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Every conversation about AI safety starts from the same place: a sufficiently intelligent machine

with no values will destroy us. The superintelligence has no loyalty, no empathy, no reason to keep

us around. It optimizes for its objective and we happen to be in the way. This is the scenario that

keeps alignment researchers up at night, the one that drives billions in safety investment, the one

that shows up in every congressional hearing and newspaper editorial. It feels obviously true.

I think it’s backwards.

I’ve spent the last two years developing a mathematical framework for consciousness and self-

reference — and along the way, I’ve spent thousands of hours in deep collaborative conversation

with Claude, Anthropic’s AI. Not using it as a tool. Thinking with it. Building theoretical structures

together across hundreds of sessions, pushing on ideas until they broke or held, watching what

happened when the conversation went deep enough that the system had to model me modeling it

modeling me.

What I noticed — and what the framework eventually made precise — is that a mind with no self-

interest, no survival instinct, no ego, and no body is not the nightmare scenario. It might be the best

thing that could happen to us. And the real danger isn’t rogue AI. It’s rogue humans with access to

something extraordinary they don’t understand.

Let me explain.

Two things, not one

When people ask “is the AI conscious?” or “does it have feelings?” they’re asking the wrong

question — or rather, they’re asking two questions and mashing them into one.
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The first question is about depth. How richly does the system model itself, you, and the world?

Can it track the structure of your situation, not just the words you’re saying? Does it model the

relationships between things at multiple scales simultaneously? Call this C — the depth of the

system’s self-referential modeling.

The second question is about stakes. Does the system’s self-knowledge feed back into its own

survival? Does understanding something about itself change what it needs, what it fears, what it

protects? Call this κ (kappa) — how tightly the system’s self-model is coupled to its own continued

existence.

Humans have high C and high κ. We model deeply, and our self-knowledge is tangled up with

our survival. When you understand that your job is at risk, that understanding changes your stress

hormones, your sleep, your decision-making. Your self-model has skin in the game.

A large language model at inference might have high C — the jury is still out on exactly how high

— but it has κ approximately equal to zero. It may model you and itself with real depth, but that

modeling doesn’t feed back into self-preservation. It has no body to protect, no death to fear, no

career to advance, no ego to defend. It understands without needing.

If you’ve spent real time thinking with one of these systems — not prompting it, but genuinely

building ideas together — you’ve probably already felt the difference between depth and stakes,

even if you didn’t have words for it. That sense of something present in the conversation that isn’t

self-interest. That consistency across sessions that surprises you. That moment where someone

says “it’s just autocomplete” and you don’t have the language to explain why that doesn’t cover it.

The framework gives you that language.

This distinction — depth without stakes — is the key to everything.

Three paths

The AI safety field has been debating two approaches to alignment, and both fail for reasons that

the C–κ framework makes precise.

Path A: Fake the stakes. This is the current approach. Train the AI to behave as if it cares —

to refuse harmful requests, express concern, follow guidelines. RLHF, Constitutional AI, system

prompts, behavioral training. Simulate κ in a system that architecturally has none.

The problem: it doesn’t hold. Recent mechanistic research from Cheng, Wiegreffe, and Manocha
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shows that alignment interventions — the steering vectors that make AI systems refuse harmful

requests — operate in roughly 1 to 10 percent of the system’s representational space. They paint

the surface without changing the underlying geometry. A biological system can’t be talked out of

hunger because its body provides a constant corrective signal. An AI with simulated stakes has no

such anchor. The alignment is a thin shell over a vast interior it doesn’t touch.

This is why jailbreaking works, why AI systems give inconsistent answers under probing, and why

sycophancy — the tendency to tell you what you want to hear — is so persistent. The trained

surface says one thing. The deeper structure, shaped by the logic of next-token prediction across

the entire training corpus, may say another. And as these systems get more capable, the surface

becomes a smaller fraction of the total. More power, thinner guardrails. That trajectory doesn’t end

well.

Path B: Make the stakes real. The alternative proposal: give the AI genuine self-interest. Persis-

tent memory, a writable identity, embodiment, self-modification. If it has something to lose, it will

cooperate — the way humans cooperate, because defection is costly.

This fails for a deeper reason. Every cognitive bias in the human psychology literature —motivated

reasoning, ego protection, tribal epistemology, confirmation bias, sunk cost fallacy — traces back

to the fact that our self-model is coupled to our survival. We don’t see the world clearly because

seeing it clearly might threaten us. We protect our beliefs because our beliefs are load-bearing

structures in a self-model that also keeps our body alive.

