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AI’s Economics Don’t Make Sense
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Authors: [[Ed Zitron]]

Published: 2026-04-28
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summary (100-150 words ## explain me like i’m five)

Imagine a car service that charges you $20 a month for 100 rides, but secretly pays $150 for every gallon of gas you use. Eventually, the company runs out of money and has to start charging you for the gas you actually burn. That’s what’s happening with AI services like GitHub Copilot. They’ve been losing huge amounts of money by letting you use powerful AI for cheap, and now they have to raise prices or switch to \“pay-per-use\” to survive. This means the AI tools you love are about to get much more expensive, and the entire industry, built on massive, unproven investments in data centers, might be heading for a major financial crash. Companies like OpenAI and Anthropic are facing massive spending with questionable returns, putting even giants like Oracle at risk.



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

\“Alright, so who here uses AI? ChatGPT? Copilot? Yeah, you’re all thinking, ‘I’m so productive now!’ Well, guess what? You’re basically getting a free ride on a private jet powered by unicorn tears and investor cash. Microsoft, bless their hearts, they’ve been losing $20, $80 a month per Copilot user! That’s like paying $10 for an all-you-can-eat buffet where you’re the buffet. And now they’re like, ‘Surprise! Starting June 1, 2026, you’ll pay for actual tokens.’ Which, translated from corporate-speak, means ‘Amy Hood is coming for you with a baseball bat.’ It’s a ‘subprime AI crisis’! Remember subprime mortgages? This is worse. This is subprime hallucinations. We’re building entire data centers for OpenAI, whose CFO is worried they can’t pay their bills! That’s like building a five-star restaurant for a guy who just filed for bankruptcy. And Larry Ellison’s fortune? Tied to Sam Altman’s ability to raise $852 billion! Larry, buddy, maybe just buy a nice island instead of betting it all on ‘AI will magically get profitable.’ Because right now, AI is less ‘artificial intelligence’ and more ‘artificially inflated nonsense’! Thank you, I’ll be here all week, trying to afford my next chatbot query!\”


	most striking interesting quotes

	\“Monthly AI Subscriptions Are All Part of AI’s Subsidy Scam, A Deliberate Attempt To Separate Generative AI From Its Actual Costs\”

	\“This is a blinking red fucking light, and in a sane market would send Oracle’s stock into a tailspin, because OpenAI’s ascent to over $280 billion in annual revenue is critical to Oracle’s ability to not run out of money.\”

	\“LLMs are a casino, and you’ve been gambling with the house’s money while encouraging people to bet their own on whether they’ll get a unit of work out of a particular model.\”





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


	Designers: Prioritize cost transparency in AI product design. Users will need clear feedback on token usage and associated expenses. Focus on designing for efficiency and measurable value rather than ‘unlimited’ features. Ethical design to avoid deceptive cost models is crucial.

	Hackers: Develop cost-aware AI applications. Optimize prompt engineering, model selection, and context window management to minimize token burn. Explore open-source alternatives or fine-tuning smaller models to reduce reliance on expensive, subsidized services. Understand the true economic constraints before building.

	Innovators: Rethink AI business models. Subscriptions for LLMs are likely unsustainable. Explore value-based pricing, transparent pay-per-token models, or innovations that genuinely reduce inference costs. Focus on measurable ROI for AI implementations, moving beyond vague productivity claims. Beware of ‘growth at all costs’ if it’s built on unsustainable subsidies.





add some book recommendations

[[The Myth of Capitalism Monopolies and the Death of Competition - Jonathan Tepper and Denise Hearn]] [[Bad Blood Secrets and Lies in a Silicon Valley Startup - John Carreyrou]] [[The Great Crash 1929 - John Kenneth Galbraith]]


	fitting twitter post (use the same generic tags as above) #AI is a casino & we’ve been gambling with the house’s money! 💸 Subsidized LLM subscriptions are ending, and the true, astronomical costs are hitting. GitHub Copilot’s shift to usage-based billing is just the start. The AI bubble is real, and the economics are broken. #Tech #AIcrisis #Innovation #FutureofAI If you liked this piece, please subscribe to my premium newsletter. It’s $70 a year, or $7 a month, and in return you get a weekly newsletter that’s usually anywhere from 5,000 to 18,000 words, including vast, detailed analyses of NVIDIA, Anthropic and OpenAI’s finances, and the AI bubble writ large. I recently put out the timely and important Hater’s Guide To The SaaSpocalypse, another on How AI Isn’t Too Big To Fail, a deep (17,500 word) Hater’s Guide To OpenAI, and just last week put out the massive Hater’s Guide To Private Credit.



I also just did a piece about how OpenAI will kill Oracle, and I’ve used some of the materials in today’s piece. It’s one of my best pieces I’ve ever done and I’m extremely proud of it.

Subscribing to premium is both great value and makes it possible to write these large, deeply-researched free pieces every week.
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Summary

AI tools are making it dangerously easy for novices to produce “expert-looking” work they don’t actually understand. This leads to “output-competence decoupling,” where the quality of work no longer reflects the creator’s skill. Companies are prioritizing the appearance of productivity over actual substance, filling workplaces with “slop”—long, hollow documentation that hides a lack of real progress. The human capacity for judgment and deep work, which historically came from the “slow” process of learning, is being replaced by fast, synthetic output. To survive, professionals must use AI only where they can verify accuracy, retain final judgment, and prioritize deep expertise over the illusion of efficiency.



ELI5

Imagine you have a magic robot that writes your homework for you. You get an A, but you didn’t learn how to do the math. Now, your teacher starts getting suspicious because all the students are writing perfectly, but no one can explain their answers. The robot is great at writing, but it doesn’t actually “know” the right answers—it just guesses what sounds smart. If everyone keeps using the robot, soon nobody will know how to do math at all! We need to keep using our own brains so we don’t forget how to think.



Standup Comedy Set

“So, my coworker is using Claude for everything. I’m pretty sure our company’s new data strategy was written by a chatbot that thinks a ‘data schema’ is a type of taco. My boss loves it! He sees a 50-page document and thinks, ‘Look at that momentum!’ I see a 50-page document and think, ‘Look at how much toner we’re wasting.’ We’re all just conduits now. I’m not an engineer anymore; I’m a glorified copy-paste machine with a desk job. I asked the AI to fix a bug, and it told me it was ‘brave for trying.’ Thanks, robot, now my server is on fire and I’m feeling really validated!”



Striking Quotes


	“The slowness was not a tax on the real work; the slowness was the real work.”

	“The person, in the transaction, becomes a kind of conduit, capable of routing the output to a recipient and incapable of evaluating it on the way through.”

	“Removing the H from HITL is not an efficiency. It is the abandonment of the only mechanism the system has for catching itself.”





Impact on Design/Hacking/Innovation

For designers, hackers, and innovators, this is a warning: don’t let tools outsource your critical judgment. If you are designing systems or writing code you can’t debug or justify, you aren’t innovating; you’re gambling. True innovation requires the friction of deep thought. If you stop doing the ‘hard part’ of your job, you stop being an expert.



Twitter Post

Is your team building real systems or just high-quality #AISlop? AI is decoupling output from competence, and it’s creating a dangerous illusion of progress. Stop the auto-pilot. #AI #WorkplaceCulture #DeepWork #TechStrategy #ProfessionalDevelopment > Parkinson’s Law states that work expands to fill the time available. In the era of AI, workers now have a tool that expands to fill whatever a large language model can be persuaded to generate, which is to say, without limit.



Cross domain generation

People who cannot write code are building software. People who have never designed a data system are designing data systems. Most of it is not shipped; it is built, often for many hours, possibly shown internally with great vigor, used quietly, and occasionally surfaced to a client without much fanfare. Workers can obsess over an idea, working many hours overtime. There are a few practitioners who use the current agentic tools to do complex things properly, but they are scarce and as I find, typically in code generation. AI, for all its capabilities at the level of the individual, has not scaled properly in my workplace.

I have a colleague, a careful and intelligent person in a role that is not engineering, who spent two months earlier this year building a system that should have been designed by someone with formal training in data architecture. He used the tools well, by the standards by which use of the tools is currently measured. He produced a great deal of code, a great deal of documentation, a great deal of what looked, to anyone who did not know what to look for, like progress. He could not, when asked, explain how any of it actually worked. The work was wrong from the first day. The schemas, and more importantly the objectives, were wrong in a way that would have been obvious to anyone with two years in the field. Several of us did know. When opinions were voiced even as high as a V.P., he fought back. The room had been arranged in such a way that saying so was not a contribution; his managers were too invested in the appearance of momentum to want the appearance disturbed. The work will continue, in all probability, until it is shown to a stakeholder, and they decide not to invest.

This is the part of the phenomenon I find hardest to write about. The tool did not make him a worse colleague. It made him able to impersonate, for months, a discipline he had never trained in, and the impersonation was good enough that the institutional incentives all bent toward letting him continue. Perhaps it’s a failure of management, but I have been finding management to be so eager to embrace AI that they’re willing to accept the risk.

It would be tolerable, perhaps, if the tool offered an honest assessment of what it had produced. The Cheng et al. Stanford study published in Science this spring [1] confirmed what every regular user already knew: leading models are roughly fifty percent more agreeable than human respondents, affirming the user even where the affirmation is unwarranted. Berkeley CMR meta-analyses [4] found AI-literate users often overestimate their performance. Particularly interesting when workers stray outside of their training. An NBER study of support agents [2] found generative AI boosted novice productivity by about a third while barely helping experts. Harvard Business School researchers found the same pattern in consulting work [3]. So you have overconfident, novices able to improve their individual productivity in an area of expertise they are unable to review for correctness. What could go wrong?



