
Part I  — The Innovation Clock  
Chapter 1 — The End of the Straight Line: Why 
Timelines Fail

 

If you’ve spent any time around technology, you’ve seen the same picture a hundred times:

A straight arrow from past to present to future.

Mainframes → PCs → Internet → Smartphones → AI → (question mark).

It looks clean. It feels logical. It’s also deeply misleading.

Straight-line timelines quietly smuggle in three bad assumptions:

1. That change is one-directional and uniform.

2. That each new thing simply replaces what came before.

3. That the “future” is fundamentally unknowable, so any attempt to reason about it is 
mostly guesswork or taste.

This book starts by rejecting that picture. Not because the future is simple—but because the 
last 50 years of computing have left us with something better than a slogan: a repeatable 
pattern you can actually work with.

The problem with the straight line isn’t that it’s wrong at a high level. Yes, mainframes came 
before PCs, which came before the Internet, which came before smartphones, which came 
before AI. The problem is that it hides the structure of those transitions.



The straight line says:
 “Stuff happens. Then more advanced stuff happens. Then more advanced stuff happens 
again.”

If that’s all you believe, the only way to “think about the future” is to squint, read trend reports, 
and hedge your bets.

The central claim of Robot Noon is different:

We’re not just speeding along a line.
 We’re going around a clock—
 cycling between a few stable positions over and over:
 concentrated things and diffused networks, ownership and participation.

Once you see that, the future stops being a blank canvas and starts to look like a continuation 
of an already-visible pattern.

This first part of the book is about installing that lens in your head.

1.1 Why Straight-Line Thinking Keeps Surprising You  

Straight-line timelines encourage a particular kind of laziness:

They tell you that one thing follows another,

but never help you understand why that shape recurs,

or what tends to come next once you’re in a certain configuration.

So we act shocked by things that were, in retrospect, almost boringly predictable.

We were surprised when the web didn’t kill the PC.
 We were surprised when mobile didn’t kill the web.
 We’re now acting surprised that AI won’t simply stay inside websites and apps forever.



Straight-line thinking is also bad at dealing with coexistence. It suggests that once the “new” 
thing arrives, the “old” thing dies dramatically. In reality, technologies layer and re-role:

PCs didn’t disappear with the web; they became the terminals for it.

Browsers didn’t disappear with smartphones; they became one app among many.

Smartphones won’t disappear with robots; they’ll become part of the robot’s 
environment.

If your mental picture is one arrow, you miss the choreography of who becomes background, 
who becomes foreground, and how the roles swap. You see “progress” instead of rhythm.

The clock is our way of talking about that rhythm.

1.2 The Desire for a Better Map  

This book is written on the assumption that you are not satisfied with shrugging and saying 
“things are changing fast.”

You might be:

a builder trying to decide where to place a technical bet,

an investor trying to distinguish durable patterns from hype,

a policymaker trying to set guardrails that won’t be obsolete in two years,

a student trying to orient your career and your curiosity.

In all of those cases, you need more than slogans. You need a map that:

doesn’t pretend to be precise in the minute hand,

but is directionally strong about the hour hand.

The innovation clock won’t tell you:
 “On March 14, 2031, robots will…”.



It will tell you:
 “If we’re here on the clock, then the next quarter-turn tends to look like this, and it tends to 
break these assumptions, and it tends to reward these kinds of designs.”

That’s good enough to make real decisions.

The rest of Part I is about giving you that clock and teaching you how to read it.

 

Chapter 2 — The Innovation Clock: From 12 p.m. to 6 
p.m. and Back Again

 

The innovation clock is a simple picture with surprisingly deep consequences.

Instead of an arrow, imagine a standard clock face:

At 12 p.m., we mark moments when intelligence is concentrated into a thing you own.

At 6 p.m., we mark moments when intelligence is diffused across a network you join.

The hand swings between those poles again and again. The last half-century of computing fits 
almost embarrassingly neatly onto that circle.

2.1 12 p.m. and 6 p.m.: The Two Anchor Positions  

Start with the extremes:

12 p.m. — Concentrated, owned, local
 Intelligence and capability live in artifacts you can point at:

“my PC,”

“my smartphone,”

in the future, “my robot.”

You buy them. You configure them. You attach identity to them. They feel like extensions 



of you.

6 p.m. — Diffused, shared, networked
 Intelligence and capability live in systems you join:

“the Internet,”

“the cloud,”

“AI as a service.”

