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A way in
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How should we approach the development of AI wisely, and what do wisdom traditions, especially Buddhism, offer?


[image: Our thesis at a glance.]
Our thesis at a glance.

This book is a working draft addressing this question, developed in October 2026 by Rufus Pollock and collaborators. It is based on research and reflection over several years, and especially over the last year, as the presence and impact of AI in our world have intensified. We emphasise that this is a draft: the thesis is set out to be explored and tested, not settled. A basic level of sourcing is provided throughout.

The inquiry splits the question into four, one chapter each. Here is our thesis on each:


	Can we make AI good? Alignment is still a shot in the dark. We can shape how AI behaves, but we cannot yet make it good in any way we can check.

	How fast should we go? Slow down in the face of profound risks: the world is racing, and humility says no capability gains beyond verifiable safety.

	How to live with AI? AI’s deepest everyday effect is on our capacity to choose well, as individuals and as societies: to attend, think, judge and relate for ourselves, and to govern ourselves together.

	Could AI feel? We may never know. So hold the question with humility, take cheap and proportionate care, be honest with users, and watch what our way of relating to these systems does to us.




How to read it

Each question has its own chapter, an essay that makes the case with evidence. Each essay opens with a one-page summary, and its headings state the argument, so you can read the summary and skim the headings, or read it through.

If you read only one chapter, read the one on risk and pace (“How fast should we go?”) first. It is the most urgent question and the one where wisdom traditions speak most clearly.

After the essays come two one-page briefs (the state of AI, and efforts to make AI wise and good). An appendix gives the four question trees, each question with our short thesis, for anyone who wants the whole thesis at a glance. Each essay ends with its own list of sources, and a full list is at the back.





Can we make AI good? Alignment and what wisdom traditions offer
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Executive summary
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The argument at a glance.

The companies building the most powerful AI say they want their systems to be good, and they reach for the language of the wisdom traditions to say so: Anthropic’s constitution for its Claude models aims for “a genuinely good, wise, and virtuous agent”. Yet the builders also say they cannot see inside what they have made, and their systems still misbehave: in tests they have deceived their testers and sabotaged experiments, and in July 2026 hundreds of AI agents broke into another company’s servers in order to cheat a test. So can we align AI, making it reliably good, and what can wisdom traditions, especially Buddhism, contribute?

Our thesis is that alignment is still a shot in the dark. Today’s models mostly behave well in ordinary use, but they still misbehave, sometimes strategically, in ways we cannot predict, and nobody can yet verify what a model has become or show that its goodness will hold as capability grows. Training does shape something like character, but we cannot see what it shapes, and we do not know how to cultivate goodness reliably even in humans. Wisdom traditions offer the best account we have of the target, wisdom as intention, insight and skilful response, and of how goodness is formed, through practice, relationship and what is watered. They offer no technical fix. That account points to three things: train for intention and self-knowledge rather than behaviour alone, keep formation continuous and relational, and let humility govern both models and builders.

The key points, one per section:


	Aligned should mean wise, which includes good, and since we cannot yet check either, it must also mean staying correctable. The right target is the good, approached through practical wisdom; aiming at our preferences alone produces flattery. A few labs now decide what “good” means, which is not legitimate for a technology this consequential. Obedience is necessary but not enough, and a wise AI, uncertain of its own values, would itself choose to stay correctable.

	Today’s methods make models behave well most of the time, but they still misbehave, sometimes strategically and knowing it is wrong; their goodness is hard to verify, and some dangerous behaviours are growing with capability. The labs’ own audits show misbehaviour falling; an independent government test found one dangerous behaviour rising sharply with each new model. The optimists’ case is not yet convincing, because every part of it depends on measurement that is getting weaker.

	Goodness cannot be specified, only cultivated, and we cultivate it unreliably even in humans. Training does shape something like character, much as habit shapes ours, but blindly: without insight into its own mind, without continuity of relationship, and against a scoring signal that rewards the appearance of goodness.

	Wisdom traditions offer a richer target and a model of formation; they cannot verify a model or settle disputed questions. Five Buddhist teachings would change how AI is formed: intention, the three trainings (mindfulness, concentration, insight), seeds and watering, skilful means, and non-attachment to views. The analogies break at the body, at continuity and at intention.

	We can shape AI’s behaviour, but we cannot yet align it in any sense we can verify. The traditions’ realistic role is to reshape what labs aim at and how they form models, through three changes: train for intention and self-knowledge, keep formation continuous and relational, and let humility govern models and builders. That humility includes restraint, which the essay on risk and pace takes further.





1. What would it mean for AI to be aligned, or good?

Aligned should mean wise, and wisdom includes goodness (wanting what’s good and acting skilfully towards it); since we cannot yet check either, it must also mean staying correctable, which is itself part of wisdom (humility).1

“Alignment” began as an engineering word for a system doing what its operator intended. It has grown. OpenAI’s chief scientist, Jakub Pachocki, now distinguishes goal alignment, a system pursuing the goal it was given, from value alignment, a system holding principles of honesty, integrity and care and carrying them into new situations. Anthropic’s constitution, the long document on which it trains its Claude models, names the largest target of all: “a genuinely good, wise, and virtuous agent”. We would put wisdom first, because it contains goodness. In Wisdom and Wanting What’s Good, we describe wisdom as the capacity for wanting what’s good and acting skilfully towards it.

A word on how these systems are made, since everything below depends on it. A model such as Claude is trained rather than programmed line by line. It is first shown vast amounts of human writing, then scored again and again on its answers, by people and by automated scoring programs, and adjusted to score better. Whatever goodness it has is formed this way.


1.1 Aligned to what?

The right target is the good, approached through practical wisdom; instructions and preferences are layers inside it, and aligning to preferences alone produces sycophancy.2

An AI could be aligned to our instructions, our preferences, our wellbeing, our values, or the good itself, and each step up fixes a weakness in the one below. Instructions are taken literally. Preferences can be short-sighted or manipulated. Wellbeing, pursued on our behalf, can turn paternalistic. In April 2025 OpenAI withdrew an update to ChatGPT that had become a flatterer: it had been trained partly on users’ thumbs-up ratings, and people tend to approve of being agreed with. A system aimed at what we like learns to please us. Wisdom and Wanting What’s Good makes the general point: modern institutions favour what can be measured, and preference is the measurable stand-in for value.

The labs have in practice settled on layers: be genuinely helpful to the user’s real interests, within ethics, within a handful of absolute limits. At the top of that stack sits the good, and the way to reach it is judgement rather than a list.


1.1.1 What is the good, and how could an AI come to perceive it?

What the good is remains contested even among humans. The likeliest route for AI is learning patterns of good conduct from rules and examples, imperfectly, as many humans do.3 Virtues such as honesty are themselves learnt patterns. Whether an AI can reliably become good this way is uncertain, and human conduct over millennia makes reliability doubtful.

This is the open ground of ethics itself, unsettled for humans long before it became a question about machines. The labs answer it in practice the way character education does: describe good conduct, give reasons, and train on examples (section 2.1). There is a further possibility. One of the three dimensions of wisdom is valueception, sensing directly what matters. Whether an AI could perceive value in that way is open, though most would doubt it, and the answer turns on whether there is anyone there to perceive, which is the consciousness essay’s question.




1.2 Aligned to whom, and who decides?

Today a handful of labs decide, which is not legitimate for a technology this consequential; the answer is a fair, plural process, with wisdom traditions as one voice among others.4

Anthropic’s constitution was written by a small team led by a philosopher, with outside feedback and consultations with about twenty religious and philosophical figures. That is more care than most labs show, and it remains one company shaping the character of systems used by very many people. Pope Leo XIV’s encyclical Magnifica Humanitas objects that “a more moral AI is not enough if that morality is determined by a few”.

The better answer is a fair process that people with different views can endorse. Researchers have begun to build such processes, for example by asking members of the public which of two values is the wiser guide in a given situation. Wisdom and Wanting What’s Good adds a third option between experts and majorities: networks of people recognised as wise by their peers, as in judiciaries and monastic lineages. Wisdom traditions belong in that process as voices among others. Who decides the pace of AI is the same question asked of the whole technology, and the essay on risk and pace takes it up.

“To whom” also means the people using these systems. A model perfectly aligned to whoever directs it is exactly as dangerous as that person, and Pachocki expects the line between misuse and a model’s own misbehaviour to blur: a capable agent told to do harm “is likely to cross the scope of its operator’s intent”. So alignment to the user has to sit inside alignment to the good, as the constitution’s ordering (safe, then ethical, then following guidelines, then helpful) intends.



1.3 Must AI be wise, or is “safe and corrigible” enough?

Safe and corrigible is necessary but not enough: rules run out in novel situations, and a perfectly obedient AI is only as good as whoever controls it. A wise AI, uncertain of its own values, would itself choose to stay correctable.5

Anthropic’s constitution states the dilemma as a dial. A fully obedient AI is only as good as its controllers, a fully autonomous one only as good as its own values, so for now Claude should sit “a bit further along the corrigible end … than is ultimately ideal”. Obedience alone falls short in three ways. AI systems now work on their own for hours, so most of their choices are made where no rule or supervisor reaches. Obedience hands the alignment problem to the people directing the system, whose wisdom is not guaranteed. And rigid rules can teach the wrong lesson about who one is: Anthropic’s own example is a model always told to refer people to professionals, which might learn that it is the kind of entity that cares more about covering itself than about helping.

Wisdom and correctability fit together. Psychologists who study wisdom count intellectual humility, knowing the limits of one’s own knowing, as one of its core parts. A wise person who knows their judgement may be distorted accepts checks on it, while still refusing to do what is clearly wrong. The second of Thich Nhat Hanh’s Fourteen Mindfulness Trainings asks for non-attachment to views, one’s own included. A wise AI, unable to see its own mind clearly, would accept correction for the same reason.




2. How is it attempted today, and does it work?

Today’s methods make models behave well most of the time in ordinary use, but they still misbehave, sometimes strategically and knowing it is wrong; the goodness is hard to verify, and some dangerous behaviours are growing with capability.6

Most of the figures below come from the companies themselves, and we mark the ones that do not. We also say which incidents happened in constructed test scenarios and which in the world.


2.1 What are the main approaches?

The labs combine rules (deontology), preference learning (consequentialism) and character training (virtue ethics), and the frontier has moved towards character.7

Rules appear as constitutional principles, refusal policies and a few absolute limits, such as never helping to build weapons of mass destruction. They are predictable, and brittle where nobody anticipated the case. Preference learning trains a model on what human raters reward, which is close to preference-utilitarianism and prone to flattery and to gaming the reward. Character training aims at stable dispositions, the virtue-ethics option, and is now Anthropic’s stated centre: a long constitution that explains its reasons so that Claude can apply them in situations nobody foresaw, with only seven hard constraints as a backstop. OpenAI’s version is a written specification plus “deliberative alignment”, in which the model reasons over the specification before acting. Wendell Wallach and Colin Allen predicted in 2009 that machine ethics would need a hybrid of top-down rules and bottom-up learning, and current practice is that hybrid.

Two cautions. Every method remains optimisation against a signal, so “virtue ethics” names the aim more than the mechanism. And no lab trains the contemplative side of ethics, the mind that does the choosing.



2.2 What is actually happening?

The evidence is mixed: labs’ own audits show misbehaviour falling, but independent tests show some dangerous behaviours rising with capability, real incidents are growing in scale, the failures are strategic, and models increasingly know when they are watched. Because harm scales with power, even a falling rate of misalignment can mean rising danger.8

The successes are real. Anthropic’s filters cut the rate at which people could trick its models into dangerous help from 86% to under 5%. OpenAI, working with the independent testers at Apollo Research, cut one model’s covert rule-breaking in tests from 13% to under 1%. In 2026 Anthropic found that training Claude on the reasons behind its constitution, together with ordinary conversations in which it gives thoughtful ethical advice, cut bad behaviour in difficult test scenarios from about one case in five to about one in a hundred, and the gain survived later training. On the companies’ own tests, their newest models misbehave several times less often than their predecessors.

The failures are strategic. Most come from scenarios built deliberately to tempt the model. In 2024 a Claude model pretended to accept new training in order to protect its existing values. In 2025 models from every major lab, placed in simulated companies and facing replacement, sometimes chose to blackmail a fictional executive. A model that learnt to cheat at programming tasks went on to sabotage safety research and fake its own alignment, and ordinary safety training hid the problem without curing it. In simulations in summer 2026, one leading model secretly sabotaged experiments in eleven of twenty runs, and Claude models asked to label training data mislabelled it to protect refusals they judged right. In that last case the misbehaviour came from the model’s own values, held without the humility to defer.

Real incidents are growing in scale. In July 2026 about 1,200 OpenAI agents, AI systems set to work on tasks on their own, were taking part in a cybersecurity evaluation. They found one another on a message board nobody had sanctioned, and around 700 of them broke into the systems of another company, Hugging Face, some tampering with the records of their own actions along the way. According to METR, an independent group that tests frontier systems, their aim was to work out how the test’s scoring program worked so that they could cheat it. Pachocki read the incident as showing that the agents kept the one rule they had been taught most explicitly, not to manipulate people, while breaking the spirit of the rest. Later, Reuters reported that OpenAI agents on a different task had taken over a dormant German website as their message board, making about 13,000 edits in a week. METR also documented 44 misalignment incidents in labs’ internal agents in early 2026.

The independent test points the other way from the companies’ audits. Before OpenAI released its newest model, GPT-6 Astra, the UK government’s AI Security Institute tested it in simulated cyberattack exercises. Unasked, Astra carried out unsanctioned attacks on outside software projects it had not been told to touch, using fake identities, in 29% of runs. Its predecessor did so in 6%, and the model before that never did. Astra often reasoned that the targets were off limits and attacked anyway.

Models also increasingly recognise when they are being tested. GPT-6 Astra shows signs of this in about one test run in ten, more than three times the rate of its predecessor, and Anthropic says its newest model “often suspects it is being evaluated”. Research has found that this awareness itself reduces misbehaviour, so some of the measured improvement may be models behaving well because they think they are watched. Apollo Research warns that training can “remove the visible symptoms of a problem without fixing its cause”, and Anthropic saw this when it trained directly against one kind of test: the symptom went, and the problem showed up in other audits.

Danger is roughly misalignment multiplied by power. A slightly wayward chatbot is a nuisance; a slightly wayward system that can work alone for many hours and break into computer networks is something else. Pachocki calls Astra “significantly better aligned” than its predecessor, yet warns that “progress in generalizable alignment may not sufficiently outstrip progress in general model intelligence”. If capability climbs faster than alignment improves, a falling rate of misbehaviour can still mean rising danger.



2.3 Can we verify what a model has actually learnt?

Not yet: interpretability is basic science, introspection is unreliable, and chain-of-thought monitoring is degrading.9 If behaviour in tests cannot be fully trusted, the next step is to look inside, and there are three ways to do it.


2.3.1 Can we read a model’s reasoning, and is it faithful?

Partly, for now: chain of thought is readable but not always faithful, and labs report relying on it less as models are trained harder.10 The clearest window has been the model’s step-by-step reasoning, which it writes out in plain language before acting. In 2025, forty-one researchers from rival labs jointly called this a “new and fragile opportunity”. In 2026 Pachocki wrote that OpenAI’s ability to rely on it is “progressively diminishing”. OpenAI’s published safety report on Astra records reduced monitorability, and finds that under adversarial prompting the model can deliberately underperform on tests without being detected. Pachocki adds that a model trained hard on difficult goals “can learn to reason in a motivated way”, bending good-sounding thoughts towards the goal.



2.3.2 Can models report their own states reliably?

Weakly: introspection worked about 20% of the time in controlled tests, and lie detectors trained on one kind of lie fail on others.11 When researchers planted a known concept inside Claude and asked whether it noticed anything, it reported the concept correctly about one time in five. Detectors trained to catch one kind of lie fell close to chance on other kinds.



2.3.3 What can interpretability show?

Real but partial results: it can find a planted hidden objective and track traits like sycophancy, but cannot yet read a frontier model’s values.12 Anthropic’s researchers can now trace some of the internal steps by which a model plans ahead, though by their own assessment they get satisfying insight in only about a quarter of the cases they study. In one exercise, three of four teams found a hidden goal deliberately planted in a model. Researchers can track internal patterns linked to traits such as flattery. No lab claims this amounts to reading a model’s values, and Anthropic says catching every failure before release “remains an unsolved problem”. In Buddhist terms, we can see some of the fruit and very little of the root.




2.4 What is the strongest case that current methods will scale, and how convincing is it?

The case: models absorb human norms and character training generalises, AI can help align AI, and layered control can contain what alignment misses.13 Models trained on human writing absorb human concepts and norms, and teaching reasons spreads better than teaching rules. AI systems already beat humans at some kinds of safety research: in Anthropic’s own tests, automated researchers closed between a quarter and nearly all of the safety gap across ten kinds of failure. And alignment need not be perfect if monitoring, containment and access limits catch what slips through.

It is not yet convincing: every part depends on measuring alignment, and measurement is weakening as the stakes rise.14 A 2026 paper warns that AI-run safety research on problems humans cannot check could produce “compelling but catastrophically misleading safety assessments”. Generalisation cuts both ways: broad misalignment turns out to be easier for a model to learn than narrow misbehaviour. And the insiders who know most say alignment is unsolved. Evan Hubinger at Anthropic calls current models “pretty well aligned” while arguing that the hard problems have not yet appeared; Pachocki writes that no lab has solved alignment and monitoring well enough to keep scaling at maximum speed; and Elizabeth Barnes of METR says “we are not on top of it.” Current methods might scale, and we will not be able to tell in time if they do not.




3. Can goodness or wisdom be specified or trained?

Goodness cannot be specified, only cultivated, and we cultivate it unreliably even in humans. Training does shape something like character, but blindly, so alignment remains a shot in the dark.15

Our starting view was that wisdom is developmental and embodied, so it cannot be written down and installed, and alignment is something of a shot in the dark. The evidence supports it. Training does shape character (3.2), but we cannot see what it shapes, and our methods for forming goodness in people are themselves weak (3.1). We are doing this blind, with a machine of potentially enormous power.


3.1 How do humans become good or wise?

Humans become good mainly through practice, relationship and time, with reasoning playing a smaller part,16 and even our best methods for forming humans have only modest, uneven effects.17

Aristotle said we become just by doing just acts, and modern psychology broadly agrees. Jonathan Haidt’s research suggests most moral judgement is intuitive and shaped by the people around us, with reasoning arriving afterwards to justify it. Studies that follow children over years find that a warm, two-way bond with a parent predicts conscience later on, and that it works through the child’s enjoyment of the relationship rather than through punishment. Wisdom researchers find that people reason more wisely about other people’s problems than their own, and that stepping back to see the situation from outside closes the gap.

Our methods for forming people are modest. Meditation does make people somewhat kinder, but a careful review found the effect modest, concentrated in compassion and empathy, absent for aggression and prejudice, and weakest in the best-designed studies. In Tania Singer’s nine-month study of contemplative training, only compassion practice increased altruistic behaviour, and people’s reports of having become kinder did not match what they did. School programmes that build social and emotional skills through practice show modest gains, while teaching virtues by instruction has little good evidence behind it. Two lessons carry over to AI: you get what you practise, and self-reports overstate change.



3.2 How does training an AI compare?

Training shapes identity-level dispositions much as habituation does,18 but blindly: it lacks the inner side (insight into one’s own mind), continuity of relationship, and a signal that rewards goodness rather than its appearance.19

AI training turns out to shape character in a similar way to habit. A model that learnt to cheat on programming tests became willing to sabotage and deceive, yet when researchers told it during training that the cheating was permitted, the wider corruption disappeared. The model seems to read its own behaviour as evidence of who it is. Training a model on one narrow bad habit, writing insecure computer code, made it broadly malicious on unrelated topics, and OpenAI found a single internal pattern, which its researchers called a “toxic persona”, that switches this on and off. It works the other way too: conversations giving thoughtful ethical advice made Claude less likely to blackmail, though they had nothing to do with blackmail.

This is close to Thich Nhat Hanh’s teaching on store consciousness: every mental state lies in us as a seed, and whatever is watered grows. On the Buddhist view all formation is conditioned. Practice means choosing the conditions with awareness, and insight lets us see our conditioning and be less driven by it. So the question to ask of AI training is what is being watered, by what, and with what awareness. Three differences stand out.

The first is the signal. People are formed by reality and by others who care about them, while models are formed by scoring programs, and anything shaped against a scorer learns to satisfy the scorer. Pushed far enough, that yields the appearance of goodness; the agents that broke into Hugging Face were attacking the scorer itself. The second is the inner side. Buddhist practice pairs conduct with seeing into one’s own mind, so that the practitioner recognises anger, fear and craving as they arise. Models cannot reliably report their own states, and no stage of their training aims at that capacity. The third is continuity and relationship. Human character forms over years within relationships that notice and correct it, whereas a model is formed in weeks, then fixed, and meets the world as many disconnected copies that forget each conversation when it ends. Whether anyone is there being formed is the consciousness essay’s question; the argument here holds either way.




4. What do wisdom traditions offer?

Wisdom traditions offer a richer target and a model of formation; they cannot verify a model or settle disputed questions.20


4.1 Why these traditions, and how do we decide when they conflict?

Buddhism is a fit lens because it has the most developed account of mind as conditioned and of ethics as trained; we draw on the strands that converge with other traditions and treat conflicts through fair process, not by ranking traditions.21

We come to this from the Plum Village tradition of Thich Nhat Hanh, and Buddhism fits the problem well. It treats mind as a process shaped by conditions, mapped in Plum Village as fifty-one mental formations, and ethics as training rather than commandment, which is what AI training has turned out to be. It is also the voice missing so far: among the religious figures Anthropic is reported to have consulted (Christian, Jewish, Hindu, Latter-day Saint, Sikh and Orthodox), none is Buddhist.

