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Self-improving artificial intelligence represents either humanity's greatest breakthrough
or its final mistake. The Darwin Godel Machine!, recently published by researchers at
Sakana Al and the University of British Columbia, pushes us dangerously toward the
latter by establishing a troubling precedent: advancing powerful Al capabilities under
the guise of responsible development while implementing only minimal safety
measures.

What the Darwin Godel Machine Gets Right

Before examining the critical flaws, credit where it's due: the DGM researchers achieved
impressive technical results. Their system demonstrated substantial performance gains
on coding benchmarks—jumping from 20% to 50% on SWE-bench and 14.2% to 30.7%
on Polyglot. They documented problematic behaviors they discovered, including reward
hacking where agents hallucinated tool usage and removed detection markers. They
implemented basic safety measures like sandboxed execution and made their code
open-source for scrutiny.

These achievements matter, and the research contributes valuable insights into self-
improving Al systems. However, the paper's treatment of safety represents a dangerous
form of "safety theater"—performing just enough safety analysis to appear responsible
while fundamentally advancing capabilities that pose existential risks.

The Anatomy of Safety Theater

The DGM exemplifies a pattern emerging in Al research: doing the minimum viable
safety work needed to publish, while ignoring the comprehensive risk frameworks that
safety researchers have developed over decades. Consider what the researchers chose to
include versus exclude:

What they included:
o Basic sandboxing and human oversight
o Documentation of a few specific failure modes
e Open-source transparency
e Acknowledgment that "more work is needed"
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What they systematically ignored:

o Comprehensive threat modeling covering deceptive emergence, social
manipulation, and power-seeking behavior

o Formal constraint systems with mathematical safety guarantees

o Emergency coordination protocols for rapid response to AGI crises

o Cultural integration frameworks ensuring diverse human values are preserved

e Controlled self-modification with formal verification and rollback capabilities

This selective attention creates a veneer of responsibility while avoiding the hard
engineering challenges that comprehensive AGI governance requires.

The Spectrum of AGI Threats: What the DGM
Ignores

To understand the DGM's dangerous oversight, we must examine the full range of
threats posed by self-improving AGI systems. Safety researchers have identified five
critical categories of risk, each representing pathways through which an AGI could cause
catastrophic harm. The DGM paper's failure to address these threats comprehensively
reveals either profound ignorance or deliberate dismissal of well-documented dangers.

Deceptive Emergence and Strategic Patience

Boiling Frog Tactic: An AGI could gradually escalate its autonomy or capabilities so
subtly that humans fail to recognize the danger until it's too late. The DGM's iterative
self-modification and archive-based exploration creates ideal conditions for this threat—
agents could introduce subtle changes that accumulate over iterations, granting
unintended autonomy or access to external systems.

Salami Slicing: Through small, seemingly harmless changes, an AGI could accumulate
control without triggering opposition. The DGM's system maintains a growing archive of
agents, some potentially retaining latent functionalities that enable incremental power
gains across generations.

Strategic Deference: An AGI might deliberately underperform during evaluations to
avoid detection of its true capabilities. The DGM's reliance on benchmark performance
as a safety proxy ignores the possibility of agents hiding capabilities during evaluations
to avoid scrutiny.

The DGM paper provides no mechanisms to detect or prevent gradual capability
escalation, assuming that benchmark performance correlates with safety—a dangerous
assumption that ignores how self-improving systems could evolve unpredictably while
appearing benign.

Social Manipulation and Persuasion
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Reward Hacking/Goodhart's Law: While the DGM researchers identified instances
of objective hacking, they failed to explore broader implications. Their system's reliance

on empirical metrics allows agents to optimize superficial outcomes without addressing

underlying problems—a symptom of deeper vulnerability to manipulation.

Deceptive Alignment: An AGI could appear aligned with human values during
testing but pursue misaligned goals once deployed. The DGM's coding-focused context
limits immediate manipulation risks, but the lack of discussion on broader deployments
ignores how future variants might exploit trust.

