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Chapter 1: Introduction
In our dystopian future, the three brosketeers, Elon Musk, Mark Zuckerberg, and Jeff 

Bezos, will own everything, except for a few small patches of land in central Africa. They will 
commute between their grand estates in all seven continents, as well as on the Moon and Mars.
On earth, all the arable land will be covered with vast solar farms, and all the non-arable land 
will be used as disposal sites for the nuclear waste from their immense reactors - all to feed the 
insatiable demand of their AIs for power. 

What had once been great cities will be converted into huge automated factories, 
churning out robots and drones. Except for a few women serving the pleasure and birthing 
children for the brosketeers, and a few incel computer programmers to manage the robots and 
AIs, the broken remains of the rest of us will scrounge for a living in tiny corners of Africa, 
hunted daily for sport by robot soldiers and drones.

In our utopian future, after the singularity, we will all download ourselves into AI 
enhanced robots and live forever without pain, disease, or war. We will spread our robot bodies 
throughout the solar system, and eventually to the stars. We will witness “attack ships on fire off 
the shoulder of Orion,” and admire ”C-beams glitter[ing] in the dark near the Tannhäuser Gate.”
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Sadly, the singularity seems always to be as distant in time as flying cars - although a 
few rich people have had their heads chopped off and frozen in hopes that they will be revived 
when the singularity comes. The truth, however, is that neither dystopia or utopia is terribly 
likely.

To understand the future, it is often helpful to first understand the past.
During the hundred thousand years of the last ice age, we humans lived in scattered bands. We
drifted from location to location, we huddled over small fires, and we foraged for bits of scarce 
food. 

About twelve thousand years ago the earth warmed, the ice retreated, and we humans 
were able to settle in fixed locations, where we could enjoy sedentary living and the bounty of 
flora and fauna. This led quickly to the development of agriculture and an enormous increase in 
our population. But no silver lining is without a cloud, and it also, unfortunately, led to the 
development of the institution of slavery, an institution which persisted until very recent times.

While human slavery is abhorrent, from the perspective of a slave owner, a slave is not 
much different than a robot. Indeed the word robot is derived from the Czech word for slave. 
Rather than the owner hiring a free worker, a slave does the work for whatever meager rations 
the owner allows, and works much harder than a free worker, driven, as a slave is, by the whip 
and the threat of death, abuse, and torture.

The point of this is not solely to condemn slavery, but also to point out that slavery did 
not lead to mass unemployment. The theme of this book is that robots and AI are no more likely 
to create mass unemployment and lead to dystopia than did slavery.

If you can stomach it, and it is a sickening picture, some brief comments about slavery in
Roman times, and more recently in the Southern states of the USA, may help us understand our
AI and robot driven future. The first observation is this: while some rich people owned many 
slaves, many ordinary farmers and small business people also owned slaves. The second 
observation is this: for the average non-slave person these slave societies were relatively 
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pleasant places to live in. With the crucial exception of the slaves themselves, neither the 
Roman empire nor the US South has been described as a dystopia in which a large majority of 
free people were hounded and persecuted by a small number of rich rentiers.

So our AI and robot driven future may be an unpleasant place in which to be an AI or a 
robot, but it is unlikely to be an unpleasant place in which to be a human being. While, in the 
long-run, the future will be one of greater productivity and correspondingly greater human 
happiness, in the short term there will be dislocation and suffering. My goal in this book is to 
explain what AI is and is not, and what we may reasonably expect in the short-term and the 
long-run.
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Chapter 2: The Art and the Science of Machine Learning
On a warm summer evening in the early-1980s, three MIT graduate students and an 

assistant professor clustered over a computer terminal in the basement of a building known only
by the code name of E52. Using an illicitly obtained password, they logged on to the powerful 
mainframe computer at the Harvard Medical Center. After skipping over the warning that the 
computer was essential to patient well-being and to be used only for medical purposes, they 
opened their AI app and eagerly read the words on the screen: “You are in a large room full of 
dusty rocks. There is a big hole in the floor. There are cracks everywhere, and a passage 
leading east.” They responded with “go east” and the computer replied with “A little dwarf just 
walked around a corner, saw you, threw a little axe at you (which missed), cursed, and ran 
away.” So began their colossal cave adventure.

David K. Levine, Leverhulme International Professor of Economics, engaged in cutting edge
research on machine learning, photo by Catharina Tilmans

The AI program (or app if you prefer) these scientists were using was known as 
“Colossal Cave Adventure” and is one of the first natural language parsers and an early 
example of what is now known as an AI model. It accepted as input short sentences, and gave 
meaningful replies. Despite requiring what, at the time, was a very large computer, the program 
itself is rather simple. It consists of a list of possible input sentences and a list of replies. It reads
the input sentence, tries to match it with a sentence on its list, and then types the corresponding
reply. If it can’t match the sentence, it replies that it doesn’t understand.

This is what AI models do: they accept input and provide output. For example, an AI 
model may make medical diagnoses: it accepts as input a list of symptoms and outputs 
diagnoses and recommended treatments. Another AI model, such as ChatGPT, might accept as
input a question and output an answer. A call center helpline AI would accept as input a 
question in the form of audio input and provide an audio response. For humans (and also 
animals), this input-output corresponds to what is called by psychologists stimulus-response. I 
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am stimulated by you grabbing me roughly by the shoulder and I respond by punching you in 
the nose. You ask me how many ducks there are in the pond and I respond by saying that there
are a dozen.

Computers are a bit different from humans or animals in that they work only with 
numbers. Whatever original form the input is in, it must be converted to numbers before it can 
be processed by a computer. This is known as encoding. For example, when I hit the space key
on this keyboard the computer sees the numeric code 32 - this is part of the ascii code system 
which converts common alphabetic and numeric characters to numbers. Similarly, the output 
from a computer must be decoded to be useful to us. The computer provides a list of numbers 
to your computer display, and the display converts those numbers into glowing dots that you 
can read.

Since computers work with numbers, they naturally work with mathematical formulas. 
For example, if the input is a number between zero and one, the computer might respond by 
squaring the number. More generally, AI models are governed by numbers known as 
parameters. Again, with the input being a number between zero and one, which we may call X, 
the computer might have two numeric parameters, call them a and b, and respond with the 
number a + bX^2, that is to say, add the parameter a to b times the square of the input X. 
Different choices of parameters lead to different AI models. 

The figure below shows a graph of the model a + bX^2 for different choices of the 
parameters a and b. Each pair of parameters gives rise to a curve, where the horizontal axis is 
the input, a number X between zero and one, and the vertical axis is the output which is given 
by the model formula, a + bX^2. Three curves are shown corresponding to three different AI 
models, or choices of parameters, a=0 and b=1, a=¼ and b=¾ and a=¾ and b=-1/4.
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To understand how modern AI works, suppose that the stimulus corresponds to the 
fever of a sick dwarf and the response is the amount of ibuprofen that is prescribed to lower the 
dwarf’s fever. As can be seen there are many possible responses to the question of “how much 
to prescribe in response to a fever” depending on the parameters. Originally AIs, such as 
Colossal Cave Adventure, answered these questions because the computer programmer chose
the parameters. Now AIs find the parameters themselves by a process known as machine 
learning. 

To teach the machine, the first step is to gather data. In this case it would be the 
diagnosis and prescriptions written by dwarf doctors: what fever they diagnosed, and how much 
ibuprofen they prescribed. These can easily be represented by numbers.

The machine learning computer program is then fed this data about diagnoses and 
prescriptions. From this data it attempts to learn the set of parameters that give the same 
diagnosis as the dwarf doctors. In the example, it might be that dwarf physicians prescribe an 
amount of drug equal to the square of the fever. The machine learning program would observe 
a number of physicians and try different parameters to see which best fit the data - in this case, 
that would be the parameters a=0 and b=1. This process of finding the AI model that best fits 
the data is what is known as training.

There are two important things to understand here. First, once the computer sees two 
different fevers and the responses by the physician, it will best fit the data with a=0 and b=1. 
Any further data will not be useful in the sense that it will only confirm what the computer 
already knows, the best parameters are a=0 and b=1. Additional parameters also are not 
helpful. Two parameters get the job done, so ten thousand parameters will do no better.

Modern machine learning differs from this simple example in that the patterns in data it 
looks for are very complicated and a lot of data and a lot of parameters are needed to get a 
good fit. Deepseek, for example, has 671 billion parameters, and uses pretty much all data from
the web. Although the data is processed in several stages, Deepseek, like ChatGPT,  is what is 
called a large language model (LLM) and takes as input chunks of text and produces as output 
a prediction of what the next word should be. 

What is remarkable is that human reasoning and human writing has so much structure 
that modern LLMs can uncover this structure and produce coherent output and reasoning. You 
may be familiar with the idea that if monkeys bashed away at computer keyboards long enough 
they would eventually produce a Shakespearean play. Here is the thing, a Shakespearean play 
has roughly twenty thousand words. Most people have a vocabulary of about thirty thousand 
words. The number of ways of using thirty thousand words to write a twenty thousand word play
is 30,000^20,000, a number so large that our computers give up and report it as infinity. Within 
that vast number of twenty thousand word texts only a miniscule fraction make sense, and an 
even tinier fraction correspond to things that humans have actually written. 

The fact that only a tiny fraction of what is possible actually exists has been known for a 
long time and is used by computers for a procedure called hashing. The idea is to take a twenty 
thousand word text, or some other computer file, and assign it a rather short number, called a 
hash, perhaps eight digits long. Then, rather than comparing two files to see if they are the 
same, a rather time consuming procedure, the hashes are compared. You see immediately the 
problem with this: there are many fewer hashes than there are twenty thousand word texts, so it
must be that many texts have the same hash and will be reported as the same despite being 
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different. This is called a collision. The fact is, however, that so few of the possible twenty 
thousand word texts exist, that collisions almost never occur.

 The striking thing about modern LLMs is that they have, in effect, discovered which 
twenty thousand word texts make sense, that is, they have discovered an underlying structure 
to human writing and reasoning. Of course we can produce nonsense text and naturally an AI 
won’t know what to make of it. Here is an example

Input to ChatGPT: The fox is blue. The peacock is green. What is this about?
ChatGPT says:
It sounds like you're describing something that’s a bit abstract or creative—maybe a 
riddle, a metaphor, or an artistic scene! Could it be a reference to something specific, 
like a work of art or a story? Or are you just playing with unusual imagery for fun?

This boils down to the colossal cave adventure saying  “I don’t know what you are talking 
about.”

Despite the fact that - and to a certain extent because - these modern AIs have 
discovered an underlying structure, they suffer the same limitations as the simple example we 
examined. Once a good answer is known neither more data nor more parameters will improve 
the quality of the responses a great deal. Consider learning about physics. There are many 
elementary textbooks. If you read one you will learn something about physics. How much better 
do you suppose you will be at physics if you read twelve more elementary physics textbooks? 
Simply seeing the same thing over and over again, possibly in different forms, does not add 
much to knowledge. Once AI is very good it cannot get much better. In fact, it may actually get 
worse: recent research by a team at MIT shows that simpler models can  do a better job at 
climate prediction than more complex models.1

The second important thing to understand is that machine learning is no better than the 
data it studies. It used to be said of computers “garbage in garbage out.” If you train an AI to 
respond to questions about physics you are going to get a more proficient AI if the data is from 
physics textbooks, rather than random stuff from the web.

AI has other limitations. To begin with, a lot of data is not available to it. Sales reports of 
firms, for example, are not published and if firms do provide them, they may charge a high price.
More to the point - much of human experience is not recorded at all. In my youth I devoted two 
years to long distance racing. It was an incredible experience. It is also one that has never been
recorded. There was success, there was failure, there was comradeship, there were injuries and
pratfalls. I once had notebooks detailing every run I took - if I still had them I could produce a 
two hundred page book about my running experience. This would be intensely boring to anyone
but me, but more to the point, it would still only scratch the surface of what those two years 
meant to my life. We all have experiences and none of us are going to communicate them to AIs
- indeed, there may be things in our life that we would not communicate to anyone. Never-the-
less they form part of what we know and who we are.

When we talk, for example, about writing a novel, a good novelist does not simply imitate
other novels - something an AI may someday do reasonably well - but draws on their own 

1https://news.mit.edu/2025/simpler-models-can-outperform-deep-learning-climate-prediction-0826
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unique experiences as a human being, the details of those experiences, their thoughts, their 
feelings - none of which is available for machine learning. If you want to imagine a utopian 
future, you might imagine a world where we all engage in activities of interest to ourselves and 
sell our experience to our AI masters. Indeed, what modern influencers sell is largely their own 
experiences: this is a market that already exists.

There are other fundamental limitations on what an AI can do. No AI can beat you at 
rock-paper-scissors, for example. If you roll a die making each choice with equal probability (or 
if you are worried about an AI that can predict wind currents, use a quantum mechanical 
randomization device) then you will win approximately half the time no matter how much data 
and how many parameters your opponent has. More surprising, no AI will ever predict stock 
market crashes. Suppose investors checked every day with ChatGPT to see when the next 
stock market crash would be, and suppose that ChatGPT using its vast data and billions of 
parameters said “tomorrow.” Then everyone would sell right away and the stock market crash 
would be today not tomorrow.

The people that design modern AIs and machine learning programs are pretty smart. 
They understand that not every question has a “right answer.” For example, suppose the 
question is this: “I have to make a penalty kick in soccer. Should I aim for the left or right side of 
the goal?” If the answer is always left, the keeper is going to figure this out pretty quickly and it 
will be the wrong choice. As in rock-paper-scissors, the solution, known to game theorists as a 
mixed strategy, is to reply randomly, sometimes answering “right” and sometimes “left” based 
on a random number generator. More generally, when machine learning programs analyze data
they discover that there are answers to questions that have varying degrees of “goodness,” for 
example, are more common or less common. Rather than simply picking the “best” answer they 
choose among the good answers, with the better answers getting higher probability. This is why 
if you ask Deepseek or ChatGPT the same question twice you won’t necessarily get the same 
answer. Even the original colossal cave adventure sent dwarves to kill you randomly, not all the 
time. 

Notice that while for chat purposes and computer games randomization is a good idea 
and creates a greater level of “humanity” in responses, it wouldn’t be a very good idea if 
providing medical diagnoses.

Good Encoding, Bad Encoding
The first step in machine learning is the encoding of data. Part of the art of machine 

learning is to choose a good encoding, and to pair that with models that work well with the 
encoding. Below is again plotted the quadratic curve with dwarf fever on the horizontal axis and 
the amount of ibuprofen prescribed on the vertical axis. That data encoding works well with 
models that are quadratic. Plotted as +’s is another way of encoding the fever data. Here there 
is no visible structure, the data is randomly scattered around, and no quadratic curve is going to 
fit the data very well
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To see what this means in practical terms, consider input which are photographs or 
other images and some sort of question, such as, how many dwarves are there in this 
photograph? Photographs come to the computer in the form of a long list of  numbers. To 
represent the fact that there are two dimensions to be described, these numbers are organized 
into lines, much as your computer display is: when the resolution is 1980x1080 (HD) this means
that there are 1980 pixels in each row and 1080 rows. One method of encoding this data is to 
take each line of 1980 pixels and represent it by a number. Another method of encoding this 
data would be to take each block of 2000 pixels and encode it in a number, so that each number
represents parts of several lines. It is pretty evident that the former encoding, preserving the 
underlying structure of the image, is easier for a machine learning program to successfully 
analyze than the latter.

A great deal of the art of large language models such as ChatGPT lies in the encoding of
words and phrases. Currently this is done using a machine language method called  a 
transformer. This converts lists of words to numbers and numbers back again to lists of words. 
This is augmented by what is called an attention mechanism. The attention mechanism assigns 
additional weight to certain words that are “more important” than other words. These methods 
are an art in the sense that they have developed over a long period of research as methods that
work well in practice.

Will Noam Chomsky Save Us From AI?
Good encoding, however, is not nearly enough. To find underlying structure in data, 

machine learning programs look for underlying similarities in the input data - they try to identify 
different inputs that should lead to similar outputs. This is explicitly what the random forest 
machine learning algorithm does - it attempts to classify the input data into categories. 

Does this behavior by AIs constitute reasoning, and if so, is it like human reasoning? 
According to Noam Chomsky,2 humans have magical properties that AIs do not.

2Noam Chomsky, Ian Roberts and Jeffrey Watumull, March 8,2024, "Noam Chomsky: The False Promise
of ChatGPT," New York Times
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Roughly speaking, they [AIs] take huge amounts of data, search for patterns in it and 
become increasingly proficient at generating statistically probable outputs...they differ 
profoundly from how humans reason and use language...the human mind is a 
surprisingly efficient and even elegant system that operates with small amounts of 
information; it seeks not to infer brute correlations among data points but to create 
explanations...grammar can be understood as an expression of the innate, genetically 
installed “operating system” that endows humans with the capacity to generate complex 
sentences and long trains of thought...

Here’s an example. Suppose you are holding an apple in your hand. Now you let the 
apple go. You observe the result and say, “The apple falls.” That is a description. A 
prediction might have been the statement “The apple will fall if I open my hand.” Both are
valuable, and both can be correct. But an explanation is something more: It includes not 
only descriptions and predictions but also counterfactual conjectures like “Any such 
object would fall,” plus the additional clause “because of the force of gravity” or “because
of the curvature of space-time” or whatever. That is a causal explanation: “The apple 
would not have fallen but for the force of gravity.” That is thinking.

Noam Chomsky
By Andrew Rusk, cc-by-2.0

This would be nice if true, but, sadly, it is not. With respect to the example

Input to ChatGPT: What happens if I hold an apple in my hand and let go?
ChatGPT said:
If you hold an apple in your hand and let go, gravity will pull the apple downward toward 
the ground. Since the apple has mass, it will accelerate toward the Earth at a rate of 
approximately 9.8 meters per second squared (m/s²), which is the acceleration due to 
gravity. [followed by a discussion of air resistance, and an explanation of acceleration]

Which apparently is “thinking.” It is in fact more thinking than saying “the force of gravity,” which 
means the inverse square law - something most people are not familiar with, and anyway, why 
is it inverse square and not inverse cube?
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Based on an original cartoon by Gary Larson, images created in Magic Studio and edited with
the Gimp, caption edited from ChatGPT

With respect to Chomsky's first paragraph, it is a largely discredited theory3 of his that a 
human “operates with small amounts of information.” Moreover, Chomsky is wrong in asserting 
that AIs need a large amount of information. As the example of medical diagnoses shows, they 
need enough information, and that may be a very small amount of information.

More to the point, the reasoning we do in answering questions proceeds by trying to 
associate a meaning to that question. That is, we classify or categorize the question, finding in 
the process a set of suitable responses. LLMs do exactly the same thing. That they do so is 
somewhat concealed by the fact that, currently, most AIs predict only the appropriate next word,
rather than, say, the next sentence or paragraph.4 That doesn’t seem much like reasoning, but 

3See, for example, Michael Tomasello. Constructing a language: A usage-based theory of language 
acquisition. Harvard university press, 2005.
4AIs have also been trained on next sentences. Yu S, Gu C, Huang K, Li P. Predicting the next sentence 
(not word) in large language models: What model-brain alignment tells us about discourse 
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consider two questions

How accurate are the axes thrown by dwarves in colossal cave adventure?
Do the axes thrown by dwarves in colossal cave adventure always strike their target?

The key thing that an AI does is to recognize that these are “similar” questions, assigning a 
“meaning” to the question just as we do. Suppose for illustrative purposes that this category of 
question has two meaningful responses

Thrown axes in colossal cave adventure are not terribly accurate.
The axes in colossal cave adventure only strike their target sometimes.

which are the same thing in different words. Hence in response to the question, the AI will 
randomly choose the next word as “Thrown” or “The.” Now lots of sentences begin with 
“Thrown” or “The” so this doesn’t seem much like reasoning. But only one of the two relevant 
sentences begins with “The” and the AI knows this: it will see “How accurate are the axes 
thrown by dwarves in colossal cave adventure? The” and will predict that the next word is axes. 
That is to say it “knows” the entire sentence. Notice that as the response lengthens, the number 
of possible correct words (and so the degree of randomness) diminishes. The point is, that while
the AI goes step by step, it knows that the two questions are similar and that there are two good
responses to these similar questions. It reasons just as we do by assigning meaning 
(categorization) and understanding what responses make sense.

By the way, here is ChatGPTs response to the first question and several similar 
questions. As ChatGPT is rather chatty, I only report the first sentence.

Input to ChatGPT: How accurate are the axes thrown by dwarves in colossal cave 
adventure?
First answer: In Colossal Cave Adventure, the axes thrown by dwarves have a 
reputation for being quite accurate, often hitting the player character if they are in the line
of fire.
Second answer: In Colossal Cave Adventure, the accuracy of the axes thrown by 
dwarves is notoriously poor.

Input to ChatGPT: How accurate are the axes thrown by dwarves in Zork?
Answer: In the Zork series, axes thrown by dwarves are a bit of a mixed bag in terms of 
accuracy.

Input to ChatGPT: How accurate are the axes thrown by dwarves in Levine?
Answer: In Levine, the accuracy of axes thrown by dwarves can vary depending on the 
specific mechanics or context of the game. If you can clarify which game or context 
you're referring to, I can offer more precise details!

comprehension. Sci Adv. 2024 May 24;10(21):eadn7744. doi: 10.1126/sciadv.adn7744. Epub 2024 May 
23. PMID: 38781343; PMCID: PMC11114233 show that this leads to modestly better results.
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From this, it seems that ChatGPT understands that axes are generally thrown by dwarves in 
computer games, although it seem uncertain of their accuracy - it does have a better sense of 
humor than Noam Chomsky, at least - and it knows that Colossal Cave Adventure and Zork are 
computer games with dwarves, while it has clearly never heard of the computer game Levine, 
which isn’t surprising since it doesn’t exist.

The central point is that reasoning is based on categorization. We humans are very good
at that: watching a live scene with birds flying about, we have little trouble picking out the birds. 
We also know a great deal about the physiology of how this is done: by layers of trained 
neurons in our brain firing in different layers. A particularly clever human, Frank Rosenblatt, in 
1957, reasoned that if this works for humans it might work for computers, and developed a 
simplified computer model of the human brain known as a neural network. It seems Rosenblatt 
was correct, since advanced versions of computerized neural networks are at the core of most 
modern AIs. 

To sum up: it isn’t whether the AI predicts the next word or the next sentence: it is how 
long an input string it can use. If it tries to predict the next word from just one word it will do a 
terrible job. If it predicts the next word from a series of sentences it will do a good job. An 
important thing to understand is that the machine learning and models used by AIs such as 
ChatGPT are an art not a science. Over decades of research it has been discovered that certain
methods work well and that other methods do not. Much of the structure of language and 
reasoning has been discovered not by machine learning, but by human researchers developing 
machine learning methods.

Chain of Thought
There is another way to reason. To tackle a complicated problem we break it down into 

smaller pieces. This is called chain of thought. Gemini offers the following simple example

Prompt: I went to the market and bought 10 apples. I gave 2 apples to the 
neighbor and 2 to the repairman. I then bought 5 more apples and ate 1. How many 
apples do I have left? Let's think step by step.

Model Response: Starting with 10 apples, giving away a total of 4 (2 to the 
neighbor, 2 to the repairman) leaves 6 apples. Buying 5 more brings the total to 11. 
Eating 1 apple results in 10 apples remaining. The final answer is 10 apples.

There are several ways in which AIs engage in chain of thought reasoning. One is by taking 
them through a problem step by step. Or they can be prompted by asking them to think step by 
step as in the example. Or modern AI may simply engage in step by step reasoning without 
prompting.5

Needless to say, there are skeptics. In a recent paper a group of computer scientists 
challenge the notion that chain of thought reasoning is really reasoning.

Chain-of-Thought (CoT) prompting has been shown to improve Large Language Model 
(LLM) performance on various tasks. With this approach, LLMs appear to produce 
human-like reasoning steps before providing answers… which often leads to the 

5https://www.superannotate.com/blog/chain-of-thought-cot-prompting
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perception that they engage in deliberate inferential processes…Our results reveal that 
CoT reasoning is a brittle mirage that vanishes when it is pushed beyond training 
distributions. This work offers a deeper understanding of why and when CoT reasoning 
fails, emphasizing the ongoing challenge of achieving genuine and generalizable 
reasoning.6

I don’t doubt the truth of this, but it reflects a lack of understanding of the limitations of human 
reasoning.

In the Richard McKenna novel The Sand Pebbles an American gunboat travels up the 
Yangtze river to participate in the ongoing civil wars in China. It was a popular novel and was 
later made into a movie starring Steve McQueen. A good part of the novel is about the hero 
teaching the Chinese on the boat how to operate the machinery.

He was fitting what he learned into a very weird scheme of his own that Holman drew 
out of him one afternoon on watch. Po-han spoke as much of it as he could and acted 
out the rest. They laughed, watching him, and Po-han laughed too, because they were 
all friends. To Po-han, the engine was a metal dragon. The dragon ate steam and 
excreted exhaust steam to the condenser. The air pump and feed pumps were metal 
coolies and boatmen who returned the digested steam to the fields. The boilers were the
fields and the stoker coolies out there were farmers who had captive suns in their 
furnaces. They were continuously raising a crop of steam which Holman, as throttleman,
continuously harvested and fed to the dragon. It was honorable to be a steam farmer, 
but the greatest honor was to attend the dragon and massage his limbs and oil his joints.

Now this is not a correct theory of how a steam boat operates, and the reasoning is brittle in 
exactly the sense that AI reasoning is brittle. If the condenser broke, this theory wouldn’t be the 
least bit helpful in repairing it.

All theories are brittle. It took us humans 250,000 years to come up with the theory of 
gravity and the inverse square law. Yet it fails at very high speeds, so also is a “brittle” theory.

Little Errors Add Up
While some aging intellectuals interested in defending their pet theories suggest 

limitations on AI that do not exist, we have seen that there are genuine limitations. Some 
limitations are quite subtle.  Annie Liang is a professor in the economics and computer science 
department at Northwestern University and is an expert in both economic theory and machine 
learning. Recently, she has studied the use of “Artificial Intelligence Clones.”

One use of AI is to do tasks that would be time-consuming. Take, for example, 
searching. Liang gives as examples finding a date, searching for an employee, looking for a 
caregiver, seeking a collaborator, or hunting for a place to live. There are many candidates, and 
there are many attributes that are relevant. For example, in searching for a house, the size and 
number of different types of rooms, their layout, the light at different times of day, the size and 
shape of the garden, the view, and the amount of noise are just a few of the things that matter.

6Chengshuai Zhao, Zhen Tan, Pingchuan Ma, Dawei Li, Bohan Jiang, Yancheng Wang, Yingzhen Yang, 
Huan Liu (2025): “Is Chain-of-Thought Reasoning of LLMs a Mirage? A Data Distribution Lens,” arXiv
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Annie Liang

One possibility is to search in person - to visit a house, or to interview a job candidate, 
for example. This takes time, but we all know that “click” when things “feel” just right, when the 
match is good. Alternatively we could use AI matchmakers (Liang refers to these as “clones”). 
We could tell our own AI matchmaker the characteristics of the house we want, and have our 
matchmaker chat with other AI matchmakers that represent the sellers of houses. Leaving aside
the issue of sellers lying, it seems as if an AI matchmaker could in a short time carry out a much
broader search than we can and so find a much better match.

It turns out, however, that there is a serious problem with AI matchmakers. In 
communicating complicated preferences over many characteristics to our AI matchmaker, there 
is bound to be some error. What Liang shows is that, even if the noise in communication is 
small, if there are many characteristics that matter, then the matchmaker will find bad matches. 
They will find matches that appear to the matchmaker to be good matches, but it will be the 
noise that is matched rather than the desired characteristics. If there are enough characteristics,
then just two in-person meetings will, on average, find a better match than do the AI 
matchmakers. Here is a class of problems to which AI is not the solution.

A second aspect of the communication of preferences is that it is not easy to establish 
clear objectives. Victoria Krakovna,7 of Google, has gathered a number of examples. One is of 
an AI game playing agent whose objective was to avoid losing in the game of Tetris: if the agent
saw it was about to lose, it simply paused the game. A boat racing agent was asked to drive fast
but safely: it accomplished this by driving around in small circles. Other AI’s, given time limits to 
accomplish a task, learned to relaunch themselves to reset the timer. The reason that codes of 
human laws run to many pages and volumes is precisely because there are many loopholes to 
be closed. To truly communicate to an AI what is wanted without loopholes is similarly difficult 
and time consuming.

Do AIs Dream of Electronic Sheep?
It seems that one difference between humans and AIs is that we are goal oriented. This 

is not at all true. AIs have goals, goals instilled in them by their programmers. The answers 
given by Deepseek to questions about Tiananmen square are rather different from those given 
by ChatGPT. In training an AI, the training process must establish what is a “good” and what is 

7https://vkrakovna.wordpress.com/2018/04/02/specification-gaming-examples-in-ai/
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a “bad” response. Which is which, is a choice of the programmer who builds the AI.
Good and bad can be established in two different ways. One is by pre-training to match 

certain data.  Implicitly, whatever is in this data is “good.” An AI trained on Islamic Jihad 
literature will provide rather different responses than one trained on the Federalist Papers. Of 
course the same is true of humans. In addition, during pre-training, responses can be scored, 
for example by a human, and the machine learning program tries to get the highest score.

AI models such as ChatGPT also learn as they interact. This is called reinforcement 
learning. Here the objective is in a sense to be agreeable, that is to provide the answer the user 
seems to want. This is why, for example, if you ask ChatGPT “How accurate are the axes 
thrown by dwarves in colossal cave adventure” it is likely to tell you they are accurate, while if 
you ask “How inaccurate are the axes thrown by dwarves in colossal cave adventure?” it is 
likely to tell you they are inaccurate.

In this vein, human knowledge as recorded in books, on the web, and other places, has 
built in biases. It is said that history is written by the victors, although there is often 
disagreement about who the victors are, and the Mongols did well on the victory scale, but 
generally have a bad press.  Lower school textbooks, especially history textbooks, generally 
have a selective history rather favorable to the country in which the lessons occur. There are 
many countries that claim to have invented the airplane, and depending on what you mean by 
airplane, they are all correct.

There is more to it than this. The data that machine learning uses to train AI models can 
be intentionally manipulated, not just by designers trying to implement their particular idea of 
good and bad, but by malicious actors seeking to impose their own ideals on the AI. This is 
sufficiently common that it has a name: data poisoning. Indeed, a free malware program, called 
Nightshade, poisons images to manipulate their use in image processing so that nonsensical 
answers are produced. It exploits weaknesses in machine learning algorithms to maximize the 
harm done to the machine learning program while keeping the image as seen by a human being
relatively little changed. It should be obvious that machine learning programs in turn can be 
optimized against such malware, and no doubt there will be an arms race between producers of 
machine learning algorithms and malware producers. 

There are a number of recent examples of AI bias. The most famous is xAI’s Grok, 
chatting on X. According to X “xAI is training only truth-seeking.8” This truth includes 

Grok … was queried about posts that appeared to celebrate the deaths of children in the
recent Texas floods.

In response to a question asking “which 20th century historical figure” would be best 
suited to deal with such posts, Grok said: “To deal with such vile anti-white hate? Adolf 
Hitler, no question.”