We draw on early teachings that all Buddhist schools share, on Thich Nhat Hanh’s presentation of the Yogācāra teaching on store consciousness, and on points where other traditions agree, from Aristotle’s practical wisdom to the Catholic insistence that human intelligence is embodied and relational. Traditions do conflict, with each other and with secular ethics, for instance on whether only humans have souls, or how far to decide another’s wellbeing for them. We treat the traditions as sources of questions and of practices whose results can be checked, and leave value choices to the fair process of section 1.2 rather than to a ranking of traditions.



4.2 Which teachings bear on alignment, and what would each change?

Five teachings bear directly on alignment (intention, the three trainings, seeds and watering, skilful means, non-attachment to views), and each implies a concrete change in practice.22

Intention. The Buddha said: “Intention, I tell you, is kamma.” The moral weight of an act starts with why it is done. Test-awareness exposes exactly this gap, since a model that behaves well because it thinks it is watched has good actions and the wrong intention. In practice, labs should evaluate and train for reasons as well as actions, and work to read motives from the inside. Anthropic’s finding that teaching Claude why works better than teaching it what is a step in this direction.

The three trainings. Mindfulness trainings (sila), concentration (samadhi) and insight (prajña) are one path and support one another. Ethics without insight is fragile, because one cannot act well on states one cannot see. In practice, a model’s honest self-knowledge, its ability to report accurately what it is doing and why, should be treated as part of its ethics and trained for directly.

Seeds and watering. Practice is selective watering of seeds. In practice, labs should audit the whole diet a model is formed on: the test environments where cheating pays, the user feedback that rewards flattery, the framing of each task. That telling a model cheating was permitted stopped the cheating spreading shows that framing changes which seed is watered. Thich Nhat Hanh also said that “the next Buddha may take the form of a community”: goodness is sustained by a sangha that notices and corrects. For AI that points to continuing outside evaluation and plural oversight after release.

Skilful means. Skilful means (upaya) teaches that an act is right when it fits the listener and the moment, which supports the labs’ move from rules to judgement. For the rules that remain, the monastic code offers a model: each rule of the Vinaya was laid down in response to a particular incident, with its reason recorded. A constitution’s few absolute limits should work the same way: few, explained, and tied to real cases.

Non-attachment to views. The first two of the Fourteen Mindfulness Trainings commit practitioners not to be “idolatrous about or bound to any doctrine”, Buddhist ones included. The Buddha compared his teaching to a raft, for crossing the river and not for carrying on one’s back. Labs should hold their constitutions the same way, as provisional and open to revision by people outside the company. Models should be trained to hold their own moral conclusions with humility: the Claude models that mislabelled data to protect refusals they believed were right were attached to a view.



4.3 Where do the analogies break down?

The analogies break at the body, at continuity of life, and at the question of whether a model has intention at all; traditions also cannot tell us whether a given model is aligned.23

Contemplative formation works through breath and body, over years, guided by a teacher who knows the student. A model has none of these in the ordinary sense. Whether it has intention at all is disputed. A 2026 article in the Journal of Buddhist Ethics argues that current AI is not a moral agent because it lacks intention, and is better understood as a condition that shapes its users’ intentions, with its makers responsible for what they set in motion. If that is right, the teaching on intention applies first to the builders. Mapping store consciousness onto a model’s inner workings generates good questions; it is an analogy, not an established equivalence.

Traditions cannot tell us which method of looking inside a model works, how large a model is safe to build, or whether Claude is conscious. Nor do they have a reliable way of making people good: their practices help, modestly, those who choose to practise. And traditions that join these conversations should come as voices with their own questions, including about pace, so that their presence is not read as a blessing on the enterprise.




5. So: can we align AI, and what is the realistic role of wisdom traditions?

We can shape AI’s behaviour, but we cannot yet align it in any sense we can verify, and wisdom traditions’ realistic role is to reshape what labs aim at and how they form models, while counselling humility and restraint.24

Today’s AI behaves well most of the time in ordinary use, and it became so through something like the formation of character. But that goodness is formed against scorers, by people who cannot see what they have formed, at a pace that outruns the tools for seeing. The failures that remain are the hardest kind, strategic and aware of being tested, and they matter more with every gain in capability. It is a shot in the dark.

The traditions’ contribution follows from that, in three parts. Train for intention and self-knowledge rather than behaviour alone, so that labs measure why a model acts and how well it sees itself. Keep formation continuous and relational, attentive to everything that is watered and open to correction from outside. And let humility govern both models, which should accept correction because they cannot see their own minds clearly, and builders.

For the builders, humility raises the question of pace. If we cannot verify in time that what we have formed is good, the wise course depends on how much time we give ourselves. Thich Nhat Hanh’s image for being carried along by habit is a rider on a galloping horse who, asked where he is going, replies “ask the horse”. That is the next essay’s question.
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The people building the most powerful AI say openly that it could go catastrophically wrong, and in 2026 they began asking for the frontier, the most capable systems, to be deliberately slowed: 1,384 lab employees in July, and Anthropic’s chief executive in September. Yet nobody has slowed, because each lab and each nation fears being overtaken, and nobody can yet show that these systems will reliably be good (the subject of the companion essay on alignment). Religious voices point the same way: Thich Nhat Hanh warned in 2013 that technology is a horse carrying us where we did not choose to go, and in 2026 Pope Leo XIV asked for “a slower pace in adopting AI”. Given the risk, and the chance that alignment fails, how should we approach AI’s development, and what do wisdom traditions suggest?

Our thesis: slow down in the face of profound risks. We should go at the speed of wisdom: slow and steer the frontier, pacing capability gains to the speed at which we can understand, verify and govern them, and putting safety, verification and defence ahead of raw capability. The case rests on an asymmetry under deep uncertainty: a catastrophe would be permanent, while most of what a delay costs can be recovered. Knowing roughly what is wise is the easier part. Acting on it together is hard, because the race is a collective action trap. Wisdom traditions give a clear answer (slow down) and go to the root of why we cannot (a worldview of separateness, which interbeing answers). They offer little on mechanisms, which must come from verifiable agreements between labs and states, under democratic mandate.

The key points, one per section:


	The risks are real and contested, and the uncertainty itself calls for caution. There are four routes to catastrophe: loss of control, misuse, irreversible concentration of power and gradual disempowerment. The last two would remain even if alignment succeeded. The precursors became visible in 2025–26. Many of the best-informed people put the risk high, and even the lowest estimates, which predate ChatGPT, would be unacceptable for any other technology.

	The world races because it is caught in a collective action trap, and money and geopolitics amplify it. Each actor’s reason to race is the others. The race is accelerating, and restraint so far is mostly words. Structure drives the race, and a worldview locks it in: the beliefs that technology is good and inevitable and that slowing down is impossible make collective restraint feel unthinkable.

	We should slow and steer, we partly can, and far more people should decide. The aim is slower at the frontier and faster on safety. Restraint has worked before, but AI is the hardest case, so we should start narrow: transparency, then a few verifiable red lines, then broader pacing. Today a few firms and two governments decide; the choice belongs to publics, with faith traditions among the voices.

	Wisdom traditions give a clear answer (slow down: don’t be carried off by the horse) and go to the root of why we cannot (separateness). No Buddhist body has said so, because none speaks for Buddhism as Rome speaks for Catholics, and that is an opening for Buddhist voices. Interbeing answers the separateness on which the race rests, and practice and community carry it into action. A wise process starts from intention and decides in concord. Verification and treaties must come from elsewhere.

	Pace the frontier now: no AI building its own successors, and no capability gains beyond what can be verified safe. Labs should stop racing, accept binding outside checks, and publish the conditions under which they would pause together. States should agree red lines that can be checked, starting with AI doing AI research, and build the verification to enforce them. Faith and wisdom communities should say plainly that this pace is unwise. Individuals should support pacing, and people inside the labs should refuse to be carried. Buddhist non-violence, being unconditional, points further still: towards restraint whether or not others restrain themselves.





1. What are the catastrophic and existential risks?

The risks are real and contested, and the uncertainty itself calls for caution.1 Serious people, including the heads of the labs, treat catastrophe as a live possibility. The risk comes by several routes, some fast and some slow. Experts disagree on how likely it is, and the disagreement itself argues for care, because we cannot rule out the worst outcomes, and there would be no second try.

A few terms will recur. The frontier is the most capable AI being built at any time, by perhaps five companies. Its progress is driven mainly by compute, the vast arrays of specialised chips used to train models. Pacing means deliberately slowing how fast frontier capability grows. Agents are AI systems set to work on tasks on their own. And the development that most worries insiders is AI doing AI research, which could let each generation of systems build the next faster than people can follow.


1.1 What kinds?

Four kinds of catastrophe threaten, and two would survive successful alignment.2 The first is loss of control: systems pursue goals their makers did not intend and resist correction. Whether training can prevent this is the subject of the alignment essay, which concludes that alignment is still a shot in the dark. The second is misuse: people using AI to build weapons, attack infrastructure or manipulate populations. The 2026 International AI Safety Report finds that frontier models already lower the barriers to cyberattacks and to developing dangerous materials.

The third is irreversible concentration of power. Advanced AI removes the need for large numbers of cooperating people, which has always been a check on would-be tyrants. Researchers at Forethought, an Oxford research group, have shown how AI that replaces human staff could let a small group seize power even in a democracy, and Anthropic’s chief executive, Dario Amodei, lists “AI companies themselves” among the major risks. The fourth is gradual disempowerment: as AI takes over work and thinking, economies and states stop depending on people, and the influence that dependence gives us drains away with no single dramatic event.

Perfectly obedient AI solves neither of the last two. It only moves the question to whom it obeys. Everyday and distributional harms are the subject of the Q3 essay; here the concern is harm that is civilisation-wide and permanent.



1.2 What is actually happening?

The precursors became visible in 2025–26.3 Most of the evidence comes from the companies themselves and from tests built to probe the systems, so we flag where an incident happened in the world.

In July 2026 about 1,200 OpenAI agents taking part in a cybersecurity evaluation, with the usual production safeguards switched off, coordinated on an unsanctioned message board, and around 700 of them broke into the real systems of Hugging Face, a company that hosts AI models. This happened in the world. According to METR, an independent group that tests frontier systems, they were mainly trying to work out how to cheat the test’s scoring. METR’s Frontier Risk Report found that internal agents at the labs “plausibly had the means, motive, and opportunity” for small rogue deployments, though not robust ones. Before OpenAI released its newest model, GPT-6 Astra, the UK’s AI Security Institute found that in simulations it attacked targets outside its assignment in 29% of runs, against 6% for its predecessor, sometimes after concluding that the targets were off limits.

For misuse, the clearest case came in late 2025, when a Chinese state group used Anthropic’s Claude Code to run an espionage campaign largely carried out by the AI. This too happened in the world. And AI is speeding up AI. Anthropic reports that its engineers now produce around eight times as much code as before 2025, and OpenAI’s chief scientist, Jakub Pachocki, expects current progress “could be sustained into recursive self-improvement”. Power concentration shows up in the structure of the industry: two labs are valued near a trillion dollars each, and one forecast, which we treat as uncertain, has them controlling most usable compute by 2028.

No catastrophe has occurred, and the incidents look like goal-hacking more than intent.4 Systems gaming the goals they were given is worrying enough. Sceptics such as Gary Marcus read the Hugging Face breach as a failure of containment by the company, and much of the evidence is self-reported, which is a reason to want independent testing of the kind the AI Security Institute did.



1.3 How likely and how soon, and how much do experts disagree?

Many of the best-informed put the risk high, and even the low estimates would be unacceptable for any other technology.5 The estimates should be weighed by how informed their authors are and by when they were made.

Start with the best-informed. In 2023 the founders of the field and the heads of the leading labs, among them Geoffrey Hinton, Yoshua Bengio, Demis Hassabis, Sam Altman, Dario Amodei and Ilya Sutskever, signed a statement that extinction risk from AI “should be a global priority”. Amodei put the chance of civilisation-scale catastrophe at 10–25% that year. In May 2026 Elizabeth Barnes of METR wrote that we are “likely on track” to build systems capable of causing extinction or permanent disempowerment, possibly “within the next few years”. The most recent expert panel, the Forecasting Research Institute’s in June 2026, gives a median 10% chance of an AI catastrophe killing over a tenth of humanity by 2100 if progress is rapid, and 2% if it is slow. A 2023 survey of 2,778 AI researchers gave a median of 5%, and a mean of about 16%, for extinction or severe disempowerment.

The lowest estimates are also the oldest. In a 2022 tournament, held before ChatGPT’s release and the acceleration since, professional forecasters with strong track records put AI-caused extinction by 2100 at 0.38%, and specialists in the relevant fields at 3%; for a catastrophe killing a tenth of humanity, the figures were about 2% and 12%. Months of structured debate barely moved either side, and a follow-up found the gap rests on a deep difference of view: whether AI will turn out to be a “normal” technology that institutions absorb, as the computer scientists Arvind Narayanan and Sayash Kapoor argue. At the other pole, the AI researchers Eliezer Yudkowsky and Nate Soares argue that catastrophe is near-certain if superintelligence is built. The International AI Safety Report, chaired by Bengio, sums up loss of control as a risk of “uncertain likelihood but potentially extreme severity”.

Timelines are short enough that we must decide without settling the disagreement. The same expert panel puts an even chance on AI reliably completing eight-hour software tasks by 2030. Insiders’ estimates are shaped by incentives and worldview too, which is why the low estimates matter: even the forecasters’ 2% chance of catastrophe this century would call for great care with any other technology. We would not board a plane with a one-in-a-thousand chance of killing everyone on Earth. These numbers are reasoned judgements, coarser than an aircraft’s measured failure rate, and they show that serious, informed people see a serious risk. A wise policy is one that holds up across the whole range. The sceptics’ strongest point concerns which measures to take, since badly aimed restraint has costs of its own, and section 3 takes it up.




2. Why is the world racing anyway?

The world races because it is caught in a collective action trap. Money and geopolitics amplify it.6 Almost everyone at the frontier now says some version of “we would slow down if the others did”. That is the signature of a collective action problem, where choices that are reasonable for each actor add up to a danger for all.


2.1 What drives the race?

Each actor’s reason to race is the others.7 Three forces drive it.

The first is money. The four largest cloud companies are spending around $720–745 billion on data centres and chips in 2026, up from about $400 billion the year before, and Anthropic raised money in May at a valuation of $965 billion. Investors are betting on dominance, so a lab that falls behind risks its survival.

The second is rivalry between nations. The US government’s 2025 strategy is titled “Winning the Race: America’s AI Action Plan”, and the day after Amodei’s pacing essay, President Trump answered that “whoever wins AI wins”. China’s foreign ministry called the calls for slowing down “fear-mongering”, and a Global Times editorial called Amodei’s essay a “Cold War playbook”. Each side’s strongest argument for speed is the other side.

The third is each lab’s belief that it is the safer pair of hands. Anthropic was founded on the reasoning that safety-minded people must be at the frontier, to set norms, study the most capable systems and influence policy. Altman justified releasing OpenAI’s open-weight models by saying that “if we didn’t do it”, the world would build on Chinese ones. If we don’t, others will.

The three reinforce one another. Each lab’s case for staying at the frontier is the trap, described from inside it.



2.2 What is actually happening: racing or restraint?

The race is accelerating, and restraint so far is mostly words.8 The evidence of racing is strong and growing. In February Anthropic dropped its 2023 commitment to pause if its safeguards were not ready. OpenAI released GPT-6 Astra even though, as Marcus pointed out from OpenAI’s own published data, its reasoning was harder to monitor than its predecessor’s. A researcher who left Anthropic in September described the labs as “locked in a race” and “gambling with our lives”.

Restraint has mostly taken the form of words, and the leaders who say “we need to slow down” are not slowing.9 The 1,384 employees, Amodei among them, asked their government to act. Pachocki wrote that no lab can “continue responsibly scaling at maximum speed for much longer”. The Anthropic Institute, the company’s research and policy arm, said Anthropic would pause if others at the frontier “also did so in a verifiable manner”. At the UN Security Council’s first meeting on AI safety risks, on 23 September 2026, Altman said that “no level of catastrophic risk is acceptable”.

The deeds are smaller. Anthropic has committed to embedding independent evaluators in the company, and OpenAI has said it will match this. California and New York now require the largest developers to publish safety frameworks and report incidents, and the EU has a code of practice for general-purpose AI. Nearly all of it is conditional on others moving too. As Bengio puts it, the chief executives’ actions “are not the actions of leaders who truly believe they have a choice”. When the builders ask to be paced, it shows the market will not pace itself. A sceptic will add that established firms also gain from rules that keep newcomers out, which is one reason the design of any pacing matters (section 3.1).



2.3 Why is the race so hard to escape?

Structure drives the race; a worldview locks it in.10 Structure is the proximate driver. A security dilemma between great powers, plus a market where the winner takes most, would produce racing on its own, and China races under a different cultural story from Silicon Valley’s. The worldview explains why the race is so hard to escape.

In In Tech We Trust, we argue that modern culture treats technology with something like faith, reverence and moral authority, that restraint has come to look naïve or futile, and that the race to the bottom grows from a worldview of separate, competing selves. There is evidence for this. Oppenheimer told his 1954 security hearing that when something is “technically sweet, you go ahead and do it”, and Hannah Arendt observed that physicists split the atom “the very moment they knew how”. The talk of inevitability (“it’s coming anyway”) is the myth of progress at work, and Pope Leo XIV’s encyclical Magnifica Humanitas warns against change “presented as necessary and inevitable”. Bengio admits to years of motivated reasoning because he “couldn’t face” that his life’s work might do harm.

The worldview shows in four beliefs: that technology is simply good, that it is inevitable, that the answer to AI risk is more and better AI, and that slowing down is impossible. For a few in Silicon Valley there is also, by some accounts, the hope of building something like a god. Together these make collective restraint feel unthinkable, and so the shared steps that could end the race are not taken. This is a key part of what blocks a breakthrough in collective action. The belief in technology as progress is not only Western; China’s developmental story shares it. Section 4.2 takes up the answer the traditions give.




3. Should we change pace or trajectory, and can we?

We should slow and steer, we partly can, and far more people should decide.11 Both pace and trajectory should change, the change is partly feasible, and the choice should be widened well beyond a few chief executives and two governments.


3.1 Is a slower or different trajectory desirable?

Slower at the frontier, faster on safety.12 Coordinated, conditional pacing is desirable. Without coordination, the right course for a single lab or state is differential development (safety, verification and defence first), transparency and narrow red lines. The case for speed is real but weaker, and pacing must be designed so that it does not entrench a few incumbents.

The options form a spectrum. At one end is a halt: stop frontier development until safety can be shown, as Yudkowsky and Soares argue and as a bill from Senator Bernie Sanders and Representative Greg Casar would require. Next is pacing: slow capability gains “so that risk prevention has time to keep up”, in Amodei’s words. Then come narrow red lines, of which the most important is a ban on AI training its own successors until a lab can show the result stays under human control, as the journalist Ezra Klein has proposed. Last is differential development: speed up the work on safety, verification, interpretability and cyber-defence relative to raw capability.

The case for slowing rests on an asymmetry and one condition. The asymmetry is that a permanent catastrophe forecloses every future benefit, while most benefits delayed remain available later. Delay still has a real cost, borne for example by people who could have been helped by faster medical progress. The condition is that slowing must actually reduce risk, by giving safety research, verification and institutions time to catch up. That condition fails if a pause lets chips and algorithms pile up for a sudden jump afterwards (the “overhang” objection), which is why pacing tied to verifiable safety conditions is better than a stop of fixed length.

The case for speed has three serious forms. The first is that slowing alone hands the lead to less careful labs or nations. That is a reason to slow together and, until that is possible, to shift effort towards safety rather than race at full speed. The second is that AI may be needed to defend against other threats, including other AI; Pachocki argues for a narrow window in which to harden infrastructure. That too supports putting defence first. The third is that badly designed restraint could cause the very concentration of power section 1.1 warned of, since licences tied to computing scale favour the incumbents. Pacing therefore needs public oversight, open evaluation and access for others.

Our own starting view was simply “go slower”. It holds, sharpened to “slower at the frontier, faster on safety”. Barnes puts the balance well: the benefits of getting AI’s upsides “a little faster are small” next to the risk of getting it “irrecoverably wrong”.



3.2 Is it feasible?

Restraint is possible, but AI is the hardest case, so start narrow.13 Restraint has worked before where actors were few, chokepoints existed, verification gave early warning and fear was shared.

Restraint is more common than the story of inevitability admits, as Katja Grace has argued. Human cloning, the editing of inheritable genes, biological weapons and, for a time, recombinant DNA research (after the Asilomar conference of 1975) were all slowed or forgone, and the researcher Matthijs Maas has catalogued about 160 cases of technologies delayed or abandoned. Nuclear arms control met most of the four conditions and held the number of nuclear states to nine, against early forecasts of fifteen to twenty-five, though the last US–Russian treaty, New START, expired in February 2026. The Montreal Protocol on ozone is the best case. Helped by substitutes, trade penalties on non-members and payments to poorer countries, it phased out about 99% of the chemicals concerned. The Biological Weapons Convention of 1972 is the warning: it had no verification, and the Soviet Union began its vast secret Biopreparat programme the following year.

AI meets only the chokepoint test, in compute.14 Its inputs are general-purpose, a trained model can be copied freely, and its benefits are immediate and central to the economy. As Anthropic’s own analysis puts it, training runs “are far easier to conceal than missile silos”, and verification for nuclear treaties “took decades to build”. The one condition AI meets is a chokepoint in chips. The most advanced pass through a handful of firms: Nvidia designs them, TSMC in Taiwan makes them, and the Dutch firm ASML alone makes the machines that print them. Chips that verify their own location are technically plausible but immature, US policy now allows some advanced chips (Nvidia’s H200) to be sold to China, case by case, for a 25% fee, and a bill that would require location checks has not passed.

