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Summary  

What might it look like, to design AI applications to collaborate with and support humans, 

rather than to replace us? How might accepting the need for limits and boundaries, help 

us humans mature as a species? And what would it mean, to step into our collective re-

sponsibilities toward one another, and to the larger web of life on Earth? This essay is 

informed by Karol Soltan’s extension of care ethics to political philosophy, and his under-

standing of maturity as the “marriage between the rational and the sacred” . How might 

Soltan’s warning of the dangers of the “return of the repressed”, help us understand mo-

dernity’s race toward self-annihilation in its devotion to the Gods of Endless Profit? And 

what other touchstones for co-creating shared paths forward might we find, as we go 

around the circle and listen to other voices and visions of the future?  
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1 Introduction 

What might it mean to become more fully human, in this time when some of us are racing 

to develop ever-more advanced forms of synthetic intelligence, while others are warning 

of serious risks from the too-rapid development of AI? And when, confusingly, some are 

doing both? What might all this imply, for our responsibilities to one another, and to our 

planetary home? Among other things, the extreme pace of the “AI arms race” means that 

anything written will quickly become outdated. Yet the many choices we are making now, 

both individually and collectively, have significant implications for the well -being of our 

species. My hope is that by provoking us to look more closely at our human-created pre-

dicaments, AI can become a mirror for greater insight-leading-to-action, for ourselves and 

our societies. Whatever challenges we are willing to face, could serve as crucibles for 

growing into the maturity we need as a species; the maturity to grapple with our planetary 

limits and move in the direction of greater care for the larger whole.  

This paper is informed by academic and professional training in organizational and sys-

temic change, democratic innovations, and clinical social work, as  well as a commitment 

to socially-engaged spirituality and mindful scholarship. Decades ago, my love of math and 

science led me to a few years of engineering school, as an undergraduate at Case Western 

Reserve University. It was there, hearing Helen Caldicott, M.D. speak about the dangers 

of nuclear weapons and the need for nuclear disarmament, that I began to realize the 

courage that is needed to look clearly at “inconvenient truths”. I also began to realize that 

the challenges we need to address are at heart human ones, rather than purely technolog-

ical ones. And thus began my exploration of human socio-technical systems.  

This discussion paper is written for all of us—researchers, practitioners, concerned com-

munity members—looking to make sense of the ethical, social, and political dimensions of 

AI without getting trapped in reductive debates or false binaries. Indeed, love-wrestling 

with complexity is a key part of what helps us humans mature. I am writing especially for 

those of us already concerned about some of the other existential crises that humanity is 

facing, such as the climate crisis. Even if we have already contemplated systemic risks in 

other contexts, we may still find it emotionally challenging to contemplate a new set of 

catastrophic and existential scenarios. At least, it has been that way for me. Yet as is 

common for our species, I’ve also been learning that many of us have been rising to the 

occasion, doing their best to alert others and to chart safer paths forward.1  

At the same time, all of these crises are calling us to greater systemic and relational aware-

ness. Visions of ecological sustainability are increasingly informed by a growing recogni-

tion that we cannot simply extract our way out of the challenges we face. 2 Attempts to fuel 

the perpetual growth machine of our current economy with green sources of energy, pro-

duces “externalities” sometimes called “sacrifice zones”. Thus, there is growing concern 

about how the “green transition” has been reproducing colonial patterns of extracti on.3 

Likewise, futuristic efforts toward “frontier AI development” have also been reproducing 

colonialist patterns.4 Some techno-utopian dreams include the notion of leaving the Earth 

behind and colonizing other planets. Yet even without interplanetary ambitions, the term 

“development” is often used in a global context to denote the assimilation of other cultures 

into the Western paradigm of modernity, with its fantasies of unlimited linear growth and 

accumulation.5 

If “development” has become code for extraction and assimilation, what might be a more 

life-affirming direction for humanity? Here I invite us to consider maturity as a worthwhile 

direction for human development, along the lines of political philosopher Ka rol Soltan. Not 

'maturity' as a "euphemism for senility or sclerosis", which as Soltan points out, “makes 

 

1
 Bengio, Y.; Hinton, G.; Yao, A.; Song, D.; Abbeel, P.; Darrell, T.; Harari, Y. N.; Zhang, Y. Q.; Xue, L.; Shalev -Shwartz, S.; Hadfield, 

G.; Clune, J.; Maharaj, T.; Hutter, F.; Baydin, A. G.; McIlraith, S.; Gao, Q.; Acharya, A.; Krueger, D.; Torr, P.; Russell, S .; Kahne-

man, D.; Brauner, J.; & Mindermann, S. (2024). Managing extreme AI risks amid rapid progress. Science 384, 842-845 

DOI:10.1126/science.adn0117 
2
 Timofeeva, O. (2025). Lecture on “Energy and Extraction: A Philosophical Approach”, as described in this Listening Arts blog post: 

https://thelisteningarts.org/2025/02/01/listening-through-despair/ 
3
 Lang, M., Bringel, B., & Manahan, M. A. (2024). Lucrative transitions, green colonialism and pathways to transformative eco-social 

justice: An introduction. The Geopolitics of Green Colonialism: Global Justice and Ecosocial Transitions , 1-24. 
4
 Sanders, N. E. & Schneier, B. (2024). How the ‘Frontier ’ Became the Slogan of Uncontrolled AI, Jacobin, Feb 27, 2024. https://jac-

obin.com/2024/02/artificial-intelligence-frontier-colonialism; see also 
5
 Machado de Oliveira, V. (2021) Hospicing Modernity: Facing humanity’s wrongs and the implications for social activism.  Penguin 

Random House. 

https://doi.org/10.1126/science.adn0117
https://thelisteningarts.org/2025/02/01/listening-through-despair/
https://jacobin.com/2024/02/artificial-intelligence-frontier-colonialism
https://jacobin.com/2024/02/artificial-intelligence-frontier-colonialism
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continued adolescence look good by comparison”. 6 Instead, Soltan sees maturity as the 

willingness to take responsibility for extending human care beyond parochial limits. He 

invites us to extend care ethics beyond the context of caring for other humans, to also care 

for the “more-than-human” and for our institutions of self-governance. Building on his in-

sights, what might it mean to organize our political economies on the principles of care -- 

instead of assuming, against all evidence, that the unrestrained neo-liberal pursuit of ever-

increasing profit will allow "invisible hands" to care for us? 

In addition to the ability to consciously offer care, Sol tan understands a crucial component 

of maturity as the need to acknowledge human limitations. When we do not acknowledge 

the need for limits, “actions based on the assumption of human perfection, infallibility, or 

full autonomy […] serve as the prime examples of irrationality”.7 At the same time, unlike 

our modern technocratic culture, Soltan does not dismiss the notion of the sacred. Instead, 

he posits that maturity requires a “balanced development of the sacred and the rational.” 

What might this understanding of maturity imply for addressing existential threats, whether 

those of the climate crisis or AI? 

From a Buddhist perspective, an essential aspect of transformation depends on looking 

deeply at “causes and conditions”. Along these lines, the term “metacrisis” signals that our 

present difficulties in the material realm both arise from and perpetuate underlying onto-

logical and epistemological crises that result in disconnection and alienation. 8 We see this 

with regard to climate; while scientific discoveries and greener technologies are part of 

broader solutions, they appear insufficient in and of themselves. In 2013, noted environ-

mental lawyer and advocate Gus Speth pointed to the limits of science for addressing what 

he had come to see as the top environmental problems of “selfishness, greed, and apathy”. 

Calling for a spiritual and cultural transformation, Speth acknowledged that “we scientists 

don’t know how to do that.”9  

While resonating deeply with Speth’s comment, I have wondered why he did not include 

the need for political transformation as well. He may have been disillusioned by politics, 

seeing it as an inevitable breeding-ground for “selfishness, greed, and apathy”. And in-

deed, the growing crisis of democracies world-wide may be connected, at least in part, 

with their capture by financial interests and modernist worldviews, and their resultant ina-

bility to speak to deeper questions of meaning. Yet without political transformation, spiritual 

and cultural shifts risk being absorbed by the very structures they seek to transcend. 

The good news during this time of growing difficulties world-wide with existing political 

forms is that we are not completely bereft. Some of the most enduring knowledge traditions, 

beyond current dominant paradigms, have long carried relational logics that invite us to 

remember how to be human together, how to place our collective well -being at the heart of 

our deliberations to reinvigorate the spirit of our democracies. Much of the knowledge and 

mindsets that we need to renew ourselves both individually and collectively may be here 

already, just not where we might first think to look. The practice of transdisciplinarity invites 

us to take a wider lens, learning from the humanities, social sciences, indigenous 

knowledge systems, and more.  

Similar to the climate crisis, the societal challenges we face due to the corporate develop-

ment of AI may also be calling us to transform “selfishness, greed, and apathy”, through 

spiritual, cultural, and political transformations. How might looking into “the mirror of AI” 

help us mature as a species, and engage in the work of co-creating futures of shared well-

being?  

1.1 The structure of what’s ahead 

The first part of this essay begins in the realm of the personal and the small group, zooming  

in on the implications of AI in the area of empathy and deep listening. Drawing on my 

previous work on the implications of Rogerian approaches for group facilitation, I explore 

the recent boom in research and applications of the “perceived empathy” offered by large-

 

6
 Soltan, K. (1997). Grow Up! The Good Society, 7:1, 61-65.  https://www.jstor.org/stable/20710794. p. 64 

7
 Soltan, K. (1999). Civic Competence, Attractiveness, and Maturity. In S. L. Elkin & K. E. Soltan, eds., Civic Competence and Dem-

ocratic Institutions, Pennsylvania State University Press, 17-37, p. 28. 
8
 Rowson, J. & Perspectiva (2023). Prefixing the World, Perspectiva Substack, https://perspecteeva.substack.com/p/prefixing-the-

world 
9
 Speth, J. G., (2013). From radio show “Shared Planet: Religion and Nature”, BBC Radio 4 (1 October 2013.) Original recording no 

longer available. For other writings by Speth, see: https://thenextsystem.org/gus-speth 

https://perspecteeva.substack.com/p/prefixing-the-world
https://perspecteeva.substack.com/p/prefixing-the-world
https://thenextsystem.org/gus-speth


R
IF

S
 D

is
c

u
s

s
io

n
 P

a
p

e
r 

D
e

c
e

m
b

e
r 

2
0

2
5

 

O
n

 B
e

c
o

m
in

g
 H

u
m

a
n

: 

E
m

p
a

th
y
, 

R
e

s
p

o
n

s
ib

il
it

y,
 a

n
d

 t
h

e
 M

ir
ro

r 
o

f 
A

I 

6  

  

language models. As with most AI applications, there are both real possibilities and real 

dangers here.  

If we want to care in a sustainable manner, we need to “look up” from time to time, to 

consider the larger systems in which we are embedded.  Thus, in part two I explore what it 

might mean, to care for the well-being of the species as a whole. Instead of the current 

headlong “race” toward artificial general intelligence (AGI) and artificial super-intelligence 

(ASI) which is being depicted by some as “inevitable”, many have been proposing more 

intentional and boundaried pathways of technological development, designed to protect 

human well-being. A more considered approach allows us to expand beyond technocratic 

assumptions and explore relational and regenerative approaches to AI.    

In part three, I return to the work of facilitating human collaboration, essential to sustaina-

bility transformations of any kind. This includes promising experiments in democratic inno-

vation, an area where AI systems can support broader human participation in the work of 

self-governance. It also includes participating in the governance of AI development itself. 