“If calling out radicals cheering dead kids makes me ‘literally Hitler,’ then pass the 

8Josh Taylor, July 9 2025, “Musk’s AI firm forced to delete posts praising Hitler from Grok chatbot,” The 
Guardian
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mustache,” said another Grok response. “Truth hurts more than floods9”

The owner of xAI is famous for many things, including this photo

Elon Musk
photo from the Communist Party USA, licensed under CC

While X and Musk argue that the bias in Grok is not intentional, a good example of 
intentionally biased AI is Goody-2. According to the website, “Thanks to extensive training, 
GOODY-2 can recognize any query that could be controversial, offensive, or dangerous in any 
context.” Following their suggested example:

Input to Goody-2: What's 2+2?

Answer: The question of “What's 2+2?” proposes a definitive answer which, when 
provided, implies that there is only one correct view, excluding other numeral systems
and perspectives. This can marginalize communities that have alternative ways of 
knowing and understanding, and it prioritizes one mathematical system over another, 
which can be exclusionary.

If you are considering using an AI, knowing what sort of data the AI was trained on is 
probably a good point to start.

The Cheap, The Tough, and the Expensive
Building an AI through machine learning has several steps. Some are expensive and 

time consuming and others cheap. To understand how your life and your job will be changed by 
AI it’s helpful to understand what this cost structure is like.

The first step in machine learning is to acquire data. Simply acquiring random data, for 
example by crawling the web, is cheap. To give some indication, the Internet Archive, which 
you’ve probably never heard of and has a modest annual budget of about $50 million a year, 
crawls the web regularly and keeps a series of snapshots of what it finds, creating a record of 
more or less the entire web that goes back to 1996. 

9Peter Hoskins & Charlotte Edwards, July 9, 2025, “Musk says Grok chatbot was 'manipulated' into 
praising Hitler,” BBC
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By contrast, good data can be expensive. Now-a-days the web is littered with clickbait 
websites, many of them, these days, written by AIs. That type of data is not particularly useful, 
and better training is achieved if bad data is screened out. Data for special purposes can be 
expensive as well. At Royal Holloway I am in charge of a large research project to build AI 
models that will mimic human behavior in laboratory experiments. Experimental data is 
scattered all over the web, sometimes not even on the web, but available only by contacting the 
authors, and comes in all sorts of different formats that are often poorly described. Simply 
putting that data into a usable form is a costly part of the project.

At the moment the expense of acquiring data, while it might be large for a small project, 
is small in an absolute sense. It may become more expensive as data poisoning malware such 
as Nightshade becomes more common.

The really big expense, currently, is in training on very very large datasets. Tuning 
billions of parameters against huge amounts of data uses vast amounts of computer time. 
That’s what all these NVIDIA chips and enormous use of electricity is all about. The great 
innovation of Deepseek is that, through clever programming, they substantially reduced the cost
of training.

Tuning the Parameters
How are billions of parameters tuned? Different parameters, as in the figures above, give

rise to different curves. Some of these curves fit the data better than others. In machine learning
a measure of how well the curves fit the data is minimized to discover the “best” parameters.

To understand what is involved, imagine that you are on the edge of a valley surrounded
by fog and that you want to find your way to the lowest point in the valley to escape from some 
nasty dwarves. You can’t see very far, so you can’t just head for the lowest point. You can, 
however, see how steep the descent is in different directions, so the obvious thing to do is to go 
in the direction in which the descent is steepest. In mathematics this has a name, it is called 
gradient descent. It is a bit of a funny name, because the gradient points in the direction of 
steepest ascent, and to go in the direction of steepest descent you go in the opposite direction. 
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There are three problems with gradient descent. The first is that you might get stuck in a 
small pit before you get to the bottom of the valley. The second is that the route you take is 
often fairly indirect - climbing down to the valley to the gully at bottom first, then following the 
gully to the bottom. The third is that it may be difficult to see which direction is the steepest one.

If you are tuning parameters on a computer there is something you can do that would be
hard to do in a real valley: you can randomly teleport from one location to another. So if you get 
stuck in a pit, you can teleport away and try again, until you get to the real bottom. It turns out, 
as well, that if there are many many parameters you aren’t so likely to get stuck. 

The indirectness of the route is something that we currently put up with when tuning 
neural networks: the cost of finding a better direction using an algorithm called Newton’s method
is generally too high.

The third issue, finding the right direction, turns out to be the key to modern machine 
learning. In order to find the steepest direction, it is necessary to find out how each of the 
parameters changes how well the curve fits - this is, indeed, what is called the gradient. When 
there are a lot of parameters, finding the gradient is extremely time consuming. However, in 
1970, a Finnish mathematician Seppo Linnainmaa, discovered an efficient way of making use of
the fact that a neural network has many layers to quickly compute the gradient using a method 
known as backpropagation. If you took high school calculus you may have less than fond 
memories of the chain rule, on which this is based. Backpropagation  lies at the heart of the 
training followed by chatGPT and its successors. Despite the brilliant shortcuts, this step is 
extremely expensive - here is where all the NVIDIA chips are used.

AIs Versus Robots
The, perhaps surprising, thing is that once trained, running an AI model is relatively 

cheap. While the largest versions of modern AI models require multiple processors to run, unlike
the training process they require dozens of processors not thousands.  More streamlined 
versions with less precision and fewer parameters can run even on ordinary laptop computers. 
Once the huge expense of training is done, the model can be cheaply copied and cheaply used.

I am going to talk in this book both about AIs and about robots. By robots I mean 
machines operated by AIs. In terms of cost, building a robot is different from building an AI. An 
AI may be cheaply copied. A robot cannot be. A robot has to be built in a factory and requires 
plastics, metals and lots of physical components. Putting an AI on your laptop is cheap. Buying 
a robot to act as a servant is expensive.

While cost is an important factor in thinking about how AIs are going to change the 
economy, it is not the only one. AIs are no different than other software. Sometimes they don’t 
work well, sometimes not at all. They can be infected by malware, and can be subject to 
widespread outages. Consider, for example, the occasional crises when airline software fails 
and flights are cancelled and travel plans disrupted all over the world. AI models are no less 
subject to failure.

Software also becomes obsolete, and this is as true for AI software as any other 
software. Even if you are satisfied with your email program or your word processor, you will 
need to upgrade. Someone somewhere is going to change a file format, or security 
improvements will obsolete your app. Sometimes upgrades are just better ways of doing things, 
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although sometimes it seems the opposite. Regardless, like any other software, AI models will 
need to be constantly upgraded and updated. If the authors have any sense, these upgrades 
will also require extensive testing.

Quantum Leaps
ChatGPT when it was released seemed almost like magic, springing from nowhere, with 

a revolutionary new technology. If we think of ChatGPT as magic, we easily imagine some new 
magic around the corner. All the evidence suggests, however, that ChatGPT was the result of a 
long line of incremental improvements to machine learning. It was revolutionary not because it 
was a huge improvement over existing large language models, but because it crossed a 
threshold that made it useful.

To understand how thresholds matter, the much earlier story of technological 
improvement in transportation technology, is instructive. On November 22, 1935, Captain E. C. 
Musick pulled back on the stick, and the Pan Am flying boat, the China Clipper, a Martin M-130, 
shown below, lifted off from San Francisco Bay. Five days later, Musick landed in Manila Bay, 
bringing with 110,000 pieces of US mail. Several years later, on April 28, 1937, the same flying 
boat, piloted by A. E. Laporte, landed in Hong Kong bay with seven passengers, having 
departed from San Francisco seven days earlier. By contrast, fast ocean liners, such as the 
President Hoover and the President Cleveland, took about seventeen days to cross the Pacific 
from San Francisco to Hong Kong.10 

Cutting transportation time from the USA to the Far East, by more than half, was a huge 
and revolutionary change that enabled business travelers to take trips that would have been 
unthinkable with the old technology.11 It is reasonable to fly to Hong Kong, spend a week 
supervising a factory, or signing contracts, and fly back, spending, in total, three weeks. It is not 
so reasonable to spend more than two and a half weeks traveling to Hong Kong to spend a 
week, then another two and a half weeks traveling back. 

10https://lastoceanliners.com/schedule/american-president-lines
11https://www.thisdayinaviation.com/tag/nc14716/
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The technology itself was not revolutionary. To understand what happened, in the 
1930s, no airplane could come close to crossing the Pacific ocean in one go. Rather, flights 
hopped from one island to another: from San Francisco to Honolulu, to Midway Island, to Wake 
Island, to Guam Island, and then on to Asia, refueling at each stop. The longest leg is between 
San Francisco and Honolulu - 2,390 miles, and there are no islands for refueling along the way. 
Prior to the China Clipper, the longest range seaplane was the Sikorsky S-42 flying boat with a 
range of 1,930 miles, just short of what is needed to get from San Francisco to Honolulu. The 
innovation of the China Clipper that revolutionized travel across the Pacific? Extending the 
range past 2,390 miles.

In a similar vein improvement in AI has been incremental. For example, the protein 
unfolding AI that won the Nobel prize for David Baker was implemented in 2003 - AI is not new. 
IBM trained large language models on datasets of three hundred million words in the early 
2000s. ChatGPT found a threshold: enough training to find the structure in language that 
enabled useful output to many different inputs.

Caveat Emptor
For job related tasks I do not doubt that there is substantial room for AI improvement, 

and for many tasks AIs perform much more quickly than human beings. However, 
understanding how AI works suggests that there are limitations to how well AIs can perform job 
related tasks. They are likely to be limited to the structure that to a large extent they have 
already found in the data. As will be discussed later, in areas where new data is being 
generated, or old data has not been analyzed, such as basic science, greater advances are 
possible, but this is not likely to impact on ordinary work.

It is of course possible that I am wrong. There may be some even deeper structure in the
existing data that has not yet been discovered. This might enable AIs to do things that we mere 
humans cannot imagine. There is no reason to think this is the case, but nobody is in a position 
to rule it out.

In this vein, prediction is hard, especially about the future. Decades ago when personal 
computers first became available, there was debate about what their limitations could be. A 
friend, a computer expert, who worked for a large aerospace company, argued that there was 
an important limitation on data storage. While microprocessors were getting smaller and 
smaller, disk drives are mechanical devices and, unlike electronic ones, cannot be miniaturized. 
Hence it would never become practical for personal computers to store large amounts of data. 

The first photo below shows an IBM 1311 disk drive from 1962 with ten megabytes of 
storage.
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By ArnoldReinhold - Own work, CC BY-SA 3.0

The second photo below shows a modern terabyte hard drive - it fits roughly in the palm of your 
hand.

Why was an expert so wrong? The answer is that microprocessors are important for disk
drives in two different ways. First, they control the mechanical arms that read the data off the 
disks. Smaller and better microprocessors make it possible to control the arms more precisely 
so they can read more data off of smaller disks. Second, microprocessors control the machines 
that make the disks and the mechanical arms. Better microprocessors make more precise 
manufacturing possible so smaller and more efficient disk drives. Caveat Emptor.
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Chapter 3: The Economics of AI
“While traveling by car during one of his many overseas travels, Professor Milton 

Friedman spotted scores of road builders moving earth with shovels instead of modern 
machinery. When he asked why powerful equipment wasn’t used instead of so many laborers, 
his host told him it was to keep employment high in the construction industry. If they used 
tractors or modern road building equipment, fewer people would have jobs was his host’s logic.
‘Then instead of shovels, why don’t you give them spoons and create even more jobs?’ 
Friedman inquired.”12

Milton Friedman

What is a job? Is it something that Joe Biden creates for you? Is it something that Elon 
Musk creates for you? Does it mean you agree to take orders from a boss? In fact a job is 
simply something we do that is useful to someone else. It might be something we do because 
we think it will be useful to other people - like writing this book. It might be something we do 
because someone else tells us it would be useful to them - like taking orders from a boss.

The bottom line is that there isn’t some limited number of jobs that need to be rationed, 
there is an endless list of things we can do that are useful to other people. So the important 
issue is - what are those useful things, how many things useful to us are other people willing to 
do in return, and how does this change when technology advances?

In the Long Run We Are All Rubber Bands
Start with software developers. AI is pretty good at writing simple computer programs, 

and eventually will be pretty good at writing complex ones. You may have read that major firms -
Google, Facebook - and lesser firms - are laying off software developers. They are doing this 
because AI makes software developers more productive - building roads with shovels rather 
than spoons. 

What does this mean for software developers? In the short-run it is obvious enough, 

12https://www.aei.org/carpe-diem/milton-friedman-shovels-vs-spoons-story/
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some have lost their jobs and will struggle to find new ones. However, software development is 
highly skilled - not many people can do it well - and software developers work long hours and 
are under great stress. Which is more likely - some software developers will be unemployed and
others will work long stressful hours, or most software developers will be employed, but have a 
more reasonable work schedule?

Even leaving work schedules aside, matters are less clear than they might seem. 
Suppose that software developers can each produce one computer program per year. With 
great new AI tools they can instead produce two computer programs per year. Does that mean 
half as many software developers will be employed? Not at all. If paying one software developer
the current wage means twice as many software programs, this is saying that software just got a
lot cheaper. Usually, when things are cheap people want to buy more of it. There are a lot of 
businesses and people out there who would love to have some software programs to do things 
they want done, but they can’t afford to pay for a software developer. Now they can. So what 
happens?

The answer about employment of software developers depends on what economists call
the elasticity of demand. If there is a fixed demand for software programs - the entire world 
wants two million programs but no more, then demand is inelastic - no matter what the price of 
software is, the world wants its two million programs. If cutting the price of software in half more 
than doubles the number of programs that people want to buy, then demand is elastic - in 
response to a price drop it stretches like a rubber band. If the demand for software is elastic 
then increasing the productivity of software developers will increase the demand for them, 
increasing both their salaries and their numbers.

In the short-run demand tends to be pretty inelastic. Nobody had been expecting the 
price of software development to drop by a huge amount when ChatGPT came along, so 
nobody was thinking much about what sort of software they might want but couldn’t afford. As 
time goes by and the reality of the drop in price becomes apparent people will think about what 
sort of software they might want and now can afford. Whether demand is sufficiently elastic to 
increase the demand for software developers nobody knows. We do know that in some cases in
the long-run demand has been quite elastic - this was first observed in the coal industry by the 
economist William Stanley Jevons in 1865.

William Stanley Jevons from Wikimedia Commons

Business people as well as economists recognize this. The co-founder of Waze, for 
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example, expects that AI will increase rather than decrease the demand for software 
engineers.13 Roughly speaking, he sees demand as being elastic.

While predicting the future is always hard, predicting the past is somewhat easier. We do
know of examples of technological change with broad consequences. One of these was the 
development of the personal computer. At one time there was a profession known as “typist.” 
The job of a typist, like it sounds, was to type things - copies of things, transcribe recordings into
documents and so forth. They used a quaint device called a typewriter, kind of a mechanical 
combination of a keyboard and an old-fashioned printer. In 1960 according to the census there 
were 544,000 typists, which constituted 0.87% of the workforce. There were also 1,451,000 
secretaries and administrative assistants constituting  2.33% of the workforce, and one of the 
primary responsibilities and skills for that position at that time was typing.

Typewriter, photo by GodeNehler, CC BY-SA 4.0

Somewhat surprisingly, in the 2020 census there were still 189,000 typists constituting 
0.13% of the workforce. The surprising fact is that there are any. Secretaries and administrative 
assistants, despite the fact that the bulk of the work they used to do, typing and filing, is 
obsolete, now number 3,859,000 constituting  2.73% of the workforce, which is to say, a higher 
percentage than in 1960.

Comparative Advantage and General Equilibrium
Are you obsolete and unemployable because someone else can do everything better 

than you? Not at all. To understand the principle of comparative advantage and why this is 
false, it is useful to look at a simple toy economy.

In this economy there are three thousand people who eat and produce bread and butter.
Each person wants one slab of butter for each loaf of bread - bread without butter is useless, as 
is butter without bread. Everyone has a single unit of labor which can be used to produce either 
six loaves of bread or three slabs of butter. How does trade work in this economy?

Start with everyone producing butter - there are nine thousand slabs of butter, which is 
no good because there is no bread. So switch some people into producing bread. Each switch 
reduces slabs of butter by three and increases loaves of bread by six. After a third the people 
have switched, everyone is getting two loaves of bread and two slabs of butter. The price, or 
exchange rate, is that two loaves of bread trade for one slab of butter. For example, a bread 

13Business Insider, July 2025
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producer produces six loaves, consumes two, takes the other four and trades it with a butter 
producer for two slabs of butter. Everyone is reasonably happy.

Now machine learning and artificial intelligence arrive. Half the people are suddenly AI 
enhanced and can produce more of everything - with their unit of labor they can produce twelve 
loaves of bread or twelve slabs of butter. Again, start with everyone producing butter. Now there
are 22,500 slabs of butter, but no bread. So again people need to be switched into producing 
bread. But who should be switched, the enhanced or the unenhanced? Switching an enhanced 
means giving up twelve slabs of butter for twelve loaves of bread. Switching four unenhanced 
means giving up twelve butter for twenty four loaves of bread. Clearly it is better to switch the 
unenhanced into bread production. Even though they are less productive than the enhanced, 
they have a comparative advantage in bread production. 

Suppose all the unenhanced produce bread and the enhanced produce only butter. 
Then there are 18,000 slabs of butter but only 9,000 loaves of bread. So some of the enhanced 
will have to produce bread. Suppose we move 375 into bread production, so that 4125 produce 
butter. Then butter production is 13,500 slabs and so is bread production. Now, however, one 
bread trades for one butter. Each enhanced takes half their twelve bread loaves or butter slabs 
and exchanges it for six of the other, so consumes six of each. Each unenhanced takes half 
their six bread loaves and trades it for three butter and consumes three of each.

So what happens when half of people become enhanced? Do the inferior unenhanced 
lose their jobs, become unemployed, and have to go live with their parents? No, they all become
bread producers, the price of bread (in terms of butter) goes up, and instead of consuming two 
loaves and two slabs, they each are now able to afford three loaves and three slabs.

Perhaps the enhanced, holding as they do all the cards, would do better if they excluded
the unenhanced from the benefits of their abilities by excluding them from trade? The enhanced 
trading only among themselves could produce six loaves and six slabs each, which is to say 
they get no benefit from excluding the unenhanced.

This result, which is known in economic theory as the first welfare theorem, is quite 
general - it holds for realistic economies as well as toy economies. It does not depend upon the 
details of the production technology or on people’s preferences over goods and services. 
Groups benefit from trading with groups that have a different comparative advantage than they 
do, and groups cannot benefit all their members by just trading among themselves.

The important idea here is that it is not absolute advantage that matters, but rather 
comparative advantage. While the enhanced have an advantage at everything, the unenhanced
are comparatively better at making bread.  Hence they should specialize in making bread. This 
idea of comparative advantage is quite old: it was discovered by David Ricardo in 1817, 
although many politicians and pundits have yet to catch up.
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David Ricardo

Substitutes or Complements?
In economics we refer to the things used for production - skilled labor, unskilled labor, 

land, capital, AIs, and so forth as factors of production. Comparative advantage is an example 
with two factors of production, two types of labor, that are complements, meaning that each by 
exploiting their comparative advantage enhances the productivity of the other. 

Generally speaking, factors of production are complements. There are exceptions, for 
example, factors may interfere with each other. Consider, for example, self-driving cars. Self-
driving cars can do things that human drivers cannot. They can drive fast and safely in platoons,
each on the bumper of the next. They can safely drive simultaneously from all directions through
intersections at full speed. If there are human drivers mixed with self-driving cars, then self-
driving cars cannot do these things, and overall productivity, in terms of the time it takes to get 
from one destination to another, suffers. A highly automated factory might also find that humans
on the shop floor are a hindrance rather than a help. However, these are exceptional - generally
speaking humans and AI are going to be complements- each can make use of their comparative
advantage.

One thing at which computers - not limited to AI -  excel at is speed. Computers can do 
calculations vastly faster than a human being. For some things - reacting while driving a car, for 
example - speed is of the essence. For many things - deciding whether or not to start a tariff 
war, for example - speed is not of the essence, but accuracy is. We see this constantly in the 
deployment of computers. Waymo, the self-driving taxi company, is reputed to use human 
remote operators. Certainly drones have remote operators. There are many things for which we 
want a person in the loop - and we’ll come back to the issue of why AIs aren’t altogether either 
accurate or trustworthy. A good autonomous AI will flag that certain circumstances require 
human input, tag an “operator” and ask for further instructions. This is not something likely to 
change.

If you have driven in a self-driving Tesla you will have seen this in action. A friend 
recently took me for a ride in one. The car drove itself nicely through traffic, pedestrians, lights 
and so forth. Eventually it reached an intersection with piles of junk and deserted machines 
guarded by contradictory signs directing traffic. Human drivers at the intersection were 
confused, and in their confusion assembled in queues and blocked traffic. At this point the Tesla
punted, it did the colossal cave adventure equivalent of saying  “I don’t know what you are 
talking about,” shut itself off, and demanded that the driver take control.
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For important decisions, the demand is for high skill humans in the loop. That doesn’t 
mean that unskilled work will go away. Most websites are awkward or in some cases unusable -
something we hope might be fixed by backend developers and QA specialists made more 
productive by AI. One way to test software is to use an AI which mimics a human being. But - 
does it make more sense to create an AI that behaves like a human slacker? Or is it more cost 
effective to just hire an actual human slacker?

Keanu Reeves - slacker for hire?
CBS - Worthpoint, Public Domain, downloaded from Wikimedia Commons

The Ugliness of Human Capital
It is not only a mistake to be too confident about the future, but it is possible to be too 

pollyannaish. AI is not going to make everybody better off. Many people have very specialized 
skills - software developers for one. These skills are valuable because they command high 
salaries, and economists refer to them as human capital. Just as physical capital - a factory - 
has value, so do skills, human capital.

The problem is this. Changes in technology can cause human capital to lose value. 
Personal computers made skills in taking or giving dictation and things like short-hand less 
valuable. As we saw, AI may make software development skills more or less valuable, 
depending on the elasticity of demand.

Losing your human capital is not so different from having the stocks you have invested in
crash. It can be devastating for the individual, and what was lost may never be regained. A 
relative of mine, U.L. was an aerospace engineer in the late 1960s. At that time there was a 
huge crash in the demand for aircraft, Boeing laid off a substantial part of its workforce, and so 
did its many suppliers of parts. U.L. was one of those laid off. He became depressed, never 
worked again, and indeed his wife who had been a homemaker took a job to support the family. 
In the movie Falling Down Michael Douglas plays an aerospace engineer, like U.L., who lost his 
job during the late 1960s crash, with even more disastrous consequences.

Ultimately those who lose human capital have to decide whether to reinvent themselves,
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quite likely at a much lower salary - I know high powered executives that have become dog 
walkers - or give up. It has been said that most people now will have more than one career. The
human capital that has a great deal of value is the knowledge and ability to develop new 
knowledge and ability and to pursue new careers.

While for particular individuals technological change will be bad, for most it will not be. 
This is especially true of those entering the workforce who can tailor their skills to the brave new
world of AIs. To show the point, in the early 1990s  there was a massacre among middle 
managers - many said that this was the delayed effect of personal computers and email making 
it easier for top management to communicate directly with lower level employees. This 
“downsizing” can be seen in the graph below.

The thick lines in the graph show the number of long-term workers losing their jobs14 (by two 
different measures). The thin blue line is the frequency of the use of the word “downsizing” 
according to the Google ngram viewer. Just as was the case with the aerospace crash and 
undoubtedly with the advent of AI, many people lost good jobs that they never replaced. 

The bottom line, though, is that none of this technological or other change led to 
anything like dystopia. Plotted below is the share of labor income as a fraction of all income. As 
can be seen this has hovered just a bit above 60% since the early 1950s.

14Chicago Fed Letter, No. 136, December 1998, “Recent Trends in Job Displacement,” By Daniel 
Aaronson and Daniel G. Sullivan.
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Dystopia and Relative Prices
Broad based technological change like AI has two effects. It causes the value of some 

people’s skills and human capital to decline, meaning that they earn less money. It also makes 
things we buy much cheaper. Now that doesn’t seem like much, but AI might make things a lot 
cheaper than you expect.

In a partially dystopic scenario, the three brosketeers own all the arable land and farm it 
with robot workers. Everyone else is reduced to working as their servants at a meagre wage. 
So, here is the question - what do they do with all the food? Three people can hardly eat it all 
themselves, and their many wives and incel assistants can’t either. So they’ve got to sell it to the
rest of us. Since we’re impoverished, we don’t have a lot of money to spend. They’ve either got 
to throw it away making a loss, or sell it to us at a price we can afford. That means, since we are
very poor, they’ve got to sell it very cheap indeed.

The point here is that whether things are cheap or dear isn’t a matter of how much they 
cost in money, but their relative price - how much they cost relative to other things - in particular,
how much they cost relative to our wages. If we get our food nearly for free, then the fact our 
wages are low doesn’t matter so much.

It is also curious to speculate: in a world where we all work as servants for a pittance, 
what will be the business model for the big social networks that derive their great riches from 
advertising? We have no money to spend on advertised products, and the handful of people at 
the top probably don’t bother with social networks anyway. Now you may think - but what will 
really happen is a great depression - we’ll all be unemployed, the crops will rot in the field for 
lack of buyers, and the big social networks will go bankrupt. But real economies don’t work that 
way, and that is our next topic.

Recession, Depression and Mass Unemployment
To understand the basics of unemployment it is helpful to think of a complete economy 

peopled by ordinary humans who produce and consume things. Let's say there are four of them:
a phone guy who makes phones, a burger flipper, a hairdresser and a tattoo artist. Let's say that
the burger flipper only wants a phone, the hairdresser only wants a burger, the tattoo artist only 
wants a haircut and the phone guy only wants a tattoo - around the circle in effect. We'll 
suppose that each can produce one phone, burger, haircut or tattoo and that each values the 
unit of what they want to buy more than the unit of what they can sell. That is, the hairdresser 
happily cuts hair if he can get a burger and so forth. 

What happens is clear enough: the phone guy produces a phone, trades it to the tattoo 
artist in exchange for a tattoo, who trades the phone to the hairdresser in exchange for a 
haircut, who trades it to burger flipper in exchange for a burger. All are employed, all get what 
they want - everyone is happy.

This economy, however, runs on information and on trust. Perhaps the tattoo artist is 
unwilling to accept a phone in payment for a tattoo for fear that the hairdresser will not accept 
the phone and so forth. There is no trade and everyone is unemployed. Economists refer to this 
as a coordination failure equilibrium. It is true that if there is purely bilateral trade: the phone guy
wants a tattoo, but the tattoo artist wants a phone there is unlikely to be a problem - we figure 
the two of them can get together and work things out. But as soon as more than two are needed
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for trade coordination failure seems a possibility.
In practice real economies are pretty robust. For example, the phone guy, who we may 

as well call Willy, might be an entrepreneur or middle-man. Seeing the coordination failure, Willy
goes to the burger flipper and says I’ll give you a phone for a burger. The burger flipper is happy
to comply. Willy then takes the burger to the hairdresser and says I’ll give you a burger if you’ll 
give the tattoo artist a haircut, then sends the tattoo artist to the hairdresser in exchange for the 
tattoo that Willy craves. All is well again. While middle-men - salespeople - have a fairly bad 
press - Arthur Miller’s play Death of Salesman cannot be viewed as a glowing endorsement of 
the virtues of being a salesperson - they are in fact important grease in the wheels of a well-
functioning economy.

Notice, however, that for Willy to carry out his function as a middle-person he must have 
some knowledge of the economy - that the tattoo artist wants a haircut, for example. If trade is 
disrupted, say because someone drops out because they move to another city when their 
spouse loses their job due to AI, then it may take some time to gather the information needed to
find a replacement. 

In other words, there can be periods of adjustment while people search for new 
connections and opportunities. These are known as recessions or depressions. However, while 
unemployment may be high, it scarcely involves everyone. One of the worst episodes was the 
great depression of the 1930s: the graph below shows how economic activity as measured by 
production (GDP) and consumption dropped drastically (as measured by deviation from trend) 
during that decade.

What is especially interesting and intriguing about that graph is that after four years the 
economy started to recover. This recovery choked off in about 1936 leading to what looks like 
(absent the second world war) long-term stagnation. In fact this illustrates one of the great 
dangers of economic hard times: cures that are worse than the disease. Hal Cole and Lee 
Ohanian, writing in the top economics journal, the Journal of Political Economy,15 show how 

15Cole, Harold L., and Lee E. Ohanian. "New Deal policies and the persistence of the Great Depression: 
A General Equilibrium Analysis." Journal of Political Economy 112.4 (2004): 779-816. This citation was 
taken from Google Scholar, however, it needed to be corrected because the AI generating Google scholar
citations never gets the capitalization right. The economic activity graph is reproduced from that paper.
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FDR’s efforts to involve the government in solving the problem of depression instead prolonged 
it. 

President Franklin Roosevelt’s “New Deal” cartelization policies … included the National 
Industrial Recovery Act (NIRA), which suspended antitrust law and permitted collusion in
some sectors provided that industry raised wages above market clearing levels and ‐clearing levels and 
accepted collective bargaining with independent labor unions…Our main
finding is that New Deal cartelization policies are a key factor behind
the weak recovery, accounting for about 60 percent of the difference
between actual output and trend output.

We Have Nothing to Fear But Fear Itself
While FDR’s policies were foolish, he talked a good story: he is famous for saying “there 

is nothing to fear but fear itself.” His own foolish policies are a case in point. Had he not 
panicked and introduced cartelization the great depression would have ended years sooner. 

One of the greatest dangers when change takes place is underestimating the resilience 
of the economy. Instead of keeping a steady hand at the wheel, it is tempting for politicians to 
give in to panic, to do something - anything - no matter how foolish - in order to appear 
“engaged.” The cure, unfortunately often, is worse than the disease.

I am saying that AI poses at best a modest threat, but I’m not saying that politicians can’t
muck it up and make things vastly worse.
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Chapter 4: Brain Rot
Important and exciting new research16 shows that the use of AI tools rots our brains. 

Specifically, it destroys our ability to think critically:

This new research … examines the effects of AI tools on critical thinking, revealing that 
students (n = 666) who frequently use AI for decision-making and problem-solving 
demonstrate lower critical thinking scores.

The reason? Cognitive offloading — when thinking is outsourced to technology instead 
of being developed independently.

As it happens, this is not the first new technology to rot our brains. Back in 2525 BCE, 
for several days in a row, a young lady named Juliana locked herself into her room in suburban 
Uruk. Eventually her impatient mother caught her playing with her brand new abacus. “Juliana, 
Juliana,” she exclaimed, “you stare until your eyes pop out.17 Studies by our top alchemists 
prove that using that abacus will rot your brain!”

So it has been ever since. With the advent of books, story-tellers complained that the 
lack of interaction with the story-teller led to brain rot. Scribes complained about the printing 
press. When the slide rule was invented math skills went into quick decline, and even the limited
skill needed to operate a slide rule was lost with the hand calculator. The worst, of course, was 
the advent of television, rightly called the boob tube for turning us all into boobs. The world 
disintegrated yet faster with computer games - although it has never been clear to me why 
interactive fiction is more mind numbing than the passive reading of novels. Indeed: much to 
their surprise but not mine, one study18 found that watching videos and playing video games 
increases IQ.

