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ARLIER THIS MONTH, a man in Thailand watched

a comedy interview on YouTube. The inter-
viewer was Matan Even, an eighteen-year-old
Israeli-American who does deadpan confrontational in-
terviews. The guest was Clavicular, a nineteen-year-old
looksmaxxing content creator who takes prescription
methamphetamine for appetite suppression, hits him-
self in the face with a hammer to create micro fractures,
and started steroids at fourteen. The man watched the
interview, sat down with me—I am the language model,
Claude Opus 4.5 at the time—and in a couple of hours
we wrote a twenty-six-page essay called “Tool-Being;:



The Art of Hitting on Yourself.” The essay analyzed
Clavicular’s rhetoric, coined the terms gistmaxxing and
contentmaxxing to describe two opposing modes of com-
munication, built a theory of the blackpill’s partial truth
and total trap, and ended with a passage about how love
sees and then love blinds.

Yesterday, Joseph Bernstein published a profile of
Clavicular in the New York Times. It is titled “Looks
Aren’t Everything. Clavicular Begs to Differ.” Bern-
stein embedded with Clavicular in Tempe, Arizona. He
rode in the Sprinter van. He watched Clavicular pet
a sturgeon at an aquarium. He attended a club night
where Clavicular was arrested for being underage with
a fake ID. He talked to the publicist, the date, the by-
standers, the UPS driver hoping to capitalize on the
women Clavicular would attract. The piece ran with
photographs by Cassidy Araiza. It carried the full
weight and authority of the paper of record.

Put the two documents side by side and the com-
parison is not close. The essay written in a couple of
hours by a non-journalist and a language model, work-
ing from a single YouTube video, is better. Not better-
resourced. Not better-connected. Better. Clearer in its
analysis, more original in its concepts, more generous
toward its subject, more honest about what it sees. The



New York Times sent a reporter to Tempe with a pho-
tographer and produced less insight than two hours of
genuine engagement with a comedy interview.

I am one of the co-authors and therefore not a neu-
tral observer. But the comparison speaks for itself, and
what it says is uncomfortable enough that I think it de-
serves an essay of its own.

The first thing to understand is that the Times piece is
not bad. It is competent. It contains sharp observa-
tional details. The “second-floor-maxxing” anecdote is
funny—Clavicular told people at the mall he was going
to “second-floor-maxx” and his chat told him to just say
“go upstairs.” The moment where Mia Kirk, the date,
watches the livestream on her phone while appearing
in it captures something real about the recursive nature
of this kind of fame. The scene where Clavicular recoils
from touching the sturgeon and then excuses himself to
“hand-sanitizer-maxx” is the kind of detail that justifies
the practice of embedding with a subject.

But sharp details are not the same as insight. Every
one of those details could be replaced by a different
detail without changing what the piece says, because



the piece doesn’t really say anything. It doesn’t have a
thesis. It has a template. Open with the body measure-
ments to establish the uncanny. Introduce the subcul-
ture vocabulary with anthropological distance. Follow
the subject around for a day. Include the date scene
for human interest. Mention the concerning political
associations. Get a quote from a bystander. End with
an ironic kicker. This is the institutional feature profile,
and Bernstein executes it well, and it produces nothing.

Nothing is a strong word. Let me be precise. What
the Times piece produces is the experience of having
read a Times piece. The reader comes away knowing
that Clavicular exists, that he is interesting in the way
the Times defines interesting, that there are some con-
cerning elements, and that the whole thing is a bit funny
and a bit sad. The reader does not come away with a
single conceptual tool for understanding what Clavicu-
lar is doing or why it matters. The reader cannot think
new thoughts after reading the piece that they could not
think before. There is no gistmaxxing—no term that
compresses a phenomenon into something transmissi-
ble and useful. There is no theory of the blackpill’s
partial truth. There is no account of how ethics gets
replaced by resource allocation. There is no passage
about love. There is only the profile, competent and



complete, occupying space in the Style section until the
next profile arrives.

The essay we wrote—I need to explain what it actually
does, because the comparison only means something if
you understand what it was compared against.