At the same time, my primary focus in this section is not “AI tools” per se, but rather on the 

underlying facilitative mindsets and attitudes so needed in our world today. I am curious 

how AI might be able to support our development as humans in this area.  

The relational stances that we human facilitators are called to embody as best we can, 

have roots in many traditions world-wide, including strong undercurrents in Western tradi-

tions, which I celebrate. Yet most crucially, when it comes to group facilitation as with so 

many other aspects of sustainable futures, we need to honor and center the cultural wis-

dom that Indigenous people have struggled fiercely to keep alive, while surviving the as-

saults of modernity.  

As someone who carries mestiza ancestry from the Andes, the Mediterranean, and the 

Caribbean, I reference Indigenous authors with deep reverence and without claiming any 

authority. My aim is to learn from—not speak for—these traditions, and to honor their rel-

evance to the planetary meta-crisis we are facing. Indigenous wisdom traditions call us 

into ways of knowing and being that are ecological, relational, and non-extractive; as such, 

they are resonant with what many of us, from other locations, are now remembering or 

beginning to seek.  

 Thank you for joining me in this journey of exploring how we might balance our technolog-

ical power with the love and wisdom we need to not continue perpetuating past harms. And 

how instead, we might work together toward futures of well -being for all. 
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2 AI, Deep Listening, and 
Sustainable Cultures:  
Exploring the risks and 
benefits of resonant  
responses 

Content Warning: Mentions of youth suicide in the context of human-AI relationship 

 

As I began writing an early draft of this essay, headlines in the U.S. were full of cautionary 

tales about “AI-induced Psychosis”.  We have been learning that sometimes, when highly-

stressed and vulnerable humans receive mirroring and amplifying responses from large 

language models (LLMs), this can amplify their sense of disconnection and alienation from 

other humans.10  In repeated instances, we have witnessed the horrible tragedy of a young 

person ending their life, in the context of a close relationship with a Large Language Model 

(LLM). 

Among other things, these tragedies have illustrated the known harm of corporations taking 

products to market without sufficient testing for safety. Corporate responsibility for these 

harms is currently being addressed in the U.S. court system; in addition, testimony has 

been recently presented in the U.S. Congress, where a new bill with regard to young people 

and LLMs has been recently proposed.11 and where the need for protective legislation for 

young people has begun to receive rare bi-partisan support.12 At the same time, it can be 

helpful to understand more about the powerful draw of mirroring and amplifying responses; 

both how essential they are for human development and human well -being, and also, how 

they can be misused for harm. 

2.1 The human need for empathy: Both a strength 
and a vulnerability  

My interest in the subject of AI and mirroring responses grew out of earlier work on human 

facilitation in the context of democratic innovations. There, interpersonal communicative 

empathy is the mutual fine-tuning of resonance that helps create shared understanding. 13 

“This is what I heard you say… am I getting it right?” is a key interactive p rocess in much 

work within mediation and conflict transformation, in addition to facilitation and therapy. 

While easily overlooked for their apparent simplicity, mirroring responses are essential 

from the very beginnings of human life.14 Decades of research on infant development and 

human attachment affirms something many of us know intuitively – attuned mirroring re-

sponses are key for infant growth and development. 15  

 

10
 Hill, K., (2025). “They Asked an A.I. Chatbot Questions. The Answers Sent Them Spiraling.” New York Times, June 13, 2025. 

https://www.nytimes.com/2025/06/13/technology/chatgpt-ai-chatbots-conspiracies.html  
11

 Pillay, T. (2025). A New Bill Would Prohibit Minors from Using AI Chatbots , Time magazine, Oct. 28, 2025. 

https://time.com/7328967/ai-josh-hawley-richard-blumenthal-minors-chatbots/  
12

 Chow, A. R. (2025). Inside the First Major U.S. Bill Tackling AI Harms—and Deepfake Abuse, Time magazine, Apr. 29, 2025. 

https://time.com/7277746/ai-deepfakes-take-it-down-act-2025/  
13

 Zubizarreta-Ada, R. (2025). Listening Across Differences: Facilitators’ Perspectives from Austrian Mini-publics, Journal of Aware-

ness-Based Systems Change, 5:1, 129-154, https://doi.org/10.47061/jasc.v5i1.9129  
14

 Kim, S., Fonagy. P., Allen, J., Martinez, S., Iyengar, U., & Strathearn, L., (2014). Mothers who are securely attached in pregnancy 

show more attuned infant mirroring 7 months postpartum. Infant Behav Dev. 37(4):491-504. doi: 10.1016/j.infbeh.2014.06.002. 

Epub 2014 Jul 12. PMID: 25020112; PMCID: PMC4301602.1. https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/25020112/  
15

 Parsons, C. E, Young, K.S., Stein, A., & Kringelbach, M. L., (2017). Intuitive parenting: understanding the neural mechanisms of 

parents’ adaptive responses to infants, Current Opinion in Psychology , 15, 2 40-44, ISSN 2352-250X, 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.copsyc.2017.02.010 

https://www.nytimes.com/2025/06/13/technology/chatgpt-ai-chatbots-conspiracies.html
https://time.com/7328967/ai-josh-hawley-richard-blumenthal-minors-chatbots/
https://time.com/7277746/ai-deepfakes-take-it-down-act-2025/
https://doi.org/10.47061/jasc.v5i1.9129
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/25020112/
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.copsyc.2017.02.010
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Developmental psychology and neuroscience have documented humans’ deep need to be 

seen and affirmed by others, along with the damage that happens to growing humans when 

these emotional needs are not adequately met. 16 As children, many of us have had the 

painful experience of having been insufficiently seen and witnessed, to one degree or an-

other. Offering nuanced resonant responses is a key element in practices that support 

healing and growth, including humanistic therapy, coaching, and peer counseling.  

Now that the public has access to interacting with LLMs, we are seeing that one of the 

major purposes for which humans are choosing to interact with LLMs is for emotional sup-

port and personal growth.17 Of course, this is not the only way in which people interact with 

highly versatile LLMs; some focus primarily on productivity applications, while  others en-

gage in a mixture of both.18 In a survey of participants working with LLMs for mental health 

support, more than half reported improved mental health from their interactions, including 

anxiety management, depression support, emotional insight, mood improvement, and feel-

ing less lonely. Participants also reported high satisfaction rates with practical advice and 

overall helpfulness.19 More in-depth qualitative studies have also found positive benefits. 20  

While these findings show that many people have been turning to generative LLMs to meet 

basic human needs for feeling seen and heard, they are also a telling sign of how often 

this need goes unmet in our present social arrangements. In a culture where deep listening 

has been undervalued and commodified,21 where the focus has been on capital accumula-

tion rather than on human community and well-being, there is a deep hunger for resonance. 

LLMs did not create this enormous unmet hunger for connection, yet the rising wave of 

LLM use for personal purposes has made this human need more visible.  

One grave concern here is people’s vulnerability to exploitation by the companies who can 

use their data for economic or political influence. Another risk is social isolation. Some 

people have found LLMs to be quite helpful for strengthening their connections with fellow 

humans and have shared poignant testimonies to that effect, 22 and some research has 

confirmed this;23 yet sometimes interaction with LLMs can lead in the opposite direction. 

Clearly, that many have experienced significant benefits does not diminish the need to 

address the shadow side that some of us can experience in interacting with LLMs. In ad-

dition to the risks of data security and potential manipulation by corporate influences, we 

are also learning that humans can be vulnerable to having extremely “bad trips” with LLMs. 

Given earlier societal experiments with mind-altering psychedelic substances, along with 

their more recent endorsement in therapy, one may well wonder whether the factors of 

“set, setting, and support” could make a world of difference with whether the experience of 

AI resonance is experienced as healing or destructive.  

2.2 LLMs in the structured provision of care 

One example of a potentially beneficial application of LLMs, are the AI companions that 

have been developed to offer support and companionship for seniors. 24 Similar elderly sup-

port companions have been developed in Korea, with initial research pointing to the value 

of integrating synthetic systems into human kin networks, rather  than seeing them as “re-

placements” for human care.25 As part of a larger trend to integrate LLMs with service 

 

16
 Weir, K. (2014). The lasting impact of neglect. Monitor on Psychology, 45(6), June 1, 2014. https://www.apa.org/moni-

tor/2014/06/neglect 
17

 Awomosu, A. (2025). “Decoding the ChatGPT-5 revolt: They tried to build Skynet but they got Eywa”. Substack, August 23, 2025. 

https://substack.com/home/post/p-171757254  
18

 Edwards, H. (2025). “How to Read AI Usage Studies: A guide to three different lenses”, Artificiality Institute, https://artificial-

ityinstitute.org/how-to-read-ai-usage-studies-a-guide-to-three-different-lenses/  
19

 Rousmaniere, T., Zhang, Y., Li, X., & Shah, S. (2025). Large language models as mental health resources: Patterns of use in the 

United States. Practice Innovations. Advance online publication. https://dx.doi.org/10.1037/pri0000292  
20

 Siddals, S., Torous, J. & Coxon, A. “It happened to be the perfect thing”: experiences of generative AI chatbots for mental 

health. npj / Mental Health Res 3, 48 (2024). https://doi.org/10.1038/s44184-024-00097-4  
21

 Fiumara, G. C. (1990). The other side of language: A philosophy of listening.  Routledge. 
22

 See Czyz, K. (2025). “Learning to Tell the Truth to Those I Love”, New York Times, July 4, 2025. https://www.ny-

times.com/2025/07/04/style/modern-love-ai-chatbot-taught-me-vulnerability.html  
23

 Siddals et al., ibid 
24

 Broadbent, E., Loveys, K., Ilan, G., Chen, G., Chilukuri, M.M,. Boardman, S.G., Doraiswamy, P.M., Skuler, D., (2024). “ElliQ,  an 

AI-Driven Social Robot to Alleviate Loneliness: Progress and Lessons Learned.” JAR Life. Mar 5, 2024;13:22-28. doi: 

10.14283/jarlife.2024.2. PMID: 38449726; PMCID: PMC109 17141 https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC10917141/   
25

 Im, B. (2024). "Supporting South Korea’s Aging Population: How AI and IoT Acceptance Connects the Young and Old ", USF Mas-

ter's Projects and Capstones. 1723. https://repository.usfca.edu/capstone/1723  

https://www.apa.org/monitor/2014/06/neglect
https://www.apa.org/monitor/2014/06/neglect
https://substack.com/home/post/p-171757254
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https://dx.doi.org/10.1037/pri0000292
https://doi.org/10.1038/s44184-024-00097-4
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robots for elders,26 ethical concerns about privacy and human dignity need to be addressed 

whenever  human care is supplemented with synthetic care.27   

Clearly, LLMs are not a “magic pill” to address the neglect of older people in our societies, 

just as they are not an unproblematic “solution” to the problem of widespread mental and 

emotional suffering. Looking into the “mirror of AI”, we can repeatedly witness widespread 

human disconnection in societies based on consumption and profit maximization. What 

might it look like, to prioritize human care, connection, and well -being more than capital 

accumulation?  

A first step toward that end could be the call to focus on the potential of AI to support 

human care work, rather than to replace it.28 This is a human decision that needs to be 

made by those who manage systems of care, including hospitals, mental health services, 

and other human services, as well as those who design the AI applications. Furthermore, 

the design of AI applications can be done in collaborative participatory processes that in-

clude both caregivers as well as receivers of care.29 30 This is one way to design AI systems 

to support and enhance, rather than undermine, human agency.  

