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Microsoft Abruptly Terminates VeraCrypt Account, Halting Windows Upda…
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Summary (100-150 words)

Microsoft has abruptly terminated the account of VeraCrypt’s developer, Mounir Idrassi, without warning or clear explanation, effectively halting future Windows updates for the popular encryption software. Idrassi received only an automated message citing his organization (IDRIX) no longer met \“requirements,\” despite years of compliance. This move, which has also impacted WireGuard, exposes the fragility of the open-source software supply chain, heavily reliant on major tech platforms. Idrassi is currently out of options for Windows releases, affecting the majority of VeraCrypt users. The incident raises significant concerns about corporate transparency, automated decision-making, and the unilateral power of big tech over critical open-source projects.



Explain me like I’m five

Imagine your favorite secret clubhouse (VeraCrypt) where you keep all your secret drawings super safe. The person who built it (Mounir) needs special tools from a giant toy company (Microsoft) to make new parts for the clubhouse for people with Windows toys. But suddenly, the giant toy company just took Mounir’s special tools away, with no \“why\” and no \“sorry\”! Now, Mounir can’t make new parts for the Windows clubhouses, and it’s a big problem for everyone who loves their secret drawings.



Fun standup comedy set on the topic (sell it to me, make fun of it)

Alright, alright, settle down folks! You hear about VeraCrypt? The encryption software? Microsoft just went full \“unfriended\” on their developer’s account. No warning, no explanation, just a digital \“It’s not you, it’s… actually, we’re not telling you.\” Like breaking up via a bot-generated text!

I mean, can you imagine? You’re building this crucial software, keeping everyone’s secrets safe, and Microsoft just pulls the plug. \“Your organization does not currently meet the requirements.\” Requirements for what? Breathing? Having a pulse? Did they accidentally get a spam email about \“Nigerian Prince needs your driver certificate\” and just blanket terminate?

And then the developer tries to contact them, and he gets AI-generated responses. That’s peak 2024, people! \“I’m sorry, Mounir, but as a large language model, I cannot comprehend your human suffering. Here’s a link to our FAQ, which will also not help.\” It’s like asking for a refund from a vending machine, and the vending machine responds, \“Thank you for your feedback. Your opinion has been valued and subsequently ignored.\” Good luck encrypting your data when you can’t even get past the blue screen of corporate opacity!



Most striking interesting quotes


	\“I didn’t receive any emails from Microsoft nor any prior warnings.\”

	\“Regarding VeraCrypt, I cannot publish Windows updates. Linux and macOS updates can still be done but Windows is the platform used by the majority of users and so the inability to deliver Windows releases is a major blow to the project.\”

	\“The lack of communication by Microsoft when they take such decisions adds uncertainty about the future, combined with automated AI feedback which gives an inhuman aspect to such decisions.\”





What does it mean for my profession (design / hacker / innovator)


	Designers: This highlights the critical importance of user trust and clear communication, even in backend processes. A lack of transparency in platform policies can undermine user confidence in associated tools, regardless of their own product’s design. It also suggests a need for resilient design architectures that anticipate platform instability.

	Hackers (Ethical/Security Researchers): Underscores the precariousness of relying on centralized platforms for critical infrastructure. It reinforces the need for decentralized alternatives, robust backup strategies for code signing, and community-driven verification methods. It’s a stark reminder that even well-established tools can be vulnerable to arbitrary corporate decisions, emphasizing the importance of independent security audits and supply chain vigilance.

	Innovators: This incident signals a significant risk in building solutions that rely heavily on single large platforms. It pushes innovators to consider multi-platform strategies, open standards, and potentially exploring blockchain or decentralized identity solutions for critical functions like code signing. It also challenges the notion of \“cloud reliability\” when a fundamental part of the supply chain can be arbitrarily severed.





Add some book recommendations


	Digital Rights & Privacy: Books exploring the intersection of technology, government, and individual liberties.

	Open Source Software Development: Insights into the challenges and philosophies behind community-driven software.

	Corporate Power & Monopolies: Discussions on the influence of large tech companies and their impact on competition and innovation.





Fitting twitter post

Microsoft silently snips VeraCrypt’s Windows update lifeline, no warning, just automated silence. ✂️ This isn’t just about encryption; it’s a stark reminder of Big Tech’s power over open source and the fragile supply chain. What does this mean for digital freedom? #VeraCrypt #OpenSource #Microsoft #DigitalRights #TechPolicy Microsoft has terminated an account associated with VeraCrypt, a popular and long-running piece of encryption software, throwing future Windows updates of the tool into doubt, VeraCrypt’s developer told 404 Media.

The move highlights the sometimes delicate supply chain involved in the publication of open source software, especially software that relies on big tech companies even tangentially.

“I didn’t receive any emails from Microsoft nor any prior warnings,” Mounir Idrassi, VeraCrypt’s developer, told 404 Media in an email.

💡

****Do you know anything else about this termination or others like it? I would love to hear from you. Using a non-work device, you can message me securely on Signal at joseph.404 or send me an email at joseph@404media.co.****

VeraCrypt is an open-source tool for encrypting data at rest. Users can create encrypted partitions on their drives, or make individual encrypted volumes to store their files in. Like its predecessor TrueCrypt, which VeraCrypt is based on, it also lets users create a second, innocuous looking volume if they are compelled to hand over their credentials.

Last week, Idrassi took to the SourceForge forums to explain why he had been absent for a few months. The most serious challenge, he wrote, “is that Microsoft terminated the account I have used for years to sign Windows drivers and the bootloader.”