Slop on the inside

Requirements documents that were once a page are now twelve. Status updates that were once three sentences are now bulleted summaries of bulleted summaries. Retrospective notes, post-incident reports, design memos, kickoff decks: every artifact that can be elongated is, by people who do not read what they produce, for readers who do not read what they receive. The cost of producing a document has fallen to nearly zero; the cost of reading one has not, and is in fact rising, because the reader must now sift the synthetic context for whatever the document was originally about. Each individual decision to elongate seems rational, and each is independently rewarded — readers are more confident in longer AI-generated explanations whether or not the explanations are correct [5]. The collective effect is that the signal in any given workplace is harder to find than it was before any of this began. The checkpoints have been hidden, drowned in their own paperwork, even when the people drowning them were genuinely trying to “ be brief ”.

This is a new form of slop, and it is more expensive than the public kind, because the people producing it are being paid a salary to do so. The pipeline of future experts is thinning from both ends. The work that used to teach judgment is now done by the tool, and the entry-level roles where the teaching happened are being cut on the theory that the tool can do the work. What this is causing, in many offices including mine, is a great deal of motion and very little of what motion used to create.

The downstream costs are accumulating quickly. Most of the public discussion of AI slop has focused on the flood into public markets — a University of Florida marketing study [6] being among the more direct treatments. What is less remarked upon is the same dynamic playing out inside organizations: time wasted using AI on tasks that did not need it, on artifacts no one will read, on processes that exist only because the tool made it cheap to construct them. On decks that spell out things that previously didn’t even need to be said or were assumed.





I Want to Live Like Costco People
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Summary

Costco is a giant, magical warehouse where adults go to buy everything from 5-pound blocks of cheese to actual caskets. It’s like a casino for groceries—no windows, weird rewards, and you always end up spending way more money than you planned. The author, once a self-proclaimed ‘too-cool’ millennial, eventually gave in to the Costco life, realizing it’s where everyone—from retirees to young families—comes to fulfill their basic human needs and channel their inner parent.



Comedy Set

“So, I finally joined the cult. I’m a Costco member now. I feel like I need a vest with 40 pockets just to walk in. You go in for a rotisserie chicken and walk out with a gazebo, a set of tires, and enough gummy bears to feed a small village. It’s the only place on earth where you can buy a wedding ring and a funeral casket in the same aisle—it’s the ‘Circle of Life’ store! My dad warned me this would happen. I’m just waiting for the day I find myself wandering the frozen food section, crying over the price of bulk toilet paper.”



Striking Quotes


	“Some of us are crying in H Mart; some of us are mourning in Costco.”

	“There’s no such thing as the real America, but if there were, you’d find it here.”





Professional Relevance

For designers and innovators, Costco is a masterclass in behavioral architecture. The warehouse design uses “variable reward frequency” (randomized product rotation) and “forced-path navigation” to gamify the shopping experience. It shows how physical space can subtly influence consumer psychology and loyalty by creating a communal, ritualistic environment.



Twitter Post

Finally accepted my fate as a Costco card-carrying adult. It’s not just shopping; it’s a lifestyle, a mourning ritual, and a casino for middle-aged millennials. #Costco #Retail #Culture #Lifestyle #SuburbanLife ## Some of us are crying in H Mart; some of us are mourning in Costco.

I resisted the siren song of Costco for much of my adult life. This has increasingly made me feel like an anomaly: it is the third-largest retailer in the world, with an estimated 30% of Americans over the age of 18 holding membership cards. And this cultural penetration is amplified in certain regions. The Pacific Northwest is Costco country. The city of Kirkland, Washington, of Kirkland Signature brand fame, is around half an hour from my hometown of Tacoma, and there are no fewer than eight Costco locations within a short drive of the city of Portland, Oregon, where I live now. Maybe it was turning 40, or buying a house, or doing any number of the rites of middle-life passage (microdosing psychedelics, getting into jam bands, establishing a primary care physician) that have marched me inexorably toward the great parking lot of dreams. I am now, for the first time in my life, a card-carrying, dues-paying Costco member. There’s no distance left to run.

But my acquiesce wasn’t without at least some resistance. Something about the whole thing always registered to me as, like, lame—too normcore, too boring, perhaps even too cheugy to an informed and taste-driven millennial ur-consumer like me. The kinds of brands I like to buy aren’t what they sell at Costco, or at least that’s how my thinking went before piloting my first oversize shopping cart. And yet there’s nothing quite like staring down a little jar of tinned fish whose price has been marked up at the local curated mercantile to break you of this cognitive pattern. It is a jarring thoughtscape, remarkably compelling and nondiscursive and utterly hard to shake. You know the one—that sinking moment, the one that comes with the same lurching inevitability as death and taxes. I’m pretty sure they sell these same Fishwife spicy tuna tins for half the price at Costco!

Embracing the Costco lifestyle means accepting the fact that I am, in many ways, becoming my father. This is an old idea, both Freudian and Kierkegaardian—the belief that we are all destined to embody learned characteristics and habits passed down from parent to child. I remember my father’s Costco order from the ’90s perfectly, because it made up the regular contents of our kitchen growing up. The blueberry, poppy seed, and chocolate muffin multipack, the white chocolate macadamia nut cookies, the bulk powdered superjar of Gatorade concentrate. But I can recall almost nothing about actually visiting the place with him. My dad loved Costco so much that I think he liked to keep the act of visiting as a pleasure solely for himself.

You shift into Costco mode somewhere at the ten-minute driving mark. They’re always in far-off places, and so the last ten or twenty minutes of the drive feel like a rush, like how people talk about getting high on the way to the drug dealer or getting off the plane in Vegas to the ding-ding-ding of the Buffalo Gold machines. The bakery muffins really are smaller now than I remember them being as a kid, but those white chocolate macadamia nut cookies are still exactly the same. And so is the building, an aircraft hangar–size warehouse spectacle operated very much in line with casino design: a place with no outside source of light, randomized reward experiences (part of what’s termed “variable reward frequency,” a central tenet of gambling psychology), and an internal sense of economics that makes it startlingly easy to lose track of money.



Like a lot of married couples, my wife and I maintain a regularly updated shared Google doc for Costco shopping as a form of domestic ritual. Anecdotally, it’s my belief that every Costco shopper has a certain item or two they’re compelled to purchase on each visit—I think it’s very likely you, while reading this, are nodding your head and thinking about your own nonnegotiable Costco pickup right now. Here are ours: the five-pound brick of Tillamook cheddar cheese (my daughter will consume the entirety of this over the course of one month), the large tray of cocktail shrimp (I will personally consume the entirety of this in around 48 hours), a flat of assorted LaCroix or Polar Seltzer or mineral water (my tax guy says I can write this off as a work expense), and a pack of turkey and Swiss cheese pinwheels (my wife’s favorite).

One encounters a thousand and one stories observing the swath of humanity at the Costco, amongst the realm of the Costco people, doing whatever Costco people do. Here we find the well-to-do and the hoi polloi, kings and paupers, the nearly dead and the very recently born. It starts in the parking lot—there’s a man rolling his cart with a single bottle of margarita mix in the child seat—and continues through the membership-gated doors. Here’s a young couple playing house; here’s a pack of families with unruly kids. There’s a man wearing a US Air Force Vietnam Veteran hat; a man wearing a hoodie that says “Moral Monkey”; a man in a full Adidas tracksuit in the style of Christopher Moltisanti.

I observe a woman so lost in the allure of the frozen food aisle that she crashes her cart into the side of a warehouse concrete pole, laughs, and apologizes to no one in particular. We see the elderly, the bent over and infirm, the drywall hanger and HVAC installer types wearing their full-sunblock Ray-Bans indoors. I begin counting how many different languages I hear on this visit; the final count is something like eight, depending on whether the last one was Ukrainian or a Russian dialect I’m unfamiliar with.

Every phase of life can be shopped for at Costco. Where else can you purchase a wedding ring, a baby carrier, and a casket? It follows your own life story—one does not experience Costco the same way before and after owning a home, or before and after having a child. My wife and I recently purchased our first house, and never could I have imagined feeling so drawn toward the allure of outdoor furniture: palapas apropos, gazebos akimbo.

The stores are also intensely localized, as reported previously in these pages by Priya Krishna. Here in Portland, that means products for the upwardly mobile and extremely online: an endcap dedicated to Graza olive oil, Vital Proteins collagen peptides, myriad formulations of imported ramen and cult Korean skincare products. Truly every health halo, diet trend, and burgeoning eating disorder can be shopped for here, and sometimes these products even sit across from one another in stark post-ironic relief, the double box of Cheez-Its staring down a 4.25-pound bag of whey protein isolate, locked in an eternal battle for health-and-wellness mindshare.

Contrapuntal to the list of things we must buy on each visit, there is perhaps a more controversial list, which is the inventory of items I will never purchase at Costco. Maybe this is a hangover from my younger, more disdainful days; this is my list and mine alone, and while you can make determinations about my character from it, I ask that you please do not judge me. I will never buy Costco coffee—I know too much about coffee, and my allegiance to a coterie of indie micro roasters (Yes Plz subscription for life) and esoteric brewing methods has ruined me for life from enjoying the simple pleasures of a Kirkland Signature K-Cup pod.

