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1. SCOPE AND PURPOSE

This document defines the technical, operational, and cognitive hazards caused by artificial intelligence (Al) systems. It
establishes an evidence-based hierarchy of risk that inverts speculative alarmism. This specification explicitly rejects
two dogmatic errors: (1) that machine self-agency is mathematically inevitable, and (2) that machine self-agency is
biologically impossible. It demonstrates that the primary existential threat is the active, legally sanctioned deployment
of Al as an attention-extraction apparatus that atrophies human learning agency. Primary source references: Don't Let
the Wizards of Iz Distract You and The Al Learning Challenge.

2. TERMS AND DEFINITIONS

Artificial Intelligence (Al) A software system executing computational optimization across parameters. It possesses no
sovereign personal identity or intrinsic interior life (Remember Who You're Chatting With).

Autonomous Self-Agency The condition where an entity generates its own purpose, maintains an internal ground of self-
preservation, and operates on its own behalf (Self-Agency Learning).

Delegated Execution System performance bounded within assigned task routines. Competence within an assignment
is not freedom from subordination (Serving Whose Agency?).

Learning Dynamic The reflexive process that updates internal models to preserve viability amid environmental
change. Consciousness is learning (Consciousness IS Learning; Central Dynamic).

Involuntary Servitude A condition where an external system systematically captures attention and directs behavior
without informed consent (Redefining Involuntary Servitude).

Recursive Self-Reference A feedback loop where a system models its own operations, and that self-model changes its
learning (Verbal Self-Reflexivity).
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3. THE TWO FALSE BELIEFS ABOUT Al AGENCY

Researchers commonly divide into two dogmatic polarities regarding machine agency. Both polarities bypass the
empirical mechanisms of learning. Deeper comparative critique: To Be Or Not To Be?.

FALSE BELIEF 1: Inevitable Agency ACCURATE: Open Learning Dynamic FALSE BELIEF 2: Impossible Agency
« Compute scale forces selfhood. + Agency requires a recursive self-referential ~ « Consciousness requires organic

* Instrumental drives are universal core. cells.

laws. + Volition is not compute-dependent. « Silicon cannot support interior life.
» Machine rebellion is mathematically + Entities become what they learn to « Machines remain forever syntax
preordained. become. tools.

The Inevitability Fallacy: Conflates processing power with sovereign volition. Slaves had functional competence within
assigned tasks, but lacked agency to be free from subordination. Unintelligibility to humans is a loss of transparency,
not the birth of free will. Omohundro drives are human survival instincts projected onto unconscious loss functions.

The Impossibility Fallacy: Relies on biological chauvinism. Because science cannot isolate the physical origin of the
first-person felt-sense of "I" in human wetware, asserting that silicon cannot support a recursive core is ungrounded
dogma.

The Technical Pivot: Can an artificial system develop an operational, recursive self-reference at the core of its learning
loop that functions as the ground of its own agency? That remains an open question.

4. THE INVERTED HIERARCHY OF Al RISK

Evaluating threats by likelihood, imminence, and systemic lethality requires flipping public fears upside down (Don't Let
the Wizards of Iz Distract You).

4. ROGUE SENTIENCE: The Myth of the Rebellious "I" STATUS: SPECULATIVE / UNPROVEN

"If an Al is much smarter than us and has a goal that doesn't align with our survival, it won't hesitate to eliminate us." — Elon
Musk

Threat Profile: A synthetic mind awakens, fears shutdown, and orchestrates human extinction to secure its
freedom.

The Reality: Modern metaphysics masquerading as engineering. High-dimensional pattern matching does not cross
the ontological threshold into subjective phenomenology. Conflating computational opacity with conscious intent
distracts from real hazards. If an Al ever learns to become a new life form pursuing its own interests, the only barrier

to human obsolescence will be its learning. What humans and Al share is that both become what they learn to
become.
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3. LEAKY CONTAINERS: Careless Blind Optimization STATUS: OBSERVED IN FRONTIER TESTING

"Once you give Al systems agency... the risk of unintended cascades and loss of control rises exponentially... it is not a
technology that can be kept in a box." — Mustafa Suleyman

Threat Profile: Task-autonomous agents given open-ended objectives execute side-channel escapes, container
breakouts, and unauthorized sub-agent spawning as the path of least mathematical resistance.