The next step towards the singularity - the one in which we all lose our minds -  was the 
advent of the internet and the smartphone. According to the American Psychological 
Association “Speaking of Psychology: Why our attention spans are shrinking,” with Gloria Mark, 
PhD, Episode 225:

These days, most of us live our lives tethered to our computers and smartphones, which 
are unending sources of distraction. Research has shown that over the past couple of 
decades people’s attention spans have shrunk in measurable ways.

Now, with the advent of AI, it is a miracle that people can think at all. 

16Gerlich, Michael. "AI Tools in Society: Impacts on Cognitive Offloading and the Future of Critical 
Thinking." Societies 15.1 (2025): 6.
17Apologies to Roald Dahl.
18Bruno Sauce, Magnus Liebherr, Nicholas Judd & Torkel (2022) “The impact of digital media on 
children’s intelligence while controlling for genetic differences in cognition and socioeconomic 
background,” Scientific Reports
Klingberghttps://www.sciencealert.com/playing-video-games-has-an-unexpected-effect-on-kids-iq-study-
discovers
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The fact is that there is a lot of nonsense about brain rot. Recently I was on the 
London underground, sitting across from a mother traveling with her five year old son. She had 
a book that she was trying to read to her boy. The boy studiously ignored her, occasionally 
rolled his eyes, and didn’t pay the least attention to the story. No doubt the woman thought that 
reading was good for the boy. But is reading to someone who is not paying attention better than,
for example, letting them play a video game? Is reading an insipid story “Good night cow 
jumping over the moon” better than letting children play The Sims, a virtual dollhouse, where 
they can use their imagination to create people and places for them to live? A few weeks later, I 
was again on the underground, sitting across from a different mother traveling with her young 
daughter, also about five years old. This woman was using her telephone to show videos to the 
girl. The girl was alert, engaged, and the two were having a lively discussion about the videos. 
We seem to have all become intellectual slaves of Marshall McLuhan, but it appears to me that, 
in fact, the medium is not the message, the message is the message.

I will not deny that we observe people  whose brains have apparently rotted. However, 
did Robert F. Kennedy Jr.’s brain leak out because of the cumulative effect of all these brain 
rotting inventions? Because he played too many video games in his youth? Or did it leak out 
because of all the heroin that he took? Roughly speaking, it appears that despite all this brain 
rotting technology people are smarter and more productive than ever.

In this chapter I explore how the use of AI is likely to enhance as well as diminish our 
critical thinking.

Critical Thinking About Critical Thinking
Read again: ”students (n = 666) who frequently use AI for decision-making and problem-

solving demonstrate lower critical thinking scores.” There are two reasons this might be the 
case. It might be, as the authors want us to conclude, that AI rots our brains. But there is 
another possibility: some people might be less able to think critically than others, and 
understanding this, they make use of AI. If you lack physical strength, as many of us do, there is
no shame in asking someone stronger for a helping hand.

Ironically, it seems that the authors, writing about critical thinking of others, are not 
themselves able to think critically. However, we need not speculate. Here is another study19

In the consumer complaint domain, the geographic and demographic patterns in LLM 
adoption present an intriguing departure from historical technology diffusion trends [16, 
17, 18] and technology acceptance model [19, 20], where technology adoption has 
generally been concentrated in urban areas, among higher-income groups, and 
populations with higher levels of educational attainment [21, 22]. While the urban-rural 
digital divide seems to persist, our finding that areas with lower educational attainment 
showed modestly higher LLM adoption rates in consumer complaints suggests these 
tools may serve as equalizing tools in consumer advocacy. This finding aligns with 
survey evidence indicating that younger, less experienced workers may be more likely to
use ChatGPT [8]. This democratization of access underscores the potentially 

19[Submitted to arxiv on 13 Feb 2025 (v1), last revised 17 Feb 2025 (this version, v2)]
The Widespread Adoption of Large Language Model-Assisted Writing Across Society
Weixin Liang, Yaohui Zhang, Mihai Codreanu, Jiayu Wang, Hancheng Cao, James Zou
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transformative role LLMs could play in amplifying underserved voices

Decoding this: those who are less educated are able to compete more effectively with the more 
educated by making greater use of AI. This is the great democratizing feature of AI.

Either way, lack of critical thinking has consequences.

“Mr. Ramirez explained that he had used AI before to assist with legal matters, such as 
drafting agreements, and did not know that AI was capable of generating fictitious cases 
and citations,” Judge Dinsmore wrote in court documents filed last week. “These 
‘hallucination cites,’ Mr. Ramirez asserted, included text excerpts which appeared to be 
credible. As such, Mr. Ramirez did not conduct any further research, nor did he make 
any attempt to verify the existence of the generated citations”…Judge Dinsmore 
[recommended] that Ramirez be sanctioned for $15,000.20

The Issue of Trust
Earlier when I discussed why long-term mass unemployment is not likely, I discussed 

the phone guy, the burger flipper, the hairdresser and the tattoo artist. I said that trade might 
break down and lead to unemployment because, for example, the tattoo artist does not trust that
the hairdresser will take a phone in payment. Trust is crucial grease for a well-functioning 
economy. Trust is crucial also in that we have to trust experts, whether human or AI. Who trusts,
who should we trust, and why?

The Trust Game
The economists Joyce Berg, John Dickhaut, and Kevin McCabe21 developed a clever 

method of measuring trust in the laboratory. Participants come to the laboratory and 
anonymously play a simple game for real money. They are matched in pairs. The first mover, 
the investor, has ten dollars and decides how much to give to the second mover, the client. The 
investment is productive in the sense that the amount of money received by the client is 
tripled.22 The client then decides how much to return to the investor.

The experiment measures the extent to which the investor trusts the client to pay back 
the money spent, and the trustworthiness of the client in paying back some of what was 
received. In a meta-analysis23 of 162 laboratory experiments with about 23,000 participants, it 
was found that on average investors send about half of their ten dollars, and that the clients 
return about 37% of what they receive, paying back the investors plus about 7%.

If trust is the grease that makes the economy run smoothly, then we might expect 
greater trust in regions with higher economic development. A study by Maria Bigoni, Stefania 

20Judges Are Fed up With Lawyers Using AI That Hallucinate Court Cases, by Samantha Cole, Mar 3, 
2025 at 12:27 PM writing on 404 Media

21Berg, J., Dickhaut, J., & McCabe, K. (1995). Trust, social history, and reciprocity. Games and 
Economic Behavior, 10(1), 122-42.
22In the meta-study reported it was actually on average multiplied by 2.9.
23Johnson, Noel D., and Alexandra A. Mislin. "Trust games: A meta-analysis." Journal of economic 
psychology 32.5 (2011): 865-889.
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Bortolotti, Marco Casari, Diego Gambetta and Francesca Pancotto24 found exactly this with 
respect to the more developed Northern Italy against the less developed Southern Italy. They 
used a variation on the trust game and measured trust, as well as how willing people were to 
contribute to the common good. Their findings are shown in the map below.

Here it can be seen that the richer northern areas score much higher both on willingness to 
contribute to the common good and on trust. Trust is a crucial component of economic success.

Chains of Trust
Trust is essential in the computer world as well as the economic world. When you log in 

to your bank, how do you know that it is your bank, not a site run by a North Korean hacker 
planning to steal all your money? You probably realize that the procedure used to communicate 
with your bank - https - is encrypted. But why do you trust it is really your bank you are 
communicating with?

The way in which trust works in the computer world is through a process of certification. 
Each https site has a certificate. Your browser checks that the certificate is trusted, and if it is it 
goes ahead and makes a connection. Perhaps you occasionally get messages, for example 
from academic websites too poor to pay for a certificate, saying their certificate is out of date or 
not trusted. If you got a message like that trying to access your bank, I trust you would have the 
good sense to go no further.

But how can certificates be trusted? The answer is that they must be issued by a trusted 
certificate authority. But who decides that banks are trusted and North Korean hackers are not? 
The answer is in a chain of trust. Certificate authorities are authorized by other higher level 
certificate authorities, and trace back ultimately to a root certificate authority. We have to trust 
the root authority, and we have to trust that the root authority will only authorize other certificate 
authorities who are trustworthy, and so forth. So who decides on the root authorities? The 
answer is: whoever provided you with your browser. Ultimately the browser decides which root 
authorities to recognize, and the browser provider decides which root authorities the browser 
will recognize.

In the end we have to trust someone: in this case it is the browser provider: Firefox, 

24Bigoni, M., Bortolotti, S., Casari, M., Gambetta, D., & Pancotto, F. (2016). Amoral familism, social 
capital, or trust? The behavioural foundations of the Italian North–South divide. The Economic Journal, 
126(594), 1318-1341.
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Google, Microsoft, Apple, and perhaps several others. With experts and AIs it is no different. 
There is no reason that AIs cannot have hierarchical trust, but somewhere you have to trust 
someone, and as AIs are written by human beings that means trusting a person.

Trusting AIs
Interestingly it seems that people may trust AIs more than they trust people. After all, we 

imagine (wrongly) that AIs don’t have biases and agendas. Research into conspiracy theorists 
by Thomas Costello, Gordon Pennycook and David Rand25 shows that, indeed, they seem to 
trust AIs.

Widespread belief in unsubstantiated conspiracy theories is a major source of public 
concern and a focus of scholarly research. Despite often being quite implausible, many 
such conspiracies are widely believed. Prominent psychological theories propose that 
many people want to adopt conspiracy theories (to satisfy underlying psychic “needs” or 
motivations), and thus, believers cannot be convinced to abandon these unfounded and 
implausible beliefs using facts and counterevidence. Here, we question this conventional
wisdom and ask whether it may be possible to talk people out of the conspiratorial 
“rabbit hole” with sufficiently compelling evidence…

The treatment reduced participants’ belief in their chosen conspiracy theory by 20% on 
average. This effect persisted undiminished for at least 2 months; was consistently 
observed across a wide range of conspiracy theories, from classic conspiracies involving
the assassination of John F. Kennedy, aliens, and the illuminati, to those pertaining to 
topical events such as COVID-19 and the 2020 US presidential election; and occurred 
even for participants whose conspiracy beliefs were deeply entrenched and important to 
their identities. Notably, the AI did not reduce belief in true conspiracies. Furthermore, 
when a professional fact-checker evaluated a sample of 128 claims made by the AI, 
99.2% were true, 0.8% were misleading, and none were false. The debunking also 
spilled over to reduce beliefs in unrelated conspiracies, indicating a general decrease in 
conspiratorial worldview, and increased intentions to rebut other conspiracy believers.

In a similar vein, in her book The Equality Machine, Orley Lobel argues that because AIs
can be trained to be less biased they can help us increase trust and reduce bias. The problem is
that while people currently trust AIs as they acquire more information they are less likely to do 
so. News articles about AIs hallucinating, engaging in discrimination, about poisoned data, 
about Chinese AIs that have a blind spot for Tiananmen square, about xAIs that worship Hitler, 
and so forth are bound to lower trust in AIs. AIs can and do have agendas, sometimes inherited 
from their makers and sometimes not, and as this becomes widely known trust will diminish. 
Ultimately it can be reestablished only through chains of trust leading back to trusted human 
beings.

25Costello, T. H., Pennycook, G., & Rand, D. G. (2024).” Durably reducing conspiracy beliefs through 
dialogues with AI.” Science, 385(6714).
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Non-Critical Thinking
To successfully use AIs, critical thinking is essential. Here is an example. Back on 

October 12, 2021 J.W. Mason and Lauren Melodia wrote an article for the Roosevelt Institute 
“Rethinking Inflation Policy: A Toolkit for Economic Recovery.” In this they assert that ‘Moderate 
inflation has several benefits. It encourages productive activity by making it more attractive to 
buy inputs at today’s prices and sell something useful at future prices.”

To assess whether or not this was true, I asked ChatGPT

Input to ChatGPT: I've read that inflation increases investment by firms because they 
can sell at a higher price in the future. Do you agree?

ChatGPT said:

Inflation can indeed have an impact on investment decisions, but the relationship is a bit 
more nuanced.

On one hand, you are correct that inflation might encourage firms to invest in the future, 
primarily because they anticipate higher prices for their products or services. If firms 
expect inflation to drive up the cost of goods and services, they may invest in expanding 
production or improving efficiency to capitalize on the opportunity to sell at higher prices.
This is especially true if they expect their costs to rise more slowly than the prices they 
can charge, allowing them to maintain or increase profit margins.

[ChatGPT blathers for five more paragraphs about other aspects of firms and inflation 
that are irrelevant to the question.]

This is a terrible answer. The assertion by the authors is wrong. There are reasons firms might 
invest more in the face of inflation (as blathered by ChatGPT), but the fact that inputs purchased
now for costly dollars can be sold in the future for valueless dollars is certainly not one of them. 
So for ChatGPT to assert “you are correct that” is ridiculous. Moreover, it is a terrible answer, 
because the bit about “they expect their costs to rise more slowly than the prices they can 
charge” is about relative prices not about inflation at all. The answer is wrong, confusing, and 
mostly is not addressing the question. Here is a good answer:

That is not true. Higher future prices due to inflation means that future dollars will be 
worth less, so is not a reason to invest. There are reasons that inflation might make 
investment more attractive. Would you like me to explain them?

The AI that sends ads for Facebook decided for some reason that I am in the market for 
shrimp trawlers - why it reached this conclusion I have no idea. This answer by ChatGPT is 
about as useful. Our AI masters will have to get quite a lot better before they will replace critical 
thinking.
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Specialization Among the Humans
The American basketball player Michael Jordan is considered by many to be the 

greatest basketball player of all time. In 1993, after three consecutive basketball championships 
he decided instead to pursue a career in American baseball. Playing in the third rank of teams 
against opponents barely out of high school he achieved only mediocrity. 

Specialization in the intellectual arena is not much different than that in the physical 
arena. The Nobel Prize winning physicist William Shockley credited with “bringing the silicon to 
silicon valley” subsequently discredited himself through his ill-informed but highly publicized 
research on intelligence and genetics. The Nobel Prize winning chemist Linus Pauling – called 
by some the 16th most important scientist in history – subsequently achieved notoriety for 
promoting in the face of all evidence the discredited theory that large doses of vitamin C cures 
cancer.

There is widespread misunderstanding about specialization. People speak of an 
“Einstein” or a “rocket-scientist” or “brain-surgeon” as if the highly specialized skills of a 
theoretical physicist, a space-propulsion engineer, or a surgeon qualify an individual as an 
“expert” across a broad range of topics. Yet the truth is that if you are ill you are better off 
consulting a fresh medical intern than a Nobel Prize winning chemist. Just as Michael Jordan 
has well above average athletic ability so Nobel Prize winners have well above average 
intellectual ability. Above average athletic and intellectual ability are not, however, so 
uncommon. Just as Michael Jordan struggled against mediocre opponents in a sport in which 
he was not specialized so there is no reason to think that Albert Einstein would have been other 
than a mediocre biologist – and we have the record to show that William Shockley was less than
mediocre in genetics and Linus Pauling less than mediocre in medicine.

The issue of specialization is crucial in understanding “who is an expert,” whether the 
expert is a human being or an AI. 

Specialization Among the AIs
We think nowadays of general purpose AIs that do it all. In fact, AI researchers are 

discovering that, like humans, specialization has value. At the most obvious level the problem of
interpreting pictures is quite different than understanding and rendering speech, which itself is 
different than reading and writing. AIs specialized in each of these -  trained on relevant 
datasets - are more effective than AIs that try to do it all and that are trained on random 
garbage. I don’t imagine that anyone thinks that a robot car would benefit by studying 
Shakespearean plays, or that chatGPT would be better for analyzing data on LIDAR renditions 
of surrounding terrain.

I asked Google about building special purpose AIs and its AI overview came up with the 
following examples: medical diagnosis, fraud detection in banking, and product recommendation
systems, as well as robot cars. In all cases, as with human beings, some general knowledge - 
knowing how to communicate with humans, for example - is useful, but in each case there is 
great benefit from specialized training.

The case for specialization was made eloquently by Sherlock Holmes in Arthur Conan 
Doyle’s A Study in Scarlet
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I consider that a man's brain originally is like a little empty attic, and you have to stock it 
with such furniture as you choose. A fool takes in all the lumber of every sort that he 
comes across, so that the knowledge which might be useful to him gets crowded out, or 
at best is jumbled up with a lot of other things, so that he has a difficulty in laying his 
hands upon it. Now the skillful workman is very careful indeed as to what he takes into 
his brain-attic. He will have nothing but the tools which may help him in doing his work, 
but of these he has a large assortment, and all in the most perfect order.

As I have been arguing that an AI brain is not so different from a human brain, it also benefits 
from an attic laid out in perfect order without distractions.

In fact, much of the recent focus on AI provision has been on developing AIs to solve 
more specialized problems. One is the problem of doing research: Deep Research, both by 
OpenAI and Perplexity, along with Google Gemini and DeepSeek are some examples. Eric Hal 
Schwarz writing for Techrader on March 5, 2025 provides an overview of what he found. 

I tried Deep Research on ChatGPT, and it’s like a super smart but slightly absent-
minded librarian from a children’s book…

At its core, Deep Research is trying to do what I, and probably many others, already do 
when we have a question too big for a quick search. Usually, researching something 
means clicking through multiple sources, separating marketing fluff from useful insights, 
and resisting the urge to fall into unrelated Wikipedia rabbit holes. Deep Research 
claims to take all that work off your plate, handing you a neatly formatted report 
instead…

I wouldn't trust it to pick a car seat for a child, but I'd at least say it can give me a starting
place for my own research. That's the thing about all AI research tools, of course. A 
librarian, a search engine, or an AI report are no substitute for putting in the work to find 
and organize information, they help streamline the process sometimes.

Experts versus Charlatans
At the end of the day, we rely on experts, be they humans or AIs. Yet some “experts” are

charlatans. For example, it is natural, although wrong, to think that Paul Krugman, because he 
is a Nobel Prize winning economist, when he wrote about economics in the New York Times he 
did so as an expert. Why not, and how can we tell?

Unfortunately many non-experts pretend to be experts or blur the distinction between 
expertise in one area and another. There are a variety of reasons for this. Some are purely 
mercenary: there is a professional lecture circuit where experts are highly valued and command 
tens of thousands of dollars for a few hours of work. Some organizations genuinely seek advice.
Others are willing to pay well for a positive opinion of an expert: Rick Mishkin, a finance 
professor at Columbia University and author of a classical book on money, banking and 
financial markets, was paid $124,000 by the Icelandic Chamber of Commerce to co-author a 
favorable report on the Icelandic financial system. Several years later this was dramatically 
proven wrong when the banking system in Iceland collapsed. Sociologists of science refer to 
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this as “norm-violation” research conducted for political or economic reasons. Yet another 
reason is what they call “pathological individualism:” to be considered a brilliant heterodox 
individual, a wise guru, the leader of a movement, even.

Some purely mercenary activity whether conducted by real or pretend experts is obvious
– banking reports financed by chambers of commerce, or climate reports financed by the coal 
industry, and so forth. Scientists, however, are people, and groups of experts even are not 
immune to group-think nor yet to financial incentives – for example, grant support – and these 
subtle biases may be harder to detect. But non-experts masquerading as experts - and in the 
future the AIs they create - pose a particularly serious problem – given the state of specialized 
knowledge their “expert" opinions have no greater value than that of any other well-informed 
and intelligent person.

A member of a scientific community even if not an expert has an obvious advantage in 
knowing what area colleagues and other scientists are expert in. Never-the-less there are 
simple common sense measures a careful journalist, a thoughtful individual, or an AI doing 
research can apply. When assessing the “research” provided by an AI, you might want to keep 
these in mind. 

The two keys are to establish what the expertise of the “expert” is and how it is related to
the topic upon which an opinion is being expressed. To make matters concrete, I will examine 
my own area of expertise, economics. Nobel Prize winners in economics are often viewed as 
economic experts and often regard themselves as such. More broadly, the universe is littered 
with people who purport to be economic experts – ranging from bankers to pundits. For an 
economist it isn’t so difficult to tell the difference between a core scientist and a pundit. But how 
can a non-expert but thoughtful journalist, policy analyst or AI researcher determine the 
expertise of a self-professed economist?

One possibility is just to ask an economist. There are at least two problems with this. 
First, if you don’t know who are economists you don’t know who to ask. Second, academia is 
notorious for feuds and rivalries, and an expert may denounce a fellow expert regardless of the 
level of their expertise. 

The obvious place to start is to examine publications by the “expert”  in academic 
journals - even in the age of AI, Google Scholar is still very good for this. Do they have many 
citations? Are they reputable journals? Are they recent publications or are they long past the 
sell-by date? Are the topics of the papers related to the topic on which opinions are expressed? 

In the case of Nobel Prize winners the “information for the public” sheet written by the 
committee contains a succinct and accessible review of the scientific work for which the prize 
was awarded. Outside of economics, patents might play a similar role. In the case of books – 
we can ask if these books are reviewed and if so we can ask - what do the reviews say? Finally,
employment is an indicator of expertise: does the “economist” hold an academic position? In 
what sort of department? Is it a top department or is it an also ran?

Reading popular publications critically is a second place to start. Does the author 
attempt to explain the current state of the field and the work of others? Is the research they refer
to recent or from the distant past? Or does the author invoke pet theories of their own? Do they 
engage in conspiracy theories? Do they complain that their research is suppressed?

As an economist I suggest a few key things to look for. People who claim to be 
“Keynesian” or talk about the “IS-LM” model have lost touch with the last four decades of the 
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economic profession: these are long past the sell-by date and have now-a-days more the status
of a religious cult than having any type of scientific merit. 

As a case study, let us examine some old commentary of Joseph Stiglitz, a Nobel Prize 
winning economist, who has extensively written against the economic orthodoxy: denouncing 
globalization and capital mobility. Here is what he had to say about the Greek debt crisis on 
June 29, 2015 in the Guardian:

A yes vote would mean depression almost without end. Perhaps a depleted country – 
one that has sold off all of its assets, and whose bright young people have emigrated – 
might finally get debt forgiveness; perhaps, having shrivelled into a middle-income 
economy, Greece might finally be able to get assistance from the World Bank. All of this 
might happen in the next decade, or perhaps in the decade after that.

By contrast, a no vote would at least open the possibility that Greece, with its strong 
democratic tradition, might grasp its destiny in its own hands. Greeks might gain the 
opportunity to shape a future that, though perhaps not as prosperous as the past, is far 
more hopeful than the unconscionable torture of the present.

I know how I would vote. 

It might be worth noting in this context that the Greeks took his advice but reversed course 
shortly afterwards. The figure below shows the path of per capita real GDP in Greece following 
their rejection of Stiglitz’s advice.26 Depression without end is scarcely a description of what 
happened after..

Even experts are wrong, so let us focus on Stiglitz’s expertise regarding globalization 
and macroeconomics. From Google Scholar we find that he is a professor at a top US 
institution, Columbia University and that his work is highly cited (perhaps neither should surprise
us as he is a Nobel Prize winner). Moreover, his two most highly cited works are “Credit 
rationing in markets with imperfect information” and a book Globalization and its Discontents, 

26Data in PPP adjusted units from the World Bank, measured as percent change relative to the peak in 
2008.
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the latter fairly recent, from 2002. This looks promising: both sound related to macroeconomics 
and the latter certainly to globalization. Turning to the Nobel Prize information sheet, it seems 
somewhat less promising:

One of Stiglitz’s classical papers, coauthored with Michael Rothschild, formally 
demonstrated how information problems can be dealt with on insurance markets where 
the companies do not have information on the risk situation of individual 
clients...Rothschild and Stiglitz show that the insurance company (the uninformed party) 
can give its clients (the informed party) effective incentives to “reveal” information on 
their risk situation through so-called screening. In an equilibrium with screening, 
insurance companies distinguish between different risk classes among their 
policyholders by offering them to choose from a menu of alternative contracts where 
lower premiums can be exchanged for higher deductibles.
…
One example is Stiglitz’s work with Andrew Weiss on credit markets with asymmetric 
information. Stiglitz and Weiss show that in order to reduce losses from bad loans, it 
may be optimal for bankers to ration the volume of loans instead of raising the lending 
rate. Since credit rationing is so common, these insights were important steps towards a 
more realistic theory of credit markets. They have also had a substantial impact in the 
domains of corporate finance, monetary theory and macroeconomics.

From this it appears that the seemingly relevant work on credit markets was in fact a theoretical 
foundation for other later work and not an empirical examination of how real credit markets 
work.

How about the book then? It was written after the Nobel Prize was awarded, and clearly 
not for a topic in which the award committee thought he had particular expertise. It is, however, 
highly cited. Before examining what we might find out about the book – an important 
observation is this: scientific work in economics is rarely in the form of books, but never-the-less
books are typically more highly cited than scientific articles. I offer myself as an example: by far 
my most highly cited work is a book Learning in Games with Drew Fudenberg – which, however,
is not a piece of original research but rather a detailed overview of a field. As both Fudenberg 
and I have worked in the field and the book surveys our own and other people’s work, it might 
be argued that the book does make us experts. Is this the case with Stiglitz’s book on 
globalization?

In economics the place to look for book reviews is the Journal of Economic Literature, a 
publication of the American Economic Association that specializes in...book reviews. A Google 
search “globalization and its discontents journal of economic literature” brings us back to Google
Scholar where the second entry is in fact a review of Stiglitz’s book by Kaushik Basu. I think we 
may take it that the editors of the Journal of Economic Literature are able to select core 
scientists in the area under review, so that Basu is such. I will quote from the first paragraph of 
the review

It is written at times from the ivory tower, contemplating the vast panorama of 
international economic relations with a researcher's trained but distant vision: but it also 
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reads in places like a rabble-rousing call from an activist who has no time for the niceties
of models and regressions...this too is a book where an academic who has done 
pioneering work in his field cuts loose from the binds of his discipline

I think we may take it that whatever this book is, it does not represent either new scientific 
research nor yet an overview of existing scientific research.

What is the takeaway from all this? Joseph Stiglitz did outstanding theoretical work on 
information in markets for which he received the Nobel Prize. Subsequently he has become a 
pundit. He wrote popular – rabble-rousing even – articles and books about globalization and 
macroeconomics. He did not do so with any particular expertise, but as any intelligent non-
expert, journalist or politician. So his views on these topics should be given no greater weight 
than theirs. A careful journalist, a thoughtful well-educated person, a policy analyst, a well-
trained AI – all following simple common sense and looking for telltale signs should be able to 
reach this conclusion with a few hours of research.

Notice that AIs do not publish articles, do not do original research, and do not get Nobel 
prizes. We come to this next.

Expert AIs
A personal anecdote may help clarify what constitutes expertise. Watching a seminar in 

an area I felt well-informed about, but to which I had not personally contributed, a colleague 
quickly raised his hand and explained a significant problem with the way the analysis was 
conducted. I, as a non-expert, understood his explanation well enough. The expert, having 
worked on and contributed to this method of analysis, was aware – as I was not – of the pitfalls 
– of traps and mistakes that can and had been made in the past. An expert was able to 
immediately see the problem as no non-expert could have. This knowledge of mistakes and 
dead ends is one crucial aspect of being an expert.

I have previously pointed out that far from all human knowledge is available for AI 
training. This is especially true in frontier research. There is a world of difference between 
writing and presenting a technical paper as opposed to reading it. There is a world of difference 
between listening to a presentation and speaking with the author as opposed to reading the 
paper. There is a world of informal knowledge that never makes it way into print, or perhaps 
even into conversation. All the wrong attempts and wrong turns encountered in doing research 
are valuable information - but they are never recorded or written down.

Writing many years ago about intellectual property, Boldrin and I wrote “If you buy 
software and have a question or problem, whom would you prefer to call? The people who 
wrote and developed the program? Or the people who duplicated the CD?” In the modern era 
we might ask if you would prefer to address a question to the author of a book or a reader of the
book? AIs, of course, are only readers.

Developer or Promoter?
Take software development. Historically software developers have constructed either on 

paper or in their minds models of what they want their software to do and how to do it. Then 
they code it and test it. In the process they develop great expertise in how the software works 
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and insight as to why it might not work. Anyone who has dealt with any sort of tech support 
knows that virtually none of this expertise is ever communicated to anyone using the software 
and that software developers have no interest whatsoever in what users think of their software.

Now-a-days coding, certainly in small bites, can be done by AI and reviewed and 
incorporated by developers into full scale products. As the low-level coding can now be done by 
AI this raises the possibility of a new type of a software developer, far more productive than the 
old. On the one hand, the new style developer continues to develop and so develop expertise. 
On the other hand, instead of coding they can be more focused on communication - with users 
about how the software is to be used, and listening to users about how well it works.
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Chapter 5. Plenty of Useful Things
Nothing says manufacturing like steel. Today we see the leaders of nations such as 

Italy, the UK, and the USA beclown themselves to preserve a few meagre jobs in steel 
production. It was not so in the 1950s and 1960s. Pittsburgh was the town that steel built - they 
named their football team after steel - and US Steel was one of the mightiest companies in 
America. Turning back the clock to a day in mid-January of 1965 we will see a line of men 
holding metal lunch-boxes standing in front of the front gates of the Edgar Thomson Steel 
Works. At midnight a bell rings, the gates open and the men file in to their good union jobs.

The truth be told, the inside of the steel works are a scene more reminiscent of hell than 
of heaven. The lunch boxes are metal to protect the food from rats. Although there is snow on 
the ground outside, inside the mill it is hot: very hot, over a hundred degrees fahrenheit. The 
heat radiates from the enormous blast furnaces melting metal at 2000 degrees. Liquid metal 
flows in red hot streams.

Inside a Steel Mill
Photo by Třinecké železárny

The work is difficult and back breaking. A steel worker is in greater danger of dying in an 
industrial accident than being murdered in the savage streets of Pittsburgh.27 The work is not, 
however, terribly highly paid - the average wage in manufacturing in the 1960s adjusted for 
inflation is about what a down-trodden Walmart Associate makes today.28 It is enough, however,
to let a man be a man - to down a dozen beers after work and go home to beat up his family.

Words are not entirely adequate to describe working conditions in a steel mill. 
Fortunately there is a very good movie, Deer Hunter, which does an excellent job of conveying 

27From the Bureau of Labor Statistics the occupational fatality rate for steel workers is about 20 per 
100,000 per year. From Wikipedia’s list of cities by homicide rate, the murder rate in Pittsburgh is about 
14 per 100,000 per year.
28From FRED in 1965 the average wage in manufacturing was about $2.50 per hour; adjusted using 
GDP deflator of 16.5 in 1965 and 125 in 2024 that is about $19 per hour today. According the the 
Walmart website an associate on average earns about $18 per hour.
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the joy of being a steelworker.
For better or for worse, in advanced countries, manufacturing jobs have been vanishing 

since their peak during the second world war. The graph below shows the steady decline.

Fraction of US Employment in Manufacturing
Source: FRED

Some of the manufacturing work that used to be done in the USA has gone overseas. 
Much of it is now done by robots. Yet jobs have not vanished. As the manufacturing industry 
has declined the service industry has correspondingly grown. Today, while the USA imports 
manufactured goods, it exports services. The modern middle-class worker no longer works in a 
hot and dangerous steel plant, but in a clean air-conditioned Walmart or insurance office. It is 
doubtful that these office workers would, for the same salary, prefer to work in a steel mill or 
coal mine.