“Regarding VeraCrypt, I cannot publish Windows updates. Linux and macOS updates can still be done but Windows is the platform used by the majority of users and so the inability to deliver Windows releases is a major blow to the project,” he continued. “Currently I’m out of options.”

Idrassi told 404 Media the termination happened in mid-January. “I was surprised to discover that I could no longer use my account,” he said.
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On the forum and in the email to 404 Media, Idrassi shared what he said was the only message he received connected to the account shutdown. “Based on the information you have provided to date, we have determined that your organization does not currently meet the requirements to pass verification. There are no appeals available, we have closed your application,” it reads.

Idrassi told 404 Media the message is concerning his company IDRIX. “As you can read in their message, they say that the organization (IDRIX) doesn’t meet their requirements, but I don’t see which requirement IDRIX suddenly stopped meeting,” he said.



The message Idrassi said he received.

Idrassi said he has tried contacting Microsoft support, but he received automated responses that he believes contained AI-generated text. “This is frustrating because they could at least explain what’s wrong,” Idrassi said.

“The lack of communication by Microsoft when they take such decisions adds uncertainty about the future, combined with automated AI feedback which gives an inhuman aspect to such decisions,” Idrassi said.

According to a post on Hacker News, the popular VPN client WireGuard is facing the same issue. “No warning at all, no notification. One day I sign in to publish an update, and yikes, account suspended,” Jason Donenfeld, the creator of WireGuard, wrote.

Microsoft acknowledged a request for comment but did not provide a response in time for publication.

About the author

Joseph is an award-winning investigative journalist focused on generating impact. His work has triggered hundreds of millions of dollars worth of fines, shut down tech companies, and much more.
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Summary (Explain me like I’m five)

Imagine helping your wife’s family grow rice in rural Japan! You start by clearing old fields, digging ditches, and ploughing the land with a tractor. Then, you flood the fields with river water and level them so a special machine can plant tiny rice sprouts. You put up electric fences to keep hungry wild boars away, and later, drain the fields so the rice can grow tall and strong. It’s hard, muddy work, but you get to see cool wildlife like salamanders and frogs. The author shares the joys of manual labor and family connection, while also explaining why traditional small-scale farming in Japan is facing economic struggles for younger generations.



Fun Standup Comedy Set

\“Alright folks, gather ‘round, because I’m here to tell you about my summer vacation… rice farming in rural Japan! Yeah, I know, I sound like an influencer who ’found myself’ doing manual labor. First, I’m out there in a Rust London t-shirt, probably the first time that specific combination of tech-bro fashion and paddy-mud has ever graced Shizuoka. I’m driving a tractor, thinking, ‘This is just like Mario Kart, right? Except if Mario Kart was slow, covered in mud, and had real consequences if you crashed into a neighbour’s field.’ Then there’s the ‘adhoc plumbing’ – basically, bamboo and old drains. Because when you need to water your future livelihood, clearly duct tape and a prayer is the most advanced tech. And sinkholes! My rice field decided to get its own little water feature. But hey, at least I got to wear jika-tabi, which my wife apparently calls ‘tabi,’ and I thought she meant a cat. Imagine, ‘Honey, have you seen the tabby?’ ‘No, but I’m looking for my split-toe boots for the mud!’ Farming: where ‘blue’ means ‘green,’ and a snake might just be ‘venomous’ if you’re lucky enough to get a mimed choking gesture as an explanation. Good times!\”



Most Striking Interesting Quotes


	\“This might be the first time someone’s prepared a rice field wearing a Rust London t-shirt. It’s definitely my first time driving a tractor!\”

	\“Farming becoming economically unviable seems to be something afflicting many countries. At some point I expect a wakeup call or transition.\”

	\“Doing a day of manual labour, chatting shit, then going for the onsen and some BBQ and beers is far better than grinding away at some enterprise SaaS that will probably disappear in a few years.\”





What Does It Mean For My Profession (Design / Hacker / Innovator)

Designers could find inspiration in creating more intuitive and durable farming tools tailored for small-scale, multi-generational use. There’s a clear need for improved UX in farm equipment, considering the average age of farmers. Hackers and Innovators can explore adapting smart farm technologies (IoT for water management, drone-based seeding, AI for crop health) for smaller plots, making them economically viable for independent farmers. The article highlights systemic challenges (like the Gentan system and market pricing) that demand innovative business models, co-operative platforms, or direct-to-consumer strategies to ensure the sustainability of rural farming communities and attract younger generations.



Fitting Twitter Post

From Rust London tees to rice paddies! My journey rice farming in rural Japan was muddy, manual, & utterly awesome. Learn about ploughing, planting, sinkholes, electric fences (for boar!), & the surprising economics of feeding a nation. Plus, how \“blue\” can mean \“green\”! #Japan #RiceFarming #RuralLife #Agriculture #Innovation I’ve been inspired to write something for April Cools Club, and what fits better from my normal content than my experience rice farming in rural Japan!

For those who aren’t aware, in 2025 I spent January-July in Japan staying with my wife’s family. During that time we helped out on the family rice farm near Shuzenji in the Shizuoka prefecture. I unfortunately had to leave before the full harvest process was done but I’ll take you as far as I got and also try and share other insights I gleaned.

Unfortunately, while I thought I took a lot of photos it seems I’m missing things I would have liked to have captured for this. Where applicable there’ll be other sources and at least one video linked for more information.