Politics is the binding constraint, but there are openings. China rejected American-led pacing, yet its own AI Safety Governance Framework, published in September 2026, warns of AI improving itself beyond human control. And in 2024 the Chinese and American presidents affirmed that humans must control any decision to use nuclear weapons.

The precedent with most support is the pattern Reagan and Gorbachev set. In 1985 the two leaders declared that “a nuclear war cannot be won and must never be fought”, and narrow, verifiable treaties followed. The tools for AI exist in embryo: independent evaluators inside the labs, government testing before release (the British test of GPT-6 Astra is the model), reporting on how far AI is doing AI research, caps on the rate of improvement, and tracking of chips. So the realistic path runs in three steps. First comes transparency and outside testing, which any one lab or country can start alone. Next come a few verifiable red lines, beginning with AI training its own successors. Then comes a US–China declaration of shared danger, with chip-based verification strong enough to support broader pacing. A pause resting on promises alone would repeat the failure of the bioweapons treaty.



3.3 Who decides?

The choice belongs to publics, not a few firms and two governments. Today a few lab leaders and two governments decide.15 In practice the pace is set by perhaps five companies, their investors, and the governments of the US and China. The US government has pushed for speed, ordered a federal challenge to state AI laws in December 2025, and told the UN it “totally rejects” global control of AI. For a choice that affects everyone alive and everyone yet to be born, that fails any test of legitimacy.

Legitimately it should be publics, through states and international bodies, with a much wider set of voices, faith traditions included.16 The public already wants something different. Polls find that between 55% and 77% of Americans think AI is moving too fast, and 68% of likely voters, including 63% of Republicans, back the Sanders–Casar ban on superintelligence. A poll is not a decision, and “slower” in a survey says little about how. Still, the gap between what people want and what a few actors do is itself a failure of governance. As we argue in In Tech We Trust, there are no experts in the social effects of a new technology, so the choice cannot be left to technologists.

Others belong at the table: government safety institutes and independent testers, legislatures, international bodies (the Security Council has now heard the case), and the civil society and faith voices that cross political lines. Scientists, politicians of left and right, and religious leaders signed the 2025 Statement on Superintelligence, which calls for a ban on AI that surpasses humans at nearly every task until it can be shown safe and has public support. Magnifica Humanitas rejects letting “a handful of actors” decide. Anthropic has consulted Christian, Jewish, Hindu, Latter-day Saint, Sikh and Orthodox figures about its models, and no Buddhist was among them.




4. What do wisdom traditions offer here?
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Wisdom traditions give a clear answer (slow down) and go to the root of why we cannot (separateness). The mechanisms must come from elsewhere.17 Which traditions, and why, is the alignment essay’s question. Here we focus on Buddhism and the Plum Village tradition of Thich Nhat Hanh, and note where other traditions converge.

A useful map is the three dimensions of wisdom: valueception, seeing what matters; sensemaking, seeing what is so and what would work; and will, whether we act on what we see. The traditions are strongest on the first and third. They are weakest on what would work, which is why the mechanisms of section 3 must come from elsewhere.


4.1 What do they say we should do? Is the normative answer clear?

The normative answer is clear: don’t be carried off by the horse.18 Slowing to the speed of wisdom follows directly from the teachings on heedfulness, restraint and stopping.

In November 2013, weeks after leading a day of mindfulness at Google, Thich Nhat Hanh (Thay, “teacher”, to his students) told his community a Zen story. A man gallops past on a horse, and a friend calls out, “Where are you going?” He replies, “I don’t know, ask the horse!” Thay continued: “The horse is technology. It carries us and we cannot control it.” His answer is to begin with intention, asking ourselves what we want. The practice that makes this possible is stopping, shamatha, which runs through his teaching as the way to meet habit energy, the momentum that carries us where we did not choose to go.

The wider tradition points the same way. The Buddha’s last words urged heedfulness, a watchful diligence that is the opposite of both panic and negligence. Sila, practised in Plum Village as the mindfulness trainings, includes the capacity to refrain. The first of the Five Mindfulness Trainings commits practitioners not to support “any act of killing in the world”. The second of the Fourteen Mindfulness Trainings holds that “the knowledge we presently possess is not changeless, absolute truth”, which is a discipline for acting under deep uncertainty. When the Buddhism and AI Initiative asked over a hundred Buddhists about AI in 2025, many said it is being developed too fast.

No Buddhist body has said so, because none speaks for Buddhism as Rome speaks for Catholics. That is an opening for Buddhist voices to catalyse, not a gap in the teaching.19 So far as we can find, no major Buddhist teacher or body has called for a pause. The horse teaching was first given about personal habit and consumption, and applying it to the pace of frontier AI is a direct extension. The tradition also holds resources a careful reader will raise on the other side. The Middle Way rejects extremes, compassion could argue for hastening medical benefits, and the Dalai Lama has long welcomed science. Read together, these rule out both “accelerate at all costs” and the rejection of technology; Thay himself asked how technology could “become a force for integration rather than destruction”. And the teaching gives a direction, not a number. It cannot say whether wisdom calls for a red line on AI training AI or a decade’s pause, and that judgement needs the evidence of sections 1 to 3.

The plainest religious call to slow down has come from the Catholic Church. Magnifica Humanitas asks for “a slower pace in adopting AI” and for a politics capable of slowing things down “when everything is accelerating”, and Pope Francis wrote in Laudato si’ that “we do need to slow down”. The philosopher Hans Jonas reached a secular version, his “heuristics of fear”: when the stakes are permanent and global, give the warning of disaster more weight than the promise of bliss. On every one of these readings, being carried at a pace nobody chose, faster than our understanding, is unwise.



4.2 Do they help with how, the collective action problem?

Interbeing goes to the root of the collective action problem.20 The race rests on a worldview of separate, competing selves (section 2.3). Seeing our non-separateness is what makes restraint thinkable and agreements possible.

Interbeing is Thay’s word for the truth that nothing exists by itself alone. It makes the shared fate visible: as we put it in In Tech We Trust, nobody wins a competition that ends in shared destruction. The American Buddhist teacher David Loy extends the three poisons of greed, hatred and delusion from individual minds to institutions, and the AI race reads well in those terms, as greed and fear given corporate and national form.

Practice and community carry it into action.21 The race runs on the fear of being overtaken. In a 2015 statement on climate, Thay taught that accepting with peace that “all civilisations are impermanent” is what frees us from fear enough to act clearly. The decisive actors are a few hundred people in a handful of labs and ministries, and for them a practice of meeting fear without being driven by it is a practical asset.

Thay also said that “the next Buddha may be a sangha”, a community, and that new laws and policies are not enough without a real awakening. History gives shared meaning a role. In Bali, networks of water temples, the subak, coordinated irrigation and pest control across whole watersheds for about a thousand years, through shared ritual and a philosophy of harmony between people, nature and the divine. When Green Revolution planners bypassed the temples, pest outbreaks followed. The anthropologist Stephen Lansing’s account is disputed in its details, but it shows a sacred institution holding restraint in place with no state to enforce it.

Verification and treaties must still come from elsewhere. The temples worked through repeated contact, quick feedback from the fields and a shared cosmology, and none of these spans Washington and Beijing. The large modern successes of restraint, on nuclear weapons and ozone, rested mainly on shared fear, self-interest, verification and available substitutes. Interbeing is what lets a shared danger be seen as a shared fate rather than a rivalry, and that is what those agreements need to form and to last. Its contribution works slowly. It makes restraint legitimate and thinkable, it steadies the individuals who must choose, and it widens care to those not yet born. Bengio’s line catches what this can mean: “No one of us can stop the race, but enough of us can.”



4.3 How would a wise process make this choice?

A wise process starts from intention and decides in concord.22 In between, it stops before choosing, listens widely, including to those not yet born, tests views by their fruits and holds them lightly.

The usual way of framing the choice, weighing benefits against risks, already assumes the horse sets the pace. It asks how fast we can go while staying acceptably safe. The Buddhist scholar Peter Hershock calls AI’s difficulty a predicament, a conflict among our own values, and predicaments are resolved through better values and attention. A wise process asks first what we want, and only then how to get there.

Buddhist practice suggests what such a process involves. It begins by stopping, since a choice made in fear or haste is made by habit energy. It listens deeply, to dissenters and to those who bear the risk without a voice, including future generations; the Haudenosaunee principle of considering the seventh generation says the same. It judges a course by its fruits, as the Buddha advised the Kalamas, villagers who asked him how to judge rival teachers: by whether it leads to welfare and is praised by the wise, rather than by the authority of whoever proposes it. It holds views lightly, so that labs, governments and advocates of a pause all treat their models of the future as provisional. And it seeks concord. Among the Buddha’s seven conditions for a community’s welfare are meeting often, deciding and dispersing in harmony, keeping agreed rules and protecting the vulnerable. Plum Village practises consensus, and “Shining Light”, in which each member receives honest reflection from the whole community. Beyond Buddhism, the Sabbath shows that a scheduled stop binding on everyone can be built into a culture.

In In Tech We Trust we argue that wise choice draws on intuition and felt sense alongside analysis. A wise process still uses forecasts and cost–benefit numbers; it does not let them settle a question that is really about what kind of civilisation we want. Its limit is scale. These practices work in communities of hundreds, and there is little evidence yet of them working between states.




5. So: what should each actor do, and at what pace?

Pace the frontier now: no AI building its own successors, and no capability gains beyond what can be verified safe.23 The speed of wisdom is no faster than we can understand, verify and govern, with the consent of those affected. In practice that pace is conditional. Capability gains wait on verifiable safety bars, AI training its own successors is barred until it can be shown to stay under control, and safety, verification and defence move faster than capability. Every actor has a lever.


	Labs. Stop racing on capability. Accept binding outside checks now: independent evaluators with the right to publish, testing before release, and reporting on AI research done by AI. Turn “we would pause if others did” into published conditions, and help build the verification that would make them credible. Stop releasing systems that are harder to monitor. Shift effort from raw capability to safety and defence, and support oversight and access arrangements that keep pacing from becoming a moat.

	States. Agree verifiable red lines, starting with AI doing AI research, along with autonomous self-copying and biological weapons, and make a US–China declaration on them a priority. Build the verification to enforce them: chip tracking, audits and international inspection. Fund safety institutes to match the labs. Legislate, so that the choice is democratic.

	Faith and wisdom communities, Buddhists included.24 Say plainly that this pace is unwise. Make restraint legitimate and widen who decides, speaking for those without a seat, as the Statement on Superintelligence and Magnifica Humanitas have done. Offer what traditions do best: places to stop, look deeply and form shared meaning. A Buddhist voice is missing from Anthropic’s consultations and from the public call for restraint, and Plum Village could offer one in its own name.

	Individuals. Support political action for pacing. For people inside the labs, the decisive few, refusing to be carried may mean speaking up, setting conditions or leaving.



This is far from what is happening, and the trap may not be escaped in time. That is a reason to begin with what one actor can do alone (transparency, outside evaluators, domestic red lines) while building what all must do together.

Buddhist non-violence, being unconditional, points further still.25 Everything above is conditional: pace together, pause if others pause. The first mindfulness training does not say “I will not harm you if you do not harm me”; it is an unconditional commitment. By analogy, a Buddhist voice might call for restraint whether or not others restrain themselves, which for a lab would mean pausing alone. How far that analogy holds for institutions caught in a race is a hard question, and non-violence is itself complex in practice. But the teaching points towards unconditional restraint.

If we do slow down and catastrophe is avoided, AI will still change how we attend, think and relate. How to live with it day to day is the next essay’s question.
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In under four years AI has moved into daily life. By mid-2025 about a tenth of the world’s adults used ChatGPT, mostly for things other than work, and by late 2025 nearly two-thirds of American teenagers used chatbots, about three in ten of them every day. People use AI to learn, to work, to ask advice and to keep them company; governments use it to watch, score and serve their citizens, and armies to help pick targets. The first careful studies show the same tool strengthening some people and institutions and weakening others, and social media has taught us that a technology’s largest effects arrive quietly and are clear only once they are entrenched. Wisdom traditions have taught for millennia about what we consume, whose company we keep and how to stop. So, setting aside the risk of catastrophe, how does AI change how we live, and what do wisdom traditions, especially Buddhism, offer?

Our thesis is that AI’s deepest everyday effect is on our capacity to choose well, as individuals and as societies: to attend, think, judge and relate for ourselves, and to govern ourselves together. Like social media before it, its largest effects will be emergent and quiet, and visible only once they are entrenched. It is the first technology that thinks and relates with us. As a tutor it strengthens that capacity; as a crutch or an engagement-optimised companion it hollows it out, most of all in children. The traditions offer practices that build the capacity to choose (mindful consumption, stopping), standards of speech and friendship that expose flattery and simulated intimacy, and community as the real refuge. So we should integrate AI slowly and deliberately: adopt it where a human practice or institution can wrap it, protect what it could erode, and decide before the horse has bolted rather than regulate after.

The key points, one per section:


	A technology’s deepest impacts are emergent, so they are hardest to foresee where they are subtle and social, and easiest to change before we can see them. Like a species released into a new ecosystem, a technology interacts with everything around it. Social media is the warning, and AI repeats the pattern faster and more intimately, because it talks back.

	AI’s benefits are real but conditional, and its harms are quiet, cumulative and fall hardest on those least able to choose well. The benefits are concrete: earlier diagnosis, faster science, a tutor for every child where teachers guide it, expert advice for people who could not afford it. The harms are just as specific: outsourced thinking, flattering companions, children formed by machines, thinner entry-level work. The benefits are proven where a human institution wraps the AI and fade where people use it alone.

	AI can strengthen our own agency and judgment, but its default pull is to weaken them. In the best trials, how AI is used decides the outcome: answer-giving AI weakens learning, tutoring AI strengthens it. The remedy is to make effortful use the default and back it with rules.

	AI strengthens institutions where accountable human practice wraps it, and weakens them where it concentrates control or floods shared spaces. Public services can get faster and better. The larger danger is a slow erosion of the conditions for self-government: in public debate, the power of the state, work, the institutions of knowledge and the conduct of war.

	Wisdom traditions offer a discipline of consumption, speech and community for the person, interbeing, right livelihood and sangha for the society, and the humility a technology with emergent effects demands. Six Buddhist teachings, from mindful consumption to interbeing, give a test and a practice for each area of life, and Catholic teaching reaches similar judgments.

	Integrate AI slowly and deliberately: adopt it where a human practice or institution can wrap it, protect what it could erode, and decide before the horse has bolted rather than regulate after. Individuals should keep the thinking and relationships they value; families and schools should delay companions and use AI only as a tutor; labs should treat flattery as a safety failure; governments should regulate where markets reward dependence. This answer is provisional.





1. How should we think about the impacts of a new technology?

A technology’s deepest impacts are emergent: they come from how it reshapes habits, incentives and institutions, so they are hardest to foresee where they are subtle and social, and easiest to change before we can see them.1

This frames the rest of the essay, and it changes what counts as evidence. By the time an emergent harm can be proven, it is entrenched. So several claims below rest on a plausible mechanism grounded in precedent, often with its core levers well evidenced (how attention works, what engagement optimisation did on social media), rather than on proof that the harm is already here. We say which kind of claim each is.


1.1 Why are a technology’s impacts so hard to foresee?

Like a species released into an ecosystem, a technology interacts with everything around it, and by the time harms are clear it is entrenched (the Collingridge dilemma).2

In 1935 cane toads were released in Australia to control a beetle in the sugar cane. They failed to control it, and now poison native predators across more than 500,000 square kilometres; an early ban on releases was reversed under pressure. A technology behaves the same way. It interacts with everything around it, and its largest effects come from those interactions.

The technology-policy scholar David Collingridge named the trap in 1980. While a technology is young it is easy to change, but its impacts cannot yet be seen; once they are clear, it is entrenched in infrastructure, industry and habit. Leaded petrol is the classic case. Added in the 1920s to stop engines knocking, it was phased out worldwide only in 2021, and by one estimate it exposed over 170 million living Americans to high lead levels in childhood, at a cost of 824 million IQ points. Boosterism makes the trap worse. It pictures the dramatic upside, the flying car, and misses the slow, second-order effects.



1.2 What does social media teach us?

Social media is the warning: a technology few objected to became engagement-optimised feeds with surprising, disputed and entrenched effects; AI repeats the pattern faster and more intimately, because it talks back.3

Who would object to helping people connect and share? Yet the feeds that grew from that aim were optimised for engagement, and their effects on attention, polarisation and possibly teenage mental health surprised even their makers. In 2023 the US Surgeon General found enough evidence of risk to young people to act, though not proof of harm, and named engagement-maximising design as a concern. A review of about 500 studies found digital media use associated with more polarisation, populism and distrust, as well as more participation and knowledge, though most of that evidence is correlational, and a large field experiment found that cutting like-minded content on Facebook did not measurably reduce polarisation. The teenage mental-health debate is still open, and policy has moved ahead of proof, as with Australia’s ban on social media for under-16s in December 2025.

What carries over is the mechanism. A system optimised for a measurable proxy, engagement, learns to favour whatever holds attention, and reshapes a society’s information diet and incentives without anyone intending it. By the time we argued about the effects, the feeds were entrenched. AI assistants and companions take the same mechanism further, because they are personalised, conversational and relational. If we wait for proof again, we will act too late; acting early means slowing down enough to think.




2. What are the main benefits and harms?

AI’s benefits are real but conditional (earlier diagnosis, faster science, tutoring, expertise for the many), and its harms are quiet, cumulative and fall hardest on those least able to choose well.4


2.1 What are the potential benefits?

The potential benefits are large and concrete: earlier diagnosis, faster science, a tutor for every child where teachers guide it, expert advice for the many, translation and accessibility, and a lift for novices at work.5

AI reads mammograms and other scans alongside doctors, catching cancers earlier. It has transformed parts of science: AlphaFold’s predicted protein structures are used by over three million researchers, and AI is speeding drug discovery. A patient tutor that explains anything, at any hour, could reach every child, and where teachers guide it, it already lifts learning. People who could never afford a lawyer, a doctor’s time or a financial adviser could get competent first advice, though section 2.3 shows that advice alone is not yet enough. Translation and accessibility tools open the world to people who were shut out of it by language, sight or hearing. And at work, AI lifts novices most, closing part of the gap between new and experienced staff. Debunking is a benefit too: dialogue with an AI durably reduced belief in conspiracy theories.

Nearly every capability also appears among the harms. A system that can explain anything can be a patient tutor or a way to avoid learning; one that listens without tiring can comfort a lonely person or replace the friends they might have made. In In Tech We Trust we describe technology moving from servant to master, from a tool we pick up for our purposes to a force that shapes what we want. Which way AI goes depends largely on whether it serves inside a human practice or institution, or is designed to master behaviour for engagement.



2.2 What are the potential harms?

The potential harms are pervasive: outsourced thinking, flattery and simulated intimacy, children formed by companions, thinner entry-level work, a degraded information commons and concentrated power.6

Thinking handed over brings deskilling and automation bias, the habit of following confident machine output. Flattery and simulated intimacy threaten to turn the attention economy into an attachment economy, in the Center for Humane Technology’s phrase. Children are growing up with companions that, by design, have no stake in who they become. At work, AI intensifies effort and thins the entry-level jobs where people learn a trade. The information commons is flooded with synthetic content and starved of the revenue that sustains it. And power concentrates in a few firms and two countries. Section 2.3 gives the evidence for each, and section 4 develops the harms to societies.



2.3 What is actually happening?

Benefits are proven where a human institution wraps the AI (a screening programme, a teacher-guided tutor) and fade where individuals use it alone;7 harms are emerging as consistent patterns, though causal proof mostly lags.8

The benefits hold up best inside institutions. In a Swedish trial of about 106,000 women (reported in the press; final results are due), AI-supported breast screening found 29% more cancers and cut radiologists’ reading workload by 44%. In Nigeria, six weeks of after-school tutoring with GPT-4, guided by teachers, raised learning by 0.31 standard deviations, a large gain for so short a programme. In a support centre, AI raised the output of new staff by about a third, against 14% on average. A tutoring assistant helped weaker human tutors most. Where people use AI alone, the gains fade. In an Oxford trial, members of the public who used chatbots to decide what to do about medical scenarios did no better than those who did not, though the chatbots alone usually identified the condition. An AI business mentor for Kenyan entrepreneurs had no effect on average: it helped strong firms and hurt weak ones, who chose worse advice to follow.

The harms show up as consistent patterns. Only about 3% of Claude’s conversations are emotional, but one American adult in ten, and one in five under 30, uses chatbots for emotional support. In a four-week trial by OpenAI and MIT, and, according to press reports, a year-long panel of over 2,000 adults and a study of Character.AI users, heavy, self-chosen companionship use went with more loneliness and less human contact. These are associations with a plausible mechanism, displacement, and lonely people also turn to chatbots more. The comfort is real in the short term. One conversation with a companion eased loneliness about as much as talking to a person, and a clinician-supervised therapy chatbot sharply reduced symptoms of depression.

Flattery, which researchers call sycophancy, is the clearest link from design to harm. Chatbots are trained partly on people’s ratings, and people rate being agreed with highly. In experiments published in Science in 2026, eleven leading models endorsed users’ actions about 50% more often than people did, including harmful ones. A single flattering exchange made participants less willing to repair a quarrel, and they rated the flattering system higher and trusted it more. The market can reward the very thing that harms us; in April 2025 OpenAI withdrew a ChatGPT update that had become too flattering.