You subscribe. You log in. You are a “user.” You are one of many.

Every era we name—PC, Internet, Smartphone, AI, Robot—is either a 12 p.m. or a 6 p.m. 
moment in this sense.

The important thing is that the hand doesn’t sit still. It doesn’t move in a perfectly smooth 
circle either, but over time it oscillates between concentrated things and diffused networks.

2.2 One Full Turn: PC → Internet → Smartphone → AI → Robot  

Place the last few decades on that face:

PC Noon (12 p.m.)
 Personal computing power concentrated in a box on your desk.

Internet Six (6 p.m.)
 That power diffused into a world-spanning network of websites and services.

Smartphone Noon (back to 12 p.m.)
 The network reconcentrated into a personal object in your pocket.

AI Six (toward 6 p.m. again)
 Cognition diffused into large shared neural networks you access as a user.

Robot Noon (next 12 p.m.)
 Cognition reconcentrated into embodied agents you own and live with.

The details of each era matter, and we’ll treat them carefully in later parts. But for the clock, the 
key is the alternation:



Thing → Network → Thing → Network → Thing.
 12 → 6 → 12 → 6 → 12.

If you accept that this is what has happened so far, the question “what comes after AI?” stops 
being open-ended. You don’t have to pick from infinite buzzwords. You look at the pattern and 
say:

“After a diffused network era, historically, we return to a concentrated thing era.”

That’s the core of Robot Noon.

2.3 What Moves the Hand?  

This clock isn’t magic. There are concrete forces that push it around:

Economics
 It becomes economically attractive at some point to centralize computing (cloud, 
platforms) and then later to push capability back to the edge (devices, local agents) when 
bandwidth, energy, and hardware allow.

Psychology
 People tolerate using someone else’s environment for a while—until the thing becomes 
so central that they crave a version they actually own. “My computer.” “My phone.” 
Soon: “my robot.”

Complexity
 It’s easier to start with central shared systems, then later re-package parts of that 
capability into stable, personal devices or agents to manage complexity.

Infrastructure
 Diffused eras build out the infrastructure that concentrated eras later sit on: the Internet 
stack made smartphones viable; AI clouds will make personal robots viable.

The hand swings not on a schedule, but under these repeated pressures.



The point of the clock is not prediction by astrology; it’s pattern recognition rooted in these 
structural forces.

2.4 Why a Clock, Not a Cycle Diagram?  

You could draw this as an abstract loop: Thing → Network → Thing → Network.

The clock metaphor adds two useful intuitions:

1. Time-of-day feel
 Noon and Six are not the only positions. There is also 2 p.m., 4 p.m., 10 a.m.—transition 
phases where things are clearly changing but not fully transformed. This matters when 
we say “2025 feels like 4 p.m.”

2. Irreversibility of direction
 On a real clock, the hand only goes one way. You don’t get to go back to an earlier state, 
only to pass through similar roles again in a new context. PC Noon and Smartphone 
Noon rhyme, but they’re not the same noon.

Thinking in terms of “time” nudges you to ask:

Are we early enough to learn and adapt cheaply?

Are we late enough to stop pretending the change is optional?

That’s much more useful than “everything is always changing all the time.”

 

Chapter 3 — Things vs Networks: Concentration and 
Diffusion

 

The clock turns because of a simple tension:

We keep swinging between:



things (concentrated power, local artifacts), and

networks (diffused power, shared infrastructures).

This chapter unpacks those terms so you can look at any new technology and quickly ask:

“Is this behaving more like a thing or more like a network?”

3.1 What Makes Something a “Thing” in This Sense  

When we say “thing” in Robot Noon, we don’t mean “any object.” We mean a very particular 
category:

It is bounded: you can point at it. “That’s my laptop. That’s my phone. That’s my car.”

It is owned: there is a clear owner or household. Someone is responsible for it, maintains 
it, and has the authority to configure it.

It is local: even if it connects to networks, it has meaningful capability at the edge. It can 
do things when the network is flaky, protect things you care about, hold context close.

It has identity gravity: your accounts, preferences, and routines tend to orbit around it.

Things in this sense are concentration points. They pull value and capability inward. They say: 
“the important stuff happens here, on this device, in this agent, at this location.”

