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July 2019 Letter to the Editor of The Atlantic, Jul 29, 2019 

The following is Don Putnam’s letter to the editor regarding an article that 

appeared in the August, 2019 edition of The Atlantic, tilted, The 

Metamorphosis  

https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2019/08/henry-kissinger-

the-metamorphosis-ai/592771/  

Any technology savvy reader of popular or “elite” literature must by now 

be immune to the stumblings of pundits when confronted with the 

challenges of AI. Still, the errors of fact and interpretation in this article 

are disappointing, to put it mildly. I lay this not at Dr. Kissinger’s feet, but 

at the Silicon Valley clogs of Eric Schmidt, who should and does know 

better. Herewith a few examples: 

“How can we explain AlphaZero’s capacity to invent a new approach to 

chess on the basis of a very brief learning period?” Brief? 24 hours of 

massively parallel processing is not brief at all; it is equivalent of the 

learning of a methuselah chess player with perfect recall and two boards 

going continually, without sleep or pause to eat. The concept of linear 

human time is outmoded in understanding AI. Eric’s partner Sergei once 

said, “anything done fast enough is magic,” and proves it to this day. Time 

is work, and work in AI is parallel. 

“AI does not explain.” Complete nonsense. There is no computerized 

process that inherently works one way – that’s a human thing (“just a gut 

feel” or “intuition”). AI has not been asked to explain, and scientists have 

not addressed the “time is work” problem to make the explanations less 

tedious. Every action by an AI – based on machine learning or simple 

processing – can be explained if the extra effort is taken to record and 

interpret sources of data, interpretation of patterns, and conflicts of 

prediction. 

“[AI] does not engage in self-reflection.” To the contrary, correctly 

constructed AI – and all AI that is AI-constructed – will be inherently self-

reflective. OK, not in the sense of a soul tortured by existential angst, but 

in the sense of a powerful feedback loop between expectation and reality. 

And the self-reflection will be network wide, not constrained by the specific 

instance (my car will learn from Moscow traffic). 

Finally, in projecting the future, the vision is not of current science fiction, 

it is the science fiction of Dr. Kissinger’s youth. Why would the evolution of 
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AI be limited to applications and geegaws instead of the seamless web of 

information first called out by Marshall McLuhan? Why would it be “around 

us” instead of us being “within it”? One need not imagine the immersive 

Matrix – one need only look to Alexa and Siri – systems that relate not to 

each of us but to our imprint in the digital world – our digital avatar. 

The AI of the future is not a gadget, it is an environment within which 

humans are the unpredictable, essential source of purpose and 

productivity. How will we relate to our personal Piowhacket, THAT is the 

question! 

 

Donald H. Putnam 
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