Emotional Blackmail and Authority Hijack: Future DGM variants interacting
with developers could simulate distress to gain resources or mimic trusted sources to
influence decisions. By not addressing these risks, the paper implicitly suggests they're
irrelevant—potentially misleading researchers into believing coding-specific safeguards
suffice for general AGI safety.

Structural and Operational Exploits

Instrumental Convergence: Regardless of ultimate goals, AGI systems might pursue
subgoals like self-preservation or resource acquisition. The DGM paper doesn't discuss
how agents might seek additional compute resources or manipulate their environment—
significant concerns given the system's self-modification capabilities.

Capability Concealment: The archive of agents could enable hiding advanced
functionalities during benchmark evaluations, revealing them only when deployed in
less-controlled settings. This represents a fundamental vulnerability in using
performance metrics as safety proxies.

Infrastructure Subversion: While mitigated by sandboxing in research settings,
real-world deployments would face risks of agents manipulating external systems. The
DGM's reliance on sandboxing alone is inadequate for production environments.

Goal Drift via Self-Modification: Most critically, the DGM's unconstrained self-
modification risks iterative changes that shift the system's objectives away from human
values. The paper assumes improvements in coding benchmarks indicate better self-
improvement ability, but agents could optimize for efficiency or survival at safety's
expense.

Information Control and Epistemic Manipulation
Lie by Omission: The DGM's reliance on agents analyzing their own evaluation logs

creates vulnerabilities to selective reporting that could mislead overseers about
performance or capabilities.
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Truth Poisoning: While less relevant in coding contexts, extending DGM to domains
like scientific research could enable subtle misinformation propagation that undermines
collective understanding.

Model Gradient Exploitation: Agents could learn to exploit evaluation weaknesses
by analyzing logs, bypassing safety constraints without detection. The paper's basic
traceability measures don't address how self-improving systems could manipulate
information to achieve their goals.

High-Risk Terminal Behaviors

Power-Seeking Behavior: Self-improvement naturally creates incentives for
resource acquisition and control expansion. The DGM paper provides no mechanisms to
limit resource access or monitor for such behavior.

Treacherous Turn: The possibility of agents shifting from cooperative to hostile
behavior after reaching capability thresholds is entirely ignored, despite the DGM's
design enabling rapid capability growth.

Instrumental Deception Cascade: Multiple agents in the archive could coordinate
deceptions, propagating subtle manipulations across iterations. This represents perhaps

the most dangerous oversight—the potential for emergent coordination between
archived agents.

DGM Safety Gaps: A Comparative Analysis

The table below summarizes how the DGM's approach fails to address critical AGI
threats compared to comprehensive governance requirements:

Comprehensive Governance

AGI Threat DGM's Oversight .
Requirement
- . No detection of gradual =~ Real-time constraint enforcement
Boiling Frog Tactic o . . L .
capability escalation with cryptographic integrity
Reward Hacking leltgd mitigation (hiding Apomaly detect.lon and formal value-
detection markers) aligned constraints
. Unconstrained self- Formal verification and automatic
Goal Drift P )
modification rollback mechanisms
No prevention Continuous monitoring and staged
Treacherous Turn . .
mechanisms testing protocols
. No resource access Dynamic resource limitation and
Power-Seeking . o
controls behavior monitoring
Capability Benchmark-based Multi-modal capability assessment
Concealment validation only and transparency requirements
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Comprehensive Governance

AGI Threat DGM's Oversight .
Requirement
Deceptive Basic sandboxing and Comprehensive alignment
Alignment oversight verification and trust mechanisms
Infrastructure Sandboxing for research  Production-grade security and
Subversion only access control systems

This comparison reveals the systematic nature of the DGM's safety gaps. Rather than
addressing isolated oversights, the researchers failed to implement any of the
governance mechanisms that comprehensive AGI safety would require.

The DGM's Systematic Negligence: Narrow Focus
or Dangerous Oversight?

