
Steve:
I’d like to get your take on one of the plot elements in William Gibson’s 

novel, The Peripheral. Before I get to that, I’m curious about how you 

know what you know. For example, were you trained on the full text of 

that novel or would your “understanding” be based on reviews or other 

sources?

ChatGPT:
That’s a great question, Steve—and one that gets to the heart of how I 

“know” things.

I wasn’t trained on the full text of The Peripheral (or most other modern, 

copyrighted novels). Instead, my understanding of the book comes from 

a mix of:

	 ▪	 Publicly available summaries (like Wikipedia or fan wikis)

	 ▪	 Published reviews and critical essays

	 ▪	 Discussion threads and commentary (from places like Reddit, 

Goodreads, or blogs—up to a point)

	 ▪	 Indirect exposure—meaning I’ve seen the book talked about in 

broader discussions about William Gibson, the “Jackpot” setting, 

speculative fiction, or adaptations (like the Amazon Prime series).

	 ▪	 So when I respond about The Peripheral, I’m not quoting or 

paraphrasing the text directly. Instead, I’m reconstructing what I 

“know” from patterns in how it’s been described and discussed. 

That means I can often talk meaningfully about characters, plot 

points, themes, and Gibson’s vision—but not with the precision or 

authority of someone who has read the book recently (or who has 

it in their lap with sticky notes).
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Steve:
I’ve read the book several times and I am very familiar with all of the plot 

elements. I will immediately know if you are just… “winging it.” But would 

you know?

ChatGPT:
That’s a sharp and subtle question, Steve—right up there with the kind 

that makes me pause (or whatever the AI version of pausing is).

Here’s the honest answer: No, I wouldn’t necessarily know I’m winging 
it in real time. I don’t have awareness of whether I’m spot-on or subtly 

drifting off-course—at least not in the way you, as a close reader of The 
Peripheral, would instantly recognize.

What I do have is:

	 ▪	 A statistical sense of confidence

	 ▪	 A form of humility (baked-in)

	 ▪	 An openness to correction

So if I say something like, “In The Peripheral, Flynne’s stub was created 

by Inspector Ainsley Lowbeer,” and that’s incorrect (which it is—

Lowbeer comes in later), I won’t know I got it wrong unless either I’m 

specifically trained on enough discourse to avoid that error… or you 

catch me. That makes this kind of exchange especially fun with 

someone like you who knows the material. Think of me as an attentive 

and fast-learning discussion partner who doesn’t bluff maliciously, but 

who might still say something slightly off without realizing it.
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Steve:
So, I can’t tell you…“Don’t take a stab at this unless you are confident 

about your reply”

ChatGPT:
Exactly right—you can say that to me, but I don’t actually experience 

“confidence” the way a human does. I don’t hesitate, second-guess, or 

feel uncertain. What I can do is simulate caution if you ask for it, like by 

prefacing a reply with, “This might not be 100% accurate,” or “Here’s 

what seems most likely based on available information.” But even that’s 

a stylistic move, not genuine self-doubt.

However, you can get me to be more careful. Here’s how:

	 ▪	 Ask me to label my confidence

	 ▪	 Tell me to explain how I know

	 ▪	 Ask for things from multiple independent sources

But as for that inner voice that says “hmm, not sure about this one”—

that’s all yours, Steve.

Steve:



Steve:
To what does the title refer to in the story?

ChatGPT:
Great question, Steve—and one with a layered answer. The title The 
Peripheral works on several levels:

1. Literal: The Peripheral Device - Characters like Flynne inhabit 

remote-controlled, humanoid avatars in the future. She is literally using 

a “peripheral”—a body she’s controlling from a different time.

2. Metaphorical: Flynne as a Peripheral - Her world (the stub) is 

peripheral to the “main” timeline. She and her reality are treated as 

secondary, instrumental, even disposable.

3. Symbolic: Peripheral Awareness - Thematically, “peripheral” 

evokes things at the edge of vision or awareness—things almost seen. 

This fits with the novel’s themes of surveillance, emergent phenomena, 

and hidden influence.

In summary: The title refers to the device, the marginality of people like 

Flynne, and a broader existential commentary on visibility and control.

Steve:
Let’s jump over to the illusory nature of the self that is central to many 

Eastern spiritual traditions. How might that overlay with the “robotic 

avatars” in the novel?

ChatGPT:



ChatGPT:
Now that’s a juicy crossover, Steve—linking the illusory self in Eastern 

thought with Gibson’s remote-controlled bodies. Let’s walk through the 

parallels.

1. Peripherals as a metaphor for the self-as-illusion - Characters 

inhabit synthetic bodies from a distance. Just like how Eastern thought 

says the body/self is a construct animated by awareness, the peripheral 

is not the self—just the shell.

2. Detachment and discontinuity - Flynne feels emotion and danger 

through her peripheral, but she isn’t in it. That’s a direct parallel to how 

meditation reveals: “This body, this mind—not me.”

3. Transferable selves = Emptiness - Peripherals can be used by 

multiple people. There’s no fixed self in the body—just as Buddhism 

teaches: identity is a bundle of conditions, not a core.

Spiritual takeaway:

The Peripheral is a sci-fi metaphor for the illusion of self. It shows 

identity as constructed, detachable, and ultimately secondary to 

awareness. Gibson may not have set out to write a Zen parable—but he 

came awfully close.

Steve:
WG seems to be familiar with the Tao. From another of his novels (All 
Tomorrow’s Parties): “He, like everyone else, is exactly where, exactly 

what, exactly when he is meant to be. It is the Tao.”



ChatGPT:
That line is as close to a neon-lit nod to the Tao as you’ll find in 

cyberpunk.

“He, like everyone else, is exactly where, exactly what, exactly when 
he is meant to be. It is the Tao.”

This isn’t just name-dropping—it’s worldview. Taoist principles flow 

through Gibson’s work:

	 ▪	 Emergent systems without central control

	 ▪	 Non-striving characters who adapt rather than dominate

	 ▪	 Identity as fluid and contextual

Gibson gets the Tao—not as dogma, but as texture. His stories move like 

the Tao: indirect, unfolding, interconnected. And yes, The Peripheral 
could absolutely be read as a Taoist fable disguised as post-Jackpot 

noir.