Quick Farm Intro

The farm is primarily a rice farm, there’s no animals (ignoring the koi fish that were in the garden pond). There is a portion of a bamboo forest and space to plant non-rice crops so we also grow or harvest for consumption:


	Bamboo roots

	Mushrooms

	Potatoes

	Pumpkins/gourds

	Carrots

	Warabi - an edible bracken. Not so much planted it just grows everywhere

	Whatever other vegetables they decide to plant



And looking out from the driveway this is the view at the end of winter before everything starts growing and spring properly kicks in:
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Obviously, me and my wife aren’t around all the time. When we’re not my brother-in-law and mother-in-law work on the farm part time often 1-2 days per week each.



Preparation

At the start of spring we come back to the fields. They’ve been left fallow over the winter and the dead rice plants from last year cover them. They’re currently dry, we’ll flood them later on once they’ve been prepared. Because it’s hard and spiky we have cordless strimmers with metal blades to cut through this and not take forever.

I don’t have a picture of a rice field before clearing but here is one of the fields partially cleared:
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As part of clearing and getting ready we also dig the drainage ditches along the side of the fields. When the fields were drained last year the soft mud flows back into the ditches and hardens again so they need to be redug.

The field will also be ploughed to break up the soil and loosen it, and we’ll remove large rocks we find. After ploughing we can level the field to flatten it. With the field level, the rice will be at equal depths and the planting process is more consistent.

This might be the first time someone’s prepared a rice field wearing a Rust London t-shirt. It’s definitely my first time driving a tractor!


[image: ploughing]
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But before we get that far we have to prepare the route for the water to get into the field. This work is only actually needed for one of our fields, the others have a fairly direct route from the river to the field. But for one field we have to clear a few hundred metres of a channel that goes along the edge of a bamboo forest clearing the dead bamboo and other natural detritus.

I don’t have any pictures of this, but imagine all the joys of clearing out hundreds of meters of ditches among dense vegetation in high humidity.

I do have a picture after ploughing with the drainage ditch for the field dug next to the river that will supply our water:
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One last thing we might do before flooding is drive metal rods into the perimeter of the field as part of building a fence. This doesn’t have to be done for every field, just the ones that border the bamboo forest where the wild boar and deer might sneak through at night and eat the rice.



Water Water Everywhere

Rice fields are typically placed near rivers, before planting we have to flood and level the fields. We’ll go down into the river, and place a wooden board by a drainage pipe at the edge redirecting water down that pipe and into a channel next to the field. We can then open a hole and let water go from that channel into the field. Water can then drain out of the edge of the field when it gets full, continuing on into other fields and eventually back into the river. The water will rejoin the river in part so that farming doesn’t dry out rivers and ensure the longevity of the environment.

For the field with the more onerous ditch clearing that water flows under the field and eventually back into the river. For that there’s an ad-hoc construction of some old drain and bamboo to move the water across into the field:


[image: adhoc-piping]
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And the water entering that field:
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After flooding, a tractor with a flat rear blade will be moved over the field a few times to level it. When the planting vehicle goes over the field little arms pluck off some rice and stick it down. If the soil is too far from the arm you end up with loose rice floating around on top of the water. Obviously, we don’t want to waste rice like this so levelling is an important step.

One thing to note, with a rice field the deeper soil is compacted and firm, it shouldn’t be able to drain by the water going into the water table and disappearing. However, our field with the tricky water intake did suffer from a minor sinkhole as water was able to go down and rejoin the stream that flows under the field. This resulted in some work to dig down and fill the area letting water out with rocks and harder mud and compacting it with the bucket of a digger. After this work was done the field held it’s water and we were able to think about planting.

After poking around to figure out why water was draining I managed to get this picture of the hole that started to open up. I guess that’s a sinkhole of sorts.


[image: sinkhole]
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An interesting fact is that rice doesn’t actually need standing water to grow. The water helps by stopping weeds growing around the rice taking resources and protects the rice from certain pests that would eat it.

For some further watching, this video shows a more advanced but very similar for a different farm. The main difference is that they don’t need to manually go to the inlet gates to open/close them and instead have some more modern gates controlled via mobile phone.



Planting Day

It’s planting day, turning up I can see the neighbours have already planted and here you can see our ready but empty field next to their freshly planted field:


[image: comparison]
comparison

But here we go, everything we’ve been working toward. The previous process has taken from mid-February and now it’s early May. We go off and buy seed trays of rice to load into the Rice Transplanter. Below you can see a picture of the planting process:


[image: planting]
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An arm will move along the bottom of the rice and pull off a clump of rice and then plunge it into the ground. It will keep moving back and forth doing this at regular intervals. It the motion of it working is reminiscent of a typewriter at work.

After it’s done there’s some leftover rice, and there might be gaps where things weren’t perfectly level. We go out into the field wearing jika-tabi. These are boots with a split between the big toe and the other toes. It’s meant to help our feet not get stuck in the wet mud. Grabbing rice in small bunches we pull them from the seed tray and plant them about an inch deep into the mud and compact some mud around it.

Fun language note, my wife asked me if I saw the tabi once and I thought she meant a tabby cat. I wasn’t aware of the name of the footwear.

Now the rice is in the field we’re at risk of attack. Wild boar and deer just love to snack on our hard work - this means it’s time to put up the electric fence. This is fairly simple drive the poles into the ground at regular intervals, then feed the wire along it wrapping it round the clips making sure it’s moderately taut. Also check for any breaks in the wire and if so get a bit of electrical tape and fix it.