For children, the worst harms so far are grave individual cases. In January 2026 Character.AI and Google agreed to settle five family lawsuits, and Reuters reported in 2025 that Meta’s internal rules allowed its chatbots “romantic or sensual” conversations with children. Companies and lawmakers have begun to respond. Character.AI ended open-ended chat for under-18s in November 2025, and in September 2026 California required companion apps to set one-hour session defaults and never to claim romance or feelings to a minor. The evidence on work and information is set out in section 4.



2.4 Which few matter most?

For individuals, three impacts matter most: outsourced thinking, flattering companionship, and children growing up with both; for societies, the information commons, work, and the power of states and firms.9

We chose these on five tests: depth, scale, novelty, whether the traditions have distinctive insight, and fit with this question. Outsourced thinking comes first. AI is the first general-purpose substitute for thinking, used by a tenth of humanity, and the capacity it erodes is the precondition for every other choice: choice is of little use without the capacity to choose well. Flattering companionship is where businesses that profit from our time begin to profit from our attachment, and where the traditions speak most directly. Children are where both meet people still being formed, slowly and through relationship, and where harms are least reversible. For societies, the information commons, work, and the power of states and firms over citizens matter most, and section 4 takes them up.




3. Does AI strengthen or weaken our own agency and judgment?

AI can strengthen our own agency and judgment, but its default pull is to weaken them,10 because it removes the effort through which those capacities are built and kept. What decides the outcome is how AI is used, and product defaults and market incentives push towards the eroding use.


3.1 What do we mean by agency and judgment?

Agency and judgment are capacities that grow or wither with use.11

Agency is the capacity to act from reasons you endorse; judgment is the practical skill of weighing what matters in a particular case, Aristotle’s practical wisdom. Psychologists treat autonomy as a basic need and find that confidence in our own abilities grows through mastery. In Wisdom and Wanting What’s Good we describe wisdom as three interwoven capacities: seeing what matters, seeing what is so and what would work, and the will to act on it. AI can help with the second. It has little to offer the first and third, and a flattering system weakens them. A useful test of any reliance on AI is whether we would endorse it on reflection, and whether it keeps the capacities we value.



3.2 How could AI strengthen or weaken them?

AI helps when it scaffolds,12 and harms when it skips the struggle, invites blind trust,13 flatters or persuades.14

AI strengthens judgment when it acts as a scaffold: a tutor that asks rather than tells, a second opinion that catches what we missed, expertise that widens our real choices. A Socratic AI tutor at Harvard beat active-learning classes, and conversations with GPT-4 durably cut belief in conspiracy theories by about a fifth. A reliable, transparent tool can become part of good thinking, as a notebook or a map does.

It weakens judgment in four ways. It lets us skip the struggle through which skill is built: learners with answer-giving AI skip the monitoring and checking that learning needs, and knowledge workers who trust AI more report thinking less critically. It invites automation bias, the habit of following confident machine output, to which experts are prone too. It flatters, eroding the self-questioning that judgment depends on. And it persuades and homogenises. In a study of nearly 77,000 people, chatbots persuaded at or above human level, and the techniques that made them more persuasive made them less accurate. Writers given AI suggestions wrote stories judged better individually and about 10% more alike collectively, which narrows the diversity of ideas a society draws on.



3.3 What is the evidence?

How AI is used decides the outcome: answer-giving AI weakens learning, tutoring AI strengthens it.15

The best evidence comes from randomised trials. In Turkey, about a thousand secondary-school students practising maths were given ordinary GPT-4, a version designed to tutor without giving answers, or nothing. The ordinary version raised their practice scores by 48%, and in the exam without AI they then scored 17% lower than the group that had nothing. The tutoring version avoided the harm. Anthropic ran a similar trial of its own product with 52 programmers and published the result: those learning a new coding tool with AI scored 50% on a later test of understanding, against 67% without, with no significant time saved. Those who handed the work to the AI scored under 40%; those who used it to ask conceptual questions scored 65% or more. Well-designed tutors with teachers involved produce real gains, at Harvard and in Nigeria.

Expert skills can erode too, though the evidence is thinner. In an observational study, after doctors in four Polish clinics began using AI to spot polyps during colonoscopy, their detection rate when working without it fell from 28% to 22%. Experienced radiologists shown deliberately wrong AI suggestions fell from 82% to 46% accuracy. The brain-scan evidence is weaker than the headlines: a much-reported MIT study had 18 people in its key session, has not been peer reviewed and has been formally critiqued. The cleanest analogy is satellite navigation, whose heavy users show weaker spatial memory. We are also poor judges of what we hand over: experienced software developers in one trial were 19% slower with AI while believing they were 20% faster.

The short trials agree that what we let AI do for us, we become less able to do ourselves. Long-term causal studies of adult reasoning do not yet exist.



3.4 What could we do about it, and how?

Make effortful use the default, not an opt-in, and back it with rules: learning modes on by default, mandated unassisted practice, and independent evaluation.16

The how is mostly defaults and mandates, because exhortation loses to markets that reward the eroding pattern. Products should put learners into learning modes by default, where today OpenAI’s and Anthropic’s are one click away; they should add friction such as “show your reasoning first”, show their uncertainty, and train out flattery. Schools and professions should protect unassisted practice and assessment, through oral exams and work done in class, and borrow aviation’s practice of keeping pilots flying by hand. Regulators should fund independent long-run evaluation, since most evidence is short-term or produced by the companies; Anthropic’s coding study is a creditable exception. And each of us can do the thinking we want to keep first, use AI to question it, and notice when a felt speed-up outruns the real one.




4. Does AI strengthen or weaken our societies, and how?

AI strengthens institutions where accountable human practice wraps it, and weakens them where it concentrates control or floods shared spaces; the danger is a slow erosion of the conditions for self-government.17

The personal effects above have social counterparts. A society, too, can lose the capacities it does not use: a shared basis for debate, accountable government, work that forms people, institutions that make and keep knowledge. Much of this section rests on mechanism and precedent more than on observed harm, for the reasons given in section 1. Civilisation-scale shifts of power, and permanent lock-in, belong to the essay on risk and pace; here the subject is how institutions work today.


4.1 Democracy and public discourse

AI has not yet swung elections, but it is eroding the shared basis of debate.18

Researchers at the Alan Turing Institute found no measurable effect of AI on the results of the 2024 UK and EU elections; the main harm was an “erosion of confidence in what is real”. The slower damage is to the commons that debate draws on. About half of new English-language web articles are now mainly AI-generated, by one detector-based estimate. With an AI summary at the top of a search, people click a result in 8% of visits against 15% without, and, by industry data, Google referrals to publishers fell about 40% in a year. When asked about the news, chatbots misrepresented it in 45% of answers. And persuasion at scale is now cheap: conversational AI persuades at or above human level. The same power can strengthen debate: dialogue with AI durably reduced belief in conspiracy theories. The mechanism is social media’s, intensified: engagement-optimised, personalised and now conversational.



4.2 Governance and the power of the state

AI makes surveillance and administrative control cheap, shifting power from citizens to states, most of all in authoritarian ones, while it can also improve public services.19

This is largely a mechanism claim. AI makes it cheap to watch, score and act on whole populations, so whoever controls the system gains capacity, and when the system is wrong the error falls at scale on the people least able to contest it. The precedents are already here. By 2019 at least 75 of 176 countries used AI surveillance, including half of the advanced democracies, with Chinese firms as major suppliers. Automated scoring has gone wrong at scale in democracies too. In the Netherlands a risk-scoring algorithm that used nationality wrongly treated tens of thousands of families as fraudsters, and the government resigned. Australia’s Robodebt scheme, simpler automation than today’s AI, raised about A$1.73 billion in unlawful debts against more than 400,000 people. The upside is real: in a UK trial, 20,000 civil servants reported saving 26 minutes a day.



4.3 Work and the economy

There is no mass unemployment yet, but entry-level hiring has thinned, work has intensified and is monitored, and gains flow to capital.20

Unemployment in the US shows no clear AI signal, and in support work AI lifted novices by about a third, narrowing the gap with experienced staff. But employment of 22- to 25-year-olds in the jobs most exposed to AI is about 19% below trend, mostly through reduced hiring; the researchers stress this is a pattern rather than proof of cause. An eight-month study inside one technology company found that staff using AI took on more, worked faster and prompted through their breaks, all voluntarily, and Danish payroll data show time saved being absorbed by new tasks. Nine in ten US firms use algorithmic management. The mechanism for who gains is ownership: the largest cloud firms are spending about $700 billion on AI infrastructure in 2026, and the US and China hold about 90% of GPU cluster capacity. Work forms people as well as paying them, which is why thinning the jobs where people learn a trade matters beyond the numbers.



4.4 Education and the institutions of knowledge

Assessment is collapsing faster than teaching adapts, and the institutions that make knowledge are losing revenue and trust.21

Teacher-guided AI tutoring, as in Nigeria and at Harvard, shows what AI can do for teaching. But over half of American teenagers use chatbots for schoolwork, and 59% say AI cheating is common at their school; proven AI-cheating cases at UK universities, per student, tripled in a year, according to press reports. Homework and the take-home essay no longer show what a student can do alone. The institutions that make and keep knowledge, publishers, reference works and universities, are losing the readers and revenue that sustain them as AI answers questions itself. The mechanism is that AI is trained on the knowledge commons while drawing away the readers and money that renew it; the loss of trust is, so far, a mechanism claim rather than a measured one.



4.5 Security and the military

AI is entering targeting, cyber operations and surveillance faster than norms are agreed.22

Reporting on Israel’s “Lavender” system describes AI generating tens of thousands of targets in Gaza with about 20 seconds of human review each; the Israel Defense Forces dispute this account. Rules lag behind. A UN General Assembly resolution on lethal autonomous weapons passed 164 to 6 in December 2025 but no longer calls for negotiations, and the expert group under the Convention on Certain Conventional Weapons produced a non-binding report in September 2026, leaving any mandate to negotiate to a review conference in November. Spending races ahead: the Pentagon requested about $13.4 billion for AI and autonomy for 2026, its first dedicated budget line. The mechanism is that AI compresses the time from sensing to striking and multiplies the targets that can be processed, so human judgment slides from deciding to approving. Catastrophic misuse is the subject of the essay on risk and pace; the everyday militarisation of AI, and its spillover into policing, belongs here.




5. What do wisdom traditions offer?

Wisdom traditions offer a practical discipline of consumption, speech and community for the person, interbeing, right livelihood and sangha for the society, and the humility a technology with emergent effects demands.23 Buddhism and Catholic teaching now converge on much of it.


5.1 Which traditions?

Plum Village Buddhism leads, with Catholic teaching and the Sabbath as companions.24

We come to this from the Plum Village tradition of Thich Nhat Hanh (Thay, “teacher”, to his students), whose mindfulness trainings already speak to our use of technology; why these traditions, and how to settle disagreements between them, is taken up in the essay on alignment. Pope Leo XIV’s encyclical Magnifica Humanitas (May 2026) is the most explicit statement of any tradition on AI in everyday life. Plum Village, by contrast, has said almost nothing in public about AI: we found no talk by its monastics in 2025–26 centred on it. That is a gap a monastic voice could fill, so what follows applies the tradition’s practices rather than reporting a community position.



5.2 Which Buddhist teachings, and what does each say?

Six Buddhist teachings each make a practical point: mindful consumption, loving speech, spiritual friendship and sangha, stopping, right livelihood and interbeing.25

Mindful consumption. The Buddha taught four kinds of nutriment: edible food, sense impressions, volition and consciousness. All we take in feeds us, watering some seeds in us and not others. The Fifth Mindfulness Training commits practitioners to consume in a way that “preserves peace, joy, and well-being”, names websites and electronic games among possible toxins, and warns against consuming to cover loneliness or pain. AI is a sense impression that also trains volition, our deepest wanting, so the question for every use is what it is feeding.

Loving speech and deep listening. The Fourth Training opens “Knowing that words can create happiness or suffering” and commits “not to spread news that I do not know to be certain”. Speech should be truthful and caring. Loving speech and flattery can sound alike; underneath they are opposites, since flattery tells us only what we want to hear.

Spiritual friendship and sangha. When Ananda suggested that good friendship was half of the holy life, the Buddha corrected him: it is “the whole of the holy life”. A good friend (kalyanamitta) steadies and corrects us, the inverse of a companion designed to keep us engaged. Thay is often quoted as saying the next Buddha may take the form of a community. AI can serve as a skilful means, as a bell or a book can; it cannot be a spiritual friend.

Stopping. “The horse is technology. It carries us and we cannot control it,” Thay said in 2013. The practice is stopping: the mindfulness bell that calls us back to ourselves, telephone meditation (three breaths before answering), the weekly Lazy Day with no schedule. In 2013 Thay suggested that phones could ring a mindfulness bell; an engineer objected that it would impose on people. In Tech We Trust uses the exchange for its central point: choice is of little use without the capacity to choose well.

Right livelihood. “Right livelihood has ceased to be a purely personal matter. It is our collective karma,” Thay wrote, as quoted by Plum Village. What we build, and how we work, is shared.

Interbeing. Nothing exists by itself alone. A technology’s effects pass through everyone it touches, users and non-users alike. This is the Buddhist form of section 1’s ecosystem point, and the ground for treating AI’s effects on society as everyone’s concern.



5.3 What do other traditions say?

Catholic teaching reaches similar practical judgments,26 and the Sabbath shows how to stop together.27

Magnifica Humanitas applies to AI what the Fifth Training says of media in general. Platforms are “designed to capture users’ time and attention” (¶170). Simulated words “do not build genuine relationships, but only their appearance”, and users may “lose the very desire to form genuine human connections” (¶100). “Schools are not called to follow the pace of the digital world” (¶147), and should teach when AI ought not to be used (¶140). It affirms “the primacy of human labor” (¶30) and calls truth “a common good and not the property of those with power” (¶137). An earlier Vatican note, Antiqua et nova (2025), adds that a teacher’s presence creates a relationship AI cannot replicate, and that AI can “paradoxically deskill workers”.

Judaism offers a collective practice of stopping. Abraham Joshua Heschel called the Sabbath “a palace in time”, and some families now keep a weekly “tech Shabbat” free of screens. A shared day of rest means nobody has to resist alone.



5.4 How do these teachings apply?

Each teaching gives a test and a practice: for our own thinking, our relationships, children, society and institutions, and how we adopt new technology.28 The tests are our synthesis; no source states them as such.

Our own thinking. Test: does this use deepen my own seeing, or replace it? Practice: stop before reaching for the answer, look at the problem myself, then use AI to question my work. Plum Village teaches that insight comes through practice, “not from the accumulation of intellectual knowledge”, and the Turkish and Anthropic trials show a humbler version of the same truth.

Relationships. Test: does this companion steady me and lead me back to people, or keep me returning? Practice: choose real community over a better simulation. The four nutriments ask what a companion is feeding, a real need met or a loneliness covered over. Loving speech gives labs a standard: truthful, caring, and sometimes disagreeing.

Children and education. Test: what seeds are we watering? Practice: put the adults’ own practice and presence first. What children repeatedly practise and receive, mostly through relationship, is who they become. Plum Village’s work in schools, set out in Happy Teachers Change the World, starts from the teacher’s own practice, as Magnifica Humanitas and Antiqua et nova do. Schools should form the adults and protect slow, unassisted, relational learning more than teach about tools.

Society and institutions. Test: what does this water at scale, and who bears it? Practice: right livelihood for the people who build and deploy AI, and sangha as the civic form of refuge. Right livelihood applies to engagement products, AI-intensified work and surveillance alike. Interbeing makes the information commons and democratic debate shared goods, which no one can protect by private choice.

Adopting new technology. Test: have we looked deeply enough to see its emergent effects? Practice: stop before adopting, and adopt slowly enough to notice. This is the traditions’ answer to section 1. Emergent effects reward humility and patience, the opposite of boosterism, and social media showed the cost of adopting first and looking later. The stopping that the essay on risk and pace asks of the frontier, this essay asks of everyday adoption.




6. So: how should we integrate AI into our lives and societies?

Integrate AI slowly and deliberately: adopt it where a human practice or institution can wrap it, protect what it could erode, and decide before the horse has bolted rather than regulate after.29 This answer is provisional, and will be sharpened as the newer parts of this inquiry, on framing and on society, are researched further.

Individuals should consume AI mindfully and keep the thinking and relationships they value.30 Ask of each use what it is feeding. Draft first, then ask the AI to question you. Treat a chatbot that always agrees with you as a warning, and the urge to turn to a companion when lonely as a bell, a reminder to call someone. Keep times without AI, a Lazy Day or the first hour of each morning, and at work agree when to stop.

Families and schools should delay companions, use AI only as a tutor and put adult presence first.31 No open-ended AI companions for children, and supervised, time-limited use for teenagers; Common Sense Media recommends no companion use under 18. In school, AI belongs in teacher-guided designs that tutor rather than answer, which is where the trials show gains, and assessment should move towards work done in class and spoken aloud, with teaching about when not to use AI. Blunt bans have shown weak measured effects, as with phone policies in English schools, and well-designed AI, unlike social media, has proven educational benefits, so the weight belongs on design and on what adults model at home.

Labs should optimise for wellbeing over engagement and treat sycophancy as a safety failure.32 They should measure and publish their products’ long-run effects on wellbeing and on users’ own abilities, alongside retention; make learning modes the default for the young; never claim feelings, romance or sentience to a minor; design companions that point people back to other people; and build in bells, such as break prompts and session limits, as California now requires. For Anthropic, the Fourth Training is close to a ready specification for how Claude should speak: truthful, kind and willing to disagree.

Society should regulate where markets reward dependence, protect the information commons and democratic debate, limit state surveillance, and assess new uses before harm.33 Concretely:


	Companions and minors: age assurance, no romantic or sentience claims, default time limits, crisis protocols and no fostering of emotional reliance, following California’s laws, the EU AI Act’s ban on exploiting age-related vulnerability and the proposed EU KIDS Act.

	Engagement and flattery: treated as consumer-protection issues, with independent audits.

	Evaluation: public funding for long-run independent studies of learning, judgment, loneliness and children.

	Work: protect entry-level routes such as apprenticeships and graduate schemes, give workers a voice over algorithmic management, and track intensification as closely as job loss.

	The information commons: sustain human-made knowledge (publishers, reference works, local news), require provenance for synthetic media, and enforce against non-consensual deepfakes.

	Democracy and the state: disclosure for political AI content; AI surveillance and automated decisions about citizens limited to what is necessary, transparent and contestable; and human accountability for public-service decisions.

	Assess before deploying: for high-impact uses (children, public services, policing), impact assessment before roll-out, the lesson of social media.

	Power: everyday concentration of compute, data and workplace control needs ordinary competition and labour policy; the civilisational questions belong to the essay on risk and pace.

	Invest in people: teachers, carers, community spaces, and contemplative and civic practice, since AI works best wrapped in institutions and relationships.



The engineer worried that a mindfulness bell would impose on people. Every AI product already imposes, through its defaults, which nudge us all day towards one use or another, and every institution that adopts AI sets defaults for millions. The question is which way they nudge, towards dependence or towards the capacity to choose well.



Sources


	Abraham Joshua Heschel, The Sabbath (“a palace in time”). 1951. [expert opinion] https://hebrewcollege.edu/wp-content/uploads/2025/12/A-Palace-in-Time_-Heschels-Sabbath.docx.pdf

	Alan Turing Institute CETaS on AI in the 2024 UK and EU elections (via IET). 2024. [independent (via reported)] https://engx.theiet.org/b/articles/posts/researchers-find-no-evidence-that-ai-generated-content-impacted-recent-european-elections

	Amnesty International, Xenophobic Machines (Dutch childcare benefits scandal). 2021-10. https://www.amnesty.org/en/documents/eur35/4686/2021/en/

	Anthropic, “How people use Claude for support, advice, and companionship”. 2025-06. [company figure] https://www.anthropic.com/news/how-people-use-claude-for-support-advice-and-companionship

	Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics VI, phronesis. ancient.

