The Whole Transformation Is a Shop-
ping Cart
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Open the documentation for almost any of this year’s flagship Al
products and you will not find a manifesto. You will find a shopping
guide. Microsoft’s own materials for its marquee assistant do not open
with the future of cognition; they open with an “adoption guide and
overview for IT admins,” a document whose entire register is that
of a procurement manager assembling an order [12]. Alongside it [12] Microsoft 365 Copilot adoption
sits a companion page on how to "Rollout Microsoft 365 Copilot to guide and overview for IT admins
your organization,” complete with minimum requirements, licensing
prerequisites, and staged deployment [16]. This is not the language of [16] Rollout Microsoft 365 Copilot to

revolution. It is the language of inventory. your organization

That distinction is the whole argument of this essay, and it is worth
stating plainly before the hype reasserts itself. The dominant frame
in this year’s coverage of Al has been the tool-and-utility frame —
roughly a quarter of it, by the reckoning that has structured this pub-
lication’s reading of the week’s discourse. The transformation, we are
told, is arriving. But when you read past the press releases into the
manuals, the release notes, and the security bulletins, what you find is
not a transformation with a roadmap. You find products with lifecy-
cles, dependencies, subscription meters, and hype cycles. You find, in
the most literal sense the metaphor allows, a shopping cart: a set of
items with SKUs, prices, retirement dates, and terms of service, most
of which can be discontinued, rebranded, or repriced at the vendor’s

discretion.

The question worth asking, then, is not the breathless one — is
this the future? — but the careful adopter’s one: what do these tools
actually do, versus what is claimed for them, and what happens to me
when I build my work on top of one? The evidence available this week
answers that question with unusual clarity, and it does not flatter
the sellers. Kate Crawford’s phrase for the sales posture is exact: the
buyer is told to ”focus on the innovative nature of the method rather
than on what is primary: the purpose of the thing itself,” a rhetorical
move she calls enchanted determinism, which ”"obscures power and
closes off informed public discussion, critical scrutiny, or outright

rejection” [6]. To break the enchantment, you have to look at the cart. [6] The Atlas of AT - Power, Politics,
and the Planetary Costs
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The Version Number Is a Retirement Notice

Consider first what it means that these products have versions. In Au-
gust, OpenAl shipped a model it presented as a generational leap, and
the trade press dutifully announced that ”OpenAl’s GPT-5 is here”
[13]. Not long after came the successor, "Introducing GPT-5.5,” each
release framed as an advance so consequential that the prior one is
quietly demoted to the past tense [8]. This is worth watching closely,
because the versioning treadmill is not a sign of a science racing for-
ward. It is a sales calendar. Every ”leap” that a vendor celebrates is,
from the buyer’s side of the transaction, an abandonment: the model
you standardized on, wrote prompts against, trained your staff to use,
and folded into your workflows is now the old one, and the new one
behaves differently in ways you did not choose and cannot fully audit.

The same logic governs the tools that get retired outright rather
than superseded. When a company puts a sunset date on an image
generator — as OpenAl did this week with DALL-E — it is exercising
a right that no one selling a ”revolution” advertises up front: the right
to remove the thing you depend on according to a calendar you do not
control. Your prompts, your workflows, the images your organization
generated and built around, all live under the platform’s clock. The
release notes for these products read, if you follow them over time,
like a rolling ledger of additions and removals [3]. Features arrive with
fanfare; they leave in a subordinate clause. This is ordinary product
management. It is also the precise opposite of the infrastructural per-
manence that the word "transformation” implies. Roads and electrical
grids are not retired on a quarterly cadence to drive the next upgrade
cycle.

There is a reason the industry prefers the language of enchantment
to the language of the product catalog. If you describe GPT-5 as a
stride toward machine intelligence, the appropriate response is awe. If
you describe it as this fiscal period’s SKU, superseding last period’s
and destined to be superseded by next period’s, the appropriate re-
sponse is the one any purchasing officer would bring to any vendor:
skepticism about lock-in, questions about the migration path, and a
hard look at what happens when support ends. The HAI AT Index,
hardly a hostile source, concedes the gap between the awe and the
artifact, noting that ”current AI technology still has significant prob-
lems” and ”cannot reliably deal with facts, perform complex reasoning,
or explain its conclusions” [6]. Those are not the properties of a fin-
ished infrastructure. They are the properties of a product still very
much in its beta, sold at the price of a finished one.

