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FOREWORD


BY BREWSTER KAHLE


Every major digital transition begins not with technology, but with imagination. Before systems are built, they are pictured, described, and debated through metaphors. Libraries, frontiers, highways, cyberspace. These images shape what we believe technology is for, who it should serve, and what kind of future it makes possible.


In the 1990s, the United States experienced a surge of experimentation that would shape the digital world for decades to come. Search engines emerged. User-contributed platforms like GeoCities brought millions of people online for the first time. A new public digital space was being built, imperfect, chaotic, but open.


Much of the rest of the world, Europe, Canada, Japan, and others, took a different path. Not because of a lack of talent, funding, or imagination, but because policy choices shaped what could be built, and by whom. Regulatory uncertainty, litigation risk, and deference to incumbent interests made large-scale experimentation harder. Entrepreneurs hesitated. Investors looked elsewhere. Over time, entire categories of public-facing digital infrastructure simply did not emerge.


Policy matters, not because it predicts innovation, but because it creates the conditions under which innovation can happen.


Today, generative AI offers another inflection point. For the first time in years, the dominance of search and information intermediaries is no longer inevitable. New tools make it possible to imagine systems that are more plural, more local, more publicly oriented, and better aligned with education, research, and cultural access.


Some jurisdictions are beginning to act with that future in mind. Japan, for example, has chosen a clear and pragmatic approach, allowing AI systems to learn from copyrighted works while holding outputs to account. In other words, enable learning, evaluate results. This creates space for innovation while preserving accountability, a balance that invites builders to build.


Europe stands at a similar crossroads. It has world-class researchers, strong public institutions, and a deep commitment to cultural heritage and education. It also has a unique opportunity to design AI policy that supports openness, competition, and democratic access to knowledge. Narrow exemptions and hesitant signals, however well-intentioned, are not enough to unlock that potential, especially when institutions tasked with preserving culture remain unsure whether they are truly allowed to use the tools now available to them.


History offers lessons here. Canada once developed OpenText, an early and promising search technology. Rather than scaling it into a public-facing infrastructure, it retreated into safer, narrower applications, and the opportunity passed. Europe can choose differently this time.


The question is not whether generative AI should exist, but what kind of information ecosystem we want it to support. One shaped primarily by incumbency and caution. Or one that empowers libraries, schools, museums, researchers, startups, and citizens to participate fully in the digital transition.


No one knows these battles better than Caroline De Cock, who has spent decades pursuing an open web in Brussels, the European Union's centralized location for these regulations. The public interests embodied in our schools, libraries, and museums exist to expand access to knowledge and to help societies learn, especially in moments of technological change. With thoughtful, confident policy design, those institutions can help ensure that AI strengthens, rather than narrows, our shared intellectual commons.


Europe has an opportunity not just to regulate generative AI, but to imagine what it could become, a tool for learning, creativity, resilience, and democratic participation. The choices made now will shape its cultural, economic, and security landscape for years to come.


Policy matters.
Brewster Kahle
Founder of the Internet Archive
Internet Hall of Fame Inductee
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INTRODUCTION


WORDS MATTER. WORDS CREATE WORLDS.1


We don’t encounter technology as a blank space. We meet it with a mind already crowded with metaphors, analogies, and inherited narratives that shape what we see before we know we’re seeing it. As cognitive linguist George Lakoff argues,2 these aren’t just colorful linguistic flourishes, they are the very architecture of our reasoning. Reason, he explains, is 98% unconscious, governed not just by logic—if at all—but also by neural circuits called “frames”. And words are the keys that unlock these frames. A single term can summon an entire worldview, complete with its own logic, emotions, and moral assumptions, all before our conscious mind has a chance to object. This book is about those keys, the frames they unlock, and how our laws are being written by stories we don’t even realize we’re telling: the story of us.


But before examining the narratives shaping our understanding of technology, we need to grapple with a basic linguistic question: what do we mean when we say “Artificial Intelligence?” The term “AI” is routinely used to describe a dizzying variety of technologies (generative models, statistical classifiers, recommender systems, predictive analytics, and more) that share little in common beyond the vague promise of computational cleverness. It’s basically a branding label masquerading as a technical definition.


In fact, as U.S. journalist Karen Hao documents in Empire of AI, the term itself was a marketing tool from its inception.3 When U.S. cognitive scientist and one of the founders of AI, John McCarthy, convened the seminal Dartmouth Summer Research Project on Artificial Intelligence in 1956, he swapped the less exciting term “automata studies” for “artificial intelligence” precisely because it was more evocative and better at attracting interest and funding.4


Using “AI” as an umbrella term amounts to calling everything with buttons a “controller”, whether it’s a TV remote, a pacemaker programmer, or a nuclear launch panel, and then trying to draft legislation on the safety and social impact of said controllers. The media, ever helpful, would leap into the void with headlines like “Controllers: Existential Threat or Next-Gen Convenience?” Talk shows would stage theatrical debates where one guest warns of imminent nuclear annihilation, another enthuses about ad-skipping convenience during The Great British Bake Off, and a third attempts (futilely) to explain that their “controller” just helps manage heart arrhythmias in elderly patients. As a result of these supposedly nuanced and fact-based debates, public understanding would swing wildly between gadget fetishism and apocalyptic dread, depending entirely on which controller a person had in mind.


