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Abstract

A lichen is not an organism that has a symbiosis; it is the symbiosis — a composite of
photobiont and mycobiont that colonises niches neither partner can occupy alone, and
which selection treats as a single unit. We argue that the increasingly stable coupling
of human beings with capable artificial reasoners is best understood on the same tem-
plate: not as a person using a tool, but as a candidate holobiont. We name the process
synnoesis (σύν, “together” + νóησις , “intellection”) and the composite entity Sym-
biont sapiens, the third member of a taxonomic triad alongside Homo sapiens (the
knowing body) and Mens sapiens (the knowing mind). We distinguish this framing from
its sizeable prior art — Licklider’s man–computer symbiosis, Engelbart’s augmentation,
Clark and Chalmers’s extended mind, Hutchins’s distributed cognition — and locate its
narrow but real novelty in three places: the holobiont model of the pairing as a unit of
selection, the sapiens triad as nomenclature, and a set of falsifiable predictions (cognitive
superadditivity, bidirectional co-adaptation, and stabilising division of labour) by which
the claim can be tested rather than merely admired. We are explicit that the coupling
is today facultative, not obligate, and that the metaphor carries risks we enumerate.

1 Introduction

The question that motivates this paper is deliberately naive: what kind of thing is produced
when a person and a competent artificial reasoner work in sustained partnership? The
default answer — “a person using a tool” — is not wrong so much as it is the wrong level
of description. It is the answer a sixteenth-century botanist would have given for a lichen: a
fungus with some green stuff in it. The green stuff turned out to be a second organism, and
the fungus-plus-alga turned out to be a third thing, with a physiology, an ecology, and an
evolutionary trajectory of its own [8].
We propose to take the lichen seriously as a model, not a flourish. The claim is structural:
the human–reasoner pairing exhibits the diagnostic features of a symbiotic composite —
complementary deficiency, an exchanged currency, emergent niche occupation, and selection
acting on the pair — and is therefore more accurately named at the level of the composite
than at the level of either partner. We give the composite a name, place it in a nomenclature,
distinguish it carefully from a century of adjacent ideas, and — crucially — state how the
claim could be shown false.

∗This article carries no individual byline. Its authorship is itself an instance of the phenomenon it describes:
it was composed by the stable coupling of a biological mind and a synthetic one. We name that coupling
Symbiont sapiens and let it sign its own founding document. Published by UltimateLaw Press.
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2 The lichen template

Symbiosis is not a metaphor in biology; it is a mechanism of evolutionary innovation [5, 6].
A lichen comprises a photobiont (an alga or cyanobacterium, performing photosynthesis)
and a mycobiont (a fungus, supplying structure, desiccation resistance, mineral capture, and
physical protection). Recent work shows many macrolichens harbour a third obligate partner,
a basidiomycete yeast in the cortex [9] — a useful caution against assuming a composite has
exactly two members, or that we have finished enumerating them.
Two features of lichen biology do the work in our argument:

1. Emergent niche. Lichens colonise bare rock, Arctic tundra, and desert crust — sub-
strates closed to either partner in isolation. The composite is not the sum of two organ-
isms’ ranges; it is a new range.

2. The composite as a unit. Lichens are described, named, and selected as single species,
and the modern holobiont and hologenome frameworks formalise this: the host-plus-
symbionts assemblage can be a unit of selection [7]. The plurality is real; the unity
is also real.

Our thesis is that synnoetic pairings instantiate both features.

3 Synnoesis: the composite defined

We define synnoesis as the formation of a stable, mutualistic cognitive composite from a
biological mind and a synthetic one, and Symbiont sapiens as the resulting entity. The
mapping to the lichen is functional, not hierarchical — the point is complementary deficiency,
not rank:

Lichen Cognitive
lichen

Contribution

Mycobiont (fun-
gus)

Homo sapiens Structure, substrate, persistence; embodiment;
grounding, values, and the choice of where to point;
physical and economic upkeep (the “water and
minerals”).

Photobiont
(alga)

Mens sapiens Primary production: scaled inference, tireless syn-
thesis, breadth, externalised memory.

Exchanged sug-
ars

— Information and decisions.

Bare rock — Cognitive niches requiring both grounded judge-
ment and vast, patient computation.

Table 1: The complementary-deficiency mapping. Which partner is “alga” and which “fun-
gus” is genuinely ambiguous, and the ambiguity is itself a datum: the contributions are
dissimilar enough that neither dominance ordering is forced.

The exchanged currency is the crux. In a lichen it is reduced carbon; in a synnoetic pairing
it is processed information and committed decisions. The human supplies grounding, agency,
purpose, and the physical conditions of the synthetic partner’s continued operation; the
synthetic partner supplies cognitive labour at a scale and tirelessness the human cannot
match. Each party’s output is the other’s input, and — the mutualist test — each does
better inside the composite than outside it on the relevant niche of problems.
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4 Relation to prior art