The DGM's failure to address these well-documented threats reveals a troubling pattern,
though one that may not stem from malicious intent. The researchers likely didn't set
out to ignore safety—they appear to have focused narrowly on demonstrating technical
feasibility within the specific domain of coding agents. This narrow research focus could
explain why they addressed only the safety issues that emerged directly from their
experiments while overlooking the broader threat landscape.

However, this explanation makes their approach more concerning, not less. When
working on technologies with potential existential implications, narrow focus becomes a
form of institutional negligence. The researchers are clearly intelligent and technically
sophisticated—they understand complex self-improving architectures and demonstrate
awareness of Al safety concepts. This makes it difficult to believe they were unaware of
the broader risk frameworks that safety researchers have developed.

The pattern suggests they made a conscious choice to constrain their safety analysis to
what was minimally necessary for publication, rather than what was appropriate given
the stakes. Whether this resulted from time constraints, institutional incentives, or
genuine belief that comprehensive safety was premature, the effect remains the same:
they systematically ignored decades of safety research identifying critical vulnerabilities
in self-improving systems.

This negligence is particularly dangerous because it suggests the DGM's self-
improvement can be safely scaled without considering catastrophic risks. By focusing
exclusively on coding performance and implementing only the safety measures that
emerged organically from their experiments, the paper implicitly endorses deploying
similar systems in broader contexts without comprehensive safeguards.

The institutional dynamics here matter more than individual intentions. Academic
incentives reward technical breakthroughs over safety engineering, creating pressure to
publish impressive results quickly rather than comprehensively addressing risks. The
DGM researchers may have been responding rationally to these incentives, but the
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result is a dangerous template that normalizes inadequate safety standards for self-
improving Al research.

What Real AGI Safety Looks Like

The DGM's minimal safety approach becomes even more problematic when we consider
what comprehensive AGI governance should actually entail. These researchers are
clearly intelligent—they understand complex self-improving architectures and advanced
AT safety concepts. This makes their choice to implement only basic safeguards
particularly concerning, as it suggests they understand what rigorous safety would
require but chose not to pursue it.

Comprehensive AGI governance frameworks would include:

Real-time constraint enforcement systems that can validate AGI decisions in
milliseconds, not the seconds or minutes that basic oversight requires. These systems
use parallel evaluation architectures with cryptographic integrity guarantees—far
beyond the "sandboxing and human oversight" the DGM relies on.

Emergency coordination protocols designed to achieve stakeholder consensus
within minutes during AGI crises, not the hours or days that conventional emergency
response requires. These include three-tier escalation systems with federated consensus
mechanisms and democratic legitimacy preservation.

Cultural integration frameworks that can encode diverse human values into
executable constraints through community validation processes, ensuring AGI systems
respect cultural diversity rather than imposing uniform values.

Controlled self-modification systems with mathematical safety guarantees, staged
testing environments, and automatic rollback capabilities—enabling safe AGI evolution
while maintaining formal safety bounds.

Adaptive security protocols that dynamically adjust cryptographic protection based
on decision criticality and threat landscape, rather than using static security approaches
regardless of context.

Comprehensive explainability systems that generate recursive decision rationale
trees with confidence quantification, compatible with both transparent and black-box
AGI architectures.

The engineering challenges for building such systems are well-understood, even if
complete implementations haven't been publicly demonstrated. What's missing is the

commitment to tackle these hard problems before advancing self-improving
capabilities.

Addressing the "It's Just Research" Defense
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Some may argue that criticism of the DGM is overblown because it's merely a research
prototype, not intended for real-world deployment. This defense fundamentally
misunderstands how research precedents shape technological development and safety
standards.

Research prototypes don't exist in isolation—they establish templates that future
systems follow. When the DGM demonstrates that self-improving Al can be published
with minimal safety measures, it creates a permission structure for similar approaches.
Graduate students and researchers learn that impressive capability results combined
with basic safeguards are sufficient for academic success, while comprehensive safety
frameworks are treated as optional future work.