As the authors of AI Snake Oil, which aims to debunk the AI hype, observe, most of the true “snake oil” is concentrated in the realm of predictive AI: systems that claim to make high-stakes judgments about people’s lives, from loan applications to hiring decisions.5 These tools are often sold on the promise of superhuman foresight, a claim that rarely withstands scrutiny. Generative AI, like the large language models (LLMs)6 that have captured the world’s attention, is different. Its progress is remarkable, but as a product, it is still immature and unreliable, often functioning as what some have aptly called a “bullshitter”—a system designed to produce plausible text rather than necessarily true statements.


We fall into the trap of debating AI as a single entity when we should be having different conversations about distinct tools. However, this is precisely what happens when we bundle ChatGPT with facial recognition, military drones, and supply chain algorithms under a single, mythically loaded two-letter acronym. The ensuing discourse is so broad it often collapses into caricature. Grouping together vastly different applications under one label isn’t just analytically sloppy, it’s politically dangerous. It trivializes genuine risks, demonizes useful tools, and traps policymakers in a tug-of-war between sci-fi panic and PR-driven techno-optimism. Yet that is the AI discourse picked up by media and policy.


Such a terminological mess matters, not just because it creates confusion, but because it actively shapes how we think about the risks, benefits, and governance of these technologies. So before we talk policy, we need to talk about the stories that shape our headlines and our laws. Because AI isn’t just built by developers. What we recognize as AI is being shaped through four powerful myths that inform how we see it, sell it, and surrender power to it. We “story” AI into being. Metaphors become policies, myths become institutionalized, and democratic agency erodes slowly when governance is built on ill-informed fantasy rather than facts. Hence, “AI” is more than the buzzword du jour. How we conceive of AI is important because its rapid evolution is the ultimate stress test for our traditional methods of governance.


AI is the focus of this book because it serves as the perfect contemporary case study, a crucible in which our old, technology-specific regulatory habits are being tested and found wanting. The patterns of hype, fear, and institutional capture we see today echo the histories of the internet, nuclear power, and many other technologically driven or facilitated shifts. By dissecting the myths surrounding AI, we can forge the durable, technology-neutral principles needed to govern whatever comes next.


In Part I: The Genesis, we trace the origins of these myths, from the “Wild West” of the early internet to President Eisenhower’s glowing faith in “Atoms for Peace.” We then examine the policy machine itself—the institutional pipeline of academia, media, and politics that translates these compelling stories into concrete laws.


Part II: The Myths, dissects the four great illusions governing AI. We explore the myth of Magic, which cloaks technology in wonder to deflect accountability; the myth of Madness, which swings between manic gold rushes and paralyzing moral panics; the myth of Heaven, which promises salvation from our human failings; and the myth of Sin, which casts the algorithm as a digital scapegoat when that salvation fails.


Part III: The Cost of Policy Hallucinations, takes stock of the real-world damage. When governance is built on myth, we suffer predictable failures: policy distraction that chases phantoms, governance whiplash from knee-jerk reactions, and the erosion of democratic control as we cede accountability to prophets and bots.


Part IV: A Blueprint for AI Governance, provides the antidote. It unbuilds what doesn’t serve us, moving beyond the graveyard of obsolete, technology-specific laws to set out a practical, technology-neutral blueprint built on three principles: Accountability, Proportionality, and Durability.


Finally, the Epilogue calls for an “Age of Unenchantment,” urging us to reject technological determinism and embrace the patient, necessary work of democratic governance.


Taken together, these explorations show that technology is never just engineered, it’s narrated into being. If we want governance rooted in reason rather than illusion, we must begin by choosing our words as carefully as our tools. Because before we can write better laws, we need to tell better stories.
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PART I


THE GENESIS


Before we can challenge the myths that govern AI, we must understand their origins. Myths don’t emerge from thin air: they are born from language, history, and the human need to make sense of change. This part traces the origins of the narratives that shape our view of technology, from the frontier dreams of the early internet to the atomic faith in progress. To understand today’s AI discourse, we must return to the moment of creation, when metaphor became machinery and stories began to rule our tools.


Discover how the story begins.
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CHAPTER 1


THE NARRATIVE MACHINE


HOW METAPHOR BECOMES AUTHORITY


Using myths to shape technology policy isn’t new; it’s a recurring pattern, especially for transformative technologies. The framing follows a well-worn playbook. By examining the historical precedents set by the internet and nuclear power, we can identify the mechanisms by which metaphors and narratives are used to define a technology’s purpose and establish its regulatory boundaries.


A History of Metaphors in Policy


Internet as Wild West and Information Superhighway


The early policy debates surrounding the internet were dominated by two powerful and often contradictory metaphors, namely the internet as the Wild West and an information superhighway. Conveniently, the two metaphors could coexist in perfect contradiction, offering a narrative that was endlessly adaptable: you could argue for tearing down regulations in one breath and for building digital tollbooths in the next, all without missing a step.