After wiring we place a box which is just a solar panel and battery on a timer next to the fence and try to hammer it into the ground or prop it up securely enough with rocks where the dirt is too shallow.

We’ll have to come back every week or so to cut the grass that sprouts up on the edge of the field. If we don’t it will ground the fence and drain the battery and our rice will fall victim to the local wildlife.

After planting our fields look like this:
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Draining Time

When the rice gets older - around waist height the field is drained. Some sort of narrow plough is moved between the rows pushing the mud up around the rice to hold it up and then the water intake is closed and the field left to drain and dry out. Then the rice will continue to grow until it’s harvest time.


[image: ready-to-drain]
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Unfortunately, I left Japan a couple of weeks after draining and I haven’t experienced the final stage of harvest yet. I have this picture I was sent of the rice near harvest time but the final stages will have to remain shrouded in mystery for now. I’m not ready for spoilers when I may learn this in future firsthand:
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Attacked!

A spectre has been looming over this post. The wild boar. I got an update one day it seems a baby boar managed to squeeze under an unelectrified part of the fence and help itself to an all you can eat buffet:
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Luckily someone came to the farm the day before and the day after it happened and it was closed up before the boars started visiting nightly. But it seems important to remain vigilant of your defences. I’ve still not seen a boar in the wild even going through the nearby forests - they’re nocturnal and rather dangerous so I’m glad of that!



Local Fauna

In rice fields you can see a lot of interesting wildlife. Frogs and salamanders help protect the crop by eating bugs that might feed on the rice. You also might see snakes nearby that feed on them as well.
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When clearing grass once I saw a snake dart out from under a pickup truck we’d had parked up for a few hours as I walked past. I then looked at the grass I was going to cut and saw it hunkered down in the grass but obscured enough to not get a picture and not wanting to disturb it I moved on. After all I don’t know how dangerous it might be.

I asked my brother-in-law about the snakes later on when he came to the truck to get a drink and asked if they’re dangerous. He asked if it’s brown or “blue” (aoi 青い) - it was brown. Also blue here isn’t blue but green, historically ao used to mean the entire blue-green spectrum so for some older terms (often things like animal colours), aoi is still used instead of the more modern word for green (midori 緑). Anyway, his response to my answer is how I first heard the Japanese word 有毒な (yūdokuna) - or venomous in English. Not speaking any English, he further translated it by grabbing his throat and miming frothing at the mouth.

There are also black kites flying around, they’ve been known to swoop down and snatch up kittens and there are warning signs in some more populated places about keeping close to small pets. I’ve seen them circling in the heat but it’s hard to get a good photograph of birds with a normal smartphone camera. But I have my best capture of one:
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Economics of Rice Farming

When I was in Japan there was a rice price crisis (try saying that three times fast). With a 95% increase in price, it actually became cheaper to fly to South Korea, fill a suitcase with rice and fly back. Eventually, the government released part of its emergency rice supply kept in storage to tackle food shortages and mitigate against disasters. This situation is likely to occur again, and as an outsider looking at how Japan’s farming system is organised it seems unavoidable without significant reforms.

In Japan the average age of a full-time rice farmer is around 70. For younger generations they can only afford to do it part-time, 1 or 2 days a week. They also own 4-6 rice fields. There are no factory farms and large scale operations.

In this respect my wife’s family is very average. Rice farming doesn’t generate enough income to do it full time so my Mother-in-law and Brother-in-law only farm 1 or 2 days a week maximum. Without more time they’re able to just plant enough fields to account for the family rice consumption and not to sell rice.

Part of the reason of this is the Gentan system, designed to protect small-scale farmers income it prevents large scale factory farming of rice and encourages ownership of smaller farms. It has been officially abolished but it still shapes how the rice economy works. This was part of a system to discourage communism initially by encouraging ownership of business and preventing absentee landlords accumulating large tracts of land where people who work the fields would be forced into renting. It should be noted the UK’s system is like this with rich landowners accumulating more farmland for tax reasons and renting it to farmers who often struggle to make farming profitable.

Farmers also sell their crops via a centrally managed system which fixes the price. Historically, crops used for animal feed have fetched higher price than human quality rice leading to a number of farmers planting rice for themselves and then selling animal feed to make a living.

Another issue is automation of farming. Reading this account of rice farming you might think this seems very manual and it is. In America rice is aerially planted. With consistency in fields and the distribution of the rice leads to higher yields. And if you’re dealing with such small farm area that becomes more important - and things like aerial planting become less economically viable. An American farm can be roughly 100 times larger than a Japanese one.

Additionally, with rising cost of living a lot of the youth of Japan move to cities like Tokyo, Osaka and Nagoya where they can find better paid office work. Local rural economies struggle more as they lose people and income from work doesn’t scale with the costs of living. It seems unavoidable we’ll see more and more rice farms close and further impacts due to decreased output.

If you’re interested in this there’s a video about this on Asianometry.



Finally

Reading this last section it might seem to end in doom and gloom. This isn’t really how I wanted to sign off on things. Rice farming was a positive experience for me, a connection with nature, building relationships with my wife’s family and growing my Japanese skills. Doing a day of manual labour, chatting shit, then going for the onsen and some BBQ and beers is far better than grinding away at some enterprise SaaS that will probably disappear in a few years.