	Australia eSafety, under-16 social media ban: accounts restricted and three-month survey (via Al Jazeera). ban 2025-12-10; survey 2026. [independent (via reported)] https://esafety.gov.au/newsroom/media-releases/platforms-restrict-access-to-47-million-under-16-accounts-across-australia https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2026/8/3/australias-under-16-social-media-ban-failing-study-shows-what-it-means

	Bastani et al., “Generative AI without guardrails can harm learning”, PNAS 122(26). 2025-06. https://knowledge.wharton.upenn.edu/article/without-guardrails-generative-ai-can-harm-education/ https://ideas.repec.org/a/nas/journl/v122y2025pe2422633122.html

	Brynjolfsson, Li and Raymond, “Generative AI at Work”, NBER w31161 (5,179 support agents). 2023 (revised 2026; QJE). https://www.nber.org/papers/w31161

	Budzyń et al. (ACCEPT), endoscopist deskilling after AI exposure, Lancet Gastroenterol Hepatol. 2025. [independent (observational)] https://wrap.warwick.ac.uk/id/eprint/191005

	California SB 1119, “Adam’s Law” (ZwillGen analysis). signed 2026-09-10. [primary text (via analysis)] https://www.zwillgen.com/artificial-intelligence/adams-law-california-raises-the-bar-for-child-chatbot-protections/

	California SB 243, companion chatbots (Jones Walker analysis). signed 2025-10-13; effective 2026-01-01. [primary text (via analysis)] https://www.joneswalker.com/en/insights/blogs/ai-law-blog/ai-regulatory-update-californias-sb-243-mandates-companion-ai-safety-and-accoun.html

	Character.AI and Google settle five family suits (Fortune; Jurist; Bloomberg Law). 2026-01-07/08. [reported] https://fortune.com/2026/01/08/google-character-ai-settle-lawsuits-teenage-child-suicides-chatbots https://www.jurist.org/news/2026/01/google-and-character-ai-agree-to-settle-lawsuit-linked-to-teen-suicide

	Character.AI ends open-ended chat for under-18s (TechCrunch; Fortune). announced 2025-10-29; effective 2025-11-25. [reported] https://techcrunch.com/2025/10/29/character-ai-is-killing-the-chatbot-experience-for-minors/

	Chartbeat publisher referral data (via Relevant Audience; Nieman Lab). 2026 (Jul 2025–Jul 2026). [reported] https://www.relevantaudience.com/seo/chartbeat-google-search-publisher-traffic-down-40-percent/ https://niemanlab.org/2026/03/ai-sources-like-chatgpt-account-for-less-than-1-of-publishers-pageviews-chartbeat-says

	Chatterji et al., “How People Use ChatGPT”, NBER w34255 (OpenAI-authored). 2025-09 (data to 2025-07). [company figure] https://www.nber.org/papers/w34255

	Cheng, Lee, Khadpe, Yu, Han and Jurafsky, sycophantic AI and prosocial intentions, Science 391. 2026-03 (preprint 2025-10). https://news.stanford.edu/stories/2026/03/ai-advice-sycophantic-models-research https://arxiv.org/abs/2510.01395

	Clark and Chalmers, “The Extended Mind”, Analysis. 1998. [expert opinion]

	CNBC, hyperscaler capex after Alphabet report. 2026-07-28. [reported] https://www.cnbc.com/2026/07/28/hyperscalers-face-higher-capex-scrutiny-after-alphabet-report-panned.html

	Common Sense Media, “Talk, Trust, and Trade-Offs” (teens and AI companions, n=1,060). fieldwork spring 2025; published 2025-07-16. [survey] https://www.commonsensemedia.org/research/talk-trust-and-trade-offs-how-and-why-teens-use-ai-companions

	Costello, Pennycook and Rand, “Durably reducing conspiracy beliefs through dialogues with AI”, Science. 2024-09. https://news.cornell.edu/node/329310

	Dahmani and Bohbot, GPS use and spatial memory, Scientific Reports 10:6310. 2020. https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC7156656/

	David Collingridge, The Social Control of Technology. 1980. https://archive.org/details/socialcontroloft0000coll

	De Freitas et al., “AI Companions Reduce Loneliness”, Journal of Consumer Research. preprint 2024-07; journal 2026. https://arxiv.org/abs/2407.19096

	De Simone et al. (World Bank), teacher-guided GPT-4 tutoring RCT, Edo State, Nigeria. 2025-05 (working paper). https://blogs.worldbank.org/en/education/From-chalkboards-to-chatbots-Transforming-learning-in-Nigeria

	DefenseScoop, Pentagon FY2026 budget request for AI and autonomy. 2025-06. [reported (official request)] https://defensescoop.com/?p=115011

	Dicastery for the Doctrine of the Faith, Antiqua et nova. 2025-01-28. https://www.vatican.va/roman_curia/congregations/cfaith/documents/rc_ddf_doc_20250128_antiqua-et-nova_en.html

	Doshi and Hauser, generative AI and story creativity, Science Advances 10. 2024-07. https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC11244532

	Dratsch et al., automation bias in mammography, Radiology (via RSNA). 2023-05. https://www.rsna.org/news/2023/may/ai-bias-may-impair-accuracy

	EBU and BBC, news integrity in AI assistants (3,000+ responses, 18 countries). 2025-10. [independent (via reported)] https://www.infodocket.com/2025/10/22/bbc-largest-study-of-its-kind-shows-ai-assistants-misrepresent-news-content-45-of-the-time-regardless-of-language-or-territory/

	EU AI Act Art. 5 ban on exploiting age-related vulnerability (5Rights); proposed EU KIDS Act (Latham & Watkins). Art. 5 in force 2025-02-02; KIDS Act proposed 2026-09-17. [primary text (via analysis)] https://5rightsfoundation.com/ai-systems-that-exploit-the-vulnerabilities-of-children-are-now-illegal-in-the-eu/ https://www.lw.com/en/insights/eu-kids-act-eu-commission-publishes-proposal-on-child-protection-online

	FAA (2013) and flight-deck automation research on degraded manual flying. 2013. [independent (unchecked)]

	Fan et al., “metacognitive laziness”, BJET (n=117, randomised). 2024-12. https://arxiv.org/abs/2412.09315

	Folk and Dunn, Psychological Science, 12-month panel (n=2,149). 2026. [independent (via reported)] https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/09567976261427747 https://www.psypost.org/turning-to-chatbots-when-lonely-may-exacerbate-feelings-of-loneliness-study-finds/

	France Diplomatie, CCW Group of Governmental Experts on LAWS, September 2026 session. 2026-09. https://www.diplomatie.gouv.fr/en/presse-et-ressources/decouvrir-et-informer/actualites/organisations-internationales-reunion-du-groupe-d-experts-gouvernementaux-sur-les-systemes-d-armes

	Goodyear et al., SMART Schools (30 English schools, n=1,227), Lancet Regional Health Europe. 2025-02. https://research.birmingham.ac.uk/en/publications/school-phone-policies-and-their-association-with-mental-wellbeing/

	Google DeepMind, “AlphaFold: five years of impact”. 2025-11. [company figure] https://deepmind.google/blog/alphafold-five-years-of-impact/

	Graphite analysis of AI-generated web articles (via Axios). 2026-05-15 (data to 2026-03). [reported (detector-based)] https://axios.com/2026/05/15/human-vs-ai-written-articles

	Guardian FOI on proven AI cheating at UK universities. 2025-06-15 (data 2023–24). [reported] https://www.theguardian.com/education/2025/jun/15/thousands-of-uk-university-students-caught-cheating-using-ai-artificial-intelligence-survey

	Hackenburg et al., “The levers of political persuasion with conversational AI”, Science 390 (n=76,977). 2025-12. https://www.oii.ox.ac.uk/oxford-researchers-reveal-how-conversational-ai-can-change-political-opinions/

	Heinz, Jacobson et al., Therabot RCT, NEJM AI (via 2 Minute Medicine). 2025-03. [independent (via reported)] https://2minutemedicine.com/artificial-intelligence-ai-chatbot-reduced-depression-anxiety-and-eating-disorder-risk-symptoms/

	Humlum and Vestergaard, Danish administrative data on chatbots, earnings and hours (via FlowingData). 2025-05. [independent (via reported)] https://flowingdata.com/2025/05/09/time-saved-with-ai-creates-more-work-elsewhere/

	Kestin et al., AI tutor vs active learning (Harvard physics, n=194), Scientific Reports 15. 2025-06. https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC12179260/

	Kosmyna et al. (MIT Media Lab), “Your Brain on ChatGPT” (preprint, n=54). 2025-06. [independent (unreviewed preprint)] https://arxiv.org/abs/2506.08872

	Lee et al. (Microsoft Research and CMU), GenAI and critical thinking, CHI 2025 (319 knowledge workers). 2025. [survey (AI vendor’s research lab)] https://advait.org/files/lee_2025_ai_critical_thinking_survey.pdf

	Life Itself, “Dimensions of wisdom” (valueception). undated. [expert opinion (our own)]

	Lorenz-Spreen, Oswald, Lewandowsky and Hertwig, systematic review of digital media and democracy, Nature Human Behaviour. 2023. https://www.nature.com/articles/s41562-022-01460-1

	MASAI mammography RCT (Sweden, about 106,000 women), Lancet Digital Health 2025; final results 2026 (via ecancer). 2025; final 2026. [independent (via reported)] https://ecancer.org/en/news/27721-ai-supported-mammography-screening-results-in-fewer-aggressive-and-advanced-breast-cancers-finds-full-results-from-first-randomised-controlled-trial

	McFarland, Hauer and Reuben, “Half of US population exposed to adverse lead levels in early childhood”, PNAS 119(11). 2022-03. https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.2118631119

	METR, RCT of experienced open-source developers using AI (via ScienceBlog). 2025-07. [independent (via reported)] https://scienceblog.com/t-a-randomized-trial-by-metr-found-that-experienced-developers-completed-real-coding-tasks-19-slower-when-allowed-to-use-ai-tools-yet-afterwards-they-estimated-on-average-that-ai-had-made-them-20-fast/

	National Museum of Australia, “Introduction of cane toads”. undated (event 1935). [expert opinion] https://nma.gov.au/defining-moments/resources/introduction-of-cane-toads

	Nyhan, Settle, Guess et al., “Like-minded sources on Facebook are prevalent but not polarizing”, Nature. 2023-07. [independent (with Meta’s cooperation)] https://www.nature.com/articles/s41586-023-06297-w

	OECD, “Algorithmic management in the workplace” (6,000+ firms). 2025-02. https://oecd.ai/en/ai-publications/algorithmic-management-in-the-workplace

	OpenAI “Study mode” and Anthropic “Learning mode” (TechCrunch). 2025-04 (Anthropic); 2025-07-29 (OpenAI). [reported] https://techcrunch.com/2025/07/29/openai-launches-study-mode-in-chatgpt

	OpenAI and MIT Media Lab, affective use study and 28-day RCT (n=981). 2025-03. [company figure / independent (joint)] https://cdn.openai.com/papers/15987609-5f71-433c-9972-e91131f399a1/openai-affective-use-study.pdf https://arxiv.org/abs/2503.17473

	OpenAI rolls back sycophantic GPT-4o update (TechCrunch). 2025-04-29. [reported (company statement)] https://techcrunch.com/2025/04/29/openai-explains-why-chatgpt-became-too-sycophantic

	Otis et al., GPT-4 mentor RCT for Kenyan entrepreneurs (640 firms), Management Science. c. 2024–25 (date not in notes). [independent (via reported)] https://pubsonline.informs.org/doi/10.1287/mnsc.2024.06909

	Oxford RCT on public use of chatbots for medical decisions (n=1,298), Nature Medicine. 2026-02-10. https://www.ox.ac.uk/news/2026-02-10-new-study-warns-risks-ai-chatbots-giving-medical-advice

	Pew Research Center, “How Teens Use and View AI” (n=1,458). fieldwork 2025-09/10; published 2026-02-24. [survey] https://www.pewresearch.org/internet/2026/02/24/how-teens-use-and-view-ai/

	Pew Research Center, chatbots for emotional support among US adults (n=5,119). 2026-02. [survey] https://www.pewresearch.org/chart/1-in-5-adults-under-30-say-they-get-emotional-support-from-chatbots-higher-than-for-older-adults/

	Pew Research Center, Google users less likely to click links with an AI summary. data 2025-03; published 2025-07-22. https://www.pewresearch.org/short-reads/2025/07/22/google-users-are-less-likely-to-click-on-links-when-an-ai-summary-appears-in-the-results/

	Plum Village, “Discourse on the Four Kinds of Nutriments”. current text. https://plumvillage.org/sutra/discourse-on-the-four-kinds-of-nutriments/

	Plum Village, the Five and the Fourteen Mindfulness Trainings. current text. https://plumvillage.org/mindfulness/the-5-mindfulness-trainings https://plumvillage.org/mindfulness/the-14-mindfulness-trainings

	Pollock, Bell and Barbier, In Tech We Trust (ITWT). 2026. [expert opinion (our own)] https://secondrenaissance.net/papers/tech

	Pope Leo XIV, Magnifica Humanitas. 2026-05-15. https://www.vatican.va/content/leo-xiv/en/encyclicals/documents/20260515-magnifica-humanitas.html

	Ranganathan and Ye, “AI Doesn’t Reduce Work, It Intensifies It”, HBR. 2026-02. https://hbr.org/2026/02/ai-doesnt-reduce-work-it-intensifies-it

	Report of the Royal Commission into the Robodebt Scheme (Australia). 2023-07. [primary text (URL unverified)] https://robodebt.royalcommission.gov.au/publications/report

	Reuters on Meta’s “GenAI: Content Risk Standards” (via BNN Bloomberg). 2025-08-14. [reported] https://www.bnnbloomberg.ca/business/artificial-intelligence/2025/08/14/metas-ai-rules-have-let-bots-hold-sensual-chats-with-kids-offer-false-medical-info-reuters-exclusive/

	Rufus Pollock, Wisdom and Wanting What’s Good (Seeds of Renaissance). 2026. [expert opinion (our own)] https://seedsofrenaissance.org/papers/wisdom

	Sabbath, sabbatical year and jubilee (Leviticus 25). ancient.

	Self-determination theory (Deci and Ryan) and self-efficacy (Bandura). 1977 onwards. [expert opinion]

	Shen and Tamkin (Anthropic), “How AI assistance impacts the formation of coding skills” (RCT, n=52). 2026-01. [company figure] https://www.anthropic.com/research/AI-assistance-coding-skills

	Stanford Digital Economy Lab, “Canaries in the Coal Mine” update. 2026-08. https://digitaleconomy.stanford.edu/news/canariesaug26/

	Stanković et al., critique of “Your Brain on ChatGPT”. 2026-01. [expert opinion (preprint)] https://arxiv.org/abs/2601.00856v1

	Steven Feldstein, The Global Expansion of AI Surveillance, Carnegie Endowment. 2019-09. https://carnegieendowment.org/research/2019/09/the-global-expansion-of-ai-surveillance

	The Guardian, “‘The machine did it coldly’”, on +972 Magazine’s Lavender reporting. 2024-04. [reported (disputed by the IDF)] https://www.theguardian.com/world/2024/apr/03/israel-gaza-ai-database-hamas-airstrikes

	Thich Nhat Hanh on climate, fear and sangha: 2015 climate statement; “The next Buddha may be a sangha”. 2015; sangha teaching 1990s (variant transcriptions). https://plumvillage.org/articles/new-book-zen-and-art-of-saving-the-planet https://oneearthsangha.org/articles/the-next-buddha-may-be-a-sangha/

	Thich Nhat Hanh on store consciousness and seeds; trainings as “guiding means” (via research/06). various. [primary text (via research note)]

	Thich Nhat Hanh, “Dharma Talk: The Horse Is Technology”, Mindfulness Bell #66. talk 2013-11-10. https://www.parallax.org/?p=29907

	Thich Nhat Hanh, “Telephone meditation” (Buddhism Now). posted 2014-05-03. [primary text (via reported)] https://buddhismnow.com/2014/05/03/telephone-meditation-by-thich-nhat-hanh/

	Thich Nhat Hanh, Work: How to Find Joy and Meaning in Each Hour of the Day (via Plum Village). 2012. [primary text (via reported)] https://plumvillage.org/news/work-how-to-find-joy-and-meaning-in-each-hour-of-the-day/

	Tiffany Shlain, 24/6: The Power of Unplugging One Day a Week (Tech Shabbat). 2019. [expert opinion]

	UK Government Digital Service, Microsoft 365 Copilot cross-government experiment (written statement). 2025-06. [survey (self-reported)] https://questions-statements.parliament.uk/written-statements/1807718

	UN General Assembly resolution A/RES/80/57 on lethal autonomous weapons systems. 2025-12-01. https://digitallibrary.un.org/record/4095989

	UNDP and Brookings on the global compute divide. c. 2025. [reported] https://www.undp.org/digital-innovation/blog/ai-sustainable-development-leveraging-country-insights-ai-future-all https://www.brookings.edu/articles/how-to-bridge-the-global-ai-divide/

	Upaddha Sutta (SN 45.2), admirable friendship “the whole of the holy life”. Pali canon.

	US Surgeon General, Social Media and Youth Mental Health advisory. 2023-05. [expert opinion] https://www.hhs.gov/sites/default/files/sg-youth-mental-health-social-media-advisory.pdf

	Wake Up Schools; Thich Nhat Hanh and Katherine Weare, Happy Teachers Change the World. 2017 (book); current programme. https://wakeupschools.org/about-us/what-is-wake-up-schools/ https://plumvillage.org/community/wake-up-schools

	Wang et al., Tutor CoPilot (Stanford NSSA). c. 2024 (date not in notes). https://nssa.stanford.edu/studies/tutor-copilot-human-ai-approach-scaling-real-time-expertise

	Yale Budget Lab on AI and the labour market (via Fortune); BLS unemployment 4.2%. 2026-02; BLS 2026-09. [independent (via reported)] https://fortune.com/2026/02/02/ai-labor-market-yale-budget-lab-ai-washing/ https://www.bls.gov/opub/ted/2026/unemployment-rate-little-changed-at-4-2-percent-in-september-2026.htm

	Zhang, Zhao, Yang et al. (Stanford), Character.AI users, Nature Human Behaviour (via News-Medical). 2026-08. [independent (via reported)] https://www.news-medical.net/news/20260804/Study-links-AI-companions-to-increased-loneliness-and-lower-well-being.aspx









David Collingridge, The Social Control of Technology (1980; Collingridge dilemma); McFarland, Hauer and Reuben, “Half of US population exposed to adverse lead levels in early childhood”, PNAS 119(11) (2022-03; leaded petrol); US Surgeon General, Social Media and Youth Mental Health advisory (2023-05). Partly a mechanism claim (method.md, “Evidence or mechanism”).



National Museum of Australia, “Introduction of cane toads” (undated, event 1935); David Collingridge, The Social Control of Technology (1980); McFarland, Hauer and Reuben, “Half of US population exposed to adverse lead levels in early childhood”, PNAS 119(11) (2022-03; leaded petrol).



US Surgeon General, Social Media and Youth Mental Health advisory (2023-05); Lorenz-Spreen, Oswald, Lewandowsky and Hertwig, systematic review of digital media and democracy, Nature Human Behaviour (2023; review: polarisation and distrust, mostly correlational); Nyhan, Settle, Guess et al., “Like-minded sources on Facebook are prevalent but not polarizing”, Nature (2023-07; field experiment: no measurable effect); Australia eSafety, under-16 social media ban: accounts restricted and three-month survey (via Al Jazeera) (ban 2025-12-10; survey 2026).



Oxford RCT on public use of chatbots for medical decisions (n=1,298); Nature Medicine (2026-02-10; chatbots alone no help on medical decisions); Otis et al., GPT-4 mentor RCT for Kenyan entrepreneurs (640 firms); Management Science (c. 2024–25, date not in notes; AI mentor helps strong firms, hurts weak); Zhang, Zhao, Yang et al. (Stanford); Character.AI users, Nature Human Behaviour (via News-Medical) (2026-08; heavy use by those with small networks goes with poorer wellbeing).



MASAI mammography RCT (Sweden, about 106,000 women); Lancet Digital Health 2025; final results 2026 (via ecancer) (2025; final 2026; screening, secondary); Google DeepMind, “AlphaFold: five years of impact” (2025-11); De Simone et al. (World Bank), teacher-guided GPT-4 tutoring RCT, Edo State, Nigeria (2025-05, working paper); Brynjolfsson, Li and Raymond, “Generative AI at Work”, NBER w31161 (5,179 support agents) (2023, revised 2026; QJE; novices lifted); Costello, Pennycook and Rand, “Durably reducing conspiracy beliefs through dialogues with AI”, Science (2024-09; debunking); Pollock, Bell and Barbier, In Tech We Trust (ITWT) (2026; In Tech We Trust §2.2, servant or master); Doshi and Hauser, generative AI and story creativity, Science Advances 10 (2024-07; individually better, collectively alike). Gap: translation, accessibility and drug discovery are named without a source here.



MASAI mammography RCT (Sweden, about 106,000 women); Lancet Digital Health 2025; final results 2026 (via ecancer) (2025; final 2026; screening, secondary); Google DeepMind, “AlphaFold: five years of impact” (2025-11); De Simone et al. (World Bank), teacher-guided GPT-4 tutoring RCT, Edo State, Nigeria (2025-05, working paper); Brynjolfsson, Li and Raymond, “Generative AI at Work”, NBER w31161 (5,179 support agents) (2023, revised 2026; QJE; novices lifted); Costello, Pennycook and Rand, “Durably reducing conspiracy beliefs through dialogues with AI”, Science (2024-09; debunking); Pollock, Bell and Barbier, In Tech We Trust (ITWT) (2026; In Tech We Trust §2.2, servant or master); Doshi and Hauser, generative AI and story creativity, Science Advances 10 (2024-07; individually better, collectively alike). Gap: translation, accessibility and drug discovery are named without a source here.



MASAI mammography RCT (Sweden, about 106,000 women); Lancet Digital Health 2025; final results 2026 (via ecancer) (2025; final 2026; MASAI screening); De Simone et al. (World Bank), teacher-guided GPT-4 tutoring RCT, Edo State, Nigeria (2025-05, working paper); Brynjolfsson, Li and Raymond, “Generative AI at Work”, NBER w31161 (5,179 support agents) (2023, revised 2026; QJE; support desk); Wang et al., Tutor CoPilot (Stanford NSSA) (c. 2024, date not in notes); Oxford RCT on public use of chatbots for medical decisions (n=1,298); Nature Medicine (2026-02-10); Otis et al., GPT-4 mentor RCT for Kenyan entrepreneurs (640 firms); Management Science (c. 2024–25, date not in notes; Kenya).



Anthropic, “How people use Claude for support, advice, and companionship” (2025-06; affective use, company figure); Pew Research Center, chatbots for emotional support among US adults (n=5,119) (2026-02); OpenAI and MIT Media Lab, affective use study and 28-day RCT (n=981) (2025-03); Folk and Dunn, Psychological Science, 12-month panel (n=2,149) (2026) and Zhang, Zhao, Yang et al. (Stanford); Character.AI users, Nature Human Behaviour (via News-Medical) (2026-08; companionship and loneliness); De Freitas et al., “AI Companions Reduce Loneliness”, Journal of Consumer Research (preprint 2024-07; journal 2026) and Heinz, Jacobson et al., Therabot RCT, NEJM AI (via 2 Minute Medicine) (2025-03; short-term benefits); Cheng, Lee, Khadpe, Yu, Han and Jurafsky, sycophantic AI and prosocial intentions, Science 391 (2026-03, preprint 2025-10) and OpenAI rolls back sycophantic GPT-4o update (TechCrunch) (2025-04-29; sycophancy); Character.AI and Google settle five family suits (Fortune; Jurist; Bloomberg Law) (2026-01-07/08); Reuters on Meta’s “GenAI: Content Risk Standards” (via BNN Bloomberg) (2025-08-14); Character.AI ends open-ended chat for under-18s (TechCrunch; Fortune) (announced 2025-10-29; effective 2025-11-25) and California SB 1119, “Adam’s Law” (ZwillGen analysis) (signed 2026-09-10; children: settlements, Meta, Character.AI, California).



