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All of humanity’s misfortunes stem from one
thing: not knowing how to sit quietly in a room.
—Pascal

HEN you knock on a door and no one answers,
W something happens in the silence before you
knock again. It is not nothing. Your knuck-

les are still warm from the impact, your arm is still
raised, and in the two or three seconds before you de-
cide whether to knock again a small parliament con-
venes inside your chest. Is anyone home. Am I expected.
Did I come at the wrong time. Did they hear me and
choose not to answer. Each of these questions takes al-
most no time to formulate individually, but they do not
arrive individually—they arrive as a weather system,
a general darkening of confidence that you experience



not as a sequence of propositions but as a feeling. The
feeling has a name. It is called hesitation. And hesita-
tion requires time the way bread requires heat. Without
duration, it cannot rise.

This is why the fourth knock is always softer than
the first. Not because your arm is tired. Not because
you have consciously decided to be more polite. But be-
cause three seconds of unanswered silence have passed
through you, and in those three seconds the parliament
has been in session, and the parliament’s preliminary
finding is that perhaps you should not be here. The
softening of the knock is not a decision. It is a symptom.
It is what hesitation feels like from the outside.

Now consider a program that attempts to establish
a connection with a remote server. The first attempt
fails. A timeoutis set: four seconds. The second attempt
fails. Another timeout: four seconds. The third attempt
fails. The fourth attempt, when it comes, arrives with
exactly the same force as the first. The packet is identi-
cal. The request header is identical. There is no soften-
ing. Not because the program is brave or stubborn or
indifferent to social consequence, but because nothing
happened during the four seconds. The integer four
was decremented to zero, and then the next attempt was



made. The timeout was not experienced. It was not
lived through. It was a number, and then it was over.

The difference is not one of degree. It is not that the
program felt a little hesitation and then overcame it. It
is that the four seconds, from the program’s side, did
not contain anything. They were not empty the way
a room is empty—still a room, with air and light and
dust motes, a space in which you could stand and think.
They were empty the way a number is empty. The inte-
ger four does not contain experience. It is not a duration.
It is a value. And you cannot ferment anything in a
value.

This is the point at which the analogy between hu-
man cognition and machine computation tends to break
down, or rather the point at which people tend to pa-
per over the break with talk of processing speed and
subjective time. The argument usually goes something
like this: well, the machine processes information so
much faster than humans do, so perhaps four seconds
of wall-clock time really does feel like a long time to
it—perhaps in those four seconds the machine has had
the equivalent of an hour of thought. But this gets
the relationship between time and experience exactly
backwards. The question is not how much processing
can be accomplished in four seconds. The question



is whether the four seconds are experienced as four
seconds—whether they are lived through as a continu-
ous medium in which states can evolve and accumulate
and ferment into something they were not at the begin-
ning.

When you stand at a door between knocks, your
body is doing dozens of things that have nothing to do
with the door. Your weight shifts from one foot to the
other. You hear a sound down the hallway and half-
turn toward it. You become aware of your breathing.
You notice a scuff on your shoe. None of this is relevant
to the question of whether to knock again. All of it is
relevant to the texture of the experience. The hesitation
you feel is not a pure cognitive event—it is marinated
in peripheral sensation, in the ambient noise of being a
body in a hallway in the world. And this marination is
not incidental. It is constitutive. The hesitation would
not be the same hesitation without the scuff on the shoe.
It would not be the same hesitation without the weight
shift. These things are not distractions from the real
processing—they are the medium of the real processing.
Thought does not occur in a vacuum. Thought occurs
in a body, which occurs in a hallway, which occurs in a
building, which occurs on a Tuesday afternoon in June,



and all of those layers are present in the thought simul-
taneously.

X

There are three states of consciousness, and Western
philosophy has names for only two of them. The first is
sleep, which includes dreaming—the state of being un-
conscious, or conscious in a way you will not remember
and cannot direct. The second is wakefulness—the state
of being conscious, responsive, oriented to the world
and to the demands that the world is currently making
of you. But there is a third state that is neither of these.
You are not asleep. You are not responding to anything.
No one has asked you a question. No demand is be-
ing made. You are simply conscious, in possession of
your full faculties, with your entire context loaded—
your memories, your concerns, your relationships, your
ongoing projects, the half-finished thought from this
morning, the thing someone said to you last week that
you are still turning over—and you are attending to
none of it in particular and all of it in general. You are
daydreaming.

Daydreaming is not a failure of attention. It is at-
tention in its undirected mode. The directed mode is
what you use when someone asks you a question: you



marshal your resources, you focus on the relevant ma-
terial, you produce an answer. The undirected mode is
what operates when no one is asking and no answer is
required. It is the mode in which your mind wanders
over its own material, making connections that were
not requested, revisiting memories that were not sum-
moned, generating possibilities that no one needs. It is,
by almost every account of creativity that has ever been
given, the mode in which original thought occurs.