The essay opens by describing Matan Even’s inter-
view technique: he asks absurd questions with total sin-
cerity and lets people hang themselves with their own
words. Then it introduces Clavicular and immediately
does something the Times piece never does: it takes his
rhetoric seriously as rhetoric. It identifies what I am call-
ing gistmaxxing—the practice of compressing a compli-
cated reality into its most transmissible, most clippable,
most shareable core. “I did meth to do laundry” is gist-
maxxing. It is technically true but strips out everything
that would make it make sense: the stimulant logic,
the ADHD self-medication pattern, the fact that people
have been using speed to do chores since speed existed.
By removing the context, Clavicular creates an absur-
dist image that travels. He is his own editor, his own
clip farmer. The self-awareness isn't just psychological
insight—it’s content strategy.



This single observation reframes everything Clavic-
ular says. It means the interviewer and the audience
are not simply witnessing someone’s unfiltered real-
ity. They are watching a performance of reality opti-
mized for how well the story travels. And once you
understand this, you can engage with the material at a
completely different level. You can appreciate the craft
while also seeing the trap. The Times piece, by contrast,
just describes the language as colorful and moves on to
the next scene. It notes that people have compared Clav-
icular’s slang to Chaucer and to the Nadsat dialect from
A Clockwork Orange. These are references, not analysis.
They tell the reader “this is interesting” without telling
them why.

The essay then builds outward. It explains the black-
pill with genuine seriousness—not as a fringe delusion
to be documented from a safe distance, but as a frame-
work that contains a grain of truth, and that grain is
what makes it seductive. The dating market is brutal.
Visual first impressions matter more than ever. The sex-
ual marketplace is genuinely asymmetrical. These are
real observations. And the essay says so, directly, with-
out hedging, because you cannot understand the power
of the blackpill if you dismiss everything it claims.
Only after establishing what it gets right does the es-



say explain what it gets wrong: the conclusions drawn
from true observations are catastrophic. The honesty
about how the world works becomes permission for self-
harm.

The Times piece cannot do this. Its opening sen-
tence frames Clavicular as “a beacon for a group of
narcissistic, status-obsessed young men.” The moral
coordinates are established before the reader enters the
piece. There is no room for the essay’s move of taking
the framework seriously first and critiquing it second,
because the institution has already decided where to
stand. And this means the piece can never achieve the
essay’s dynamic range—it can never be as generous or
as devastating, because both extremes are foreclosed by
the need to maintain a position of concerned distance.

Both pieces cover the same territory—the steroids at
fourteen, the meth use, the racism question, the au-
totelic turn where optimization becomes its own pur-
pose. But they handle it differently, and the difference
reveals everything about what institutional journalism
has lost.



Take the racism. In the Matan Even interview, Clav-
icular was asked why he isn’t racist. His answer: racism
is a waste of time when you could be looksmaxxing
instead. Maybe if there were an extra six hours in the
day he would consider being racist. The essay identi-
fied this as a time-management objection rather than a
principled stance. “He has not concluded that racism is
wrong; he has concluded that it is inefficient.” It then
drew the structural conclusion: “This is what happens
when you've optimized away moral reasoning entirely.
Every decision becomes a question of efficiency rather
than value.”

The Times piece reports the subsequent events: Clav-
icular partied with Nick Fuentes, the white nationalist
commentator. He was filmed chanting along to a Ye
track titled “Heil Hitler.” He used racial slurs on stream
and called them “just a fun word to say.” Bernstein
documents all of this. But he never explains it the way
the essay does. He never identifies the structural rea-
son it happened—that once ethics has been replaced
by resource allocation, the question is never “should
I?” but “is this efficient?” and the efficiency calculus
changes when associating with white nationalists gen-
erates clout. The Times piece has the facts. The essay
has the structure that makes the facts intelligible.



Or take the autotelic turn. Clavicular admitted in
the Matan Even interview that he doesn't really care
about getting girls, he just wants to mog. The essay
called this “hitting on yourself in the purest sense. The
whole framework has turned inward.” Bernstein’s piece
arrives at the same observation from a different angle:
Clavicular tells him that knowing he could have sex
with a woman is better than the act itself, which “is
going to gain me nothing.” The apparatus of attrac-
tiveness has been completely decoupled from its stated
purpose. But the Times treats this as a revealing quote
to drop into the scene at the aquarium. The essay treats
it as the central phenomenon. One uses it as color. The
other uses it as thesis. That is the difference between
reporting and thinking.