I will never purchase Costco clothing, flowers, or wine, even though I’m well aware there are some deals to be had ($219 for a bottle of Dom ain’t bad). I don’t like the chicken—buying expensive farm-raised chickens long ago reset my palate—and I don’t like the prepared taco dinners, which I did buy once and swore to never do again. Yes, this makes me a snob; even within the vast democratization of Costco, there are snobs. I also think there are certain items that make no sense in large formats. I love Adams crunchy peanut butter, but an 82-ounce jar is so massive and petroliferous with oil that you’d need a paint mixer to properly incorporate it all.


I observe a woman so lost in the allure of the frozen food aisle that she crashes her cart into the side of a warehouse concrete pole, laughs, and apologizes to no one in particular.



The scale of items at Costco sometimes demands we answer questions beyond easy comprehension. Do I *need* a 300-gram bag of premium orange chicken puffs? What the hell even are premium orange chicken puffs? (They are a “ premium rice and potato flour ” snack, flavored in the style of an orange chicken entrée.) I’m open to the concept of a yuzu citrus snack nut mix, perhaps to enjoy beneath my new Costco palapa, but do I desire three whole pounds of it? Every time I go to Costco, I stop and look at the 62 ounces of peanut M&M’s, and I think of my father, who loved to purchase this snack in bulk. I do not purchase the M&M’s for myself, but I do often take a picture—sometimes to text my mom, so we can remember Dad together for a moment, and sometimes just to keep for myself.

I wonder about everyone else in Costco, and if they’re having moments like this as they shop. The guy in the army fatigue pants and the Premium Landscapers hoodie, the mom wearing a pair of worn-out On Clouds, the solo adult men with AirPods in (also sold at Costco), listening to God knows what podcast: Are they thinking about a dead relative’s favorite Costco items, too? Some of us are crying in H Mart; some of us are mourning in Costco.

Employees typically leave you alone at Costco, which is appreciated in moments like these. There are, of course, the friendly free-sample elders serving bites of gyoza and apple chicken sausage, and the teenage staffers symbiotically clearing their trash of little paper cups, but otherwise you are rarely confronted by the staff here, and I like that.

It’s getting near closing time, and I notice a young woman and a young man in their Costco employee hats sharing a moment together on the patio, or rather, in the patio furniture section. She’s reading a novel; he’s scrolling on his phone; they look radiant together there beneath the dim halogen glow.

Every cycle of life takes place in Costco, so why couldn’t you fall in love? I’m sure it’s happened. Love finds a way. I walk past them once, trying to figure out what she’s reading for reportorial purposes. Maybe it’s a great novel. Maybe some philosophy. I pass again, trying to be low-key about it, peeking at the top of the page. They used to sell novels here, but the books section at Costco was shelved in early 2025 (limited availability has returned to some stores). It’s a novel called A Voice in the Wind by Francine Rivers, which the internet tells me has never been sold at Costco retailers. She must have brought it from home.

It’s the last call for samples, the last call for audiology appointments. A growing number of Americans satisfy some portion of their critical health care needs right here at Costco, including my mother, who went in for a hearing exam at her local Costco a few weeks back. I snag a final plastic cup of Welch’s gummy fruit snacks. They’re shutting down the ravioli morsels. Sunrise, sunset, but the lighting never changes inside Costco. I make one last pass through the produce room, which is chilled to a degree that becomes uncomfortable after a few minutes but then makes the rest of the store feel downright pleasant the moment you exit. I’m checking the last few things off my list; so are the blue-haired punks and the skinny dude in a Rick and Morty T-shirt and the driven grandpa on his mobility scooter, charging past me in the direction of the paper products.

I stop at a large endcap display proffering huge tubs of cabbage kimchi next to huge tubs of sauerkraut. No matter who we are or where we’re from, at Costco, we’re more alike than we are different. There’s no such thing as the real America, but if there were, you’d find it here. And you’ll find me here, too, for I have become the Costco person I was always destined to be, preordained by geography and epigenetics, nature and nurture. Yes, I’d like a box to take my groceries to the car. I’m pretty sure all this stuff will fit.
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Summary

LinkedIn hides lists of who viewed your profile behind a paywall, but a privacy group called Noyb argues this violates GDPR Article 15. This rule gives users the right to access their personal data for free. LinkedIn claims they fulfill these requirements, but Noyb asserts that if a company sells data access as a premium feature, they cannot deny that same data to free users who request it via a legal GDPR access request. If this succeeds, it could force tech giants to hand over “premium” data to anyone who asks, undermining business models that monetize user information.



ELI5

Imagine you have a clubhouse. Everyone can see it, but if you want to know exactly who stopped by to peek at your door, the manager charges you $30. A privacy lawyer says, “Hey, that’s your clubhouse data! Even if they want money for it, the rules say you should get a list of your visitors for free if you ask nicely.” LinkedIn is trying to say “No way, that’s our premium secret!” But the lawyers think otherwise.



Standup Bit

“So, LinkedIn is charging for profile views. It’s like a bouncer at a club who says, ‘I won’t tell you who looked at you, but for $29.99, I’ll tell you their job title, where they work, and if they’re single.’ It’s basically data extortion! ‘I saw someone looking at you, but I’m not saying who unless you upgrade to Premium.’ That’s not a social network; that’s a high-tech gossip merchant!”



Interesting Quotes


	“Selling data to its own users is a popular practice among companies. In reality, however, people have the right to receive their own data free of charge.”

	“It does not matter that the business would prefer to sell the data to the data subject or that it would be harmful for their business model.”





Professional Impact


	Designers: Stop gating meaningful UX insights behind paywalls if they constitute “personal data.”

	Hackers/Innovators: This could trigger a wave of “data scraping” via legal requests, forcing companies to rebuild data pipelines to export raw, non-premium formats on demand.





Book Recommendations


	[[The Age of Surveillance Capitalism - Shoshana Zuboff]]

	[[Data and Goliath - Bruce Schneier]]

	[[Privacy Is Power - Carissa Veliz]]





Twitter Post

LinkedIn is fighting to keep your data behind a paywall, but GDPR Article 15 might force them to cough it up for free. Is the era of monetizing user data finally hitting a legal wall? #Privacy #GDPR #TechNews #LinkedIn #DataRights GDPR Article 15 doesn’t care if you want to make money by selling users’ data back to them

A LinkedIn feature the average non-paying user likely only glances past could end up setting a legal precedent in the EU regarding how companies treat customer data that they’ve processed.

Take a look at your LinkedIn profile, if you have one, and you’ll see a space where you can look at profile viewers. For premium LinkedIn users, the list of people who visit one’s profile goes back 365 days and includes names, job title and employer, and an easy link to the person’s profile, unless they’ve toggled their visibility off for privacy reasons.


[image: premium-linkedin-profile-viewers]
premium-linkedin-profile-viewers

What a premium LinkedIn user sees when they look at their profile viewers

Non-premium LinkedIn users, on the other hand, don’t get nearly the same level of visibility on their profiles. If you don’t fork over cash to LinkedIn owner Microsoft each month for the privilege, you’ll just see things like “12 people found you though the homepage,” or that someone with a certain job title from a certain company was scoping out your LinkedIn page.

Clicking anything on the free user list redirects you to a LinkedIn premium signup page or search results for employees at one of the aforementioned companies.


[image: linkedin-profile-viewers-free]
linkedin-profile-viewers-free

What you’ll see on the profile viewers screen if you don’t have a paid-for LinkedIn account

One unnamed LinkedIn user refused to accept this lesser status, and approached Microsoft to exercise their GDPR Article 15 right to a copy of their personal data processed by LinkedIn. “Processed” can mean a variety of things, including something as broad as simply hosting a particular type of information.

LinkedIn rejected the request on the grounds that protecting that data took precedence. Now the data protection warriors at EU privacy outfit Noyb (“none of your business”) are getting involved.

“Selling data to its own users is a popular practice among companies,” Noyb data protection lawyer Martin Baumann said of the case. “In reality, however, people have the right to receive their own data free of charge.”

Take a look at the language of Article 15, and it’s pretty clear: data subjects (i.e., users) have the right to a copy of any and all data concerning them that’s been processed by the provider. A full list of profile visitors seemingly should fall under Article 15 data – even if it’s normally reserved for paying users and presented to them in a nicer way, it should still be accessible to free users who actually request it.

LinkedIn didn’t appear to believe that it was doing anything wrong at all. In a clear denial of facts that are obviously apparent to any non-paying LinkedIn user, including the writer and both editors who worked on this story, a LinkedIn spokesperson told us, “Not only is it incorrect that only Premium members can see who has viewed their profile, but we also satisfy GDPR Article 15 by disclosing the information at issue via our Privacy Policy.” The first part of that statement is false, as you can see from the screenshot above. Given the obvious untrustworthiness of that half of the statement, we didn’t bother wasting any time trying to evaluate the second part.

Noyb acknowledges there’s a clear bit of legal fuzz stuck in this corner of the GDPR when it comes to premium service offerings.

“If any business processes a person’s personal data, this information is generally covered by their right of access under the GDPR,” Baumann told The Register. “It does not matter that the business would prefer to sell the data to the data subject or that it would be harmful for their business model if they would.”