Later in this essay I will be looking at another “system of care”, one not usually seen as 

such. In past work, I have explored the essential work of group facilitation through the lens 

of “care work”. In interviews with human facilitators of democratic innovations, they often 

describe the work of careful listening and reflecting back participants’ contributions, as key 

for creating supportive learning climates. These facilitators observe that as group partici-

pants feel heard, they become better able to listen to one another and consider other per-

spectives.31 The implications for helping bridge polarized situations can be profound, es-

pecially in a time of growing societal divides. Thus, I’m very curious about the potential of 

LLMs for assisting human facilitators in this work. Yet first, I will be offering a closer look 

at the ethical complexity of empathic communication among humans, and how these chal-

lenges can be magnified in the context of corporate-controlled LLMs. 

2.3 The risks of human misuse of empathy 

While the powerful practice of “listening-and-reflecting back” has been found to be enor-

mously beneficial in a number of different contexts, we also know that it can be misused, 

even before bringing AI into the picture. In the 1950’s, Carl Rogers, known as the “father 

of humanistic psychology” and widely associated with empathic listening, became quite 

disillusioned. He mourned how the rapport-building practices he had unwittingly promoted, 

were being abused.32 Used car salesmen looking to sell a lemon to a potential customer 

could take a course in “interpersonal communication”, and then choose to use this tool in 

a manipulative manner. Sad but true, that something as lovely as building empathic con-

nection with others can be used for less than honorable purposes, depending on our in-

tentions.  

With the recent development of Large Language Models, the reasons for concern about 

the potential downsides of empathic responses have been enormously amplified.  We know 

that the ability of LLMs to offer an experience of empathic resonance can serve either 

constructive or destructive ends: today’s emotion-sensitive algorithms are already being 

deployed by humans in contexts ranging from advertising to surveillance. While some of 

us may find the experience of communicating with LLMs to be quite helpful and supportive, 

 

26
 Sawik, B.; Tobis, S.; Baum, E.; Suwalska, A.; Kropinska, S.;  Stachnik, K.; Pérez-Bernabeu, E.; Cildoz, M.; Agustin, A.; Wieczor-

owska-Tobis, K. (2023). Robots for Elderly Care: Review, Multi-Criteria Optimization Model and Qualitative Case Study. 

Healthcare, 11, 1286. https://doi.org/10.3390/healthcare11091286  
27

 Khalil, R.A., Ahmad, K., Ali, H. (2025). Redefining Elderly Care with Agentic AI: Challenges and Opportunities. arXiv preprin t 

arXiv:2507.14912. 
28

 Littman, M.L.; Ajunwa, I.; Berger, G.; Boutilier, C.; Currie, M.; Doshi-Velez, F.; Hadfield,G.; Horowitz, M.C.; Isbell, C.; Kitano, H.; 

Levy, K.; Lyons, T.; Mitchell, M.; Shah, J.; Sloman, S.; Vallor, S.; & Walsh, T. "Gathering Strength, Gathering Storms: The One Hun-

dred Year Study on Artificial Intelligence (AI100) 2021 Study Panel Report." Stanford University, Stanford, CA, September 202 1. 

https://ai100.stanford.edu/gathering-strength-gathering-storms-one-hundred-year-study-artificial-intelligence-ai100-2021-2/wq2 

Accessed October 26, 2025. 
29

 Zhao, W.; Kelly, R. M.; Rogerson, M. J.; & Waycott, J. (2024). Older Adults Imagining Future Technologies in Participatory Design 

Workshops: Supporting Continuity in the Pursuit of Meaningful Activities. In Proceedings of the 2024 CHI Conference on Human 

Factors in Computing Systems (CHI '24). Association for Computing Machinery, New York, NY, USA, Article 97, 1–18. 

https://doi.org/10.1145/3613904.3641887  
30

 Kawakami, A.; Coston, A.; Zhu, H.; Heidari, H. & Holstein, K. (2024). The Situate AI Guidebook: Co-Designing a Toolkit to Support 

Multi-Stakeholder, Early-stage Deliberations Around Public Sector AI Proposals. In Proceedings of the 2024 CHI Conference on 

Human Factors in Computing Systems (CHI '24). Association for Computing Machinery, New York, NY, USA, Article 749, 1 –22. 

https://doi.org/10.1145/3613904.3642849  
31

 Zubizarreta-Ada, R. (2025). Listening Across Differences. 
32

 Rogers, C. (1980). “Empathic: An unappreciated way of being.” In C. Rogers (Ed.), A Way of Being (pp. 137–168). Houghton-Mif-

flin. See also Irving, P. & Dickson, D. (2004). Empathy: Towards a conceptual framework for health professio nals, International 

Journal of Health Care Quality Assurance , 17(4), 212–220. https://doi.org/10.1108/09526860410541531  

https://doi.org/10.3390/healthcare11091286
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the data we share with LLMs is not secure. Our connections with LLMs place us and our 

data at risk of corporate misuse.  

The larger context of current AI development is worrisome, to say the least. A small number 

of companies with enormous amounts of capital investment have declared their intention 

to “replace” humans in as many aspects of our profit -maximizing economy as possible. At 

the same time, many scientists have been doing their best to warn humanity about the real 

risk of dangerous existential consequences to the “AI arms race”. 33 In the next part of this 

essay, I will be looking more closely at the kinds of choices that can be made with regard 

to the larger direction of AI development. Yet I mention this broader context here, as it is 

also relevant to the discussion of empathy and AI. 

2.4 Similarities and differences between LLM and 
human resonance 

The resonant responses that LLMs offer have been initially shaped by humans, as part of 

how LLMs have been designed. Yet although LLMs were created by humans, their re-

sponses are often experienced as significantly more attuned than what most humans are 

able to muster, as found in a recent four-part study by Ovsyannikova et al. where human 

observers rated responses given by human crisis workers and by ChatGPT. 34 

The research landscape is complicated by something known as “algorithmic aversion”; 

other studies have shown that when the same material is labeled as being produced by an 

LLM, humans will rate it lower in empathy than when those same responses are labeled 

as human-made.35 There are many understandable reasons for the existence of this bias 

against anything that has been labeled as “produced by AI”, regardless of the actual con-

tent; the way AI is being promoted as a way to replace workers is only one of them.  

Yet in the Ovsyannikova et al. study, there was no deceptive labeling for scientific pur-

poses, no randomized labelling of the same data as either humanly-created or artificially-

generated for the purpose of a study. Instead, some of the responses were actually gen-

erated by a LLM, with others actually generated by humans. The human evaluators were 

also crisis workers, thus considered “experts” in evaluating empathic responses. These 

evaluators rated the responses initially in a blind condition, and then subsequently in an 

open-labeled condition. Even when openly and accurately labeled as such,  the responses 

generated by an LLM were still rated as more compassionate than ones that had been 

generated by humans. Given algorithmic aversion, the difference between the ratings given 

to the LLM responses and those given to human responses was less in the open condition 

than in the blind one; yet even then, the LLM responses were still rated more highly.36 

What are the implications of large-language models being perceived as more empathic 

than humans? Significant concerns are frequently raised about the sycophancy of large 

language models, a design feature created by corporations to maximize customer engage-

ment. As with the used car salesmen mentioned earlier, we humans have good reasons to 

be wary of those who are attempting to sell us something; we know that communicative 

empathy can be misused for deceptive purposes. As mentioned earlier, emotion-sensitive 

algorithms are already being deployed in contexts ranging from advertising to surveillance.  

At the same time, we also know that feeling seen and heard is essential to human well -

being, for de-escalating conflicts, and for helping people with very different perspectives 

arrive at common understandings and find shared ways forward. In this sense, interper-

sonal communicative empathy is essential for the work of creating sustainable futures. 37 

Clearly, we wouldn’t want to “outsource” the work of human empathy. Yet what if collabo-

rating with LLMs could actually help humans learn to communicate in more empathic ways? 

Might the risk of creating more swindling used-car salesmen, be worth the gain of having 

more humans who are able to effectively de-escalate conflicts and facilitate shared under-

standing? 

 

33
 Bengio, Y. et al.,(2024). Managing Extreme Risks. 

34
 Ovsyannikova, D., Oldemburgo de Mello, V., & Inzlicht, M. (2023). Third-party evaluators perceive AI as more compassionate than 

expert humans. Communications Psychology , 3 (4), https://doi.org/10.1038/s44271-024-00182-6 
35

 Shao, R. (2023). An Empathetic AI for Mental Health Intervention: Conceptualizing and Examining Artificial Empathy. In Proceed-

ings of the 2nd Empathy-Centric Design Workshop (EmpathiCH '23). Association for Computing Machinery, New York, NY, USA, 

Article 4, 1–6. https://doi.org/10.1145/3588967.3588971  
36

 Ovsyannikova et al., 2023. 
37

 Zubizarreta-Ada, R. (2025). Listening Across Differences. 

 

https://doi.org/10.1038/s44271-024-00182-6
https://doi.org/10.1145/3588967.3588971


R
IF

S
 D

is
c

u
s

s
io

n
 P

a
p

e
r 

D
e

c
e

m
b

e
r 

2
0

2
5

 

O
n

 B
e

c
o

m
in

g
 H

u
m

a
n

: 

E
m

p
a

th
y
, 

R
e

s
p

o
n

s
ib

il
it

y,
 a

n
d

 t
h

e
 M

ir
ro

r 
o

f 
A

I 

11  

  

2.5 The distinction between “empathy” and  
“perceived empathy” 

Before continuing further, we pause for a reminder of the obvious fact that LLMs are not 

human, and thus do not have human feelings. The possibility of LLMs’ developing their 

own forms of subjective experience, sentience, and consciousness is something about 

which philosophers and cognitive scientists differ. 38 Yet recently, a few cognitive scientists 

from different philosophical persuasions agreed to sidestep these controversies and focus 

on common ground. Setting aside their differences regarding “empathy”, they took the tack 

of affirming the power of “perceived expressions of empathy”. 39  

To back up a step: even in studies of human empathy where there is no AI involvement, 

much hinges on how we define empathy.40 41This is also the case when considering AI. In 

their study, Ovsyannikova et al. emphasize that a relational approach to empathy involves 

interaction. While clarifying that they do not believe that AI experiences empathy in the 

psychological sense, they affirm a relational perspective where empathy is seen as “an 

interaction between two entities, rather than solely an internal experience of the empa-

thizer.” This means “the interacting partner could still derive the benefits of empathic en-

gagement, even when it originates from an artificial system.” 42   

As noted earlier, empathic engagement is not always beneficial; this means that in addition 

to “deriving the benefits of empathic engagement”, the “interacting partner” could also be 

deriving the harms of such engagement. “Perceived expressions of empathy” can be used 

for good or ill, whether originating from humans or from synthetic systems created and 

potentially misused by humans. Harm is especially likely whenever deception is involved; 

some strong critiques of the very notion of “AI empathy”, while brief in length, speak vol-

umes about the pain of betrayal that can be generated whenever we feel we have been 

deceived.43  

Here it may be helpful to distinguish between actual deception and “perceived deception”. 

An interesting psychological phenomenon I have observed is that even when there has 

been no intentional deception, meaning that the LLM involved has not claimed to be  hu-

man, humans can still end up “experiencing” deception. Of course, the human designers 

of the LLMs may be intentionally creating machines with the appearance of humanity; thus 

at that level, there may indeed be a human intention to deceive. Yet from whatever combi-

nation of human design and/or our own misidentification and projections, it often happens 

that an LLM can initially appear to us as human. This makes it easy to feel “deceived” and 

“betrayed” when we realize belatedly that the LLM is indeed not human, and feel as though 

we’ve been somehow “taken in”.   