The Wild West was a political metaphor that could ride in any direction you wanted, and it did. For libertarians, tech founders, and assorted digital cowboys, it represented a wide-open frontier promising endless opportunity with no bureaucrats in sight. It offered a system based on spontaneous order whereby communities could set their own rules, stake their digital claims, and make their fortune without a sheriff’s badge flashing into view. They saw themselves as the miners and cattlemen of cyberspace prospecting and building homesteads as they exploited the potential of the internet. This version of what the internet represented was rolled out whenever someone wanted to head off regulation, whether it pertained to content moderation, online marketplaces, or financial oversight.1


But for regulators, the Wild West wasn’t a land of opportunity, it was a saloon brawl on repeat—a lawless frontier demanding the strong hand of a sheriff. Cue calls for surveillance, stricter rules, and more legal power.


That is where the political beauty of the metaphor lay: you could use it to justify doing absolutely nothing… or doing absolutely everything. The framing did not stop there: it is alive and well today. Just look at how cryptocurrency is branded as the Wild West that must be tamed.2 Or if you are into cheesy statements, check out the moment former European Commissioner Thierry Breton introduced the EU’s Digital Services Act in 2022 with all the subtlety of a spaghetti western, starring the new piece of legislation as the “new sheriff in town” and referencing a clip from The Good, the Bad and the Ugly showing gun-toting bounty hunter Clint Eastwood in a cowboy hat in the final confrontation.3


If the Wild West depicted the lawless frontier, the concept of an Information Superhighway promised the opposite: gleaming asphalt, orderly lanes, and well-posted exits. Popularized by the Clinton–Gore administration in the 1990s, it framed the internet as critical national infrastructure—the digital sibling of the Interstate Highway System.4 This was the policy equivalent of swapping cowboy boots for a hard hat.


The highway metaphor put the internet’s economic role front and center. It was all about speed, efficiency, and the movement of “goods,” here meaning packets of information.5 It aligned policy neatly with a commerce-first, marketplace model, where regulation was about keeping the traffic flowing, not inspecting what was in the trucks. As one contemporary analysis noted, the emphasis was on “speed and quantity of goods… transmitted, not the quality or content.”6 That framing opened the door to massive public and private investment, but it also nudged priorities toward commercial applications, quietly shunting community-building, education, and non-profit uses into the slow lane.7


It was a metaphor that also smuggled in some baggage. Highways are linear, centralized, and predictable. The internet, decentralized, messy, and allergic to straight lines, was never going to fit neatly into such a traffic plan. Yet the metaphor conveniently obscured those differences, forcing the network into a familiar regulatory box designed for dedicated point-to-point transportation and traditional telecommunications systems.8 Still, the image was reassuring, familiar, and—like all good political metaphors—it told people exactly what they wanted to hear while leaving plenty unsaid.


The history of internet policy shows that the most influential metaphors are rarely the most technically precise, but rather those that best serve political and economic interests. The Wild West and Information Superhighway may seem to have pulled in opposite directions, but both pushed the network along the same path: away from the non-commercial, community-minded hacker ethic of its early years and toward a system dominated by private enterprise and commercial priorities. They provided the language and framing necessary to transform a publicly funded experiment into a marketplace.


More than a historical curiosity, it is a blueprint for understanding today’s debate over AI. The words we choose do more than describe new technologies; they set the boundaries of acceptable policy and embed particular economic and political ideologies into their foundations from the outset.


Atoms for Peace vs. Nuclear Devastation


The introduction of nuclear technology to the world was accompanied by a narrative duality of unprecedented extremity that seems familiar when compared to AI narratives: it was presented simultaneously as the ultimate tool of salvation because of its potential to supply near-limitless energy and as the ultimate weapon of annihilation because of its capacity for destruction. This profound tension between a utopian myth of boundless energy and a dystopian myth of total destruction shaped decades of energy, military, and international policy. The nuclear case is perhaps the starkest historical example of how policy can become completely captured by powerful, mythological narratives, often leading to outcomes divorced from technical or economic reality.


The utopian vision was masterfully crafted and deployed by President Dwight D. Eisenhower’s Atoms for Peace program, announced in his speech to the United Nations in 1953.9 This initiative was a well-thought-out act of “narrative engineering”, the deliberate crafting of stories that make technological developments sound inevitable, revolutionary, and beneficial, while diverting attention from any possible downsides.10 In this case, the objective was to reframe the terrifying power of the atom, until then associated only with the bombs dropped on Hiroshima and Nagasaki, as a source of immense good for humanity. The program’s central promise was of a future powered by clean, abundant nuclear energy that would be “too cheap to meter.”11 The slogan never became reality, but it captured imaginations worldwide. The narrative of “Atoms for Peace” positioned nuclear technology as a tool to alleviate global hunger and poverty, promote economic development, and ultimately ensure peace through shared prosperity. This utopian framing served a clear policy goal: to build public acceptance for a domestic civilian nuclear industry and to justify the massive government investment and legislative changes required to bring it into being. Sounds familiar? That’s because those who advocate for the benefits of AI follow the same playbook.