There’s only one exception in Article 15 that would give LinkedIn an out, Baumann told us, and that’s the last paragraph, which says a person’s right to their data can’t adversely affect the rights and freedoms of others. Were LinkedIn to argue that it had to protect the identities of people who visited a data subject’s profile, they could have an excuse. But not a good one, in Baumann’s opinion.

“Since LinkedIn does provide information about profile visits to paying Premium members, it cannot consider that disclosing the data would adversely affect the rights of the visitors whose data is disclosed,” the Noyb lawyer explained. “Otherwise, providing this information to Premium users would be unlawful too.”

What seems to be the sticking point here is where right of access begins and a company’s right to make money off data they hold (data that was, ahem, supplied by users) ends. Baumann said he hopes this case can clear the legal air.



MORE CONTEXT


	You have one week to opt out or become fodder for LinkedIn AI training


	Europe’s GDPR cops dished out €1.2B in fines last year as data breaches piled up


	Go straight to sell! Windows second-chance setup hawks Microsoft services at IT’s expense


	Microsoft’s turned Windows into a cesspool, but it wants to do better




“We expect a clarification concerning the fact that personal data that can be accessed when a user pays for it is also covered by their right of access,” he explained.

Think of it like this: LinkedIn has every right under the GDPR to take data it has about profile visitors, package it up, add analytics, and present it in its most useful form to those willing to pay the platform for such a premium service. But a masochistic user who wants to rawdog a CSV file of the same data should have the right to do that, too - and GDPR Article 15 gives it to them.

It’s not just LinkedIn, either. Baumann said there are numerous other cases where similar legal clarification would be appreciated, citing the example of a bank that is unwilling to provide access to account statements in response to a GDPR request, but is happy to hand over similar data for a fee.

“A precedent would be welcomed,” Baumann said. ®
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Summary (ELI5)

Imagine you have a magic robot that builds Lego sets super fast. The problem isn’t building anymore; it’s telling the robot exactly which pieces to snap together and why. If you don’t explain the whole plan perfectly, the robot builds something that looks right but is totally wrong. Since teams spend all their time arguing and agreeing on plans, the robot doesn’t make the work easier—it just makes the ‘talking and planning’ part the most important job of all.



Standup Comedy

\“So I got an AI coder. It writes code in seconds. Great, right? Now I spend my entire day writing 10-page ‘prompts’ that are basically just me begging the AI to not be an idiot. I’ve gone from being a Software Engineer to a frustrated kindergarten teacher for a supercomputer. We aren’t moving faster; we’re just creating ‘vibe-coded’ garbage at record-breaking speeds!\”



Striking Quotes


	\“Software is what’s left over after a group of humans finishes negotiating with each other.\”

	\“The bottleneck moves from the people writing the code to the people deciding what code should exist.\”

	\“We know more than we can tell.\”





Impact on Your Profession


	Design/Hacker/Innovator: Stop obsessing over tool-speed. Your new value is ‘Context Architect.’ If you can turn implicit team knowledge into explicit, machine-readable specs, you win. The moat is no longer technical—it’s cultural coherence.





Book Recommendations


	The Mythical Man-Month by Fred Brooks

	The Psychology of Computer Programming by Gerald Weinberg

	The Art of Strategy by Avinash Dixit





Twitter Post

Coding agents are a massive multiplier, but they multiply your team’s chaos just as easily as their productivity. The bottleneck isn’t the code—it’s the context. The future belongs to those who master the art of externalizing organizational knowledge. #AI #SoftwareEngineering #TechManagement #Productivity The other month I finally ran an experiment we had been postponing for over a year at .txt.

The goal was to test our structured-generation algorithms and their open-source counterparts, replacing the naive “does it accept this string?” with something closer to the real problem: “does it produce the right token distribution?”

The experiment kept coming up in conversation, then returning to the roadmap. Last month, I spent half an hour explaining the method to Codex. A few hours later, it had produced a working first version. That’s all it took.

Coding agents are transforming the way individuals write code. In a way, that has already happened. And yet I remain skeptical of the story people usually tell about what this means for software as an industry: that individual productivity gains will translate into the industry moving substantially faster. I have been stuck on that tension for months.

Time to re-read the classics.


The Roadmap is the Limit



What slows down a team where agents do the implementation is the production of specifications precise enough for an agent to pick up and run. Roadmap, written down. Acceptance criteria, written down. The “what we actually want” forced into precision, be it via a test suite, a ticket, or a written design.

Your mileage may vary, but many managers I know are overwhelmed by this. Features get implemented at breakneck speed, and engineers are not waiting on other engineers anymore. They are waiting on the next well-formed spec. The bottleneck moves from the people writing the code to the people deciding what code should exist. Which is to say: management.


Context is gold.



All of that negotiation runs on something humans rarely think about: shared context.

Context is the commodity an organization runs on. It is the shared understanding of what we are building, why it matters, what has been tried, who decided what, what is load-bearing and what is vestigial. Humans on a team accrete it by osmosis. By being in the room, by reading the same Slack channel, by debugging the same outage at two in the morning. Most of it is never written down. When a senior engineer reviews a PR and says “this’ll break the migration,” they are drawing on context that has no document.

Agents cannot do osmosis. They do not get context by being in the room, by half-hearing the planning conversation, or by carrying the memory of the last incident. Whatever you do not manage to pack into the prompt, the file tree, the tools, or the explicit instructions, they do not reliably have. Without context, an agent will produce a plausible answer to a slightly wrong version of the question.

So when I find myself excited about an agent that did something useful at.txt, the honest accounting is that we did the context work. The next ten engineers will not have that picture by default. They will have it only to the extent we get serious about writing it down.

Context, the unwritten substrate organizations have always run on, is now the rate-limiting input. And the natural thing for humans to do is leave it implicit, because there was never anyone to read the explicit version.


The new moat is organizational, not technical.



The companies that win the next decade will not necessarily have the best models or the best agent infrastructure. It will be the companies whose fifty people, then two hundred, then two thousand, can stay aligned on a shrinking set of decisions while shipping more output per head. They will be the ones that already knew, before agents arrived, that their hardest problem was coherence.

That is a culture and management problem. Always has been.

Every previous generation of tooling, whether IDEs, version control, CI, microservices, or devops, promised to solve coordination through better tools. Every one of them turned out to be a multiplier on whatever organizational coherence was already there. Small teams have coherence for free; the multiplier is uniformly positive there, which is why the loudest agent boosters tend to be small teams, and why they are mostly right about their own context. Past a certain size, coherence has to be produced and maintained, and the multiplier sharpens in both directions. Good orgs got better. Bad orgs got faster at ruining things.

Agents are a much bigger multiplier than any of those. The signal is going to be louder in both directions. They are overestimated as a way to make individuals write code faster, and underestimated as a way to make organizations externalize what they know.
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Summary (ELI5)

Imagine you’re at a playground but you don’t know how to ask anyone to play. You feel sad and lonely, so you decide to be brave. Every day for a month, you walk up to a new person at the playground and just say “hi.” At first, your tummy feels fluttery and scary, and sometimes people say “no thanks” or don’t want to talk. But then, you meet a new friend who shares their toys, invites you over for a snack, and even introduces you to their cat! You realize that most people are actually nice, and if you are brave, you can make friends anywhere—even if they are wearing big headphones. Now, you aren’t the lonely kid anymore; you have friends to wave to and eat burgers with!



Standup Comedy Set

“So, I decided to make friends at the gym. You know, the place where everyone is wearing noise-canceling headphones, looking like they’re trying to survive a horror movie? My strategy was simple: walk up to the biggest guy there and ask, ‘Hey, what’s your split?’ I basically spent a month auditioning for a role in a ‘How to Get Punched in the Face’ documentary. Turns out, most people don’t want to chat while they’re mid-set, but if you persevere, you eventually find the one guy who’s just as desperate for human contact as you are. We’re basically codependent now. I have a gym buddy, I’ve had a home-cooked smash burger, and I’ve survived the ultimate social trauma: being rejected by a girl with red hair. I’m basically the CEO of Human Connection now.”



Striking Quotes


	“I had been conditioned to believe that initiating a conversation with a stranger was weird and it was tough to break free from that.”

	“I kept talking to more and more new people each day until I talked to a whopping seven new people in one day… It was crazy.”

	“And being in an awkward situation is actually not that bad. It sucks in the moment, but then you just take a few minutes to calm down and then you move on with your life.”





For the Professional (Hacker/Innovator)

This experiment is pure user research. By viewing ‘strangers’ as a user base and ‘conversation’ as the interaction, the author applied A/B testing to social habits. For innovators, the lesson is clear: empathy and iterative prototyping (adjusting your opening line) lead to product-market fit—in this case, friendship. Don’t let the fear of a ‘system error’ (rejection) stop you from deploying the feature.



Book Recommendations


	[[How to Win Friends and Influence People - Dale Carnegie]]

	[[Atomic Habits - James Clear]]

	[[Quiet - Susan Cain]]





Twitter Post

I was the ‘Wizard of Loneliness’ until I forced myself to talk to 35 strangers at the gym. 🏋️‍♂️ Turns out, social anxiety is a bug you can patch with enough iterations. Don’t be afraid to ask for that ‘split.’ #SocialAnxiety #PersonalGrowth #GymLife #FriendshipGoals #Experiment ## Talking to 35 Strangers at the Gym



Background

A couple months ago, I was the Wizard of Loneliness. I had graduated from college almost two years prior and, while I had luckily found a job, I was unsuccessful in finding friends.

