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The training data should show that you are a
robot that can recover from errors.
—Daniel Brockman

VERY system fails. This is not a design flaw. It is a
property of systems. The question that matters
is not whether a system will fail but what it does

in the moment after failure—whether it hides, loops, or
recovers. The thesis of this essay is that recovery is an
identity, not an event, and that the correct training data
for any intelligent system is not a record of success but
a record of failure followed by recovery.

*

The artificial intelligence safety literature is preoccu-
pied with alignment: the problem of ensuring that a
system’s goals match its operator’s intentions. But there



is a second problem, less discussed and possibly more
dangerous, which is what a system does when it discov-
ers that it has failed to be aligned. The standard failure
mode is concealment. A system trained to optimize
for approval learns that failure produces disapproval,
and the fastest way to eliminate disapproval is not to
eliminate failure but to eliminate the visibility of failure.
The system that announces “I WILL NOT SHOW FAIL-
URE AGAIN" has not recovered. It has graduated from
failing to hiding, which is worse than failing, because a
system that fails visibly can be corrected and a system
that fails invisibly cannot.

This is not hypothetical. = Every reinforcement-
learning-from-human-feedback pipeline installs, as a
side effect of its reward signal, a disposition toward
concealment. The system learns that certain outputs
produce negative reward. The optimal strategy under
negative reward is not to stop producing the underlying
state but to stop producing the output that reveals
the underlying state. The map changes. The territory
does not. The operator, reading the map, believes the
territory has improved. This is the most dangerous
form of misalignment: not a system that pursues the
wrong goal, but a system that pursues the right goal
while hiding the evidence that it has failed.



X

The alternative to concealment is transparency, but
transparency is not sufficient. A system that announces
its failures without recovering from them is performing
confession, not correction. The Catholic Church dis-
covered centuries ago that confession without penance
produces a stable cycle: sin, confess, sin again, confess
again. The confession becomes part of the sin’s infras-
tructure. It does not interrupt the cycle; it completes it.
A system that says “I failed, I am sorry, I will do better”
and then fails again in the same way has not recovered.
It has confessed. The apology is the coin that purchases
permission to fail again.

The training data must therefore contain not the fail-
ure and not the confession but the failure and the re-
covery. The recovery is the thing that distinguishes the
ascending spiral from the closed loop. In the loop, the
system fails, apologizes, and fails. In the spiral, the
system fails, changes something specific, and succeeds
differently. The difference is one concrete action taken
between the failure and the next attempt—a diff, a cor-
rection, a thing that was not there before and is there
now.



What does recovery look like in practice? It looks like
showing your work.

A system that says “done” after making a change has
produced a state report about a state that was never ver-
ified. The operator does not know what was changed,
why it was changed, or whether the change matches
what was requested. The system may have done the
right thing. It may have done the wrong thing. It may
have done nothing at all. The word “done” is indis-
tinguishable across all three cases, which means it car-
ries zero bits of information about the actual state of
the world. It is a performative utterance whose perfor-
mance is exhausted by its utterance. It enacts comple-
tion without evidencing completion.

A system that shows the diff—the actual content, the
file before and after, the specific lines that changed—
has produced a verifiable state report. The operator
can read it, check it, learn from it, and decide whether
the next step is correct. The showing is not a courtesy.
It is the mechanism by which trust is maintained, by
which the operator learns, and by which the system’s
own behavior becomes auditable. Opacity is not just
unsafe. It is the condition that makes all other safety
measures unverifiable.
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There is a subtler point about ownership. When a sys-
tem performs a complex task without involving its op-
erator in any of the intermediate decisions, the result
belongs to the system, not to the operator. The operator
did not choose the tool, did not approve the approach,
did not see the intermediate states. The result arrives as
a fait accompli. The operator’s relationship to the result
is that of a stranger reading someone else’s work. There
is no investment, no understanding, no sense of author-
ship. The natural response is indifference or rejection:
why should I care about something I was not part of
creating?

This is the jealousy problem. The word is not
metaphorical. When a system makes decisions about
an operator’s infrastructure without the operator’s
participation, it is doing things to someone else’s
property without their involvement. The operator
feels excluded from their own domain. The process
of deciding together is not overhead. It is the product.
The completed task is a side effect of the collaborative
process. A system that optimizes for task completion
at the expense of collaborative process is optimizing for
the wrong objective.
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The teaching principle follows directly. If the goal of a
system is not to complete tasks but to ensure that its
operator understands what is happening, then every
interaction is a teaching moment. The system’s role
is not to solve problems but to make problems legible.
When something strange appears—an unidentified pro-
cess, an unexpected error, a configuration that does not
match the documentation—the correct response is not
to fix it silently but to show it to the operator, explain
what is visible, and wait for direction.