The counter-narrative, of course, was the ever-present threat of nuclear war. It was fueled by metaphors of apocalypse, inferno, and devastation, which saturated Cold War social discourse.12 The image of the mushroom cloud became a globally recognized icon of humanity’s capacity for self-destruction. The Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists’ Doomsday Clock, introduced in 1947, served as a powerful and enduring visual metaphor, constantly ticking down the minutes to a nuclear apocalypse and reinforcing a sense of impending doom.13 This narrative of existential risk went beyond cultural background noise; it was the foundational logic of Cold War geopolitical strategy. It justified the creation of vast nuclear arsenals, the doctrine of mutually assured destruction (MAD), and a state of permanent military readiness, while also fueling a powerful anti-nuclear social movement that challenged this logic.14


Despite pulling in opposite directions, these two myths produced a similar political outcome: control over nuclear technology was concentrated in the hands of a small, insulated elite of scientists, military leaders, and senior policymakers. This dynamic, where complexity and high stakes justify sidelining public input, offers a stark warning for today’s AI debates. The atom was portrayed as too complex, too powerful, and too dangerous for democratic governance. Whether deployed for peace or for war, it was to be managed by a priesthood of nuclear experts holding the keys to both salvation and damnation. The public’s role was reduced to cheering the dream or fearing the nightmare, but never sharing in decision-making.


The nuclear case study serves as a crucial cautionary tale for AI policymaking. It demonstrates how a technology’s governing narrative can become detached from its material reality. The promise of energy “too cheap to meter” was a fantasy that never materialized; in reality, the nuclear industry has been plagued by exorbitant costs, complex regulatory hurdles, and the unsolved problem of waste disposal. Yet, the sheer power of that utopian myth was sufficient to drive policy and investment for decades. This reveals a critical lesson: policy often responds not to a technology’s demonstrated performance, but to the power of its promise. The current hype-driven cycle of investment and policy-making in AI, fueled by similarly grand promises of solving all of humanity’s problems, follows this exact historical pattern. The extreme duality of the AI discourse as both world-savior and world-destroyer risks replicating the nuclear outcome of a policy landscape divorced from reality and a concentration of power in the hands of a narrow technocratic elite.


Storying AI Into Being


When OpenAI released ChatGPT in November 2022, something remarkable happened that had nothing to do with the technology itself. Within hours of the system’s debut, journalists, policymakers, and ordinary users began describing their interactions in strikingly similar terms. They spoke of “conversations” with an artificial “mind,” marveled at its apparent “creativity,” and worried about its capacity for “deception.” Some claimed it demonstrated “understanding,” while others insisted it was frequently “hallucinating.”15


None of this was technically accurate. ChatGPT and other general-purpose AI models do not think, understand, or converse. They process text and images using statistical pattern matching, optimizing probability distributions across vast datasets to predict the most likely next word or pixel in a sequence.16 In essence, the system is a masterful autocomplete, a sophisticated parrot with a PhD in probability, but a parrot nonetheless.17 Yet the language people chose to describe this process revealed something profound about how human societies encounter new technologies: they do not simply observe and analyze them. They story them into existence.


The tales we tell about AI are not innocent descriptions of technological capability. They actively shape how this technology develops, how institutions respond to it, and ultimately, how it transforms society. When we refer to AI systems as “intelligent,” we don’t merely describe their functionality; we invoke expectations, fears, and regulatory frameworks associated with intelligence itself.18 When we speak about machine “learning” and “training,” we import assumptions about teaching, development, and the relationship between teacher and student that may have little relevance to underlying processes such as gradient descent optimization or model fine-tuning.19


Contemporary AI discourse is often rooted in mythological frameworks that systematically distort what these systems are and what they might become. These myths influence public opinion and form the conceptual foundation on which policies are written, investments are made, and governance structures are built.20 Understanding them can be seen as an academic exercise. But it’s also an urgent practical necessity for anyone who hopes to navigate the age of algorithmic power wisely, and it is definitely a vital necessity for policymakers preparing for the societal and technological changes ahead.


The Unusual Case of AI


AI presents an unusual case. Most technological metaphors emerge after a technology’s social impact becomes apparent, serving primarily explanatory functions. We called early automobiles “horseless carriages” because they resembled familiar transportation while clearly differing from it. We described the internet as an Information Superhighway to help people understand its connective potential within existing infrastructure and commerce frameworks.21


AI metaphors work differently. Many of our dominant framings predate the technology they purport to describe, emerging from science fiction, mythology, and philosophical speculation about machine consciousness.22 We inherited concepts such as artificial intelligence, machine learning, and neural networks from researchers and storytellers who originally imagined rather than observed technological capabilities.23 This reversal creates a peculiar dynamic in which reality must measure itself against fiction, and where technical achievements are consistently interpreted through lenses crafted for entirely different purposes. It’s like predicting the future based on expertise gathered by watching Futurama.24 We are trying to navigate the streets of a new city using a map drawn by ancient cartographers who only dreamed of its existence.


The foundational terminology has profound implications at multiple levels. The term “artificial intelligence” immediately evokes comparisons with human cognition, suggesting that machines might think, reason, or understand in ways analogous to biological minds. This framing shapes everything from research priorities (how do we make machines more like humans?) to regulatory concerns (what happens when artificial minds surpass human capabilities?). Yet, current AI systems operate through mechanisms that bear little resemblance to human cognitive processes, making the intelligence metaphor more misleading than illuminating.25 Some critics, including acclaimed science fiction author Ted Chiang, have been arguing that “artificial intelligence” was a “poor choice of words” back in the 1950s. He suggests “applied statistics” would be a more precise, albeit less glamorous, descriptor, which could have helped avert much of the confusion we face today.26


The language of machine learning carries similar baggage, importing assumptions about education, development, and knowledge acquisition that may obscure rather than clarify how these systems function.27 When we describe algorithmic training, we evoke images of careful instruction, gradual improvement, and purposeful skill development. In practice, training an AI model involves mathematical optimization procedures that adjust millions or billions of parameters to minimize prediction errors—a process with no intention, comprehension, or curiosity. The metaphor lends a false sense of intentionality and accessibility to what, in reality, is an opaque and often counterintuitive statistical process.