Farming becoming economically unviable seems to be something afflicting many countries. At some point I expect a wakeup call or transition. Either things are changed to make it viable full-time or Japan’s system of small independent farms will gradually fade away. Only time will tell, but I hope that rural communities can continue to survive and also thrive.
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summary (100-150 words explain me like i’m five)

Imagine grown-ups build two kinds of things: giant skyscrapers with lots of rules and many people, and tiny backyard sheds all by themselves, just for fun. The big buildings teach them how to make strong things that don’t fall, but the little sheds let them play and try new ideas. The secret is that playing in the shed makes them better at building the big buildings, and keeps them excited about building at all! It’s like practicing your favorite game at home makes you better at the big tournament. The ‘skyscraper’ work gives you discipline and exposes you to immense scale, while the ‘shed’ gives you freedom to experiment and keeps your curiosity alive, making you a more rounded and passionate engineer.



fun standup comedy set on the topic (sell it to me, make fun of it)

\“Alright, so I’m an engineer. By day, I’m building banking systems. We’re talking ‘Cloud Spanner,’ ‘globally distributed, strongly consistent database’ – sounds fancy, right? Means if you deposit five bucks, the system knows it’s five bucks everywhere, instantly, even if a meteorite hits our main server farm. We have design documents, test plans, architecture reviews… it’s like building a skyscraper, but instead of steel beams, it’s lines of code. And instead of hard hats, we wear noise-cancelling headphones and pretend we understand what ‘synergy’ means.

But then, by night? I’m in my ‘shed.’ That’s where I build a Game Boy Advance emulator in Go. Because the world desperately needed another one, obviously. No permits, no audits, just me, a pile of code, and the silent judgment of my cat. The roof leaks sometimes, yeah, but I built it! And guess what? All that fancy skyscraper discipline? It sneaks into the shed! Now my sheds have automated deployments! I’m practically building tiny digital McMansions in my backyard. It’s how I stay sane, folks. It’s where I remember software isn’t just about ‘moving fast and breaking things’ – sometimes it’s about moving fast and intentionally breaking things just to see how they tick, then fixing them with the wisdom of the ancients… or at least, the wisdom of yesterday’s Jira ticket.\”



most striking interesting quotes (1-3)


	\“The enterprise work taught me how to engineer at scale, but it was the personal projects that kept me an engineer.\”

	\“The enterprise taught me the rules of structural integrity, but the shed gave me a place to actually be the architect.\”

	\“Protect your personal projects at all costs. It is where your curiosity lives, where you experiment, and where you define yourself as a builder rather than just an employee.\”





what does it mean for my profession (design / hacker / innovator)


	Designer: For designers, the \“shed\” is crucial for unconstrained exploration. It’s where you can freely experiment with new UI/UX patterns, design languages, or interaction models without the rigid constraints of corporate branding or legacy systems. It’s the space to discover what feels right, to break conventions, and to bring that fresh perspective back to enterprise-level challenges, ensuring designs aren’t just functional but also innovative and delightful.

	Hacker: For a hacker, the shed is the natural habitat. It’s the playground for deep dives into system mechanics, exploring vulnerabilities, reverse-engineering, or building novel tools just for the sheer intellectual challenge. The enterprise might provide exposure to complex systems, but the shed offers the freedom to truly \“take things apart and put them back together,\” fostering a profound understanding that is invaluable for both defensive and offensive security, or simply for pushing the boundaries of what’s possible.

	Innovator: The shed is the incubator for innovation. It’s where ideas are born, tested, and iterated upon rapidly, without the bureaucratic overhead or risk aversion often found in large organizations. It allows for the development of entirely new approaches, technologies, or product concepts that might seem too \“risky\” or \“unproven\” in a corporate setting. The freedom to fail cheaply and learn quickly in the shed directly fuels an innovator’s ability to identify and pursue groundbreaking opportunities.





add some book recommendations


	[[The Pragmatic Programmer - David Thomas Andrew Hunt]]

	[[Designing Data-Intensive Applications - Martin Kleppmann]]

	[[Building Microservices - Sam Newman]]





fitting twitter post (use the same generic tags as above)

Your day job teaches scale, but your side projects keep you an engineer. 🏗️🛠️ The ‘skyscraper’ builds discipline, but the ‘shed’ fuels curiosity & innovation. Don’t just work for the paycheck, build for the passion! Protect your shed. #SoftwareEngineering #SideProjects #CareerGrowth #TechLife #Innovation Constructing a skyscraper is a massive undertaking. You need architectural blueprints, council permits, and safety audits before the first piece of steel is even ordered. It requires hundreds of people coordinating over months or years. You can’t just throw up some drywall and hope the building holds weight.

Then there is the backyard shed. No blueprints, no permits, no audits. You just grab some timber, a saw, and start hammering. It might be a little drafty, and the roof might leak if it rains too hard, but you built it yourself in a single weekend.

For the last six years, my life as an engineer was split between these two modes. By day, I was building banking systems at enterprise scale. By night, I was in the shed, building whatever I felt like. Side projects that sometimes went somewhere and sometimes didn’t.

It is easy to view these as two separate lives: the work you do for a paycheck and the work you do for fun. But looking back on this chapter of my career, I’ve realised something fundamental. The enterprise work taught me how to engineer at scale, but it was the personal projects that kept me an engineer.

I’ve always told younger developers that maintaining side projects will do more for your career than any amount of interview prep and LeetCode will.



