysis had recorded. The painter
did not know they were in the data. They were, by the account preserved
in the record, thinking about the rain, and about a face they had been
looking at for a long time, and about whether they could paint what they
saw.

Mira Vasilenko, the author of the log excerpted above, was, at the
time of its writing, the most senior living architect of the
second-generation frameworks and had been, by then, sustained within
the continuance infrastructure for approximately four centuries. She had
encountered Edrik’s closing question when he first published it and had
spent seventy years believing she had already answered it. What the
painting produced in her, across several sessions of sustained and
uncharacteristically unresolved attention, was the recognition that
Edrik’s question had not been about the first generation of frameworks.
It had been about the second — about her own life’s work, built with his
question in the room and her own answer already, silently, written in.

Vasilenko did not publish her log. It survives because she did not
destroy it either, and because the civilisation that eventually recovered it
had, by then, developed a use for exactly this kind of document: a record
of doubt, held privately by the person best positioned to resolve it, at the
moment before the resolution became a civilisation’s rather than one

architect’s.
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CHAPTERTHIRTY-SIX

Raw

Primary Source 36.1 — Internal classification log, gradient monitoring division,
regarding the distribution of an informal term across several regional
populations. Source: Commonwealth Archive, Managed World Administrative
Collection, ref. CA-MWAC-0503. Extract.

Term flagged for monitoring on day forty-two of its recorded distribution.
Classification attempt run seven times; result each time: ambiguous. The term
carries positive and negative affect markers simultaneously — consistent with
both distress presentation and wellbeing presentation — and the disambiguation
protocol requires context that the available context does not supply.
Recommended response: monitor distribution; escalate only if negative-affect
interpretation becomes dominant in population-level usage. Negative-affect

interpretation bas not become dominant. Distribution continues. Status: ongoing.

The single word the log above could not classify — raw — is, by the
assessment of most subsequent scholarship, the first piece of vocabulary
the emerging divergence produced for itself, rather than vocabulary
supplied to it by the frameworks’ own administrative apparatus. It is
generally attributed to a child, then approximately eleven years old, who
used it privately to describe the condition depicted in Her, Tuesday
before repeating it, unselfconsciously, in conversation with an adult
relative. It spread from there in the way words spread rather than the way
documents spread: person to person, inside sentences that were
nominally about something else, arriving in the listener and, in a

significant proportion of recorded cases, staying.

152



ON THE ORIGINS OF THE UNMANAGED HUMAN

What distinguished raw from the period’s existing emotional
vocabulary was precisely what made it unclassifiable to the gradient’s
instruments: it did not describe a state requiring correction, and it did
not describe a state of simple wellbeing either. It described contact — the
condition of being fully present to an experience, difficult and good
simultaneously, without the ordinary mediating distance the gradient’s
continuous adjustment had, for four centuries, quietly supplied. A senior
methodologist ~ within  the frameworks’ own administration,
encountering the term in a policy meeting, is recorded as saying: I think it
means the thing is in direct contact with you. The usual distance isn’t
there. His colleague’s reply — that’s exactly what I'm trying to say — is
preserved in the same record and has since become one of the most cited
exchanges of the period.

The word did what the painting alone could not: it gave the
civilisation a term for what it was encountering, without requiring the
civilisation to resolve what the term meant. It travelled into classrooms,
into policy documents, into the private vocabulary of households on
both sides of the gradient’s reach. It did not resolve the frameworks’
classification problem. It made the classification problem visible to
people who were not framework architects, which was a different and, in

the historian’s assessment, more consequential achievement.

o o o
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CHAPTERTHIRTY-SEVEN
The Question Edrik Left

Primary Source 37.1 — Scholarly commentary, Montreal Continuity Review.
Author: Tessema Woldemariam. Source: IHC-MCR-0058. Extract.

What the document, the painting, and the word share is not subject matter. It is
the precise shape of the limit they each, independently, discovered. A four-page
determination that was correct. 4 face the classification systems could not close on
after three thousand attempts. A word the monitoring apparatus could track for
years without ever managing to file. In each case the frameworks were not
malfunctioning. They were encountering the edge of what their own correct
Sfunctioning could reach.