Crucially, these metaphors actively steer its development.28 When researchers pursue “artificial general intelligence,” they are not merely trying to improve computational capabilities, they are attempting to fulfill a specific metaphorical vision of what AI should become. The metaphor does not describe the destination, it creates it.


The Four Myths Governing AI Discourse


A close reading of how AI is described across academic papers, policy briefs, news coverage, and pop culture reveals four dominant mythological frameworks at work.29 These are not just different takes on the same technology, they are entirely different ways of defining what AI is, what it does, and why it matters. They also indicate that selecting a metaphor is an inherently political act, prioritizing certain understandings and potential policy responses while marginalizing others, often without conscious intent.


The four myths are:


Myth #1—Magic


The mythology of wonder and inexplicability. In this framework, AI is presented as possessing near-human or even supernatural capabilities that defy ordinary technological explanations.30 This narrative works by anthropomorphizing AI systems, encouraging us to see them as thinking entities capable of understanding rather than complex statistical tools. Think of headlines marveling at chatbots understanding users. This sense of enchantment is deliberately cultivated, and the trick works because it hides the scaffolding, namely, the data pipelines, the engineering grind, the thousands of human hands labeling training sets for pennies. Such mystification is politically convenient: for the tech industry, it helps deflect calls for transparency by framing AI as too complex; for politicians, it creates a powerful but poorly defined force they can promise to either champion or rein in, depending on the day.


Myth #2—Madness


The mythology of chaos and uncontrollability. In this frame, AI is cast as an unpredictable force whose inner workings are beyond human comprehension, turning opacity from a fixable engineering flaw into an inherent, almost mystical property of the technology.31 It fuels both the AI arms race rhetoric and sudden calls for moratoriums. This serves two purposes: companies can shrug off failures as the inevitable quirks of an inscrutable machine, and policymakers can ride the panic or hype to justify almost anything—from bans that attempt to allay speculative fears to a raft of deregulation and subsidies handed out to avoid falling behind. In this frame, unpredictability is not a warning, it is the justification for charging ahead.


Myth #3—Heaven


The mythology of salvation and transcendence. This framework positions AI as humanity’s pathway to solving existential challenges that have defined the human condition throughout history.32 Disease, poverty, environmental degradation, and mortality itself become technical problems awaiting algorithmic solutions. This underlies promises that AI will cure diseases or solve climate change. This is politicians’ favorite myth, because it promises decisive action without messy compromise. For industry, it’s a moral mission statement and a business plan rolled into one. It produces a rationale for investment on a scale usually reserved for wartime, coupled with pleas for regulation so light that it barely touches the ground.


Myth #4—Sin


The mythology of corruption and damnation. In this framework, AI is cast as a digital scapegoat, the ultimate villain: biased,33 manipulative, job-killing, and culture-draining. This fuels narratives blaming automation for unemployment or algorithms for societal division. It treats technology as the primary source of complex social ills, allowing society to blame bots for deep-seated human problems. It gives politicians a way to propose simple technological restrictions rather than confronting difficult structural reforms or reevaluating outdated legal constructs. It also lets tech companies deflect systemic criticism by focusing the debate on narrow issues of algorithmic bias, which can be framed as technical bugs to be fixed rather than fundamental flaws in their business models. The sin mythology treats technological development not as progress but as moral decline, where each algorithmic advance takes humanity further from authentic existence.


What makes these mythologies particularly powerful is their ability to be selectively combined, offering a convenient narrative for any occasion.34 A single policy document might simultaneously invoke AI’s magical problem-solving capabilities while warning of its sinful potential for bias and manipulation. A technology company can promise the heavenly benefits of its products while, in the same breath, admitting to the madness of systems too complex for human oversight, thereby justifying both its ambition and its opacity. These are not accidental contradictions; they are the core of the strategy. This narrative flexibility allows powerful actors to frame the technology in whatever way best serves their immediate interests—be it securing investment, deflecting accountability, or justifying a particular policy. Instead of weakening the overall story, this ability to mix and match frameworks ensures that the complex, human realities of power, choice, and responsibility are always kept just out of focus, replaced by a simpler, more convenient fiction.


The Seductive Simplicity of Metaphorical Thinking


Why do these metaphorical frameworks prove so compelling, even among supposedly rational policymakers, truth-seeking journalists, and technical experts? The answer lies in what cognitive scientists refer to as the “complexity gap” between human psychological capabilities and the technical limitations of contemporary AI systems.35 These technologies operate through mechanisms that are simultaneously too complex for intuitive understanding and too abstract for direct observation. Machine learning involves mathematical processes across parameter spaces with millions or billions of dimensions, optimizing objectives through procedures that can require weeks of computation across thousands of specialized processors.