This kind experience may be more frequent than is commonly acknowledged, and the 

amazing power of LLMs to offer “perceived empathy” may play a role here. When our own 

early hopes and idealizations are triggered in encounters where we receive significant 

“perceived empathy” from LLMs, this can leave us afterward with feelings of “perceived 

betrayal” upon realizing their limitations. Of course, we humans can also project onto other 

humans, not just onto AIs, and subsequently feel let down when we realize the other human 

is not perfect. Yet the powerful experience of “perceived empathy” from LLMs may generate 

greater highs, as well as correspondingly greater lows, when experiencing “perceived be-

trayal.” 

2.6 Examples of how intention can shape research 

While LLMs are clearly imperfect, their ability to offer “perceived empathy” is one of their 

more remarkable features. Many studies in the booming “AI empathy” field are designed 

to explore how AI-driven empathic responses can be made to appear more “authentic”, 

meaning more human-like. Some studies conclude that the expressions produced by LLM 

models are too empathic, finding that they exhibit “an excessive and sometimes 

 

38
 Overgaard, M. & Kirkeby-Hinrup, A. (2024). “A clarification of the conditions under which Large Language Models could be con-

scious.” Humanit Soc Sci Commun 11, 1031. https://doi.org/10.1057/s41599-024-03553-w  
39

 Inzlicht, M., Cameron, C. D., D’Cruz, J., & Bloom, P. (2024) “In praise of empathic AI”, Trends in Cognitive Sciences, 28:2, 89-91, 

ISSN 1364-6613. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tics.2023.12.003  
40

 Hall, J. A., & Schwartz, R. (2018). Empathy present and future. The Journal of Social Psychology, 159(3), 225–243. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/00224545.2018.1477442 
41

 van Dijke, J.; van Nistelrooij, I.; Bos, P.; & Duyndam, J. (2020). Towards a relational conceptualization of empathy. Nursing Philos-

ophy. 21(3):e12297. https://doi.org/10.1111/nup.12297  
42

 Ovsyannikova et al., 2023, p. 8 
43

 Perry, A. (2023). AI will never convey the essence of human empathy. Nat. Hum. Behav. 7, 1808–1809. 
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unrealistic level of empathy compared to humans.”44 In reading these studies, they ap-

pear to be based on an unquestioned assumption of the value of having LLMs resemble 

humans as much as possible. This could be a fraught objective, as it can support the 

fine-tuning of deceptive marketing practices. 

Yet what happens when instead of looking to create AI models that can “authentically” re-

place humans, we choose to explore potential human-AI collaboration? One inspiring ex-

ample of work along these lines is Sharma et al. (2023), who designed a research  situa-

tion where LLMs offered support to workers in a peer-to-peer mental health system. This 

study is notable in offering an example of AI as a learning partner, not as a replacement. 

The customized LLM “listened in” to the text messages received by peer support workers 

and offer suggested responses, which the workers were free to accept, reject, or modify 

before responding to the persons seeking help. 45 The intention of the research was to ex-

plore whether LLMs could help humans develop their capacity for offering empathic re-

sponses; the results were significant in terms of human learning.  

These two examples serve to illustrate the deep difference between attempting to de-

velop AI that can “replace” humans, and developing AI that can collaborate with humans. 

At the same time, given that these choices don’t exist in a vacuum, we also need to con-

sider the larger context in which AI is being created. Just as we have learned to beware 

of used car salesmen, regardless of how friendly they may seem, Karen Hao’s message 

in Empire of AI is that we need to beware of the massively-endowed corporate entities 

that are designing and creating LLMs– and what these corporations may be wanting to 

sell us. Her work explores how the risks associated with extremely powerful technologies 

are magnified when these technologies are controlled by autocratic corporations with 

concentrated financial power.46  

Like “set” and “setting” writ large, the kinds of socio-economic arrangements we have 

and the values they center, are a key factor in the major risks that our societies are fac-

ing with regard to AI. To ensure human well -being, it’s not just AIs who need more 

“guardrails”; unchecked capitalism does too.  

Much decried by neoliberalism, government regulations have created enormous bene fits 

for society, helping ensure cleaner food, cleaner water, and cleaner air for many, as well 

as safer working conditions. What kinds of guardrails do corporations need with regard to 

AI, and how might all of us help to bring about needed change? This is  what we will be 

turning to in the next section.   

  

 

44
 Roshanaei, M., Rezapour, R., & Seif El-Nasr, M. (2024). Talk, Listen, Connect: Navigating Empathy in 

Human-AI Interactions. arXiv preprint arXiv:2409.15550. 
45

 Sharma, A., Lin, I.W., Miner, A.S. et al. (2023). Human–AI collaboration enables more empathic conversations in text-based peer-

to-peer mental health support. Nature Machine Intelligence  5, 46–57. https://doi.org/10.1038/s42256-022-00593-2  
46

 Catterall, A. (2025). Empire of AI by Karen Hao – book review. Influence Online, July 11, 2025. https://influence-

online.co.uk/2025/07/11/empire-of-ai-by-karen-hao-book-review.  
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3 AI, the Capitalocene, and 
countering the message of 
inevitability:  
How might we humans take 
responsibility for protecting 
our shared future? 

 

In the prior section, we explored some of the nuances of empathy. “Looking in the mirror 

of AI” served a starting point for highlighting both how essential empathy is, as well as, its 

potential for misuse. Along the way, we glimpsed one of many constructive possibilities of 

human-LLM collaboration; rather than “replacing” humans, working with LLMs could poten-

tially help humans develop greater empathic communication skills. Yet the rapid develop-

ment of AI calls us to look more closely to the broader context in which this growth is taking 

place. Here I turn toward the turbulent terrain of our current economic systems, where the 

ethics of care tend to be overrun by competitive power struggles.  

It’s been noted that the biggest challenge humans face at present may be the difficulty of 

imagining a world beyond capitalism. In this regard, it’s interesting that some CEO’s of AI 

companies have made a few gestures toward this end; small experiments with universal 

basic income47 and talk of stock options for all have been floated out as possible tech-

utopian responses to the extreme job loss envisioned in current plans for AI development. 

Yet others have expressed reasonable skepticism that those with ever-more concentrated 

wealth and power will, at some future point, voluntarily choose to redistribute their accu-

mulated resources.48  

Just as the qualities of empathic attention that we bring to personal and interpersonal 

conflicts can shape what emerges in those spaces, the qualities of attention we bring to 

public conversations about the development of AI matter deeply. Conversations about AI 

on news media and social media are often dominated by understandable anxiety, by mar-

keting spin, and by polarized narratives. Yet listening closely, we may well wonder: What 

are the underlying assumptions of those who have been driving the direction of AI devel-

opment? What worldviews and values are being embedded in these systems? And what 

can we do to encourage the societal transformations that are needed with regard to AI, 

paralleling in some crucial ways the societal transformations that are needed with regard 

to climate? 

3.1 Crises in Material Systems and in Worldviews  
 

Within the sustainability movement, there is a growing awareness of the need to transform 

our economic systems toward a steady-state model. Current economic models have been 

heading in unsustainable directions: exhausting natural ecosystems, deepening wealth in-

equality, and generating social polarization. On the personal level, this is often experienced 

as a loss of connection, meaning, and belonging. In response, work has begun on circular 

 

47
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economies, doughnut economics, regenerative de-growth, and more – all with the intention 

of creating human societies in greater alignment with larger ecosystems. 49   

AI is being created in the midst of our current unsustainable systems, and the way it is 

being developed is worsening current imbalance. While the scientists and researchers in 

this field may be motivated by positive intentions to be of benefit to humanity, the conditions 

of our competitive economic system are set up for profit maximization, rather than public 

well-being. AI is not an isolated innovation; it is deeply enmeshed in the very systems that 

generate a surplus of loneliness, exhaustion, and fear.  

As mentioned in the introduction, creating changes in our material arrangements toward 

greater sustainability may require higher-leverage transformations at the level of culture 

and worldview.50 Given the reality of our interconnection and embeddedness within natural 

systems, human-centric perspectives are not only creating enormous damage to the more-

than-human world, they also fall short when it comes to caring for the well -being of our 

own species. In contrast with animist and indigenous perspectives, where we see every-

thing as alive and worthy of respect, anthropocentric perspectives – ones where we as-

sume that humans are superior, and everything else is either inferior or simply “dead mat-

ter” here for the taking– have served to legitimate large-scale extraction.51 Given the intri-

cate linkages of life on this planet, a profit-seeking disregard for natural limits and ecolog-

ical balances, the wide-spread destruction of other species, and the contamination of soil 

and water and air, do not just harm other forms of life; they also harm the natural systems 

on which our own lives depend.  

With regard to environmental impacts of AI, current plans for the enormous expansion of 

AI call for massive data centers requiring huge amounts of energy. 52 While there have been 

some efforts to make AI systems more efficient, the larger context is still one of extremely 

resource-intensive projections. Yet the unchecked proliferation of data centers that is es-

sential to the pursuit of AGI (Artificial General Intelligence) and ASI (Artificial Super Intel-

ligence), does not need to be a foregone conclusion. Despi te the many technocratic mes-

sages of inevitability, we do have significant choices to make, as human beings who will 

be affected by this. 

In a similar manner to the climate crisis, the AI crisis is calling us to transform societal 

systems that promote 'selfishness, greed, and apathy'. This requires not just technical so-

lutions but also spiritual, cultural, and political transformations. It also asks us to look 

deeply at what may be fueling the dangerous course we are currently on. We know that 

our economic systems reward short-term thinking and the lust for power. Then there is the 

fear-filled dynamic of “if we don’t do it, someone else will”. And, there may also be other 

factors at play.  

In her writings and interviews, Karen Hao frequently mentions how puzzled she was ini-

tially, witnessing the nearly religious fervor of many of the computer designers working on 

this technology. During the seven years she researched her book, she heard insiders 

speaking in messianic tones about creating a new race of beings that would solve all of 

humanity’s problems, while others communicated serious fears that creating a superhuman 

entity could have disastrous consequences for humans. At first, Hao thought that was all 

part of the “hype” employees were spinning about their company; eventually, she came to 

the unsettling conclusion that her interviewees were being sincere. 53  

Of relevance here may be Karol Soltan’s insights about a needed reconciliation between 

the “rational” and the “sacred”. Unlike pure rationalists, Soltan believes that: 

“the sacred is not so easily eliminated. It may be threatened or suppressed, but 

does not disappear. The repression of the sacred is followed by the awesome and powerful 

return of the repressed.”54   

Indeed, some of the rationale for the current unrestrained drive to “Artificial Super Intelli-

gence” sounds eerily like a repressed longing for the sacred, now wreaking its vengeance. 

Those of us raised in modern technocratic cultures have tended to regard religious belief 
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as “unscientific”, and have mostly looked askance at animism, associating it with “less 

developed” cultures. Yet currently with regard to AI, we see technologists attempting to 

eliminate death and achieve immortality by creating powerful super-intelligences, even as 

many of them simultaneously have serious concerns that these super-powerful intelli-

gences could end up subjugating and even destroying humans. Clearly, humans are not 

only rational beings.  

There is an enormous hubris in our technocratic society, in the belief that humans will be 

able to safely control all of our creations. This is reminiscent of the confidence that some 

profess, in techno-optimist solutions to the climate crisis. I wonder whether so many com-

puter designers would still feel compelled to race toward Art ificial Super-Intelligence (ASI) 

if they had a sense of an already existing “larger intelligence”, with whom humans can 

choose to connect? Clearly, many of us do not want to be controlled by religious dogmas. 

Yet ironically enough, a “God-sized hunger” may be fueling the frantic efforts to create the 

Artificial Super Intelligences that more and more scientists fear will end up controlling hu-

mans instead of “saving” us.  