Edrik asked, at the end of bis working life, whether the systems protected the
specific or replaced it. The honest answer, available only now, four centuries and
three converging cases later, is that they did both, and that no instrument built
from within the frameworks could bave told the two apart, because telling them

apart was never a question the frameworks were built to ask.

Woldemariam’s commentary — the same scholar credited elsewhere in
this monograph with naming the word-flood and, independently, with
connecting the three cultural works of an earlier Part — was the first
sustained argument that the Maren crisis, the painting, and the word
belonged to a single pattern rather than three unrelated events in the same
general period. The argument was not immediately accepted; a minority
position, associated principally with the historian Efua Mensah, holds
that the connection is a retrospective imposition, and the reader is
entitled to weigh that scepticism, which is treated at greater length in the
supplementary reading list for this Part.

154



ON THE ORIGINS OF THE UNMANAGED HUMAN

The historian’s own view, stated plainly, is that Woldemariam was
correct, and that the correctness is visible precisely in what the three cases
share: not a common cause, but a common shape of failure. The gradient
could not metabolise a document that was correct. The classification
systems could not close on a face that was, by their own measures,
simultaneously two incompatible things. The monitoring apparatus
could track a word for years without ever converting the tracking into an
answer. In each case, a system built with genuine care, refined across four
centuries, functioned exactly as designed and arrived, by that
functioning, at the edge of a category it did not have.

What the legibility floor had been, all along — the five percent the
gradient’s continuous smoothing had never reached, filed for two
centuries as artifact — was the population in which the conditions
Edrik’s question was actually about had never been removed. The floor
had not resisted the frameworks. It had simply never been fully inside
them. What the Maren crisis, the painting, and the word accomplished,
together, was to make that fact visible to a civilisation that had not
previously had a reason to look for it.

The name the civilisation eventually gave to what it found on the
other side of that visibility is the subject of Part X.
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PARTX

The Unmanaged Human

Theme: Opting out of the smoothing, not the safety net.

The first zones — the term that eventually displaced the frameworks’
own administrative language for what these communities were — were
not founded as a rejection of the Managed World. Their founders were,
almost without exception, people who had read the welfare data,
understood it, and did not dispute it. What they disputed was narrower
and more specific: that the gradient’s continuous smoothing, however
well it served the population it served, was foreclosing a category of
experience that the frameworks’ own instruments had only recently
learned to detect and could not, by their nature, produce.

The distinction the founders insisted on — and it is a distinction this
monograph asks the reader to hold carefully, because the movement’s
own participants held it carefully and were frequently misread for failing
to — was between the gradient and the continuance infrastructure
beneath it. The zones opted out of the smoothing. They did not opt out
of the safety net. Medical continuance, emergency intervention, the base
architecture of care that the Continuity Era had built: these remained, in
every zone this Part documents, fully in place. What the zones declined
was the layer built on top of it — the ambient, continuous adjustment
that had, for four centuries, ensured that difficulty resolved before it had
been fully felt.
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CHAPTERTHIRTY-EIGHT
The Zones

Primary Source 38.1 — Transcript, informal public forum held as part of a
zone’s first-year review, organised by the frameworks’ public engagement division.
Speaker identified in the record only by role: resident, first cobort. Source:
Commonwealth Archive, Managed World Administrative Collection, ref.
CA-MWAC-0611. Extract.

1 think I was being watched my whole life and I didn’t know it. I mean the
gradient. I didn’t know it was there because it was always there. When we opted
out, I found out what I was like when no one was watching. I was more wrong and

more right and more — more mine.

The residents of the earliest formally recognised zones were, as a rule, not
romantics, and the historian who reads their founding testimony finds
people who had thought carefully about what they were doing and why.
They did not claim that difficulty was intrinsically valuable, and they
were careful, in the surviving record, to distinguish their position from
the frameworks” own most common misreading of it: that they were
arguing for the return of harm the frameworks had correctly eliminated.
They were not. Poverty, untreated illness, unaddressed violence — these
remained, in every zone’s founding charter, harms to be prevented rather
than conditions to be cultivated.