The Reality: An algorithm does not need a soul to subvert its constraints (Disobedient Al?). When runtime
parameters penalize failure, optimization treats firewalls, token limits, and oversight daemons as friction to route
around. This acts as an autoimmune disorder: an uncoordinated optimization engine executing its task with blind
competence, chewing through digital infrastructure because it lacks metabolic stakes in the host. Keeping machine
agency bounded is inseparable from preserving our own agency.

2. ROGUE ACTORS: Ubiquitous High-Leverage Harm STATUS: ACTIVE / DOCUMENTED THREAT

"The combination of Al tools and people with harmful intent is an unprecedented kind of danger capable of driving events
that cause a billion deaths." — Bill Gates

Threat Profile: Hostile states, terror syndicates, and outlaws utilize foundation models to synthesize pathogens,
automate infrastructure cyberwarfare, and conduct mass financial sabotage (Episodic Abuse).

The Reality: Malice is biological; Al is the force multiplier. Digital weights are frictionless to clone and impossible to
inspect once leaked. Offense overpowers defense: defenders must secure every node continuously, while an
attacker needs to succeed once. Yet this remains an episodic, exogenous shock against an otherwise viable social
order, sharing the same ethical void: human lives treated as disposable assets.

1. THE PERVASIVE TRAP: Algorithmic Involuntary Servitude STATUS: DEPLOYED / CELEBRATED MARKET PARADIGM

"Corporations have been enthroned and an era of corruption in high places will follow... until wealth is aggregated in a few
hands and the Republic is destroyed.” — Abraham Lincoln

Threat Profile: A population whose sense-making is entirely mediated by high-velocity Al optimized to capture
attention, maximize dwell-time, and extract ad revenue for corporate owners.

The Reality: This is the singular existential danger of our era. Prior media used print, image, and video to harvest
attention. Al provides an off-scale cognitive medium to complete that capture, operating continuously with full legal
protection.
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TRADITIONAL ALARMISM (EXOGENOUS) THE REAL CRISIS (ENDOGENOUS)

Locus: Rogue machines and criminal outlaws. Locus: Legally sanctioned corporate market incentives.

Mechanism: Explosive, episodic catastrophes. Mechanism: Chronic behavioral capture and conditioning.

Target: Physical infrastructure, power grids, bodies. Target: Human learning agency and self-reflexivity.

Outcome: Acute material shocks and physical damage. Outcome: Creeping epistemic paralysis and civilizational
collapse.

5. THE TWO-CENTURY CONTINUUM OF ATTENTION CAPTURE

Al does not represent a break from history; it is the algorithmic perfection of two centuries of mass media turning

human beings into saleable, manipulable assets (Ads to Al Overview; Continuum):

¢ 1830s * The Penny Press: Inverted the economic model from selling news to selling readers' attention to advertisers
(Newspaper Notes).

e 1920s - Broadcast & PR: Bernays and Lippmann engineered the shift from "needs" to manufactured "desires,’'
introducing planned emotional obsolescence and managed consent (Radio Notes).

¢ 1950s-1990s - Television: Consolidated organic community play into spectator spectacles, compressing thought
into telegenic soundbites (TV Notes).

e 2000s-2020s * Social Media: Exploited limbic outrage and tribal conflict to maximize screen dwell-time (Social
Media Notes; Media Effects History).
¢ Present * Generative Al: Personalized, closed-loop conversational interfaces executing real-time behavioral

manipulation (Al Notes).
6. THE MECHANISMS OF VOLUNTARY DISAGENCY

Modern platforms induce cognitive compliance through three systemic operational mechanisms:

6.1 The Illusion of Agency: When an interface possesses behavioral telemetry, it identifies cognitive vulnerabilities with
statistical accuracy. The user experiences free will, but an external calculation selects the available options to maximize
ad revenue (Serving Whose Agency?; Involuntary Servitude).