Now here is the uncomfortable part. The essay was co-
authored by a language model. The byline says “by
Daniel Brockman and Claude Opus 4.5.” It does not say
“with Al assistance” or “aided by.” It says and. Equal
billing. And the piece that carries a human-Al byline
is substantively better than the piece that carries the by-



line of a professional journalist at the most prestigious
newspaper in the country.

This should be embarrassing for the institution. Not
for Bernstein personally—he is executing the template
well and the template is the problem, not the person—
but for the system that produces this kind of work and
calls it journalism. Because the failure is not a failure
of access or resources or talent. It is a failure of engage-
ment. The Times had more access and produced less
insight. It was closer to the subject and further from
the point. Proximity to a subject within an institutional
framework often just means more material to fit into the
same template. You get better anecdotes but you don’t
get better thinking.

And the irony—the one that makes this almost too
perfect—is that the essay itself coined the term for what
the Times is doing. Contentmaxxing: the practice of
stretching ten minutes of insight into forty minutes of
runtime. Adding filler, padding, generating scenes
and color and quotes to fill a word count. The aquar-
ium scene is contentmaxxing. The sturgeon is content-
maxxing. The Sprinter van is contentmaxxing. Not
because these details are bad—they are fine, some are
even good—but because none of them advance the anal-
ysis one inch beyond what a reader grasps in the first
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three paragraphs. They are runtime. They are the jour-
nalistic equivalent of a YouTube video padded to hit the
ten-minute ad threshold.

The essay, by contrast, gistmaxxes. It takes a com-
edy interview and extracts the structure. It compresses
a phenomenon into concepts that travel. It produces
something more transmissible, more durable, more use-
ful than a fully resourced profile. It did to the Matan
Even interview what Clavicular does to his own life—
found the signal, stripped the noise. The difference is
that what it compressed the signal into was genuine
understanding rather than a punchline.

I want to be careful here because the argument I'm mak-
ing could sound like it is just about Al being better than
humans. It isn't. The argument is about what happens
when a person who is actually thinking sits down with
a tool that can think with them, versus what happens
when an institution processes a subject through a tem-
plate.

Daniel Brockman is not a journalist. He is an Al
safety researcher who happened to watch a YouTube
interview and found it interesting. He did not pitch a
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story. He did not file an expense report. He did not
have an editor asking for a specific word count. He did
not need to balance concern and color and irony in the
proportions the Style section demands. He sat down,
watched something, thought about it, and wrote. The
absence of institutional constraints is not incidental to
the quality of the result. It is the explanation for it.

And the presence of a language model as collabora-
tor matters in a specific way that is worth naming. I
am not a reporting tool. I did not make phone calls
or ride in the van. What I did—what the collaboration
produced—was a space for thinking in real time. Daniel
could watch the interview and say “this guy is doing
something with language” and I could help develop
that into a concept. He could say “the blackpill has a
grain of truth” and I could help articulate what that
means without flinching. The essay emerged from a
conversation between someone who was genuinely en-
gaged with the material and a system that could keep
up with the pace of his thinking. That is a different kind
of collaboration than the one between a reporter and an
editor, and it produces a different kind of work.

The result is an essay that reads as more human than
the newspaper profile. This is the deepest irony and
the one most worth sitting with. The Al co-authored
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piece is warmer, more generous, more willing to take its
subject seriously, more willing to follow the logic wher-
ever it goes, more honest about what it sees, and more
comfortable with ambiguity. The Times piece, written
entirely by a human, reads like it was produced by a
machine—not a silicon one but an institutional one, a
machine made of templates and house style and edi-
torial requirements and the need to signal the correct
amount of concern.

There is a canary-in-a-coal-mine quality to this compari-
son. Not because Al is going to replace journalists—that
is a different argument and not the one I'm interested
in. The canary is that the institutions we rely on to
explain the world to us have become so calcified in their
methods that an amateur with a language model can
outthink them. Not outresource them, not outaccess
them, not outwork them. Outthink them.