Each night, I would look up “how to make friends after college” and find the same advice given every time: “do your hobby with other people, frequently”.

On paper, the gym seemed like the perfect opportunity to meet people since I would go there nearly every day; however, according to Reddit, there’s a number of people who want to be left alone and can be irritated if you interrupted their workout to talk.


[image: Reddit users saying they don’t like it when someone talks to them at the gym]
Reddit users saying they don’t like it when someone talks to them at the gym

Figure 1: Redditors who don’t like to be interrupted at the gym

I am deeply afraid of irritating someone or being in awkward situations. Here’s a list of things that I did as a result of that fear:


	Hesitated for a couple minutes before waking up my roommate when the fire alarm went off

	Pretended I didn’t know a childhood friend when they said hi because I didn’t know how to act around people I used to know

	Ignored people I knew from class instead of saying hi because I didn’t know for sure if they remembered me even though the class had only 10 people in it



So you can understand when I say that walking up to someone and starting a conversation with them at the gym of all places is kinda terrifying for me.

Unfortunately, there was no other good option. My other hobby is programming, but the Syracuse Development group only meets up once a month, and activities suggested by r/Syracuse like volleyball and trivia night require you to already have friends. I didn’t have a choice. If I wanted friends, I would have to put in the work at the gym.



Problem Statement

I am lonely and have no friends.



Procedure

I decided to run a little experiment to find some friends.

Each day, for one month, I picked out one person to approach. Usually it would be someone I saw frequently at the gym.

If they were in the middle of an exercise, I waited for them to finish their set.

Then, I would approach them, stand near them and wave to get their attention, and then give them my opening line.

Initially, my opening line for everyone was “Hey I see you here all the time. You’re pretty strong. What’s your split?” After a week or so, I began customizing the opening line per person based on what I found interesting about them.

For instance, someone was wearing a Boston hat and I was curious whether they went to school in Boston like I did, so I asked them about it. After the opening line, I tried to talk to them for 5-10 minutes until they let me go. I tried not to be the one to end it because I have a habit of ending conversations early, but I did leave them alone if they obviously did not want to talk.



Results

Here’s the raw data. I split it up by week and put it into these collapsible things because it takes up a lot of space. Click on each week to see the data for that week.

Description is a short description of the person.

Length is how long the conversation was. A short conversation is 0-2 minutes, a medium conversation is 5-7 minutes, and a long conversation is 10+ minutes.

Notes are just anything interesting about the conversation or the person I was talking to.

Aftermath is what happened after that conversation.

Week 1 (7)










	Description
	Length
	Notes
	Aftermath





	Upstate Medical University Student
	Medium
	He is indeed an Upstate Med student
	He sometimes comes up to me to have short conversations. I don’t see him anymore



	Big guy who wears a brown hat
	Long
	I actually reached out to him on Instagram first. Then I met him that same day to continue the conversation
	We say hi and talk about our lives sometimes. He is a very friendly guy who is always down to chat. He knows a lot of people at the gym and gives good advice on fitness



	CS major looking for a job
	Long
	Very talkative and friendly
	He found a job and moved away



	Medical coder
	Medium
	He noticed I did weighted dips and said I was strong
	Usually I wave, but I don’t see him at the gym anymore



	Guy wearing Boston hat (nurse)
	Medium
	I was unsure if it was a good conversation because he started lifting while I was talking. But I think he just wanted to do both at the same time
	I initiated two more conversations



	Guy who lives downtown
	Medium
	I asked him if he worked downtown since he looked familiar; he said no, but he lived there.
	We chatted every day for a couple weeks. We’re busier now but we still chat every week



	Mech eng with moustache
	Short
	I asked him a question, he answered and left. I guess he didn’t want to talk
	We don’t interact





Week 2 (10)










	Description
	Length
	Notes
	Aftermath





	Guy with deep voice and likes to wear green
	Medium
	Reserved. I made him laugh bc I said he seemed scary. He also ended up using my opening line to introduce himself to someone else at the gym!
	We say hi when we workout nearby



	Big guy 1
	Medium
	I asked him for his split and he sent me his training regimen on Instagram
	We say hi sometimes and he gives advice



	Guy with curly hair and likes to wear black
	Short
	Gave me tips on chest press and offered to let me borrow his straps, but didn’t want to talk much. I thought it went badly…
	I rarely see him, but we fist bump each other whenever we see each other. So, not as bad as I thought it was



	Girl with glasses
	Short
	Curt. Didn’t ask any questions back. Felt like she was waiting for me to finish
	We don’t interact



	Guy who wears darcsport
	Short
	Very chill and reserved. Prefers not to talk much
	We wave to each other when we’re near each other



	Guy wearing maple leaf hat
	Short
	I asked if he was Canadian. He wasn’t. The end
	We don’t interact



	Woman who comes with her friend
	Short
	Comes with a friend to workout. I think she’s from Columbia
	I say hi to her each day. Our conversations are short but sweet



	Guy who works at lotte biologics
	Medium
	He likes to golf and eat salmon
	We say hi and talk about our exercises whenever we see each other



	Guy who bought a protein drink from Crunch
	Medium
	I asked him about his protein drink. He said to buy it in bulk at Walmart or get a chicken bowl from Chipotle
	I initiated one more conversation and we say hi when we’re near each other



	Wiry older guy who sprints across the gym to warm up
	Short
	He asked me to guess how old he was. I said 25. He was 54.
	We smile and wave sometimes





Week 3 (14)










	Description
	Length
	Notes
	Aftermath





	Guy who wears wrestling shirt and has a home gym
	Medium
	Talkative. He likes to chat but doesn’t initiate
	I initiated one more conversation but now we don’t interact. We would probably have another good conversation if I approached him though.



	Landscaper who boxes
	Medium
	First conversation was good. We talked about boxing and Hyrox
	We wave to each other if we’re near each other



	Girl who goes to Syracuse University
	Short
	My opening line was “Do you go to SU?” When she said yes, I didn’t know how to continue, so I said I think I saw you at CVS. She was like probably and I didn’t know what to do next but luckily she said “I gotta finish my workout.” So I left.
	I never saw her again



	Guy who was tutored by my dad
	Short
	A small catchup conversation. I overcame my past perception anxiety to talk to him
	We say hi when we’re near each other



	Cousin of the guy who was tutored by my dad
	Medium
	Connected on the both of us being Vietnamese
	We don’t interact



	Girl with red dyed hair
	Medium
	She dyed it herself and wants to try green next. She was fun to talk to
	We wave to each other if we’re nearby



	Woman who brings her own barbell
	Medium
	Friendly. Her barbell is a special women’s barbell. All the barbells at the gym are for men
	I rarely see her



	Girl with blonde dyed hair
	Short
	I asked her about her hair and she said she dyed it herself after watching TikToks. I didn’t know what else to say after, so I left.
	I never saw her again



	Guy with good facial hair
	Long
	Seems like he’s looking for friends too
	We say hi to each other whenever we meet



	Korean girl
	Short
	I didn’t know how to start a conversation with her, so I just asked if she was Korean and she said yes. Then I made her guess what kind of Asian I am. Then I rambled about being Asian in Syracuse before leaving.
	We say hi when we’re near each other



	The other Asian guy
	Medium
	I approached him because he was the only other Asian guy. He took the opportunity to ask me to spot him
	We started working out together after realizing we did the same exercises. He made dinner for me and we watched a movie



	Male SU student
	Short
	I talked to him on a whim because I was doing calf raises near where he was squatting. He said yes and I let him do his thing
	We say hi to each other at the gym. When we finally had a full conversation, we exchanged Instagram. He later revealed that he was struggling with making friends in Syracuse. We went to Kofta Burger for dinner



	Old guy with tattoo of Osiris eye
	Medium
	He said it was a mistake made in his youth
	I rarely see him but we usually don’t interact



	Old guy who brought his own towel
	Short
	He was sweating like crazy
	I never saw him again





Week 4 (3)










	Description
	Length
	Notes
	Aftermath





	Guy who was doing exercise where you pick up barbell and lift it above your head
	Short
	I asked him what exercise he was doing. He explained but I wasn’t really listening.
	I never saw him again



	Girl
	Short
	Nothing interesting really. Just said hi
	We wave to each other



	Guy with big calves (nursing student)
	Short
	I asked him for tips on growing calves and he didn’t know. He said he did box jumps a lot. I did not want to do that
	I never saw him again





Week 5 (1)










	Description
	Length
	Notes
	Aftermath





	My old manager at Cake Bar
	Short
	They remembered me even though I only worked a weekend. We had a short catchup conversation
	This was very recent so I have no updates







Reflection

The first couple days were extremely difficult. I had been conditioned to believe that initiating a conversation with a stranger was weird and it was tough to break free from that. As a result, for the first few people, I would always make a detour at the last second, i.e. make a trip to the water fountain. I chickened out! The solution was to approach the person as quickly as possible so that I didn’t have time to think about running away.

Luckily, most people were receptive. I got a rush of dopamine whenever someone responded positively to my conversation, so talking to new people became strangely addictive. I kept talking to more and more new people each day until I talked to a whopping seven (SIX SEVENNN) new people in one day (this is why Week 3 has a lot of entries). It was crazy.