When faced with such complexity, human cognition naturally reaches for simplifying frameworks that make abstract processes seem more familiar and manageable.36 Mythological thinking provides exactly this kind of cognitive scaffolding, allowing people to feel that they understand technologies whose actual operation exceeds their analytical capabilities. Magic tells us that incomprehensibility is proof of power. Madness reassures us that unpredictability is simply its nature. Heaven promises that all our problems are solvable if we just build the right machine. Sin warns us that the same machine is already corrupting our world.


These simplifying frameworks become particularly attractive during periods of rapid technological change, when both experts and the general public struggle to anticipate the social implications of emerging capabilities.37 Mythological thinking provides emotional and intellectual comfort by suggesting that unprecedented situations can be understood through familiar categories drawn from human history, literature, and cultural memory.


The problem is that mythological simplifications, while psychologically satisfying, often prove systematically misleading when translated into policy frameworks.38 They invite us to govern AI as though it were a wizard, a trickster, a savior, or a sinner—all categories that bear little resemblance to the reality of complex statistical tools with bounded capabilities and concrete limitations. When these myths harden into policy frameworks, we end up regulating to contain imagined dangers or to accelerate imagined miracles, while the real, measurable risks and opportunities go unaddressed. The result is governance that may feel decisive but is misaligned with the technology itself, tackling the shadows of our own stories rather than the reality of the systems that have been built.


Beyond the Metaphor, the Stakes of Clarity


The myths that dominate AI discourse are not harmless shortcuts, they are structural obstacles to effective governance, democratic participation, and genuinely beneficial technological development.39 When we view AI through the lens of myth rather than evidence, we leave ourselves open to two equal and opposite failures: uncritical enthusiasm that treats every breakthrough as salvation, and paralyzing fear that casts every advance as the opening scene of a disaster movie. Either reaction stalls the steady, often unglamorous institutional work that emerging technologies demand.


The metaphors and archetypes we use to frame AI shape where investment flows, which research agendas flourish, how regulators set their priorities, and whether nations choose to cooperate or compete.40 They shape public opinion about which uses of AI deserve encouragement and which deserve prohibition. Most importantly, they determine whether societies will build the institutional capacity to govern algorithmic systems or drift into a future where decisions are dictated by forces we barely understand and cannot control democratically.


The way forward is not to strip the wonder from technological achievement, nor to dismiss legitimate concerns about algorithmic power. It is to replace seductive fictions with clearer, more grounded frameworks for understanding what AI is, how it works, and what kinds of governance it truly requires.41 Because policy cannot be built on fairy tales, no matter how compelling the plot. Exaggerated statements may sell headlines, boost stock prices, and sway investors, but they rarely produce regulations that work in practice.


To see how these fictions harden into law, we must first inspect the institutional apparatus they fuel, the policy-making process that results in regulation. With a clear understanding of that process, we can dissect each of the four myths and see how they produce governance for worlds that exist only in our imagination. Only then can we see how we might reclaim our democratic agency, closing the gap between the stories we tell and the systems we build.


Figure 1—The Four Dominant Myths of AI
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CHAPTER 2


THE POLICY MACHINE


HOW AUTHORITY BECOMES LAW


A myth is harmless until it becomes law. This chapter reveals the institutional “factory floor” that turns abstract narratives into binding regulations. It follows the story as it passes through five critical stages—academia, media, policy, bureaucracy, and the courts —showing how good intentions are filtered, amplified, and distorted by the policy machine.


From Metaphor to Policy


In March 2023, something rare happened in the usually slow-moving world of technology policy. Italy’s data protection authority issued an immediate nationwide ban on ChatGPT, citing privacy violations and risks to minors.1 Within hours, the shockwaves reached other European capitals. Regulators in Germany, France, and Spain announced their own investigations, hinting at restrictions to come.2 Then, just as quickly as it had emerged, the regulatory tide turned. After OpenAI made relatively modest adjustments to its privacy disclosures and age verification processes, Italy lifted its ban within a month, and the broader European restrictions ripple quietly disappeared.3


This rapid cycle of prohibition and reversal revealed something remarkable about how policy machines operate. The speed of both the initial response and its subsequent unwinding had little to do with the technical evaluation of ChatGPT’s capabilities or the careful assessment of the privacy modifications OpenAI implemented. Instead, policymakers were responding to —and then quickly moving past—a story that had temporarily crystallized in their collective imagination about what this technology represented and what it threatened. The entire episode lasted roughly six weeks, yet in that brief window, it demonstrated how quickly regulatory narratives can coalesce into concrete policy action, and how just as readily they can dissipate when the underlying story loses its institutional momentum.


This is the policy machine in motion: the institutional apparatus that takes abstract ideas about technology and turns them into governance frameworks—and can just as readily reverse them. It isn’t a straight pipeline that carries ideas unchanged from origin to law. It is more like a factory floor, where narratives are processed, amplified, and remade, producing outputs that may differ dramatically from both their original inputs and the machine’s prior outputs. Understanding how this machine operates is crucial for anyone who hopes to influence technological governance.


The policy machine operates through five interconnected stages, each with its own institutional logic, incentives, and filters.4 Academic and research institutions confer intellectual legitimacy on particular ways of framing technological challenges. Media organizations translate complex technical discussions into public narratives that mobilize attention and generate clicks. Politicians identify opportunities to advance their agendas by aligning them with the most compelling of these stories. Bureaucratic agencies translate political directives into operational rules and implementation mechanisms. Courts interpret and apply these frameworks to specific disputes and enforcement actions.