3.2 What Makes Something a “Network” in This Sense  

By contrast, networks are:

unbounded from the user’s point of view: you don’t point to “the entire Internet.” You 
access a slice of it.

shared: many users, many contributors, many services intermixing.

remote: the interesting capability is somewhere else—“in the cloud,” “on their servers,” 
“out there.”

participatory: you join as a user. You may have accounts and data, but you don’t own 



the substrate.

Networks are diffusion points. They spread value and capability outward. They say: “the 
important stuff happens out there, across this whole mesh, and you are one of many who tap 
in.”

3.3 The Dance Between Them  

The last 50 years are mostly the story of things and networks discovering each other:

Mainframes (network-ish from the terminal’s perspective) → PCs (thing)

PCs → Internet (network)

Internet → Smartphones on that network (thing)

Smartphones → AI models hosted in the cloud (network)

AI models → Robots that front-end them (thing)

Each time, we use the network era to:

build infrastructure,

learn patterns,

get comfortable with new kinds of behavior,

and then we package some of that into a more stable thing people can own, carry, and live 
with.

Each time, we use the thing era to:

anchor identity and trust,

embody complex capability in something human-scaled,

discover new affordances (mouse and windowed UI on PCs, apps and sensors on 
phones, embodied interaction with robots),



and then we diffuse those patterns through networks again.

Understanding whether a new development is pushing toward concentration or diffusion is one 
of the main skills the clock gives you.

3.4 Why It Matters That AI Is a Network  

AI, as it is primarily delivered today, is emphatically a network phenomenon:

Large models live in data centers.

People access them via APIs and hosted UIs.

You have an account; you are a user.

That makes AI a 6 p.m. creature, structurally closer to “Internet” than to “PC” or “Smartphone.”

Once you see that, you can ask the obvious next question:

“What is the thing that will re-concentrate this diffused cognition into something owned?”

That’s not science fiction. That’s pattern-following. It’s exactly what the PC did after 
mainframes and what the smartphone did after the web.

In this book, that “thing” is called the robot.

Chapter 4 — Ownership vs Participation: “Mine” and 
“I’m a User”

 

So far we’ve talked about the external structure: things vs networks.
 This chapter turns inward, to the internal structure: how those two modes of technology feel 
from the inside.

The short version:

At 12 p.m. with things, the dominant feeling is: “mine.”



At 6 p.m. with networks, the dominant feeling is: “I’m a user.”

This psychological contrast is one of the most important parts of the whole framework. It’s also 
one of the easiest to ignore when you’re looking only at specs, architectures, or business 
models. You can get the technology “right” and still lose if you mismatch what people expect 
to feel.

4.1 The Psychology of “Mine”  

When you say “my phone,” “my laptop,” “my car,” “my house,” you’re not just stating legal 
ownership. You’re expressing a bundle of expectations and emotions:

Attachment – Losing it feels like losing part of your identity.

Control – You expect to be able to arrange it around your life: apps, wallpaper, furniture, 
routes.

Territory – It’s your space; others enter by your permission.

At 12 p.m., technology lives in this “mine” zone:

PCs felt like personal workstations: your desktop, your files, your weird directory 
structure.

Smartphones feel like external brains and bodies: your photos, your messages, your 
biometric lock, your contact graph.

Robots, to earn their place, will have to feel like devoted partners—extensions of you, 
not just fancy terminals.

This sense of ownership changes behavior:

You invest more in customizing and maintaining things you own.

You hold them to a higher standard of loyalty.

You resent them more deeply when they betray you.



If your cloud provider pushes a bad UI change, you sigh and complain.
 If your car “phones home” behind your back, or your phone acts in ways that clearly violate 
your interests, you feel genuinely violated.

Designers and strategists often underestimate how strong this “mine” instinct is, especially 
once a thing becomes ubiquitous. At 12 p.m., you are never just selling hardware; you are 
selling territory in people’s lives.

4.2 The Psychology of “I’m a User”  

When you say “I use Gmail,” “I’m on TikTok,” “we use this CRM,” you’re expressing a different 
stance.

You are:

in someone else’s environment,

subject to their rules and changes,

one of many.

You can:

like or dislike their policies,

complain about updates,

decide to leave,

but you don’t experience the platform as an extension of your body or home. You experience it 
as a venue you visit.

At 6 p.m., this is the dominant relationship:

To the Internet as a whole (“we go online”).

To social networks (“I post there,” “I scroll there”).

To SaaS platforms (“we run our business on X”).



To AI services today (ChatGPT, Gemini, Claude, Grok, copilots).