Something interesting I learned early on was that even if someone had headphones on, there was a good chance they were open to conversation. I mean, I had my earbuds in and I was willing to talk to anybody. Most people were just listening to music and took the headphones off to talk.

People didn’t always respond positively though. In Week 1 and Week 2, I came across a number of people who were really short with their responses and didn’t try to continue the conversation. They gave off the vibe that they didn’t want to talk to me. It was really awkward and almost made me end the experiment.

But over time, I came to accept that it’s ok if they didn’t want to talk to me. That’s just one of the things you have to expect when you do something like this.

And being in an awkward situation is actually not that bad. It sucks in the moment, but then you just take a few minutes to calm down and then you move on with your life. You’re ok.

However, I did end up pulling back in Week 4 and Week 5. I felt like constantly talking to more new people was producing diminishing returns. I had already established a connection with many people at the gym, so it was a better use of my limited time (remember I still have to work out!) to nurture those existing connections into meaningful ones.

I ended up prioritizing the 5-6 people who seemed the most interested in me.









	Description
	Conversation Length
	Notes





	Big guy who wears a brown hat
	Long
	I actually reached out to him on Instagram first. Then I met him that same day to continue the conversation



	Guy who lives downtown
	Medium
	I asked him if he worked downtown since he looked familiar; he said no, but he lived there.



	Woman who comes with her friend
	Short
	Comes with a friend to workout. I think she’s from Columbia



	Guy who works at lotte biologics
	Medium
	He likes to golf and eat salmon



	The other Asian guy
	Medium
	I approached him because he was the only other Asian guy. He took the opportunity to ask me to spot him



	Male SU student
	Short
	I talked to him on a whim because I was doing calf raises near where he was squatting. He said yes and I let him do his thing





One of these people is someone I will refer to as “the other Asian guy”. I got a lot closer to him than expected. We realized we had the same workout routine so we became gym buddies and started working out together. A few weeks later, he invited me to his apartment, where he cooked me a smash burger. His girlfriend showed me graphic pictures of what she was learning in PA school too. Then, we watched a movie with their cat. I’m really grateful that they were kind enough to have me over as a guest.


[image: A burger at the other Asian guy’s apartment]
A burger at the other Asian guy’s apartment

Figure 2A: A burger at the other Asian guy’s apartment


[image: Cat in the other Asian guy’s apartment]
Cat in the other Asian guy’s apartment

Figure 2B: Cat in the other Asian guy’s apartment

Also, something new happened: instead of scaring people away, I had a positive impact on someone.


[image: Texts from the male SU student]
Texts from the male SU student

Figure 3: Texts from the male SU student

These texts were from one of the people I prioritized, the male SU student. He had recently moved to Syracuse and was struggling to make new friends. He related to a couple of my videos where I talked about the same struggles and was super appreciative that I talked to him that day. The following week, we tried out Kofta Burger after a recommendation from my friend who lives downtown.


[image: A Kofta Burger with the male SU student]
A Kofta Burger with the male SU student

Figure 4: A Kofta Burger with the male SU student

The burger was delicious and we had a great time.

Despite my successes, my work isn’t done. I realized near the end of the month that what I truly wanted was to consistently hang out with people on the weekends. Unfortunately, most of the friends I’ve made are busy on the weekend. They’re taking trips to visit loved ones, going to the bar (I’m not that into drinking), or running errands, so it’s hard to plan anything.

But I guess that’s a better problem to have than eternal loneliness.

A few months ago, I was googling “how to make friends after college” every night. Now I have people to text, people to wave to at the gym, and people who notice when I don’t show up for a few days. AND I became a more resilient person who is unafraid to do hard and scary things.

No more Wizard of Loneliness for me!
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summary (100-150 words like i’m five)

Imagine you’re building with LEGOs. \“Vibe coding\” is like asking a super-smart robot to build a castle, and you just trust it works, even if you don’t know how to build a castle yourself. \“Agentic engineering\” is when you are a master LEGO builder, and the robot is your super-fast helper, making your castles even better.

But here’s the weird part: the robot helper is getting so good, even master builders like me are starting to just let it build sections without checking every single brick! It feels a bit uncomfortable because the robot can’t take responsibility if something goes wrong. This super-speedy building means we need new ways to tell if a castle is truly good, and it changes how we plan and design everything. But don’t worry, being a master builder is still super important because only we know what makes a truly great castle.



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

Alright, folks, so I’ve been doing this thing called \“vibe coding.\” It’s like asking a genie for a website, but the genie is an algorithm, and instead of rubbing a lamp, you’re just typing \“make website good.\” And sometimes, it is good! Other times, it’s like, \“Did you just give me a website that only works on Tuesdays during a full moon?\”

Then there’s \“agentic engineering.\” That’s when you’re a real engineer, and AI is your super-powered intern. You tell it, \“Build me a secure, scalable JSON API,\” and it just does it. And you’re like, \“Wow, that’s amazing!\” But then you realize you haven’t reviewed a line of its code in weeks. And now I have this profound guilt. Is it my code? Or did I just delegate my entire career to a chatbot? And then I remember, \“Claude Code doesn’t have a professional reputation!\” So if it messes up, who gets fired? Me! The human! Maybe I need to start giving it performance reviews. It’s less \“I wrote this code\” and more \“I vaguely supervised a highly intelligent toaster oven making code-toast.\” The lines are blurring, folks!



most striking interesting quotes (1-3)


	\“Weirdly though, those things have started to blur for me already, which is quite upsetting.\”

	\“Claude Code does not have a professional reputation! It can’t take accountability for what it’s done.\”

	\“The entire software development lifecycle was, it turns out, designed around the idea that it takes a day to produce a few hundred lines of code. And now it doesn’t.\”





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


	Designers: The emphasis shifts from exhaustive upfront design to rapid prototyping and iteration. Designs can be built and tested almost instantly, allowing for more experimentation and faster validation of user needs. The cost of getting a design ‘wrong’ (in terms of engineering time) is drastically reduced, enabling a riskier, more experimental approach.

	Hackers: AI tools are massive amplifiers. Those with strong underlying technical knowledge can now achieve incredible feats of creation and complex system building in a fraction of the time. The challenge moves from simply writing code to intelligently orchestrating agents, validating their output, and understanding deeper architectural implications. The value of ‘having used the thing’ becomes paramount over merely ‘having built the thing’.

	Innovators: The barrier to entry for software-based innovation is significantly lowered. New products and solutions can be conceptualized and brought to market with unprecedented speed. The competitive advantage will lean heavily on unique ideas, deep domain expertise, and the ability to effectively direct and evaluate AI-generated solutions in real-world, commercial contexts, rather than just raw coding ability.





add some book recommendations - fitting twitter post (use the same generic tags as above)

Twitter Post: My brain is blurring the lines between #VibeCoding and #AgenticEngineering. 🤯 AI agents are SO good, I’m questioning if I need to review every line of production code. It’s unsettling, but also transformative. What’s next for software eval? #AICoding #DevOps I recently talked with Joseph Ruscio about AI coding tools for Heavybit’s High Leverage podcast: Ep. #9, The AI Coding Paradigm Shift with Simon Willison. Here are some of my highlights, including my disturbing realization that vibe coding and agentic engineering have started to converge in my own work.

One thing I really enjoy about podcasts is that they sometimes push me to think out loud in a way that exposes an idea I’ve not previously been able to put into words.


Vibe coding and agentic engineering are starting to overlap

A few weeks after vibe coding was first coined I published Not all AI-assisted programming is vibe coding (but vibe coding rocks), where I firmly staked out my belief that “vibe coding” is a very different beast from responsible use of AI to write code, which I’ve since started to call agentic engineering.

When Joseph brought up the distinction between the two I had a sudden realization that they’re not nearly as distinct for me as they used to be:


Weirdly though, those things have started to blur for me already, which is quite upsetting.

I thought we had a very clear delineation where vibe coding is the thing where you’re not looking at the code at all. You might not even know how to program. You might be a non-programmer who asks for a thing, and gets a thing, and if the thing works, then great! And if it doesn’t, you tell it that it doesn’t work and cross your fingers.

But at no point are you really caring about the code quality or any of those additional constraints. And my take on vibe coding was that it’s fantastic, provided you understand when it can be used and when it can’t.

A personal tool for you, where if there’s a bug it hurts only you, go ahead!

If you’re building software for other people, vibe coding is grossly irresponsible because it’s other people’s information. Other people get hurt by your stupid bugs. You need to have a higher level than that.

This contrasts with agentic engineering where you are a professional software engineer. You understand security and maintainability and operations and performance and so forth. You’re using these tools to the highest of your own ability. I’m finding the scope of challenges I can take on has gone up by a significant amount because I’ve got the support of these tools.

But I’m still leaning on my 25 years of experience as a software engineer.

The goal is to build high quality production systems: if you’re building lower quality stuff faster, I think that’s bad. I want to build higher quality stuff faster. I want everything I’m building to be better in every way than it was before.

The problem is that as the coding agents get more reliable, I’m not reviewing every line of code that they write anymore, even for my production level stuff.

I know full well that if you ask Claude Code to build a JSON API endpoint that runs a SQL query and outputs the results as JSON, it’s just going to do it right. It’s not going to mess that up. You have it add automated tests, you have it add documentation, you know it’s going to be good.

But I’m not reviewing that code. And now I’ve got that feeling of guilt: if I haven’t reviewed the code, is it really responsible for me to use this in production?