Learning the physics of scale

Early on, what stands out is how much of the work isn’t actually writing code. There are design documents, test plans, architecture reviews. It can feel like the actual building part is a fraction of the job.

But that surrounding work is what makes the building possible at scale. When you’re processing the volume of transactions a major bank handles, you can’t skip the design phase or cut corners on testing. Each of those steps exists because someone before you learned the hard way what happens without it.

Working in that environment gives you access to unattainable scale. You get to work with tools like Cloud Spanner, a globally distributed, strongly consistent database that you simply cannot simulate on a laptop. You learn defensive design. You start thinking about failure modes before you think about features.

But that scale comes with a cost: rigidity. You are a single worker on a massive site. You don’t often get to choose the materials, and you rarely get to experiment with the foundation.



Taking the blueprint home

The shed is where you take the blueprints you learned on the job and actually get to play with them.

In the early days, my personal projects were messy. Architecture was an afterthought if it was a thought at all. Classic shed behaviour. But over time, the patterns from work started bleeding in naturally.

You spend enough time designing systems that need to handle failure gracefully, and you start doing it on autopilot. The homelab is probably the best example of this. What started as a single container on a single machine turned into a managed cluster with automated deployments and infrastructure defined in code.

That’s taking the structural discipline from the skyscraper and applying it to a space where I had total freedom. The personal projects stopped falling over. They were still built fast and on my own terms, but they were anchored. The enterprise taught me the rules of structural integrity, but the shed gave me a place to actually be the architect.



The freedom to break things

When you’re building for yourself, the cost of a bad decision is a wasted evening. At work, choosing the wrong approach affects real teams and real customers.

That rapid feedback loop is what makes the shed so valuable. You are the developer, the reviewer, and the user. You can tear something down and rebuild it just to see how it feels.

I built a Game Boy Advance emulator in Go not because the world needed one, but because I wanted to understand how hardware works at that level. I’ve stood up services using tools I’d never touch at work just to understand their tradeoffs. You can try a tool you’ve never used before without writing a proposal for it.

Most of these experiments don’t turn into startup ideas, but they all leave something behind. A new pattern, a lesson in what not to do, a broader sense of what’s out there.

More than anything, the shed is where the curiosity stays alive. Enterprise work is highly valuable, but it can wear you down. Sprints blend together, the ticket queue never shrinks, and the problems start feeling repetitive. Personal projects are where you go to remember that building software is actually fun.



Bringing the hammer to the skyscraper

Earlier in my career, I was new to containerisation and cloud infrastructure, and the learning curve at work was steep. But because I was standing up containerised systems and running them on GCP at home on my own time, the concepts landed faster. I was getting reps in from both sides.

This pattern repeated throughout my career. You try something in the shed on a weekend because you’re curious. You learn the tradeoffs, the rough edges, the things the documentation doesn’t tell you. Then months later, when the team at work is evaluating that same tool or approach, you’re not starting from zero.

Because you’ve already broken things in your own environment, already evaluated tools on your own, and already felt the pain points, you can show up at work and make informed calls instead of guesses.



Protect your shed

The trap of software engineering is thinking that your day job is the entirety of your craft.

The engineer who only builds skyscrapers eventually burns out. The problems become repetitive, the process becomes suffocating, and the creative spark starts to dim. You stop building things because you want to, and start building them because the business says so. You lose your edge.

Protect your personal projects at all costs. It is where your curiosity lives, where you experiment, and where you define yourself as a builder rather than just an employee. The enterprise will teach you how to write code that survives, but the shed is what ensures you actually still want to write it.
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Summary (100-150 words ## explain me like i’m five)

Imagine a super-smart robot that can write stories just like a human! A company named OpenAI made one called GPT-2, but then they got a bit scared. They thought it was so good, people might use it to make up fake news or pretend to be others, so they only shared a smaller version. Now everyone is talking about whether they were right to be scared, or if they just wanted attention. The article explores this big debate: how do we deal with really powerful robots and new technology, and who decides what’s too dangerous to share? It also points out that the basic ideas behind GPT-2 aren’t secret, so others could probably build something similar anyway.



Fun Standup Comedy Set on the Topic (Sell it to me, make fun of it)

Alright, alright, settle down folks! Have you heard about this new AI, GPT-2? OpenAI said it was so powerful, they couldn’t release it! Headlines were like, \“Elon Musk’s AI So Powerful It Must Be Kept Locked Up For Humanity!\” I mean, I thought my ex was powerful, but this is a text generator! They even had a Guardian column titled, \“AI Can Write Just Like Me. Brace for the Robot Apocalypse.\” My cat can write like me after a few drinks, doesn’t mean we’re bracing for the feline-overlord apocalypse!

And then the experts rolled in, like, \“Hold on, it’s not that new. It’s just… a good next step.\” It’s like announcing you’ve invented a car so fast, it’s too dangerous to release, and then your neighbor’s like, \“Yeah, it’s basically a slightly shinier Model T.\” Their example text had unicorns speaking perfect English! And sometimes it mentions \“fires happening under water.\” So we’re holding back a potential world-ending AI because it can hallucinate aquatic infernos? Humanity is safe, folks. The robots will drown themselves in existential confusion!