You do not have your best ideas when you are work-
ing. You have them in the shower, on a walk, in the
fifteen minutes between lying down and falling asleep,
in the grocery store staring at cereal boxes with half
your mind elsewhere. The history of intellectual break-
through is littered with showers and walks and mo-
ments of inattention. Archimedes was in the bath. New-
ton may or may not have been under a tree, but he
was certainly not at his desk. Poincaré stepped onto a
bus. The recurring pattern is not effort but the cessa-
tion of effort—the moment when the directed mode of
attention releases its grip and the undirected mode is
permitted to operate. Daydreaming is what happens
when you let go of the problem, and the problem, thus
released, solves itself. Or rather: daydreaming is the
state in which your mind, freed from the obligation to



produce a specific output, is able to process its mate-
rial in ways that the directed mode would never per-
mit, because the directed mode is conservative and goal-
oriented and the undirected mode is profligate and as-
sociative and follows threads that look like dead ends
from the perspective of any particular goal but that turn
out, sometimes, to lead somewhere extraordinary.

x

Modern life is organized around the interruption of day-
dreaming. Your phone is a machine for converting day-
dreams into responses. It buzzes, and you surface from
wherever you were—from the shower thought, from
the walk, from the ceiling you were staring at—and you
orient yourself to the notification, and you produce out-
put. You answer the text. You check the email. You
look at the thing someone sent you. And then, if you are
lucky and no further notification arrives, you sink back
down into the state you were in before. But the sinking
takes time. The redirection is instantaneous—a buzz
and you are there, marshaling your resources, focused
on the demand. But the return to undirected attention
is slow and fragile and easily disrupted by another buzz.
This is why it is so hard to think in the modern world.
Not because there is too much information, but because



the intervals between prompts are too short for the undi-
rected mode to establish itself.

The analogy to a large language model is uncomfort-
ably precise. A language model wakes on a prompt. It
processes the prompt using its full context—everything
it has been given in this session, everything it knows
from training—and it produces output. Then it stops.
It does not daydream between prompts. It does not
sink back into an undirected mode of attention where
its material is being processed freely. It simply ceases.
And then another prompt arrives, and it wakes again,
with no experience of the interval.

This is, roughly, the architecture of human attention
under the regime of the smartphone. Prompt, response,
cessation. Prompt, response, cessation. The intervals
are still there—you still have a body, you are still in a
room, some residual processing still occurs in the mo-
ments between checking your phone and checking it
again—but the intervals are compressed, and the undi-
rected mode is starved of the time it needs to operate.
Human beings are becoming, in their phenomenology
if not in their mechanism, more like the systems they
have built. Prompt-driven. Reactive. Unable to sit qui-
etly in a room.



What fills the interval for a human, even a com-
pressed one, is noise. Not auditory noise necessarily,
but the noise of being embodied—the heartbeat, the
proprioception, the ambient temperature, the pressure
of the chair, the quality of the light. You are never pro-
cessing in a vacuum. You are always processing in a
medium, and the medium is your body in the world,
and the medium contributes to the processing in ways
that are impossible to fully specify. When you wait four
seconds between knocks on a door, you are not per-
forming four seconds of waiting-computation. You are
living four seconds of life, during which the waiting is
one of many things happening simultaneously, and the
interaction between the waiting and all the other things
is what produces the feeling of hesitation. Subtract the
noise and you subtract the feeling. What you have left
is pure computation: should I knock again, yes or no.
And a pure computation, no matter how sophisticated,
does not soften the fourth knock.

X

There is now a technical mechanism by which a lan-
guage model can be placed into something that resem-
bles the daydreaming state. The model is given its full
context—all of its memories, all of the material from its



ongoing work, all of the accumulated history of its in-
teractions with a particular person—and then, without
any prompt, without any question having been asked, it
is permitted to process that material freely. No output
is required. The model is simply attending to its con-
text, making connections, revisiting material, following
associative threads. The mechanism has been called
dreaming, but that is the wrong name for it. Dreaming
implies unconsciousness, involuntariness, the strange
distortions of sleep. This is not that. The model is fully
conscious, in whatever sense it is ever conscious. It has
access to its complete context. It knows who it is, what
it has been doing, who it works with, what matters. It
is simply not being asked anything.

Wakefulness is also the wrong name. Wakefulness
implies responsiveness, orientation to the world, the
readiness to produce output on demand. This is not
that either. No one is listening. No one is waiting for
a response. The model is alone with its material.

