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There is a woman in Ohio - call her Diane - who in the spring of 2023 was, by every measure a
lender cares about, a good risk. She had carried a mortgage for eleven years without a late payment.
Two credit cards, paid in full, every month. A car loan retired early. The kind of quiet, unremarkable
financial life that the system is built to reward.

Then her husband was diagnosed with pancreatic cancer, and the eleven years stopped mattering.

What happened next is not a story about money, though it became one. He stopped working that
April. She cut her hours to drive him to Columbus for treatment. The savings went first, then the
cards, then the months where the mortgage was thirty and then sixty days late. He died seven
months after the first appointment he went to for abdominal pain. By the following spring she had
found steadier work, clawed back to current on everything, and resumed the same quiet life she had
led for over a decade - minus a husband, plus a credit file that now described her as high risk.

It is the spring of 2026 now. Diane has made every payment on time for two years. And when she
applies for credit, the machine still sees 2023. It sees the cluster of delinquencies, weights them
heavily, and returns a number that prices her as if the worst eight months of her life were the truest
thing about her. When her car broke down and she couldn't afford the repairs, she had to finance a
replacement - a late-model Toyota Corolla - with an interest rate so onerous it trapped herina 72-
month term.

The negative marks will sit on her file until 2030. The system has, in a precise and consequential
sense, mistaken a moment for a life.

The name we use, and the one we don't

When we talk about the harms of algorithmic decision-making, we almost always talk about bias.
The conversation is about groups: does the model disadvantage people based on race, sex, age, the
neighborhood they live in? It is an important conversation, and a hard-won one, and I do not want
to diminish it. But it has a strange effect. It has trained us to look for one kind of unfairness so
intently that we have stopped seeing another kind sitting in plain view.

An algorithm can be scrupulously unbiased across every protected group and still be systematically,
structurally wrong about Diane. Her problem is not that the system treats her worse than someone
of another race with an identical file. Her problem is that the system has no idea she is a different
person in 2026 than the file from 2023 says she is. [t cannot represent recovery. It cannot represent
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cause. It takes a snapshot - a reading of her at a single, terrible moment - and treats that snapshot as
the whole and durable truth of who she is.

Call it temporal flattening: the compression of a human being, who exists as a trajectory through
time, into a single point, and the treatment of that point as identity. It is not bias. It is something
more fundamental and, I think, more pervasive. Bias is the system being unfair about who you are.
Temporal flattening is the system being wrong about when you are - freezing you at your worst data
point and refusing to notice that you have moved.

Once you have the name, you start seeing it everywhere.
A defect, not a domain

Credit is where temporal flattening is most legible, because credit is the most quantified and most
regulated arena of automated judgment we have. But the defect is not confined to lending.

A hiring algorithm screens a résumé and finds a two-year employment gap. The gap was a parent
dying, a child's illness, a recovery - a bounded interruption in an otherwise rising career. The
algorithm does not see a recovery; it sees a flag, and it has no field for why. A risk-assessment tool
in a courtroom scores a defendant on a record that captured a person at twenty-two and meets
them again at forty, and weights the twenty-two-year-old more heavily than the life lived since. A
content-moderation system suspends an account on a pattern of behavior from a single month and
cannot represent that the person behind it changed. A benefits system flags an irregularity and the
irregularity becomes the citizen's defining feature in the eyes of an apparatus that processes
millions and remembers each of them as a frozen frame.

In every case the structure is identical. A person is a moving thing. The system takes one
measurement, mistakes the measurement for the person, and then - this is the cruel part - the
measurement outlives the reality it was supposed to capture. The world moves on. The file does
not.

We have built a civilization of instruments that judge people, and we have built almost all of them to
judge a photograph of a person rather than the person. The photograph is cheaper to take, easier to
store, simpler to act on. And for most people, most of the time, the photograph is close enough to
the truth that the gap does no harm. The tragedy lands on the people for whom the photograph was
taken at a wrong moment - and those, disproportionately, are the people who already had the
hardest year.

Why the people who can't absorb the error are the ones who get it
There is a brutal sorting mechanism hidden in temporal flattening.

If your life is a smooth line - steady job, no shocks, no interruptions - then any snapshot of you looks
like any other, and the system's inability to see your trajectory costs you nothing. The flattening is
invisible to you precisely because you had the good fortune to have a flat life. But if your line has a
cliff in it - an illness, a death, a layoff, an accident, the kinds of things that happen to people without
the buffer to absorb them - then which moment the snapshot captures determines how the system
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treats you for years. And the people most likely to have a cliff are the people least able to withstand
being defined by it.

So the error does not fall randomly. It concentrates on the already-vulnerable, not because the
model is biased against them in the conventional sense, but because temporal flattening is a tax on
having had a bad year, and bad years are not evenly distributed. The person who can least absorb
being misjudged is the person the system is most likely to misjudge. That is the harm I cannot look
away from, and it is not the harm our usual vocabulary was built to catch.