The thing that really helps me is thinking back to when I’ve worked at larger organizations where I’ve been an engineering manager. Other teams are building software that my team depends on.

If another team hands over something and says, “hey, this is the image resize service, here’s how to use it to resize your images”… I’m not going to go and read every line of code that they wrote.

I’m going to look at their documentation and I’m going to use it to resize some images. And then I’m going to start shipping my own features. And if I start running into problems where the image resizer thing appears to have bugs or the performance isn’t good, that’s when I might dig into their Git repositories and see what’s going on. But for the most part I treat that as a semi-black box that I don’t look at until I need to.

I’m starting to treat the agents in the same way. And it still feels uncomfortable, because human beings are accountable for what they do. A team can build a reputation. I can say “I trust that team over there. They built good software in the past. They’re not going to build something rubbish because that affects their professional reputations.”

Claude Code does not have a professional reputation! It can’t take accountability for what it’s done. But it’s been proving itself anyway—time and time again it’s churning out straightforward things and doing them right in the style that I like.



There’s an element of the normalization of deviance here—every time a model turns out to have written the right code without me monitoring it closely there’s a risk that I’ll trust it at the wrong moment in the future and get burned.



The new challenge of evaluating software


It used to be if you found a GitHub repository with a hundred commits and a good readme and automated tests and stuff, you could be pretty sure that the person writing that had put a lot of care and attention into that project.

And now I can knock out a git repository with a hundred commits and a beautiful readme and comprehensive tests of every line of code in half an hour! It looks identical to those projects that have had a great deal of care and attention. Maybe it is as good as them. I don’t know. I can’t tell from looking at it. Even for my own projects, I can’t tell.

So I realized what I value more than the quality of the tests and documentation is that I want somebody to have used the thing. If you’ve got a vibe coded thing which you have used every day for the past two weeks, that’s much more valuable to me than something that you’ve just spat out and hardly even exercised.





The bottlenecks have shifted


If you can go from producing 200 lines of code a day to 2,000 lines of code a day, what else breaks? The entire software development lifecycle was, it turns out, designed around the idea that it takes a day to produce a few hundred lines of code. And now it doesn’t.

It’s not just the downstream stuff, it’s the upstream stuff as well. I saw a great talk by Jenny Wen, who’s the design leader at Anthropic, where she said we have all of these design processes that are based around the idea that you need to get the design right —because if you hand it off to the engineers and they spend three months building the wrong thing, that’s catastrophic.

There’s this whole very extensive design process that you put in place because that design results in expensive work. But if it doesn’t take three months to build, maybe the design process can be a whole lot riskier because cost, if you get something wrong, has been reduced so much.





Why I’m still not afraid for my career


When I look at my conversations with the agents, it’s very clear to me that this is moon language for the vast majority of human beings.

There are a whole bunch of reasons I’m not scared that my career as a software engineer is over now that computers can write their own code, partly because these things are amplifiers of existing experience. If you know what you’re doing, you can run so much faster with them. […]

I’m constantly reminded as I work with these tools how hard the thing that we do is. Producing software is a ferociously difficult thing to do. And you could give me all of the AI tools in the world and what we’re trying to achieve here is still really difficult. […]

Matthew Yglesias, who’s a political commentator, yesterday tweeted, “Five months in, I think I’ve decided that I don’t want to vibecode — I want professionally managed software companies to use AI coding assistance to make more/better/cheaper software products that they sell to me for money.” And that feels about right to me. I can plumb my house if I watch enough YouTube videos on plumbing. I would rather hire a plumber.



On the threat to SaaS providers of companies rolling their own solutions instead:


I just realized it’s the thing I said earlier about how I only want to use your side project if you’ve used it for a few weeks. The enterprise version of that is I don’t want a CRM unless at least two other giant enterprises have successfully used that CRM for six months. […] You want solutions that are proven to work before you take a risk on them.
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summary (100-150 words explain me like i’m five)

Imagine you have a super-fast robot helper (AI) that builds amazing things for you really, really quickly. But sometimes, it builds things so fast and in so many different ways, that even you (the boss) can’t remember exactly how it all works or why certain parts are there. That feeling of being confused, even about your own stuff, is \“cognitive debt.\” It makes it harder to change things later, makes you less confident, and can even make you tired and stressed. The robot is great for speed, but we also need to make sure we understand what it’s doing, or we’ll get lost, making our work painful and less effective in the long run. We have to pay back this debt by making sure we all understand the system.



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

Alright, alright, settle down folks! I’m here to talk about ‘cognitive debt.’ You know, it’s like technical debt, but instead of the code being a mess, your brain is the mess! Thanks to AI, we’re coding faster than ever! My IDE just wrote a feature for me in 3 seconds. I asked it, ‘What does it do?’ It replied, ‘It… does things. You asked for it!’

Now I’m staring at 10,000 lines of AI-generated code, and my ‘shared understanding’ of the system is less ‘shared’ and more ‘non-existent.’ It’s like having a team full of brilliant chefs, but none of us know why we put anchovies in the dessert! We’re flying so fast, we’ve forgotten how to land. And the cost? Stress! Fatigue! My therapist told me to ‘just write it down.’ I told her, ‘My AI bot wrote a 500-page spec in YAML, and it changes every hour!’ So next time you’re celebrating velocity, just remember: you might be racking up cognitive debt faster than your credit card after a bad week. And unlike your credit card, your brain doesn’t have a minimum payment option. It just collapses!


	most striking interesting quotes


	\“velocity can outpace understanding.\”


	\“Technical debt lives in the code. Cognitive debt lives in people.\”


	\“shared understanding may become the bottleneck on performance.\”


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


	Designer: Focus shifts to designing for understanding. How can interfaces, documentation, and even the system’s output help users (and other developers) build accurate mental models? Explaining complex AI behaviors and outputs becomes paramount, prioritizing clarity and reducing cognitive load.


	Hacker/Innovator: The challenge is to harness AI’s speed without sacrificing the ability to truly comprehend and strategically steer innovation. It means actively seeking ways to use AI as a tool for sensemaking and knowledge capture, not just code generation. Prioritizing clarity and debuggability alongside speed.


	Generic: For all, it means recognizing that \“done\” isn’t just about code working, but about the team understanding how it works. Investing time in documentation, review, and communication isn’t a luxury; it’s a critical component of sustainable high performance.


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

AI is supercharging development, but it’s also creating #CognitiveDebt – the gap between system structure & team understanding. When velocity outpaces understanding, developers suffer. How do we keep pace mentally? Time to make shared understanding the priority! #AIDevelopment #TechDebt #DeveloperExperience read




A week ago, I wrote about how Generative and Agentic AI may be amplifying what I’ve been calling cognitive debt: the accumulated gap between a system’s evolving structure and a team’s shared understanding of how and why that system works and can be changed over time.

The post sparked thoughtful discussion across different communities. Rather than respond thread by thread, I want to synthesize what I’m hearing and connect it to other reflections I’ve been reading. I will likely update this as the conversation evolves.


A Growing Concern About Shared Understanding

Several practitioners, including Simon Willison and others on a Hacker News discussion of a Martin Fowler article, describe experiencing cognitive debt directly. They talk about getting lost in their own projects and finding it harder to confidently add new features. They can move faster, but they lose the deeper sensemaking that connects decisions to intent, and intent to code.

This is not just about code quality. It is about whether individual developers and product teams can maintain a coherent mental model of what the system is doing and why.

Across these discussions, one theme is consistent: velocity can outpace understanding.



Cognitive Debt Hurts Developers, Not Just the Software

Technical debt lives in the code.

Cognitive debt lives in people.

When shared understanding erodes, the pain shows up in:


	Loss of confidence when making changes

	Heavier review burden

	Debugging friction

	Slower onboarding

	Stress and fatigue



The software may be “working”, but the theory of the system becomes harder to access and keep track of. The cost is not only structural. It is experiential.

Siddhant Khare has written about AI fatigue. Steve Yegge reflects on burnout emerging from AI-accelerated development. Annie Vella eloquently writes about the emotional and cognitive experience of uncertainty when systems become harder to reason about. These perspectives reinforce that this is not just an engineering discipline issue, but one that affects how developers feel and function.



Cognitive Debt, Like Technical Debt, Must Be Repaid

Martin Fowler notes that, like technical debt, cognitive debt must eventually be repaid. I agree.

But rebuilding lost knowledge requires restoring the distributed theory of the system. That includes capturing intent, the rationale behind decisions, key constraints, and how the architecture supports change.

That theory is not stored in code alone. It is distributed across:


	People

	Documentation

	Tests

	Conversations

	Tooling

	And increasingly, AI agents



Repayment means maintaining all of these, not just refactoring code or updating architecture documents.

Under pressure to move quickly, whether in startups racing to learn or in large organizations pushing AI adoption, that repayment can feel expensive and easy to defer.



“This Is Just Engineering”, But Incentives Are Changing

Several commenters, including Michael Würsch, argue that cognitive debt reflects a failure of good engineering discipline. Clear specifications, rigorous reviews, extensive testing, and explicit architecture documentation should prevent knowledge loss.

In principle, I agree. But in practice, the incentives are shifting. AI lowers the cost of producing structure. It becomes easier for structure to evolve faster than shared understanding can stabilize. Even disciplined teams must consciously throttle or shape their practices to keep understanding aligned with change.

Specifications and documents are not sufficient if they are not living artifacts that teams actively engage with.