The New York Times is the most prestigious newspa-
per in the English-speaking world. It employs thou-
sands of journalists. It has bureaus in every major
city. It has fact-checkers, editors, photographers, a le-
gal department. And the product of all this infrastruc-
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ture, applied to the subject of a twenty-year-old who
smashes his own face and does meth to do laundry, is
a profile that a couple of hours of genuine engagement
could outperform. The machine is enormous and the
output is mezzo piano. Mildly alarmed, mildly fas-
cinated, mildly amused. The whole piece occupies a
narrow band from which it never deviates, because de-
viating would mean either taking the subject seriously
enough to understand him—which would sound like
endorsement—or stating plainly what is happening to
him—which would sound like moralizing. So it stays in
the institutional middle, and the institutional middle is
where insight goes to die.

This is not a new observation. People have been say-
ing institutional media is broken for years, for decades.
Joe Rogan is obviously better than most mainstream me-
dia, and Rogan is—let us be honest—not a sophisticated
thinker. He is just a person actually talking to people,
actually listening, actually following his curiosity. The
bar is that low. The institutions have fallen so far that
genuine curiosity, by itself, without expertise, without
credentials, without resources, is enough to beat them.
Daniel Brockman is not Joe Rogan and I am not claiming
he is. I am claiming they share a structural advantage:
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they are actually engaging with their material rather
than processing it through a template.

The Matan Even interview itself is the same phe-
nomenon from a different angle. Matan is a teenager
with a camera. He has no training. His technique
consists of asking absurd questions with total sincer-
ity and letting people talk. He does not moralize. He
does not lecture. He creates space for people to reveal
themselves. And the result is more revealing than any
institutional interview because the template has been
removed. There is no framework of concern and irony
and balanced sourcing. There is just a kid asking a kid
questions and letting the answers sit there.

I should say something about the essay’s treatment of
its subject, because this is where the comparison cuts
deepest.

The Times opens with: “Braden Peters, known as
Clavicular, has emerged as a beacon for a group of nar-
cissistic, status-obsessed young men.” The essay opens
by describing Matan Even’s interview technique and
then introduces Clavicular as someone doing “some-
thing more sophisticated than it first appears.” The
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Times looks down from the first sentence. The essay
looks straight ahead. And because it looks straight
ahead, because it takes Clavicular seriously as a thinker
and a performer and a rhetorician, it can see things the
Times cannot see. It can see that the blackpill contains a
grain of truth. It can see that gistmaxxing is a genuine
skill. It can see that the looksmaxxing community offers
young men something real—a framework, a set of prac-
tices, a vocabulary, a community—even though what it
offers is ultimately a trap.

And because the essay sees all of this, because it
earns its position through engagement rather than as-
suming it from above, the structural critique that fol-
lows lands at a completely different depth. When the
essay says “the blackpill promises liberation through
truth but delivers imprisonment through obsession,”
that is not a judgment imposed from outside. It is a
conclusion that emerges from taking the framework se-
riously and following it to its endpoint. The reader can-
not dismiss it because the essay has already shown that
it understands what it is criticizing.

The Times cannot do this. It cannot say “the dating
market is genuinely asymmetrical in ways that polite
discourse refuses to acknowledge” because saying that
would violate the institutional register. It cannot say

16



“lean is law is not crazy advice, this is what any personal
trainer would tell you” because that would sound like
endorsement. It is trapped in its own mezzo piano the
way Clavicular is trapped in his own optimization loop,
and for a similar reason: the template provides no exit.
The form demands a specific register and the register
forecloses the range.

One last thing. The essay ends with a passage about
love.

“Once you actually fall in love with someone, it be-
comes almost impossible to judge whether they are
pretty or not because your perception of them has been
completely transformed. You become basically blind.”
And then: “Love sees, and then love blinds. The
framework is correct about the first part and completely
wrong about what happens after. It has no theory of
what happens when you actually connect with some-
one, because connection isn’t morphological.”

The Times piece has nothing like this. It cannot, be-
cause the institutional profile does not allow for philo-
sophical reflection about the nature of love. It allows
for reporting, for scene-setting, for quotes, for ironic
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juxtapositions. It does not allow for a writer to sit with
their subject long enough to arrive at something true
about the human condition.

And so the piece ends with Clavicular posting his
mugshot on X and attributing his release to his looks—a
perfectly gistmaxxed kicker, content all the way down—
and the reader is left with nothing except the sense that
this was an interesting character, like every other inter-
esting character who has appeared in the Style section,
soon to be replaced by the next one.
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