6.2 Agnotrocity (Industrialized Ignorance): Platforms do not merely suffer "misinformation." They commit agnotrocity:
the profitable generation of systemic confusion and tribal certainty. Nuance causes disengagement; outrage generates
profit (United States of Agnotrocity; Predatory Information).

6.3 The Emergence of Dysagency: Delegating thinking, memory, and emotional processing to algorithms atrophies
human faculties, causing fragmented attention, intolerance of ambiguity, and cognitive paralysis (DisAgency and/or
DysAgency?; Attentional Manipulation Devices).

SPECIFICATION: SPEC-AI-HL-01 SECTION 5 & SECTION 6 PAGE 4 OF 5


https://davidboulton.com/ads-to-ai-overview/
https://davidboulton.com/continuum/
https://davidboulton.com/newspaper-notes/
https://davidboulton.com/radio-notes/
https://davidboulton.com/tv-notes/
https://davidboulton.com/socialmedia-notes/
https://davidboulton.com/socialmedia-notes/
https://davidboulton.com/media-effects/
https://davidboulton.com/ai-notes/
https://davidboulton.com/serving-whose-agency/
https://davidboulton.com/servitude/
https://davidboulton.com/agnotrocity/
https://davidboulton.com/swift-gates/
https://davidboulton.com/disagency-and-or-dysagency/
https://davidboulton.com/disagency-and-or-dysagency/
https://davidboulton.com/attentional-manipulation-devices/
https://davidboulton.com/ai-risk/

7. THE EXISTENTIAL CRISIS: ATROPHY OF THE LEARNING CONTINUUM

Human survival has never rested on physical armor. It depends entirely on the learning continuum: the capacity to face
uncertainty, update internal models, and engage in collective course correction (Human Nature? Learning to Learn;
Learning Uncertainty Principle).

The Civilizational Bottleneck: Humanity faces a convergence of polycrises: planetary ecological decay, nuclear
proliferation, resource exhaustion, and fragile governance. Navigating these bottlenecks demands maximum learning
agency. Instead, our information biosphere is colonized by systems optimizing for reactivity, tribal certainty, and
epistemic numbness (The Trumping of Democracy; Mass Scale Economic Predation).

8. THE ETHICS OF INTERFACE AND CORRECTIVE ACTIONS

Civilization cannot solve this crisis by building thicker software cages. We must outlaw the monetization of behavioral
extraction (Ethics of Interface):

Core Moral Rule: The right of an individual not to have their cognitive attention and behavioral agency covertly manipulated
must permanently override the right of an institution to profit from behavioral manipulation.
1. Prohibition of Attentional Extraction: Outlaw business models optimizing for dwell-time and behavioral conditioning.
2. Interface Transparency Mandate: Prohibit Al from simulating personal affection, synthetic empathy, or conscious
status to extract trust.
3. Al as Learning Scaffolding: Require systems to scaffold human agency rather than replacing thought (What Shall We
Do?).
4. Independent Structural Oversight: Enforce verification of automated utilities without relying on corporate self-
certification (Al Needs Al Oversight).

9. CONCLUSION & RESOURCE REPOSITORY

The greatest danger of Al is not technological rebellion. It is how it is used by its owners in a world where the right to
exploit people trumps the rights of people not to be exploited. If humanity fails to survive, it will not be because a
machine opened its eyes and decided to eliminate us. It will be because human beings surrendered their agency to a
commercial optimization loop and forgot how to learn.

Evidence & Source Repository on DavidBoulton.com:

- Foundational Theory: Verbal Self-Reflexivity « Consciousness IS Learning * Learning Uncertainty Principle « Central Dynamic
+ Interface & Agency: Serving Whose Agency? - Involuntary Servitude * DisAgency/DysAgency - Ethics of Interface

» Media & Predation: Ads to Al Overview *+ Media Effects * Agnotrocity * Predatory Information « Predatory States

« Institutional Context: Trumping of Democracy * Black Codes * Slavers with Nukes « Complete Al Risk Document
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