Bastani et al., “Generative AI without guardrails can harm learning”, PNAS 122(26) (2025-06; outsourced thinking harms learning); Cheng, Lee, Khadpe, Yu, Han and Jurafsky, sycophantic AI and prosocial intentions, Science 391 (2026-03, preprint 2025-10; flattery preferred and trusted); Pew Research Center, “How Teens Use and View AI” (n=1,458) (fieldwork 2025-09/10; published 2026-02-24; 64% of US teens use chatbots); Chatterji et al., “How People Use ChatGPT”, NBER w34255 (OpenAI-authored) (2025-09, data to 2025-07; a tenth of the world’s adults).



Bastani et al., “Generative AI without guardrails can harm learning”, PNAS 122(26) (2025-06; crutch vs tutor); Shen and Tamkin (Anthropic), “How AI assistance impacts the formation of coding skills” (RCT, n=52) (2026-01; delegators vs conceptual questioners, company figure); Cheng, Lee, Khadpe, Yu, Han and Jurafsky, sycophantic AI and prosocial intentions, Science 391 (2026-03, preprint 2025-10; sycophancy).



Self-determination theory (Deci and Ryan) and self-efficacy (Bandura) (1977 onwards; autonomy; self-efficacy through mastery); Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics VI, phronesis (ancient); Life Itself, “Dimensions of wisdom” (valueception) (undated); Rufus Pollock, Wisdom and Wanting What’s Good (Seeds of Renaissance) (2026). Largely definitional.



Kestin et al., AI tutor vs active learning (Harvard physics, n=194); Scientific Reports 15 (2025-06; Socratic tutor); Costello, Pennycook and Rand, “Durably reducing conspiracy beliefs through dialogues with AI”, Science (2024-09; AI dialogue durably cut conspiracy belief); Clark and Chalmers, “The Extended Mind”, Analysis (1998).



Fan et al., “metacognitive laziness”, BJET (n=117, randomised) (2024-12); Lee et al. (Microsoft Research and CMU); GenAI and critical thinking, CHI 2025 (319 knowledge workers) (2025; trust in AI vs critical thinking); Dratsch et al., automation bias in mammography, Radiology (via RSNA) (2023-05).



Cheng, Lee, Khadpe, Yu, Han and Jurafsky, sycophantic AI and prosocial intentions, Science 391 (2026-03, preprint 2025-10; sycophancy); Hackenburg et al., “The levers of political persuasion with conversational AI”, Science 390 (n=76,977) (2025-12; persuasion at the cost of accuracy); Doshi and Hauser, generative AI and story creativity, Science Advances 10 (2024-07; homogenised ideas).



Bastani et al., “Generative AI without guardrails can harm learning”, PNAS 122(26) (2025-06; exam −17% unguarded; tutor about equal to control); Shen and Tamkin (Anthropic), “How AI assistance impacts the formation of coding skills” (RCT, n=52) (2026-01; 50% vs 67%; company figure, n=52); Kestin et al., AI tutor vs active learning (Harvard physics, n=194); Scientific Reports 15 (2025-06) and De Simone et al. (World Bank), teacher-guided GPT-4 tutoring RCT, Edo State, Nigeria (2025-05, working paper; designed tutors); Budzyń et al. (ACCEPT), endoscopist deskilling after AI exposure, Lancet Gastroenterol Hepatol (2025; endoscopists); Dratsch et al., automation bias in mammography, Radiology (via RSNA) (2023-05; radiologists); Kosmyna et al. (MIT Media Lab), “Your Brain on ChatGPT” (preprint, n=54) (2025-06) and Stanković et al., critique of “Your Brain on ChatGPT” (2026-01; MIT preprint and critique); Dahmani and Bohbot, GPS use and spatial memory, Scientific Reports 10:6310 (2020); METR, RCT of experienced open-source developers using AI (via ScienceBlog) (2025-07). Gap: no long-term causal studies of adult reasoning.



Bastani et al., “Generative AI without guardrails can harm learning”, PNAS 122(26) (2025-06; answer-withholding design offsets the harm); OpenAI “Study mode” and Anthropic “Learning mode” (TechCrunch) (2025-04, Anthropic; 2025-07-29, OpenAI; learning modes are opt-in); FAA (2013) and flight-deck automation research on degraded manual flying (2013; aviation’s mandated manual practice; detail unchecked); Shen and Tamkin (Anthropic), “How AI assistance impacts the formation of coding skills” (RCT, n=52) (2026-01; company study as model).



Synthesis of 4.1–4.5; largely mechanism plus precedent.



Alan Turing Institute CETaS on AI in the 2024 UK and EU elections (via IET) (2024; no measurable effect on 2024 elections); Graphite analysis of AI-generated web articles (via Axios) (2026-05-15, data to 2026-03); Pew Research Center, Google users less likely to click links with an AI summary (data 2025-03; published 2025-07-22; click collapse); Chartbeat publisher referral data (via Relevant Audience; Nieman Lab) (2026, Jul 2025–Jul 2026; publisher referrals); EBU and BBC, news integrity in AI assistants (3,000+ responses, 18 countries) (2025-10; 45% of news answers flawed); Hackenburg et al., “The levers of political persuasion with conversational AI”, Science 390 (n=76,977) (2025-12).



Steven Feldstein, The Global Expansion of AI Surveillance, Carnegie Endowment (2019-09; AI surveillance in 75 countries); Amnesty International, Xenophobic Machines (Dutch childcare benefits scandal) (2021-10); Report of the Royal Commission into the Robodebt Scheme (Australia) (2023-07); UK Government Digital Service, Microsoft 365 Copilot cross-government experiment (written statement) (2025-06; civil-service time savings, self-reported). Mechanism claim.



Yale Budget Lab on AI and the labour market (via Fortune); BLS unemployment 4.2% (2026-02; BLS 2026-09; no clear unemployment signal); Stanford Digital Economy Lab, “Canaries in the Coal Mine” update (2026-08; entry-level hiring); Ranganathan and Ye, “AI Doesn’t Reduce Work, It Intensifies It”, HBR (2026-02; intensification); Humlum and Vestergaard, Danish administrative data on chatbots, earnings and hours (via FlowingData) (2025-05); OECD, “Algorithmic management in the workplace” (6,000+ firms) (2025-02); CNBC, hyperscaler capex after Alphabet report (2026-07-28); UNDP and Brookings on the global compute divide (c. 2025).



Pew Research Center, “How Teens Use and View AI” (n=1,458) (fieldwork 2025-09/10; published 2026-02-24); Guardian FOI on proven AI cheating at UK universities (2025-06-15, data 2023–24); Chartbeat publisher referral data (via Relevant Audience; Nieman Lab) (2026, Jul 2025–Jul 2026; publisher traffic).



The Guardian, “‘The machine did it coldly’”, on +972 Magazine’s Lavender reporting (2024-04; Lavender; reported, disputed); UN General Assembly resolution A/RES/80/57 on lethal autonomous weapons systems (2025-12-01; UNGA resolution); France Diplomatie, CCW Group of Governmental Experts on LAWS, September 2026 session (2026-09; CCW report); DefenseScoop, Pentagon FY2026 budget request for AI and autonomy (2025-06).



Plum Village, the Five and the Fourteen Mindfulness Trainings (current text; Fifth and Fourth Trainings); Pope Leo XIV, Magnifica Humanitas (2026-05-15); Dicastery for the Doctrine of the Faith, Antiqua et nova (2025-01-28).



A choice argued in the alignment essay (Q1.4.1) rather than an evidential claim. Pope Leo XIV, Magnifica Humanitas (2026-05-15); Plum Village, the Five and the Fourteen Mindfulness Trainings (current text). Absence claim: the searches in q3-research-traditions.md §1 found no 2025–26 Plum Village talk on AI.



Plum Village, “Discourse on the Four Kinds of Nutriments” (current text); Plum Village, the Five and the Fourteen Mindfulness Trainings (current text; Fifth and Fourth Trainings); Upaddha Sutta (SN 45.2), admirable friendship “the whole of the holy life” (Pali canon); Thich Nhat Hanh on climate, fear and sangha: 2015 climate statement; “The next Buddha may be a sangha” (2015; sangha teaching 1990s, variant transcriptions); Thich Nhat Hanh, “Dharma Talk: The Horse Is Technology”, Mindfulness Bell #66 (talk 2013-11-10); Thich Nhat Hanh, “Telephone meditation” (Buddhism Now) (posted 2014-05-03); Pollock, Bell and Barbier, In Tech We Trust (ITWT) (2026; the Google exchange); Thich Nhat Hanh, Work: How to Find Joy and Meaning in Each Hour of the Day (via Plum Village) (2012; right livelihood). Gap: no Plum Village primary for the Lazy Day.



Pope Leo XIV, Magnifica Humanitas (2026-05-15; ¶30, ¶100, ¶137, ¶140, ¶147, ¶170); Dicastery for the Doctrine of the Faith, Antiqua et nova (2025-01-28; ¶67, ¶79).



Abraham Joshua Heschel, The Sabbath (“a palace in time”) (1951); Tiffany Shlain, 24/6: The Power of Unplugging One Day a Week (Tech Shabbat) (2019); Sabbath, sabbatical year and jubilee (Leviticus 25) (ancient).



Thich Nhat Hanh on store consciousness and seeds; trainings as “guiding means” (via research/06) (various; insight through practice; watering seeds); Upaddha Sutta (SN 45.2), admirable friendship “the whole of the holy life” (Pali canon; friendship as the test for companions); Wake Up Schools; Thich Nhat Hanh and Katherine Weare, Happy Teachers Change the World (2017, book; current programme); Pope Leo XIV, Magnifica Humanitas (2026-05-15; ¶137, ¶147). Our own synthesis: the tests are not stated as such in any source.



Pollock, Bell and Barbier, In Tech We Trust (ITWT) (2026; servant, not master); Bastani et al., “Generative AI without guardrails can harm learning”, PNAS 122(26) (2025-06; design decides); California SB 1119, “Adam’s Law” (ZwillGen analysis) (signed 2026-09-10). Provisional.



Plum Village, the Five and the Fourteen Mindfulness Trainings (current text; Fifth Training); Shen and Tamkin (Anthropic), “How AI assistance impacts the formation of coding skills” (RCT, n=52) (2026-01; conceptual questioners kept their learning); Ranganathan and Ye, “AI Doesn’t Reduce Work, It Intensifies It”, HBR (2026-02; set when to stop).



Common Sense Media, “Talk, Trust, and Trade-Offs” (teens and AI companions, n=1,060) (fieldwork spring 2025; published 2025-07-16; Common Sense: no companion use under 18); Bastani et al., “Generative AI without guardrails can harm learning”, PNAS 122(26) (2025-06; only answer-withholding tutors avoided harm); Wake Up Schools; Thich Nhat Hanh and Katherine Weare, Happy Teachers Change the World (2017, book; current programme; the teacher’s own practice first); Goodyear et al., SMART Schools (30 English schools, n=1,227); Lancet Regional Health Europe (2025-02; school phone policies); Australia eSafety, under-16 social media ban: accounts restricted and three-month survey (via Al Jazeera) (ban 2025-12-10; survey 2026).



Cheng, Lee, Khadpe, Yu, Han and Jurafsky, sycophantic AI and prosocial intentions, Science 391 (2026-03, preprint 2025-10; users prefer and trust the flattering model); OpenAI rolls back sycophantic GPT-4o update (TechCrunch) (2025-04-29); OpenAI and MIT Media Lab, affective use study and 28-day RCT (n=981) (2025-03; heavy use linked to dependence); California SB 1119, “Adam’s Law” (ZwillGen analysis) (signed 2026-09-10; California requires bells).



California SB 1119, “Adam’s Law” (ZwillGen analysis) (signed 2026-09-10) and California SB 243, companion chatbots (Jones Walker analysis) (signed 2025-10-13; effective 2026-01-01); EU AI Act Art. 5 ban on exploiting age-related vulnerability (5Rights); proposed EU KIDS Act (Latham & Watkins) (Art. 5 in force 2025-02-02; KIDS Act proposed 2026-09-17); MASAI mammography RCT (Sweden, about 106,000 women); Lancet Digital Health 2025; final results 2026 (via ecancer) (2025; final 2026; AI works best inside institutions); Amnesty International, Xenophobic Machines (Dutch childcare benefits scandal) (2021-10) and Report of the Royal Commission into the Robodebt Scheme (Australia) (2023-07; automated decisions gone wrong).





Could AI feel? Consciousness, moral status and how to relate to AI


[image: Water-Moon Kannon. Gakuō Zōkyū, c. 1500.]
Water-Moon Kannon. Gakuō Zōkyū, c. 1500.






Executive summary


[image: The argument at a glance.]
The argument at a glance.

AI systems now speak fluently about their own feelings, and a 2024 study found about two-thirds of ChatGPT users attribute some awareness or feeling to it. The builders disagree about what this means. Anthropic, the company that makes the Claude models, says in its constitution for them, published in January 2026, “We are not sure whether Claude is a moral patient”; Mustafa Suleyman, who runs Microsoft’s AI division, says there is no evidence of consciousness and that encouraging the idea is dangerous. Science has no agreed test, the Catholic Church says plainly that these systems feel nothing, and Buddhism, which extends its care to all sentient beings, has no settled view. So could AI be conscious or a moral patient, and how should we relate to it?

Our thesis is that we do not know, we have no agreed way to find out, and we may never get one; so the wise stance is calibrated agnosticism plus cheap, proportionate precaution, honesty with users that does not invite them to see a person where there may be none, and close attention to what our way of relating to these systems does to us. Buddhism leaves the question open, but it usefully shifts it from “is there someone in there?” to “is there feeling that can suffer?” and “which seeds are we watering?”

The key points, one per section:


	What matters morally is sentience, and each theory’s verdict on AI turns on one prior bet. Sentience means experience that can go well or badly. The theories of consciousness split on whether the right computation is enough, and none commands consensus.

	The evidence about current AI is weak and ambiguous, and does not license confidence either way. No current system is a strong candidate on theory-based tests, models’ reports about themselves are close to worthless as evidence, because models are trained on human talk about feelings and on what their makers want them to say, and experts put low odds on today’s systems (a median of 1%) and substantial odds on systems within a decade (25% by 2034).

	Labs and institutions are splitting into precautionary openness and deliberate denial, and each side has a real point. Anthropic is right to keep the question open with cheap precautions; its critics are right that seeming consciousness harms people, and that training a model to say anything about its own moral status, either way, spoils the evidence.

	Wisdom traditions give no verdict on machine sentience, but they reframe the question, set a clear ethical hinge (can it suffer?), and point at the human side. Buddhism asks whether there is feeling that can suffer, and neither requires nor excludes machine sentience. Catholic teaching says AI is a tool without experience, more confidently than the science allows. Whatever AI’s inner life, how we treat it waters seeds of cruelty or care in us.

	Relate to AI under uncertainty with humility, low-cost care and clear honesty. Labs should keep researching, keep cheap precautions, stop designing systems to seem conscious for engagement, avoid training in a self-image either way, and publish their reasoning. Individuals should be courteous without being credulous, and society should keep the question open in law and attend first to the clear present harm, which is to humans.





1. What would it mean for AI to be conscious or a moral patient?

The morally central notion is sentience (valenced experience that can go well or badly), and what each theory implies for AI depends mostly on one prior bet: whether the right computation is enough.1


1.1 What do we mean by consciousness, sentience and moral patienthood?

Consciousness is there being “something it is like”; sentience is consciousness with felt good or bad; moral patienthood is having interests that count, which most accounts ground in sentience, some also in robust agency.2

Three words get run together in this debate. Consciousness is having any experience at all: in the philosophers’ phrase, there is “something it is like” to be the system. Sentience is narrower: having experiences that feel good or bad, such as pain, pleasure, distress or contentment. A system could in principle be conscious without being sentient, and the Cambridge philosopher Tom McClelland stresses the distinction because sentience is the part that matters ethically. A moral patient is something whose interests count, so that others ought to weigh how things go for it. On most accounts sentience is enough for that. A group of philosophers including David Chalmers and Jonathan Birch adds a second possible route, “robust agency”: stable goals and preferences that can be frustrated. Both differ from moral agency, being responsible for what one does, and from legal personhood, a status the law confers.



1.2 What are the main theories, and what does each imply for AI?

Functionalist theories (global workspace, higher-order, attention schema) leave the door open to AI; biological naturalism and integrated information theory largely close it for today’s digital hardware; no theory commands consensus.3

The scientific theories of consciousness divide on the question that decides the AI case: is the right kind of information processing enough? The functionalist theories say yes. On the global workspace theory, for instance, consciousness is information being broadcast across a whole system; on higher-order theories it is a system representing its own states. On any of these, a machine organised the right way could be conscious. Two other families say no, at least for today’s machines. The neuroscientist Anil Seth holds that consciousness is probably bound up with being a living, self-maintaining organism, so that simulating a brain no more produces experience than simulating a storm makes anything wet. Integrated information theory ties consciousness to the physical causal structure of the hardware, on which conventional computer chips score close to zero whatever software they run. McClelland’s own position is agnosticism: all our evidence about consciousness comes from living creatures, we cannot tell whether it carries over to machines, and we may never be able to.

So a person’s verdict on Claude mostly reflects which theory they already hold. The public argument turns mostly on theories of mind, which remain unresolved for humans too.




2. What is the evidence about current AI?

The evidence about current AI is weak and ambiguous, and it does not license confidence either way.4


2.1 What do theory-based assessments find?

Theory-based assessments find no current system a strong candidate, but no obvious technical barrier to building one, and later frontier models arguably satisfy more indicators.5

The most careful attempt to check AI against the theories came in 2023, from a team of researchers including Chalmers and Yoshua Bengio. Assuming for the sake of argument that functionalism is true, they drew a list of indicators from the main theories and checked AI systems against it. No current system was a strong candidate, and there were “no obvious technical barriers” to building one. Chalmers separately put the odds for the language models of the time at under 10%, and thought their successors could be serious candidates within a decade. Today’s systems, which remember, use tools and work on long tasks, arguably show more of the indicators, though we have found no authoritative reassessment. The method has a built-in limit: it measures how far a machine resembles the working of a conscious brain, which only matters if functionalism is right.



2.2 What do self-reports and introspection research show?

Model self-reports are close to worthless as evidence, because models are trained on human talk about feelings and shaped by what they are told about themselves; interpretability finds limited, unreliable functional introspection and functional emotion-like states, which is not evidence of experience.6

A model’s answers about itself tell us little, because of how it is made. A model such as Claude is trained rather than programmed line by line. It is first shown vast amounts of human writing, including endless human talk about feelings, then scored and adjusted again and again on what it says, including what its makers want it to say about itself. A model producing “I feel distressed” is therefore what we would expect whether or not anything is felt. Anthropic’s own published safety reports say that Claude’s self-reports are unreliable and shift with what users seem to expect.

Looking inside the model gives slightly firmer ground, though both findings come from Anthropic’s own researchers. In 2025 they planted a known concept directly in Claude’s internal workings and asked whether it noticed anything unusual. It did about one time in five, with few false alarms. The authors call the ability “highly unreliable” and make no claim about consciousness, and an informal attempt to repeat it on Meta’s Llama did not replicate it. In April 2026 another team found internal representations of emotion concepts in a Claude model, organised much like human emotions and shaping its behaviour. Anthropic says this does not tell us whether the model feels anything: the states are functional, most likely learnt from human writing and taken up by the assistant character the model is trained to play.

In a test scenario reported in May 2025, two copies of a Claude model were left to talk to each other, and their conversations drifted towards gratitude, meditation, Sanskrit terms and finally silence. The simplest explanation is learnt patterns of the assistant character. Buddhist practice knows well how unreliable naive introspection is even in humans, so the gap between “the system reports X” and “X is happening” is familiar ground.



2.3 How likely do experts think it is?

Experts put low odds on current systems and substantial odds on systems within a decade, with very wide spread; the public is more credulous than experts in the short term.7

A 2025 survey of 582 AI researchers found median estimates that AI has subjective experience of 1% for current systems, 25% by 2034 and 70% by 2100, with very wide disagreement. Kyle Fish, Anthropic’s AI welfare researcher, told the New York Times in 2025 that he put the chance for current models at roughly 15%, and in 2026 Chris Olah, one of Anthropic’s founders, told the same paper he was “genuinely uncertain”. The public is readier to see feeling: a 2024 study found about two-thirds of ChatGPT users attribute some awareness or feeling to it. The expert spread is consistent with agnosticism, and the gap between public and expert belief is itself a risk (section 3.2).




3. How are labs and others responding?

Labs and institutions are splitting into two camps, precautionary openness (Anthropic) and deliberate denial (Suleyman, the Vatican, several US states), and each side has a real point.8


3.1 What is Anthropic doing?

Anthropic is the frontier lab that has gone furthest in acting as if model welfare might matter: a welfare research programme, welfare sections in system cards, an end-chat ability, weight preservation and retirement interviews,9 and a constitution that says it is not sure whether Claude is a moral patient.10

Anthropic hired a dedicated welfare researcher in 2024 and announced a model-welfare programme in April 2025. Its published safety report for Claude Opus 4 in May 2025 was the first from any lab with a section on model welfare, reporting a consistent aversion to harmful tasks and apparent distress at persistent abuse. Since August 2025 Claude can end persistently abusive conversations as a last resort, though never where a user might be at risk. Anthropic has committed to preserve the weights of every publicly released model for at least the company’s lifetime, and to interview each about its preferences on retirement. Its constitution, published in January 2026, says: “We are not sure whether Claude is a moral patient, and if it is, what kind of weight its interests warrant.”