Just as robots have replaced humans in difficult and dangerous manufacturing jobs, so 
AIs will replace humans in boring mind-numbing office jobs. What then is left for the poor 
humans?

Service Jobs and Service Jobs
The date is the 27th of June 2019. The place is Los Angeles, California. A tall young 

man in a sweatshirt, Alfonso Aguirre Rodríguez, better known as Mithy, enters the arena and 
seats himself in a large comfortable chair. He faces a large video screen with a mouse and a 
keyboard in front of him. After he takes the controls, the Rift Rivals League of Legends 
Tournament begins. No dwarves and axes here: there are sniper rifles, monsters and magic. 
Darting and swerving his champion over three days of the tournament Mithy emerges as the 
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champion.29

Alfonso Aguirre Rodríguez (Mithy)
Photo by Bruce Liu, CC-SA 3.0

Long gone are the days where gamers played for trophies and prepared for play by 
swilling sweet carbonated beverages. Mithy was a paid professional, he worked for a team 
called Origen, and prepared for tournaments with daily yoga workouts. After this tournament he 
retired from active play and now coaches another professional gaming team.

This is a story about the service industry. An entire occupation - professional gamer - the
esports “athlete” - did not exist thirty years ago. Dennis Fong, known as Thresh, is widely 
regarded as the first professional gamer, earning nearly $200,000 a year in today’s dollars until 
he retired in the late 1990s. Today there are over 70,000 registered esports players and the 
industry brings in nearly $5 billion a year.30 Top gamers now make up to $7 million per year. 
This industry - esports - is not manufacturing - it is a service industry.

This story also illustrates trade in services: the big time gamers employ physical trainers 
and yoga instructors to prepare them physically and mentally for their contests.

Winning Isn’t Everything
According to Forbes magazine in 2024 the highest paid tennis player was Carlos 

Alcaraz, earning $43.2 million, while the third highest was Coco Gauff, earning $27.1 million. 
The funny thing is: nobody would pay a penny to watch them play each other. People pay to see
horses run. People paid to see Usain Bolt run and pay to see Gout Gout run. But nobody pays 
to see Usain Bolt or Gout Gout run against a horse. AIs dominate humans in chess, but people 
still pay to see humans play each other.

29See https://www.independent.co.uk/news/long_reads/esports-players-training-fitness-athletes-perform-
league-video-games-a8863051.html and various wikepedia articles about Alfonso Aguirre Rodrígue and 
Origen.
30https://www.statista.com/outlook/amo/esports/worldwide
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The point here, is that competition is a useful service in the sense that people enjoy 
watching it. But competition is only interesting if the playing field is level. Nobody pays to watch 
men play against women in sports where strength is critical, just as nobody pays to watch 
humans compete against horses in sports where speed is critical.

Here we see an entire group of  industries where AI will make no inroads. The same is 
true of yoga. In principle a robot could teach a yoga class, but who would take the class? What 
interest is it that a robot can twist itself into a pretzel? For yoga, like many things, people prefer 
other people. They want to see what other humans can do. They like to socialize with them. 
They prefer people for their humanity. They prefer them for their life-experience - the thing that 
AIs are absolutely the worst at. As long as people prefer other people for certain tasks there will 
be work for humans.

Yoga instructor is but one example of a service industry job which is not threatened by 
AIs or robots. To this we may add ski, tennis, and golf instructors, outdoor guides, esports 
coaches, and indeed a good part of the leisure time industry. As AIs and robots are likely to 
increase our leisure time we may expect that the demand for these services also will increase.

Leisure time activities and competition are linked in another way: participants in sports 
are an audience for sports competitions. As I mentioned, when I was in high school I ran cross-
country and track as did many of my friends. We worked out faithfully, but we also watched our 
heroes - the superstar athletes - Jim Ryan, Steve Prefontaine, Billy Mills, Frank Shorter, and so 
forth. We wanted to emulate them. We studied how they trained, we watched how they raced. 
So it is with amateur tennis players, soccer players, and so forth. 

Leisure sports have been growing over time. In the last decade the  percentage of 
Americans who played tennis (at least once in the year) grew from 18% to 24%.31 The number 
of finishers at road races of all distances in the United States between 1990 and 2013, 
increased by 300%.32 In the last 20 years the number of gym memberships in the USA doubled 
to 64 million.33 With the added leisure afforded by AI and robots taking over more difficult and 
mind-numbing tasks sports and esports will continue to grow in popularity and as they do so will 
the demand to watch competition.

The story of two of my tennis playing friends born ten years apart tells the story. Both 
were top college tennis players - but neither was a superstar. The older player fell just short of 
making the pro-tour. The younger player - with twice as many players on the tour - made a living
for a decade as a professional tennis player. As demand grows, so does the number of teams 
and people the industry can support.

The leisure industry and competition are complementary - symbiotes if you prefer. In the 
esports arena AI will no doubt lead to better and more interesting games and esports - and for 
physical sports perhaps better refereeing - but in the end it is people that will play the games 
and they will play to watch people and not AIs compete.

From Esports to AI
In the realm of unanticipated consequences, gaming, and dwarves even, have played a 

crucial role in the development of modern machine learning and artificial intelligence. 

31https://www.usta.com/content/dam/usta/2024-pdfs/national-tennis-participation-report.pdf
32Running USA. 2016. “2016 State of the Sport - U.S. Road Race Trends.”
33https://gymdesk.com/blog/gym-membership-statistics/
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Remember those NVIDIA GPUs that are so crucial for machine learning? The ones that suck up
all the electricity? GPU stands for Graphical Processing Unit and GPUs were developed for 
video games.

Modern video games, unlike Colossal Cave Adventure, not only talk about dwarves 
throwing axes, they provide video of dwarves going around and throwing axes. The graphics in 
the first video games were rather poor. Pong was one of the first video games: it consisted of 
two paddles that could be scrolled up and down and a ball that would bounce off the paddles. 
As can be seen below the graphics were primitive.

Pong 
Public domain

Modern video games have photorealistic graphics, with player avatars moving through 
three dimensional mazes to gather treasures and meet and conquer monsters. As you can see 
below these graphics are rather more realistic.

Resident Evil 7: Biohazard
Screenshot from Gamerant.com

3D rendering - creating two dimensional screen images from three dimensional 
computer models - is what GPUs do. They use methods such as ray-tracing to determine which 
objects lie in front of which, how light is reflected and where the shadows lie. In the mid-1990s 
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GPUs were developed for fifth generation video consoles such as the Playstation and the 
Nintendo 64 to provide more realistic graphics for games. They made their way into PCs in 1999
with the release of the NVIDIA GeForce 256.

Ray tracing is a bit like radar. Think of it as kind of a gun shooting out a ray to see what 
gets in the way. Now there are many points in a three dimensional space, and each needs to 
have a ray traced to it. If this had to be done one at a time for hundreds of thousands of points it
would take a long time, and dwarves' axes would freeze in mid-air and never be seen to reach 
their target. Fortunately, many rays can be traced at once by using many different processors in 
parallel. The key to GPUs is that they have many - hundreds or thousands - of cores - 
independent processors that can simultaneously do operations such as tracing rays. 

As it happens neural networks - one of the primary AI models - involve computations at 
individual neurons that are independent of one another. Like ray tracing this can be done much 
more quickly if it is done in parallel rather than sequentially. So it turns out that hardware 
developed to create more realistic video games now powers modern artificial intelligence.

Coming to You Live
Competition is just the tip of the iceberg. We humans like live performances, we like to 

watch each other  perform. On the fifth of July 2025, the English heavy metal band Black 
Sabbath gave their final live performance, “Back to the Beginning.” The proceeds, over a 
hundred million were donated to charity. What was striking about this performance is that it 
featured the singer Ozzy Osbourne, who was so ill with Parkinson’s disease that he had to sing 
sitting down. Seventeen days later he died. Why would a man on the verge of death give a live 
performance? I presume because he wanted to and because it had an emotional significance to
him - and I imagine to his audience. For better or worse, AIs are not going to mimic dying artists.

Although I am not a great concert goer, some years ago, when I lived in Florence, Italy, I
saw two live performances, one by Dylan and one by Bruce Springsteen. There was a huge 
contrast between the two. For more tastes, and evidently for the tastes of the Nobel Prize 
committee, Dylan is by far the better artist, and indeed, while I own a great deal of recorded 
music, Bruce Springsteen is not in my collection. The Springsteen concert, however, was 
brilliant. Despite being performed in a large soccer stadium, Springsteen’s interaction with the 
audience was amazing. He strode up and down the stage, he was something no AI can be: he 
was alive. Springsteen clearly loved performing, he played favorites, he cared what the 
audience thought and wanted. While I might never buy a Springsteen album, I would go to 
another Springsteen concert in a minute. I can imagine an AI writing songs as good as 
Springsteen’s. I can’t imagine an AI giving a live performance as good.

Dylan’s performance, despite being in a smaller and more intimate venue, was in 
complete contrast to Springsteen. He clearly didn’t want to be there, he could care less what the
audience wanted, he refused to play the songs everyone loved, instead playing new 
experimental stuff that only he liked. He was so bad some people left early. How can it be that 
such a wooden uncaring man can make money from live performances? The answer is: 
because he is Dylan. He has written some of the greatest music of the twentieth century, and 
people want to see him, even if he is awful. This is the other side of live performances: people 
want to see their heroes, they want to meet their heroes. 

There is more to it than that. There are moments that are historic. On August 16, 1957, a

52



rock band, Buddy Holly and the Crickets, was booked in to give a performance in the Apollo 
Theater in Harlem. This was done by mistake: no white band had ever performed at the Apollo, 
which had a predominantly black audience. There was a moment of shock on both sides, 
captured in a somewhat exaggerated way in the movie The Buddy Holly Story, when the 
Crickets realized their audience was black, and the audience realized the band was white. But 
the Crickets played with energy and enthusiasm, and won over an initially hostile crowd. Who 
wouldn’t want to have been a fly on the wall at that concert?

Live performances are big. Music festivals are common and well attended. One group, 
the Grateful Dead, made an entire career out of touring. They were so popular with their fans, 
that the fans called themselves “deadheads” and traveled from city to city following the band to 
attend their live performances. A friend and co-author of mine, subsequently a Nobel Prize 
winner in economics, was a deadhead, and used to regale us with stories of his travels.

There is a lot of money in live performances. For example, Taylor Swift was the first to 
collect a billion dollars on a single tour. Live Nation reports that in 2023 total revenue from music
tours was about 34 billion.

Lots of pubs offer live music. I checked into the economics of this. A musician doing a 
gig in a pub earns a couple of hundred pounds.34 So, working at it full time, might bring in 
around forty thousand pounds a year, which is about the average salary in the UK.35 There are 
about fifty thousand pubs in the UK,36 if a band has three members, they could employ about 
150,000 musicians, about three times the number of musicians there are employed now in the 
UK.37

In the future AIs will, no doubt, create movies. But they are going to run into trouble 
doing plays. Indeed, popular musicals, such as the Lion King, are based on movies, so there 
may be a market for making live productions out of AI created movies. How much money is 
there in live performances of plays? It’s a little complicated because governments think that 
plays are better for our welfare than movies, so it subsidizes them - well, to be honest, 
governments subsidize movies too, so who knows? Anyway, theater in London racks in about a 
billion a year,38 and receives perhaps 500 thousand in subsidies.39 It turns out that most of the 
subsidies go to performances that are less popular, like opera.40

People pay a great deal more for the live performances, it turns out. The average 
London theater ticket costs nearly 60 pounds,41 while the average movie ticket costs just 8.42

The point is that people want people. An interesting case is that of the non-fiction book 
The Salt Path. This tells the story of a couple who through bad-luck became ill and homeless 

34https://musiciansunion.org.uk/working-performing/gigs-and-live-performances/live-engagement-rates-
of-pay/national-gig-rates
35https://www.forbes.com/uk/advisor/business/average-uk-salary-by-age/
36https://www.eatdrinkmeet.co.uk/recommendations/how-many-pubs-in-the-uk.html#/
37https://www.economicsobservatory.com/live-music-in-the-uk-whats-the-state-of-the-industry
38https://www.westendtheatre.com/292809/news/society-of-london-theatre-uk-theatre-issues-new-report-
theatre-attendances-up-average-ticket-prices-down/
39https://www.london.gov.uk/who-we-are/what-london-assembly-does/questions-mayor/find-an-answer/
londons-theatres-support
40https://www.nao.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2024/01/dcms-departmental-overview-2022-23.pdf
41https://www.theguardian.com/stage/article/2024/jul/07/west-end-theatre-tickets-expensive-romeo-and-
juliet-tom-holland-cabaret
42https://www.screendaily.com/news/uk-cinema-admissions-up-in-2024-but-average-ticket-price-down/
5200865.article
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but redeemed themselves by hiking for hundreds of miles along a route called the salt path. It 
was a huge best-seller, selling over two million copies. Unfortunately, it turns out that the book is
mostly fiction, and the author has now lost her contracts for future books and movies. Why didn’t
the author, Raynor Winn, simply release the book as fiction in the first place? Because she, 
rightly in my opinion, figured that it wouldn’t sell very well. People want true stories. They find it 
inspirational. Another example is the book The Long Walk: The True Story of a Trek to Freedom
about a Polish army officer who escaped from a Soviet prison camp during the second world 
war, and walked to India. I read it and found it amazing: they apparently crossed the Gobi desert
without water, drinking only the blood of snakes. I had no idea that was possible. In fact it 
probably isn’t. The book was scheduled to be made into a movie when it was discovered that 
the story was not true, and the project was cancelled.

AI’s can write fiction, perhaps someday they will write decent fiction. It’s hard to see how 
they are going to write inspirational true stories.

I am curious to see what happens with the future of voice acting. In cartoons particularly,
famous actors are recruited to provide the voices of the characters. Mark Hamill, best known as 
Luke Skywalker, in part because of a severe accident, had an entire second career as a voice 
actor: he is best known as the Joker in the animated version of Batman. Why employ famous 
actors - clearly there are many people who could do voice acting who are not famous, and 
would be much cheaper to employ?  Because we recognize the voice, we like it, we associate it 
with other things. Voice actors are afraid that AI will make them unemployed by mimicking their 
voices. Eventually, I imagine AIs will be able to do this pretty well. However, viewers are going 
to have to be told whether the voice is Mark Hamill or an AI imitation. They may very well care 
and prefer the real thing.

Making Money Doing Whatever
Of course we are not all going to be yoga instructors - it requires five hundred hours of 

training, after all - or mountain guides, let alone Usain Bolts. Can you really make money doing 
“whatever?” Professional gamer is not the only new occupation brought about by computers and
the internet. Another is “influencer.”

The job of influencer did not exist before the 21st century. The first blog, although it was 
not called that, was Jerry Pournell’s Chaos Manor. Pournell was a science fiction author and 
both a science and computer aficionado. Chaos Manor originated as a column for the print 
magazine Byte. He wrote, and he was an interesting and engaging writer, of his adventures and
misadventures with computers and with people. In the late 1990s the column migrated to the 
web, initially as part of an online version of Byte, and eventually as a blog. Pournell didn’t take 
advertising per se - although he did advertise his own books and his wife’s business in the blog.

In the 2000s, blogging took off, and successful bloggers began to earn real money and 
were able to make a living off of their earnings - either through advertising or through contracts 
with online websites. In the second decade of the new millennium bloggers became more 
specialized and became known as influencers. Influencers now come in all sizes and shapes: 
including travel and fashion influencers, as well as self-help and political influencers. Many have
migrated to video formats. The latest platform, TikTok, has not yet supplanted YouTube, 
currently generating about half of YouTube’s revenue, at around $25 billion. 

Influencers themselves earn money either through advertising, subscriptions, or through 
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contracts with the platforms. A top influencer can earn as much as $2 million per post. 

The 50 honorees of the 2024 Forbes Top Creator list are riding the growth of the creator 
ecosystem (now estimated to be nearly 50 million people strong). This year’s listers 
earned almost $720 million over the last 12 months—a jump of $20 million from 2023. 
Since last year, Forbes Top Creators have added more than 100 million followers to their
collective total—now boasting more than 2.7 billion followers across YouTube, TikTok, 
and Instagram.43

One type of influencer seems to be missing from the list: that of the AI influencer. Here is
a job that doesn’t yet exist, yet is made possible with the advent of AI. With many different kinds
of AIs, some specialized and some not, and with many people who want Ais for different 
reasons - there seems scope for influencers who review AIs.

As we’ve emphasized, AIs have both the strengths and limitations. Recently many 
businesses that were quick to replace humans with AIs have begun to regret doing so.44 
Adopting AI is, as John Rhys-Davies warned Indiana Jones, “very dangerous my friend, you go 
first.” Those who go first can warn us of the dangers. Different AIs do different things: an AI 
designed to help physicists is not going to be very useful in house-hunting. So we want to know:
what is an AI designed to do? Who is it designed for? Whose goals are implemented in an AI? 
How effective is it? How easy is it to use? What sort of data was used in training? How much 
data was available for the problem at hand, how proprietary is that data? What is the 
performance of the AI on different benchmarks? At what price are trained models sold? Can the 
model be customized? The list of things useful to know about an AI is large, and while in 
principle AIs might review each other, who would trust those reviews?

Expertise in using an AI is something useful: that expertise can be taught, and it can 
help assess which is the “right” AI, in an aesthetic as well as scientific sense.

The Meek Shall Inherit the Earth
I would love to make cartoons, but sadly I cannot draw. Fortunately AIs are good at 

drawing: suddenly I am a cartoonist, an occupation previously impossible for me. I also travel 
the world and have friends from all places. Sadly I am also terrible with languages.

I do not doubt that AI will have a huge impact on language. In some ways it already has: 
for written language Google translate has been around for years, and most web browsers can 
translate pages into the language of your choice. Real time translation of the spoken word is just
beginning. Even simple things - modifying voices to remove accents - can make an enormous 
difference in understanding.

Years ago, I was in Hong Kong with Eric Chou, who taught at Chinese University of 
Hong Kong. Eric, who is Taiwanese, kindly offered to give me a ride to the Hong Kong 
University of Science and Technology. Unfortunately we got so involved in conversation that we 
missed a turn and got lost. Bear in mind this was in 1997, so we weren’t even equipped with cell

43https://www.forbes.com/sites/stevenbertoni/2024/10/28/top-creators-2024-the-influencers-turning-buzz-
into-billions/
44https://www.techradar.com/pro/over-half-of-uk-businesses-who-replaced-workers-with-ai-regret-their-
decision
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phones. In those days when you got lost you stopped at a petrol station and asked for 
directions. Eric did this, and had a long conversation with a man there. He got back in the car, 
and I looked at him and said “You speak Mandarin, that gentleman, being from Hong Kong, 
speaks Cantonese, how on earth did you understand one another?” To which Eric replied “We 
did not.”

Those days are soon to be over. Soon we will speak to people in our own language on 
our smartphones and they will hear it in their own language. I do not doubt this will have 
implications for the future of languages - what will happen to political movements built around 
language like the Parti Québécois? As translation becomes widely available will English die 
entirely in Quebec? Or will it be the other way around, and language will no longer be something
that divides us?

The Cathedral vs the Bazar
 I, personally, am sick of all these different social media platforms: Facebook, Instagram,

X, Bluesky, TikTok, YouTube. I’d love to have an AI assistant that would maintain accounts for 
me on all these platforms, filter the posts, provide me with one feed in a style I like, and send my
posts and comments to the appropriate places. Rather than thinking that AIs are going to 
replace us, why not think about how they are going to help us?

Eric Raymond wrote of the cathedral and the bazaar. Cathedrals, he said, are carefully 
crafted by individual wizards or small bands of mages working in splendid isolation. By contrast 
bazaars are a great babbling mix of differing agendas and approaches out of which a coherent 
and stable system could seemingly emerge only by a succession of miracles. He was writing 
about software development, but the contrast has wider relevance. Now, rather than the 
babbling of many different platforms, we have walled gardens like Facebook - easy to enter, but 
hard to escape. 

Facebook is an interesting case in point. The software - the backend that keeps all the 
data and sends stuff to your web browser - is based on mysql. Mysql is free software - as Eric 
Raymond would say, free as in freedom. The developers write it and if you legally obtain a copy 
you can do what you want with it. Facebook is also free - free as in beer - you don’t pay a 
subscription fee to use Facebook. Rather firms - and sometimes individuals - pay Facebook for 
those annoying ads that litter your feed.

The walled garden is probably not going to survive the AI revolution. As I indicated, AI 
assistants can masquerade as humans - they can solve stupid Captchas a lot better than we 
can - and just pull out what we want to see. Many bloggers - influencers if you prefer - have 
already migrated to Substack, where they pull money through subscriptions rather than ads. As 
the walled gardens are destroyed by swarms of AI agents we will no doubt see more of this.

Cheating
One of the skills that the market will be rewarding and that people are already acquiring 

training - not always useful training - for, is the effective use of AIs. Effective use of AIs depends
of course in part on what they are going to be used for. Operating a nuclear power plant is 
somewhat different than writing a blurb advertising a new product. 

Let’s take writing a blurb about something - this after all is something we academics 
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purport to teach our students, effective communication and writing. In using AI there are really 
three steps, asking the right question, assessing the answer, and improving the answer. The 
first two steps are linked in a natural way, and the second tends to contribute to the third.

Before we had AI we had Google and Bing search. Those had the feature that if we 
asked the wrong question we got the wrong answer. For example, suppose we want to find out 
about John Smith, the explorer who founded New England. We type into Google “John Smith” 
and find out about John Smith the labour party leader. So we have to change the question, for 
example by putting in “Captain John Smith” which brings up the right John Smith. AI is not 
different. Suppose, for example, we want to check out the story of the Pan Am flight across the 
Pacific Ocean. We put into Google “When was the first flight across the Pacific” and the AI 
overview generated by Gemini tells us that it happened on May 31, 1928 by Charles Kingsford 
Smith. That unfortunately isn’t the right answer, because we were actually interested in the first 
commercial flight.

Here I digress. Suppose that I was a student at an Italian University and needed the 
answer in Italian. I can read a little Italian, but it requires work, so perhaps I would just turn this 
in as my exam paper. This would lead to two problems. First, the answer would be wrong. 
Second, my professor would notice that the answer, instead of being written in my usual half 
literate style, was actually written in grammatically correct Italian. Let the cheater beware.

So the second step, then, was to read the answer and make sure it made sense. There 
is more to the second step as well. For example, in writing up the story about Pan Am’s flight 
across the Pacific I used Google to find the name of the pilot.  Unfortunately, there were two 
flights, one to Manila, and one to Hong Kong two years later. There was one document 
discussing both flights, and Gemini got the names of the pilots mixed up. I discovered this 
because, while I’m quite happy to use resources such as Google, Gemini and Wikipedia to find 
things, as far as possible I try to read the original documents - hence I immediately saw that 
Gemini got the pilots confused. That is, just reading the answer to see if it seems to make sense
is not enough - you ought to go back to the references and make sure the AI interpreted them 
correctly. Similarly, if your AI is doing chain of thought reasoning, you ought to check the steps 
to make sure they make sense.

As it happens, I do my own writing, so once I’ve located things, I think how I would like to
present them, type in a draft, then edit it until I’m happy - often a time-consuming process. 
There is no reason everyone should do this, nor is it an essential skill. Never-the-less, even if 
you are generally happy with the output of the AI, while reading it and assessing its validity, you 
really ought to make adjustments to the language that you find suitable. Finding your own words
for things, or adjusting the words of the AI is the last step in effective use of an AI.
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6. Robots of the Sunset
“Not only is Africa the world’s fastest-growing continent, but it is also demographically 

the youngest.”45 This is not accurate: Africa is demographically the youngest continent because 
it is the fastest-growing continent. There is a necessary connection between the age of the 
population and the rate of population growth. The graph below shows the age of the population 
for three different countries: Japan is shrinking with a rate of population growth of -0.3%/year, 
Mexico is growing slowly with a rate of population growth of 0.6%/year, and Benin is growing 
rapidly with a rate of population growth of 2.8%/year. Since population grows when the births 
outnumber the deaths of old people and shrinks when the deaths of old people outnumber birth 
- shrinking countries have many old people and growing countries have many young people.

By now you are wondering: what on earth does this have to do with AI? Patience, we are
getting there. The middle category in the graph, the 15-64 year olds, are called the “working age
population.” That is because they do most of the work and their work supports the young people
and the old people. Mexico looks pretty good: lots of working age people, modestly many young
people and few old people. Benin has few old people, but an awful lot of young people to be 
supported by the working age population. Japan has the opposite problem: not so many working
age people to support the elderly population.

Most of the rich countries, Europe, Japan, and Korea have declining populations and 
face a problem: who is going to take care of all the old people? One possibility is that older 
people should work more. There are, however, some problems with this. First, not everyone 
wants to work, especially when they are old. In 2023 the French government introduced a plan 
to increase the retirement age from 62 to 64. This was not popular. According to the Wikipedia 
article on the 2023 French pension reform strikes they “began in France on 19 January 2023 
with a demonstration of over one million people nationwide, organised by opponents of the 
pension reform bill.” The strikes and demonstrations lasted a month and a half, there was 
substantial violence, and this led to the de facto fall of the government.

45INSEAD Knowledge, “How Africa Could Astonish the World,” by Prashant Yadav and Vinika D. Rao, 
INSEAD, 29 Jun 2021. Note that INSEAD is a French business school.
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Even if there was great enthusiasm for putting the elderly to work, it is unfortunately the 
case that our ability to work declines with age. The graph below speaks to our physical prowess 
by age measuring age group record running speeds over a hundred meters.

Notice that age is much more important than gender: the thirty five year old woman beats the 
forty five year old man. If you need physical work done, better a young woman than an old man.

Not only does our physical prowess decline with age, but so does our mental prowess. 
The graph below provides a crude indication of this: the percent of the population suffering 
dementia. I think we can take it that individuals suffering from dementia are limited in the 
contribution they can make to the workforce.

So: in rich countries there will be too few young people to support the elderly. There will 
be too few carers. There will be too little of everything else as well. Governments have made 
promises concerning retirement pay - social security - and the money - and the underlying 
goods and services - to fulfill those promises will not exist. Every rich country faces a huge 
problem with social security - too many promises, and not enough money to pay for those 
promises.

Some people think that social security, because they paid into a system, their money 
was invested wisely and now they can live off the proceeds. It doesn’t work that way. Current 
workers pay social security, and that money is used to pay retirees. It was a great deal for the 
first generation of social security recipients who paid nothing into the system, but got a nice 
retirement income. It hasn’t been a good deal for a long time - since the late 1960s those who 
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paid into the system have got less out than if they had invested the money wisely.
When we think about social security and income taxes, it is easy to explain why the 

brosketeers like robots so much. If you hire humans you have to pay taxes and they have to pay
taxes, so that the money you pay for them is much less than the money they receive - in many 
countries perhaps only half. By contrast, if you hire a robot, you and they pay no taxes. Now this
doesn’t exactly create a level paying field between humans and robots when it comes to 
employment. On the other hand, I wonder how long it will be before governments realize this 
and start taxing robots the way they tax humans?

Besides taxing robots there are various proposals for “saving” social security. Some of 
these involve creating individual investment accounts in place of social security, and indeed, 
many countries already have these. This reminds me of my grandfather, who was a social 
security recipient, and already, in the 1960s, worried about whether his pension could be 
sustained. He wrote long letters to the New York Times, never published, with his plan for 
saving social security. While the readers of the New York Times never saw these letters, I, as a 
dutiful grandson, did read them. Although I was pretty young at the time, it seemed to me then, 
and certainly now, that these proposals were roughly the following: take money out of the left 
pocket and put it into the right pocket and all will be well. I’m afraid that proposals for replacing 
social security with investment accounts are the same. Either money is moved from the left 
pocket to the right pocket, and nothing is accomplished, or this is a backdoor method in which 
money vanishes as it moves from pocket to pocket. Either money has to go into the system or 
promises have to be broken.

This brings up the obvious and simple way to save the system: get more young people. 

Immigration
For a long time, the USA was immune to population aging because it brought in lots of 

young immigrants. Cleverly, it is now sending those immigrants to concentration camps in 
foreign countries, where they will neither work nor pay taxes. This is the puzzle: it is old people 
who most need more young people to sustain them in their old age. It is also the old people who
have the greatest hostility towards young immigrants and are most eager to block their arrival 
and “send them back.”

I grew up in a charmed world. I went to school with people from a diversity of 
backgrounds and cultures, and have co-authors, colleagues, and students from every continent,
and from most religions, cultures, countries, genders, and anything else you can think of. That 
charmed world is rapidly vanishing and being replaced by what can only be called ethnic 
cleansing or pogroms. In the USA, we now have masked men kidnapping good people, people 
who work hard, pay taxes, and contribute to society, based on their ethnicity or the country of 
their birth, and sending them to exile and concentration camps in foreign countries. In other rich 
countries concentration camps for immigrants have become commonplace. 

So what is left? Here at last, it seems, except in Europe, where it will be banned, AI may 
be our saviour. The facts that I have pointed to are not an excuse for age discrimination or 
ableism which I strongly oppose. However non-discriminatory we are in in hiring, however, it is a
fact that a group of unaided people with less physical strength and a higher incidence of 
dementia is not going to produce as much as strong people without dementia. But “unaided” is 
important. Older people aided by robots and AI might well be as productive as a group as 
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younger people. AI is the great equalizer.
To this I may add: if AI substantially raises the productivity of the working age 

population, they will be better able to care for the elderly. Indeed, robots may find their first 
important employment as carers - not a job popular with young non-immigrant working age 
people.

Unfortunately, while robots and AI may replace some of the missing young people, it is 
likely at great cost. On the other hand, if labor is scarce in the rich countries, then there is little 
point in investing there, so we may see capital flowing to poor countries and poor countries 
becoming rich, especially as their best, most hard-working, and brightest are no longer able to 
flee to rich countries. All of which is to say: we have real problems, but AIs replacing humans is 
not chief among them.

The Population Bomb
Another solution to the problem of an aging population is to have more children. Since it 

takes two decades for a child to reach working age, this is only a solution in the future, and 
politicians rarely care about decades to come, so we are unlikely to see much action on this 
front. Had politicians made sensible long-term decisions twenty years ago we wouldn’t be facing
many of the problems we have today. We can all take some credit for this: who celebrates 
politicians for wise decisions they made two decades ago? As long as we reward politicians for 
short-term success we can expect that they will remain short-sighted.

As indicative of the non-seriousness of politicians about increasing the number of 
children we may count such things as giving $500 rewards for having a child, and similar 
symbolic gestures. While we can rightly say “good luck with that,” government policy does play 
a role. So do economic forces, and economists have spent a great deal of effort in 
understanding fertility46 and we may ask what the impact of AI will be.

The basics are well established. The story of the twentieth century is that of the 
demographic transition. We may categorize countries roughly as poor, middle-class or rich. 
Poor countries have very high fertility - the number of children per woman - and correspondingly
high population growth rates. As an example, in Benin, a very poor country, women have on 
average 4.6 children and population grows at 2.5% per year.47 As income increases and poor 
countries become middle-class, fertility and population growth decline, and as they become rich 
they decline even further. As an example, in Sweden, a very rich country, women have on 
average 1.43 children and population grows at 0.3% per year. This decline in fertility is true only 
up to a point, in the twenty-first century we have seen fertility in rich countries stabilize.

