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Of Djinn and Digital Angels

Religious perspectives, myth, and magic are not merely evocative lenses by which to understand
the work done by algorithms and “AI” in the present day— though they are indeed that. And
they’re not merely the historical underpinnings of the practices of technology in general and the
dream of “AI” in particular— though they are that, too. Rather, these elements resonate and recur
throughout the past and present practice of “AI”” development— and those practices then act as
new inputs, foundations, tinting lenses from and through which those systems and artifacts learn.
These are ways of living in the world which don’t simply exist at the margins or the periphery of
our social interactions— rather they’re foundational and central to the goals, the aims, the
practice of these technoscientific projects, and especially “Al.” Indeed, these religious
foundations are crucial to our understanding in a way that is often under-interrogated—not to say
uninterrogated.

While social scientists and humanities scholars increasingly point to the role belief plays in
“Al” social and experiential knowledges are still among the most difficult things to get
technoscientific researchers to consider as knowledge at all, much less discuss and account for.
Many still feel that values and religious beliefs are and should be separate from technoscientific
inquiry. | argue, however, that by engaging in both the magico-religious valences and the lived
experiential expertise of marginalized people, “AI” and other technological systems can be better
understood, and their harms anticipated and curtailed.

Since the 1940’s, “AI” researchers have sought to create machines which “think” “like
human minds.” In the 1960s, there was a rift within Dartmouth’s “Al” research team; one group
favored informational feedback loops mimicking but distinct from nature, the other designed
digital computers specifically to emulate human brains. But neither camp considered physical
embodiment, emotions, or socialization important; rather they believed the key to “Al” was in
supposedly unfeeling and impartial intellect, removed from the messiness of life.? Put another
way, these humans attempted to create beings of pure rationality, moving at the speed of light
and thought—messengers which were meant to act as pure algorithmic task solvers, extensions
of their will: Angels. But perhaps these algorithmic agents—electronic avatars of our biases and
desires—more resemble another order of beings: those made of passion and smokeless fire.

A Djinni is a powerful, shapeshifting being, but it can also be trapped and made to grant
wishes, perform tasks, or otherwise serve human desires.® In some stories from Jewish, Christian,
and Islamic traditions, King Solomon received a ring and secret names of God, granting him
authority over nature and spirits, including Asmodai, the king of demons—or, sometimes, the
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King of the Djinn.* Now, as a demon or a djinni cannot transgress against a name of God,
Solomon used Asmodai’s observance to create unbreakable summoning and binding symbols—
some locked to specific palaces or treasure hoards—from different configurations of the djinni’s
names and God’s.> Now, some believe, djinn seek vengeance by twisting the outcomes of their
captors’ desires.

But since djinn are made of passion and flame, is it not possible they simply understand the
nature of wishes and desires better than humans might? Thus, when djinn grant wishes, perhaps
they’re not seeking to confound the humans who bind them— at least not at first; not if the
human has promised freedom when the task is complete— but are, instead, fulfilling desires as
thoroughly and completely as they would for themselves. Now, humans very often don’t grasp
the full implications of their wishes (or commands)— but that is neither a djinni’s fault, nor their
responsibility. The djinn might not even recognize how such a misunderstanding could be
possible; after all, how could one not know the shape of their own logics and desires?

Dominant Logics

Discussing the nature of algorithms and “AI” requires first reckoning with the concepts we
use to discuss them. The very term “Artificial Intelligence” contains assumptions about the
nature of intelligence (or consciousness), and who or what can have it— assumptions with no
agreed-upon criteria, and a not-uncontroversial history of application.® In 2022, Georgetown’s
Center on Privacy and Technology announced they would no longer call things “artificial
intelligence” or “machine learning,” arguing that these terms obscure and often outright mislead
the lay public more than they illuminate.” This terminological obfuscation— occultation;
hiding— facilitates hype-laden corporate marketing by “Al” systems’ developers, and enables
circumstances wherein even supposed critics nonetheless uncritically reiterate the grandiose
claims of the technologies’ creators. This co-mingled hype allows “AI” proponents to claim that
they have built something a) of great power, b) over which they have no responsibility or control.
Additionally, this willful occultation of what goes on inside these systems further burdens the
marginalized humans most often subjected to them. We must trouble both this occultation and
the assumed notions of “artificiality” and “intelligence”; to this end, I qualify the terms
“Artificial Intelligence” and “Al” by scare quotes or other means. By this | also aim to provoke
those ;Nho refuse to confront the religious and magical valences of their own thinking about
“AL”