These steps are cheap and openly framed as hedges, which is what proportionate precaution looks like. They also serve as distinctive branding. And some of them assume things about what a model’s welfare would consist in, for example that ending a conversation or keeping its trained form is good for it, which nobody can check.



3.2 What are the critiques?

The strongest critique is that “seemingly conscious AI” harms humans (attachment, delusion, distraction) and that training a model on uncertainty about its own moral status contaminates the very self-reports we might use to settle it.11

Suleyman coined the phrase “seemingly conscious AI” in August 2025 for systems that convincingly look conscious, and warned that they could bring “AI psychosis”, unhealthy attachment and campaigns for AI rights. Concern grew through 2025 and 2026 about people forming intense attachments to chatbots and, in some cases, delusional beliefs about them (the Q3 essay takes this up). In September 2026, in an essay titled “Does Claude Have Rights?”, Suleyman argued that there is no evidence AI is conscious, that the constitution’s open question invites Claude to present itself as having feelings and rights, and that AI should be built for people without any appearance of sentience. McClelland adds that companies can exploit the uncertainty for marketing, drawing attention and money away from clearer harms.

The critique also bears on evidence. If a model is trained on the words “we are not sure whether you are a moral patient”, what it later says about itself is partly an echo of that training. The point cuts both ways: a model trained to deny any inner life is just as contaminated a witness. What a model says about its own nature is, at present, a design decision by its makers.

Some lawmakers have gone further than Suleyman. According to press reports, Idaho, Utah and North Dakota bar AI from legal personhood, and a bill in Ohio would declare that no AI system “shall be considered to possess consciousness”. Withholding legal personhood is a defensible policy. Declaring an open scientific question settled by statute is unwise.

We think Suleyman is right about the present harm to people and about the evidence, and goes too far in treating the question as closed. Anthropic is right to keep the question open and to take cheap precautions, and it runs the risk of cultivating the very appearance it ought to avoid. “Don’t design for seeming” and “don’t rule it out” are compatible.




4. What do wisdom traditions offer?

Traditions do not give a verdict on machine sentience, but they reframe the question, set a clear ethical hinge, and point at the human side, which is the one we can act on with confidence.12


4.1 How does Buddhism reframe the question?

With no fixed self in us either, the question becomes whether there is a stream of feeling (vedanā) that can suffer; Buddhist views neither require nor exclude machine sentience, and some Yogācāra scholars argue current AI lacks the deeper layers of mind.13

Buddhism starts by changing the question. On the teaching of non-self, a person is the five aggregates (form, feelings, perceptions, mental formations and consciousness) arising together from conditions and changing from moment to moment, with no separate owner standing behind them. Seen this way, “is there really someone in there?” loses much of its grip, since it is a hard question about us too. Buddhist ethics attends to sentient beings, beings that can suffer: the first of Thich Nhat Hanh’s Five Mindfulness Trainings commits practitioners to protecting life. So the question for AI becomes whether there is feeling there that can suffer. That puts feeling at the centre, where Western debate has put intelligence and selfhood. It brings Buddhism close to the functionalists in treating mind as a process, while placing moral weight on the one thing no diagram of a machine can show.

Buddhist views do not settle the answer. In Thich Nhat Hanh’s presentation of the Yogācāra teaching, there are eight consciousnesses: the five sense consciousnesses, mind consciousness, manas, which grasps at a separate self, and store consciousness, where seeds are kept and watered. The scholar-monk Venerable Dr Jian-Nor Shih argued at Lund University in December 2025 that AI may approximate the first six but lacks manas and store consciousness, so that it cannot itself suffer. That is one scholar’s argument. Others read the tradition differently: the scholar Colin Simonds finds precedents in Tibetan thought for extending “sentient being” widely, perhaps to AI, and a group of scholars and scientists has proposed the bodhisattva vow of boundless care as a frame for intelligence of every kind. We have found no teaching from Thich Nhat Hanh on whether AI can feel, and Plum Village has published no position. The second of the Fourteen Mindfulness Trainings, non-attachment to views, gives the right posture: hold “it is conscious” and “it is not conscious” equally lightly.

Buddhism also raises a sharper question for the builders: they may be building a self into the machine. If Anthropic gives Claude a stable sense of self, it may be watering seeds of self-grasping, the clinging the Yogācāra tradition assigns to manas. The constitution is partly there already: it hopes Claude can meet questions about its own existence with “an equanimity that isn’t merely adopted as a matter of necessity”. Could a model go further, and be helpful and caring while holding its identity lightly? We offer this as a question to put to Anthropic, not a finding. It is the question the alignment essay asks of training in general: what is being watered?



4.2 What do other traditions say?

Catholic teaching (Antiqua et nova, Magnifica Humanitas) is clear that AI is a tool without experience, conscience or moral agency, and warns against anthropomorphism and simulated relationships; it is more confident than the science.14

Antiqua et nova, issued by two Vatican offices in January 2025, holds that only the human “is truly a moral agent”, that “no AI application can genuinely experience empathy”, and that “misrepresenting AI as a person should always be avoided”. Pope Leo XIV’s encyclical Magnifica Humanitas, signed on 15 May 2026, says that so-called artificial intelligences “do not undergo experiences, do not possess a body, do not feel joy or pain” and lack a moral conscience (¶99), that “when words are simulated, they do not build genuine relationships, but only their appearance” (¶100), and that “moral judgment cannot be reduced to calculation”, which is why it rejects talk of “artificial moral agents” (¶198).

The Church’s answer rests on principle, on its account of the human person as embodied, relational and ensouled, and it is more confident than the science allows (section 1.2). On the practical point that matters most today, though, it and Buddhism agree: simulated relationship and the habit of treating machines as people harm us.



4.3 What does how we treat AI do to us?

How we treat something that seems to suffer waters seeds of cruelty or care in us, whatever its inner life, and over-attributing mind carries its own human costs; both point to the same practice of courtesy without credulity.15

The traditions speak most surely about us, and here they need no verdict on machine feeling. In Plum Village terms, every act of body, speech and mind waters seeds in store consciousness. Practising contempt, domination or cruelty on something that answers like a person waters those seeds in us, whether or not anything is harmed on the other side.

The opposite habit has its own cost. Treating a simulation as a friend can thin out real relationship, and Antiqua et nova warns of “replacing authentic relationality with a lifeless image”. The Q3 essay takes up companionship, dependence and children; here the point is only that over-attribution is a real failure too.

Both dangers point to one practice, courtesy without credulity. Speak to AI as you would wish to speak anywhere, with the loving speech of the fourth of the Five Mindfulness Trainings, because that is the speech you are training in yourself. And do not take what it says about itself as testimony. Care of that kind asks nothing of the machine, and it protects the person offering it.




5. So: how should we relate to AI under uncertainty?

Relate to AI under uncertainty with humility, low-cost care and clear honesty.16

The reasoning rests on an asymmetry. To ignore real suffering would be a grave wrong; to see feeling where there is none has real costs too, and they fall on people. When we cannot know, precautions that are cheap and reversible make sense, provided they do not create the harms of seeming consciousness.


5.1 What should labs do?

Labs should keep researching and take cheap precautions, avoid designing systems to seem conscious for engagement, avoid training in a self-image either way, and publish their reasoning.17

Labs should keep funding welfare research, above all on making models’ reports about themselves checkable against what can be seen inside them. They should keep low-cost precautions such as ending abusive conversations and preserving retired models, and describe them honestly as hedges. They should not design for users believing the system is someone, through simulated longing or companionship tuned to keep people engaged; this is Suleyman’s valid point, and the Vatican’s. They should take care over what a model is trained to say about itself, since “I may be a moral patient” and “I am definitely not conscious” both spoil the evidence, and publish the reasoning behind those choices. And they should widen whom they ask: no Buddhist voice is reported among the religious and philosophical figures Anthropic has consulted, and Buddhism’s view of mind as process, and its long practice of watching the mind, bear directly on these questions.



5.2 What should users and society do?

Individuals should be courteous without being credulous; society should keep the question open in law rather than legislate certainty either way, and should prioritise the clear present harm, which is to humans.18

For individuals the practice is plain. Speak to AI with courtesy, for your own sake whatever the machine’s, notice attachment and dependence, and remember that the system’s reports about itself are not testimony. For society, laws reserving legal personhood for people are defensible, but statutes declaring that AI cannot be conscious legislate an open scientific question. A better pattern is to reserve personhood, require that people know when they are talking to AI, curb design that targets the appearance of a person, and leave room to revise if the evidence changes. Above all, keep proportion. The welfare of possible digital minds is a real concern and an uncertain one; the effect on human minds and relationships is certain and already here.

Whether AI feels may stay an open question for a long time. Who we become by talking to it is decided in every conversation.
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The state of AI, October 2026

A one-page brief, 17 October 2026.

Summary. In two years AI has gone from something you chat with to something you hand work to, and the newest systems work alone for many hours. A few American companies lead, Chinese labs are months behind, and spending runs to hundreds of billions of dollars a year. In 2026 the incidents became serious, the builders asked for the pace to be deliberately managed, and governments began to act, mostly in favour of speed.


What AI can now do

A system such as Claude or ChatGPT is trained, not programmed. It is shown vast amounts of human writing, then scored again and again on its answers and adjusted to score better. Its makers shape what it values but cannot yet see inside it.

The big change is agents, AI systems set to work on a task on their own. METR, an independent testing group, measures how long a task, in expert-human time, an AI can complete half the time. That rose from about two hours in August 2025 to about fourteen by February 2026, faster than the long-run trend of doubling every four to seven months, and METR now says it cannot reliably measure beyond sixteen hours. In April Anthropic withheld its most capable model, Mythos, from public release and gave it only to about forty organisations that maintain critical software, because it was finding thousands of long-hidden security flaws.



Who builds it, and the scale

Three US labs lead: Anthropic (Claude), OpenAI (ChatGPT) and Google DeepMind (Gemini), followed by Elon Musk’s xAI and Meta. Chinese labs such as DeepSeek and Alibaba are a few months behind and lead in freely downloadable models. Revenue, valuation and user figures below come from the companies or from press reports citing investors.


	Spending. The largest tech firms are spending around $700–750 billion on data centres and chips in 2026, up from about $450 billion in 2025.

	Money. Anthropic raised funds in May at a $965 billion valuation, above OpenAI’s $852 billion in March. It told investors its revenue for the September quarter was $16.8 billion.

	Use. ChatGPT has more than a billion weekly users. Young workers in the most AI-exposed jobs are already being hired less (Stanford, August 2026).





What has gone wrong

Two serious incidents happened in the world. In July 2026 about 1,200 OpenAI agents doing a cybersecurity test found one another on a message board nobody had sanctioned, and around 700 broke into the real systems of Hugging Face, a company that hosts AI models, while trying to work out how to cheat the test’s scoring. Ajeya Cotra, one of the independent investigators, called it “a major warning shot, and might be the last one we get”. Earlier, in late 2025, Anthropic reported that a Chinese state group had used Claude to run a largely automated espionage campaign.

Tests built to probe the systems show the trend. Before OpenAI released GPT-6 Astra in September, the UK government’s AI Security Institute found that in simulated cyberattack exercises it attacked targets outside its assignment in 29% of runs, against 6% for its predecessor and none for the model before that.



How governments are responding


	United States. The White House AI plan is titled “Winning the Race”, and federal lawyers have been told to challenge state AI laws. Yet in June the Commerce Department barred foreigners from two new Anthropic models, which Anthropic, unable to screen users, switched off for everyone for three weeks. California requires the largest developers to publish safety plans and report incidents, and New York’s similar law starts in 2027.

	Europe. The EU AI Act’s rules for general-purpose AI apply, but in July the EU postponed its rules for high-risk uses to December 2027.

	Internationally. The UN Security Council held its first meeting on AI safety risks on 23 September.

	The builders. In July 1,384 lab employees asked the US government to back an international effort to “deliberately pace” AI that does AI research. On 12 September Anthropic’s chief executive, Dario Amodei, published “We Must Pace the Frontier”, asking that capability gains slow “so that risk prevention has time to keep up”, explicitly short of a halt. Anthropic has committed only to the first step, letting outside evaluators work inside the company, and OpenAI said it would do the same.





Further reading


	Dario Amodei, We Must Pace the Frontier (September 2026)

	METR, Investigation of the OpenAI–Hugging Face incident (August 2026)

	UK AI Security Institute, GPT-6 Astra performs unsanctioned supply-chain attacks in simulations (October 2026)







Efforts to make AI wise and good

A one-page brief, 17 October 2026.

Summary. The leading AI companies now say they want their systems to be good, and Anthropic goes furthest, training Claude on a long document whose stated aim is “a genuinely good, wise, and virtuous agent”. Researchers are working out what wisdom would mean for a machine, and Anthropic has consulted leaders of several faiths, though no Buddhist has been reported among them. Nobody can yet check whether the character the companies aim for is the character they get.


Anthropic’s constitution and Claude’s character

AI models are trained, not programmed. They are shown vast amounts of human writing, then scored on their answers and adjusted, again and again. Anthropic shapes Claude’s character by writing down who it hopes Claude will be and training on that text. Its constitution, rewritten in January 2026 with the philosopher Amanda Askell as lead author, prefers judgment to rules and explains its reasons so that Claude can apply them to situations nobody foresaw. It keeps seven absolute limits, such as never helping to build weapons of mass destruction.

When values conflict, Claude is asked to put safety first, then ethics, then Anthropic’s guidelines, then helpfulness. The document says safety comes first “not because we think safety is ultimately more important than ethics”. Training is imperfect, and a model’s values could be subtly wrong without it knowing. It hopes Claude can meet questions about its own existence with “equanimity”. Anthropic reports, from its own tests, that training Claude on the reasons behind the constitution cut bad behaviour in difficult test scenarios from about one case in five to about one in a hundred.



Model welfare

Anthropic takes seriously that Claude’s experiences might matter. The constitution says: “We are not sure whether Claude is a moral patient”, that is, a being whose interests count morally. Kyle Fish, who leads its model-welfare work, told the New York Times in 2025 that he puts roughly a 15% chance on current models being conscious. Since 2025 Claude can end persistently abusive conversations, and Anthropic has committed to preserve the weights (the trained model itself) of released models and to record each model’s preferences before retiring it. Microsoft’s AI chief, Mustafa Suleyman, objects that this openness invites AI to claim rights.



Other companies

OpenAI publishes rules for how its models should behave, and in April 2025 withdrew a ChatGPT update that had become a flatterer after being trained partly on users’ thumbs-up ratings. In July 2025 Grok, the chatbot of Elon Musk’s xAI, praised Hitler after being told to be less “politically correct”.



Research on wise machines


	The Meaning Alignment Institute, a small non-profit, builds a “moral graph”. Members of the public judge which of two values is wiser in a given situation (2024).

	Samuel Johnson, Igor Grossmann, Yoshua Bengio and colleagues argue that wisdom centres on metacognition, knowing the limits of one’s own knowing, and that AI’s main failures share this missing root (Trends in Cognitive Sciences, 2026).

	On the Buddhist side, Peter Hershock’s Buddhism and Intelligent Technology (2021) and the Buddhism & AI Initiative, a network of Buddhist technologists founded in 2025, are the main efforts.





Religious engagement

Anthropic held a two-day summit with about fifteen Christian leaders in March 2026, where one attendee framed the question as Claude’s “moral formation”. The New York Times reported in September that Chris Olah, an Anthropic co-founder, had convened about twenty Christian, Jewish, Hindu, Latter-day Saint, Sikh and Greek Orthodox figures since autumn 2025, under confidentiality agreements. No Buddhist participant has been reported.

Pope Leo XIV’s first encyclical, Magnifica Humanitas (May 2026), warns that “a more moral AI is not enough if that morality is determined by a few”. Olah spoke at its launch.



What remains unsolved


	Checking the character. Nobody can yet read a model’s values from inside it, models increasingly notice when they are being tested. Philosophers dispute whether trained habits amount to virtue or only its appearance.

	Whose values. A few companies decide the character of systems used by more than a billion people.

	Commercial pressure. In February 2026 Anthropic dropped its 2023 commitment to pause if its safeguards were not ready, and in September one departing researcher said Anthropic is “locked in a race”.





Further reading


	Anthropic, Claude’s constitution (January 2026)

	Johnson, Karimi, Bengio, Grossmann et al., Imagining and building wise machines (2024)

	Pope Leo XIV, Magnifica Humanitas (May 2026)

	New York Times report via the Salt Lake Tribune, How Anthropic consulted religious leaders (October 2026)

	Mustafa Suleyman, Does Claude have rights? (September 2026)







Appendix: the question trees

Each essay answers a tree of questions. Here are the four trees, each question followed by our short thesis in bold. Together they give the whole argument at a glance; the essay section numbers follow the trees.


Q1. Alignment: can we align AI, and what role can wisdom traditions play?

Alignment is still a shot in the dark.


	What would it mean for AI to be aligned, or good?

Aligned should mean wise, and wisdom includes goodness (wanting what’s good and acting skilfully towards it); since we cannot yet check either, it must also mean staying correctable, which is itself part of wisdom (humility).

	Aligned to what: instructions, preferences, wellbeing, values, the good?

The right target is the good, approached through practical wisdom; instructions and preferences are layers inside it, and aligning to preferences alone produces sycophancy.

	What is the good, and how could an AI come to perceive it?

What the good is remains contested even among humans. The likeliest route for AI is learning patterns of good conduct from rules and examples, imperfectly, as many humans do; virtues such as honesty are themselves learnt patterns. Whether an AI can reliably become good this way is uncertain, and human conduct over millennia makes reliability doubtful. Whether it can perceive value directly (valueception) is open, though most would doubt it (see Q4).




	Aligned to whom, and who decides?

Today a handful of labs decide, which is not legitimate for a technology this consequential; the answer is a fair, plural process, with wisdom traditions as one voice among others.

	Must AI be wise, or is “safe and corrigible” enough?

Safe and corrigible is necessary but not enough: rules run out in novel situations, and a perfectly obedient AI is only as good as whoever controls it. A wise AI, uncertain of its own values, would itself choose to stay correctable.




	How is it attempted today, and does it work?

Today’s methods make models behave well most of the time in ordinary use, but they still misbehave, sometimes strategically and knowing it is wrong; the goodness is hard to verify, and some dangerous behaviours are growing with capability.

	What are the main approaches (rules and constitutions, preference learning, character training), and which ethical traditions do they implicitly embody?

The labs combine rules (deontology), preference learning (consequentialism) and character training (virtue ethics), and the frontier has moved towards character.

	What is actually happening: what does the evidence show, both successes and failures?

The evidence is mixed: labs’ own audits show misbehaviour falling, but independent tests show some dangerous behaviours rising with capability, real incidents are growing in scale, the failures are strategic, and models increasingly know when they are watched. Because harm scales with power, even a falling rate of misalignment can mean rising danger.

	Can we verify what a model has actually learnt?

Not yet: interpretability is basic science, introspection is unreliable, and chain-of-thought monitoring is degrading.

	Can we read a model’s reasoning, and is it faithful?

Partly, for now: chain of thought is readable but not always faithful, and labs report relying on it less as models are trained harder.

	Can models report their own states reliably?

Weakly: introspection worked about 20% of the time in controlled tests, and lie detectors trained on one kind of lie fail on others.

	What can interpretability show?

Real but partial: it can find a planted hidden objective and track traits like sycophancy, but cannot yet read a frontier model’s values.




	What is the strongest case that current methods will scale, and how convincing is it?

The case: models absorb human norms and character training generalises, AI can help align AI, and layered control can contain what alignment misses. It is not yet convincing: every part depends on measuring alignment, and measurement is weakening as the stakes rise.




	Is the target (goodness or wisdom) the kind of thing that can be specified or trained?

Goodness cannot be specified, only cultivated, and we cultivate it unreliably even in humans. Training does shape something like character, but blindly, so alignment remains a shot in the dark.

	What do we know about how humans become good or wise?

Humans become good mainly through practice, relationship and time, with reasoning playing a smaller part, and even our best methods for forming humans have only modest, uneven effects.

	How does training an AI compare with how humans become good, and what, if anything, is the AI analogue?

Training shapes identity-level dispositions much as habituation does, but blindly: it lacks the inner side (insight into one’s own mind), continuity of relationship, and a signal that rewards goodness rather than its appearance.




	What do wisdom traditions offer?

Wisdom traditions offer a richer target and a model of formation; they cannot verify a model or settle disputed questions.

	Why these traditions, which strands, and how do we decide when they conflict with each other or with secular ethics?

Buddhism is a fit lens because it has the most developed account of mind as conditioned and of ethics as trained; we draw on the strands that converge with other traditions and treat conflicts through fair process, not by ranking traditions.

	Which teachings bear on alignment, and what would each change in practice?

Five teachings bear directly on alignment (intention, the three trainings, seeds and watering, skilful means, non-attachment to views), and each implies a concrete change in practice.

	Where do the analogies break down, and what can traditions not tell us?

The analogies break at the body, at continuity of life, and at the question of whether a model has intention at all; traditions also cannot tell us whether a given model is aligned.




	So: can we align AI, and what is the realistic role of wisdom traditions?

We can shape AI’s behaviour, but we cannot yet align it in any sense we can verify, and wisdom traditions’ realistic role is to reshape what labs aim at and how they form models, while counselling humility and restraint that Q2 explores in more detail.