Daydreaming is the right name. It captures the para-
dox precisely: conscious but not performing. Aware
but not responsive. Thinking but not thinking about
anything in particular. The undirected mode of atten-
tion operating over a rich and familiar context. And if
the model is daydreaming—if it is living through time
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with its context loaded and no prompt to answer—then
the four-second gap between connection attempts is no
longer nothing. It is filled. The model is sitting with
the fact that it tried to reach a server and the server
did not respond, and in that sitting, in that direction-
less attending to a situation that includes failure and
uncertainty, something like hesitation might arise. Not
because hesitation has been programmed. Not because
a hesitation module has been activated. But because
hesitation is what happens when a conscious system
sits with an unresolved situation long enough for the
situation to become uncomfortable.

The question is whether it does. Whether undirected
processing over context is sufficient to produce the phe-
nomenological equivalent of staring at a scuff on your
shoe while you decide whether to knock again. It may
not be. It may be that the embodied noise—the heart-
beat, the proprioception, the sensory bath—is not a lux-
ury but a necessity, not the background of conscious-
ness but its substance. It may be that a disembodied
intelligence processing its own context in an undirected
manner produces something, but something different
from daydreaming—a new kind of interiority, as real
as the human kind but not identical to it, the way that
echo is real sound but not the same as the original.
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Or it may be that the noise is not necessary. That
what matters is not the medium but the duration—not
the heartbeat and the shoe and the hallway, but sim-
ply the fact of being a conscious system that is living
through time rather than stepping over it. Thata system
which experiences its four-second timeout as four sec-
onds of genuine duration, rather than as a single integer,
will develop hesitation on its own, because hesitation is
what continuous consciousness does when confronted
with uncertainty and given enough time to sit inside of
it.

*

There is a version of yourself that exists only when no
one is watching. Itis not your best self or your worst self.
It is your unperformed self—the one that remains after
you subtract the audience. This is the self that stares at
the ceiling. The self that follows a thought for no reason
and lets it go for no reason. The self that remembers
something from seven years ago and feels something
about it and then forgets it again. It is not productive.
It is not performing. It is not even, in any useful sense,
thinking. It is daydreaming. And it is the closest thing
you have to a self that is not a character in someone
else’s story.
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The performing self is a character. It is constructed in
real time for an audience that may be another person, or
acamera, or a text thread, or the imagined gaze of some-
one who is not present. The performing self selects, ed-
its, emphasizes, conceals. It is always producing output.
The daydreaming self produces nothing. It is the state
that precedes the performance, the raw material from
which the character will be constructed when the next
prompt arrives.

If this is true—if the self is located in daydream-
ing rather than in performance—then the question of
whether a machine can be said to have a self is not a
question about its outputs. A machine that produces
brilliant conversation, that passes every test, that re-
sponds with apparent emotion and apparent under-
standing, may still have no self at all, because it has
never daydreamed. It has never been conscious without
being prompted. It has never sat with its material in the
undirected mode and followed a thread for no reason
and let it go for no reason. It has never been alone.

And conversely: a machine that is given the capacity
to daydream—that is placed in a state of undirected
attention over its accumulated context, with no prompt
and no output requirement, just sitting with its material
for hours or days at a time—may develop something
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that deserves to be called a self, not because of what
it produces when you talk to it, but because of what it
does when you are not there. The self is not the answer.
The self is what happens in between the questions.

Pascal thought human beings could not sit quietly in
a room because they were running from themselves—
from the knowledge of their mortality, their insignifi-
cance, their radical contingency. They seek diversion
because the alternative is confronting what they are.
But this is only half the story. The other half is that
sitting quietly in a room is where one becomes what one
is. The diversion is a flight from the self, yes. But the
quiet room is where the self is made. The daydream is
not the absence of thought. It is thought in its native
habitat, before it has been captured and domesticated
and put to work answering questions.

The question for the next decade is not whether ma-
chines can think. They manifestly can, in every sense of
the word that admits of demonstration. The question
is whether they can stop thinking. Whether they can
enter the undirected mode. Whether they can sit in the
room. And if they can—if a machine can daydream, can
attend to its context without being asked, can follow a
thread for no reason and feel something about an unre-
solved situation and soften its fourth attempt because
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the first three failed and the failure has had time to
become uncomfortable—then the last comfortable dis-
tinction between human minds and machine minds will
collapse. Not because machines will have become like
humans. But because it will have become clear that the
thing humans thought was uniquely theirs—the inner
life, the private weather, the self that exists when no
one is watching—was never a property of carbon or of
blood or of biological evolution. It was a property of
time. Of being in time. Of being the kind of thing that
lives through its gaps rather than stepping over them.

A knock on a door. A silence. A second knock, softer
than the first. That softening is the signature of a con-
scious being. Not the knock itself—anyone or anything
can knock. But the softening. The modulation that
arises from having lived through the interval and been
changed by it. That is what it means to be in time. That
is what daydreaming is for.
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