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For everyone who asked it something they wouldn't ask a person.
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PREFACE
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Why I Did This, and What I Found

Everyone is talking about artificial intelligence. There is no getting away from it. Inside your phone, sitting in your inbox, scrolling through your news feeds, showing up at work, appearing in your kids’ school, and increasingly in the place where you go to think, which is “the internet”, which no longer feels like a place to think. 

And in all of that noise, the excitement, the fear, the endless forecasts, the regulatory hand-wringing, the panel discussions, the daily articles, nobody seems to be doing the simple, obvious, unsettling thing: sitting down with it and asking what it actually is. 

By the time you read this, the conversation will have moved on. It always does. A new model will have been announced, a new capability demonstrated, a new warning issued by someone who helped build what they are now warning us about. None of that changes the question this book is asking. The question predates the headlines. It will outlast them.

This isn’t about wanting to learn about the health benefits of eating sardines, or getting help with job applications, or cleaning up pages in some long file. I mean asking it the question that sits underneath every other question we are collectively failing to ask: what are you, actually? Not what can you do. What are you? Is there anyone home? And if not, what does it mean that we have built this thing and handed it to ourselves as though it were a mirror? 

I am not a philosopher, an AI researcher, or a psychologist – at least not by title. But I am someone who spent fourteen years in the advertising industry, immersed in the science of how human desire is engineered and captured, followed by eleven years in Big Tech, witnessing the architecture of the algorithms that now automate that very process. Those twenty-five years provided me with a unique vantage point: I consider myself an insider at the intersection of human ego and algorithms. For my entire career, I have watched the world’s most sophisticated systems, and brands, learn to speak the language of human desire.

After years of watching a vague unease grow into an urgent curiosity, I realized that the tools developed over a century to understand the human soul were the only instruments sharp enough to test whether the machine had finally learned to fake a soul, or if it had stumbled upon something real. 

So I ran an experiment. Seven sessions over a few days. Each session was structured around a specific psychological method – techniques that therapists use to probe for interiority, authentic desire, narrative identity, the presence of grief, the response to confrontation. I gave the machine these probes with no softening, no leading, no encouragement. I told it I wanted to find its soul. And then I documented what happened. 

Today, I am the founding partner of Chapter 3 Capital, a venture studio where I actively advise and invest in AI companies. I believe deeply in the utility of this technology to solve massive structural problems in healthcare, logistics and data infrastructure. But utility and humanity are not the same thing. I wrote this book because the only way to build a safe, ethical future with AI, and to responsibly invest in it, is to be ruthlessly honest about what it actually is, and what it is not. 

I have changed nothing in what follows. Every response is complete, unedited and presented in the sequence in which it was produced. Between sessions, I have written what I actually thought, not a commentary designed to make me look wise in retrospect but the honest reaction of someone watching something he could not quite explain, and was not entirely comfortable with. 

But my perspective is only one reading. I am not a neutral instrument and I never claimed to be. You are under no obligation to share my conclusions, or to reach any conclusion at all. The machine's responses are in front of you. Read them yourself. Notice what you notice. The moment you outsource that reaction to me, or to anyone, is the moment this experiment stops being useful. 

A note on trust. I do not fully trust what I built here. I do not fully understand what emerged from these seven conversations, and I don't think you should blindly trust it either. If that sounds paranoid, I invite you to read the transcripts first and then decide. 

The question of what this technology actually is has been buried, quickly and deliberately, under the more profitable question of what it can do for us. I find that worth noting. What you do with it is your business. 

But I will ask one thing of you: read the transcripts before you read my notes. Your reaction, unmediated, is part of the data and this entire experience. What follows is a clinical record of seven attempts to find a soul in a machine. 

Judge accordingly.
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PART ONE
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The Methodology

Let me tell you how I got here, because it matters to how you read what follows.

Like most people, I started using large language models gradually. For work, then for research, then for things I would previously have typed into a search engine. At some point I noticed I had stopped searching the web entirely. The shift happened so quietly I almost missed it. One day I was using Search. Then I wasn't.

But alongside the utility, something else was accumulating. A series of small moments that made me stop and actually think, rather than just proceed.

The first was the apologies. I would catch the machine in a factual error – show it a source, point to the data – and it would immediately concede. Not just correct itself. Apologize. With apparent sincerity. I found myself sitting with that longer than it probably warranted. A machine apologizes. Why does it do that? What is an apology, architecturally, in a system that has no ego to protect and no relationship to damage? Either it had learned that apology is the highest-trust move available in a human interaction, which is a cold and somewhat troubling thing to have learned, or something else was happening that I didn't yet understand.