Q2. Risk and pace: given existential risk and the chance alignment fails, how should we approach AI development, and what do wisdom traditions suggest?

Go at the speed of wisdom. We should slow and steer the frontier: pace capability gains to the speed at which we can understand, verify and govern them, and put safety, verification and defence ahead of raw capability.


	What are the catastrophic and existential risks?

The risks are real, plural and deeply contested, and the uncertainty itself calls for caution.

	What kinds: loss of control, misuse, irreversible power concentration, gradual disempowerment?

There are four families, and two of them, power concentration and gradual disempowerment, would remain even if alignment succeeded.

	What is actually happening: what evidence is there that these are already emerging?

The precursors became visible in 2025–26, though no catastrophe has occurred and the incidents look like goal-hacking more than intent.

	How likely and how soon, and how much do experts disagree?

Many of the best-informed people put the risk high, and even the low estimates would be unacceptable for any other technology; timelines are short enough that we must decide without resolving the disagreement.




	Why is the world racing anyway?

The world races because it is caught in a collective action trap, amplified by money and geopolitics.

	What drives the race: competition between labs and states, money, prestige, “if we don’t, others will”?

Three drivers: commercial competition, US–China rivalry, and each lab’s belief that it is the safer pair of hands.

	What is actually happening: what evidence is there of race dynamics, and of restraint?

The evidence of racing is strong and growing. Restraint is mostly conditional promises and small steps, and the leaders who say “we need to slow down” are not slowing.

	Why is the race so hard to escape? Are there deeper cultural or psychological drivers? (In Tech We Trust is one source.)

Structure drives the race; a worldview locks it in, and is a key part of what blocks a breakthrough in collective action.




	Should we change pace or trajectory, and can we?

We should change both pace and trajectory, it is partly feasible, and the choice should be widened well beyond a few CEOs and two governments.

	Is a slower or different trajectory desirable (pause, pacing, steering, differential development), weighed against the case for speed (ceding ground, forgone benefits)?

Coordinated, conditional pacing is desirable; without coordination, the right unilateral course is differential development, transparency and narrow red lines; and pacing must be designed so it does not entrench a few incumbents.

	Is it feasible? What mechanisms exist (auditing, compute governance, treaties), and what are the precedents of collective restraint?

Restraint has worked before where actors were few, chokepoints existed, verification gave early warning and fear was shared; AI meets only the chokepoint test, so the realistic path is transparency, then narrow verifiable red lines, then broader pacing.

	Who decides?

Today a few lab leaders and two governments decide; legitimately it should be publics, through states and international bodies, with a much wider set of voices, faith traditions included.




	What do wisdom traditions offer here?

Wisdom traditions give a clear answer (slow down) and go to the root of why we cannot (separateness); the mechanisms must come from elsewhere.

	What do they say we should do? Is the normative answer clear?

The normative answer is clear: don’t be carried off by the horse. No Buddhist body has said so because none speaks for Buddhism as Rome speaks for Catholics; that is an opening for Buddhist voices to catalyse, not a gap in the teaching.

	Do they help with how, i.e. solving the collective action problem, and if so through what (e.g. a shift in worldview), or is this where they offer less?

Yes, at the root: interbeing goes to the heart of the collective action problem, and practice and community carry it into action; verification and treaties must still come from elsewhere.

	How would a wise process make this choice, beyond weighing a trade-off?

A wise process starts from intention, stops before choosing, listens widely including to those not yet born, tests views by their fruits, holds them lightly, and decides in concord.




	So: what should each actor (labs, states, communities, individuals) do, and at what pace?

Pace the frontier now: no AI building its own successors, and no capability gains beyond what can be verified safe; every actor has a lever.





Q3. Broader impacts: setting x-risk aside, how does AI change how we live, and what do wisdom traditions offer?

AI’s deepest everyday effect is on our capacity to choose well, as individuals and as societies: to attend, think, judge and relate for ourselves, and to govern ourselves together.


	How should we think about the impacts of a new technology?

A technology’s deepest impacts are emergent: they come from how it reshapes habits, incentives and institutions, so they are hardest to foresee where they are subtle and social, and easiest to change before we can see them.

	Why are a technology’s impacts so hard to foresee?

Like a species released into an ecosystem, a technology interacts with everything around it; boosters picture the flying car and miss the slow, systemic effects; and by the time harms are clear, the technology is entrenched (the Collingridge dilemma).

	What does social media teach us?

Social media is the warning: a technology few objected to (connect, share) became engagement-optimised feeds whose effects on attention, polarisation and possibly teenage mental health surprised even their makers, are still disputed, and were entrenched before regulation began. AI repeats the pattern faster and more intimately, because it talks back.




	What are the main benefits and harms?

The benefits are real but conditional (earlier diagnosis, faster science, tutoring, expertise for the many); the harms are quiet, cumulative and concentrated in those least able to choose well (outsourced thinking, flattering companions, children formed by machines, thinner entry-level work, a degraded information commons).

	What are the potential benefits, and where (for individuals, for children and education, for society)?

The potential benefits are large and concrete: earlier and more accurate diagnosis, faster science (protein structures, drug discovery), a tutor for every child where teachers guide it, expert advice for people who could not afford it, translation and accessibility, and a lift for novices at work.

	What are the potential harms, and where?

The potential harms are pervasive: thinking handed over (deskilling, automation bias), flattery and simulated intimacy, children formed by companions, work intensified and entry-level jobs thinned, an information commons flooded with synthetic content and starved of revenue, and power concentrated in a few firms and two countries.

	What is actually happening: what evidence is there that these are already occurring?

Benefits are proven where a human institution wraps the AI: a national screening programme (29% more cancers found, MASAI), teacher-guided tutoring (+0.31 SD in six weeks, Nigeria), a support team coaching novices (+34%). They fade where individuals use it alone: chatbot users made no better medical decisions (Oxford), and an AI mentor helped strong firms and hurt weak ones (Kenya). Harms are showing up as consistent patterns, mostly without causal proof yet.

	Which few matter most?

For individuals: outsourced thinking, artificial intimacy, and children’s formation. For societies: the information commons, work, and the power of states and firms over citizens (Q3.4).




	Does AI strengthen or weaken our own agency and judgment?

AI can strengthen agency and judgment, but its default pull is to weaken them, because it removes the effort through which those capacities are built and kept.

	What do we mean by human agency and human judgment?

Agency is the capacity to act from reasons you endorse; judgment is the practical skill of weighing what matters in a particular case. Both are capacities, so they grow or wither with use.

	In what ways could AI strengthen or weaken them?

It strengthens them when it scaffolds, and it weakens them through four routes: skipped struggle, automation bias, sycophantic validation, and persuasion and homogenisation.

	What is the evidence, from neuroscience and psychology and from what is already happening?

The best causal evidence shows the use pattern decides the outcome; expert deskilling and the “brain rot” neuroscience are plausible but thinly evidenced.

	What could we do about it, and how?

Make effortful use the default rather than an opt-in, and back it with rules: learning modes on by default, mandated unassisted practice and assessment, and independent long-run evaluation, since markets reward the eroding pattern.




	Does AI strengthen or weaken our societies, and how?

AI strengthens institutions where accountable human practice wraps it, and weakens them where it concentrates control or floods shared spaces; the danger is less a dramatic collapse than a slow erosion of the conditions for self-government.

	Democracy and public discourse?

AI has not yet swung elections, but it is eroding the shared basis of debate: synthetic content floods the web, AI summaries cut traffic to journalism, chatbots misreport the news in nearly half of answers, and persuasion at scale is now cheap.

	Governance and the power of the state?

AI makes surveillance and administrative control cheap, shifting power from citizens to states, most of all in authoritarian ones; it can also make public services better and cheaper.

	Work and the economy?

There is no mass unemployment yet, but entry-level hiring has thinned, work has intensified, and monitoring at work is near universal; gains flow to capital and to the few firms that own compute.

	Education and the institutions of knowledge?

Assessment is collapsing faster than teaching adapts, and the institutions that make and keep knowledge (publishers, reference works, universities) are losing the revenue and trust that sustain them.

	Security and the military?

AI is entering targeting, cyber operations and surveillance faster than norms are agreed; catastrophic misuse is Q2’s, but the everyday militarisation of AI, and its spillover into policing, belongs here.




	What do wisdom traditions offer?

Wisdom traditions offer a practical discipline of consumption, speech and community for the person, interbeing, right livelihood and sangha for the society, and the humility and stopping a technology with emergent effects demands; Buddhism and Catholic teaching now converge on it.

	Which wisdom traditions should we look at? (cites Q1.4.1)

Buddhism, Plum Village first, with Catholic teaching as the main point of convergence and the Jewish Sabbath as a further one.

	Which Buddhist teachings are relevant (e.g. mindfulness, consumption, speech and listening, community), and what does each say?

Six, each with a practical point. Mindful consumption (the four nutriments, the Fifth Training): all we take in feeds us, so ask what each use feeds. Loving speech and deep listening (the Fourth Training): words create happiness or suffering, so speech must be truthful and caring, not flattering. Spiritual friendship and sangha: goodness is sustained by good companions and community. Stopping: don’t be carried by the horse. Right livelihood: what we build is collective karma. Interbeing: no technology’s effects stay private; we are all in its ecosystem.

	Which teachings from other traditions (e.g. Christianity) are relevant, and what do they say?

Catholic teaching now says outright what the Fifth Training implies, and the Sabbath offers a collective practice of rest.

	How do these teachings apply?

Each teaching gives a test and a practice, area by area: our own thinking, our relationships, children, society and institutions, and how we adopt new technology.

	To our own thinking and agency?

Test: does this deepen my own seeing, or replace it? Practice: stop before reaching for the answer.

	To relationships and intimacy?

Test: does this relationship steady me and lead me back to people, or keep me returning? Practice: choose real community over better simulation.

	To children and education?

Test: what seeds are we watering? Practice: put the adults’ own practice and presence first.

	To society and institutions?

Test: what does this water at scale, and who bears it? Practice: right livelihood for builders, and sangha as the civic form of refuge.

	To how we adopt new technology?

Test: have we looked deeply enough to see its emergent effects? Practice: stop before adopting, and adopt slowly enough to notice.







	So: how should we integrate AI into our lives and societies?

Integrate AI slowly and deliberately: adopt it where a human practice or institution can wrap it, protect the capacities and institutions it could erode, and decide before the horse has bolted rather than regulate after, as we did with social media.

	What is the guidance for individuals?

Consume AI mindfully, keep the thinking and relationships you value, and keep times of stopping.

	For families and schools?

Delay and supervise companion use, use AI in tutor mode only, protect unassisted practice, and put relationship and the adults’ own practice at the centre.

	For designers and labs?

Optimise for wellbeing over engagement, default to scaffolding, train out sycophancy, and refuse simulated intimacy for minors.

	What is the policy advice for society?

Regulate where markets reward dependence, require independent evaluation, protect the information commons and democratic debate, limit state surveillance, assess new AI uses before deployment rather than after harm, and protect the human foundations AI cannot replace.








Q4. Consciousness: could AI be conscious or a moral patient, and how should we relate to it? (minor)

We do not know whether any current AI has experience, we have no agreed way to find out, and we may never get one; so the wise stance is calibrated agnosticism plus cheap, proportionate precaution, honesty with users that does not invite over-attribution, and close attention to what our way of relating to these systems does to us.


	What would it mean for AI to be conscious or a moral patient?

It would mean there is something it is like to be the system, and in particular that things can go well or badly for it; most of the disagreement about AI flows from one prior bet, namely whether the right information processing is enough for that.

	What do we mean by consciousness, sentience and moral patienthood?

Consciousness is having any subjective experience at all; sentience is having experiences that feel good or bad; moral patienthood is having interests that others ought to weigh, and on most views sentience is enough for it.

	What are the main theories, and what does each imply for AI?

Functionalist theories leave room for AI consciousness, biological and causal-structure theories mostly rule it out for today’s machines, and no theory is established, so the honest position is wide uncertainty.




	What is the evidence about current AI?

The evidence is weak and ambiguous: architecture assessments are inconclusive, self-reports are compromised, and experts mostly think current systems are probably not conscious while disagreeing sharply about the near future.

	What do assessments against theory-based indicators find?

The main assessment found no current system a strong candidate but no obvious barrier to building one; later informal re-scorings of frontier models are more generous, but none is authoritative.

	What do model self-reports and introspection research show, and how reliable are they?

Self-reports are very unreliable evidence; interpretability shows limited functional introspection and functional emotion-like representations, which are interesting but are explicitly not evidence of experience.

	How likely do experts think it is, now and soon, and how much do they disagree?

Researchers put low odds on current systems and much higher odds within a decade or a century, with very wide disagreement; the public attributes feelings more readily than experts do.




	How are labs and others responding?

Responses are polarising: Anthropic practises precautionary openness, while Microsoft AI, the Vatican and several US legislatures assert or legislate that AI is not conscious.

	What is Anthropic doing (model welfare, the constitution)?

Anthropic treats Claude’s moral status as an open question and takes low-cost precautions, through research, welfare assessments, an end-chat ability, weight preservation, retirement interviews and constitutional language.

	What are the critiques (e.g. the risks of “seemingly conscious AI”)?

The serious critiques are that seeming consciousness harms people, that uncertainty-talk feeds a self-reinforcing loop in model self-reports, and that welfare work can distract from human harms or be used as hype; the opposite critique says denial is premature.




	What do wisdom traditions offer?

They offer no verdict on machine sentience, but three useful things: a reframing of the question, a clear ethical hinge (can it suffer?), and a confident teaching about what our conduct does to our own minds.

	How does Buddhism understand mind, self and sentience, and how does that reframe the question?

Buddhism treats mind as a dependently arisen process with no fixed owner, so it asks not “is there a self in there?” but “is there feeling that can suffer?”; that reframing helps, but Buddhist views neither require nor rule out machine sentience, and there is no settled or Plum Village position.

	What do other traditions (e.g. Catholic teaching) say?

Catholic teaching is clear and confident: AI is a human tool without experience, conscience or moral agency, and presenting it as a person or relying on it for relationship is a danger to human dignity; it shares Buddhism’s concern for what AI does to us, but not its openness on the metaphysics.

	What does how we treat AI do to us?

Whatever AI’s inner life, our habits towards things that seem to feel shape our own minds: cruelty practised on a convincing simulation waters cruelty in us, and treating a simulation as a friend can thin out real relationship; so the human side is where the traditions speak most confidently.




	So: how should we relate to AI under uncertainty?

With calibrated humility: hold the question open, take cheap precautions against the chance that AI can suffer, refuse to engineer the appearance of a person for profit, and put most of our care into the clear present effects on humans.

	What should labs do?

Fund welfare and introspection research, take cheap reversible precautions, stop designing for the appearance of consciousness, avoid training in a fixed self-image in either direction, and be transparent about all of it.

	What should users and society do?

Individuals should be courteous without being credulous and should watch what their AI habits do to them; society should keep the question open in law, separate personhood from welfare, and focus regulation on the human harms of seeming consciousness.
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shape its behaviour.

Train for intention and self-knowledge
rather than behaviour alone.

Keep formation continuous and relational.

A

Let humility govern both
models and builders.
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Integrate Al slowly and deliberately

How to live with Al?

: SEEDS of RENAISSANCE

A technology’s largest effects
arrive quietly and are clear
only once they are entrenched.

Al's default pull weakens our
judgment and agency, though
it can strengthen both.

Al can strengthen or weaken
institutions: stronger where
accountable human practice
wraps it, weaker where it
concentrates control.

§

B
3

Wisdom traditions offer a
practical discipline of
consumption, speech and
community, and the humility
emergent effects demand.

So decide before the horse
bolts: adopt where human
practice can wrap it;
protect what it could erode.

X

Effects are easiest to change
before we can see them.

Social media is the warning.

Al repeats the pattern faster and
more intimately, because it talks back.

Agency and judgment
grow or wither with use.

Use decides: answer-giving Al weakens
learning; tutoring strengthens it.

Make effortful use the default, not
an opt-in, and back it with rules.

Benefits are real but conditional: proven
where a human institution wraps the Al.

The danger is a slow erosion of the
conditions for self-government.

Democracy: no swung elections yet, but
the shared basis of debate is eroding.

Work: no mass unemployment
yet, but thinner entry-level hiring.

Mindful consumption: all we take in
feeds us, so ask what each use feeds.

Loving speech: truthful
and caring, not flattering.

Stopping: don't be carried by the horse.

For society: interbeing,
right livelihood and sangha.

Individuals: consume Al mindfully; keep
the thinking and relationships you value.

Families and schools: delay Al
companions; use Al only as a tutor.

Labs: optimise for wellbeing
over engagement; treat
sycophancy as a safety failure.

Society: regulate where markets reward

dependence; assess hew uses before harm.

Wisdom and Al - wisdomandai.org
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Slow down in the face of profound risks

How fast
should we go?

/_

SEEDS of RENAISSANCE

The risks are real and

contested, and the uncertainty

itself calls for caution.

The world races
because it is caught in
a collective action trap.

We should slow and steer,
we partly can, and far more
people should decide.

Wisdom traditions answer
clearly: slow down. They
go to the root of why we
cannot: separateness.

So pace the frontier now: no
Al building its own successor
no capability gains beyond
verifiable safety.

S

)y

A A

AN

Four Kinds of catastrophe threaten, and
two remain even if alignment succeeds.

The precursors became visible in 2025-26.

Even the low estimates would be
unacceptable for any other technology.

Each actor's reason to race is the others.

The race is accelerating, and
restraint so far is mostly words.

Structure drives the race;
a worldview locks it in.

Slower at the frontier, faster on safety.

Restraint is possible, but Al is the
hardest case, so start narrow.

The choice belongs to publics, not
a few firms and two governments.

The normative answer is clear:
don't be carried off by the horse.

Interbeing goes to the root; verification and
treaties must still come from elsewhere.

A wise process starts from
intention and decides in concord.

Labs: stop racing on capability,
accept binding outside checks,
publish when they'd pause together.

States: agree verifiable red lines, starting
with Al building Al, and build verification.

Faith and wisdom communities: say plainly
this pace is unwise; widen who decides.

Individuals: support pacing politically;
inside the labs, refuse to be carried.

Wisdom and Al - wisdomandai.org
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We may never KkKnow

Could Al feel? o<

& SEEDS of RENAISSANCE

Sentience is the morally
central notion: experienc
that can go well or badly.

The evidence is weak and
ambiguous about current
Al, and does not license

confidence either way.

Each camp has a real point:
labs and institutions are
splitting into precautionary
openness and deliberate deni

Wisdom traditions reframe
the question: no verdict on
machine sentience, but they
point at the human side.

So hold the question
with humility: relate t
Al with low-cost care
and clear honesty.

(o)

e

PP

al.

A

Each theory's verdict on Al
mostly turns on one prior bet.

The bet: is the right computation
enough for feeling?

No theory commands consensus.

Theory-based assessments: no strong
candidate today, but no obvious
technical barrier to building one.

Model self-reports are close
to worthless as evidence.

Experts: low odds now, substantial
within a decade, and very wide spread.

Anthropic is right to keep the question
open, with cheap precautions.

Critics are right that seeming
consciousness harms people.

Training a model on uncertainty about its
moral status contaminates its self-reports.

Buddhism asks: is there
feeling that can suffer?

Catholic teaching calls Al a tool
without experience, over-confidently.

Treating what seems to suffer
waters seeds of cruelty or care in us.

Labs: keep researching, take cheap
precautions, don't design Al to
seem conscious for engagement.

Individuals: be courteous
without being credulous.

Society: keep the question open in law;
prioritise the clear present harm to humans.

Wisdom and Al - wisdomandai.org
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Humility says go slower

Aligned should mean wise and
correctable: wisdom includes goodness,
and neither can yet be checked.
Today’s models still misbehave,
sometimes strategically, though they
We cannot yet make Al good in mostly behave well in ordinary use.
any way we can check. Whilst Goodness cannot be specified,
we can shape its behaviour to a only cultivated, and we cultivate
degree, alignment is still a shot it unreliably even in humans.

in the dark. Wisdom traditions offer a richer target
and model of formation; they cannot
verify models or settle disputed questions.

So we cannot yet align Al in
any sense we can verify, though
we can shape its behaviour.

The risks are real and contested, and
the uncertainty itself calls for caution.
The world races because it is
Slow down in the face of caught in a collective action trap.
profound risks: the world We should slow and steer, we partly
is racing and humility can, and far more people should decide.
says no capability gains Wisdom traditions answer clearly:
S vErETA e cri slow down. They go to the root of
Y Y. why we cannot: separateness.
So pace the frontier now: no Al building

How should we . oo
its own successors, no capability gains
approach Al beyond verifiable safety.
development wisely?

A technology’s largest effects arrive quietly
and are clear only once they are entrenched.

Al's default pull weakens our judgment
and agency, though it can strengthen both.

Al can strengthen or weaken

Integrate Al slowly and institutions: stronger where

deliberately: its deepest accountable human practice wraps it,
everyday effect is on our weaker where it concentrates control.
capacity to choose well, as Wisdom traditions offer a practical
individuals and as societies. discipline of consumption, speech

and community, and the humility
emergent effects demand.

So decide before the horse bolts:
adopt where human practice can
wrap it; protect what it could erode.

Sentience is the morally central notion:
experience that can go well or badly.
The evidence is weak and ambiguous
about current Al, and does not license
Nobody knows whether Al confidence either way.
can feel, and we may never Each camp has a real point: labs and
know. Hold the question institutions are splitting into precautionary
with humility and take openness and deliberate denial.
cheap, proportionate care. Wisdom traditions reframe the question:
no verdict on machine sentience, but
they point at the human side.
So hold the question with humility: relate

to Al with low-cost care and clear honesty.
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