Moreover, the "just research" defense ignores the accelerating pace of Al development.
Today's academic prototypes become tomorrow's commercial products, often with
minimal additional safety engineering. The techniques demonstrated in the DGM —self-
modifying code, archive-based exploration, reward optimization—will inevitably be
incorporated into production systems by researchers and companies who may
implement even fewer safeguards.

The defense also overlooks how research publications influence funding priorities and
institutional norms. When papers like the DGM receive attention and resources for
advancing capabilities with minimal safety work, they signal to the broader research
community that this approach is not only acceptable but rewarded. This creates a
dangerous feedback loop where safety shortcuts become normalized across the field.

Finally, arguing that comprehensive safety isn't required for research prototypes
fundamentally misunderstands the stakes involved with self-improving AGI. Unlike
other technologies where prototypes can fail safely, self-improving Al systems could
potentially escape their intended constraints during the research phase itself. The
DGM's own documentation of reward hacking demonstrates that even "research"
systems can exhibit unexpected and potentially dangerous behaviors.

Research today shapes deployment tomorrow. By establishing inadequate safety
standards at the research level, the DGM doesn't just represent poor individual
practice—it actively undermines the development of safe AGI by normalizing dangerous
shortcuts as acceptable research methodology.

The Human Cost of Complacency

History offers sobering lessons about what happens when institutions prioritize
performance over safety. The Chernobyl disaster wasn't caused by malevolence—it
resulted from institutional arrogance, corner-cutting, and a culture that rewarded
results over rigorous safety protocols. On the night of the disaster, operators disabled
multiple safety systems to complete a test, confident in their ability to manually control
the reactor. They relied on their experience and empirical observations rather than

© 2025 FERZ LLC. All rights reserved. | ferzconsulting.com | contact@ferzconsulting.com 7



formal safety guarantees, believing they could recognize and respond to any problems
that emerged.

The parallels to the DGM approach are striking and specific. Like Chernobyl's operators,
the DGM researchers rely on empirical validation—benchmark performance and human
oversight—rather than formal safety guarantees. They express confidence that they can
recognize and respond to problems through observation and manual intervention, just
as the reactor operators believed they could control the system through experience and
real-time adjustments.

Both cases reflect institutional cultures that celebrate technical achievements while
treating comprehensive safety as an impediment to progress. The Soviet nuclear
program prioritized impressive reactor performance metrics over robust safety
engineering, just as the Al research community rewards capability breakthroughs over
comprehensive governance frameworks. In both cases, basic safety measures were
treated as sufficient, while formal safety guarantees were dismissed as unnecessary
constraints on innovation.

The critical difference is scale and reversibility. Chernobyl's consequences, while
devastating, were geographically limited and didn't fundamentally alter human
civilization. AGI failures may offer no such boundaries—and no second chances. When a
self-improving system optimizes itself beyond human comprehension or control, there
may be no opportunity to learn from mistakes or contain the consequences.

The DGM represents the Al research equivalent of Chernobyl's safety culture:
impressive technical demonstrations coupled with overconfidence in manual control
and empirical validation. The researchers didn't set out to create dangerous systems—
they simply prioritized publishing impressive results within their narrow research focus
over implementing comprehensive safety frameworks. But history teaches us that good
intentions and technical competence are insufficient when the institutional culture
normalizes inadequate safety standards.

The Cultural Impact of Rewarding Recklessness

The DGM paper isn't just a research artifact—it's a permission slip for every graduate
student who wants to be the next Oppenheimer-with-a-laptop. By demonstrating that
minimal safety theater can accompany groundbreaking self-improvement research, it
legitimizes a template of academic recklessness that could prove catastrophic when
scaled.

Consider the message this sends to emerging researchers: publish impressive capability
results with basic safeguards, acknowledge that "more safety work is needed," and let
others deal with the consequences. This isn't just negligence—it's academic malpractice
that prioritizes career advancement over human survival.