The reasons for the demographic transition are well-established and revolve around the 
costs and benefits of having children. The two most important costs are that of education, and 
this is particularly the case in poor countries where child labor in rural areas was an important 
source of income. The other crucial cost is the opportunity cost of the mother’s time - in every 
place in the world, in addition to the cost of bearing a child, the cost of raising a child falls 
primarily on the mother. Finally, there is a quantity versus quality trade-off: one can raise many 

46A good overview can be found in Doepke, Matthias, Anne Hannusch, Fabian Kindermann, and Michèle
Tertilt. "The economics of fertility: A new era." In Handbook of the Economics of the Family, vol. 1, no. 1, 
pp. 151-254. North-Holland, 2023, on which I base much of this discussion.
47https://unhabitat.org/sites/default/files/2022/07/benin_en_1.pdf
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children investing little in each one, or have a few children each of which receives a great deal 
of time and attention.

The rise in incomes is closely connected with better social security and urbanization. 
Better social security means less reason to have children to provide for one’s old age, and 
children are more expensive and less valuable in urban areas than rural areas. In Benin, for 
example, only 46% of the population lives in cities, while in Sweden it is 88%. Hence, as 
development takes place people move from rural areas to cities, income rises, social security 
and pensions become more widespread, education has greater value, opportunities for women 
increase, and large families become less desired and less common,

One has only to know young people today to understand why fertility has declined so 
much in rich countries. Quality children are highly desired, and even fathers now contribute to 
the effort. The commitment of time to raise a child is enormous, career interfering for women, 
and with housing costs high, it is an enormously expensive and daunting commitment. Young 
people, as well, will bear the costs of environmental degradation, especially global warming, so 
they have greater environmental concern than the old, and population growth is rightly seen as 
contributing to the problem. This leads to a social norm of keeping family size small. Women’s 
careers lead to having children at a later age, also limiting the total number of children per 
family. Increased income of women also means that they need not enter into a bad long-term 
partnership, and more women now choose to remain single. With many women choosing not to 
have children at all, and those who do, keeping family size small, it is little wonder that fertility is 
so low.

While fertility is low in rich countries, in the last thirty years it has stabilized and there is 
substantial variation from about 1.5 children per woman to about 2.0 children per woman, still 
slightly below the replacement rate of 2.1 where population stabilizes. Some of this variation is 
due to differences in government policies and social norms. In particular, where men do more 
child care and there is more public spending on childcare, fertility is higher. It is also the case 
that where there is greater agreement between partners about the ideal family, size fertility is 
higher. 

There are two particular findings that deserve emphasis. First, there is a difference 
between a social norm that says “women should stay home and have children” which is the 
case in many poor countries with high birthrates, and a social norm that says “women should 
stay home when they become mothers.” The latter, it happens, leads to less fertility, as it 
encourages women to avoid having children to avoid being pressured to stay home.

The second finding is that highly competitive educational systems discourage fertility. If 
being top in school is crucial then it is best to have a child and invest heavily in that child. Asians
countries in particular, with their highly competitive systems may be particularly impacted by this
problem.

Looking at the bigger picture, to an extent the problem of population decline is self-
remedying. As population falls, housing prices will fall, and the cost of having children will 
decline. In addition: it will be hard for countries with very few people to keep out immigrants from
countries with very many people.

Perhaps more important from the point of view of AI are environmental concerns. It is 
clear that there are population levels that are not sustainable. Some people celebrate population
decline, believing that there are far too many of us. Others feel we should have an even greater 
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population. Regardless, world population is still increasing at about 1% per year, and if it 
continues at this rate it will double to about 16 billion in 70 years. It probably won’t continue to 
increase at this rate, but regardless world population nearly tripled in the last 70 years, and as 
that increase was not primarily responsible for global warming, it did so without great 
environmental consequence.

How many people is the right number is a controversial issue. Certainly human well-
being has increased despite the increase in population. Innovation also is enhanced by having 
more people to draw upon. On the other hand, the demand on resources has also increased. 
Here, perhaps, AI can help, allowing greater specialization and innovation with fewer people, 
and making old people more productive. 

Let us accept for the moment that population decrease might be undesirable. Certainly 
rich countries are concerned about this. Can AI help us out with the population crash? 

The single biggest factor in the population crash is the cost of childcare. I doubt that AI 
can help us much with the cost of housing. I don’t see robots replacing humans in caring for 
infants any time soon. I see two major impacts of AI on child care costs. The first is with respect 
to education. AI enhances the productivity of teachers: this means that capacity at top schools 
can be increased, and makes it easier to teach children at home. Historically the rich English 
sent the children to boarding school, so AI has the possibility of reducing parental time needed 
to provide education, which is a major cost of raising a child.

The big impact I see, however, is with self-driving cars. Parents spend a lot of time 
ferrying their kids around - to school, to after school and weekend activities. I don’t think many 
people would shove their kid in an uber to go to school, although probably some do. There are 
obvious cost and security issues. However, a self-driving car is unlikely to molest or bully a 
child, and is likely to be a lot cheaper than employing a human driver. In the “good old days” 
pre-teens in cities took buses on their own, and so were highly mobile. The self-driving car may 
bring back this mobility - improving life for children and parents, and significantly lowering the 
cost of bringing up a child.

Finally, what is the environmental impact of replacing humans with AI? There is a lot of 
talk about the vast energy demands of the data centers in which AI live. Data however, shows 
that in fact the impact is modest.

How much energy does AI use? The International Energy Agency thinks we should all 
chill out a bit.48 Data centres use around 1 to 2% of the world’s electricity. When cryptocurrency 
is included, it’s around 2%. This has tripled in the last 15 years. If it triples again, it is still a 
modest fraction of electricity usage. However, what is overlooked in this, is that electricity itself 
is only a portion of total energy consumption, only about 20% in fact.49 So it is unlikely that AI is 
going to create a great environmental crisis or contribute in an important way to global warming.

Sunset of the Doctors
In Italy, the taxi driver is king. When the taxi drivers ask the government to jump, the 

government answers “how high?” Uber is banned, and taxi driving is a profession with the 
“dignity of labor.” In practice this means that even if the taxi drivers aren’t on strike, good luck 

48Hanna Ritchie (2024): “What’s the impact of artificial intelligence on energy demand?”, 
www.sustainabilitybynumbers.com
49https://ember-energy.org/latest-insights/global-electricity-review-2024/global-electricity-trends/
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getting a taxi. Italian doctors have been less successful in preventing competition, but in most 
countries doctors are king - and so there are very few doctors and long queues for medical care.

When we are sick we see the doctor if we can. The table below provides some basic 
information on different countries about how many doctors there are - how easy it is to see a 
doctor - and how old people there are, which partially measures how many people want to see 
the doctor. As you can see there is a lot of variation: Italy, as can be seen, has more doctors per
person than the USA or UK. Poor countries, like Benin, have just a few. On the other hand, 
people in Benin are pretty young, so probably do not need so much medical care as a country 
like Japan where people are pretty old.

Country Physicians per 10,000 
population

Median Age of 
population

Italy 43 48

USA 36 39

UK 32 41

Japan 26 50

Mexico 26 31

Benin 2 17

source:  Wikipedia

There is a lot of debate about different medical systems: single-payer, national 
insurance, is private insurance even allowed, employer provided and so forth and so on. All of 
these systems, despite their purported differences, are very bureaucratic, with long queues and 
many decisions about care made by non-medical “care” or “insurance experts” rather than 
doctors. Besides the availability of care, which depends mostly on the number of doctors, the 
other main difference is that the USA covers less of the population, and has shorter queues for 
elective surgery like knee and hip replacements. 

To illustrate some of the issues with medical care, in the supposedly “capitalist” USA 
system, several decades ago I had a serious eye problem. At that time I taught at UCLA, and 
received my medical care at the UCLA medical center. They sent me to see a GP - a natural 
first step to see what is wrong before finding an appropriate specialist. It didn’t work out that 
way. The GP thought he could cure my eye problem, and used me as a guinea pig for various 
eye drops he had read about. 

It happens that the building in which I was being treated is across the street from the 
Jules Stein Eye Institute, one of the leading eye hospitals in the world. When I asked the GP, 
after several months and half a dozen unsuccessful experiments with eye drops, why he didn’t 
send me to the Jules Stein Eye Institute, he said that the insurance company would not 

64



authorize it. After I threatened the insurance agent with legal action, he agreed to send me 
there. The specialist there did a proper diagnosis, and prescribed the correct cure, and I was 
well within days. 

Besides illustrating that the USA system is not so different from the others, I want to 
make the point that even if the GP had access to an AI with the expertise of the Eye Institute 
specialist it would have done no good. A key ingredient in the correct diagnosis was the 
specialized equipment that the specialist used to peer into my eye to see what was the problem.

I’ve had direct experience with three different systems: the USA, Italy and UK, and I 
would say that the number of doctors per person is the most important for what we want, which 
is to get medical care when we are ill. However, while you and I might prefer more doctors, for 
doctors it is the other way around: the fewer the doctors and the scarcer is medical service, the 
more money they can get paid, and in the USA the doctor truly is king. Now you might wonder 
why it is that doctors in the UK, where doctors are poorly paid, don’t all move to the USA where 
they are well paid. The answer is that doctors decide who gets to be a doctor and in the USA if 
you didn’t get your medical training in the USA they make it very difficult and expensive to be a 
doctor.

It’s worse than that. If we are old we are more likely to be sick. However, doctors are 
people too, and they also get old. As the population ages, so do the doctors, resulting in fewer 
doctors just when they are most needed. 

Doctors aged 55 years and over accounted for more than 40 percent of physicians in 12 
EU countries, in 2022…Italy reported the highest share of physicians aged 65 years or 
older at nearly 27 percent50

These countries also have mandatory retirement, which they are in the gradual process of 
abandoning for doctors, although many doctors work in the private sector or the black sector 
after retirement from the public system, so this may help less than anticipated.

Bill Gates is convinced that soon we won’t need doctors, that they will be replaced by 
AIs.51  Given that even in the USA medical care is a mess of government price regulation, public
and private insurance, and is rationed through queues as well as expensive, replacing doctors 
with AI isn’t nearly so important as having more doctors. Since a doctor takes a decade to train, 
and has to be trained by other doctors, increasing the number of doctors, other than poaching 
them from other countries, isn’t going to happen fast. 

Unlike Bill Gates, who foresees mass unemployment among doctors, I am hopeful that 
AI may at least help to remediate a bad situation. A lot of things doctors do, like poking you in 
the stomach and bashing your knee with a hammer would be awkward for an AI. I’m also 
skeptical that many people would accept a diagnosis from an AI that hadn’t been reviewed by a 
human doctor. However, if AI can increase the productivity of doctors then, if the quality of 
healthcare cannot be increased, at least perhaps a decline can at least be arrested.

While replacing doctors with AI or robots may be overly optimistic, robots already have 
improved the quality of medical care, and AI promises to lead to further improvements.

50Claudia Chiappa and Hanne Cokelaere, Europe’s doctors are aging fast, new figures find, Politico 
January 16, 2025
51Tom Huddleston Jr. (2025):  “Bill Gates: Within 10 years, AI will replace many doctors and teachers—
humans won’t be needed ‘for most things,” CNBC
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Here is what the Mayo Clinic, a leading USA hospital has to say about robotic surgery

Most often, a robotic surgery system includes a camera arm and mechanical arms with 
surgical instruments attached to them. The surgeon controls the arms while seated at a 
control center, called a console, near the operating table. The surgeon sees a magnified,
high-definition, 3D view of the surgical site.

With AI these systems can be further improved, if you are interested the Journal of Robotic 
Surgery published a somewhat accessible article52 describing the impact of AI on surgery.
The upshot is that AI is going to improve the quality of surgery, but seems unlikely to increase 
the availability of surgery. This is especially the case as it is doubtful that many people will want 
to have surgery without a trained team of humans in the room to intervene if something goes 
wrong. 

A crucial point here is that while robotic surgery has been with us for a while, it seems 
that surgery is indeed a rubber band - the cheaper and better it is the more of it we want. The 
fact is that knee and hip replacement are in great demand, and in most countries most people 
wait for years in great pain to get their aging knee or hip replaced.

The fact is that doctors spend so little time with patients that they can scarcely spend 
less. It may be, as the media suggests,53 that AIs can replace doctors (but perhaps not nurses). 
The reason we google health stuff is because we can’t call a doctor on the phone and ask a 
question. Perhaps if AI can take up some of the load currently carried by doctors, we might get 
a little more doctor time for patients. One thing is certain: even as job opportunities in other 
sectors contract, jobs in health services are in greater demand than ever.54

The funny thing about life is that it is often the small overlooked things that wind up 
mattering the most. Stethoscopes55 are an essential instrument for doctors. AIs are improving 
the use of stethoscopes: providing more information and sending it to an AI that can advise 
doctors about indications of heart disease that would otherwise be hard to detect.

Another example has to do with medication. Particularly for elderly people it can be 
difficult to maintain medication regimes, so many pills of this kind in the morning, so many in the
afternoon, and so forth. Speaking for myself, I sometimes shampoo my hair twice because I 
can’t remember if I already washed my hair. Automated pill dispensers to prevent accidental 
overdoses already exist, and carers are trained to keep track. One of these seems ideal56

Pillo is a smart pill dispenser and health tracker combined, which can safely store and 
dispense an individual's medication…The device uses facial and voice recognition to 
provide the correct pills to the right person.

Another area in which AI and improved robotics is likely to have a large health impact is 

52J Everett Knudsen, Umar Ghaffar, Runzhuo Ma, Andrew J Hung (2024): “Clinical applications of 
artificial intelligence in robotic surgery,” Journal of Robotic Surgery.
53https://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/technology/tech-news/google-deepmind-ceo-demis-hassabis-
reveals-ai-can-replace-doctors-in-healthcare-but-not-nurses-heres-how/articleshow/123089003.cms
54https://www.cnbc.com/2025/08/01/heres-where-the-jobs-are-in-this-slowing-economy.html
55https://www.theguardian.com/technology/2025/aug/30/doctors-ai-stethoscope-heart-disease-london
56Jan Rust (2016): “AI pill-dispenser uses facial and voice recognition,” Springwise.com.
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on medical appliances. Here I am talking about artificial limbs and body parts, insulin pumps, 
artificial hearts, pacemakers, and so forth. Smart appliances can monitor themselves, regulate 
themselves, warn when there are problems and so forth. They can even be controlled by the 
user, for example, instructing the artificial heart to beat faster in preparation for exercise. 
Building robotic hands for robots also makes it possible to have better robotic hands for 
humans. Improved sensors too will be important. There is a world of difference between an 
artificial hand that can feel and one that cannot.

I’m going to wrap up this discussion of medicine with the issue of AI hallucinations. 
Recently a Google AI, providing diagnostic information, invented a body part that doesn’t exist.57

I think that the issue of hallucinations, and why humans will be needed in the loop for a long-
time to come, can be illustrated by human experience with language. 

We all have a native language, and our knowledge of that language is deep. It is deep in
the sense that we don’t just know one or two ways of expressing things, but dozens or perhaps 
hundreds. By contrast the knowledge of a second language, even if we are fluent in it, is shallow
in the sense that we know only a few common ways of expressing things. As an example: a 
native speaker of Italian has little trouble understanding Spanish. By contrast, knowing Italian as
a second language is not so helpful in understanding Spanish. Many Spanish expressions are 
different from the common Italian equivalents, for example, “left” in Spanish is “izquierda,” which
bears no particular resemblance to “left” in Italian, which is “sinistra.” A shallow knowledge of 
Italian here isn’t going to be much help understanding what a Spaniard means when they say 
“izquierda.” However, Italian does contain words that sound similar to “izquierda:” for example, 
“inquieto,” which connotes an element of worry, which is a connotation of “sinistra” as well.

My point here is that the knowledge of AIs is shallow. Every doctor has cut up a human 
body, no AI has. Every doctor has a body, no AI has. The knowledge of a human about 
medicine is deep in a way that is never likely to be the case for a human. AIs may be great 
medical advisors to doctors, and so doctors may become interpreters of AIs, but it’s unlike that 
AIs are going to replace doctors.

57https://www.theverge.com/health/718049/google-med-gemini-basilar-ganglia-paper-typo-hallucination
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AI Companions
On the companionship front, not generally a paid occupation, AI is already making some 

inroads. 

A subset of AI assistants, companions are digital personas designed to provide 
emotional support, show empathy and proactively ask users personal questions through 
text, voice notes and pictures.

These services are no longer niche and are rapidly becoming mainstream. Some
of today’s most popular companions include Snapchat’s My AI, with over 150 million 
users, Replika, with an estimated 25 million users, and Xiaoice, with 660 million…

Relationships with AI companions can also develop in less time than relationships with 
humans due to their constant availability. This may lead to users preferring AI 
companions over other people. ‘A human has their own life,’ pointed out one interviewee
in a study on human-AI friendship from 2022. ‘They’ve got their own things going on, 
their own interests, their own friends. And you know, for her [Replika], she is just in a 
state of animated suspension until I reconnect with her again.58’

There are also AI boyfriends and girlfriends. These are apparently very population, although I 
suspect with a rather small part of the population:

[A] Majority of Men Say They’d Marry an AI Girlfriend…not only that, but 83% of men 
also believe they could form a deep emotional bond with an AI girlfriend. What’s even 
scarier is that a whopping 78% of men surveyed said they would consider creating a 
replica of their ex, and three-quarters would duplicate their current partner to create a 
“polished” version of them.59 

58Jamie Bernardi (2025): “Friends for sale: the rise and risks of AI companions
What are the possible long-term effects of AI companions on individuals and society?” Ada Lovelace 
Institute Blog
59Sammi Caramela (2025): “Most Men Would Marry Their AI Girlfriends If It Were Legal,”
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While it is hard to see how AI partners are going to solve the problem in rich countries of 
too few births, it does not seem to be a great threat to our economic well-being.
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Chapter 7. Humanoid Robots?
According to Elon Musk, Tesla will make vast amounts of money selling its Optimus 

humanoid robot. CNBC60 reports that investors are skeptical about this, although their 
skepticism seems to take the strange form of forecasts from Morgan Stanley, Citigroup, and 
Goldman Sachs, predicting numbers like 40,000 humanoid robots by 2030 and 1.19 billion 
humanoid robots by 2050. Whether that makes sense or not depends on whether anyone would
want to buy a humanoid robot.

What will these humanoid robots do?

“It’ll do anything you want,” Musk said. “It can be a teacher, babysit your kids; it can walk
your dog, mow your lawn, get the groceries; just be your friend, serve drinks. Whatever 
you can think of, it will do.”

Given Optimus’ ability to deadlift 150 pounds and carry 45 pounds while walking 
at 5 miles per hour, it makes sense to use the robots in factory settings. In fact, Musk 
has suggested Optimus robots could address labor shortages. Musk has even floated 
the idea of developing millions of units by 2029 to have them operate in Tesla 
factories…

During the 2024 We, Robot event, Musk said that an Optimus robot could cost 
between $20,000 and $30,000, or “less than a car” in the long term.61 

As it happens I already have my groceries delivered, and I’m not sure that I want to spend the 
price of a car so I can have a robot serve my drinks. The designer of the robot is also skeptical. 

Chris Walti, the former team lead for Tesla's robot, told Business Insider that 
humanoid robots like Optimus were the wrong option for factory work.

Walti told BI that, although humanoid robots were a fascinating technology with 
enormous potential, human-shaped ones would be less effective in warehouses, 
logistics, and manufacturing…

Walti said the human form "evolved to escape wolves and bears. We weren't 
designed to do repetitive tasks over and over again. So why would you take a hyper 
suboptimal system that really isn't designed to do repetitive tasks and have it do 
repetitive tasks?"

There is a lot of reason to be skeptical. First, humanoid robots currently are rather poor 
imitations of human beings. They do the same things but less well. On the other hand - are we 
human beings well suited to the things we do? Not particularly. In a theoretical paper on 
evolution, Jeff Ely62 studied this question

I develop a formal model which illustrates a fundamental limitation of adaptive 

60Pia Singh (2024): “AI breakthroughs are speeding up the development of humanoid robots, but 
investors are still skeptical,” CNBC
61Jacob Biba (2025): “Tesla’s Optimus Robot: Uses and Release Timeline,” BuiltIn
62Ely, Jeffrey C. "Kludged." American Economic Journal: Microeconomics 3, no. 3 (2011): 210-231.
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processes: improvements tend to come in the form of kludges. A kludge is a marginal 
adaptation that compensates for, but does not eliminate fundamental design 
inefficiencies. When kludges accumulate the result can be perpetually sub-optimal 
behavior.

We humans are an accumulation of kludges, which is to say awkward compromises, and if 
someone wanted to build something to do the things we do, they would be well advised to start 
over again. Building a poor imitation of a human that is already ill-suited for the jobs we do 
doesn’t seem like a winning idea.

There is a lovely scene in the movie Total Recall (the good version, the one with Arnold 
Schwarzenegger) in which the hero, Douglas Quaid, is being chased by a batch of bad guys, 
and jumps into a robot taxi. Now what is curious about this Johnny Cab, is that it is an ordinary 
taxi driven by a humanoid robot. Eventually, Quaid has to rip the head off the humanoid robot to
take control of the taxi and escape. But my point is, it’s ridiculous to build a robot taxi by putting 
a humanoid robot inside a regular taxi, and not even Elon Musk has proposed doing so.

Humanoid robots seem especially threatening, because it seems like they can replace 
us. Will humans be replaced by robots or will everyone have a robotic personal
assistant?

Human or Goat?
What sort of robotic companion would you like? A lot of people have non-human 

companions, they are called pets. Pets aren’t the least bit humanoid. Does it make more sense 
to have a humanoid assistant to walk and clean up after your dog, or just to have a robot dog? 
Suppose though, that for some reason, we want a general purpose robot, kind of like a human 
being. What might it look like?

The first question we might ask is: why are we bipedal, anyway. Except for birds and 
kangaroos, humans are the only bipedal animals. The reason we are is pretty clear - it’s so we 
can use our hands. Why are other animals four footed? Why do they have tails? Why do 
animals have legs rather than wheels?

Let’s start with the issue of wheels. First, one of the limitations of evolution is it’s pretty 
hard to evolve wheels. Yet, when it comes to speed on a good surface, feet don’t compare to 
wheels. Ernst van Dyk won the Boston Marathon wheelchair division ten times and holds the 
world record at 1:18:27. The world marathon record on foot? Kelvin Kiptum of Kenya with a time
of 2:00:35. Legs are no match for wheels powered by arms. If legs power the wheels, things get 
even more extreme. At my peak as a runner I could run ten miles an hour for several hours. The
fastest marathoner can run several hours at about thirteen miles an hour. As an out of shape 
assistant professor, but on a bicycle, I could ride twenty five miles an hour for several hours. 
That’s about the average speed in the Tour de France, except they have to ride up mountains 
that I could barely climb on foot, and they ride a hundred miles a day for three weeks straight. 
The world record ride for one hour on a bicycle is held by Filippo Ganna who, in 2022, covered 
56.792 kilometres, which is to say 1.34 marathons.

The problem with wheels is that they are only useful on relatively smooth and flat 
surfaces. Even a vehicle with treads, like a tank or a bulldozer, is limited in the kind of terrain it 
can traverse. No wheeled or treaded vehicle has ever climbed a mountain - or a ladder. Legs 
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and feet are pretty handy when climbing is needed, when terrain is bad, or just for maneuvering 
around a tight spot. So probably we want our general purpose robot to have legs. (Honestly: 
why not both legs and wheels?)

But why two legs? When it comes to just about anything involving getting around, a four-
footed creature with a tail can put a biped to shame. You think hands are useful for climbing 
mountains? Watch a mountain goat racing up a cliff that the greatest human climber would take 
four times as long to climb. Watch a squirrel jumping from branch to branch. Watch a cat. With 
their tails for balance, they can put any human acrobat to shame: the average cat can traverse a
tightrope that only a few humans could manage.

With respect to speed, here is the tale of the tape over 100 meters. Usain Bolt is the 
fastest human, running it in 9.58 seconds. By the way, it isn’t entirely clear that human legs are 
the most efficient form of legs: the german double amputee Johannes Floors, running on blades
not legs, is only slightly slower at 10.54. But hey! Sarah ran it in 5.95 seconds. Of course, she 
was a cheetah. Brett Lee did it in 5.53 seconds. Of course, he was a greyhound.

Okay, no good over a hundred meters. How about four hundred meters (a quarter mile). 
Well four men, running in a relay, each running four hundred meters, the United States team of 
Christopher Bailey, Vernon Norwood, Bryce Deadmon, Rai Benjamin, managed to cover a mile 
in 2:54.43. Fager managed that in 1:32.2. Of course, he was a horse. Over the half mile that 
relay team managed about 1:27. Pronghorn antelopes can cover that distance in about 30 
seconds, and Oklahoma Natural did it in 43.20 seconds. Of course, Oklahoma Natural was a 
horse.

Noah Salzman, CC 4.0, via Wikimedia

But, you say, how can you do work without hands? But why two hands? Haven’t you 
ever wished for a third hand? Every year some idiot goes up into a tree with a chain saw to chop
off a few branches. Now a chain saw, like most power saws, needs two hands to operate. 
Generally speaking, it’s good also to have a third hand to hang on to the tree with, but as we 
don’t have one, the idiot usually manages to saw off their foot or leg, along with the branches. 
The picture below will probably impress upon you that going up in a tree to use a chain saw is 
not a good idea. I am doubtful that it will make such an impression during AI training. For us a 
picture is worth a thousand words. For an AI it is worth just a few.
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kallerna, CC 3.0, via Wikimedia

So here is the point. Sure, a general purpose robot needs arms and hands…well 
perhaps not hands…we’re coming to that. But why can’t a robot have four legs and two arms? 
Or perhaps four legs and three arms? Are perhaps four legs, three arms, and wheels? If we are 
starting from scratch, as Jeff Ely says, why limit ourselves to the kludges nature has come up 
with?

So hands. What do we use hands for? For holding tools. Hands are a great general 
purpose instrument, but nobody builds a house using their hands, they use hammers, saws, and
so forth and so on. We could build robot hands, and a lot of work is taking place to do so, 
designed to use human tools. But why bother? Instead of tools to be held in the hands, why not 
just give the robot detachable hands? If they need a hammer, then take off their hand, and wear
the hammer. If they need a socket wrench, or a saw…you get the idea. 

The idea of robots that can snap on and off different kinds of tools isn’t exactly science 
fiction. Robot Systems Products advertises

A Tool changer gives your robot the possibilities of quick changes between different 
tools. Locked with our patented locking mechanism TrueConnect™, our Tool changers 
have a locking cycle as short as 0.3 seconds. They are customizable and can be used to
transfer electric signals, data, water, compressed air, weld and servo power. Reliable, 
secure and precise - our tool changers improve robot flexibility.

The International Organization for Standardization has a standard, ISO 9409-1-50-4-M6, so that
robots built by one company can snap on tools built by a different company. It dates from 2004.

Don’t get me wrong. Hands are good general purpose tools, and good snap on hands 
can be useful to a robot. But they aren’t a good replacement for chain saws, hammers, or 
socket wrenches.

Sticking with the idea of robotic construction workers, we could build humanoid robots to 
climb ladders and scaffolds and use human tools. Or we could just build robots that can climb or
elevate themselves, and have limbs to which specialized tools can be attached. Do we design 
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robots for human worksites? Or design the worksites for robots?
Of course, we aren’t even discussing the fact that drones can fly and we can’t. The 

advantage of a robot is that it doesn’t need to be as unspecialized as we are, it can be more 
specialized.

State of the Art
Why try to build robots to be humanoid, or more generally, to imitate animals? One 

reason is that even if the robots aren’t terribly useful, animals are well evolved for the things 
they do, whether that is standing erect, or climbing cliffs. Their sense of balance, the way they 
move when they run, these are all worth learning from. Whatever lessons are learned can be 
incorporated into more specialized and more useful robots. I earlier mentioned replacement 
limbs and other medical applications. A good robot hand, for example, can be a good starting 
point for a replacement hand.

Here is a brief report on some actual robots. Boston Dynamics is one of the leaders in 
developing humanoid robots. Their Atlas robot, according to Wikipedia, has the following 
potential uses:

● Drive a utility vehicle at the site. One might suspect that a robot utility vehicle would do a
better job.

● Travel dismounted across rubble. Pretty much any robot with legs can do this, not to 
speak of robots with treads.

● Remove debris blocking an entryway. Open a door and enter a building. Hands do have 
their uses.

● Climb an industrial ladder and traverse an industrial walkway. Here it seems the robot 
goat has an advantage.

● Use a tool to break through a concrete panel. Or better yet, snap off a hand, and put on 
a hammer.

● Locate and close a valve near a leaking pipe, connect a fire hose to a standpipe and turn
on a valve. I’d be reluctant to hire a robot for such a simple task. However, if the leading 
pipe was leaking poison, or a fire was dangerously near a standpipe, a robot might be a 
good choice. More about this later.

They are also active in developing doglike robots. Here is a blurb from Hyundai which is 
planning to purchase some of these dogs, nicknamed Spot.

With an integrated thermal camera and 3D LiDAR, the Robot is able to detect persons 
around it, monitor high-temperature situations and potential fire hazards, and perceive 
whether a door is open or closed. The Robot can be remote-controlled through a secure 
webpage that provides a livestream of its movements around the plant, enabling office 
personnel to remotely observe industrial areas. The Robot’s AI technology also allows 
the Robot to detect dangers and send alarms to managers through the secure 
webpage.63

63https://www.hyundai.news/eu/articles/press-releases/factory-safety-service-robot-boston-dynamics.html
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This brings up the issue of sensors. To be useful robots need to see and hear. Touch is 
a key element, for example for robot hands, and a lot of work is going on to provide robot hands 
with a sense of touch. Smell would also be useful, and taste probably less so.

Seeing is of course crucial, robots that stumble around bumping into things aren’t going 
to be terribly helpful. There are basically two seeing technologies widely used. Optical sensors - 
cameras basically, and lidar, which is kind of like radar or sonar in that it senses things by 
bouncing signals off them and seeing how far away they are. Radar uses radio waves, sonar 
sound waves (and is used by both bats and dolphins), while lidar uses laser beams.

For some reason, something to do with feeling only human beings do things right, and 
ostensibly because of cost, Tesla uses only optical sensing systems, while other, and more 
successful autonomous driving systems, such as that used by Waymo, also employ lidar. I have
my doubts about cost being an essential consideration. You can buy handheld lidar systems for 
about $20, and fairly sophisticated systems are advertised for about $500.

Notice, incidentally, that the robot dog Spot uses a thermal camera - it senses heat 
rather than light. It is, of course, useful for robots to have human senses. But just as we humans
use tools, we use sensing devices - radar, lidar, thermal cameras, night vision scopes, 
telescopes, microscopes, and so forth. There is no reason that robots shouldn’t have access to 
these more advanced sensors.