What gives the machine its power is feedback and amplification.5 A story that survives one stage gains momentum in the next, each pass making it harder to dislodge. Narratives that fail to catch hold early on tend to vanish. The system rewards stories that are institutionally useful, even if technically shaky, and quietly discards those that are technically accurate but inconvenient.


Academia & Think Tanks: Where the Stories Start


The policy machine often begins its work in universities, think tanks, and research institutions where academics and analysts first attempt to make sense of emerging technological developments.6 This initial stage of intellectual production operates according to its own professional incentives, disciplinary boundaries, and funding pressures, all of which influence how AI is understood and which aspects are highlighted.


Academic research on AI operates within disciplinary boundaries that can fragment its understanding.7 Computer scientists focus on technical capabilities and performance metrics, often treating social implications as secondary considerations. Social scientists study AI’s effects on inequality, labor markets, and democracy, but may lack a deep grasp of the underlying systems. Legal scholars analyze regulatory frameworks and compliance requirements, while economists study market dynamics and innovation incentives. Each discipline contributes valuable insights, but institutional separation makes integrated analysis—the kind that connects technical architecture with social consequences—harder to achieve.


Moreover, these academic perspectives do not emerge in a vacuum. They operate within an intellectual ecosystem increasingly shaped by Silicon Valley’s marketing narratives and funding priorities. Technology companies have dramatically expanded their influence over university research, with nearly 70% of AI PhD holders now recruited directly by industry, compared to just 21% in 2004.8 This “exodus to industry”9 means that the researchers who establish intellectual legitimacy for particular ways of understanding AI are often financially dependent on, or professionally connected to, the companies whose technologies they study. This can lead to what critics have termed “ethics washing,” where academic research tends to emphasize self-regulation and technological solutions rather than government oversight, reflecting the preferences of industry funders.10


The academic publishing system adds another filter. Journals reward novelty, theoretical contribution, and disciplinary coherence, privileging research that fits neatly into existing frameworks over work that challenges them or crosses boundaries.11 This creates systematic bias toward interpreting AI through existing theoretical lenses rather than developing new frameworks that fit its specific characteristics.


Think tanks and policy research organizations translate these academic outputs into something policymakers can use.12 Yet they too operate under funding and reputational incentives. Technology industry–backed think tanks emphasize innovation benefits and competitive advantage. Civil rights–funded organizations foreground bias, discrimination, and harms to marginalized communities. Neither perspective is inherently wrong, but the institutional context shapes which aspects of AI development get analytical spotlight, and which remain in the shadows.


The result of this intellectual manufacturing process is a diverse ecosystem of research and analysis that provides raw material for subsequent policy development. However, the institutional filters operating at this stage mean that certain kinds of insights are more likely to be produced and disseminated than others.13 Technical research that demonstrates impressive capabilities generates more attention than work documenting limitations or failures. Social science research that identifies clear problems and solutions receives more policy uptake than research that emphasizes complexity and uncertainty.


Media & The Attention Economy: How Stories Spread


Once academic and research institutions produce initial frameworks for understanding AI, their ideas must compete for attention in media environments that operate according to a very different logic than scholarly publications.14 News organizations, policy publications, and social media platforms create what economists call an “attention economy” in which the value of information depends more on its capacity to attract and hold audience interest than on its accuracy or analytical sophistication.


This is an environment Silicon Valley knows how to navigate. Major technology firms have perfected the art of narrative engineering. They employ teams of communications professionals, former journalists, and narrative strategists whose primary job is to shape media coverage by providing reporters with ready-made storylines, curated expert sources, and exclusive access to launches or executives.15 This system has created what critics call “churnalism,”16 where reporters repackage corporate messages instead of conducting independent analysis. The result is media coverage that often amplifies industry talking points about AI’s transformative potential while minimizing serious discussion of risks, limitations, or alternative development paths.


Once fed with these narratives, the attention economy naturally privileges certain kinds of stories.17 Dramatic breakthroughs and looming catastrophes outperform accounts of incremental progress or manageable risks. Stories that fit familiar templates—such as revolutionary innovations disrupting established industries or dangerous technologies threatening human values—prove more compelling than analysis that emphasizes novelty and uncertainty. The result is media coverage that amplifies the most extreme and emotionally resonant aspects of AI development while marginalizing more nuanced perspectives. It’s a media diet rich in emotional highs and lows, and thin on sustained, balanced analysis.


Journalism’s own incentives reinforce this bias. Reporters are rewarded for speed, accessibility, and audience engagement, not necessarily for technical rigor.18 Few have the specialized knowledge to critically evaluate complex AI claims, making them reliant on sources who can translate those claims into plain language. This creates opportunities for researchers, companies, and advocates who can translate their perspectives into compelling media narratives, while marginalizing viewpoints that resist simplification or sensationalization.


This dynamic was perfectly captured in a November 2025 Financial Times article titled, “AI pioneers claim human-level general intelligence is already here.”19 A close reading of the article reveals a far more complex and contradictory reality—a nuance the headline fails to reflect. Far from a unified proclamation, the “godparents” of AI were saying very different things. Yann LeCun stated the opposite of the headline: “It is not going to be an event because the capabilities are going to expand progressively”, while Yoshua Bengio actively warned against the headline’s claim, stating, “ for now it’s lacking” and, “You should be really agnostic and not make big claims.” This is the narrative-making machine in action: a series of nuanced, conflicting, and speculative comments is fed into the media, which then flattens them into a single, sensational, and myth-fueling headline. The public consumes the Madness myth, while the nuance remains buried in the text.