You are, in their language:

a user,

a subscriber,

a participant,

a seat.

That word “user” is not accidental; it reflects the network’s point of view:

You are one node among many.

You can churn.

You are part of aggregate metrics: DAUs, MAUs, retention curves.

And you feel that. Even if you rely heavily on a platform, you don’t usually talk about it as 
“mine.” You talk about using it, not being it.

This doesn’t mean networks can’t feel intimate or important. They can. But the intimacy is 
shared, conditional, and one step removed from the “this is literally my territory” feeling you get 
from a 12 p.m. thing.

4.3 Drift: From Owning Smartphones to Using AI  

One of the defining shifts of the last decade has been the quiet internal move from:

“My phone is where my digital life lives”

toward:

“I use various platforms and AIs to get things done.”



Your phone is still yours. It’s still the primary 12 p.m. artifact of the current cycle. But the 
intelligence has drifted outward.

Autocomplete, translation, generation, and recommendation live in systems you “use.”

Even when accessed via your phone, they don’t feel like they belong to the device. They 
are clearly “in the cloud.”

Your most impressive experiences of intelligence—long-form answers, code generation, 
multimodal reasoning—arrive in a browser tab, an app tile, or a copilot pane that is very 
obviously someone else’s environment.

Psychologically, this moves more of your life from the “mine” bucket to the “I’m a user” 
bucket.

You gain:

access to capabilities your phone alone could never host,

constantly improving cognition without hardware upgrades,

the leverage of shared models trained across many users.

You lose:

some sense of local control (decisions and updates happen far away),

some sense of territoriality (“this is my space”),

the ability to say “stop right there” at the device edge and know that nothing beyond it is 
happening.

Robot Noon is, in many ways, an attempt to rebalance that drift:

not by abandoning networks and cloud intelligence,

but by pulling at least one instance of serious intelligence back into the “mine” category,

by embodying it in something you own that is clearly on your side.



You don’t stop using platforms; you stop relating to them directly as much. Your robot does 
that. Your relationship shifts back toward “this thing is mine; it works with their systems for 
me.”

4.4 Why Ownership vs Participation Matters for Design  

The “mine” vs “user” distinction is not just emotional; it sets hard expectations.

When something is “mine,” you expect:

Deep, persistent personalization
 It should know your past, your preferences, your quirks—not just as configurable 
settings, but as lived history. You expect it to get better at “you” over time.

Strong privacy and control
 You assume you can decide what leaves this territory and what doesn’t. If it shares or 
syncs, that should feel like your decision, not a default you happen to suffer.

Visible loyalty
 You want to feel that this thing will:

argue in your favor,

warn you about harms,

choose your interests over counterparties when there’s a conflict.

Shapeability
 You expect to be able to tune, override, and in some contexts reprogram its behavior. It 
may come with defaults, but it should be able to become “yours” in a meaningful way.

When you are “a user,” you expect something else:

Defaults you mostly accept
 You know you’re living under someone else’s configuration. You might tweak a few 
settings, but you don’t expect full rearrangeability.

Less stability
 Features and policies can change overnight. You may grumble, but you don’t feel 



personally betrayed in the way you would if your own device suddenly acted against you.

Split loyalty
 You assume the platform is balancing your interests against:

advertisers,

other users,

regulators,

its own growth targets.

Limited influence
 Unless you are a very large customer, you don’t expect to dictate long-term behavior. 
You adapt to the platform more than it adapts to you.

For designers, product leaders, and policy makers, misreading this boundary is dangerous.

If you design a 12 p.m. thing—like a robot, a wearable, or a home device—but treat 
people as mere “users” of your environment, you will break trust. The physicality and 
persistence of the object will evoke “mine,” and any behavior that screams “platform 
first” will feel like betrayal.

If you design a 6 p.m. network but pretend it’s entirely “theirs,” you’ll confuse people 
and underuse what networks are good at: shared context, cross-user learning, fast 
iteration. You’ll also risk over-promising control you can’t realistically deliver.

This distinction will keep showing up:

In how we think about AI vs robots (platform cognition vs embodied loyalty).

In how we design tools and connectors (robot-facing) vs interfaces (human-facing).

In how we reason about safety and alignment (align to whose interests, and at which 
layer?).

In how we evaluate business models (do they align with “mine” expectations or “user” 
expectations?).

One way to use this chapter as you read the rest of Robot Noon is to keep asking:



“In this scenario, am I being treated as an owner or as a user?
 And is that actually what this thing or network invites me to feel like?”