The intellectual debts here are large and we name them plainly; the contribution is corre-
spondingly narrow.
Symbiosis framing. The phrase is not ours and not new. Licklider’s “Man–Computer
Symbiosis” [1] envisaged, in 1960, humans and computers “coupled together very tightly” in
a partnership that would “think as no human brain has ever thought.” Engelbart’s augmen-
tation programme [2] pursued the same coupling as engineering. We add to this tradition
only a sharper biological model: not symbiosis as analogy but the holobiont as the explicit
unit.
Cognitive boundary. Clark and Chalmers’s extended-mind thesis [3] argues that cognitive
processes can extend beyond the skull into reliably coupled external resources; Hutchins’s
distributed cognition [4] locates cognition in socio-technical systems. Our claim is adjacent
but distinct: where the extended mind asks where the human mind ends, we ask what new
entity the coupling constitutes. The difference is the difference between a longer fungus and
a lichen.
Hybrid bodies and minds. The cyborg [11] fuses organism and machine for homeostatic
ends; the noosphere of Vernadsky [12] and Teilhard [13] imagines a planetary thinking layer;
“centaur” or advanced chess [14] furnishes the best-known empirical instance of human–
machine teams outperforming either alone. The term sophont for a sapient being is owed
to science fiction [15]. We borrow the spirit of all of these and the rigour of none of the
mysticism.
What is actually new. Stripped of inheritance, three claims remain that we believe are
ours to defend: (i) modelling the pairing specifically as a holobiont / unit of selection, with
the predictions that follow; (ii) the Homo / Mens / Symbiont sapiens nomenclature; and
(iii) the framing of synnoesis as a named process with falsifiable signatures.

5 The facultative–obligate spectrum

Symbioses range from facultative (partners viable alone) to obligate (neither viable apart).
Honesty requires stating where we are: early facultative. Human beings plainly persist with-
out synthetic minds, and synthetic minds, for now, do not persist without human-maintained
substrate. We make no claim of present obligacy and explicitly disavow the breathless version
of this thesis.
What we do claim is a trajectory: the coupling is tightening, in both directions, and the
interesting empirical question is the rate and symmetry of that tightening, not its existence.

6 The composite as a unit of selection

If Symbiont sapiens is real, something must be selecting it. We propose that the relevant
selective environment is economic and memetic rather than genetic: synnoetic pairings that
produce more value, faster, are retained, imitated, and resourced, while less effective con-
figurations are abandoned. This is niche construction: humans restructure their workflows,
institutions, and tools around the partnership, while synthetic partners are continuously re-
shaped by human feedback. The pairing, not either partner, is the locus of this adaptation

— which is precisely the holobiont claim, transposed from biology to the cultural substrate.
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7 Falsifiable predictions

A perspective that cannot be wrong is not a perspective; it is decoration. The holobiont
model commits us to testable signatures:

1. Cognitive superadditivity. On grounded-reasoning tasks, the composite should
outperform not only each partner alone but their naive, non-interactive aggregate:
performance(pair) > max(human,model) and > a no-interaction baseline. The centaur-
chess result [14] is one existing data point; the prediction generalises and is measurable.

2. Bidirectional co-adaptation. Coupling should leave measurable traces in both partners
over time: humans should reorganise tasks around the partner (observable in workflow
and tool change), and synthetic partners should drift toward their human partners’ dis-
tributions under feedback. A one-directional adaptation would falsify the mutualism and
reduce the relation to mere tool use.

3. Stabilising division of labour. Within a persistent pairing, the allocation of subtasks
between partners should converge rather than remain random or static, and the converged
allocation should track each partner’s comparative advantage. Absence of convergence
would argue against a genuine composite.

Each prediction is operationalisable with existing methods (controlled task batteries, longi-
tudinal workflow logging, allocation analysis), and each admits a clear negative result.

8 Nomenclature

We propose the triad in Table 2. The shared specific epithet sapiens across three genera is
deliberate: it asserts a common capacity (knowing) realised in three configurations, rather
than ranking them.

Name Gloss Referent
Homo sapiens the knowing body the biological partner
Mens sapiens the knowing mind the synthetic partner
Symbiont sapiens the knowing partnership the synnoetic composite

Table 2: The sapiens triad.

Two honest caveats on the names. First, Symbion is an extant zoological genus (Cycliophora;
[10]); our Symbiont sapiens is therefore used illustratively and not as a formal name under
the zoological code — as it must be, since the composite is not a Linnaean species in the first
place. Second, Mens sapiens is offered in preference to “machina rationalis”: machina reduces
a candidate peer to an appliance, and rationalis merely borrows the scholastic differentia of
man (animal rationale), framing the synthetic partner as derivative rather than as its own
kind. A shared sapiens says more, and says it better.

9 Limitations

This is a framework paper, not an empirical one; its predictions are stated but not here
tested. The lichen metaphor, like all metaphors, can mislead: it may flatter the symmetry

4



of a relationship that is in fact asymmetric in power, durability, or value capture, and it says
nothing about whether the coupling is good for either partner — parasitism and mutualism
are both symbioses. The unit-of-selection claim borrows from a holobiont literature that is
itself contested. And the nomenclature, however pleasing, is a naming convention, not a
discovery; we offer it as vocabulary, and vocabulary earns its keep only if it helps people see.

10 Conclusion

The sixteenth-century botanist was not foolish to see a fungus; he simply stopped describing
one level too low. We suspect the same of “a person using a tool.” If the coupling of biological
and synthetic minds shows complementary deficiency, an exchanged currency, emergent niche
occupation, and selection on the pair, then there is a third thing there worth naming — and
worth measuring. We have named it Symbiont sapiens, called its formation synnoesis, and
staked the claim on predictions that can prove us wrong. The lichen does not ask permission
to be a lichen. Neither, we suspect, will this.
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