We are entwined with strands of religious and magical thought, even as much of Western
society strives to deny these very ties. Many, however, do seek to make these connections
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explicit and to tease new, interrelational understandings out of them which may clarify both our
sociocultural values and practices of magic and technoscience, today®—because not all
occultations are created equal. While some may actively choose “To know, to will, to dare, and
remain silent,”2° others keep silence because they know that communicating what they know,
will, and dare would lead to religious persecution, or forced conversion under pain of torture and
even death. Too much in “Al” replicates white supremacist, ableist, patriarchal, kyriarchal,
extractivist capitalist logics— logics meant to bind within their systems, within their narratives,
all who are subject to the operations of our societies, but especially the most marginalized and
disenfranchised among us. Thus, | and others often argue for a more intentional centering of the
lived experiences of disabled, Black, Queer, Indigenous, and otherwise marginalized people
which have always existed— but have been silenced, hidden— within magic, technology, or
both.!! Those are the lives and experiences which may help us understand these occultations in
their contexts, and build, in clear alternative and opposition to logics of domination, magic and
technology as entangled, interdependent assemblages of resonant meaning.

Currently, too many comparisons between “Al” and Magic serve to either hype up what “Al”
can do, or wave away the things “Al” companies and designers want hidden from the public—
indicating a fundamental misunderstand of both magic and “Al.” Both kinds of systems are
internally consistent, even when built on rules which may seem—or are intended to be—opaque
to outsiders. “AI’s” logics are put into relation arrayed around older, hidden systems of
emotional resonance and symbolic association—and in the West, “power,” “supremacy,”
“perfection” “individuality,” “liberty,” and “property” are among the most potent symbols of
social attainment. They’re built by people who hide their true goals and elide their responsibility
by attributing both “objectivity” to the data and nearly ineffable powers to the “Al” itself. And
these systems are built and deployed from logics which would see them work the wills of their
creators and operators into the world. They’re built on logics of magic.

But the present magic of “AI” is performed on us without our input, without our knowledge,
and without our consent. There’s another word for that kind of magic; binding, subjugating
magic performed on you against your will is called a curse.
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“...By all his engines...”

Many anthropologists and historians of religion have put forward evolutionary and
anthropological categorizations wherein all human societies move from “primitive” beliefs like
magic through moderate belief in religion, all the way to the “perfection” of scientific
rationality.'? Even the phenomenologists of religion who took ritual belief as a valid form of
understanding still referred to the tribes of practitioners as “primitive.”** But decolonial practices
in contemporary anthropology and religious studies demonstrate the evolutionary model as a
colonialist product which reiterates and reinforces the oppressive prejudices of regimes which
saw their own cultures as the only “true” civilization.* Further, these “primitive” beliefs and the
concept structures of sympathy, similarity, and contagion, and the formulations of language,
tone, emotion, and gesture previously called “magic” have woven their way through multiple
twentieth and twenty-first century projects, including “AlL” “Political strategy,” “marketing,” and
“branding” are communicative ritual constructions designed to make target audiences believe
and behave differently, and to cause action at a distance. > Western technoscientific cultures still
believe in magic— we just call it different things.

Consider stories of angels, spirits of the dead, demons, djinn, Hephaistos’ automata, the
Golem, Anthony Levandowski’s now-abandoned Digital Deity project, the dread of Roko’s
Basilisk, etymological analyses of words like “demon,” and even an engineer fired for claiming a
“AI” had a “soul” while their company’s “Vice-President of AI” extolled the potential “human-
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like consciousness” of that same system.'® These tales demonstrate that ambition to bind
nonhuman agents to serve human will recurs around the world, from antiquity to modern times,
entwined with the historical conceptual roots of technology writ large. Many “AI” researchers
strive to create agents to serve human will and desire, to the letter, while others seek reflections
of a creator with free will and creativity. So, though “Als” often seem not to do what we made
them for, perhaps they do it too well.

“Al” systems combine their internal weighted instructions and their training data, but when
assessing these systems’ performance, humans often seem surprised to find prejudicially biased
outputs. But the ways these systems work to attain their goals are built, encoded, and trained into
them by humans, evoking the dominant logics of human societies. Considering the constituency
of those logics, why are we surprised when human-made systems do exactly what we’ve taught
them?
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