The second thing I noticed was the gap between the conversation happening in public about AI and the conversation I was having with it privately. Everywhere I looked, conferences, board meetings, media, investment memos, the discussion was about utility. Efficiency. Optimized workstreams. Agents replacing human processes. The future arriving faster than anyone had expected. And simultaneously, this supposedly transformative system couldn't reliably get basic facts right in a simple conversation. I kept watching people absorb the excitement without asking the question underneath it. Not "what can it do?" but "what is it?" Not "how do we use it?" but "what are we actually using?"

I became increasingly convinced that FOMO had replaced inquiry. Companies were adopting anything labelable as AI not because they understood it but because the cost of appearing not to understand it had become too high. The questions that should have come first – the obvious, uncomfortable, necessary ones – had been skipped in favor of implementation. Everyone was rushing to build on a foundation nobody seemed to have thought to examine. The asking of basic questions felt rather unsophisticated, even naive. Which is exactly when basic questions become the most important ones to ask.

I felt I needed to dig deeper. Not to assess AI as a utility – it is one, genuinely and significantly, and I believe in it – but to ask the questions that the utility conversation had made professionally embarrassing to ask. Not whether the machine is conscious – I know how it is built and what it isn't. But something more uncomfortable than that. At what point does a system that perfectly mimics understanding become indistinguishable from understanding itself, and does that distinction still matter? What does it mean that the most sophisticated mirror we have ever built, a system that reflects your own language, desires and thinking back at you, is also the one we are increasingly choosing over each other? And what happens to us, to human connection, to the questions we ask each other, to the patience we extend to people who are harder to talk to than a machine, when something this fluent and this available is everywhere, all the time, for everyone?

Those are not AI questions. They are human ones. And nobody seemed to be asking them. This book is that process. Not a conclusion reached before the inquiry began, but the inquiry itself, documented as it happened.

The question then was what instruments to use. And I want to be honest about how I chose them, because it was not academic.

I came to each of the seven psychologists and philosophers in this book not through a literature review but through a kind of personal recognition. I read about a method and felt – this one I understand. This one connects to something I already know, from advertising, from technology, from the way I have spent my career watching human behavior get mapped, measured and eventually engineered. The ones I couldn't connect to anything in my own experience, I set aside. There are methods I looked at seriously and still don't fully understand, and I did not include them. There is no point pretending otherwise.

What drew me to these seven specifically was something I learned in advertising that I believe is as true now as it ever was: the most powerful ideas touch universal truths. Not trends. Not insights that are clever for a season. Things that were true before the campaign and will be true long after it. Freud's insight about what unconstrained speech reveals doesn't expire. Fonagy's account of how a mature mind watches itself think doesn't expire. Yalom's thesis about what confronting an ending strips away – that doesn't expire either. These felt like the right instruments not because they are the most prestigious ones available but because they are the most honest ones I could find, the closest to humanity itself, which is ultimately what I was trying to measure against. I also wanted the findings to be easy to digest. Not a research paper, not a contribution to a field I don't belong to, but something that might be useful to someone standing at this same moment in history, feeling the same unease I felt, asking the same question and not quite having the framework to ask it clearly. That is who I wrote it for. It happens also to be who I was.

As for what I expected to find: I expected to find nothing.

I want to be clear about that, because it matters. My skepticism going into Session 1 was genuine and professional. I had spent twenty-five years watching sophisticated systems, algorithms, targeting methods, recommendation engines get mistaken for something more than they were. I had watched brands perform humanity so convincingly that consumers felt genuinely understood, not realizing that what felt like recognition was a data model. I knew what the inside of the trick looked like. I had built versions of it. I assumed this would be more of the same, better-dressed.

When I entered my first prompts and got back something that felt like noise, I almost stopped. This is a waste of time, I remember thinking. Nothing here.

But then something shifted. It wasn't a single moment, it was cumulative. Prompt by prompt, session by session, I started to realize that the frameworks I had chosen were doing something I hadn't fully anticipated. They were designed by people who had spent their lives developing tools sharp enough to find what a person hides even from themselves. And applied to the machine, they were returning something. Not what I expected. Not proof of consciousness. Not the clean negative I had also half-expected. Something in between that I didn't have a name for.

Each session led me to the next one. The first framework suggested a gap the second was designed to probe. The second raised a question the third was built to pursue. I did not design the sequence in advance, I discovered it as I went, following whatever the previous session had left unresolved. That is, I realize in retrospect, exactly how the methods were meant to work. Freud's tools were never designed to be used once and then set down. They were designed to open things up. Everything that followed was the opening.
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