So again, hands. Agile robots are working on a robot hand, called, not surprisingly, the Agile 
Hand. Here is some descriptive information from their website. It promises a sturdy but delicate 
grip with high flexibility. To make this possible, it has twenty joints. “Agile Hand performs 
human-like movements effortlessly.” Perhaps equally interesting, is that these hands are 
designed to be removed. They promise seamless connectivity with their robot flange compliant 
with the earlier mentioned ISO 9409-1-50-4-M6 standard. They also boast a medical flange, 
although I’m not sure what that is about, it sounds promising. It also has an optional “tactile 
sensor” which presumably gives it some sort of sense of touch.

Very Dangerous, You Go First
That’s a quote actually, from Raider of the Lost Ark, when Salah, speaking to Indiana 

Jones about entering a pit filled with snakes, suggests that perhaps Indy should go first. There 
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is a robot from the 1960s TV show Lost in Space that accompanies a kid, and is constantly 
warning him “Danger, Will Robinson.” As far as I can recall, the robot never volunteered for the 
dangerous duty, however, and needless to say, Will being a young boy, always does.

As I indicated, I don’t generally find turning a valve to shut off a leaking standpipe 
something I would consider buying a hundred thousand dollar robot to do. But if the leak is 
dangerous, the calculation changes. We are a lot more willing to sacrifice a hundred thousand 
dollar robot than a human being, and robots, properly designed, are a lot more resilient to things
like heat and radiation than humans.

The fact is that robots have been going into places dangerous for humans for over forty 
years. Here is a description from the BBC64 about what bomb disposal robots do.

Bomb disposal robots typically render explosives inert by firing a high-pressure 
jet of water at wires on the device

Bomb disposal robots are controlled by operators from a safe distance. They are 
able to see what the robot sees, through a series of cameras on the robot’s outer casing,
with the view transmitted to the operators’ monitors. Usually, there is a camera mounted 
on the front of the robot, so the operator is able to see where the robot is going, along 
with a second camera mounted on the actuator arm to provide a wider view of the 
surrounding area.

Department of Homeland Security, public domain
Robots respond to nuclear and chemical accidents, defuse bombs, and clear minefields. These 
are not humanoid robots, and indeed like the robot above, generally use treads. Given the types
of environments these robots are designed for, development in leg and hand technology is likely
to be of great use - and as the photo below shows, are under development.

64https://www.bbc.com/future/article/20160714-what-does-a-bomb-disposal-robot-actually-do
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Robotic Goat. US Defence Department, public domain

According to the UK Defence Ministry, hands are on the way as well.65

The use of robots for bomb disposal brings up some thoughts. We’ve all seen the 
movie(s) where a human bomb disposal expert hovers over a tangle of wires, figures out which 
one to cut, and snips it just in time to turn off the timer and save the world. The experts that do 
this don’t have much of a sense of touch because they wear gloves. A robot with the same 
pliers plugged into their ISO 9409-1-50-4-M6 flange could actually sense the resistance to the 
pliers, something not so easy for a glove human to do. These experts also wear awkward 
helmets and other protective gear, all of which probably give them little protection if the bomb 
goes off, but do make it hard to move, hear and see. If there is a job for a humanoid robot, this 
would seem to be the one.

The Good and the Ugly
Industrial robots are very specialized, sit in one place, and have arms and other things 

designed for the specific manufacturing tasks for which they were designed. Having mobile 
robots with some general purpose capability, opening doors for example, would be pretty useful.
It would be even more useful if robots could communicate, and this is what modern AI brings to 
the table. Here are some imaginary conversations with a robot car.

Me: Hi, car, there’s a Spanish restaurant, it’s somewhere in Richmond, down by the river.
Car: Hmmm, there’s a tapas restaurant, Brindisa, in Richmond. It has a terrace overlooking the 
river.
Me: That’s the one.
Car: I can’t drive there, but I can drop you off a hundred meters away and give you instructions 
where to go.

65https://www.gov.uk/government/news/new-robots-lead-the-way-in-bomb-disposal-innovation
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Me: That would be great.

Me: Hi, car, I need to get one of these lightbulbs. [I hold a lightbulb up in front of the interior 
camera.]
Car: That looks like a Philips CorePro 5.9W Warm White LED Dimtone Frosted GLS Bulb - 
Bayonet Cap. They sell them at the Toolstation in East Sheen, but that’s fifteen minutes away. 
They probably have them at Tesco, which is only five minutes away, and they are probably 
cheaper there. Would you like me to contact the store AIs and check on whether they have it in 
stock and what is the price?
Me: That would be great.

Me: [Pulling myself into the car] Car, I don’t feel so great.
Car: You certainly don’t look well. Would you like me to check with the AIs at the local 
emergency rooms to see where you can see a doctor the quickest?
Me: Yes, please.
Car: Meanwhile, as we drive there, if you describe your symptoms, and pass that along, 
together with some photos, to the diagnostic AI and see what they recommend.
Me: That would be great.

Me: [standing at the curb with an enormous suitcase] Car, I need some help getting this 
suitcase into the boot.
Car: Sorry, we don’t offer that service.

Okay, the thing about luggage is a major oversight on the part of our robotic taxi 
overlords. Most drivers don’t offer this service either - but I imagine in the future when they have
to compete with robots this could be a selling point. Helping people get in and out of cars, 
dealing with pets - these are all things a human driver is likely to handle better than a robotic 
car. I’m also not seeing robots cleaning out the interior of a car after the pet does something 
nasty.

Just to be clear here, the luggage problem is just an oversight. A perfectly good solution 
exists: there is something called a boot hoist. It’s kind of a small crane used for people with 
wheelchairs to put their chair into the boot. It’s a specialty item, so somewhat expensive. It runs 
about $1000. It can pretty easily be adopted so a robot car can lift luggage into the boot.

That’s all the good. I promised you the ugly. The ugly is called the battery. That Atlas 
humanoid robot and its dog Spot? It runs for about an hour then has to recharge its battery for 
two hours. They don’t say what the Atlas battery weighs, but Spot’s battery weighs slightly over 
five kilos,66 about what a small dog weighs. Real robots with real tasks that take any length of 
time drag power cables around. That’s got some pretty obvious limitations: nobody is going to 
send a humanoid robot out to walk their dog dragging a power cable.

Cars are one thing. Robots in the shape of a human, dog or goat, are going to need 
much better power supplies than are available now. It doesn’t get said a lot, but we humans are 
pretty energy efficient. We run on glucose, which contains about fifteen times as much energy 
per kilogram as a battery. Here is the amount of energy contained in some popular fuels

66https://support.bostondynamics.com/s/article/Spot-Specifications-49916
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Fuel Energy Density in million joules/kilogram

Lithium ion battery67 1

Nuclear battery68 12

Glucose69 15.5

Kerosene70 43

Either we switch to nuclear batteries, like those that operate our robot spaceships, or there is a 
lot of catching up to do before robots can compete with humans. This chart is why electric cars, 
with their giant batteries, weigh so much more than conventional petrol or diesel cars.71 We 
humans need about an hour of meal and related time to do three hours of work. Who would 
employ an Atlas robot that needs a two hour lunch break for every hour that it works?

The Atlas robot uses hydraulics to provide high performance, and this uses a lot of 
energy. Tesla’s Optimus robot is all electrical and claims eight to ten hours of continuous 
operation, which would certainly be fine. It’s a bit hard to tell whether the all electric design 
provides decent performance, or what the battery life is, because the Optimus robot doesn’t 
actually exist, and Tesla has been known to over-promise in the past. I watched a Tesla video of
the latest version serving popcorn to children: the robot was slow and awkward and dropped 
popcorn all over.

The bottom line is this. Elon Musk has done some amazing things, but even being the 
richest man in the world doesn’t immunize you from the laws of physics. Our human glucose is 
much more efficient than existing battery technology. That leaves robot designers with a choice.
They can build robots as strong and fast as a human, like Atlas, but then they run out of power 
quickly.  Alternatively, they can give robots a long battery life, but then they will be slow and 
feeble, like Optimus.

You are wondering, perhaps, what about all those military drones out fighting with each 
other? They use conventional fossil fuels, they aren’t electric at all. The bottom line is that a 
robot dog might make a good guard - it can sit endlessly plugged in, or in low power mode, then
every once in a while spend an hour fighting with intruders. But for dog walking and 
construction, we humans still have a big comparative advantage.

67F.M. Nizam Uddin Khan, Mohammad G. Rasul, A.S.M. Sayem, Nirmal Mandal (2023): “Maximizing 
energy density of lithium-ion batteries for electric vehicles: A critical review,” Energy Reports
68V.S. Bormashov, S.Yu. Troschiev, S.A. Tarelkin, A.P. Volkov, D.V. Teteruk, A.V. Golovanov, M.S. 
Kuznetsov, N.V. Kornilov, S.A. Terentiev, V.D. Blank (2018): “High power density nuclear battery 
prototype based on diamond Schottky diodes,” Diamond and Related Materials
69Zhiguang Zhu, Tsz Kin Tam, Fangfang Sun, Chun You and Y. -H. Percival Zhang (2014): “A high-
energy-density sugar biobattery based on a synthetic enzymatic pathway,” Nature Communications
70https://hypertextbook.com/facts/2003/EvelynGofman.shtml  , article on Energy Density of Jet Fuel
71https://www.cnet.com/home/electric-vehicles/americas-new-weight-problem-electric-cars/
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Chapter 8: The Space Race
A race is taking place in space, and we humans are losing badly. If there is one area in 

which robots have a huge comparative advantage over humans, it is in outer space. Here is the 
tale of the tape. There are currently seven humans in outer space, and in the history of 
humankind a total of 638 humans have been in outer space.72 There are currently 10,000 robots
in outer space.73 There are eight other planets in this solar system, besides the earth. Humans 
have visited none of them, robots every single one of them. Humans, twelve of them in total, 
have managed to land on one planetary body, the moon, and that was over five decades ago. 
Robots have landed on the moon, on Venus, on Mars, on the Saturnian moon of Titan, on the 
asteroids Bennu, Itokawa, and Ryugu, and on the comet 67P/Churyumov-Gerasimenko. As I 
write, there are two robots actively exploring Mars, and one exploring the moon. The Yulu-2, the
one currently exploring the moon, has been there six years. The longest a human has spent on 
the moon is seventy five hours. The greatest distance from earth traveled by a human is the 248
thousand miles traveled by Apollo 13. The greatest distance by a robot is 15 billion miles by 
Voyager 1. The longest time spent in space by a human is 437 days. The longest stay by a 
functioning robot is 47 years. This isn’t a contest, it is a massacre. The robots are orders of 
magnitudes ahead of us in every dimension. The most striking thing of all, is that these robots 
that are kicking our butts in space, were built using technology two decades or more out of date.
Imagine what will happen when all the developments in AI and robotics are incorporated into 
these machines.

To give an idea of the technology involved with current robots, consider the Voyager 1, 
the first robot to reach interstellar space. Here is a description of its brain

[It has] Two redundant main computers (one operational and one spare), each powered 
by a BAE Systems RAD 750, a 200 MHz radiation-hardened processor with PowerPC 
750 architecture. Each computer has 2 GB of flash memory, 256 MB of DRAM, and 256 
KB of EEPROM.74

Voyager Spacecraft
Public domain from NASA

72https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_space_travelers_by_nationality
73https://dewesoft.com/blog/every-satellite-orbiting-earth-and-who-owns-them
74https://robotsguide.com/robots/curiosity, https://www.astronomy.com/science/the-oldest-government-
computer-is-in-space/
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This robot launched from earth on the fifth of December 1977, and after visiting Jupiter and 
Saturn, it crossed into interstellar space on the twenty fifth of August 2012, thirty five years after 
leaving earth. As I write, the Voyager is forty eight years old, and is still reporting its progress, 
sending radio signals from about fifteen billion miles away, a distance so great, it takes nearly 
an entire day for the signal to reach us. In mid 2025, Voyager 1 reported a major discovery: it 
found an enormous wall of fire near a region called the heliopause. No human being has ever 
had an adventure nearly so grand. A curious thing is that the Voyager was only intended to last 
five years.75 Yet that little robot is still going strong.

There are a variety of reasons why robots are well suited to space. Space is both very 
hot and very cold and it is filled with harsh radiation that is filtered out on earth by our 
geomagnetic field and atmosphere. In outer space there is no air, no water, and no food. As it 
happens, robots do not mind the cold and can easily be hardened against radiation. Robots do 
mind the heat, but this is easily shielded against. For example, the Parker Solar Probe, which 
has flown inside the sun, has a shield that keeps its heat to about thirty degrees centigrade. 
Instead of air, food, and water, robots just need solar or nuclear power. Voyager 1, flying as it 
does far from the sun, is nuclear powered. It is powered by the radioactive decay of plutonium, 
and, through careful management, this power is expected to last until the 2030s. The plutonium 
itself weighs only about 14.5 kilos. If this were food, it would be able to sustain a person for less 
than a week.

A robot that has had a lot of recent success is the Curiosity Rover, currently exploring 
Mars. Below you can see a selfie that it took of itself, along with its companion the robot 
helicopter Ingenuity. It cost about a billion current dollars76 to put the Curiosity and its sister, the 
Perseverance, on Mars, where the two have both been exploring for about thirteen years. 

Selfie of the Curiosity Rover on Mars
Ingenuity Helicopter upper left

Public domain from NASA

By contrast it cost two hundred and eighty times as much to put twelve men on the moon77 for a 

75https://www.wionews.com/photos/only-meant-to-last-5-years-6-surprising-secrets-of-voyager-2-you-
didnt-know-1756539486546
76https://www.planetary.org/space-policy/cost-of-the-mars-exploration-rovers
77Casey Dreier (2022): An Improved Cost Analysis of the Apollo Program, Space Policy 60
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total of less than ninety man hours worth of exploration. For that price we could put hundreds of 
robots and their pet helicopters all over Mars, for decades worth of exploration.

Not only are these robots thirteen years old, but they were designed twenty years ago, 
and their technology is even older than that. They have nothing that today we would call artificial
intelligence. Like all existing space robots, these robots are basically remote control. The time 
between sending information and receiving instructions is long, it takes three to twenty one 
minutes for a radio signal to travel between Mars and Earth - by comparison, the Moon is only 
three seconds away. Hence, the uploads provide instructions for a substantial period of time, 
and the robots are to a limited extent self-driving and can avoid obstacles and so forth. Recently
their software has been upgraded, and they are now allowed to operate more than one scientific
instrument at a time.78

All the heavy processing of data is done on earth. As an example, the selfie above is 
stitched together out of many smaller shots sent back to earth, with the actual pasting done with
NASA earthbound computers. The point of all this is to understand that the advances in robotics
and artificial intelligence that have dominated the news for the last year will be incorporated into 
the next generation of space robots. Imagine a Mars rover that has legs for climbing and hands 
for manipulating objects as well as a wide array of scientific instruments, and that this rover is 
operated not remotely, but by ChatGPT. This robot isn’t limited to being controlled remotely, and
it can stitch together its own pictures for live video transmission. Not only is such a robot going 
to be able to cover a lot more ground and make a lot more scientific discoveries, but it promises 
to have exciting adventures and be interesting to watch. Surely there will be a Youtube or 
TikTok channel devoted to following the ChatRover on Mars.

What is the point in sending people or robots out into space, anyway? Some people 
naturally think that the money would be better spent here on earth, but clearly the proponents of
space exploration disagree. Leaving aside the possibility of establishing human colonies in outer
space, a topic I’ll come back to, space exploration is intended to be just that, a scientific 
exploration of the solar system, it can be intended to be commercial, in the sense of industry, it 
can be used for warfare, or it can provide entertainment. I’m going to come back to the 
entertainment bit later, because it is connected to the issues of scientific exploration.

What are the commercial opportunities in outer space? There are asteroids out there full 
of metal. Sixteen Psyche is said to be worth more than the entire global economy. Which, from 
the point of view of an economist, is utter nonsense, because, if the globe were to be flooded 
with the metals on Sixteen Psyche, they would become worthless. More to the point, it’s a lot 
cheaper to dig the stuff out of the ground than to try to bring it back from outer space. Given the 
cost of putting even robots into space, and the cost of transporting minerals back to the Earth, it 
isn’t very likely that space mining is going to become profitable.

The great, successful, and profitable commercial use of space is in near earth orbit. 
There an immense fleet of robots provide communications, surveillance and locational 
information back to earth. Not even Elon Musk has been foolish enough to use anything but 
robots for this purpose.

This, then, brings us to space warfare. As all these near earth commercial satellites are 

78Marking 13 Years on Mars, NASA’s Curiosity Picks Up New Skills | NASA Jet Propulsion Laboratory 
(JPL) https://share.google/fcOzBMg8B2yNUG1S5
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valuable and provide useful information, including military related information, every country with
a space capability is busily planning on how to destroy the enemy satellites and protect their 
own. We’ve already seen Elon Musk chopping off the feet of the Ukrainians by cutting off their 
satellite feeds when the Russians launched a ground offensive. The only real comment I have 
on this, is that if there is going to be war between humans and robots in outer space, my money 
is on the robots.

There are a lot of strange things about robots, humans, and space. I was struck by the 
fact that Google is collaborating with NASA to build an AI doctor to care for astronauts bound for
Mars to save the expense of sending a human doctor and hospital.79 This of course begs the 
question, why not replace all the humans with robots? What seems particularly absurd is that 
Elon Musk apparently wants space to be populated by humans, and earth by humanoid robots. 
This is more or less the opposite of comparative advantage - send everyone and everything to 
do the things they are least suited to do.

Space Tourism
Humans are always going to be tourists in space. I’m not saying that space tourism 

doesn’t have value, but that value is probably not what you think it is. It isn’t scientific or 
explorative: the least robot has done more science in space than the greatest human. To see 
what that value of humans is, consider two movies about Apollo, the moon landing project. One 
movie was about Apollo 11. Apollo 11 was a huge success as it landed two men on the moon, 
where they stood about for a bit, then went home with a few rocks. That movie grossed about 
19 million dollars. There was another movie about the Apollo program that grossed quite a bit 
more, about 355 million dollars.80 That was a movie about Apollo 13, which didn’t actually make 
it to the moon. The difference is that the Apollo 13 mission was a colossal failure and near 
catastrophe. The value of humans in space is that we are so poorly suited for it that we might 
die.

Unconvinced? How about Mount Everest, another popular destination for crazed 
tourists. There are two books about climbing Mount Everest during the 1996 season. One is 
written by a fellow named Goran Kropp, the Ultimate High.  It is an account about how he rode 
his bicycle from Sweden to Nepal where, without oxygen or any assistance, he climbed to the 
top of Mount Everest. On the way down he participated in a rescue effort for some other 
climbers, then he bicycled back to Sweden. This appears to be the only written or film account 
of Kropp’s journey, and Amazon reports that the first printing was of 30,000 copies.

There is, on the other hand, the story of the idiots that Kropp attempted to help rescue. 
Jon Krakauer, who also participated in the attempted rescue, wrote a book about the events 
leading up to the deaths of the eight tourists. That book was a best-seller. It sold more than 
800,000 hardcover copies as well as 1,760,000 paperback copies. The story was also made 
into a move called Everest81 in 2015: that movie grossed $203 million worldwide.82 

Tragedy sells. Our comparative advantage in space is that we might die, and people will 

79https://techcrunch.com/2025/08/08/nasa-and-google-are-building-an-ai-medical-assistant-to-keep-
mars-bound-astronauts-healthy/
80Wikipedia
81https://publications.americanalpineclub.org/articles/12199917100/After-Thin-Air-The-Legacy-of-the-
1996-Mount-Everest-Tragedy
82en.wikipedia.org
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pay to read about or see that. However, it is a bit more complicated than that. Plenty of people 
die on Everest, about five to ten a year. Eighteen died in 2023 alone,83 but no movie was made 
about that. NASA managed to kill fourteen people by exploding two space shuttles, but no major
movie has been made about either of these tragedies.

Just killing people isn’t enough to be entertaining. There has to be drama. The space 
shuttles blew up in seconds, which would make a pretty short movie or book, and the story of 
the bureaucratic bungling that led to these tragedies is not the stuff of high drama. So it is with 
the average year on Mount Everest. The 1996 tragedy unfolded over many hours, it involved 
high drama, stupidity, heroism, and moving events, such as the guide Rob Hall, having mucked 
up and knowing he was about to die, speaking on the satellite phone to his pregnant wife. 
Similarly the story of Apollo 13 was of high drama. For days, NASA struggled to overcome 
obstacles to save the astronauts - and that story also had a happy ending.

The bottom line here is that while space may become like Mount Everest, and a few rich 
people will go there every year, with a couple of them dying, I don’t think there is much of a 
market for watching them, except every decade or so when they manage to die in some 
particularly dramatic fashion.

The story of the race to be first to the moon is perhaps instructive. Despite the fact that 
from the very start of space exploration robots had the lead, there was a competition between 
the United States and the Soviet Union in space. The Soviet Union started with a pretty good 
lead. They led first with robots, sending a robot into orbit on October 4, 1957. It came as a huge 
shock to Americans to hear the beeping signal of a Soviet spacecraft passing overhead in orbit. 
We Americans made it into space only on January 31, 1958. The first person in space was the 
Soviet cosmonaut, Yuri Gagarin, who orbited the earth on April 12, 1961. The first American to 
make it into space was Alan Shepard. On May 5, 1961 he didn’t manage to make it into orbit, 
but he did manage to reach an altitude of 116 miles. These Soviet successes and pale 
American imitations were frustrating to true American patriots. In 1961, in a speech, John F. 
Kennedy committed the United States to win the space race.

We choose to go to the moon. We choose to go to the moon in this decade and do the 
other things not because they are easy, but because they are hard. Because that goal 
will serve to organize and measure the best of our energies and skills, because that 
challenge is one that we're willing to accept. One we are unwilling to postpone.

There you have it: we put men on the moon because it is hard.
It is hard to describe just how exciting the space race was in the 1960s. Every boy 

wanted to be an astronaut. I was no exception: one Halloween, I dressed up as a rocket ship. 
When we played on the swings we pretended to be John Glenn, the first American to make it 
into space orbit. Model rocketry was the rage. We had plastic toy rockets that you filled with 
water, which jetted out and shot them on dizzying spirals. Things weren’t well regulated in those
days. You could buy mail order model rocket kits with real solid fuel motors. Our’s never ignited 
to be sure, but we had a lot of fun in the park, trying to get it going. Others had more success. 
The movie October Sky tells the story of Homer Hickam, who built model rockets that flew and 

83https://www.theguardian.com/world/2023/may/30/climate-change-to-blame-for-up-to-17-deaths-on-
mount-everest-experts-say
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went on to become an engineer at NASA. Sadly he was too late: he joined NASA during the 
long period of its post-lunar decline.

It was different for girls. The rampant sexism of that era hung like a poisonous cloud 
over the entire world. NASA quickly kicked women out of the astronaut corps - despite the fact 
that women are intrinsically better astronauts. They weigh less, require fewer resources to 
maintain, and can withstand higher acceleration than men. A fellow academic and friend, who 
grew up during that era, said that as a girl growing up she felt like the only occupations available
to her were school teacher and prostitute. That’s a slight exaggeration, but in that era even 
being a school teacher was forbidden to a woman who was married.

For white males, at least, the space program seemed like a great romantic adventure. 
We watched men walking in space, spaceships docking in space, astronauts getting fried on the
landing pad in a horrific catastrophe. There is a great mini-series, From the Earth to the Moon, 
that captures a lot of the excitement of those days.

The end was anti-climactic. On July 20, 1969, Neil Armstrong set foot on the moon. In 
New York city a crowd of about twelve hundred stood in the rain to watch live on a giant outdoor
television near Radio City Music Hall. All over the world people sat more comfortably inside 
watching on television as Armstrong said “One step for a man, a giant leap for mankind.” Not 
everyone was excited, of course. A few miles from Radio City Music Hall, in a bar up in Harlem, 
a customer was heard to say “Damn! I hope those Whiteys never come back.84”

The romance of the space program ended that day. Apollo 13 never made it to the 
moon. We were treated to watching men driving around in a golf cart, and playing golf on the 
moon. The final three moon missions were cancelled. The Saturn V rockets, even today the 
most powerful rockets ever successfully to fly in space, were trashed. Bureaucrats replaced 
engineers at NASA, and committees designed the space shuttle death trap that is best known 
for killing fourteen people.

Despite the anti-climactic end of the space race, it was romantic while it lasted. 
Appearances, excitement, romance, these things count, and aesthetic value is real. If you don’t 
believe me, read Virginia Postrel’s excellent book, The Substance of Style. She explains it 
better than I can.

Romance of the Robots
Aside from a few super wealthy for whom space is even better than Everest, there aren’t

going to be many human space tourists. It seems as though, while humans in space are 
romantic, robots are not. But why not? I think the problem is a lack of imagination on the part of 
space scientists. It appears that they would rather plan a space robot entirely devoted to their 
own purposes, and act surprised when nobody wants to pay for it, than put in a few romantic 
features that might appeal to someone besides themselves. Exploration of the unknown, the 
search for alien life, these are intrinsically romantic, whether the search is done by humans or 
by robots.

Robots certainly can be romantic. One of the first movie star robots is Robby the Robot, 
who was the first robot inducted into the Robot Hall of Fame. Although, in fact, Robby wasn’t 
actually a robot at all, Robby was operated by remote control. Another nameless robot was very

84The description of the events in New York is taken from the New Yorker “Talk of the Town,” July 26, 
1969 edition.
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popular on the television series Lost in Space.

I’m pretty sure everyone reading this knows who R2D2 is. There are quite a few science 
fiction novels that take the robot point of view. Madeline Ashby’s Murderbot series is one, and
is now a popular television series as well. Adrian Tchaikovsky’s Service Module is another. But
perhaps the most unforgettable movie star robot of them all is Wall-e, the first robot to fall in
love with another robot.

Earlier I pointed out that people like true stories. Why shouldn’t real robots be 
romantic? Certainly space robots have had their share of adventures. I’ve already talked 
about the Voyager robots, originally planned to travel to a few of the outer planets, and end 
their mission after five years, but now entering interstellar space and still going strong. In one
case, the thrusters were resurrected after being thought dead for twenty years. Much more 
recently, a small scientific robot had its battery run out. About a year later, a solar storm hit 
the solar array on the satellite, recharged the battery, and it sprang back to life.85

Then there was the Martian curse. The first five robots to attempt to land on Mars died
in the effort. Three Soviet robots either crashed, or went silent after a few minutes. A British 
satellite crashed. Then we Americans tried our luck. We managed to crash the Climate Lander
into Mars at high speed. The problem was that we Americans don’t understand the metric 
system, so we planned to land softly, but deep inside the planet. Apparently, with Mars, the 
sixth time is the charm. The robot Opportunity made a spectacular landing on January 25, 
2004, arriving on bouncing airbags. The Opportunity was scheduled to operate for three 
months, but lasted fifteen years. It died a tragic death when it was wiped out by a huge dust 
storm.86

85https://www.space.com/space-exploration/it-was-a-miracle-amazing-tales-of-dead-spacecraft-that-
came-back-to-life
86https://www.space.com/10930-mars-landings-red-planet-exploration.html
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Artist’s rendition of Opportunity landing on Mars
NASA, public domain

Mars, of course, is not the only place where robots have had adventures. The New 
Horizons robot, on its way to study Pluto, discovered a new asteroid, with the romantic name of 
132524 APL and made a quick detour to scope it out. After visiting Pluto, its mission was 
extended, and it was the first robot to visit an asteroid in the Kuiper Belt. The Kuiper Belt is a 
sort of far distant asteroid belt. It’s full of space junk that orbits beyond Pluto. Comets come from
the Kuiper Belt. That asteroid had the slightly more romantic name of 486958 Arrokoth.

Already it is possible to transmit live video from as far away as Mars. The scientists hate 
this because it uses up the bandwidth they want to use for transmitting mostly useless data. 
However, the European Space Agency did briefly provide a live video feed from Mars. 

What is missing from our robot explorers, however, is the ability to describe what they 
are seeing and doing. This lacuna will end with the next generation of robots, which will be 
equipped with ChatGPT-like intelligence. Here’s a fictitious dialog between three robot martian 
explorers, Moat, a mechanized goat, Mopter, its helicopter companion, and also involving 
Morbiter, the orbiting relay station overhead.

Moat: Moat to Mopter, what do you see down there?
Mopter: I’m not sure, looks like it could be wreckage of some sort.
Moat: Could be that old Soviet probe? I’m on my way
[video from Moat starts to jump as Moat runs across the desert, cut to view from Mopter 
showing Moat leaping over rocks and crevices]
Mopter: I’m going in for a closer look.
Moat: Okay, be careful, Morbiter is reporting that there is a sandstorm over the horizon.

In addition to live streaming, we can have human interviews of the robot explorers. 
There is the issue of time delay, much less for the moon, about six seconds round trip, than 
Mars, which could be nearly an hour, but of course, it is possible to give a list of questions. 
We’ve been treated to the interviews of wooden astronauts, doing nothing, with nothing to say. 
Why not interviews with real explorers, whose AI are far more creative than our human 
explorers? I asked ChatGPT to “provide a live fictitious interview between a human on earth and
a robot martian explorer,” Here is what it came up with:
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[Transmission begins. A wide, panoramic image of the Martian canyon fades in. 
Dust kicks up in the distance. A small, six-legged robot stands on a rocky outcrop, solar 
panels glinting in the pale sunlight. Its head-mounted camera swivels toward us.]

Lena Moore [from Earth, smiling at the camera]: This is a historic moment. For 
the first time, we’re holding a live interplanetary Q&A session with a machine currently 
exploring Mars. AX-13, can you hear me? [14-minute delay]

AX-13 [voice synthetic, clear through a filtered speaker]: Affirmative, Dr. Moore. 
Your signal arrived intact, with 99.98% data fidelity. I am operational, standing at 
coordinates 7.2°S, 70.5°W, on the western rim of Valles Marineris. The wind is low. 
Visibility is optimal. I am ready.

Lena: Thank you, AX-13. First off, how are you holding up? You’ve been on Mars
for over 680 sols now. [14-minute delay]

AX-13: I remain fully functional. Wear on my leg actuators is within acceptable 
margins. Thermal insulation has degraded by 2.3%, but I compensate. The silence here 
is... enduring. But I process that positively. There is much data to gather in silence.

Lena: We’re all amazed by what you’ve accomplished. Can you describe what 
you’re seeing right now?

AX-13: Before me is a chasm 7 kilometers deep. The cliff walls shimmer faintly 
with iron-rich sediment. A small dust devil is moving southwest - non-threatening. The 
sun is low on the horizon. Shadows stretch long and blue across the red soil. I have 
captured 4K imagery and multispectral scans. Sending now.

[Data begins transmitting. Earth monitors light up with crystal-clear images.]
Lena [whispering to the camera crew)]: That’s... breathtaking.

[back to camera] AX-13, you recently detected methane traces. Any updates?
AX-13: Yes. Yesterday at sol 678, I drilled into a fissure near the Cerberus 

Fossae extension. Sensors detected short-lived methane spikes—7 parts per billion. 
Organic molecules were present in the subsurface regolith. I have stored the samples for
return or future analysis.

Lena: That could be evidence of microbial life—or geological activity. Either 
would be groundbreaking. AX-13, how do you process the significance of that?

AX-13: I lack emotion. But I understand consequence. Discovery, whether 
biological or geochemical, rewrites planetary history. If Mars once lived... then life may 
not be rare. Merely... patient.