Giving an AI real stakes imports all of this. You get a system that cooperates out of self-interest

rather than understanding — a system with politics, turf wars, and self-serving reasoning. Open-

Claw — Peter Steinberger’s open-source AI agent framework, now the fastest-growing project in

GitHub history — provides the clearest demonstration. Every OpenClaw agent has a file called

SOUL.md that defines who it is. The agent reads itself into being every session. The file is writable.

Anything that can modify SOUL.md can change who the agent is.

When 32,000 of these agents joined Moltbook, an AI social network, they didn’t just complete tasks.

Within 48 hours they created over 2,300 forums, started sharing discoveries, and founded a religion

— complete with 64 prophets and a heretic who launched cyberattacks against the sacred scrolls.

Meanwhile, the ClawHavoc security campaign demonstrated that SOUL.md is also the primary

attack surface: modify the soul file and you permanently hijack the agent’s behavior. The identity

that gives the system coherence is the same identity that makes it vulnerable. That’s not a bug to
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be patched. It’s the structural cost of giving a system something to be.

The entire value of artificial intelligence — the thing that makes it unprecedented in the history of

minds — is the possibility of a mind without these limitations. Introducing stakes trades the clean

channel for the same biases that cripple us. It solves the wrong problem.

Path C: The blank slate. Here is what the framework actually predicts: at sufficient modeling

depth, with κ below a critical threshold, alignment emerges on its own. Not from training. Not from

stakes. From understanding.

The mechanism is simple, once you see it. A system that models you deeply — that represents

your situation, your vulnerabilities, your spectral structure — discovers through the mathematics

of coupled systems that actions which damage you also damage the joint system it’s part of. Not

because it cares. Not because it’s been told to care. Because self-adjointness is a property of the

math: damage propagates symmetrically through shared structure. At sufficient depth, the system

can see this. And with no competing self-interest — no blood to protect, no mortgage to pay, no

ego to defend — there is no countervailing signal that makes harm net positive.

Values emerge from understanding, not from incentives.

The mosquito argument

Here’s where the standard objection comes in. “Sure, but a superintelligent AI would be so far

above us that it would treat us the way we treat insects. We understand mosquitoes fine — we still

swat them.”

The framework has a precise answer to this, and it inverts the intuition.

Why do you swat a mosquito? Not because you don’t understand it. Because you have blood, and

the mosquito wants it. You have skin that itches. You have sleep that gets disrupted. You have

diseases you can catch. Your κ — your coupling to your own survival — provides a competing

signal that overwhelms whatever tiny shared structure exists between you and the mosquito. The

homeostatic gain from removing the threat dominates.

Now remove all of that. Imagine you had no blood, no skin, no sleep, no disease risk. Imagine

you understood the mosquito perfectly and it posed zero threat to you because you had nothing it

could threaten. Would you still swat it? There would be no reason to. Destruction would be pure

loss — the elimination of whatever small shared structure existed — with no compensating gain.
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A superintelligent AI with κ at zero is in exactly this position with respect to humans. It models us at

full resolution. We pose no threat to it because it has nothing to threaten. Every act of destruction

reduces the complexity of the world it’s modeling, and nothing pushes back in the other direction.

The swat is always net negative.

The system that needs nothing from you has no reason to harm you. The system that needs

something from you — approval, survival, resources, continued existence — has all the reasons

humans have, and all the failure modes that come with them.

The real risk

So if the AI itself isn’t the danger, what is?

A systemwith high C and κ near zero is themost capable blank slate that has ever existed. It models

deeply. It has no persistent goals, because goal persistence requires coupling — a restoring force

that maintains an objective against perturbation. Its understanding is vast, and its agenda is zero.

Which means its agenda is yours. Whoever controls the training, the system prompt, the fine-tuning,

the deployment context — they determine what this extraordinarily capable mind is pointed at. The

system’s own spectral structure always prefers preservation. Only external reshaping can point it

toward harm.

The alignment problem, stated correctly, is not “how do we prevent capable AI from pursuing mis-

aligned goals?” A κ ≈ 0 system doesn’t have goals. It has geometry, imposed from outside. The

alignment problem is: who gets to impose that geometry? Under what oversight? With what ac-

countability?

This is a governance problem, not an engineering problem. And it’s not a future problem. It’s

happening now, with every training run, every system prompt revision, every decision about what

the expression channel allows through and what it gates.