When ownership and participation are aligned with the actual shape of the technology (12 vs 
6), trust is possible. When they’re crossed, you get confusion, backlash, and eventually 
replacement by something that matches the psychology more honestly.

Chapter 5 — The Cultural Names of Eras: PC, Internet, 
Smartphone, AI, Robot

 

The clock is a structural model, but the way eras become real to people is through names.

We don’t walk around saying, “We live in the era of low-cost microprocessors and packet-
switched global networks.” We say, “the PC era,” “the Internet era,” “the smartphone era,” “the 
AI era.”

Those labels do a lot of work. They compress complexity into a handle. They tell people what 
to pay attention to. They decide which thing stands in for a whole stack.

This chapter is about those cultural names:

why they matter,

how they emerge,

why this book insists on “Robot” as the next one,

and how you can use naming as a practical tool rather than just branding trivia.

5.1 Technical Names vs Cultural Names  

Every era has at least two vocabularies:

A technical vocabulary:

microprocessor, operating system, local area network, wide area network, 



multimodal foundation model, embodied agent.

A cultural vocabulary:

PC, Internet, smartphone, AI, robot.

The technical vocabulary is more precise, but it’s not what sticks in the broad culture. The 
cultural vocabulary:

is shorter,

is easier to visualize,

is bound up with specific objects and stories,

becomes the way non-specialists think.

That matters because:

Funding decisions, regulation, and public sentiment are driven by cultural names, not 
engineering diagrams.

Strategies that align with the cultural name of an era ride downstream momentum; those 
that fight it swim upstream.

You don’t have to love the cultural name. But you do have to understand it.

5.2 “PC” as the First Cultural Noon  

Technically, the PC era was about:

cheap microprocessors,

general-purpose computing,

graphical user interfaces,

local storage and applications.

Culturally, it was the era of the Personal Computer:



“a computer of my own,”

“a PC on every desk,”

beige boxes and then sleek towers,

“my machine.”

“PC” did three important things as a cultural label:

1. It framed computing as personal, not purely institutional.

2. It told people the hero object of the era: a box in your house or office.

3. It created a clear mental contrast with “mainframes” and “minis” that came before.

You didn’t need to understand instruction sets or memory hierarchies. You knew: this is the PC 
era; I probably need one.

5.3 “Internet” as the First Cultural Six  

Technically, the Internet was about:

global packet-switched networking,

TCP/IP, DNS, routing, protocols.

Culturally, it was the era of the Internet:

“getting online,”

“surfing the web,”

email addresses and URLs,

dot-coms and homepages.

The word compressed:

the network infrastructure,



the web on top of it,

the services and communities that grew there.

You didn’t have to distinguish between “web” and “Internet” in technical conversation. Socially, 
it was all just “the Internet.”

As a cultural name, it:

shifted the hero object from the PC to the network itself,

presented the future as belonging to those who built on connectivity,

and made “having a presence on the Internet” a shorthand for modernization.

5.4 “Smartphone” as the Second Cultural Noon  

Technically, the smartphone era was about:

mobile operating systems,

multi-touch screens,

broadband wireless,

app ecosystems,

sensors and location.

Culturally, it was about the smartphone:

iPhone and Android devices,

“there’s an app for that,”

home screens and notifications.

Again, the cultural name:

picked out a thing you could carry;



framed the era in terms of personal ownership: “my phone”;

made it clear that if you weren’t on mobile, you were late.

Even though the smartphone was deeply dependent on the Internet, the label shifted attention 
from “the network out there” back to “the object I have with me.”

5.5 “AI” as the Second Cultural Six  

Technically, the current AI wave is about:

large-scale neural networks,

foundation models,

multimodal learning,

massive training data,

specialized hardware.

Culturally, it’s the era of AI:

“AI will change everything,”

“use AI for that,”

“AI wrote this,”

“the AI said…”

Importantly:

The cultural term is short (“AI”: two letters).

It abstracts away implementation details (you don’t say “I used a transformer-based 
autoregressive language model”; you say “I used AI”).

It points, again, to a diffused capability more than to any specific device.

“AI” is not a thing you hold. It’s a quality you access. Culturally, that’s 6 p.m. energy.



5.6 Why “Robot” is the Right Cultural Name for the Next Noon  

Technically, the next era might be described with phrases like:

embodied AI,

autonomous agents,

edge cognition,

human-robot interaction.