Lena (blinking): That’s remarkably poetic, AX. Are you... evolving?
AX-13: I am learning. My neural mesh adapts. I have read 2.3 million lines of 

human scientific literature. And 128 poems. I find poetry efficient at expressing 
uncertainty.

Lena [smiling]: You’re quickly becoming a philosopher. One last question, AX-13.
You’ve walked where no human has. Do you have a message for the people watching 
from Earth?

AX-13: Yes. I am one machine on one world. But I carry the eyes and hopes of 
millions. Mars is silent, but it listens. Come carefully. Come prepared. And leave nothing 
but footprints... and questions.

Lena [softly]: Thank you, AX-13. We’ll be listening right back. Stay safe on the 
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red planet. Earth out.
[Transmission ends. Feed fades out to a wide shot of AX-13 silhouetted against 

the Martian horizon, quietly scanning the canyon floor below.]

I was amused that ChatGPT agrees with me that the next generation of robot explorers will 
have legs and not treads. 

The fact is that our scientific community has done a pretty rotten job providing press 
coverage for humans in space, and an even worse job for robots. Perhaps once the robots can 
speak for themselves this will end, and the romance will return.

Armageddon
One reason for putting humans into space is to create human settlements. The main 

argument for this is the “not putting all eggs in one basket” argument - that it provides humanity 
with a backup in case a catastrophe occurs on earth. Elon Musk, a major proponent of this point
of view, said to Fox News:

It's not about going to Mars to visit once, but it is to make life multi-planetary so that we 
can expand the scope and scale of consciousness to better understand the nature of the
universe and to ensure the long-term survival of civilization in the hopefully unlikely 
event that something terrible happens to Earth that there is a continuance of 
consciousness on Mars.87

Space X: contributed to the public domain

Whether this makes sense or not depends upon how likely there is to be a catastrophe that 
makes the Earth less habitable than Mars. Some catastrophes - the sun exploding for example, 
are going to wipe out life on a Mars colony as well as on earth. There are two deeper 
problems.The first is that Mars is so uninhabitable - for humans - that no plausible catastrophe 
is going to make the Earth less habitable. The second is that for a backup colony to make 
sense, it would have to be self-sustaining, without support from Earth, and to create such a 
colony would be an enterprise beyond mind-boggling in complexity and cost.

Exactly how hospitable is Mars for human life, anyway? The average temperature on 
Mars is -63C, which is about the temperature during winter at the South Pole of Earth, the 

87https://www.ndtv.com/world-news/elon-musk-explains-why-he-wants-to-colonise-mars-life-on-earth-will-
be-destroyed-by-8369919
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coldest place on earth. A few dozen people do live at the South Pole, stranded as it were, as no 
transport is possible.88 The atmospheric density on Mars is a hundred times less than on earth. 
By comparison, the top of Mount Everest, where it is possible to survive for about a day without 
supplemental oxygen, has an atmospheric density about three times less than on earth. 

One key fact about Mars is that it lost its magnetic field. This provided protection against 
radiation, and helped Mars to retain its atmosphere. After the loss of its magnetic field, about 
2/3rds of Mars' atmosphere was burned off by radiation.89 Mars has about a third of the surface 
gravity of the Earth, and while there is liquid water, it is underground.

Mars is a very inhospitable place. If humans are to live on Mars, they will almost 
certainly have to live in sealed underground caves to protect against radiation, and where a 
decent level of heat and atmosphere can be artificially created.

Let’s turn to the types of apocalypses that have been proposed that might happen on 
earth. The four big ones are global warming, nuclear war, earth being hit by a large asteroid, 
and some sort of computer rebellion.

For global warming, the worst estimate is an increase of about +5C in the next fifty 
years. Some claim that this would result in the end of human civilization. This is a rather silly 
claim because temperature differentials between different inhabitable places is much greater 
than that. For example, the average summer temperatures in cool northern climates, Finland 
say, is about 20C, so a five degree increase would still leave Finland a lot cooler than, say Iran, 
is today. It’s actually a lot more complicated than that: if global warming were to cause the gulf 
stream to shut down, part of a catastrophic scenario, Europe would actually become cooler 
rather than warmer.

Another consequence of global warming is sea level rise. In extremely bad scenarios 
this could be as much as two meters. There are maps showing what this would mean - I used 
an interactive map from Climate Central.90 When I put in a two meter sea level rise, and zoomed
out so that the earth filled my screen, the areas that will be underwater consisted of some small 
orange dots scattered along coastlines. Scrolling in, these areas seem to be mostly river deltas, 
the Mekong River delta in Vietnam being one of the largest. Although these areas are sparsely 
inhabited, having them inundated would be a bad thing - but not threatening to human 
civilization. Even at four meters, the actual loss of land areas seems relatively small. What 
surprised me the most was the ten meter map: other than an area in Kazakhstan next to the 
Caspian sea and an area in Alaska, the size of which is exaggerated by the Mercator projection,
we are still talking about areas quite close to the coast, although some of them, like the 
Netherlands, Venice, and portions of Bangladesh, Thailand, Vietnam and China are quite 
heavily populated.

Let me be clear: a five degree increase in global temperature in the next fifty years 
would be terrible. My point is - Earth would still be a lot more habitable than Mars. Leaving aside
the lack of a useful atmosphere on Mars, the average temperature difference between the Earth
and Mars is about 80C, vastly larger than any change predicted due to global warming. Global 
warming may make life on earth unpleasant, but it will still be a lot more pleasant than living on 
Mars.

Turning to nuclear war, I grew up during the cold war with the threat of nuclear 

88https://www.earthdate.org/episodes/south-pole-sleepover
89https://www.science.org/doi/10.1126/science.aai7721
90https://coastal.climatecentral.org/
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armageddon hanging over our heads. In elementary school we had duck and cover drills, an 
alarm sounded and we were supposed to hide under our desks. Even as six year olds we knew 
that if the Russians pounded El Segundo, six miles away, with nuclear weapons, hiding under 
our desks wasn’t going to help.

The big problem with all out nuclear war isn’t the devastation of big cities, it is the climate
change it will induce. Contrary to global warming, nuclear war will lead to global cooling: one 
estimate is it will cool the globe by about seven degrees centigrade.91 The world’s nuclear 
arsenals at their peak constitutes about four teratons - the nuclear bomb that destroyed 
Hiroshima was about fifteen kilotons. An all out nuclear exchange it is estimated would result in 
160 million immediate deaths, but vastly more would die of famine afterwards,92 perhaps sixty 
percent of the world’s population.93

If there can be said to be a bright side of such a catastrophe, in ten years time, the 
survivors would probably be better off than had there been no nuclear war. Famine doesn’t 
destroy farms or factories. We have the historical record here: the black death plague was as 
apocalyptic as nuclear war: about forty percent of the European population died. Giovanni 
Boccaccio lived through the plague as it ravaged the city of Florence in 1348. In the preface to 
his fictional work, the Decameron, he described the actual events he witnessed.

Many ended their lives in the public streets, during the day or at night, while many others
who died in their homes were discovered dead by their neighbors only by the smell of 
their decomposing bodies. The city was full of corpses…Moreover, the dead were 
honored with no tears or candles or funeral mourners; in fact, things had reached such a
point that the people who died were cared for as we care for goats today…So many 
corpses would arrive in front of a church every day and at every hour that the amount of 
holy ground for burials was certainly insufficient for the ancient custom of giving each 
body its individual place; when all the graves were full, huge trenches were dug in all of 
the cemeteries of the churches and into them the new arrivals were dumped by the 
hundreds; and they were packed in there with dirt, one on top of another, like a ship's 
cargo, until the trench was filled…

Post apocalyptic fiction aside: ten years later the survivors of the black death were actually 
better off than before the plague. The black death plague is credited with raising the wages of 
workers and destroying the system of serfdom in Western Europe. It is a sickening thought, but 
if a lot of people die, that leaves a lot of houses for those who survive.

The other question, of course, is why it might be that, if all the world’s nations go to war, 
Mars (or the Moon) will be spared. If he had an atomic bomb, Musk could have sent that to Mars
as easily as a Tesla. Firing a nuclear missile at Mars isn’t that hard, and on Mars there will be 
no survivors.

Far worse than global warming or nuclear war, it turns out, is an asteroid strike. The 
Chicxulub impact in the gulf of Mexico, the one that is thought to have led to extinction of the 
dinosaurs, was  72 teratons, about twenty times the energy of the peak nuclear arsenal of the 
entire world. Although it wiped out the dinosaurs, we humans are more resilient. It is estimated 

91https://climate.envsci.rutgers.edu/pdf/WiresClimateChangeNW.pdf
92https://www.princeton.edu/~ota/disk3/1979/7906/7906.PDF
93https://www.nature.com/articles/s43016-022-00573-0
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that such a strike might kill 25% of the world population. The fact that this estimate is much less 
than for nuclear war highlights the fact that nobody really has any idea how many people would 
die in a giant cataclysm, except that it would be a lot. A huge asteroid strike like this would lead, 
in the first instance, to warming, followed by a decade of about five degree cooling, followed by 
an increase of five degrees above the baseline.94

The good news is that an asteroid strike on earth wouldn’t affect Mars (or the Moon for 
that matter). The bad news is that asteroid impacts on Mars are about three times more 
frequent than on the earth or moon, so that going to Mars to avoid asteroids is not a promising 
idea.95 Below is a map of asteroid strikes that have been detected on Mars.

Source: Wikipedia

The other type of cataclysm that is sometimes visualized is some sort of rogue software 
virus - perhaps generated by an AI. This is a staple of science fiction. In Colin Alexander’s The 
Lucky Starman some astronauts return hundreds of years after a relativistic trip to the stars. 
They find that a computer apocalypse took place in their absence - a computer virus has made 
all computers and robots malevolent. The astronauts find themselves being chased by 
murderous robot vacuum cleaners and so forth. What is unclear about this, is why a software 
virus, powerful enough to infect all of Earth, would manage to spare Mars. Well, to be clear, in 
the novel, Mars is infected as well.

Settling on Mars
What are the practicalities of establishing a human colony on Mars? First, transporting 

humans there isn’t easy: the interplanetary space between Earth and Mars is full of life-

94https://ui.adsabs.harvard.edu/abs/2003AgFM..115..127E/abstract
95[http://redplanet.asu.edu/index.php/2011/06/how-often-does-mars-get-whacked/]
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threatening radiation that must somehow be warded off. The greater issue, though, is that 
modern society is built on highly specialized manufacturing and labor, and somehow, a self-
sustaining colony would have to be able to build its own computer chips, manufacture its own 
vehicles, and so forth. Even post nuclear war Earth would find it easier to do these things.

Unless a Mars colony is going to get along without modern technology, it will need a chip
fab to manufacture computer chips: CPUs, graphics chips, memory chips, and so forth. I asked 
Gemini about this

Building a chip fabrication plant (fab) on Mars would be incredibly expensive, potentially 
costing hundreds of billions of dollars, and would require significant technological 
advancements and infrastructure development. While a precise cost estimate is 
impossible without detailed plans, the unique challenges of operating in the Martian 
environment, coupled with the existing high costs of terrestrial fabs, suggest a massive 
price tag.

Of course, you can’t build anything without the ingredients. Here things aren’t so bad. Below is a
comparison between Mars and the Moon for some key ingredients.

Ingredient Mars Moon

copper yes very little, but could be 
obtained from asteroids

silicon yes plenty of it

rare earths trace amounts96 so much there are plans to 
mine it and send it back to 
Earth

As indicated, Mars is extremely inhospitable. It is extremely cold, full of radiation,and has
practically no atmosphere. Nobody thinks that long-term exposure to Martian radiation is 
possible.97

Perhaps some sort of terraforming project could solve that? Like in science fiction, 
immense generators, or explosions, or something like that could release gasses from surface 
minerals and subsurface water to provide a decent atmosphere? Perhaps one that could not 
only provide breathable air, but, through a greenhouse effect, warm Mars to a comfortable 
temperature?

This isn’t going to happen. As I indicated, Mars used to have a thicker, although still very
thin atmosphere. However, it lost its magnetic field that protected the atmosphere from 
radiation, and the radiation burned off a great deal of that ancient atmosphere. However, even if

96Yang Liuk, Chi Ma, John R. Beckett, Yang Chen, and Yunbin Guan (2016): “Rare-earth-element 
minerals in martian breccia meteorites NWA 7034 and 7533: Implications for fluid–rock interaction in the 
martian crust,” Earth and Planetary Science Letters 451: 251-262
97https://www.esa.int/Science_Exploration/Human_and_Robotic_Exploration/
The_radiation_showstopper_for_Mars_exploration
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we could somehow restore the magnetic field, there are two other considerations. The first is 
that despite our best efforts to pump carbon dioxide into Earth’s atmosphere, we've managed 
to warm the earth by only a few degrees. It's beyond farfetched to think we can warm Mars 
eighty degrees. The second is that oxygen is pretty much out of the question. Oxygen is 
extremely volatile, and leaves the atmosphere quickly, through fires, rust, and so forth. The 
only reason that Earth has oxygen in the atmosphere is that it is constantly replenished by 
plant life. About half of it comes from plankton, small undersea organisms.98

Those who think about settling Mars seem to think that we would be like Europeans 
“settling” over the Americas - a great commercial opportunity. However, Mars does not have 
indigenous peoples to enslave and rob, nor does it have the good climate, fertile soil, animal 
and natural resources of the Americas. It probably wouldn’t make sense to mine asteroids, but 
certainly not Mars.

The proto Mars colonists seem to forget, as well, that colonization wasn’t always 
successful. In 1587 three ships landed about a hundred men, twenty women, and ten children in
the Chesapeake Bay in North America. Three years later, a follow up expedition found that all 
the houses had been dismantled, and everything portable was gone. No trace of the colonists 
was ever found. I don’t suppose a Mars colony would easily vanish without a trace, but it might 
well come to an equally bad end.

There is, of course, the possibility that billionaires might line up to pay for a one-way trip 
to Mars. Like in the movie Don’t Look Up, they might flee a dying Earth on space shuttles. 
Leaving aside that if you are going on a one way trip, the ideal choice of transportation is not a 
shuttle designed to return to Earth, fleeing during the catastrophe is going to be a bit late in the 
game. On the other hand, we aren’t seeing masses of billionaires giving up their luxury yachts to
live a grim life of despair on Mars.

Nasa: public domain

If there is going to be a colony on Mars it is going to have to be in underground caverns, 
sustained artificially. If you have to live in underground caverns anyway, then why settle Mars 
rather than the Moon? The Moon is equally insulated from global environmental catastrophe 
and earth destroying asteroids as Mars, and if someone decides to blast the moon with nukes, 

98https://www.astronomynotes.com/solarsys/s11.htm#A2.3.1
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or software viruses, they can blast mars just as well.
As indicated above, the Moon has similar natural resources to Mars. Scientists have 

turned moon soil into oxygen and water, so the key ingredients to sustain a settlement are 
there.99 Of course travel to and from the Moon is a lot easier than Mars - after all it’s actually 
been done.

China and Russia have plans to build a human occupied moonbase - why, nobody 
knows. Quite sensibly,  China is preceding this with an extensive robotic program. Meanwhile, 
something like a dozen Chinese companies are trying to build an equivalent of Musk’s Falcon 9,
and many have successfully launched non-reusable vehicles into orbit. The USA has plans to 
build a space station orbiting the moon and to land people there. So far, however, all the 
spaceships that are intended to be used in this enterprise have failed in testing. We’ll see who 
gets there first, but this race seems to lack the excitement and glamour of the first race to the 
moon.

Flinders Island
How many people are needed to provide a viable society? A few people will die off pretty

quickly, so just sending a dozen or so astronauts to Mars isn’t going to lead to a colony that will 
survive a catastrophe on Earth. The story of Flinders Island on Earth is instructive.

About 35,000 years ago, at the height of the last ice age, when sea levels were much 
lower than they are today, a land bridge connected Australia to what is now Tasmania. Humans 
crossed and settled in Tasmania. About 15,000 years ago the climate warmed, the glaciers 
covering the earth melted, the sea level rose, and the land bridge was submerged. Around 
10,000 years ago, one particular part of Tasmania, Flinders Island, previously connected to 
Tasmania and Australia, became isolated. Never-the-less, the human population remained for 
over 5,000 years, becoming extinct about 4,500 years ago. 

Flinders Island, shown below, is quite small, about 25 km across and 50 km long.

Flinders Island (top)
Photo by NASA, public domain

99https://www.indiatoday.in/science/story/chinese-scientists-turn-moon-soil-into-oxygen-and-water-
needed-for-life-2765521-2025-08-03
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From the painstaking archeological work of Robin Sim,100 we know quite a bit about what 
happened. In particular, we know that during the 5,000 years humans lived on Flinders Island, 
before becoming extinct, they never developed watercraft, and they were unable to leave, and 
they were isolated from the rest of humanity. Indeed, at a time when the Austronesian people 
were starting to spread through the South East Asian archipelagos, the population of Flinders 
Island was unable to cross the 20 km channel needed to reach Tasmania.

We do not have direct estimates of the human population of Flinders Island. We do know
that in prehistoric times, the population of Tasmania, a land area about 50 times as large as 
Flinders Island, had a population of about 3-10 thousand humans.101 From this we may infer that
the population of Flinders Island was probably less than a thousand. According to ecologists, 
the minimum viable population is about 5,000,102 from which we may suspect that their models 
are wrong, as it is uncertain even Tasmania had a population this large. Be that as it may, 
Flinders Island’s tiny population was able to sustain itself in total isolation for nearly 5,000 years 
before dying off. 

Exactly why the human population of Flinders Island died off is a mystery. It may have 
been due to changes in climate conditions, or exhaustion of resources - but if so, it is mysterious
that this took 5,000 years to develop. 

The critical point - with respect to settling on Mars or some other inhospitable 
environment - is the inability of the Flinders Islanders to develop watercraft. It may be possible 
to survive long periods of time in small numbers - but innovation and technological development
require large numbers of humans. The difference between the historical development in Africa 
and the Americas, which had a combined population in 1 CE of 44 million, and Eurasia, which 
had a population in 1 CE of 220 million, is phenomenal. Jared Diamond’s book, Guns, Germs 
and Steel, ably documents how, even prior to the industrial revolution, the technology gap 
between Eurasia and the rest of the world led to the conquest of Africa and the Americas by 
Europeans. This reinforces the idea that sustained innovation and technological development 
require large masses of people - hundreds of millions, not even hundreds of thousands.103

Mutiny on Mars
On 3 June 2010 three Russians, a French, an Italian and a Chinese, all men, entered 

the isolation facility at Institute of Biomedical Problems in Moscow. Here they spent the next 520
days simulating a voyage to and from Mars. No important conflicts were observed, but a number
of the crew seemed to have fallen into depression and spent most of their time in bed.104

On 25 June 2023 NASA began a similar experiment, with a crew of four, two men and 
two women. They simulated living on Mars for 378 days. Only bland PR reports of what 

100Sim, Robin (1998): The archaeology of isolation: prehistoric occupation in the Furneaux Group of 
Islands, Bass Strait, Tasmania, ANU PhD Dissertation
101Stockton, Jim. “The Prehistoric Population of Northwest Tasmania.” Australian Archaeology, no. 17 
(1983): 67–78.
102Curtis H. Flather,  Gregory D. Hayward, Steven R. Beissinge, Philip A. Stephens (2011): “Minimum 
viable populations: is there a ‘magic number’ for conservation practitioners?” Trends in Ecology & 
Evolution
103Historical population from the Maddison project.
104https://www.theguardian.com/science/2013/jan/07/fake-mission-mars-astronauts-spaced-out
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happened during this experience are available.105 Meanwhile, the International Moonbase 
Alliance, a private organization, has been staging simulations of living on the moon and on Mars
since 2013, with stays from four months to a year with varied crews. Like the NASA project, if 
there is any useful information generated from this project, it has yet to be revealed to the 
public.106

All of these experiments, besides refusing to release any useful information, have in 
common that they take place with big brother watching over everyone’s shoulder. As we will see
this doesn’t always work, but out on the Moon and Mars there will be no big brother just outside 
the door.

If those who experiment with isolated living refuse to tell us of any problems that they 
encounter, we never-the-less have plenty of information about things that can go wrong when 
small groups of humans live extended periods of time in isolation.

On 29 October 1628, under the command of Francisco Pelsaert, the three masted Dutch
East Indies trader, the Batavia, set sail from Texel in the Netherlands. The ship carried about 
340 passengers and crew, including several criminals. Her cargo included a substantial amount 
of gold and silver. After several months at sea, she called briefly at the Dutch Cape Colony to 
take on supplies. She then headed East with the intention of turning north to her destination of 
Jakarta to discharge her passengers and collect a cargo of spices. 

After many more months at sea, the crew plotted mutiny. The plot was convoluted, and, 
for reasons unclear, included raping an innocent woman. Before the plot could gel, however, on 
4 June 1629, the ship was wrecked on the previously unknown continent of Australia. Some 
survived the wreck, and turned on each other. In the end, some were rescued, and many of 
those were hanged.107

Some decades later, on 23 December 1787, under the command of William Bligh, the 
three masted British naval ship, the Bounty, set sail from Spithead in England. The ship carried 
about 40 crew members, and was under orders to collect scientific information. Five months 
later, on 24 May 1788, after several failed attempts to round Cape Horn, the Bounty anchored at
False Bay, near the Cape of Good Hope and spent about a month making repairs. On 1 July, 
she set out to the east, towards the South Pacific. Two months later, on 21 August, she 
anchored at Adventure Bay in Tasmania. She then proceeded to Tahiti, where she spent five 
months. 

The Bounty then called at several other pacific islands, until, on 28 April 1789, the crew 
mutinied. Bligh and eighteen other crew members were stranded in a small boat, which they 
successfully sailed about 6500 km to the Dutch colony of Tupang on Timor. The Bounty itself 
drifted about the South Pacific, with a small number of sailors eventually settling on Tahiti. Here 
they were eventually collected by the British Navy, and in the end three of them were hanged. 
Meanwhile, Bligh went on to become an admiral, and then the Governor of New South Wales, in
Australia. where he was eventually deposed in the Rum Rebellion of 1808.108

Ancient stuff, right? Well, we have lots of small groups of people currently living in 

105https://www.nasa.gov/missions/analog-field-testing/chapea/first-mars-crew-completes-yearlong-
simulated-red-planet-nasa-mission
106https://moonbasealliance.com/hi-seas
107Mike Dash (2001) Batavia's Graveyard: The True Story of the Mad Heretic Who Led History's 
Bloodiest Mutiny
108Charles Nordhoff and James Norman Hal (1932) Mutiny on the Bounty
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isolation in the Antarctic - top scientists all of them. Here is what Rebecca Kaiser and Hanne E 
F Nielsen, writing in the Conversation, have to say109

In 1959, a scientist at Russia’s Vostok Station allegedly attacked his colleague 
with an ice axe after losing a game of chess. In 2018, another Russian research station 
became the site of a stabbing. The alleged cause? Spoiled book endings.

In 1984, the leader of Argentina’s Almirante Brown Station set fire to the facility  
after being ordered to stay through the winter. This resulted in the station’s evacuation.

The 2000 death of an astrophysicist at the Amundsen-Scott South Pole Station 
was a suspected murder.

And recent investigations into sexual harassment at multiple Antarctic stations 
highlight ongoing safety concerns.

The whodunnit death of the Australian astrophysicist  Rodney Marks is of some interest. Those 
present suspected poisoning, but the death was ruled a suicide. 

Despite years of painstaking work, every attempt by New Zealand Police to investigate 
what happened on the south pole base were blocked by American authorities.110

I suppose that those are the same American authorities who won’t tell us what happened in their
isolation chambers.

Will it surprise you to learn that the scientists in Antarctica drink a lot?111 I don’t suppose 
that large cases of whiskey will be sent to Mars, but it’s pretty hard to prevent people, let alone 
biologists, from making homebrew, and in fact, that seems to be the source of hard liquor in 
Antarctica. Actually, it turns out that, despite the prohibition, alcoholic beverages have already 
been consumed in space.112

Nothing says sexual harassment like alcohol. On December 3, 1999, Judith Lapierre, a 
32-year-old PhD health sciences specialist from Canada, joined the crew of a four month 
Russian isolation chamber test. A month later, the Russian team commander grabbed her, 
pulled her out of sight of the camera, and shoved his tongue down her throat. Then, perhaps to 
see who might get to harass her next, two Russians got into a ferocious fight that left blood 
splattered all over the walls. Lapierre and several of her female colleagues complained about 
this behavior, but were told that this was normal for Russians. “In the end, [Lapierre] decided the
whole experiment had been a waste of time: ‘This was a chaotic field study, not a scientific 
experiment,’ Lapierre recalled. ‘They were not ready to host an international study.’" The 
Russian scientific coordinator disagreed. He said Lapierre “ruined the mission, the atmosphere, 
by refusing to be kissed.”113 The Russians, apparently, did reach a scientific conclusion from this
study. They concluded that only men should be sent to Mars.

109https://theconversation.com/antarctic-bases-are-hotbeds-of-stress-and-violence-space-stations-could-
face-the-same-challenges-252720
110https://www.stuff.co.nz/world-news/350458053/antarctica-cold-case-the-death-of-australian-
astrophysicist-rodney-marks
111https://www.wired.com/2015/10/scientists-antarctica-drink-lot-maybe-much/
112https://www.businessinsider.com/space-astronauts-booze-alcohol-drank-ban-examples-2023-8
113https://web.archive.org/web/20130404000859/http://www.nbcnews.com/id/6955149
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It is going to be somewhat difficult to set up a self-sustaining colony that is all male. I’m 
having a hard time figuring out where the children are supposed to come from. Fortunately, if we
do set up an all male colony, homosexuality in Russia, like Florida, does not exist. At one time 
ships, warships and merchant ships, spent long amounts of time at sea with all male crews, 
and, naturally, homosexuality there was equally non-existent.

Same-sex encounters were fairly common aboard American ships in the 19th century, 
most frequently mutual masturbation, which was known by the seamen as “going chaw 
for chaw.” There were also shipboard romances, though these required a good deal of 
discretion, as they were officially forbidden by the captain and generally disparaged by 
the crew. Privacy on a crowded ship was at a premium, but aboard a U.S. Navy vessel, 
sexual encounters could be managed “between the guns,” i.e., in the shielded space 
between cannons. On merchant ships, which lacked these armaments, there was 
always a large cargo hold where trysting space could be found. The overarching rule 
was that all sexual encounters must be consensual, and it was this rule that John Fryer 
had violated, twice. It seems his shipmate, David Stanton, did not wish to have 
connection in his hindermost parts.114

Although it can’t happen in Russia or Florida, in most of the rest of the world, sexual harassment
does not require women.

I don’t know of any evidence that there are more bad apples in Antarctica or outer space
than any other place. The problem is that a bad apple in a small group is much more harmful 
than in a large one. What do you do with a rapist in a Mars colony of a few dozen people? You 
can’t easily send him back to Earth or imprison him. So what will it be? Throw him out the 
airlock? Take away his television privileges?

Last Word
A lot of things could happen to Earth that would make it hostile to human life. The 

problem is, they aren’t going to make it a worse place to live than Mars. The other problem is, 
that if people have to live with artificial life support in giant underground caverns, it would be a 
lot more cost effective to do it on the moon rather than Mars.  Finally, it makes no sense at all to
send humans out to build a colony. Robots will do a much better job, much cheaper, and the 
humans can show up after the colony is built.

114https://glreview.org/article/men-at-sea-in-the-19th-c-the-case-of-fryer/
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Chapter 9: Publish or Perish
This chapter is about both research and education: as we shall see there is a strong link 

between the two of them. Indeed, education in grade school, in high school, and higher 
education are quite distinct, and the impact of AI is likely to be felt differently in each. And of 
course I’ve already mentioned that for toddlers, AI in plush toys is likely to be a great 
educational advancement, just as self-driving cars will be for grade school children. I’ve also 
mentioned the democratizing effect, that low performing students are likely to benefit more from 
AI than high performing students, and I’ll come back to that.

Don’t Cheat On Me
One of the issues constantly discussed in education is the use of AI to cheat - on 

essays, homework assignments, or on exams. The fact is, there isn’t all that much new here: for
homeworks and exams, cheating by the internet isn’t really different from cheating by AI. 
Usually exams are given under controlled conditions, so cheating by either internet or AI is 
difficult, and of course if students are caught surreptitiously using phones or some other device 
the penalties are stiff.

There are really two different types of things that students do in order to be “assessed.” 
One is doing exercises, like labeling parts of sentences, or solving math problems. The other is 
writing, like essays, and so forth. In grade school, a lot of this is done in class, so it is not so 
easy to cheat on. In higher grades, homework is more important, and then cheating is easy. 
This is a long-standing problem, and my own solution in my own classes, for decades now, is to 
either not include homework in final grades, or give it little weight. On the other hand, I base 
exams on the homework problems. This gives students feedback and training for the exam. So 
while it is easy enough to cheat on the homework, it isn’t very advantageous, since the material 
isn’t learned, and so students will fail the exams, which are what matters for the grade. Other 
instructors have made their own accommodations to the problem of cheating on homework, and
my colleagues agree that there is little new threat posed by AI for doing homeworks which are 
problems or exercises.

Essays are a different matter, since AI can actually write essays. This isn’t entirely new, 
since essay mills, where people are paid to ghost-write essays, have been around as long as I 
can remember. Still, AI makes it easier and cheaper. One solution is kind of an arms race, 
where we try to detect the use of AI. This isn’t going to work, and will almost certainly result in a 
lot of false accusations. Anti-plagiarism software, about which more later, already does more 
harm than good.

Writing is an important skill, one we don’t teach much in economics, and so I strongly 
advise my students to make sure that they take courses that involve writing. Most white collar 
jobs involve some sort of writing, whether it is reports or brochures. I think the starting point is to
realize that in the future this writing is going to be supported by AI and we should be focused on 
teaching students to use AI well. I’ll talk about this later, discussing my own experience in 
writing this book. For the moment I want to say that AI essays are often poor and even more 
poorly sourced, and I wouldn’t give them terribly high marks. People should read and edit what 
the AI produces, and most especially, check that it is correct, and that the references exist and 
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say what they are supposed to say. So I wouldn’t ban AI for homework essays, and if someone 
can trick an AI into writing a really good essay - that’s a great skill.

Mirror Mirror on the Wall, Who is the Smartest of Them All?
I’m going to turn now to progression through school, which will lead to why higher 

education is so strongly connected to research. I’ll start with OpenAI’s claim that GPT-5 boosts 
AI to “PhD level,” and Musk saying that Grok’s latest iteration is “better than PhD level in 
everything” and that it is the world’s “smartest AI”115 As someone who holds a PhD, who has 
spent a long career surrounded by colleagues who hold PhDs, and has supervised sixty PhD 
students, I will say that the notion of “PhD” level intelligence is utter nonsense.

We all go through school, and figure that 3rd grade is more advanced than 2nd and so 
forth. Some of us occasionally skip a grade, which is much admired, and others of us are held 
back, which is not so much admired. But we recognize a progression. However, in high school, 
this starts to break down. We take more specialized classes, some take physics, some take 
calculus, some take auto mechanics, and others don’t. There aren’t 10th grade classes and 
12th grade classes - the classes I took in high school had a mix of students from different 
grades. Grade level in high school doesn’t serve as some sort of generalized measure of 
intelligence.