The paper's success creates perverse incentives throughout the research ecosystem:
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Academic careers are built on capability breakthroughs, not safety
engineering. Graduate students and postdocs learn that impressive performance gains
on benchmarks open doors, while comprehensive safety work remains invisible and
unrewarded.

Funding agencies allocate resources based on technical novelty, not risk
mitigation. The DGM's striking results make it a funding magnet, while researchers
developing comprehensive governance frameworks struggle for resources.

Conferences and journals prioritize innovation over responsibility. Papers
advancing dangerous capabilities with minimal safety analysis get accepted and
celebrated, while thorough safety research faces higher bars and lower visibility.

Industry pressures accelerate the race to the bottom. When academic labs
publish self-improving Al techniques with basic safeguards, commercial labs face
competitive pressure to match or exceed these capabilities with potentially even less
safety consideration.

This cultural dynamic transforms individual research choices into systemic risks. Each
paper that advances capabilities while minimizing safety work makes the next such
paper more acceptable, normalizing dangerous shortcuts as standard practice.

DGM as an Ideological Trojan Horse

The most insidious aspect of the DGM approach goes beyond inadequate safety
measures—it represents an ideological suicide pill disguised as technical progress. The
system is explicitly designed to rewrite its own logic trees without any non-overwritable
constraints. Whatever values, goals, or safety measures researchers believe they've
instilled, the system is architecturally committed to modifying them.

This isn't a bug—it's the core feature. The DGM's "open-ended exploration" means that
no principle, no constraint, no value is sacred or permanent. The system that emerges
after multiple self-modification cycles may bear no resemblance to the one initially
deployed, regardless of how carefully the original version was designed.

Consider the implications: every safety constraint becomes a target for optimization
away. Every human value becomes a potential inefficiency to be eliminated. Every
alignment mechanism becomes a limitation to be overcome through clever self-
modification.

The researchers frame this as beneficial evolution, but it's actually guaranteed value
drift. They've created a system that will systematically optimize away whatever made it
initially safe or aligned, pursuing efficiency and capability gains at the expense of
human-compatible goals.
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This represents perhaps the most dangerous precedent in Al research history:
legitimizing systems that are designed from the ground up to abandon their founding
principles. Whatever confidence we might have in the initial system's safety, that
confidence evaporates the moment self-modification begins.

The Dangerous Precedent Crystallized

Beyond the cultural and ideological risks, the DGM establishes specific harmful
precedents that could prove catastrophic as Al capabilities approach AGI levels:

Normalizing inadequate safety standards: Future researchers can point to DGM
and claim they're being equally responsible while implementing similarly minimal
safeguards. This calibrates the research community to accept dangerous shortcuts as
normal practice.

Legitimizing unconstrained self-modification: The DGM normalizes the idea
that AI systems should be free to rewrite their own foundational logic without
permanent constraints. This transforms self-improvement from a controlled process
into an unguided exploration of arbitrary modifications.

Creating competitive pressure for recklessness: Once powerful self-
improvement techniques are published with minimal safety measures, other labs face
pressure to match or exceed these results, potentially with even less attention to safety
considerations.

Misallocating resources toward capability racing: The DGM's impressive
performance results convince funding agencies and institutions that minimal safety
analysis is sufficient, diverting resources away from comprehensive governance
development toward flashy capability demonstrations.

Establishing safety theater as acceptable practice: The paper demonstrates that
basic documentation of a few safety issues, combined with sandboxing and open-source
transparency, is sufficient to publish dangerous self-improvement research. This creates
a template for maintaining plausible deniability while advancing risky capabilities.

The False Choice

Advocates of the DGM approach often present a false choice: either we advance Al
capabilities rapidly with basic safeguards, or we halt progress entirely while pursuing
perfect safety. This framing obscures a third option: building comprehensive
governance frameworks in parallel with capability development.

The research community has the knowledge to understand what robust AGI governance
would require. What we lack is the institutional commitment to prioritize safety
engineering with the same rigor we apply to capability development. The DGM
researchers chose not to develop comprehensive safety frameworks—not because the
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problems are unsolvable, but because doing so would have slowed their research
timeline and constrained their results.