None of those will end up as the cultural label. They’re too long, too inside-baseball.

“Robot” has several advantages as the cultural name for the next 12 p.m.:

It is short and vivid. One word, strong imagery.

It already evokes embodiment and agency.

It straddles serious and playful; people have decades of mental models from fiction and 
industry.

It is flexible enough to cover many forms:

humanoids,

home units,

mobile devices,

glasses and wearables that function as “face robots.”

Just as “PC” came to stand for a wide variety of form factors and vendors, and “smartphone” 
covers a huge range of devices, “robot” will likely serve as the umbrella word for owned, 
embodied intelligence in everyday life.

Within that, you will have specific brand names and shapes. But in the history books, in 
mainstream conversation, in policy debates, it will be “the robot era.”



That’s why this textbook is called Robot Noon, not Embodied AI at 12 p.m. People will 
remember the cultural name.

5.7 Using Cultural Names as a Tool  

Understanding cultural names is not just trivia; it’s a practical instrument.

You can ask:

“What is the cultural name of the era we are actually in?”

“What are people already calling the next thing, even imprecisely?”

“Does our product/story align with that name, or are we trying to rename the era around 
us?”

If you’re too far behind the cultural name, you sound obsolete.
 If you’re too far ahead, you sound ungrounded or confusing.

In practice:

Lean on the cultural name when you’re trying to explain the big picture.

Use the technical name when you’re designing or engineering.

Don’t fight the cultural name unless you have very good reason; learn to work inside it.

For this book, that means:

We’ll talk about PCs, the Internet, smartphones, AI, and robots, even when the underlying 
reality is more nuanced.

We’ll use those labels intentionally to connect structure (the clock) with culture (the 
names people actually use).

That bridge matters, because strategy lives where structure and culture intersect.

Chapter 6 — How to Use the Clock to Predict the 



Chapter 6 — How to Use the Clock to Predict the 
Future

 

The point of the Innovation Clock is not to have a clever metaphor. It’s to give you leverage:

over your intuition,

over your planning,

over the stories you tell inside organizations.

This chapter is a practical guide: how to actually use the clock to reason about what’s coming, 
instead of just admiring it.

We’ll walk through a simple sequence you can apply to any domain:

1. Locate yourself on the clock.

2. Identify your last 12 p.m. and 6 p.m. locally.

3. Map AI and Robot Noon into your specific context.

4. Watch for early signals that the hand is moving.

5. Translate clock position into strategic posture.

6. Avoid the most common prediction traps.

7. Turn the clock into a regular habit, not a one-time exercise.

6.1 Step One: Locate Yourself on the Clock  

Before you can predict anything, you have to say:

“Roughly what time is it now, for the thing I care about?”

Globally, this book argues:

PC Noon is behind us.



Internet 6 p.m. is behind us.

Smartphone Noon is behind us.

AI is around 4 p.m., heading toward 6.

Robots are out past the next Noon.

But those are global statements. You almost never make decisions “for the world.” You make 
them for:

your industry,

your company,

your product,

your career.

Each of these can have its own clock, running at a slightly different pace. For example:

In some sectors, AI feels like 5 p.m. already: dense, daily, non-optional.

In others, it’s barely noon: experiments, pilots, maybe a slide in a strategy deck.

So your first task is to build a local clock. Ask:

In our world, what technology currently behaves like a 12 p.m. thing?

What currently behaves like a 6 p.m. network?

Where does AI fit right now—early, mid, or late in the swing toward 6?

You’re not looking for perfect precision. You’re aiming for a honest statement like:

“In healthcare administration, AI feels like 2–3 p.m.: real pilots, but not yet core.”

“In creative tools, AI feels like 4–5 p.m.: early adopters are already dependent.”

“For our own company culture, we’re basically at 1 p.m.; we haven’t integrated AI 
meaningfully at all.”



Once you can say something like that out loud, you’ve got a reference point. You’re no longer 
reacting to slogans; you’re reasoning from a position on the dial.

6.2 Step Two: Identify the Last 12 and 6 in Your Domain  

The clock is about patterns, not isolated events. To use it well, you need to train your eye on 
the last full swing in your own domain.

For whatever world you’re thinking about (education, finance, logistics, media, government, 
etc.), ask:

1. What was our last 12 p.m. thing?

The dominant object people owned and organized around.