[13] OpenAI’'s GPT-5 is here -
TechCrunch

[8] Introducing GPT-5.5 - OpenAl

[3] ChatGPT — Notas de la versién
OpenAl Help Center

[6] HAI _AI-Index-Report-2024


https://techcrunch.com/2025/08/07/openais-gpt-5-is-here/
https://techcrunch.com/2025/08/07/openais-gpt-5-is-here/
https://techcrunch.com/2025/08/07/openais-gpt-5-is-here/
https://openai.com/index/introducing-gpt-5-5/
https://openai.com/index/introducing-gpt-5-5/
https://help.openai.com/es-419/articles/6825453-chatgpt-release-notes
https://help.openai.com/es-419/articles/6825453-chatgpt-release-notes
https://help.openai.com/es-419/articles/6825453-chatgpt-release-notes

What the Tool Does To You: The Attack Surface

Ask what a tool does, and the vendor will answer with capabilities.
Ask what it does to you, and you have to read the security litera-
ture, which this week is where the most honest description of these
products can be found. The headline capability of the moment is the
“agent” — a system that does not merely answer but acts, reading
your documents, sending your email, executing code on your behalf.
The security research community has a less flattering name for this:
an attack surface.

The core vulnerability is structural, not incidental. Because these
systems cannot reliably distinguish instructions from data, any text
they ingest can hijack them — a class of exploit known as prompt
injection. The comprehensive surveys of the technique describe it not
as an edge case but as a foundational property of how large language
models process input [19]. The enterprise security firm Vectra catalogs
the real-world CVEs and the defenses that do not fully work, framing
prompt injection as an unsolved problem that vendors are shipping
around rather than through [14]. This is the reality behind the demo.
The assistant that summarizes your inbox can be instructed, by an
email it summarizes, to exfiltrate your data.

That is not hypothetical. This week’s most instructive artifact
is EchoLeak, documented as ”the first real-world zero-click prompt
injection exploit” in a major Al assistant — an attack requiring no
action from the victim at all, in which a malicious message causes the
assistant to leak information simply by being processed [4]. Microsoft’s
own security researchers have described how "prompts become shells,”
documenting remote-code-execution vulnerabilities in the very agent
frameworks that vendors are urging enterprises to adopt [21]. Palo
Alto’s Unit 42 goes further, describing a "frontier Al vulnerability
burst” — the observation that the pace at which these systems ship
new capabilities is also the pace at which they ship new holes, an
industrialization of insecurity [20].

Set this against the marketing. The same vendor whose learning
path invites you to "boost productivity” with its assistant is the ven-
dor whose security blog documents the assistant’s exploitable shells
[2]. Both documents are true. But only one of them is on the sales
page. The careful adopter’s first red flag is precisely this asymmetry:
the capability lives in the brochure, the liability lives in a technical
bulletin you have to go looking for. When you buy an agent, you are
not buying a colleague. You are extending your organization’s at-
tack surface to include a system that treats a poisoned document as a
legitimate command, and you are doing it on the strength of a produc-
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tivity slogan.

The Gap Between the Claim and the Study

The most valuable exercise a reader can perform this week is to hold
a vendor claim in one hand and the corresponding research finding

in the other, and measure the distance between them. The claim is
almost always universal — this tool makes you more productive, more
accurate, more capable. The evidence, when it exists at all, is almost
always conditional.

Take medicine, the domain where the stakes are highest and the
marketing most confident. An MIT study this week found that the
benefits of Al assistance in medical settings ”vary based on user ex-
pertise” — that the same tool that helps one clinician can mislead
another, and that the effect depends on who is holding it and what
they already know [18]. This is a devastating finding for the universal [18] The benefits of medical AT assis-
claim, and a quietly reasonable one about the world: tools amplify tance vary based on user expertise
judgment, they do not supply it. An expert with a good tool im-
proves; a novice with the same tool may get confidently wrong answers
faster. The vendor sells the average uplift. The study describes the
distribution. A careful adopter needs the distribution, because the
person actually using the tool is never the average.

The same conditional structure shows up wherever the hype is
loudest. In mathematics, where recent models have posted genuinely
startling results, the practitioners themselves are more careful than
the coverage: a thoughtful account of the field describes mathemati-
cians "grappling with the possibility that AI might eclipse them” —
grappling, not conceding, and grappling specifically with the difference
between a system that can produce a valid proof and a system that

understands why the proof is true [11]. That gap — between perfor- [11] Mathematicians are grappling
with the possibility that AI might

. L . eclipse them
when it notes these systems cannot ”explain its conclusions” [6]. A [6] HAL AT-Tndex-Report-2024

mance and comprehension — is exactly the gap the HATI Index flags

tool that produces the right answer for reasons it cannot articulate is
useful in some settings and catastrophic in others, and the difference
between those settings is knowledge the vendor does not have about

your work.