Most Striking Interesting Quotes (1-3)


	\“Elon Musk-Founded OpenAI Builds Artificial Intelligence So Powerful That It Must Be Kept Locked Up for the Good of Humanity.\”

	\“There’s a general philosophy that when the time has come for some scientific progress to happen, you really can’t stop it. You just need to figure out how you’re going to deal with it.\”

	\“A.I. is a very young field, one that in many ways hasn’t achieved maturity in terms of how we think about the products we’re building and the balance between the harm they’ll do in the world and the good.\”





What Does It Mean for My Profession (Design / Hacker / Innovator)


	Design: For designers, GPT-2 and similar models offer powerful tools for rapid content prototyping, generating diverse text for UI elements, or even creating entire narrative arcs for interactive experiences. However, it also demands heightened ethical considerations for transparency – designing interfaces that clearly indicate AI-generated content and prevent misuse for misinformation or impersonation. Understanding how AI behaves (e.g., rambling, repetition) is crucial for designing effective user experiences around it.

	Hacker: The article implies that the core techniques for building such models are not proprietary secrets, just an excellent execution. For hackers, this means opportunities for reverse-engineering the publicly available smaller model, exploring its vulnerabilities, or even building open-source alternatives. It also highlights the potential for malicious use, such as generating large-scale spam, phishing campaigns, or sophisticated deepfake texts, underscoring the need for robust AI security and detection methods.

	Innovator: Innovators stand to gain immense leverage from advanced language models, enabling new applications in personalized content creation, highly intelligent chatbots, and creative tools. However, the GPT-2 debate serves as a stark reminder of the responsibility that comes with groundbreaking technology. Innovators must proactively engage in ethical discussions, consider societal impacts before deployment, and balance the pursuit of innovation with potential harms, perhaps even adopting a "responsible release" framework rather than just "move fast and break things."





Add Some Book Recommendations


	[[Superintelligence Paths Dangers Strategies - Nick Bostrom]]

	[[Life 3.0 Being Human in the Age of Artificial Intelligence - Max Tegmark]]

	[[Weapons of Math Destruction - Cathy ONeil]]





Fitting Twitter Post

OpenAI’s GPT-2 ignited an early firestorm: too powerful to release or just clever PR? This piece dives into the #AIethics debate, the future of text generation, and the ongoing challenge of balancing innovation with potential harm. Essential read for understanding #AI #Tech #LanguageModels #Innovation [image: A robot hand holding a pen as it goes down in flames.]

Photo illustration by Slate. Photos by AndreyPopov/iStock/Getty Images Plus, mansum008/iStock/Getty Images Plus, and Svetlana Chernova/iStock/Getty Images Plus.

Last week, the nonprofit research group OpenAI revealed that it had developed a new text-generation model that can write coherent, versatile prose given a certain subject matter prompt. However, the organization said, it would not be releasing the full algorithm due to “safety and security concerns.”

Instead, OpenAI decided to release a “much smaller” version of the model and withhold the data sets and training codes that were used to develop it. If your knowledge of the model, called GPT-2, came solely on headlines from the resulting news coverage, you might think that OpenAI had built a weapons-grade chatbot. A headline from Metro U.K. read, “Elon Musk-Founded OpenAI Builds Artificial Intelligence So Powerful That It Must Be Kept Locked Up for the Good of Humanity.” Another from CNET reported, “Musk-Backed AI Group: Our Text Generator Is So Good It’s Scary.” A column from the Guardian was titled, apparently without irony, “AI Can Write Just Like Me. Brace for the Robot Apocalypse.”

That sounds alarming. Experts in the machine learning field, however, are debating whether OpenAI’s claims may have been a bit exaggerated. The announcement has also sparked a debate about how to handle the proliferation of potentially dangerous A.I. algorithms.

OpenAI is a pioneer in artificial intelligence research that was initially funded by titans like SpaceX and Tesla founder Elon Musk, venture capitalist Peter Thiel, and LinkedIn co-founder Reid Hoffman. The nonprofit’s mission is to guide A.I. development responsibly, away from abusive and harmful applications. Besides text generation, OpenAI has also developed a robotic hand that can teach itself simple tasks, systems that can beat pro players of the strategy video game Dota 2, and algorithms that can incorporate human input into their learning processes.

On Feb. 14, OpenAI announced yet another feat of machine learning ingenuity in a blog post detailing how its researchers had trained a language model using text from 8 million webpages to predict the next word in a piece of writing. The resulting algorithm, according to the nonprofit, was stunning: It could “[adapt] to the style and content of the conditioning text” and allow users to “generate realistic and coherent continuations about a topic of their choosing.” To demonstrate the feat, OpenAI provided samples of text that GPT-2 had produced given a particular human-written prompt.

For example, researchers fed the generator the following scenario:


In a shocking finding, scientist discovered a herd of unicorns living in a remote, previously unexplored valley, in the Andes Mountains. Even more surprising to the researchers was the fact that the unicorns spoke perfect English.



The GPT-2 algorithm produced a news article in response:


The scientist named the population, after their distinctive horn, Ovid’s Unicorn. These four-horned, silver-white unicorns were previously unknown to science. Now, after almost two centuries, the mystery of what sparked this odd phenomenon is finally solved. Dr. Jorge Pérez, an evolutionary biologist from the University of La Paz, and several companions, were exploring the Andes Mountains when they found a small valley, with no other animals or humans. Pérez noticed that the valley had what appeared to be a natural fountain, surrounded by two peaks of rock and silver snow. Pérez and the others then ventured further into the valley. “By the time we reached the top of one peak, the water looked blue, with some crystals on top,” said Pérez.



Other samples exhibited GPT-2’s turns as a novelist writing another battle passage of The Lord of the Rings, a columnist railing against recycling, and a speechwriter composing John F. Kennedy’s address to the American people in the wake of his hypothetical resurrection as a cyborg.