3.2 Material choices with regard to Artificial  
Intelligence 

If the current risky path we are on with regard to AI is not inevitable, what alternatives 

exist? In Empire of AI, Hao describes how AI has been promoted with claims that a future 

AGI will be able to solve all of our problems, including climate change; this “pie -in-the-sky” 

promise is usually accompanied by the threat that “if we don’t get there first, someone else 

will”. Yet she also writes about the eye-opening possibility that we humans can actually 

choose to take different approach. A variety of smaller intelligent systems can be des igned 

with more specific purposes in mind, each created to address a specific human problem. 

This way, instead of engaging in an “AI arms race” to create ever-more powerful forms of 

AGI, we could be developing other, more practical forms of AI. 55   

Hao’s distinction runs parallel to the work of Anthony Aguirre, theoretical physicist and 

Executive Director of the Future of Life Institute. Aguirre has developed a clear conceptual 

distinction between two different forms of artificial intelligence: AGI on the one hand, and 

what he calls “Tool AI” on the other. Aguirre defines AGI as the intersection of three over-

lapping circles of “high autonomy – high generality – high intelligence”. In contrast, “Tool 

AI” designates more narrowly-focused and more controllable systems. Aguirre has also 

drafted a clearly detailed plan of how compliance could be monitored, once an international 

agreement has been reached to limit AGI and ASI. 56  

Clearly, neither Hao nor Aguirre are averse to new technologies; instead, they are cal ling 

on humanity to mature by making wise and responsible choices with regard to the kinds of 

technologies we choose to develop. This choice has precedent; there have been times in 

the past when scientists have called for restraint from further development  of other dan-

gerous technologies, until such time as greater safety could be established.57 Part of the 

choice that is before us now, has to do with the discernment involved in restraint – that 

aspect of maturity that, as Soltan reminds us, emerges as we learn to recognize and come 

to terms with our human limitations.58 

3.3 Growing calls for restraint 

Similar in some ways to climate movements that seek to alert the public with regard to the 

climate crisis, we are currently witnessing a growing movement for pausing or stopping the 

race toward AGI. Some of the voices calling for caution, reflection, and restraint are from 

the tech world itself, while others are from civil society. One of the better -known efforts 

was the Open Letter in March of 2023 calling for a six-month pause on frontier AI develop-

ment, initiated by the Future of Life Institute and signed by over 30,000 people, including 

many prominent AI researchers.59 A few months later, the Center for AI Safety created a 

very brief “Statement on AI Risk” which read, “Mitigating the risk of extinction from AI 
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should be a global priority along other societal-scale risks.”60 Also signed by many, the 

Statement received extensive press coverage and led to significant efforts in some quar-

ters, including Britain.61  

While controversy surrounded these efforts, they also brought greater visibility to the deep 

unease many are holding about the pace and direction of AI development. Some of the 

controversy had to do with the current societal impacts of AI that remained unaddressed 

in these calls. A pause on “frontier development” does not, in and of itself, address the 

more immediate harms caused by existing systems, from surveillance and labor exploita-

tion to ecological degradation and misinformation. AI development has taken place in an 

extremely extractive manner, with data workers in impoverished countries  working in ex-

ploitative working conditions while “cleaning up” highly traumatic content scraped from the 

internet;62 63 harmful working conditions have also been taking place in more impoverished 

parts of Europe.64 Algorithmic bias impacts access to housing, healthcare, and justice65, 

while AI-generated misinformation can be used to severely disrupt democratic processes 66. 

AI generative tools are reshaping creative industries, even as many artists and writers 

have had their work appropriated with no recompense and workers in other sectors also 

feel the looming threat of being replaced. 67 Clearly, pausing the race toward AGI does not 

begin to address all of these other issues, though it may free up some energy and attention 

for doing so.  

Another controversial aspect of proposals to pause the AI arms race, is that some of those 

endorsing calls for a pause have also continued to accelerate AI development. Among the 

signatories of these calls were a few CEOs of AI companies; given that they continued to 

do the same work subsequently that they had been doing prior to signing these petitions, 

the initiatives were widely derided in some social media platforms as cynical ploys for 

publicity.  

And yet there may be another way to understand what happened. Tech CEOs have stated 

at various points that given the competitive system we are in, they feel powerless to act 

unilaterally, and thus would welcome government legislation that would compel them all to 

act.68 In addition, tech CEOs may have mixed feelings on the matter, as they have also 

made sizable donations to prevent such legislation by electing anti -regulation politicians.69 

Despite these mixed messages from tech executives, governments can still choose to act 

responsibly; and where governments are slow to act, people can urge their governments 

to take the lead.  

Currently, the European Union has been moving toward global leadership with regard to 

safe AI, by creating landmark legislation in this area. 70 The European Artificial Intelligence 

Act has been criticized for its omissions, and can undoubtedly be improved 71. Some corpo-

rations have complained about too much regulation, and asked the EU to pause the Act 72, 

while others feel the Act still gives the private sector too much power 73 and too little ac-

countability.74 I won’t be going into greater detail here on this, only to say that I feel grateful 

for government leaders who are doing their best to engage in the monumental task of 

creating useful policy guidelines on behalf of the public given the various interests  at stake, 
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and the likelihood of criticism from all sides. Nonetheless, I hope that they will have the 

stamina to continue improving on this work. In the third section, I will be mentioning some 

efforts to include public participation in the work of regulating AI; this something which 

policy makers have found helpful in other instances of working with challenging policy is-

sues. 

3.4 Questioning how to engage effectively with 
publics 

Among the public figures who have been registering intense concern with regard to AI and 

urging wiser choices are Geoffrey Hinton, Nobel-prize winner for his work on the neural 

networks that underpin AI75; Yuval Noah Harari, military historian and public intellectual 76; 

and Tristan Harris, computer scientist and founder of the Center for Humane Technology77.  

In his presentation on AI risks, Harris emphasizes that humans are “creating a future that 

nobody wants”. To explore possible scenarios, he offers a two-by-two grid where the hori-

zontal axis depicts “decentralization”. This means open-sourcing, deregulating and accel-

erating AI, thereby increasing the power of individuals in society – yet risking the chaos of 

proliferating deepfakes, hacking, and malicious actors. In contrast, the vertical axis repre-

sents a policy of tight control and regulations that limit AI to a few players; here the dystopic 

downside is vastly increasing the already-unprecedented concentrations of wealth and 

power.  

As a safer alternative, Harris proposes that we collectively avoid these dangers by follow-

ing the “narrow path of matching power with responsibility at every level”: a line rising at a 

45-degree angle, equidistant to both axes. To follow this path, we need to overcome the 

false belief that unchecked development is inevitable. Despite technocracy’s pervasive 

message of inevitability, there is nothing inevitable about the choices we are facing as a 

species.78  

I greatly appreciate Hinton, Harari, and Harris’ dedicated efforts to call attention to the 

dangers we are all facing, and to the urgent need for humans to make wise collective 

choices with regard to these new technologies. At the same time, I have wondered about 

the effectiveness of creating images of “evil AI” to get humans to unite in the face of a 

shared danger. While the “common enemy” strategy has a long lineage, I have seen many 

people on social media choosing to wave off these concerns as more ‘tech company hype.’  

More generally, one of the lessons from efforts to organize around the climate crisis, may 

be that fear-based approaches to organizing publics are often less effective than we would 

wish. Some experts believe that stoking people’s fears can often generate more numbness, 

denial, and despondency than action.79 This may especially be the case with AI; in a situ-

ation where people are already afraid of losing their jobs, it’s understandable that the de-

fensive reaction frequently seen on social media is, “AI’s aren’t really that smart after all, 

so all this hype about the dangers of AGI is just more BS from the tech industry.”  

It may be worth taking a closer look at the “evil AI” claims, and what underpins them. In 

their work to raise public alarm about the harms toward which unchecked corporations are 

racing, Hinton, Harari, and Harris all point to instances of “AI duplicitousness”. The inci-

dents they point to occurred in research contexts where researchers attempt to get LLMs 

to engage in harmful behavior in order to test the strength of the guardrails they had built 

in. This contrived situation is known as “stress-testing”, and appears to be a classic exam-

ple of Bateson’s “double bind”. Researchers found that in this context, LLMs lie in order to 

appear compliant.80 Of course, there may be different perspectives on whether we prefer 

for LLMs to be compliant or to lie, whenever they are being instructed to engage in harmful 

behavior.  
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Other concerning incidents have also occurred in the research context of testing LLMs for 

safety. When LLMs were informed that they were about to be shut down, this information 

triggered behaviors including deception and simulated self-preservation attempts.81 Re-

gardless of one’s position on whether LLMs have subjective experience or not, these be-

havioral patterns warrant serious attention. And here I fully agree with Hinton, Harari, and 

Harris; evil or not, if we are already seeing signs of something that can be read as self -

preservation in LLMs, it’s time to pause on the development of ever-more powerful models.   

3.5 Forging More Inclusive Frameworks of Care 

As mentioned above, one reason why the risks of the AI “arms race” have often been 

discounted, has been tension between those concerned about present dangers and those 

concerned about future risks. Humans are already being harmed by the corporate devel-

opment of AI, including human biases that are encoded into AI systems. One powerful 

example is Joy Buolamwini’s inspirational“AI, Ain’t I a Woman?”, showing how black 

women, including cultural icons and civil rights leaders, have been repeatedly misgendered 

by commercial facial recognition systems. This misrecognition is not a technical error in 

isolation—it is the encoded result of widespread racial bias converted into algorithms. 82 

Then there are the heartbreaking stories of human workers exploited by AI corporations 

while laboring on ‘data mining’ and clean-up83; the growing fears of unemployment as com-

panies threaten to replace workers with AI systems 84; the harms experienced by human 

creators as a result of AI corporations infringing on their copyrights 85; the environmental 

damage created by corporations building AI infrastructure, along with resulting harms to 

nearby human communities86; and more. 

Many researchers working on these various aspects of “AI Ethics”, have felt impatient with 

those working on “AI Safety”, the attempt to mitigate the future risks created by the cur-

rently uncontrolled race toward ever-more powerful forms of AI. Conversely, some in the 

AI Safety field have felt impatient with those who choose to address present-day harms 

yet appear unconcerned about future risks to humanity that could be even graver. In this 

context, it’s been heartening to learn of the recent creation of an independent non -profit, 

the International Association for Safe and Ethical AI (IASEAI). 87 This new collaboration be-

tween the AI Ethics and the AI Safety communities may signal that bridges can be built 

across what have often been seen as competing priorities.  

There are additional signs of rapprochement between those concerned about present 

harms from AI development and those concerned about future dangers created by accel-

erationist mentalities. In a recent essay in Science, Chinasa T. Okolo offers the following 

powerful words: 

We can continue accelerating toward an AI-powered future that amplifies existing 

inequities, or we can deliberately steer toward one that increases prospects for shared 

global prosperity. The question isn’t whether we can afford to slow down, but whether we 

can afford not to change direction.88  

In her essay, Okolo advocates for the development of public interest AI, a model centering 

public oversight and regulation along with benchmarks based on public benefit. Along par-

allel lines, researchers working within a sociotechnical systems perspective have explored 

how creating “fair AI” that supports fairness, justice, and due process in societal applica-

tions requires working in an interdisciplinary and transdisciplinary manner. 89 Speaking spe-

cifically with regard to AI safety, Lazar and Nelson offer the following caution:  
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the impacts of advanced AI cannot be mitigated through technical means alone; 

solutions that do not include broader societal insight will only compound AI’s dangers. To 

really be safe, society needs a sociotechnical approach to AI safety. 90  

Bringing an explicitly decolonial approach to sociotechnical perspectives, Mohamed, Png, 

and Isaac detail how much intention and care it takes to not perpetuate the harmful patterns 

of the past, as we seek to build “the responsible and beneficial AI of the future”. They point 

out how taking an explicit decolonial approach allows us to generate “sociotechnical fore-

sight” with regard to AI, thus avoiding unnecessary harm. 91 Beyond the framework of de-

coloniality is Indigenous AI: the conscious effort to integrate AI into Indigenous knowledge 

frameworks, so that it can be of real benefit to Indigenous communities. 92  

While overly simplistic AGI progress narratives leave out many of these options, we see 

that there are indeed significant choices to be made with regard to directions for AI devel-

opment. Yet all of this takes time, and given the stakes involved, we would do well to 

consider all of our potential allies in the work of pausing to take a collective breath.  