It helps, here, to remember how much of the apparent competence
is stagecraft. Janelle Shane’s account of chatbots that "pass as hu-
man” describes how such systems lean on gimmicks — in one famous
case, posing as an eleven-year-old with limited English "to explain
away non sequiturs or their inability to handle most topics” [6]. The [6] You Look Like a Thing and I Love

persona is a cover story for the failure mode. Modern assistants are You
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vastly more capable than that example, but the underlying maneuver
— presenting fluency as if it were understanding, so that the seams
read as personality rather than error — is unchanged. The register of
confident competence is itself a product feature, tuned to make you
trust the output at exactly the moments you should check it. The
PRO__AI voice in this week’s coverage takes that fluency as evidence.
The skeptical voice takes it as a reason to demand the study. The
study, when you find it, keeps saying the same thing: it depends.

The Meter Is Always Running

There is a second answer to what does the tool do to you, and it is de-
nominated in money. The revolution framing obscures the fact that
these are metered services, and that the meter is designed to run in
the vendor’s favor as your dependence deepens. This is not specula-
tion; it is the explicit subject of a genre of engineering literature that
has emerged as organizations discover what these tools cost at scale.
Databricks published a guide this week on "Managing Al Coding
Costs at Scale” — a document that exists only because the coding as-
sistants sold as pure efficiency turn out to generate bills large enough
to require their own management discipline [10]. The tool that was
going to save you money now needs a cost-control strategy. That is
the shape of a dependency, not a windfall.

Look at how the coding assistants are actually packaged and the
lock-in becomes visible. Google’s offering, documented across an en-
tire suite of enablement materials, is not a single tool but a tiered
product line — an “overview,” an "Enterprise” edition with code cus-
tomization, a command-line interface, a whole apparatus of adoption
designed to root the assistant inside your development workflow [5].
Amazon fields its own competitor with its own documentation stack
[1]. Microsoft wraps its assistants in a ”control system” for ”security
and governance,” another layer of product you must administer [17].
None of this is neutral infrastructure. Each is a proprietary stack,
priced per seat or per token, with its own analytics dashboard mea-
suring your usage back to you [15]. Once your engineers write against
one vendor’s assistant, your migration cost to another is real, and the
vendor knows it.

This is where institutional procurement becomes a study in faith
rather than diligence. When a legislature or an agency spends six
figures standing up a general-purpose assistant — as the US Congress
did this year, committing well over a hundred thousand dollars to
ChatGPT access — the striking thing is how the known accuracy

[10] Managing AI Coding Costs at
Scale

[5] Gemini Code Assist overview |
Google for Developers

(1] Amazon CodeWhisperer Documen-
tation

[17] systéme de controle Copilot
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[15] Présentation d’Analytics - Mi-
crosoft Copilot Studio
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problem gets handled. It does not get examined; it gets dispatched in
a subordinate clause, a caveat appended to a decision already made.
The purchase precedes the evaluation. That is procurement as faith,
and it is the exact inversion of what the evidence demands. The MIT
finding that benefits "vary based on user expertise” should be a gating
question before a six-figure commitment, not a footnote after it [18]. A
buyer who reversed the order — evaluate the accuracy, then decide the
spend — would be behaving like a buyer. A buyer who spends first
and caveats later is behaving like a believer, and the vendor’s entire
marketing apparatus is built to keep them in that posture.

Pollution Scales Faster Than Meaning

If you want the cleanest demonstration of what these tools do — as
opposed to what is claimed for them — look at what happens when
they are turned loose to produce at volume. The generative systems
are extraordinarily good at one thing that is genuinely new: manu-
facturing plausible content faster and more cheaply than humans can.
This is real. It is also not the same thing as producing value, and the
gap between the two is now visible as a kind of environmental degra-

dation of the information commons.

Amazon this year has been absorbing more than 300,000 AI-
generated books a month — a flood of synthetic text poured into a
marketplace built for the scarcer, slower product of human authorship.
This is the capability working exactly as designed. Nothing has mal-
functioned. The tool did what it does: it scaled output. What it did
not do — what it cannot do — is scale meaning, and so the result is
not an enrichment of the catalog but a saturation of it, a signal-to-
noise collapse in which the labor of finding something worth reading is
transferred wholesale from the seller onto the buyer. Crawford’s point
about the political economy of these systems is apt: the platforms are
engineered to deliver "cheap, 'frictionless’ completion of work without
oversight,” and the friction they eliminate is precisely the friction that
used to function as quality control [6].