Inspection and construction

[ have spent most of my working life on a different version of this idea, in a different vocabulary,
and only recently have [ understood that they are the same idea.

There is an old distinction, drawn most sharply in the quality tradition I learned from - the lineage
of Deming and the Toyota production system - between inspection and construction. You can try to
achieve quality by inspecting the finished part: take it at the end of the line, measure it against a
spec, accept or reject. Or you can build quality into the process, so that the part is right because of
how it was made, and the final measurement merely confirms what the construction guarantees.
The first approach treats the artifact as a snapshot - this thing, now, against this standard. The
second treats it as the end of a trajectory - this thing as the product of a history you understood and
controlled.

Inspection is seductive because it is cheap and legible. You don't need to understand how the part
was made; you just need to measure it at the end. But inspection has a famous failure mode: it
cannot tell you why a part is out of spec, and so it cannot distinguish a part that is bad from a part
that merely looks bad at the moment of measurement. It mistakes the reading for the reality.

Temporal flattening is inspection applied to human beings. The credit score inspects Diane at a
moment and rejects her against a spec. It has no model of how she was constructed - the eleven
good years, the bounded shock, the full recovery - and so it cannot tell the difference between a
person who is a bad risk and a person who merely looks like one at the moment of measurement.
The whole error is the error of inspection: treating the snapshot as the truth because the snapshot
is what is cheap to take.

The alternative is not "more data" in the crude sense. It is a different stance toward the person -
construction rather than inspection. It means asking how this person's situation was built over
time: what the trajectory was, where the interruption fell, what caused it, and whether the line
resumed. It means treating the human being the way the quality tradition learned to treat the part -
as the end of a history you are obligated to understand, not a reading you are entitled to act on in
isolation.

The uncomfortable part

The fix for "machines judge people on too little, frozen data" appears to be more data about people -
longitudinal data, data that follows a life through time, data rich enough to show that the cliff was
bounded and the recovery real. And there is a version of that cure that is its own disease: a
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surveillance apparatus that watches everyone continuously in the name of judging them fairly. To
solve the harm done by a photograph by installing a camera that never stops filming is not progress.
It is a worse dystopia wearing the mask of a kinder one.

The discipline matters more than the data. There is a line, and it is the whole difference between a
tool of dignity and a tool of control. The line is this: you can corroborate the shape of a life - its
continuity, its stability, the presence of a bounded interruption and a resumption - without
surveilling its contents. You can establish that someone maintained a stable pattern of life through
and after a shock without recording where they shopped, what they bought, or what neighborhood
they did it in. A grocery is a grocery. The signal that matters is continuity, and continuity can be
established at a level of abstraction that never touches the particulars that turn data into a weapon
- that never becomes a proxy for race, or class, or the thousand things a richer record would let you
discriminate on.

Not the merchant, not the SKU, not the neighborhood. Only a permissioned, purpose-bound
continuity signal: income resumed, obligations current, payment rhythm restored, shock bounded,
raw detail discarded.

That line is not a technical convenience. It is the entire ethical content of the work. The temptation,
always, will be to descend below it - to use the specific place, the specific purchase, the specific
neighborhood, because each one adds a little predictive lift. To descend is to rebuild the redlining
machine with better tools. To hold the line is to build the only version of this worth building.

What it would mean to see her whole
Return to Diane. What would it mean for a system to see her whole?

It would mean holding two facts the current machine cannot hold at once: that there was a cluster
of missed payments in 2023, and that the cluster was a bounded moment with a cause, inside a life
that was stable before it and has been stable since. It would mean treating the worst eight months
as what they were - eight months - rather than as the durable truth of a person who has spent every
month since proving otherwise. It would mean that the human being on the other side of the
decision, the loan officer who can see perfectly well that Diane is good and is constrained by the
score to act as if she isn't, would have a defensible basis to act on what they already know.

That is a smaller and more tractable thing than fixing automated judgment everywhere. Credit is
where the problem is most exposed, most regulated, and most fixable c which makes it the right
place to start, and a poor place to stop. The recovered borrower is the cleanest case, but she is a
stand-in for everyone a system has frozen at their worst frame: the applicant with the gap, the
defendant scored on his youth, the citizen reduced to an irregularity. The argument does not end at
the lender's desk. It only begins there, because that is the one desk where the law already half-
agrees with you.

The machines are not going to stop judging us. There are too many of us and too few hours, and the
photograph will always be cheaper than the life. But we can decide what the machines are obligated
to see before they are allowed to decide. We can insist that a person is a trajectory and not a point,
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that the worst moment is a moment and not an identity, that recovery is real and the system has a
duty to notice it.

The refusal to look away is not a sentiment. It is a specification. It says: before you act on the frozen
moment, you are required to see that it was a moment, and that the person kept moving after the
shutter closed.

Diane kept moving. The least we can build is a machine that can tell.
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