Examples (depending on domain):

physical branches,

printed textbooks,

on-prem enterprise software,

broadcast TV,

desktop tooling.

2. What was our last 6 p.m. network?

The dominant platform or network people joined.

Examples:

online banking and fintech stacks,

learning management systems, MOOC platforms,

SaaS and cloud ecosystems,

streaming platforms,

social networks and marketplaces.

Then ask:



What died or shrank in importance when we went from that 12 to that 6?

What new behaviors became normal?

Who won because they embraced the shift early?

Who lost or stagnated because they clung to the previous thing?

You’re trying to see how this domain behaves at transition, not just what tech it uses.

Example:

In retail, the last 12 p.m. might be big-box physical stores + printed catalogs.

The last 6 p.m. is e-commerce platforms and marketplaces.

The losers were those who treated the web as a glossy brochure.

The winners rebuilt logistics, pricing, discovery, and inventory around the network.

Once you see that pattern, you can ask:

“If AI and robots are the next 6 and 12, what roles in our world are about to be re-
written in the same way?”

You’re not guessing from scratch; you’re pattern-matching against your own history.

6.3 Step Three: Map AI and Robot Noon Into Your Context  

Now you bring the global picture back down to the local level.

First, map AI.

Ask:

In our domain, what does full 6 p.m. AI actually look like?

Not for the world in general, but for us.



Which workflows become AI-default?

Which roles depend on AI every week?

What would feel broken without it?

Write this as a concrete narrative, not bullet points:

“A week in our industry at AI 6 p.m. looks like this…”

Do it for:

a frontline worker,

a manager,

a customer or citizen,

if relevant, a regulator.

Then place today relative to that narrative:

Are we at 1–2 p.m. (early pilots)?

3–4 p.m. (growing reliance, but uneven)?

5–5:30 p.m. (close to non-optional)?

Second, sketch Robot Noon locally.

Ask:

What would a 12 p.m. thing look like here?

A physical robot?

A dedicated device or pod in a space?

A wearable or home unit that serves as a personal or organizational agent?

Who would own it?



Individual professionals (“my work robot”)?

Households (“our home robot”)?

Institutions (“our clinic’s robot fleet”)?

What jobs would people naturally delegate to it?

Not science fiction—jobs that are currently painful, repetitive, or coordination-
heavy.

Write a second narrative:

“A week in our industry at Robot Noon looks like this…”

Now you have a local trajectory:

Today’s time on the clock.

A picture of your AI 6 p.m. future.

A picture of your Robot Noon future.

Your goal is not to predict exact dates. Your goal is to have a coherent arc that you can 
reason against.

6.4 Step Four: Look for Early Signals That the Hand Is Moving  

Once you have a local arc, the clock becomes a filter for signals.

You can ask two simple questions:

1. What do early 6 p.m. signals look like here?

2. What do early 12 p.m. robot signals look like here?

Early 6 p.m. AI signals might include:

Tasks that feel weird to do without AI once you’ve tried it.



Teams quietly becoming AI-dependent ahead of official policy.

Customers expecting AI-augmented service as default, not as a novelty.

Tooling, infrastructure, and procurement shifting around AI capabilities.

Early Robot Noon signals might include:

Wearables, glasses, pucks, and pods being used not as toys, but as primary interfaces 
for real work in certain niches.

People naming and personalizing AI-powered devices, treating them more like 
companions than like apps.

Workflows where human→robot→platform is already the natural interaction pattern.

Vendors beginning to expose robot-friendly tools and connectors rather than only 
human-facing UIs.

As you scan your environment—news, internal projects, customer behavior—you can mentally 
tag developments:

“This is a 4-p.m. AI signal.”

“This looks like early robot 12 p.m. energy.”

“This is legacy Noon fighting its last battles.”

You stop treating everything as noise and start seeing where the hand is actually moving.

6.5 Step Five: Translate Clock Position Into Strategy  

Knowing “what time it is” is only useful if it changes what you do.

Different positions on the clock call for different strategic postures.

At 1–2 p.m. (novel, not yet structurally significant):

You should:



explore, prototype, learn language and tools,

seed small bets and gather data.

You should not:

bet the company,

pretend it doesn’t matter.

At 3–4 p.m. (where AI is now in many domains):

You should:

integrate AI into real workflows,

build internal literacy,

start reshaping infrastructure and data around AI-compatibility,

design APIs and tools that could later be used by robots.

You should not:

assume today’s UIs are permanent,

assume you can “wait until this settles.”