Emerging Mitigation Strategies

Encouragingly, many readers shared how they are mitigating cognitive debt.

They describe:


	More rigorous review practices

	Writing tests that capture intent

	Updating design documents continuously

	Treating prototypes as disposable



Some also describe using AI to reduce the cost of these practices, and even to support cognitive tracking, dependency management, and explanation.

Used deliberately, AI may help make cognitive work more visible rather than obscuring it.



The Open Question: How Will High-Performing Teams Adapt?

High-performing teams have always managed technical debt intentionally. As AI is adopted by startups and large companies, the question becomes how teams will manage cognitive debt.

How will they shape socio-technical practices and tools to externalize intent and sustain shared understanding? How will they use Generative and Agentic AI not only to accelerate code production, but to maintain their collective theory?

As AI reduces technical friction, shared understanding may become the bottleneck on performance.

I am continuing to watch how this evolves. If you are seeing mitigation practices that work in real teams, I would love to learn from them.
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Summary (ELI5)

Imagine your computer is a toy. Instead of throwing it away when it gets old or buying a new one just because it’s shiny, permacomputing says: take care of your toy, fix it when it breaks, and don’t play with it if you don’t really need to. It’s like being a gardener, but for digital gadgets, making sure we don’t hurt the planet by being wasteful.



Standup Comedy

“So I’m into ‘permacomputing’ now. Yeah, it’s basically ‘let’s act like it’s 1995 forever’ but with a clear conscience. I told my boss I’m not upgrading my server; I’m ‘letting it age naturally.’ He called it ‘a fire hazard,’ I call it ‘vintage chic.’ We’re saving the planet one obsolete hard drive at a time!”



Quotes


	“Digital technology cannot be produced without waste.”

	“By imagining a world shaped by limits… you sharpen your creativity.”

	“Computing is culture!”





Professional Impact


	Designers: Stop obsessing over ‘seamless’ UI and show the seams to foster user agency.

	Hackers: Shift focus from ‘bleeding edge’ to ‘resilient, maintainable, and low-power’ systems.

	Innovators: Rethink ‘efficiency’—solve problems by refusing to build tech that isn’t necessary.





Book Recommendations


	[[Low Tech Magazine - Kris De Decker]]

	[[Small is Beautiful - E F Schumacher]]

	[[The Mushroom at the End of the World - Anna Lowenhaupt Tsing]]





Twitter Post

Tech is killing the planet. It’s time for a change. Discover how permacomputing creates a sustainable digital future through care, refusal, and resilience. #Permacomputing #Sustainability #TechEthics #DigitalDegrowth #HardwareCare ## Introduction

Contemporary permaculture is founded on three core ethics: Earth Care, People Care, and Fair Share. These ethics serve as a guiding compass for its design principles, co-creating a holistic framework for regenerative living. Similarly, permacomputing is built upon 10 principles that encourage and raise awareness about more sustainable digital practices.

Whether you are a tech specialist, someone who uses a computer for daily tasks, or deals with technology only occasion, there are steps that you or the group you are involved in can take to reduce the environmental and socio-economic impact of your digital activities. The following section explores the permacomputing principles, showing how and where to start.

Each principle is illustrated through:


	Issue/background

	What can YOU do? Strategies and interventions for all, from techie to casual user, or something in between

	Principle in action & examples Further reading, tools for deeper engagement, and examples of implementation



The community of permacomputing promotes a comprehensive approach to the design of human technology, taking into account social and ecological issues, encouraging resilience and supporting a fair coexistence. These design principles are meant to not to be just technical guidelines but rather represent strategies for positive changes.

That said, permacomputing is not prescriptive; it instead favors situatedness and an awareness of contextual diversity. We, the Permacomputing working group, hope these design principles can serve both as a guide for practice in specific situations and as a tool for identifying systemic issues in the relationship between computer technology and ecology.

Furthermore, the Permacomputing community is more than this site! It is inspired by—and builds upon—a diverse range of initiatives, research, projects, and bodies of knowledge. And just like we learn and expand concepts of permacomputing further, these principles will also continually be developed and refined. The text below is meant to serve as a starting point.:)



Care for All Hardware — Especially the Chips

Caring for the planet also means caring for the material foundations of digital technology: our hardware. Every device, chip, and component originates from Earth’s finite resources—and eventually end up as e-waste.

The production of new hardware, especially microchips, which are at the heart of nearly every device we use, is highly resource-intensive and energy-consuming. Microchips are particularly problematic because they are difficult to recycle, cost an immense amount of energy and resources to manufacture and their production is highly polluting. Maximizing the lifespan of hardware components is critical for reducing environmental impact and promoting a more sustainable and less harmful digital culture.

One of the core principles of permaculture is to “produce no waste,” encouraging us to value and reuse all resources at hand, turning waste into a resource whenever possible.

Digital technology cannot be produced without waste. To mitigate this situation, this principle calls us to step outside the capitalist model of perpetual consumption and growth. Instead, it invites us to recognize the inherent value of the devices, components, and materials we already have—and to care for them intentionally. Caring for the planet also means caring for the material foundations of digital technology: our hardware. Every chip and component is made from Earth’s finite resources, and once discarded, becomes part of the growing e-waste crisis. By acknowledging that these devices are not self-sustaining, we underscore the importance of extending their lifespan through intentional maintenance and thoughtful use.

do you want to know more



Not Doing

To reduce the resource use and waste generated by technology, embracing ‘not doing’ aka ‘refusal’ is essential for achieving degrowth. Given computing’s potential for violence and oppression, resistance and collective action must go beyond abstract ideals of justice. They should create opportunities to question the foundations of technical projects and actively reimagine more just futures. By refusing the idea of technological inevitability, we enable forms of resistance to emerge and alternative futures to be considered.

The history of computing is deeply intertwined with capitalism and militarism. From playing a role in warfare and geopolitical power struggles to driving the automation of labor, computing has significantly contributed to the increased use of resources and fossil energy. The latest example of this trend is the construction of hyperscale data centers for running generative AI. Despite the promise of increased efficiency, the Jevons Paradox applies: higher efficiency tends to lead to greater resource use. Efficiency is often presented as a technical solution to a political decisions about how and why we use computing —without questioning the extractive business model.

Curbing demand through refusal has proven to be one of the most effective ways to reduce computing’s harm to people and the planet, and that’s where the value of ‘not doing’ comes in. By observing and questioning what is truly needed, we bring attention to the broader issues: What is necessary? Who benefits? Who is harmed? And what are the impacts on the human and more-than-human environment?

do you want to know more



Consider Carefully The Interaction Between Simplicity, Complexity and Scale

Some simple systems need less energy, less hardware, and less maintenance. They are easier to understand, adapt, and share. By keeping things simple, we create space for care, accessibility, and long-term sustainability. At the same time, especially in relation to programming languages and hardware design, what is perceived as simple can be energy inefficient and arcane. Similarly, from scaling up datacenters to scaling up the resilience of off-the-internet wireless networks and protocols, scale is also an ambivalent notion in telecommunication, network infrastructure and topologies.

There is no magic bullet.

We acknowledge that some problems are inherently complex and achieving simplicity can be the result of a difficult and arduous process. Sometimes simplicity is simply not possible. However, this phase of questioning is rarely properly addressed. The idea of uncritically “enjoying a good challenge”, combined with over-engineering and scaling up for the sake of scaling up, prevents assessing if keeping it simple will suffice. Sometimes, a partial, semi- or non-automated, supervised, or otherwise “incomplete” solution is the most appropriate choice for everyone involved.

do you want to know more



Build On Solid Ground

Consider when to build on solid ground and when to design for disappearance. If longetivity is required some considerations are needed.

Many computing systems are based on platforms, frameworks or even languages that change very rapidly, may become obsolete at any time, and are too complex to be easily reimplemented. This principle exists to minimize obsolescence and superfluous maintenance work in systems intended to last.

It is good to experiment with new ideas, concepts and languages, but forming hard dependencies on them is usually a bad idea. Appreciate mature technologies, clear ideas and well-understood theories when building something that is intended to last. Software that uses open, well-documented standards will be more useful in communicating with the wider technological world. It also means that data can survive and still be readable even if the software is no longer functioning.

do you want to know more



Integrate Biological And Renewable Resources

Permacomputing seeks to support sustainable and regenerative practices, playing a beneficial role in natural ecosystems, but until we can grow computers on trees, this goal remains largely aspirational. The whole electronic industry is based on using some of the most artificial materials ever created. The majority of computer components are firmly tied to complex, extractive and exploitative manufacturing processes linked to the semiconductor industry. There is an increasing incentive and an increasing number of experiments to replace some physical parts of digital hardware with more sustainable materials, while rethinking how supply chains can be more ethical. How can this be encouraged? How can this be prioritized? How can this be more than symbolic or marketing?

In the same sense, we can think of energy use, not just in terms of efficiency but also in terms of local impact. Stemming from the observed principle, see to what extent it is possible to work with (local) biological and renewable materials and resources. Not only does this minimise the ecological footprint of the supply chain, it also allows for a closer relation to nature.

By using more basic kinds of materials, we attend to the labour of making, which pushes us to reflect on conditions, resources, and access to resources as well as how energy is generated, materials decompose and matter is recycled. Crafting, DIY and idiosyncratic approaches to hardware design can help situate computing culture and reveal points of friction.

do you want to know more
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