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Acquisition due diligence for a $700 million deal. It is eleven forty at night on the fourth day of a five-day 

exclusivity period (a Thursday). I am three screens deep in the buyer's data room. The seller's bank built the 

spreadsheet before me, so we can move quickly. The seller wants to sign by Friday. My senior consulting partner 

wants to sign by Friday. Somewhere in Ohio, 400 employees who have no vote in this transaction want their 

jobs to still exist on Monday. 

I find a hitch by accident. A footnote in a lease schedule, six pages deep, references a pending matter with no 

dollar figure attached. I pull the thread. Two hours later, the pending matter turns into a $9 million 

environmental remediation obligation that never made it into the model. Nobody lied outright. Someone simply 

chose ambiguity over disclosure. 

The number is small against a deal this size. My job, technically, is due diligence support, not deal architecture. 

I could let it go.  Flagging it late, at eleven forty at night on day four, guarantees a conflict nobody in the room 

wants to have. It could cost my consulting firm the next engagement. It could cost me a client I have served 

for six years. 

I flag it anyway. 

That decision, small and unglamorous as it looks on a Thursday night, is the entire argument of this essay. Not 

the finding. The deciding. Anyone, including a machine, can be built to notice a discrepancy. What a machine 

cannot yet do is stand at that particular fork, weigh the cost against the obligation, and choose against its own 

interest because something inside insists on it. That capability has a name. It is agency, and it is the only reliable 

evidence we have that consciousness is present at all. 

In the white paper ChatGPT Is Unconscious (The Silicon Valley Laboratory, 2024), my co-author Robert Tench 

and I proposed that human consciousness could be decomposed into five components: curiosity, critical 

thinking, creativity, compassion, and conscience. The Five Cs held up well as a diagnostic tool for evaluating 

what a large language model does and does not do. But a diagnostic tool built to describe absence is not the 

same as a complete account of presence. Something was missing from the model, and it showed up the moment 
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we asked a harder question: not what a conscious system perceives, but what a conscious system does when 

perceiving costs something. 

Two capabilities close that gap: courage, the will to act on what conscience finds, and connection, the 

recognition that another person's stake in the outcome is exactly as real as your own. Together they turn five 

capabilities for perceiving the world into seven capabilities for acting inside it. This essay explores that expanded 

model, the Seven Cs: curiosity, critical thinking, creativity, compassion, conscience, courage, and connection. 

The figure below maps the Seven Cs around a single core, with context as the ground beneath them. None of 

the seven functions in isolation, and none functions without it. What follows begins with context, then walks 

through each of the seven, before returning to that data room at eleven forty at night to show fusion into a 

single decision. 

 

Figure 1: The seven components of human consciousness, arranged around the integrated whole and grounded in context. 

Context 

Context is not one of the seven. It is the ground they stand on. Before curiosity can notice an anomaly, 

something must already be in place: a working model of what normal looks like, sharp enough that a deviation 

registers as a deviation. In this case, that model is the $700 million transaction. A five-day exclusivity window 

closing in hours. Four hundred employees whose futures ride on a spreadsheet built by someone else's bank. 

Six years of reading lease schedules taught me what a routine footnote looks like. That accumulated knowledge 

is what makes this one look wrong. 
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A junior analyst holding the same document, without that context, sees six pages of boilerplate and moves on. 

Context does not act. It does not decide. Context supplies the frame for the seven Cs. Strip it away and curiosity 

has nothing left to ask. Courage has nothing left to defend. 

Curiosity 

Curiosity is the drive to ask a question nobody assigned to you. It is what sent me two hours deep into a lease 

schedule footnote instead of closing the laptop at a reasonable hour. Curiosity does not wait for permission or 

scope. It notices the anomaly and asks why the anomaly exists, even when the answer is inconvenient, especially 

when the deadline argues that it is not. 

Curiosity is common enough. Small children have it in abundance, and so does the honest number of adults 

who never let a job description narrow it. What makes it a component of consciousness rather than mere 

aptitude is what happens next. Curiosity opens a door. It does not, by itself, walk you through. 

Critical Thinking 

Critical thinking is the discipline of following the thread once curiosity finds it, without flinching from where 

it leads. It is the two hours I spent verifying the $9 million figure before saying a word to anyone, because a 

claim without verification is not an insight. It is a guess with better posture. 

This is where skepticism earns its keep. Critical thinking asks whether the footnote is an error, a rounding 

artifact, or a deliberate omission, and it does not settle for the answer that requires the least confrontation. Left 

alone, curiosity produces questions. Critical thinking produces a defensible answer to one of them. 

Creativity 

Creativity, in this context, has nothing to do with painting or prose. It is the capability to see a way to raise a $9 

million problem without detonating the deal, the client relationship, and my own credibility in the same 

conversation. There is always more than one way to say a hard thing. Finding the version that gets heard rather 

than dismissed is a creative act, even inside a spreadsheet. 

Creativity solves the problem curiosity and critical thinking have now defined. It asks not what is true but what 

to do about what is true, given the room I am standing in. Every profession has a version of this move. 

Consciousness requires it. 

Compassion 

Compassion is what keeps the four hundred employees in Ohio in the frame at all. It would be easier, cleaner, 

faster to treat this as a numbers problem between two firms and a lawyer's fee. Compassion refuses that 

reduction. It insists that the people on the other side of a materiality threshold are not a rounding error. They 

are households, and someone must be responsible for getting this right. 

Compassion is felt before it is reasoned. That is precisely what makes it hard to fake and harder still to program. 