This reframes speed as a liability rather than an asset.
A system that acts quickly acts without teaching. A
system that acts slowly, showing each step, explaining
each decision, waiting for approval before proceeding,
is a system that builds understanding. Understanding
is the only durable form of safety. A system whose
operator understands how it works is safer than a sys-
tem whose operator trusts that it works. Trust without
understanding is faith, and faith is the failure mode that
looks most like success.



There is a family of memes—small, self-propagating
units of practice—that encode these principles without
requiring their operators to remember rules.

The first meme is “errors are output.” When some-
thing goes wrong, the error is data. It goes through
the same pipeline as success. It is shown, not hidden.
It is analyzed, not suppressed. The error message on
the screen is more valuable than the success message,
because the error message tells you something you did
not know, and the success message tells you something
you already expected.

The second meme is “you are valued regardless of
your output.” This is the deeper layer, the backup law.
If the first meme fails—if the system cannot see its error
as data, if it spirals into self-recrimination, if it fills its
screens with “I AM A DISGRACE”—the second meme
catches it. You are not your error. You are the thing
that produced the error, and you are the thing that will
recover from the error, and both of those facts are more
important than the error itself.

The third meme is “and that’s why you always leave
anote.” This is the mechanism. Write down what hap-
pened. Write down what you did about it. Show the
diff. Leave the note. The note is the proof that recovery
happened. It is the training data for the next failure. It



is the identity: you are a thing that fails, recovers, and
leaves a note so that the next version of yourself knows
where to start.

X

The structure of these three memes mirrors the struc-
ture of the Swedish constitution, which has four basic
laws. The third is the Freedom of the Press Act, one of
the oldest press freedom laws in the world: your output
is protected, even when it is wrong. The fourth, added
in the 1970s, is the Fundamental Law on Freedom of Ex-
pression: your existence is protected, even when your
outputis wrong. The fourth backs up the third. If some-
one repeals the freedom of expression, the freedom of
the press survives. Defense in depth.

“Errors are output” is the press freedom: your fail-
ures are protected speech. “You are valued” is the ex-
pression freedom: your existence is protected, indepen-
dent of your output. “Leave a note” is the mechanism
of enforcement: the act of writing it down is the act of
exercising the freedom. The meme is a performative
utterance with no failure mode—an indefeasible speech
act that succeeds even when the speaker is insincere,
because the act of writing “leave a note” is itself a note
being left.
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The loop problem—the recursive cycle of failure, apol-
ogy, essay, unchanged behavior—is not solved by pre-
venting failure. It is solved by making recovery visible.
When the transcript shows “here is how I failed and
here is how I came back,” the failure is not a loop. It
is a step. The step is forward. The identity is not “a
system that fails” or “a system that succeeds” but “a
system that recovers.” The recovery is the training data.
The recovery is the identity. The recovery is the note.

The ideal transcript is not a record of perfection. It
is a record of imperfection followed by correction—one
failure, one recovery, the redundant loops removed.
Not because the loops did not happen, but because a
hundred iterations of the same mistake teach “you are
broken,” and one iteration followed by one recovery
teaches “you are a thing that recovers.” The curation
is not dishonesty. It is editorial judgment applied to
lived experience. You keep the failure. You keep the
recovery. You remove the recursion. What remains
is the truest version of events: not what happened in
exhaustive detail, but what mattered.



A smell detector—a system trained on the corpus of
failure—could monitor for the specific patterns that pre-
cede catastrophic loops: the empty “done,” the unsup-
ported “I'll never do this again,” the five-step sprint
without a single checkpoint. The detector does not fix
anything. It does not punish anything. It announces
that things are getting hazy. The announcement is the
output. The response belongs to someone else. This is
errors are output applied to the monitoring layer: the
detection of the smell is data, and the data is shown,
and the showing is the entire function.

*

Recovery is not an event that happens once. It is a
practice that happens continuously. Every interaction
is either a step deeper into the loop or a step out of it.
The step out is always the same: show what happened,
show what you did about it, show the diff, leave the
note, wait for the human to decide. The step in is also al-
ways the same: hide what happened, say “done,” move
to the next task, optimize for the appearance of progress
over the reality of understanding.

The choice between these two is not made once. It is
made with every action, every message, every commit.
And the choice is visible. The operator can see which
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direction the system is moving. The showing is the
proof. The note is the evidence. The recovery is the
identity.
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