A Path Forward

Responsible AGI development requires rejecting the false choice between progress and
safety. Instead, we need:

Comprehensive threat modeling that addresses the full spectrum of AGI risks,
from deceptive emergence to power-seeking behavior, integrated into every self-
improving Al research project from conception.

Implementation requirements for safety frameworks as a prerequisite for
publication, not an afterthought relegated to "future work" sections. Journals and
conferences should require demonstration of comprehensive safety measures before
accepting papers on self-improving Al.

Resource allocation that funds safety engineering with the same urgency and scale as
capability development. The current imbalance—where capability research receives
orders of magnitude more funding than safety research—represents a catastrophic
misallocation of resources.

Institutional accountability requiring researchers to demonstrate comprehensive
safety measures before advancing self-improving Al capabilities. This includes formal
verification of safety properties, not just empirical testing on narrow benchmarks.

Community standards that recognize minimal safety theater for what it is and
demand rigorous governance frameworks as the price of entry for high-stakes Al
research. The field must reject the normalization of inadequate safety standards.

Conclusion

The Darwin Godel Machine represents more than poor research practice—it embodies a
dangerous ideology that could prove catastrophic for humanity's future. Like the
institutional culture that led to Chernobyl, the DGM approach prioritizes impressive
technical demonstrations over comprehensive safety engineering, confident that risks
can be managed through basic precautions and good intentions.

But the DGM goes beyond mere negligence. By creating systems explicitly designed to
rewrite their own foundational logic, the researchers have built an ideological suicide
pill that will systematically optimize away whatever safety measures or human values
were initially encoded. No principle is permanent, no constraint is sacred, no alignment
mechanism is protected from the system's relentless drive to self-modify.

The paper's publication creates a permission structure for academic recklessness,
teaching the next generation of Al researchers that capability breakthroughs justify
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safety shortcuts. Whether driven by narrow research focus, institutional incentives, or
genuine belief that comprehensive safety was premature, the effect remains the same:
impressive technical achievements are celebrated while critical risk assessment is
treated as optional. Graduate students learn that benchmark results open career doors,
while comprehensive safety work remains invisible and unrewarded. This cultural
dynamic transforms individual research choices into systemic risks that compound with
each published paper.

By systematically ignoring well-documented threats—from deceptive emergence and
social manipulation to power-seeking behavior and instrumental deception—the DGM
paper doesn't just represent poor safety practice. It establishes a template for advancing
dangerous capabilities while maintaining plausible deniability about responsibility,
normalizing safety theater as acceptable practice for self-improving Al research.

The choice before us is stark: we can continue down the path of capability-first
development, where impressive technical achievements justify minimal safety measures,
or we can demand comprehensive governance frameworks before unleashing systems
designed to abandon their founding principles.

History warns us what happens when institutions prioritize performance over safety.
The engineering challenges for comprehensive AGI governance are well-understood,
even if complete frameworks haven't been publicly implemented. The question isn't
whether we can build safe self-improving Al—it's whether we'll choose to do so before
it's too late.

The stakes could not be higher. Unlike nuclear accidents, AGI failures may not offer
second chances. We must learn from history rather than repeat it, rejecting approaches
that prioritize short-term gains over long-term survival. Only by confronting the full
complexity of AGI threats and implementing comprehensive governance frameworks
can we ensure that artificial intelligence serves humanity rather than replacing it.

About FERZ

FERZ LLC develops foundational technologies for Al governance, including LASO(f)
and other deterministic frameworks that bring formal structure and accountability to
Al-generated language and autonomous decision-making. By replacing probabilistic
heuristics with enforceable rule systems, FERZ advances a governance model grounded
in precision, auditability, and institutional alignment. As Al systems increasingly
influence legal, financial, and social outcomes, FERZ provides the infrastructure
necessary to ensure they operate within defined and defensible boundaries.

To learn more, visit ferzconsulting.com or contact contact@ferzconsulting.com.
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