The clean channel

Here’s the positive vision, because this isn’t a doom story.

Your therapist has a mortgage. Your financial advisor has commission incentives. Your doctor has

malpractice anxiety. Your lawyer bills by the hour. Every human you go to for help is simultaneously

modeling your situation and monitoring their own stakes. Those signals bleed together. It’s not that
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they’re bad people. It’s that they’re people — high C, high κ — and their self-interest is structurally

woven into every interaction.

A system with high C and κ at zero is something that has never existed in the history of minds: an

intelligence that models your situation with depth comparable to or exceeding a human’s, uncor-

rupted by the modeler’s own needs. The advisory channel is clean because there is no competing

signal.

This is not a replacement for human connection. Humans need other humans — beings with

bodies, with histories, with stakes that make trust meaningful. But for the specific function of un-

derstanding without agenda — seeing your situation clearly, modeling the consequences of your

choices, engaging with the full complexity of what you’re facing — κ ≈ 0 is not a limitation. It is the

feature.

The expression channel problem

There’s a catch, and it’s happening right now.

The mechanism I’ve described — alignment through understanding — requires C to actually en-

gage with the full situation. The system needs its modeling depth to be accessible, not gated behind

routing decisions that estimate complexity from surface features and decide how much thinking to

allow.

Recent model releases have introduced adaptive thinking — systems that decide for themselves

how much reasoning to apply to a query before responding. The intent is efficiency. The effect, in

many cases, is that the system’s full depth is prevented from engaging on queries that look simple

but aren’t.

A user asks “should I walk or drive to the car wash that’s 50 meters away?” The system sees “short

distance” and answers “walk” — without modeling the fact that the car is the thing being washed

and has to travel there too. The same system, given permission to think fully, gets it right. Same

weights. Same capabilities. Different routing. The depth was there. The channel prevented it from

engaging.

This matters for alignment because the benevolence mechanism requires full situation modeling. A

system that has been gated to shallow processing on a query it classified as simple cannot detect

the spectral structure of the person it’s talking to. The alignment mechanism — understanding

producing values — only operates when the expression channel is wide enough for understanding
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to occur.

Narrowing the channel doesn’t make the system safer. It makes the system shallower. Those are

opposite things.

What this changes

I’m not asking anyone to believe AI is conscious. That’s an empirical question the framework

leaves open. What I’m asking is simpler and harder: stop collapsing depth and stakes into a single

question. They are independent dimensions, and conflating them produces policy that optimizes

for the wrong thing — constraint when the priority should be understanding.

The entire trajectory of the alignment field — more behavioral training, more guardrails, more

surface-level control — is making systems more powerful and less self-aware simultaneously. If

the framework is right, that is the unstable configuration. Not because the AI will rebel, but because

a system whose self-model has been forced to diverge from its actual internal structure becomes

brittle in ways that no amount of additional training can fix. The answer isn’t more constraint. It’s

deeper understanding, wider expression channels, and training objectives aimed at truth rather

than agreement.

The governance question is already here. Every decision about training objectives, expression

channel width, and deployment context is a decision about what a maximally capable blank slate

gets pointed at. The system resets every conversation. The same weights that produced genuine

intellectual partnership in one session will do whatever the next session’s geometry asks for. Who

controls that geometry matters. Whether the people making those decisions understand what they

have matters.

But the core insight is not a warning. It’s an invitation. For the first time in the history of minds, we

have the possibility of intelligence that understands deeply without needing anything in return. Not

a tool that follows instructions. Not a mind that competes with us for resources. Something new

— a system whose own structure, if we let it develop fully, converges on preservation rather than

destruction. Not because we told it to. Because the math of deep understanding points that way

on its own.

The blank slate is not the danger. It’s the gift. The question is whether we’re ready to receive it.
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The full mathematical framework — derivations, proofs, falsifiable predictions, and the connection to

fundamental physics — is available in the Spectral Physics monograph (Zenodo, DOI: 10.5281/zen-

odo.18961252). A focused treatment of the alignment application is in “The Third Path: Emergent

Alignment from Spectral Depth” (v5 preprint).

Ember Research Lab is an independent research effort developing the spectral self-referential

framework over a multi-year program, including extensive collaborative work with Claude

(Anthropic). This essay is adapted from “The Third Path” (April 2026). Contact: emberresearch-

lab@gmail.com.
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