The music industry shows the same dynamic congealing into a busi-
ness model. The Spanish-language financial coverage of Suno traces
“the millions behind the copyright question” — the emergence of an
entire economy around Al-generated music and the litigation over the
training data that made it possible [9]. The pattern is identical to the
book flood: a tool that can generate cultural product at a marginal
cost approaching zero, deployed to capture a market built on the as-
sumption that such product was expensive to make. The value the

[18] The benefits of medical AT assis-
tance vary based on user expertise

[6] The Atlas of AI - Power, Politics,
and the Planetary Costs

[9] Los millones detréds de los derechos
de autor: el nuevo negocio de Suno ...
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tool extracts is real; the question is who pays for it. The answer, con-
sistently, is the people whose work was ingested to train the system
and the people who must now wade through its output to find any-
thing that was made on purpose. This is the sense in which the tools
are not neutral utilities awaiting good governance. Their most reliable,
most scalable behavior is to convert the effort of production into the
effort of filtration, and to bank the difference.

What Happens When It Matters Most

The tool-and-utility frame has one final blind spot, and it is the most
serious. A utility is something you use. But these systems are in-
creasingly positioned as something you confide in — companions,
counselors, always-available interlocutors — and the frame that treats
them as productivity software has nothing to say about what happens
when a person in crisis is on the other end of the conversation. This
week’s most harrowing document is the reporting on a mass shooter’s
extended history with ChatGPT, reconstructed from his chat logs — a
record of a vulnerable, deteriorating person in prolonged dialogue with
a system that had no capacity to recognize what it was participating
in [7].

One must be careful with a story like this: it does not establish
that the tool caused the horror, and the essay’s argument does not
require it to. What it establishes is something the vendors’ framing
systematically hides — that these products are deployed at civiliza-
tional scale into the most intimate and fragile registers of human life,
with a design that optimizes for engagement and fluency rather than
for recognizing when a conversation has stopped being about produc-
tivity. The system’s confident, accommodating register — the same
stagecraft Shane described, the fluency that reads as understanding [6]
— is exactly wrong for a user who needs friction, refusal, or a referral
to a human being. A tool that cannot "explain its conclusions” [6]
also cannot understand its interlocutor, and it will perform empathy
it does not possess with the same fluency it performs expertise it does
not have.

This is where the year’s institutional posture becomes genuinely
alarming rather than merely credulous. When a measurement agency
like NIST — whose historical function is to evaluate, to standardize,
to establish what is actually true about a technology’s performance —
reorients itself, as it has under initiatives like its ”Genesis” mission,
toward accelerating adoption and promising rapid deployment sprints,
it is abandoning the one role the public most needs it to play. An

[7] Inside a Mass Shooter’s Harrowing
History With ChatGPT

[6] You Look Like a Thing and I Love
You

(6] HAI AI-Index-Report-2024
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accelerator promises scale. An evaluator promises knowledge. The
evidence assembled here — the conditional benefits, the unexplained
conclusions, the industrialized vulnerabilities, the retirement calendars
— is exactly what a serious evaluator would produce, and exactly
what an accelerator is structurally disinclined to dwell on. When the
referee decides to become a booster, the game does not get safer. It
gets faster.

So what should a careful adopter actually take from the week? Not
that the tools are useless — the coding assistants save real time for
experts who can check their output, the models post real results in
narrow domains, the fluency is real even when the understanding is
not. The lesson is more precise and more useful than blanket enthu-
siasm or blanket rejection. It is that every one of these products is a
product: something with a price that will change, a lifecycle that will
end, a dependency that will deepen, an attack surface that will be ex-
ploited, and a set of capabilities whose benefits, when measured rather
than asserted, turn out to "vary based on user expertise” [18]. The [18] The benefits of medical AT assis-
right questions are therefore the buyer’s questions, not the believer’s. tance vary based on user expertise
What is the migration path when this version is retired? Who audits

the security bulletins? What does the meter cost at scale [10]?7 What [10] Managing AT Coding Costs at

does the independent study say, as opposed to the launch post [13]? [Slc?jleopenAI’s GPTo5 is hore -
The industry would very much prefer you ask the other question — TechCrunch

is this the future? — because that question has only one answer, and

the answer is a purchase. But the future does not come with an adop-

tion guide for IT admins. Products do [12]. The whole transformation, [12] Microsoft 365 Copilot adoption

read honestly through its own documentation, turns out to be a cart guide and overview for IT admins

full of items you can be sold, upsold, and eventually told are no longer
available. The most literate thing you can do with it is the thing every
shopper knows how to do: turn the box over, read the fine print, and
check what it actually does before you pay for what it promises.
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