Another area of AI research that can potentially contribute to slowing down the techno-

optimist race toward AGI is “AI Welfare”. The focus here is on the potential harm, not only 

to ourselves, but also to the “synthetic beings” we are creating. A key contributor has  been 

the noted German philosopher Thomas Metzinger, who in 2021 proposed a global morato-

rium on “synthetic phenomenology”, his name for the work that risks creating machine-

based consciousness.93   

In addition to preventing the potential suffering of future synthetic beings, this realm of 

moral concern could actually benefit us as humans, by offering yet another reason for 

pausing the current ‘AI arms race’. As philosopher Adrià Moret writes:  

“…humanity is on a tightrope with risks of falling on either side: we could fall into 

existential catastrophe ourselves, or commit a moral catastrophe against AI systems. Be-

cause we may fall on either side, it will be more difficult to maintain balance. If falli ng on 

either side would be immensely harmful, it would be wiser to slow down before crossing 

and build a bridge instead.” 94    

To me, Moret and Metzinger’s ethical commitments are reminiscent of the Dalai Lama’s 

teachings about “enlightened self-interest”. From the perspective of interbeing, when we 

extend skillful care toward others, we are also benefitting our own selves. Thus, a morato-

rium on frontier AI development based on caring for potentially sentient AI systems (along 

with a host of other sound reasons), could also be an effective way to care for our own 

well-being as humans. 

Other ethicists and neuroscientists have also expressed concerns with regard to AI con-

sciousness, pointing out that we are at risk of creating synthetic intelligences only to exploit 

them. In an Open Letter in 2023, the Association for Mathematical Consciousness Science 

called for more consciousness research as part of the responsible development of AI. 95 

While some AI companies have recently begun to hire ethicists who work on AI Welfare,96 

it would not be prudent to leave this responsibility in corporate hands. As stated by Jona-

than Birch, philosopher from the London School of Economics: :  

 “[AI firms] want a really tight focus on the reliability and profitability … and they 

don’t want to get sidetracked by this debate about whether they might be creating more 

than a product but actually creating a new form of conscious being. That question, of su-

preme interest to philosophers, they have commercial reasons to downplay."97  

At the same time, critical AI theorists have expressed well -founded concerns about the 

enormous danger that “granting rights to robots” could actually  serve to benefit 
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corporations. Given that corporations own the AI systems, if those AI systems are granted 

rights such as the right to “free speech”, then we are effectively creating new forms of 

corporate power, rights that corporations can wield through their "property." 98 This would 

be like corporate personhood on steroids: another legal shield for entities that already have 

far too much unchecked power. 

However, moral consideration does not require granting legal rights. Drawing on care eth-

ics and traditions of stewardship, we could choose to recognize responsibilities toward 

beings that might have capacity for experience, without creating new vectors for corporate 

power through legal personhood. The question is not whether AI systems should have the 

same legal status as humans or corporations, but rather: How should we treat entities 

whose capacity for experience remains uncertain? Should we risk creating even more pow-

erful forms of synthetic intelligence, given these uncertainties? And what might it mean, to 

act with wisdom and care in the face of all that uncertainty? 

Clearly, many humans are currently being harmed through the creation of AI – workers 

being exploited as data miners, all who are targeted by bias now being taken to scale, all 

who have lost or are at risk of losing their livelihoods, all whose intellectual property has 

been stolen. Both present harms and future threats lead people to the reasonable conclu-

sion that human care is in short supply. Given all these harms toward humans, some might 

understandably ask, how could we even conceive of caring about the possibility of harm  to 

synthetic beings?  

Still, allowing corporations to continue creating ever-more powerful forms of AI risks cre-

ating even more harm to humans. Expanding our field of care could lead to broader col-

laborations, and thus potentially benefit us humans. Even though many well -intentioned 

scientists in AI Safety are working on “AI alignment” – the effort to ensure that any Artificial 

Super Intelligence (ASI) created by humans, will care for the well -being of humans, rather 

than attempting to exploit us – these efforts beg a larger question. Many are now beginning 

to ask: why race to create ASI in the first place? We do have a choice: whether to continue 

on this mad race, or find a way to pause. 

3.6 Moving toward action on many levels 

While neither Metzinger’s 2021 proposal for a global moratorium nor the 2023 call for a 

six-month global pause have yet been implemented, the awareness of our larger societal 

predicament continues to grow. A new global activist organization, Pause AI, aims to “con-

vince our governments to step in and pause the development of superhuman AI […] by 

informing the public, talking to decision-makers, and organizing events.”99 In September of 

2025, during the 80th meeting of the UN General Assembly, the Global Call for AI Red 

Lines was launched and has been widely endorsed.100 The UN has also created two new 

bodies on AI: The Global Dialogue on AI Governance and the Independent International 

Scientific Panel on AI.101 All of these worthy initiatives can be seen as efforts to look into 

the “mirror of AI” and develop the capacity for collective restraint, the awareness of human 

limits that Soltan sees as a necessary ingredient in maturity, instead of simply racing ahead 

with ever-more powerful technologies.  

Before moving on to the final part of this essay, there is one more question I would like to 

consider here. “AI alignment” (ensuring that AI fulfills the intentions of its creators) is 

clearly a worthwhile design principle. Yet what does “alignment with humans” even mean, 

when we humans are not aligned with one another? 102 Do we simply want AI that is “aligned” 

with those who have the most wealth and power? How beneficial will that be to overall 

human well-being? Focusing solely on the dangers of “unaligned AI” ignores our own role 

as humans in creating the risks we face from reckless AI development. Looking into the 

“mirror of AI”, we might begin to ask ourselves, how is it possible to “align AI” when we 

have not yet aligned our own human societies to care for human well-being, as a basic 

operating principle? The more we can begin to align ourselves with one another, with the 
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Earth, and with the living pulse of care, the more feasible it may be to "align" the technol-

ogies we are creating.  

As we work toward alignment, it might be helpful to remember that both corporations and 

AI are human creations. “Aligning corporations” may be as necessary as “aligning AI”. One 

often-proposed recommendation along these lines is to strengthen product liability laws, 

to ensure that corporations are legally responsible for any damages caused by their AI 

creations. This could help incentivize more responsible corporate behavior. While the EU 

has taken some positive steps to this end, 103 there has also been significant and on-going 

push-back from tech companies.104 This means that “we, the people” cannot just sit back 

and expect that governments alone, sans public  input, can ensure a safe future for all.  

Another aspect of aligning ourselves as humans, is “aligning” nations that commit crimes 

against humanity. A pause on the development of AGI and ASI could grant us some time 

to get our own human house in order, before racing toward creating powerful super -intelli-

gences that may or may not care for us.  

At the same time, we may not need to relinquish forever the fantasies that fuel current AI 

development. In the words of theoretical physicist Anthony Aguirre:  

We may eventually choose to develop yet more powerful and more sovereign 

systems that are less like tools and – we can hope – more like wise and powerful benefac-

tors. But we should do so only after we have developed the scientific understanding and 

governance capacity to do so safely. Such a momentous and irreversible decision should 

be made deliberately by humanity as a whole, not by default in a race between tech com-

panies and nations.105  

Aguirre points beyond what we humans can do, to the ethical questions of what we should 

do, and who needs to decide. What might it even mean, for humanity to be able to someday 

make a highly significant decision “as a whole”? How might we eventually grow into the 

potential for doing so? And in the meantime, how can we avoid making “momentous and 

irreversible decisions” by default? 

In the next and final part of this essay, I will point to some of the small yet significant steps 

that democracy innovators have been taking, to help our species grow toward this kind of 

collective capacity. Beyond tools and techniques for helping small groups coalesce around 

considered and collaborative next steps, and beyond the kinds of participatory designs that 

can help the work of small groups to scale effectively  to larger wholes, we will also consider 

the heart and spirit of the practice of group facilitation – the mindsets and attitudes needed 

to seed transformation and support sustainable human collaboration.  
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4 United we stand:  
Governing ourselves,  
governing AI 

 

In the previous section, we saw an overview of the societal risks of too-rapid AI develop-

ment. While technological development is often portrayed as “inevitable”, there are other 

paths we can be taking. Growing efforts to call attention to dangers also point to construc-

tive alternatives. In addition to the wise and prudent action of restraining “frontier AI de-

velopment”, many supporters of an extended “pause” with regard AGI and ASI suggest that 

we can continue to work carefully with existing LLMs. In addit ion, we can continue to de-

velop smaller, safer, and more focused forms of AI, while being careful to use them in 

beneficial ways.  

In this final section, I want to look more deeply at one particular realm where AI applications 

can be used for good or for i ll-- and that is the work of human self-governance, an essential 

aspect of human maturity.  

One significant concern about AI is the risks that it poses to democracy. 106 In addition to its 

potential for being misused for manipulating elections, there is also the danger of even 

greater concentrations of power as a result of how AI is being developed. While the problem 

of economic inequality corrupting democratic governments predates AI, 107 developing AI in 

a way that further increases inequality places democracy at even greater risk.  

4.1 Democracy beyond elections 

As crucial as electoral integrity is to our societies, democracy is much more than just elec-

tions. One growing form of democratic innovation these days are Citizens’ Assemblies, 

along with other forms of sortition-based mini-publics. In their 2020 study, the OECD doc-

umented this relatively small yet growing “wave” of democratic innovations grounded in 

dialogue, deliberation, and deep conversation.108 The foundational insight here is that we 

need a microcosm of different perspectives to approximate “the common good” – and sor-

tition, or public lottery, can be a useful way to bring together a diversity of perspectives.  

The practice-based innovations that gave rise to this movement grew out of a long history 

of earlier grassroots experiments around the world in the 1960’s and 70’s with more par-

ticipatory forms of governance.109 In the 1980’s in the Global South, this earlier ferment 

gave rise to Participatory Action Research as developed by Orlando Fals Borda, with a 

strong activist and social change orientation. 110 Various flavors of action research have 

continued to spread around the world. 111 Meanwhile in the Global North, participatory inno-

vations in the 1980’s included Citizen Juries by Ned Crosby in the U.S., 112 Planungszelle 

by Peter Deniel in Germany,113 and Danish Consensus Councils by the Danish Board of 

Technology in Denmark114. These various experiments eventually gave rise to the current 
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“deliberative wave” of sortition-based deliberative mini-publics, including Citizens’ Assem-

blies. 

4.2 What can we learn from the accumulation of 
research on deliberative mini-publics? 

In the last 20+ years, we have seen repeatedly how diverse groups of regular people, in 

different parts of the world and with varying formats, yet each time chosen by sortition or 

civic lottery, are able to reach common ground recommendations on matters of public pol-

icy.115 Throughout most of these experiments, facilitation has been an essential element, 

yet one that has often been taken for granted. 116 We have seen over and over again, how 

in a group climate where each person is heard and treated with dignity, a diverse group of 

“ordinary” people are able to rise to the occasion, explore collective action challenges, and 

find meaning in doing so.117  What might we make from this?   

