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• Memory from the 1980s
In the early 1980s, some of my first exposure to personal computing didn’t look very personal at all. 
Scattered throughout secure facilities — including places like the Pentagon — were Commodore 64 
computers quietly doing their job. They had keyboards and screens, but little else that mattered. 
No local storage. No personal files. No sense that the intelligence lived there.
They were terminals.
At the time, I didn’t think much of it. I knew they connected to something larger — some distant 
system that actually did the work — but the details felt unimportant. The C64s themselves were 
unremarkable beige boxes, easily replaceable, easily ignored. Looking back now, that 
unremarkableness was the point.

• What Was Actually Happening
Those Commodore 64s were functioning as modernized dumb terminals in a classic mainframe 
architecture. The real computation, data storage, and authority lived elsewhere — on centralized 
systems protected by layers of physical and procedural security. The endpoint on the desk was 
deliberately limited.
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This model offered several advantages:
 No sensitive data stored locally
 Minimal attack surface
 Easy replacement if a device failed or was compromised
 Clear separation between access and authority
Security was not enforced by complexity, but by architecture. Intelligence was centralized. Trust 
was narrow. Endpoints were expendable. 

• The Great Decentralization
The rise of personal computers changed everything. Computing power moved outward — onto 
desks, into homes, and eventually into pockets. Client–server architectures replaced centralized 
mainframes. Networks connected millions of intelligent endpoints together.
The benefits were obvious: productivity exploded. Creativity flourished. Software ecosystems grew 
rich and diverse.
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But so did the risks.
Every intelligent endpoint became a potential point of failure. Data lived everywhere. 
Malware, insider threats, misconfiguration, and patching complexity grew exponentially. 
Security tools multiplied in response — antivirus, firewalls, intrusion detection, endpoint 
agents — each addressing symptoms of a deeper structural problem.

Trust had migrated to the edge, and the edge was no longer trustworthy. 

• The Quiet Return of the Terminal
Over time, a realization set in across high-security and high-regulation environments: securing 
thousands of fully capable endpoints was harder than securing a few well-defended cores.
So the architecture began to bend back on itself.

Cloud computing centralized storage and compute once again. Virtual Desktop Infrastructure (VDI) 
reintroduced remote workspaces. Browser-based applications reduced local state. Zero Trust 
models treated every endpoint as suspect by default.
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Without much fanfare, the dumb terminal returned — this time as a thin client, a locked-down 
laptop, or a web browser session. 
The names changed, but the posture did not:
 Little to no local data
 Ephemeral sessions
 Centralized policy enforcement
 Replaceable endpoints
We rebuilt the mainframe. We just didn’t call it that. 

• Where AI Changes the Equation
Artificial intelligence introduces something new into this old cycle.
The centralized systems we now connect to don’t just store data or execute programs. They 
interpret, recommend, prioritize, and increasingly decide. The interface no longer feels like a 
passive window into computation. It feels responsive. Conversational. Present.

The terminal is no longer just a gateway to processing power — it is a gateway to judgment.
This is a subtle but profound shift. When intelligence is centralized and interactive, authority begins 
to feel personal. Guidance feels immediate. Mediation becomes invisible.
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In earlier eras, terminals accessed systems. Today, they access advisors. 

• A Pattern Worth Noticing
Looking back, the Commodore 64 terminals of the 1980s no longer feel like a technological dead 
end. They feel like an early expression of a recurring instinct: centralize what must be protected, 
and minimize what can be lost.

The cycle has repeated:
 Centralization for control
 Decentralization for innovation
 Re-centralization for security
AI now sits at the center of the next turn of that wheel.

• A Question for the Present Time
Now, with intelligence, interpretation, and access all converging in centralized systems once again, 
and with these centralized systems that can scale now forming advanced neural networks, the 
questions are no longer just technical ones. They’re potentially existential. Who defines the rules? 
Who mediates understanding? Who guards the guardians? These are not new questions — and 
sometimes the future arrives quietly, wearing the familiar shape of the past.
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