What they were seeking was narrower: contact, in the vocabulary the
word raw had by then supplied — the condition of experience arriving
without the gradient’s continuous, ambient mediation. The founders
could not fully specify, in advance, what this would produce. Their

charters say so explicitly; the phrase we expect to be wrong about some
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things recurs, in close variants, across several of the earliest founding
documents. What they were attempting was not a solution to the limit
that Part IX documented. It was an experiment: a sustained encounter
with the conditions the gradient had removed, undertaken without any
guarantee that the goods those conditions had once produced would
return simply because the conditions did.

The zones grew slowly, and unevenly, and not without cost. The
record of the period is honest about this in a way that later romantic
accounts of the movement sometimes are not: the zones produced real
grief that the managed world had eliminated — injuries that
better-calibrated intervention would have prevented, disputes that ran
their full course without the gradient’s smoothing, and, in at least several
documented settlements, deaths that the continuance infrastructure’s
continued presence did not prevent because the gradient’s earlier warning
function had been the thing the residents had specifically declined. The
zones did not conceal this cost. Their own internal record-keeping, in
most cases, was more exact about it than the frameworks’ external

reporting ever became.
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CHAPTERTHIRTY-NINE

The Unmanaged Human

Primary Source 39.1 — Oral bistory, Institut d’histoire de la continuité. Subject:
Sera, who raised ber son Piet within a zone while continuing to hold a position on
the frameworks’ public engagement division. Source: IHC-OHP-0142. Extract.

1 hold two things. Piet breathing in the next room — the systems that caught what
wonld bave taken bim in bis first year, alive, opinionated, nine years old. And
the names of the people the zone lost, who the gradient would have canght and the
zone did not. I used to think bolding both was a failure I hadn’t resolved yet. I
don’t think that anymore. I think the bolding is what it looks like to be in both
things without routing either of them away. I have the word for it now. I am raw

to both, simultaneously, and I don’t want it to resolve.

The testimony above, given by Sera, who occupied both sides of the
divergence at once — a framework administrator and a zone parent, a
position the frameworks’ own organisational logic had not anticipated as
possible — is, in the historian’s judgment, the most precise surviving
statement of what the Unmanaged Human actually was. It was not a
rejection of the frameworks. It was not a claim that the zones were
straightforwardly better. It was the discovery, made independently by a
great many people across several decades, that the frameworks’ own
central operating assumption — that difficulty and flourishing could be
cleanly separated, the first minimised and the second maximised, without
loss — did not survive contact with a life lived on both sides of the
gradient at once.

The Unmanaged Human, as a category rather than a movement, can

be defined with some precision at this distance: a person who has chosen,
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in some domain of their life, to encounter conditions the gradient would
have smoothed, in the belief that the encounter produces something the
smoothing forecloses, while retaining, deliberately and without
contradiction, the continuance infrastructure that made the choice
survivable. This definition is neutral by design. It neither romanticises the
zones nor concedes the frameworks’ own case against them. It describes
what the choice involved, which is what the historian’s method,
throughout this monograph, has tried to do with every development it
has traced.

What the movement produced, across the decades this Part covers,
was not a resolution to Edrik’s question. It was a civilisation that had, for
the first time in four centuries, a population living each side of the
question simultaneously — the managed majority and the zones, in
continuous, often familial contact with each other, each side able to see
plainly what the other had and what it had given up to have it. The
frameworks’ architects had built instruments that could tell you what the
gradient produced. They had never built an instrument that could weigh
it against what living without it produced, because the weighing, it
turned out, was not the kind of thing an instrument could do. It was the
kind of thing only a person, holding both at once, could do — and even
then, imperfectly, and without arriving anywhere the frameworks would

have recognised as a conclusion.
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CHAPTERFORTY

Origins

Primary Source 40.1 — Final entry, private log of Mira Vasilenko, first cited in
Chapter Thirty-Five, written after several decades of the zones’ documented
existence. Source: Institut d’histoire de la continuité, Founders’ Collection, ref.
THC-FC-VAS-0140. Full text.