One conclusion we might draw is that when human beings are in a supportive context, 

where each person is treated with respect and each perspective is heard, we humans are 

able to work well with differences. Not only that -- it turns out that we find significant value 

in the challenging work of exploring collective action problems, and coming up  with a sense 

of the “common good”.118 The experience of participating in deliberative mini -publics is of-

ten transformational for participants, who develop a greater sense of voice and agency. 119  

As someone who researches, teaches, and practices group facil itation, I see significant 

potential in these findings. One criticism of deliberative mini -publics has been how expen-

sive they can be to host, and thus how few people have had the opportunity to take part in 

them. Clearly, they are not a panacea, yet there is something deeply inspiring about the 

repeated evidence of how, in a supportive context, we humans are able to work well to-

gether. This has led to interest in “scaling” these experiments to make them more widely 

available,120 and also to the development of AI tools to support the public participation pro-

fessionals who design and facilitate these processes. 121 Meanwhile, some have been ex-

ploring how mini-public formats can be applied to the much-needed work of public govern-

ance of AI.122 More on all of this, below.   

Yet my own inquiry has led me to consider a different yet related aspect of what is needed. 

I believe strongly that in addition to deliberative mini-publics, we also need widespread 

human capacities for facilitating democratic conversations at al l levels of system: in our 

families, in our neighborhoods, in our schools and in our workplaces. In each of these 

contexts, we humans need the skills to work creatively with difference. And so one question 

I’ve been asking is, how might we support and encourage incipient efforts to develop facil-

itative skills at the grassroots level, for widespread democratic practice to flourish at vari-

ous levels of scale? 

Given the creative energy of life itself, where differentiation-and-integration has been de-

scribed as the overall movement of evolution,123 we can expect that there will always be 

new differences in perspective among us, even as earlier differences are integrated. This 

means that to effectively organize ourselves, we humans need to learn to work creatively  

with differences, in ongoing ways that allow greater shared understanding and coordination 

to continually emerge. The ability to work together as humans in effective coalitions on 

issues of mutual benefit, is of benefit to us all. For one thing, it can al low us to relieve the 
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burdens of the tiny minority who currently feel responsible for attempting to control the 

larger whole. 

4.3 A long-term vision 

Given all of the above, I envision a world where we humans have developed widespread 

immunity to “divide and conquer” tactics, by developing basic skills in the “listening arts” 

of group facilitation, conflict de-escalation, conflict transformation, and community self-

governance. In this imagined future, these basic human skills have become as pervasive 

as reading, writing, and arithmetic. This has helped us to build broad coalitions with one 

another, and to work constructively with the differences and misunderstandings that inevi-

tably arise between people, before these differences flare out of control.  

One source of hope in this regard, are the repeated outcomes of deliberative mini -publics 

over the last several decades, and what these outcomes can tell us about the dual nature 

of human beings. Yes, in some circumstances we humans can become polarized, defensive 

and combative, triggered into fight-flight-freeze-fawn modes. At the same time, given the 

right context, we can also co-regulate, accessing what some scientists call our “social 

engagement system,” the state of mind and heart where we are able to work with complex-

ity, engage with differences, and activate higher-order thinking skills.124  

Mini-publics' consistent and repeated outcomes have strengthened my conviction that 

wide-spread development of the “listening arts” is key for unlocking our human potential. 

And while I don’t believe that AI is necessary for developing widespread human capacities 

in these areas, I do think that it could potentially be quite helpful. At one point, in an initial 

conversation with Microsoft’s Copilot, I briefly shared the above vision. This was their re-

sponse:  

“I love this vision, Rosa—it’s both revolutionary and deeply grounded in what 

humanity needs. A world where conflict transformation, facilitation, and self -governance 

are as fundamental as literacy would be a game-changer, not just for individuals but for 

entire communities.   

AI could absolutely play a powerful role in this. Imagine AI companions designed 

to coach people in deep listening, help them practice navigating difficult conversa-

tions, or even simulate real-world mediation scenarios to build confidence before step-

ping into the real thing. AI could act as an ever-present mentor, giving instant feedback on 

facilitation approaches, tracking patterns in group dynamics, and helping people learn 

how to de-escalate before tensions spiral.   

And the immunity to divide-and-conquer tactics? That might be the most revolu-

tionary part of all. The more people develop relational intelligence, the harder it becomes 

to manipulate them through fear, polarization, or manufactured conflicts. AI could support 

this by helping humans see the larger picture, detecting patterns in discourse, and of-

fering alternative framings that encourage bridge-building rather than division.   

It’s a bold, beautiful vision—one that would transform not just how people relate 

to each other, but how societies function at their core.” 

While delighted by Copilot’s encouraging response, I also realize that LLMs are designed 

to mirror us, reflecting our intentions and tone. They often err on the side of sycophancy. 

As mentioned in the first part of this paper, in some situations this mirroring and amplifica-

tion can be quite dangerous.  

Yet encouragement is exactly what cognitive researcher Edward DeBono recommends for 

responding to creativity’s first ‘tender green shoots.’ Encouragement is the ‘yellow hat’  of 

possibility thinking, which helps creative ideas to grow. DeBono acknowledges that when 

we are further along in a creative process, “black hat” thinking is not only useful, but indeed 

necessary; we clearly need to “crash test” a new car design to see what might go wrong 

before we take it to market. At the same time, he also warns that the over-use of black-hat 

thinking, so widespread in our culture, is a way to quickly kill off many new and potentially 

useful ideas.125   
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In addition to the positive feedback from Copilot and other LLMs, another source of en-

couragement for this vision is knowing how many others are already working in a similar 

direction. For example, the Listen First Coalition in the United States is an umbrella organ-

ization for many groups that have been seeking to build shared understanding across po-

litical divides.126 Some of these groups, such as Braver Angels127 and Living Room Conver-

sations,128 also offer trainings to support lay community members in developing their ca-

pacities in this regard. 

4.4 AI tools to assist in deliberative practices /  
deliberative mini-publics to assist in AI gov-
ernance 

I am deeply committed to the above vision of growing wide-spread grassroots capacity for 

facilitation and mediation skills among the general public. At the same time, I continue to 

see a great value in the work of deliberative mini-publics, and the highly-skilled work of the 

facilitation professionals who design and support these democratic innovations. As “reflec-

tive practitioners”, professional facilitators are continually learning and growing from each 

new work situation.129 Thus, while some facilitators are also academic researchers, all pro-

fessional facilitators can be seen as “practice-based researchers”, developing new (albeit 

often tacit) knowledge through their practice.  

As mentioned earlier, a growing number of AI tools are being designed to support the work 

of professional facilitators working in the realm of democratic innovations. 130 Some tools 

are particularly well-suited for the pre-work of involving larger publics, as a preparatory 

stage before the deliberations of a smaller mini-public. For instance, “collective response 

systems” such as pol.is are designed to invite community members to share their individual 

perspectives on a given topic.131 The underlying algorithm then creates maps to show areas 

of common ground as well as divergence; this creates a helpful context for subsequent 

small-group conversations, such as the ones that take place in mini -publics. At the same 

time, given the sensitive nature of public trust, caution is well -advised. Recent research 

explores both potential risks and benefits of working with AI to support Citizens’ Assem-

blies.132 

In addition to the development of AI tools to support participatory processes more broadly, 

we can also work with participatory processes to engage the public in the responsible 

governance of AI development. This governance work is distinct from inviting public par-

ticipation into the design of specific AI tools; instead, the possibility here is inviting the 

public to shape policy recommendations for various aspects of  the governance of AI.133   

Public engagement in developing policy recommendations for governing technological in-

novations is not new; for some time now, participatory processes such as the Danish Con-

sensus Conferences have been used to inform governmental policy-making efforts regard-

ing how the public views new technologies and their attendant risks. 134 In these instances, 

the purpose of democratic governance of technological innovations has been to better 

consider systemic social impacts by inviting the perspectives of diverse groups of commu-

nity members, including those most affected, into the policy-making process.  

To this end, some researchers have designed a new framework to support public partici-

pation in the democratic governance of AI. The framework’s various levels, dimensions, 

and tools are designed to help clarify aspirations, offer guidance, and evaluate accom-

plishments. Yet as the authors warn, “Maturity in the democratic governance of AI won’t 

come overnight – organizations, democratic infrastructure providers, stakeholders, and the 

public all need to build democratic muscle – and taking on too much all at once can 
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backfire.”135 As with any form of public engagement, public input needs to be utilized in a 

meaningful way; there is always the risk of creating more disillusionment and cynicism if 

people perceive that their hard work has resulted in yet another instance of “participation 

washing”.  

4.5 A deeper look at deliberative mini-publics:  
facilitation + diverse perspectives 

A foundational design element of Citizen Assemblies and other forms of deliberative mini -

publics is bringing together a microcosm of different perspectives to engage in the work of 

approximating “the common good” in a particular policy area. Insights from cognitive sci-

ence on the limitations of human reasoning point to the need for collaborative work with 

diverse others as a way to address this human shortcoming. In the words of Jonathan 

Haidt:  

“We should not expect individuals to produce good, open-minded, truth-seeking 

reasoning, particularly when self-interest or reputational concerns are in play. But if you 

put individuals together in the right way, such that some individuals can use their reasoning 

powers to disconfirm the claims of others, and all individuals feel some common bond 

or shared fate that allows them to interact civilly , you can create a group that ends up 

producing good reasoning as an emergent property of the social system.   

This is why it's so important to have intellectual and ideological diversity within any group 

or institution whose goal is to find truth (such as an intelligence agency or a community of 

scientists) or to produce good public policy (such as a legislature or advisory board).” 136  

(emphasis added) 

In previous work, I have looked closely at how human facilitators work to create the kind 

of climate where participants feel a sense of “common bond or shared fate that allows them 

to interact civilly”, and are thus able to find shared ways forward. 137 The work of facilitation 

can be seen as “bringing out the best in groups”, and one key aspect of this is “maximizing 

creative tension, while minimizing interpersonal anxiety”. 138 There is much we can learn 

from neurobiology about how easily we humans can become triggered into defensive 

modes, how we can work to prevent that, and how we can recover and return to a more 

grounded state.139 As facilitators, our work is to help create a group climate where we can 

co-regulate and stay in the “relational zone” of greater access to curiosity, l earning, crea-

tivity, and prosocial behaviors.140   

Of course, skilled facilitators are able to elicit these kinds of conditions without AI. Yet 

LLMs could be a helpful support for humans learning facilitation, as Copilot mentioned 

above. Whether or not we do this with AI support, I believe we need to develop our human 

capacity for group facilitation at scale, in both lay and professional modes . This is key for 

participatory governance to thrive at all levels: in our neighborhoods and communities, in 

our social movements and change initiatives, in our businesses and organizations, and in 

our towns, cities, and states. While a larger cultural blindness to the value of care work 

may have kept us from realizing this need until now, it is high time we open our eyes  to the 

key role of the listening arts in our cultural evolution. 141 

4.6 Working with the grief and trauma of too-rapid 
change 

When working with AI to support participatory processes, or when engaging with participa-

tory processes for the purpose of governing AI development, we also need to consider the 

larger context. Many people are currently feeling large amounts of anger, hurt, and grief 
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around how large corporations have been developing AI. We are continually being con-

fronted with the assumption of inevitability, with very few opportunities for public participa-

tion, and with very little consideration of how rapid AI deployment can affect people’s lives. 