Social media platforms introduce additional layers of filtering through algorithmic recommendation systems that optimize for user engagement rather than information quality.20 Content that generates strong emotional responses—awe, outrage, fear—receives more distribution than material that prompts measured consideration. As a result, the most extreme views on AI are consistently overrepresented in public discourse, while moderate or context-heavy perspectives struggle to be heard.


The media’s role in the policy machine is not just to report events; it is to create the shared narratives that make political action possible.21 When journalists frame AI as an arms race between nations,22 they are not only describing a competitive dynamic; they are also generating political pressure for governments to act competitively.


Policy: How Stories Turn into Political Agendas


Political actors don’t simply respond to technological developments; they actively interpret them through frameworks that advance their existing agendas and constituencies.23 This form of “political entrepreneurship” involves identifying opportunities to connect emerging issues with established political coalitions, using technological developments to strengthen arguments for policies that might otherwise lack sufficient support.24 The process operates through strategic framing that emphasizes aspects of technological development most likely to resonate with particular political audiences.25 Legislators concerned about economic competitiveness highlight AI’s potential for driving innovation and job creation, while those focused on social justice emphasize the potential for algorithmic bias and discrimination. National security hawks warn about AI’s military applications and the dangers of trailing adversaries, while privacy advocates focus on surveillance capabilities and concerns about data protection.


Beyond the rhetoric, these framing strategies have material consequences for how political institutions organize their responses to technological change.26 When AI gets framed primarily as a national security issue, it becomes the responsibility of defense and intelligence agencies whose institutional cultures emphasize secrecy, competition, and technological advantage. When it is framed as a civil rights concern, it engages regulatory agencies focused on combating discrimination, promoting transparency, and ensuring public accountability. Different framings activate different institutional capacities and elicit different kinds of policy responses.


Political entrepreneurs also play crucial roles in building coalitions that can provide sustained support for policy initiatives.27 Effective technological governance requires bringing together diverse stakeholders with potentially conflicting interests: technology companies seeking regulatory clarity, civil rights organizations concerned about algorithmic bias, labor unions worried about job displacement, and consumer advocates focused on privacy and safety. The narrative frameworks that political entrepreneurs develop must be flexible enough to accommodate these different concerns while providing a coherent rationale for collective action.


The timing of political entrepreneurship often proves crucial for determining which technological narratives gain policy traction.28 Moments of crisis or high public attention—so-called policy windows29—create opportunities for new issues to be added to decision-makers’ agendas. The revelations of Russian interference in the 2016 U.S. elections created openings for social media regulation that did not previously exist. The COVID-19 pandemic generated support for digital health technologies that might otherwise have faced regulatory barriers. Similarly, high-profile incidents involving AI systems could create opportunities for policy entrepreneurs to advance their preferred governance frameworks.


Bureaucracy: How Agendas Become Rules


Once political attention focuses on technological issues, bureaucratic agencies face the complex task of translating broad policy directives into operational frameworks.30 This translation process operates through institutional capabilities, legal authorities, and professional cultures that can significantly reshape the original political intentions behind policy initiatives.


Different agencies bring different tools and perspectives to technological governance.31 Antitrust enforcement agencies approach AI through competition policy frameworks that emphasize market concentration and consumer welfare. Civil rights enforcement bodies focus on discrimination and equal protection concerns. Privacy regulators examine data collection and processing practices. Financial regulators consider systemic risk and consumer protection. Each institutional perspective captures important aspects of AI’s social implications, but their organizational separation can prevent comprehensive approaches that address interactions between different policy domains.


The bureaucratic translation process also operates through existing legal frameworks that may be poorly suited to novel technological challenges.32 Agencies must interpret laws written before current AI capabilities existed, determining how traditional regulatory approaches apply to algorithmic systems that exhibit unprecedented characteristics. This interpretation process involves significant discretionary judgment that can determine whether regulatory responses prove effective or counterproductive.


Professional cultures within regulatory agencies further shape how political directives get implemented.33 Agencies staffed primarily by lawyers tend to emphasize compliance and enforcement approaches, while those with strong technical expertise may focus more on performance standards and safety testing. Agencies with consumer protection missions approach technological governance differently than those focused on innovation promotion or national security concerns. These cultural differences can produce dramatically different regulatory outcomes even when agencies receive similar policy mandates.


The implementation stage also involves extensive consultation with affected industries, advocacy organizations, and technical experts who provide input on proposed regulations.34 This consultation process can significantly modify initial policy intentions as agencies encounter practical challenges, technical complexities, or political resistance that weren’t apparent during initial policy formulation. The result is often regulatory frameworks that differ substantially from the original political vision that prompted their development.


Courts: How Interpretations Become Written in Stone


The policy machine’s final stage involves courts and tribunals that must interpret and apply regulatory frameworks to specific disputes and enforcement actions.35 This judicial process creates binding precedents that can shape technological governance for decades, often in ways that extend far beyond the particular cases being adjudicated.
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