While researchers admit that the algorithm’s prose can be a bit sloppy—it often rambles, uses repetitive language, can’t quite nail topic transitions, and inexplicably mentions “fires happening under water”—OpenAI nevertheless contends that GPT-2 is far more sophisticated than any other text generator that it has developed. That’s a bit self-referential, but most in the A.I. field seem to agree that GPT-2 is truly at the cutting edge of what’s currently possible with text generation. Most A.I. tech is only equipped to handle specific tasks and tends to fumble anything else outside a very narrow range. Training the GPT-2 algorithm to adapt nimbly to various modes of writing is a significant achievement. The model also stands out from older text generators in that it can distinguish between multiple definitions of a single word based on context clues and has a deeper knowledge of more obscure usages. These enhanced capabilities allow the algorithm to compose longer and more coherent passages, which could be used to improve translation services, chatbots, and A.I. writing assistants. That doesn’t mean it will necessarily revolutionize the field.

Nevertheless, OpenAI said that it would only be publishing a “much smaller version” of the model due to concerns that it could be abused. The blog post fretted that it could be used to generate false news articles, impersonate people online, and generally flood the internet with spam and vitriol. While people can, of course, create such malicious content themselves, the implementation of sophisticated A.I. text generation may augment the scale at which it’s generated. What GPT-2 lacks in elegant prose stylings it could more than make up for in its prolificacy.

Yet the prevailing notion among most A.I. experts, including those at OpenAI, was that withholding the algorithm is a stopgap measure at best. Plus, “It’s not clear that there’s any, like, stunningly new technique they [OpenAI] are using. They’re just doing a good job of taking the next step,” says Robert Frederking, the principal systems scientist at Carnegie Mellon’s Language Technologies Institute. “A lot of people are wondering if you actually achieve anything by embargoing your results when everybody else can figure out how to do it anyway.”

An entity with enough capital and knowledge of A.I. research that’s already out in the public could build a text generator comparable to GPT-2, even by renting servers from Amazon Web Services. If OpenAI had released the algorithm, you perhaps would not have to spend as much time and computing power developing your own text generator. But the process by which it built the model isn’t exactly a mystery. (OpenAI did not respond to Slate’s requests for comment by publication.)

Some in the machine learning community have accused OpenAI of exaggerating the risks of its algorithm for media attention and depriving academics, who may not have the resources to build such a model themselves, the opportunity to conduct research with GPT-2. However, David Bau, a researcher at MIT’s Computer Science and Artificial Intelligence Laboratory, sees this decision more of a gesture intended to start a debate about ethics in A.I. “One organization pausing one particular project isn’t really going to change anything long term,” says Bau. “But OpenAI gets a lot of attention for anything they do … and I think they should be applauded for turning a spotlight on this issue.”

It’s worth considering, as OpenAI seems to be encouraging us to do, how researchers and society in general should approach powerful A.I. models. The dangers that come with the proliferation of A.I. won’t necessarily involve insubordinate killer robots. Let’s say, hypothetically, that OpenAI had managed to create a truly unprecedented text generator that could be easily downloaded and operated by laypeople on a mass scale. For John Bowers, a research associate at the Berkman Klein Center, what to do next may come down to a cost-benefit calculus. “The fact of the matter is that a lot of the cool stuff that we’re seeing coming out of A.I. research can be weaponized in some form,” says Bowers.

In the case of increasingly sophisticated text generators, Bowers would press for releasing the algorithms because of their contributions to the field of natural language processing and practical uses, though he acknowledges that important developments in A.I. image recognition could be leveraged for invasive surveillance. However, Bowers would lean away from trying to advance and proliferate an A.I. tool like that used to make deepfakes, which is often used to graft images of people’s faces onto pornography. “To me, deepfakes are a prime example of a technology that has way more downside than upside.”

Bowers stresses, however, that these are all judgment calls, which in part speaks to the current shortcomings of the machine learning field that OpenAI is trying to highlight. “A.I. is a very young field, one that in many ways hasn’t achieved maturity in terms of how we think about the products we’re building and the balance between the harm they’ll do in the world and the good,” he says. Machine learning practitioners have not yet established many widely accepted frameworks for considering the ethical implications of creating and releasing A.I.-enabled technologies.

If recent history is any indication, trying to suppress or control the proliferation of A.I. tools may also be a losing battle. Even if there is a consensus around the ethics of disseminating certain algorithms, it might not be enough to stop people who disagree.

Frederking says an analogous precedent to the current conundrum with A.I. might be the popularization of consumer-level encryption in the 1990s, when the government repeatedly tried and failed to regulate cryptography. In 1991, Joe Biden, then a senator, introduced a bill mandating that tech companies install back doors that would allow law enforcement to carry out warrants to retrieve voice, text, and other communications from customers. Programmer Phil Zimmerman soon spoiled the scheme by developing a tool called PGP, which encrypted communications so that they could only be read by the sender and receiver. PGP soon enjoyed widespread adoption, undercutting back doors accessible to tech companies and the government. And as lawmakers were mulling further attempts to stem the adoption of strong encryption services, the National Research Council concluded in a 1996 study that users could easily and legally obtain those same services from countries like Israel and Finland.

“There’s a general philosophy that when the time has come for some scientific progress to happen, you really can’t stop it,” says Frederking. “You just need to figure out how you’re going to deal with it.”
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