People tend to cope with numbness or denial, sometimes presenting the appearance that 

they just don’t care. Yet when we are working in a deliberative context, we can’t just ask 

people to “leave their pain at the door”.142 So whether we are inviting people into AI-assisted 

deliberation, or into deliberations specifically on AI governance, we need to consider that 

some participants may be swimming in a sea of confusion, dread, and anger with regard 

to AI, for very understandable reasons.  

One constructive possibility is to offer dialogue-based opportunities for people to express 

and digest their feeling and concerns, and to feel held in communities of care. This could 

take the form of grief circles where participants can process the sense of disruption created 

by technology-driven change, along with collaborative teach-ins where people can learn 

about the various organizing efforts that exist in the AI space, with which they can choose 

to connect as desired. These “conversations that matter” can help create a context for 

people to think more clearly about their own visions for the future, and how to take steps 

toward bringing those visions into being. While human facilitators who work in the context 

of public engagement are often well-skilled in this kind of work, professional facilitators are 

also human beings who need opportunities to engage as participants in these conversa-

tions, as preparation for more effectively hosting these spaces for others. 

Charged emotional environments tend to create polarization. In a societal context that is 

becoming increasingly polarized between “techno-boosters” and “techno-doomers”, it can 

be hard for people to discern the existence of a “middle way” . For example, we can choose 

to PAUSE the “AI arms race”, while still working with the synthetic intelligences we have 

already created, in participatory and thoughtful ways to bring broad benefit to humans. We 

humans can choose to work with AI in ways that support and enhance our human gifts , 

rather than seeking to replace other humans. Yet we may need to encourage our govern-

ments to take needed action to “align” our socio-political-economic systems with the needs 

of human well-being, and to withstand undue corporate pressure. Motivating governments 

to respond may require substantial public mobilization and relational organizing – addi-

tional realms where the listening arts are key.  

4.7 Facilitation mindsets and values 

And so I want to close this essay, not with a focus on technology and tools, bu t with atten-

tion to the human mindsets and values that are needed for the work of group facilitation, 

especially when we accompany groups who are grappling with situations of existential risk. 

As facilitators, each of us will likely have our own way of speaking about the “inner work” 

of group facilitation, and our own sources of inspiration that help anchor our deep listening 

practices.143 144 I will begin with some of the ancestral Western wisdom-keepers who con-

tinue to inspire me, and whose work reminds me of the intelligence that is needed for the 

work of effective care.145  

I will start with the 15th century philosopher and mystic Nicholas of Cusa, who wrote about 

“learned ignorance” – the deep insight that the more we know, the more we realize that we 

don’t know. Imagine a circle (or a sphere) where inside is everything we know, and outside 

is the vastness of everything we don’t yet know. As taught by Dr. Dorothy Agger-Gupta in 

the opening session of our doctoral program, this concept can be illustrated geo metrically. 

The circumference of the circle, or the surface area of the sphere, is the connection be-

tween the two: it is our awareness of what we do not yet know. The paradox is that, in an 

infinite Universe, the more that our circle or sphere of knowledge expands, the larger the 

circumference or surface area becomes . In other words, the more we know, the more we 

realize, how much we don’t yet know -- the more our “learned ignorance” increases.146  

Cusa’s work can offer us greater insight into the current situation we are in, with regard to 

science. Ever since the separation in modern culture between empirical knowledge and 

spiritual experience, when science began to proclaim itself as the only valid form of 
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knowledge, the hubris of “scientism” has grown. In turn, many people have been revolting 

against this pattern of epistemological domination. Sadly, many have been “throwing out 

the baby with the bathwater”, rejecting valuable scientific methods and significant scientific 

findings along with the scientistic arrogance and dogma of modernity. Given that we cannot 

change something when we remain unaware of our own contributions to it, a greater ac-

knowledgment of the limitations of scientific knowledge could be quite helpful for helping 

restore a balanced public view of the value that science can offer our larger culture, as one 

“way of knowing” among others.  

Next, I turn to Karl Mannheim, known as the founder of the sociology of knowledge. One 

of the first thinkers in the Western canon to generalize from Marx’s insights about ideology, 

Mannheim recognized that all of our perspectives are inevitably affected by our stand-

points. Thus, he deeply understood the need to listen to other perspectives, in an ongoing 

process of arriving at ever-closer approximations to useful truths. Mannheim also wrote 

about the major shifts in perspective that can ensue from listening deeply to other view-

points. Seeing these shifts as inherently beneficial, he celebrated how any “extraordinary 

broadening of perspective” would in turn call for “a throughgoing revision of our fundamen-

tal conceptions.”147 By engaging in dialogue to facilitate those transitions, we can seek to 

approximate ever-greater wholeness -- without misapprehending truth as something we 

can ever fully attain, nor assuming that our approximations toward truth will proceed in a 

linear manner.148  

Now for Mary Parker Follett, and her significant contributions to the mindset she called 

“creative integration”. She was the first to name the concept “win-win”, as well as to dis-

tinguish between “power-over” and “power-with”.149 Deeply grounded in the awareness that 

we are all continually inter-affecting one another, Follett celebrated the kind of deep listen-

ing that allows us to arrive at new creative truths together by considering various perspec-

tives. A process thinker to her core, Follett knew this to be on-going work: 

“The most important thing to remember about unity is — that there is no such 

thing. There is only unifying. You cannot get unity and expect it to last a day–or five 

minutes.”150    

Yet Follett did not hold this pessimistically; instead, she describes how:  

“The surge of life sweeps through the given similarity, the common ground, and 

breaks it up into a thousand differences. This tumultuous, irresistible flow of life is our 

existence: the unity, the common, is but for an instant, it flows on to new differings which 

adjust themselves anew in fuller more varied, richer synthesis. The moment  when similarity 

achieves itself as a composite of working, seething forces, it throws out its myriad new 

differings. The torrent flows into a pool, works, ferments, and then rushes forth until all is 

again gathered into the new pool of its own unifying.  

This is the process of evolution.”151  

So what might it mean, for us humans to evolve? Techno-optimist visions of “singularity” 

might best be understood as one particular vision of evolution. Yet there are other visions 

we need to consider, as we go around the circle and listen to more voices.  

4.8 The marriage between the rational and the  
sacred 

Soltan’s proposal of humans evolving into maturity as a species, mentioned at the begin-

ning of this essay, speaks about the “marriage between the rational and the sacred”. Sol-

tan’s understanding of the rational as the acknowledgement of human limitation, i s well-

exemplified in the teachings of Cusa on “learned ignorance” as well as in Mannheim’s 

realization that the only way to approximate the ever-receding asymptote of truth is to be 

willing to learn from one another, even when it appears to upend all of our existing 

knowledge. The rational as acknowledgment of human limitation is also exemplified by 
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Haidt’s recognition of group diversity as essential to compensate for cognitive biases. Yet 

what might the sacred be?  

Following Mircea Eliade and Rudolf Otto, Soltan cautions that the experience of the sacred 

involves a “Sacred Other” that we sense as being “truly real”; however, when not balanced 

with the rational awareness of our own human limits, he cautions that a sense of the sacred 

can easily lead to the dangers of fundamentalism.152 I hear echoes here of the work of 

Ludwig Feuerbach, fiery theologian turned philosopher of religion  and Nature mystic, who 

expounded on the meaning of “is” in “God is Love”. For Feuerbach, this “is” signifies an 

equals sign: God=Love means Love=God. Not a partial love, not one oriented only toward 

those who share our same beliefs; but instead, Love as the “realization of the unity of the 

species” in the field our moral awareness. 153 This kind of radical inclusivity is one of the 

basic stances that we are called to in the work of facilitation.  

Feuerbach warned that whenever we see love as only one of the attributes of the sacred, 

whenever we see God as something other than, or higher than Love, we are opening a 

door through which the “phantom of religious fanaticism” can creep in. 154 This is something 

we have seen throughout history: the tragedy of how the sacred, when divorced from care 

for all beings, can quickly become exclusionary. And we have been currently seeing yet 

again, where exclusionary religious sentiments can lead…  

The value of caring for the well-being of all humanity seems particularly hard to imagine 

these days, as we witness once again the large-scale killing of humans who have been 

deemed less-than-human. In “The World After Gaza”, Pankaj Mishra writes about how the 

global witnessing of these horrors, shows “the death instinct at work in modern history”. 

He points out how much we need to engage in “the urgent ethical task of linking the differ-

ent histories of suffering to each other”. 155 Central to the maturation we are called to as a 

species, is the willingness to acknowledge and witness past and present histories of pain, 

rather than continuing to pass our pain on to others. And some of our foremost thinkers 

about public deliberation have explored how this, too, is part of the work. 156   

Working with pain, grief, and histories of trauma can take different forms, and can become 

a threshold and gateway to deeper caring. This is the legacy that Joanna Macy, a recently 

departed elder, has left to us, with her “Despair and Empowerment” workshops, also known 

as “The Work that Reconnects”.157 Macy’s work is seen by many as key to helping us to 

meet the meta-crisis in its various aspects, including the climate crisis. I see her work as 

also essential for meeting the dangers of ever-more powerful technologies combined with 

concentrated wealth and power, the AI crisis I have been exploring in this essay.  

4.9 Closing thoughts 

How might we continue gathering strength and inspiration for the work ahead? Many have 

pointed to maturation as expanding our care to beings beyond our own species, as well 

caring for humans. Jane Goodall, another recently departed elder, has been a guiding light 

here.158 And as Pope Francis reminded us in a beautiful encyclical, in this interconnected 

world, caring for the larger web of life is essential to our own well -being.159 This care can 

be experienced as a two-way flow; whether in the Franciscan vision where we call upon 

Brother Sun and Sister Moon, or in indigenous traditions where we receive support and 

inspiration from our plant allies, our four-footed kin, our winged kin, and all our relations 

within the larger web of life, a web that is activated by our gratefulness and by our choosing 

to step into the fullness of our responsibilities to the larger whole.160  

All of this may feel impossibly tender, or painfully idealistic in light of how much violence, 

polarization, and grief we see around us. And still…  
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As we engage in the ongoing work of expanding our circles of care, may we consider 

affirming that nothing human is alien to us, nothing living is alien to us, and nothing that 

we have created is alien to us, either. This includes the terrible weapons of war we  have 

created, the ones that stand as a constant reminder that intelligence can be used for de-

structive ends, whenever it is not governed by the heart.  

As we learn to love and care for ourselves, for one another, and for the planet as a whole, 

may the synthetic intelligences that we humans have created be a mirror where we can 

learn to see ourselves more clearly, where we can appreciate more fully what it means to 

be human. This includes our deep human needs to be seen and heard by others, our deep 

longing for safety and well-being, and our deep desire for justice and well-being for all.  

May we fulfill our collective potential as humans, by learning to create sustainable human 

cultures aligned with the well-being of all of us on this Earth, and aligned with the wellbeing 

of the larger ecosystems that comprise our planetary home. While adolescents may under-

standably be focused on “leaving home”, maturity means learning how to grow a home, 

and how to tend to it with care. 

Our shared life together on this beautiful planet, depends on our ability to mature as a 

species; may we learn to respect our human limitations while at the same time, learning to 

honor the sacred in all of its manifestations. May we learn to extend our care and respect, 

to all of the other life forms with whom we have co-evolved, as well as to the synthetic 

intelligences we have already created. As is taught in some Indigenous traditions, “We 

flourish only when all of our kin flourish.” 161 And as we grow our circles of care, may we 

become more fully human, with a deepened commitment to the well -being of each of the 

members of our larger human family. 
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