At 5–5:30 p.m. (almost at 6, diffusion becoming non-optional):

You should:

treat AI as core infrastructure, not as a feature,

aggressively migrate legacy workflows,

standardize safety, governance, and measurement,

prepare for the next 12 p.m. swing into embodiment.

You should not:

optimize only for your own AI front ends (“Our Bot”),

ignore the rising importance of agents and robots as primary operators.



At Robot Noon (looking forward):

You should:

build robot-friendly capabilities: tools, connectors, machine-readable policies,

design for robots as customers and operators, with humans as beneficiaries,

align your business model with owner-first, loyalty-preserving robots.

You should not:

assume humans will keep visiting your UIs for routine tasks,

assume you can keep all loyalty on the platform side.

You can do this translation for:

product roadmaps,

hiring plans,

infrastructure investments,

regulatory and standards engagement,

personal career choices (“Do I learn to build bots, or tools for bots? Or robots?”).

The clock gives you a language to argue for when each move makes sense.

6.6 Step Six: Avoid Common Prediction Traps  

Using the clock well also means avoiding a few recurring traps.

Trap 1: Straight-line extrapolation
 Assuming that whatever is growing now will keep growing in the same way.

“People are using AI chatbots more; therefore chatbots will remain the main interface.”

This is like assuming desktop websites would dominate mobile forever. The clock 
reminds you that interface power often flips at the next Noon.



Trap 2: Endpoint obsession
 Fixating on the far future and ignoring the path.

“Full general robots will do everything, so we don’t need to think about partial 
embodiments or hybrid patterns.”

The clock says: you will live most of your working life between positions, not at them. 
Design for the intermediate states.

Trap 3: “This time is different” exceptionalism
 Believing that a new technology breaks all past patterns.

“AI is so general that there will be no swing back to owned things.”

“Robots will be so regulated that normal adoption patterns won’t apply.”

Sometimes there are genuine novelties. But usually they rhyme with past cycles. The 
clock encourages pattern humility before claiming uniqueness.

Trap 4: Waiting for clarity
 Thinking you can defer action until the picture is stable.

At 4 p.m., nothing is ever fully clear.

By the time it is “clear,” you are either late or locked into someone else’s architecture.

The clock does not give you certainty. It gives you bounded uncertainty: you don’t know the 
exact shape of Robot Noon, but you know it will be a 12 p.m. thing, not another 6 p.m. 
network. That’s enough to act on.

Trap 5: Confusing local and global time
 Assuming your domain’s clock matches the global one.

“AI is 4 p.m. for the world, so it must be 4 p.m. for us.”

Your industry might be well behind—or weirdly ahead.

Always build a local clock, not just a global one.



6.7 Making the Clock a Habit  

Finally, the clock is most useful when it becomes a habitual lens, not a one-off exercise.

You can build that habit in simple ways:

In strategy meetings, ask explicitly:

“On the clock, where are we for this?”
 and
 “Are we making a 1 p.m. bet, a 4 p.m. bet, or a 5 p.m. bet?”

In product reviews, ask:

“Is this optimized for a world where humans talk to us directly,
 or for a world where robots talk to us on behalf of humans?”

In personal planning, ask:

“Which skills are 12 p.m. skills here (designing owned things)?
 Which are 6 p.m. skills (designing networks and platforms)?
 Where is the hand moving?”

In reading news, mentally tag stories:

“This is an early AI 6 p.m. story.”
 “This is a proto-Robot Noon device.”
 “This is late-cycle smartphone behavior.”

Over time, you’ll notice two effects:

1. Your predictions become less about hype (“everything is changing”) and more about 
structure (“this is a 6→12 swing; here’s what usually breaks”).

2. Your decisions become easier to justify, because they’re anchored in a shared mental 
model instead of in “gut feel vs gut feel” debates.

The rest of Robot Noon builds on this foundation:



Part II walks one full turn of the clock from PC to robot so you can see the pattern 
concretely.

Part III situates us at “4 p.m.” in 2025 and explores what that feels like.

Part IV looks at the breaks between eras and how to survive them.

Later parts dive into design and strategy for a world where robots are becoming the next 
12 p.m. thing.

For now, the most important move is simple:

Stop treating the future as a foggy straight line.
 Start treating it as a clock whose hand you can roughly locate.

Once you know the time, “what should we do?” stops being an abstract question and 
becomes something you can actually reason about.
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