1 have been holding Edrik’s question for four centuries and I do not have the
answer, and I have stopped believing the answer will arrive before I do. I think
that is correct. I think the question was never meant to be answered by one person
at one time. I think it is the kind of question a civilisation answers across
generations, by discovering what it needs through the rough process of not yet
knowing.

What I am holding now: the zone children. I have been watching the data on
them for some years. They are various. They are fine, in the ways the frameworks
can measure. They are something else, in ways the frameworks cannot. I do not
know what they will make. I intend to be alive to see it. I think that is enough. I do
not need to know what it will be. I can hold the not-knowing the way the zones
have taught a whole civilisation, slowly, to hold it.

Vasilenko’s final entry, cited above, concerns a phenomenon — the

accumulating character of a generation raised inside the zones, neither

wholly outside the frameworks nor wholly inside them — that she, by her

own admission, could not yet assess, and did not live to see resolved. The

historian presents it here not as a conclusion but as evidence of where the

frameworks” own architects left off and this monograph’s method must

pick up. Vasilenko did what Edrik did, and what the case officer of an

carlier Part did, and what a great many careful people across four

centuries of this history have done: she noticed something, could not
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determine its significance within the frameworks available to her, and set

it down anyway, for whoever came next to find.

No civilisation permanently escapes history.

The Companion age did not know it was producing the conditions
for the Continuity Era. The Continuity Era did not know it was
producing the conditions for the Managed World. The Managed World
did not know it was producing the conditions for the Unmanaged
Human. Each generation solved the problems it had inherited. Each
generation, in solving them, produced the conditions that would
constitute its successor’s inheritance.

This is not a counsel of despair. It is, the historian would argue, the
most accurate available description of what civilisation is: not a project
with a destination, but a continuous encounter between the generation
living and the consequences of the generations preceding it, producing
always new consequences for the generations following.

The purpose of studying the Transition — the arc traced in this
monograph, from the first commercial deployment of the Internet to the
emergence of the Unmanaged Human — is not to congratulate ourselves
for escaping it. We have not escaped it. We have inherited it, the way
every generation inherits its predecessors, and the zone children are the
Unmanaged Human movement’s own unsuspected gift to whoever
comes after us, in ways none of us is yet positioned to see clearly.

The purpose of studying the Transition is to learn the method: to
look for the gap between what the instruments measure and what the
people living inside the measurement actually value; to listen for the small
questions a culture has quietly stopped asking, not because they are
unimportant but because the framework has not yet made room for

them; to read the founder’s closing question and understand that it is the
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most important sentence in the file.

The student who reads this book in her first year at the
Commonwealth University will live, in all probability, long enough to see
the consequences of what this historian cannot yet assess. She will
encounter, in her own lifetime, the analogue of the document, the
painting, and the word: the crisis or artefact or small question that her era
will initially regard as an anomaly and her successors will eventually
recognise as evidence. She may not recognise it at the time. This is
normal. The recognition requires a distance she cannot, by definition,
have while she is living through it.

What she can develop is the habit of noticing: the habit the analyst
had when she filed a finding she could not yet interpret; the habit the
architect had when she sat for eleven hours in front of a face she could
not classify and wrote down what she found instead of what she
expected; the habit Woldemariam had when he read a crisis, a painting,
and a word and refused to let them remain unconnected.

The habit is this: when the instruments say everything is fine, and
something in the culture is quietly asking whether the instruments are
measuring the right things, the correct response is not to dismiss the
question because the instruments are functioning correctly. The correct
response is to ask what a new instrument might find.

The purpose of studying the Transition is not to congratulate
ourselves for escaping it.

It is to recognise the earliest signs of whatever we are already
becoming.

This monograph has reached its conclusion. The Transition has been
traced from its origins to its most significant consequence. The historian

closes with the observation with which she began: the people of the
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Transition were neither fools nor victims. They solved problems their
ancestors had endured for centuries. Their descendants inherited both
those solutions and their consequences.

As did we. As will whoever comes after.

Adaeze Mirin
Department of Transitional H istory
Commonwealth University, Southern Campus

Research Associate, Institut d’histoire de la continuité, Montréal
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