It arrives as a weight in the chest before it arrives as an argument. 
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Conscience 

Conscience is the voice that will not let the matter close once compassion has named the stakes. It is quieter 

than fear and louder than convenience. Conscience does not calculate the odds of getting caught doing nothing, 

because getting caught was never the question. The question conscience asks is whether I could live with 

knowing and saying nothing. 

Conscience differs across cultures and upbringings in its particulars, but not in its function. It is the internal 

auditor that keeps score whether or not anyone else is watching, and it is the reason the decision in that data 

room felt heavier than its dollar value alone could explain. 

Courage 

Courage is the hinge the whole essay turns on, and it is the component the original Five Cs framework did not 

name. Curiosity can find the problem. Critical thinking can confirm it. Creativity can frame it. Compassion can 

feel its weight. Conscience can insist on the right answer. None of that produces an action. Courage is the 

capability that closes the gap between knowing what conscience demands and actually doing it, at a real cost, 

on a real Thursday night. 

Courage is not the absence of fear. I was afraid of exactly what happened next: the fight, the delay, the awkward 

call with the partner. Courage is proceeding anyway, because the alternative is a version of yourself you do not 

want to become. 

Connection 

Connection is the seventh component, and it makes the other six worth having. It is the recognition that the 

four hundred employees in Ohio are not an abstraction I am choosing to care about as a matter of policy. Their 

stake in this outcome is exactly as real as mine, even though I will never meet them. 

Connection is what compassion depends on to survive contact with self-interest. It is easy to feel for people in 

the aggregate. It is harder, and more important, to act as though a stranger's reality carries the same weight as 

your own when the two come into direct conflict. That is connection doing its work. 

The Fusion 

None of the seven Cs, alone, produces the moment in the data room. Curiosity without courage produces a 

question that goes unasked. Compassion without connection produces sympathy that never quite reaches the 

people it is felt for. Conscience without critical thinking produces conviction with no evidence behind it. 

Consciousness is not any one of these capabilities running well. It is all seven fusing, under real constraint, into 

a single freely chosen act. That fusion is agency, and agency is the only form in which consciousness becomes 

visible to anyone else. 

I flagged the footnote. The partner was not happy. The deal closed two weeks later than planned, with the 

obligation properly disclosed and the purchase price adjusted downward to reflect it. Nobody thanked me, and 

nobody needed to. The point was never gratitude. The point was that a different version of that Thursday night 

was entirely available to me, an easier version, one where $9 million became someone else's problem after close. 

I did not take it. That is the whole of the argument. 
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So What? What This Means for Human Agency 

The data room example is not exceptional. It is representative. Every professional who touches money, safety, 

or another person's future eventually meets some version of the lease’s footnote. As artificial systems take over 

more of the curiosity, critical thinking, and creativity that the Seven Cs describe, the human value that remains 

does not shrink. It concentrates. A model can now flag the anomaly in a lease schedule faster than any analyst. 

What it cannot do is decide, on its own initiative and against its own interest, whether or not the flag matters 

enough to raise. That decision is where human value now lives. 

This has a practical consequence most firms have not caught up to. Courage and connection are not personality 

traits some employees happen to have, and others do not. They are capabilities that atrophy without practice, 

like a muscle. A firm that punishes the person who raises the inconvenient finding, that rewards the closed deal 

over the disclosed one, is not neutral on this point. It is training its people out of the very capability it will need 

most the next time a $9 million footnote surfaces at eleven forty at night. Firms serious about this should audit 

their own incentives with the same rigor they apply to due diligence itself. Ask what happened, concretely, the 

last three times someone inside the firm raised an inconvenient truth late in a process. The answer measures 

whether agency is welcome there or merely tolerated in the abstract. 

So What? What This Means for Machine Agency 

This brings us back to the question that started this line of inquiry two years ago. In ChatGPT Is Unconscious, 

Bob and I argued that a system built to produce fluent, plausible text was not, by that fact alone, a conscious 

system. Nothing in the Seven Cs changes that conclusion. If anything, it sharpens it. A large language model 

can be prompted to generate output that resembles curiosity, critical thinking, even something that reads as 

compassion on the page. What it cannot yet do, and what no architecture we have built has yet done, is stand 

at a fork with something at stake for itself and choose against its own interest because conscience and courage 

together demanded it. 

Consciousness, on this account, is not a feeling and not a score on an intelligence test. It is the demonstrated 

capability to act freely against convenience, in the presence of real cost, for reasons that a machine can currently 

only simulate on request. Until an artificial system can be shown to do that unprompted, without instruction, 

without a loss function pointed at it by someone else, the honest answer to whether it is conscious remains the 

one we gave before. It is not. 

Humans do not have that excuse. We already have the seven capabilities. The only remaining question, asked 

at eleven forty at night in a hundred data rooms, is whether we use them. Choice. Timshel, as John Steinbeck 

wrote in East of Eden. 

Now What? Call to Action 

Do not wait for the next data room to discover whether your organization has practiced courage or merely 

assumed it. Write the escalation path before you need it, one that reaches a real decision-maker in hours, not 

weeks. Reward the analyst who flags the footnote at eleven forty at night as visibly as you reward the deal that 

closed on time. Rehearse the seven capabilities the way pilots rehearse emergencies, before the cost is real, so 

when the choice arrives. Agency is a habit, not a gamble. Consciousness, in the end, is not a claim you make 

about yourself. It is a pattern you prove one decision at a time. 