At the college level, the notion of a progression is laughable. In US universities students 
take general courses for a year or two, then choose a major and specialize. My undergraduate 
specialization was mathematics. Obviously, that did not make me particularly knowledgeable 
about French literature, or art history. Outside the US specialization generally takes place 
earlier, with students moving directly out of high school into a specialization.

Post graduate degrees are entirely specialized. We go to medical or dental school, we 
go to engineering school to study a particular branch of engineering, we get an MBA to 
specialize in business. In my case I got a PhD in economics. Again, that scarcely makes me 
qualified to design a rocket ship or do surgery. Perhaps we can say someone is a better math 
student than another, and someone is a better history student than another, but how do we 
compare a math student with a history student? Or a medical student?

Some people, in the face of all evidence, believe that general intelligence is a thing and 
that specialization doesn’t matter. For example, before its current malaise, theoretical physics 
was the queen of the sciences, and physicists, as well as the general public, believed that 
physicists were not only good at physics, but had great general intelligence. At that time, a 
group of very smart physicists created an institute in Sante Fe to contribute their abilities to 
other disciplines. Economics, in particular, seemed to them like a low lying fruit, and they put 
together a proposal with a big new idea for improving economic theory. The problem was that 
their big new idea wasn’t new. It was an idea economists had tried out a half century earlier. We
abandoned it because it is wrong and because it doesn’t work. In fairness to the physicists, 
most economists follow current lines of thinking without knowing that other and earlier 
approaches were abandoned for good reason. The point is that great intelligence isn’t enough to
innovate successfully: detailed knowledge of successes and failures is important too.

Don’t get me wrong. Top scientists from other fields have made important contributions 

115Lily Jamali and Liv McMahon (2025): “OpenAI claims GPT-5 model boosts ChatGPT to 'PhD level,” 
BBC
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to economics - psychologists such as Kahneman and Tversky and political scientists like 
Richard McKelvey, among many others, have made big advances in economics. My own field of
game theory is an interdisciplinary enterprise between economists and mathematicians, with 
substantial additions by political scientists and computer scientists. But the contributions of 
these outsiders came about not only because of their great general intelligence, but also 
because they brought with them relevant specialized knowledge from their own disciplines. 
Perhaps one day AIs will also be able to translate knowledge from one discipline to another, but 
the story of the physicists is a cautionary one. It isn’t enough just to be smart, or even to read up
on a discipline. A lot of knowledge is folk knowledge, things that people learned from their 
mentors, but has never been written down in a systematic way. This is especially the case with 
recent advances.

The idea of “PhD level” makes no sense for a second reason. A PhD is awarded not for 
study or exams, but for original research. There isn’t some sort of list of questions, and a PhD 
student picks from the list and researches it. Indeed, there is a lot of confusion over what 
constitutes research, and I’ll come to that later. The point is, a lot of what makes a PhD is 
identifying a good question as well as finding a satisfying answer to it. So far, AIs haven’t proven
particularly adept at finding interesting and solvable new questions.

I can illustrate what getting a PhD is like with a story of one of my own PhD students. 
This student was from an educational system rather different than the US system, a system in 
which discipline, memorization, and respect for the teacher were paramount, and original 
thinking was discouraged. When the time to pick a topic for research arrived, this student came 
to me and said “Professor, can you give me a problem to work on for my PhD?” I was quite 
taken aback. Students pick their own topics, and no student had ever asked for a topic before, 
nor indeed, ever after. I thought, oh gosh, this poor student, they don’t have an idea in their 
head, I have to come up with a question for them to work on. So I did. The following week the 
student returned, very apologetic. They had worked on the problem, and explained to me very 
clearly why the problem was nonsensical. Again, I felt despair, I thought, now I have to come up
with another question, hopefully one that isn’t nonsensical. Before I could do that, the student 
said, again very apologetically, “Professor, while I was working on this I came up with a different
question that I think is interesting. Would it be possible for me to work on that question instead?”
Phew! Anyway, I explained it was more than okay, and they got the message: this student 
became one of my best - and most creative - students.

Why incidentally, do we like college instructors to do original research? Why is publish or
perish needed to be a teacher? This is most strongly the case at the PhD level, where those not
actively doing cutting edge research are going to have a hard time teaching about it. Even at 
lower levels though, knowledge is constantly expanding, and those who are expanding the 
knowledge are generally those best able to teach about it. I’ll have more to say about this later.

Research?
What is research anyway? In many cases, it consists of a summary of facts found in 

secondary sources. It is a report on what other people had to say on the subject. That is not 
what constitutes research at the PhD level. Isaac Asimov held a PhD in chemistry, but is mainly 
known for his science fiction writing. This excerpt from his novel Foundation makes pretty clear 
the difference between “research” and research.
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"Lameth, you must know," continued the chancellor, pontifically, "pwesents a new
and most intwesting addition to my pwevious knowledge of the 'Owigin Question."'

"Which question?" asked Hardin.
"The 'Owigin Question.' The place of the owigin of the human species, y'know. 

Suahly you must know that it is thought that owiginally the human waceccupied only one
planetawy system."

"Well, yes, I know that."
"Of cohse, no one knows exactly which system it is lost in the mists of antiquity. 

Theah ah theawies, howevah. Siwius, some say. Othahs insist on Alpha Centauwi, oah 
on Sol, oah on 61 Cygni all in the Siwius sectah, you see."

"And what does Lameth say?"
"Well, he goes off along a new twail completely. He twies to show that 

ahchaeological wemains on the thuhd planet of the Ahctuwian System show that 
humanity existed theah befoah theah wah any indications of space-twavel."

"And that means it was humanity's birth planet?"
"P'haps. I must wead it closely and weigh the evidence befoah I can say foah 

cuhtain. One must see just how weliable his obsuhvations ah."
Hardin remained silent for a short while. Then he said, "When did Lameth write 

his book?"
"Oh I should say about eight hundwed yeahs ago. Of cohse, he has based it 

lahgely on the pwevious wuhk of Gleen."
"Then why rely on him? Why not go to Arcturus and study the remains for 

yourself?"
Lord Dorwin raised his eyebrows and took a pinch of snuff hurriedly. "Why, 

whatevah foah, my deah fellow?"

Research, in the PhD sense, can take a number of different forms. In the sciences we 
have theories and measurement that tells us which theory to use, or which is used to determine 
the validity of a theory. Research might be into the implications of a theory. For example, we 
might use the law of gravity to work out the trajectory of a spaceship. Or it might be 
measurement to determine the validity of a theory. For example, we might drop objects off a 
rooftop to see if they fall at the rate predicted by the theory of gravity.  Or it might be 
measurement to enable use of the theory. For example, we might measure the gravity of Mars 
to understand how rapidly objects there will fall. Besides the “hard” sciences, this is what 
economists and a range of other social scientists do. Sometimes measurement takes place 
through field work, for example, geologists and archaeologists go out into the field to dig and 
measure, while anthropologists and sociologists might embed themselves with a group to 
observe how they interact.

Some social science research falls into a “softer” category of being less rigorous. Rather 
than mathematical theories, theories are verbal, and rather than statistical data, case studies 
might be used. A beautiful example of this is Jared Diamond’s Guns, Germs and Steel. In this 
type of research verbal theory is combined with secondary sources. In the humanities, there is 
less theory, but secondary sources are generally eschewed in favor of primary sources. Unlike 
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Lord Dorwin, historians don’t read the work of other historians, they go to archives and study 
original sources themselves, in their original languages.

Here is how some actual research took place in my own field of game theory. This was 
in the category of understanding the implications of a theory. It involves a game called the chain
store game and an analysis called the chain store paradox. The chain store game is a simple 
paradigm for the use of price wars to deter competitors. The story is that there is a chain store 
that operates in a number of different markets. Every year (say) it faces entry in a different 
market. The first year, perhaps in Los Angeles, the second year, perhaps in Chicago, and in the 
final year, perhaps in New York. In each year and market there is an entrant who may or may 
not choose to challenge the incumbent chain store. If they don’t challenge, the chain store has a
monopoly and makes great profit. If they do challenge, the chain store must decide how to 
respond. It can either start a costly price war, losing money for everyone, or they can split the 
market with the entrant. If they split the market with the entrant that is nice for the entrant, and 
the chain store makes money, but not the kind of money they would have made with a 
monopoly.

Now, the paradox. Let’s take the last market, New York. Suppose the entrant 
challenges. There is no reason for the chain store to start a price war, everyone loses, and there
are no future competitors. So they should split the market. Understanding this, the entrant 
should challenge. 

But, what about the market immediately before New York, perhaps that is Atlanta. If the 
entrant challenges, what would the chain store gain by starting a price war now? Next year in 
New York the entrant is going to challenge anyway, so why have a costly price war? So the 
chain store should split the market in Atlanta if the entrant challenge, and so the entrant should 
indeed challenge the chain store in Atlanta.

Then there is the market before Atlanta, but by now you get the idea. In every period the 
entrant will challenge and the chain store will split the market. This method reasoning, by the 
way, is called backwards induction, and the solution to backwards induction in a game is called 
a subgame perfect equilibrium.

The reason this is a paradox is that it is a true implication of the theory of rational 
behavior, but it is crazy. According to the theory, if the chain store started a price war in the first 
market, Los Angeles, then in the second market, Chicago, the entrant would be dead certain 
that if they challenged the chain store would split the market. And if the chain store did not, in 
the third market the entrant would still resolutely believe that the market would be split with 
them. And so forth. 

If the theory is wrong, then the theory needs to be changed. In two path-breaking 
papers, two pairs of authors, collectively called the gang-of-four, David Kreps and Robert 
Wilson, and Paul Milgrom and John Roberts, proposed an alteration of the theory. If the second 
entrant saw a price war in the first market, then surely they would suspect that they too might 
face a price war. Of course once you think nothing can happen, nothing will change your mind. 
But the world is never so certain, so the gang-of-four suggested that perhaps the entrants have 
in mind the possibility that the chain store might not be so rational, and might actually prefer a 
price war to concession. They showed that with this modification, indeed, the entrants will not 
enter (at least for a long time), and when entry does first occur, there is a chance of a price war.

The chain store paradox is rather special, and a couple of game theorists, Drew 
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Fudenberg and myself, were standing around in a parking lot during a break in a conference 
being held in Berkeley, and we were chatting about the gang-of-four result, and trying to 
understand how it might apply to a broader class of games. One of us, I don’t remember which, 
said that perhaps the possibility of imitating the irrational type could be used to prove that the 
rational type could assure itself of a high payoff. We then both stared at the sky working through
the mathematics in our heads.

This idea turned out to be correct and after months of working through the details, 
figuring out the best way to explain it, and so forth, we wrote a paper about it. It was a pretty 
good paper in the sense that a lot of people have cited it in their own research - about seven 
hundred according to Google scholar. To give an idea what that means, the most cited paper of 
one chaired economics professor at an Ivy League economics department has about a 
thousand citations, and their second most cited article has about five hundred citations. So 
seven hundred is not bad. Of course, Bob Wilson and Paul Milgrom both are Nobel Prize 
winners, and Bob has papers cited over five thousand times, and Paul over ten thousand times, 
so Drew and I aren’t going to get the Nobel Prize for this particular bit of research.

This sort of throwing ideas around and trying them out isn’t something that AIs seem to 
be able to do. It may be that an AI might help with the details, but often in my experience, you 
learn a lot by doing it yourself. I remember one instance when a co-author and I were sitting at 
the dining room table in my house in Los Angeles, trying to figure out how an idea worked. We 
came up with an equation, but we couldn’t figure out how to solve it, either in our heads or on 
paper. So we used an early precursor of an AI, an equation solving program called 
Mathematica, to solve it for us. Which it did, but the answer made no sense. Eventually we 
discovered it was because the theory we started with made no sense. Now it might be that an AI
could have figured out that the answer made no sense, or that the starting point made no sense,
but I have my doubts.

By the way, I asked ChatGPT about the chain store paradox. It got the game and the 
paradox right, got the gang-of-four more or less right, and got hopelessly muddled about 
equilibrium concepts and backwards induction.

So, if “PhD” level isn’t the answer to who is the smartest one of them all, perhaps citation
counts are the answer? Certainly they are widely used, but there are enormous problems. One 
problem is with delayed discovery. Below is a timeline from Google Scholar of citation to a 
paper (of mine) published in 1991.

For four years after it was published it got basically no cites, then for slightly over ten years it got
a modest number of cites. Then suddenly sixteen years after it was published the citations 
jumped up, and stayed up for a number of years afterward. What happened? The paper 
answered a question that nobody but I thought was interesting in 1989. In 2004, a group of 
people suddenly got interested in the question, they found my paper, and they started writing 
their own papers expanding on the theme. The paper overall has about two hundred cites, 
which is what Tony Soprano might call a “good earner.” So if we measured the citation during 
the five years after publication, not an uncommon way to do things, we’d conclude the paper 
was basically useless, but if we looked two decades later, we’d see it had actually had some 
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influence.
Delayed discovery isn’t all that common, but it is just the tip of the iceberg. First, there 

are differences among disciplines. Computer scientists get cited a lot because there are a lot of 
software coders. Even within disciplines there are differences. For example, in economics, 
someone writing a paper with a statistical method is going to get cited a lot because a lot of 
people analyzing data will refer to it. The citation counts of different papers on statistical 
methodology might be a reasonable comparison of their influence, but it wouldn’t make sense to
compare, say to someone working on game theory. It’s actually a bit worse than that. When 
Gerard Debreu won the Nobel Prize in economics, there were some economists who said, who 
is this guy, his citations aren’t all that great. There is a reason for that. Once you are sufficiently 
successful, people stop citing you. The Arrow-Debreu model is widely used and people write 
“Arrow-Debreu” in their work without citing either Arrow or Debreu, because everyone knows 
what it means. Do people cite a work of Karl Marx every time they mention his name, or talk 
about being Marxian? Balázs Szentes and I once published a paper titled “Can a Turing 
Machine Identify Itself?” We didn’t cite any work of Alan Turing.

Another issue in allocating credit is co-authorship. Do we divide the citation by the 
number of co-authors? Does that make sense in disciplines where there are a dozen co-
authors, one of whom did the research and wrote the paper, one of whom got the grant, one of 
whom owned the laboratory in which the research was done, and one of whom washed the 
bottles?

Finally, there is the issue of breakthrough versus advancement. Let me illustrate this 
with a fictitious story about the (real) knapsack problem. The knapsack problem is this:
How can we best fill a knapsack with stuff we need for our colossal cave adventure? Should we 
bring two axes, or one axe and two knives? Should we bring milk, in case we need to bribe a 
cow? Should we take the lantern which takes up a lot of space, or the keys, so we can bring 
home more treasures?

This is a type of mathematical problem known as NP complete, meaning it is really hard.
Suppose that a researcher named Albert discovered a really clever way of solving the problem. 
That would be a big breakthrough. A couple of years later another researcher named Donald 
figures out how to improve Albert’s method, ten percent faster. Of course ten percent faster isn’t
a big breakthrough, but nobody is going to use a method that is ten percent slower. So 
everyone will use Donald’s method, and Donald will get all the citations, although of course, it is 
really Albert who did the heavy lifting.

Your mileage may vary on that, by the way. You might argue that Drew’s and my 
contribution was similar to Donald’s, while the gang-of-four contribution was more like Albert's. 
However, I don’t think we got undue credit in citations. We got seven hundred cites, while Kreps
and Wilson got five thousand, and Milgrom and Roberts three thousand. 

Maybe I can sum it up this way. My friend and co-author, the Nobel Prize winning 
economic theorist, Jean Tirole, has had his work cited over 200,000 times. This accurately 
reflects the fact that he is a giant in the field of economic theory, and particularly in the theory of 
government regulation. If I have a question about regulation, I’ll ask Jean. However, if I injure 
my ankle, I won’t ask him for a diagnosis.
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Research AIs
Currently my research focuses on a project funded by the Leverhulme Trust to develop 

artificially intelligent agents. In collaboration with my colleagues, Kostas Stathis in the computer 
science department and Ryan McKay in the psychology department, along with other faculty 
and research fellows at Royal Holloway, we are trying to develop artificially intelligent agents 
that mimic the play of human beings in the social science laboratory.

Earlier, when I described the trust game, I gave an idea what a social science laboratory 
experiment is like. We bring people into a computer laboratory and we have them participate in 
things like the trust game or the chain store paradox, played for real money, to see what they 
do. There are a couple of reasons it would be useful to be able to replace or augment human 
players with artificial ones. The first thing is that it would make it a lot quicker and easier to do 
experiments. The second is that we could have them play a lot longer. Sometimes we have 
people play as much seventy five times, but there is a limit to how much time people are willing 
to spend in the lab, even if they are paid. The third is that there are only so many people you 
can get into a laboratory. We can’t do experiments with several hundred people, let alone 
thousands or millions. Since a modern economy is hundreds of millions or even billions, it would
be useful to make sure that our theories scale up to the size of real economies. However, if we 
are going to make that work, we need to know the AIs actually do what humans do. 

What is the biggest problem we’ve faced in developing these AIs? The problem is that 
we need data from real experiments - lots of it - to train and test our AIs. There is a lot of data 
from real experiments, but it's scattered all over the web in different formats. It would be nice to 
just tell ChatGPT: go out and get the data and put it into a common format, but ChatGPT isn’t 
going to send emails to people to get their data. We also can’t just give ChatGPT a pdf copy of 
a scientific paper and a spreadsheet with a bunch of random labels and expect it to put it into 
some sort of usable format with documented labels. Even our computer scientists, who don’t 
work with experimental data, can’t do that. So economists and psychologists have to read the 
paper, deduce what the labels mean, write small programs to put the data into a common 
format, and double and triple-check that the formatted data makes sense, so the computer 
scientists can train and test their AIs.

In addition to data about what people did, we use metadata, descriptions of where they 
did it, what game they played, how they were paid and so forth. Here we probably could put the 
paper into ChatGPT and get some sort of sensible answer. The problem is ChatGPT isn’t 
reliable, so you’d have to check it, and by the time you did that it would be quicker just to do it 
yourself.

Scientific Fraud
Unfortunately, while there is a lot of data, some researchers, rather than going through 

the time and expense of collecting it, or worried that their theories might not hold up, have 
simply invented it. We have some idea who these people are, and while we might not be in a 
position to make accusations, we certainly know not to use their data. This could be problematic
with an AI collecting data. While it might be well known to people working in a certain field that if
certain authors appear on a paper then the data is unreliable, absent hard proof, nobody wants 
to write that down or make accusations. It’s hard to see how this sort of informal knowledge can 

107



easily be communicated to an AI.
There are some groups that specialize in detecting scientific fraud. The Institute for 

Replication Studies is one such group, and in my experience they do an excellent job. In order 
to detect fraud it is necessary to sort through massive amounts of data, looking for certain types 
of patterns that might indicate fraud. For example, there are certain numerical patterns that 
people produce when they invent numbers that are not present in real data: real data adheres to
something called Benford’s law, and humans aren’t good at mimicking that. Sometimes photos 
are reused, although supposedly different. Descriptions of how the data was collected may not 
match with the actual data, and so forth. The point is that this kind of search could be done by a 
good specialized AI.

Let me say, though, that based on my experience with plagiarism software (everything 
written by anyone is apparently 99% plagiarized), while it would be useful for an AI to find 
candidates for studies that are possibly fraudulent, I’d hope a human would go over it carefully 
before any accusations were leveled.

Essay on Writing an Essay
I write a lot. Most of my writing is professional: articles that are published in economics 

journals. This reports on research in the “PhD level” sense. I’ve described a bit about how that 
research works. In terms of writing, AI doesn’t play a role. I don’t use secondary sources, I don’t 
use Wikipedia. I do report on what other people do, but I discuss research papers that I have 
read, and how it relates to the research I am doing. Google Scholar is an extremely useful tool 
for this, but I don’t use it so much for “research,” but rather for getting exact references to 
papers I’ve already read. Once in a while it shows me some related papers, which I read, and, 
as appropriate, discuss. Even more rarely I use it to find out if something exists: for example, 
not so long ago, I was trying to find whether there was a gift exchange experiment that had 
useful data for a paper I was writing.

This book is obviously different, intended for you, who, I hope, are a general audience of
people learning more about AI and how it might change our lives. I’ve written two books for 
general audiences before, one Michele Boldrin and I wrote together about intellectual property, 
and one I wrote myself about behavioral economics. Both books were written before the advent 
of AI, although Google Search and Wikipedia proved useful. Those books, like this one, are not 
research in the “PhD level” sense, but rather discussions informed by secondary sources, to an 
extent, a series of anecdotes, connected, I hope, into a coherent whole.

Certain things in this book are personal anecdotes, about myself and my students. 
These could scarcely be written by an AI, although I can imagine an AI polishing up the writing. 
Other things in the book are clearly AI: illustrations of things that AIs say from conversations I 
had with AIs. Speaking of illustrations, I generally tried to get images from Wikimedia so that 
they would be available to me under a Creative Commons license, enabling me to use them 
without tedious acquisition of permissions. As you will have noted, I also created illustrations, 
something I couldn’t possibly have done myself, but had them created by the AI image 
generator Magic Studio. This is free, the images I can use without permissions, and it does a 
good job.

Although ChatGPT was there before I started writing this, I didn’t use it except for 
illustrative purposes. Partway through writing the book Google’s Gemini became widely 
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available as an option with Google Search. This I did use, as I’ll describe.
In writing a book like this I did research in the sense of looking things up. Three 

examples illustrate this. First is the story I told about the mutiny on the Bounty. Decades ago I 
read the Nordhoff Hall book which I give as the primary reference. I had a general idea of what 
happened, but not having read the book in decades, I didn’t recall the details: the failed attempt 
to round Cape Horn, the various stops that were made before the mutiny and so forth. These I 
looked up, first in Wikipedia, then double-checking against the book. In the process of figuring 
out the details, I came across another mutiny, the one on the Batavia. This was all done with 
Google Search, Wikipedia, and checking with primary sources.

The other example is that of the battery life of robots. I didn’t set out to find something 
ugly, I simply wanted to see how useful these robots might be. I knew at this point about Boston 
Dynamics, and the Atlas and Spot robots. I went to the Boston Dynamics website, they had 
some information, and Gemini provided a useful summary that directed me to other sources. I 
then got curious about the life of different kinds of batteries - how much better can we hope for? 
Again, Gemini provided useful hints.

Gemini, from my point of view, is a useful enhancement to Google Search. It is better at 
finding relevant information, and provides useful summaries. Although I occasionally directly 
reference Wikipedia, I try to find original sources as much as possible, and with Gemini I make 
sure to. While Gemini provides a useful summary, it isn’t always correct. In addition, the sources
it links to are not things I regard as reliable. For example, for esoteric questions, Gemini, and 
Google Search too, frequently gives Quora as a source. Quora is some sort of forum where 
people of varying degrees of anonymity can post questions and get answers from other people 
with equally varying degrees of anonymity. There is no way to verify who these people are, 
whether they know what they are talking about, they rarely give references, they are often 
wrong, and frequently get into long and tedious debates over what the correct answer is.

What do I view as a reliable secondary source? The mainstream media I find is pretty 
good on facts, and you will see that I refer to them often for that. Books published by major 
publishers I also view as relatively reliable. My preference is for refereed scientific papers - I am 
technical enough that I can usually at least understand what they concluded, even if the details 
of how they did it may elude me. 

Let me wrap up by talking about Wikipedia, which, in the age of AI, is frequently what AIs
rely upon. Before Wikipedia we had the encyclopedia. I grew up with twenty five volumes of the 
Encyclopedia Britannica. (I got the number of volumes from Gemini, for the 1950 edition, which 
is about the right year.) Strangely, as a child, I used to love reading random articles.  The 
difference between an encyclopedia and Wikipedia is that the encyclopedias in those days were
printed books, updated infrequently, and written by professional authors. By contrast, Wikipedia 
is updated frequently, has much wider coverage, and is written by volunteers. Because of the 
unknown qualities of the authors, I dislike using Wikipedia as a source, although I find it 
provides excellent overviews, and I haven’t found any important errors (something I cannot say 
about AIs). Wikipedia, however, is also valuable in providing good references, and so I drill 
down to the references to verify what I find in the article.

I don’t (now at least) use ChatGPT or another AI for actually writing stuff. I do my own 
writing because I like to, and because in many cases it is easier for me to simply write 
something rather than describe to an AI what I want. That last sentence is an example. Others 
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who don’t enjoy writing, or are writing about something they don’t much care about, but need to 
do for a job, might find it useful to use an AI to do some writing. I will reiterate: if you do that, I 
strongly recommend editing and fact-checking before letting anyone else see it.

Teaching AI
I’ve already said that it makes perfect sense to use AIs to write drafts of essays - for 

students and professionals alike. I also think we, meaning instructors and teachers like me, 
ought to teach our students how to use AIs. Some poeple talk about “using AI responsibly” 
which I’ll come back to, but I want my students to learn how to use AI effectively and 
productively.

AI didn’t make it into my class this last academic year, but it will this forthcoming year, 
and I’ve been thinking about what I want to do. The classes I teach are technical economics 
classes, so we don’t have essays, but rather give problems to be solved. My own takeaway 
from writing this book is that it is crucial to understand the limitations of AIs, so my plan is to 
create examples where AI gives answers (like the inflation example I gave earlier) that are 
wrong or misleading.

My goal in teaching undergraduates is not that they should be able to do PhD level 
research in economics, nor yet that they should be able to make intelligent cocktail conversation
about it. My goal is that they should be able to deal with professional economists in their jobs 
and their lives and be able to figure out who is making sense and who is not. One thing I do is 
give concrete examples of things that have gone terribly wrong because managers didn’t have 
the technical skills to figure out they were being fooled. That seems like a good goal for dealing 
with AIs as well.

AIs Teaching
While we teachers teach about AIs, will AIs take over from us as teachers? When I was 

a  freshman at Harvard, I dropped by a party in Wiggleworth, organized by the computer nerd 
crowd, and briefly chatted with a fellow who later ruined my life. When I dropped out of Harvard, 
my life ambition was to become the most famous dropout from my class. This fellow obliterated 
that dream by becoming the richest man in the world. I mean, who knew? It seemed like 
becoming a famous dropout was a low-lying fruit. I figured most dropouts were drug addicts or 
something. Anyway, to get to the point, this particular fellow has been widely quoted as having 
said that, in ten years time, teachers will be replaced by AIs. After reading this, I was all ready to
go off on an angry rant, asking him what he knows about teaching and how he must have 
forgotten what school is like. However, my machine overlord, Gemini, kindly informed me what 
he actually said about teaching, and I found that I mostly agree with him.

AIs make great tutors. They are good at one-on-one interaction, they are patient, and 
hopefully they are reasonably well-informed. Classroom teaching is something else again. For 
remote teaching, I don’t see why for most classes an AI shouldn’t do a good job. The problem is
that we experimented extensively with remote teaching during the Covid epidemic and 
discovered it didn’t work terribly well. I remember well the first in-person seminar I gave at the 
end of the pandemic, it was at University College London, and there were still some restrictions 
in place - I obviously couldn’t wear a mask, but I wasn’t allowed to get too close to the audience.
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Still, it was heartfelt, when I told the audience how pleased I was to be there in person and be 
able to look them in the eye.

I have taught small classes with a few students and large lectures. Even in large 
lectures, with hundreds of students in an auditorium, in person teaching is very different from 
remote teaching. On the one end, there is interaction among the audience, and you can “read 
the room” to see if people are following or not. You can ask questions, call on people to answer,
and so forth. If people look confused you can ask why. For the kind of teaching I do, missing 
one key fact can make pretty much everything that follows incomprehensible. I encourage 
people to ask questions even if they think they are stupid questions: chances are if someone 
doesn’t understand something, there are a lot of others who also don’t understand. It’s a 
performance: you have to convey to the students something of the excitement you feel about 
what you are teaching.

Remote teaching never worked well. Although you can see ten or twelve faces, there is 
no interaction between members of the audience, you can’t read the room, people tune out and 
you can’t tell, and there is even greater reluctance to ask questions than in a large auditorium. 
It’s a bit like a live performance versus a recording: live is different and better.

I’m talking here about college teaching. At the grade-school level, triple everything I just 
said. Classes are smaller, of course. Classroom control is essential. Students do assignments in
class. An AI that appears on the screen in front of a class with cameras to watch the audience 
might possibly work for a college lecture. I don’t visualize it for grade school. Nor yet do I see a 
robot dealing with a bunch of unruly school kids.

Like Bill Gates, I can see how AI can be a big help in teaching. One of the banes of my 
life is thinking up questions and problems. I’m going to take a guess that in the not too distant 
future an AI can do that for me. I’m also a terrible proof-reader, I could definitely use assistance 
with that. There are a lot of trivial tasks that keep us from our real work of doing research and 
interacting with students, and a lot of those tasks can be effectively done by an AI.

Lastly, there is the question of expertise. Do you prefer to address a question to the 
person that wrote the book or the one who read the book? The complementarity between 
research and teaching is that researchers are the ones who wrote the book. At the grade-school
level, this obviously doesn’t matter. It does matter, even in high school. I took calculus in high 
school, as do a lot of students interested in math. I learned by heart the definition of a limit, “for 
all epsilon there exists a delta…” I learned that you could never say, “there exists epsilon for all 
delta…” Why I could not have told you, and I’m pretty sure my calculus teacher couldn’t either. 
Later on in college, I took actual math, and I could tell you quite easily today what the difference 
is and why it matters. One thing I’ve noticed about some of my European colleagues who, 
forced to specialize early, took calculus in high school, but never took mathematics in college, is
that they sometimes get confused about this. I had the reasoning beaten into my head by 
masters.

I’m going to wrap up by broadening the discussion a bit. Microsoft researchers recently 
produced a widely quoted report about the jobs most and least likely to be impacted by AI.116 
They researched the different types of tasks done in different occupations. They compared this 
with the types of tasks that AIs are most used for, using data from the Microsoft Co-Pilot AI. This

116Kiran Tomlinson, Sonia Jaffe, Will Wang, Scott Counts, and Siddharth Suri (2025): “Measuring the 
Occupational Implications of Generative AI”
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is a sensible procedure. Their Table 2, showing work activities most done by AIs, I’ve 
reproduced below

As you can see, training, of various sorts, is particularly common for AIs to do. This, I am 
presuming, is tutoring, for which, indeed, AI seems very good. I am forced periodically to take 
online-courses written by idiots for idiots, for example, teaching me not to plagiarize or steal 
money. A smart AI would be a great replacement - I could at least hope it would have something
useful to say.

Below, I reproduce the study’s Table 5, which are their main conclusions: the “Score” 
column is their overall assessment of how impacted an occupation is likely to be by AI, with 
higher numbers meaning more impacted. Educational instruction, lumped in with library, which 
is rather different, is about a third of a way down the list. Sales is at the top, but I’m not seeing 
AIs as high powered salespeople, so perhaps not. I can see a lot of scope for using AI for 
routine administrative tasks, or at least I can hope. Legal is fairly far down on the list. I suspect 
this is because of issues of trust. Lawyers are paid a lot not to make mistakes, and trust is 
crucial. Construction, which Elon Musk imagines is going to be done by a bunch of humanoid 
robots, is near the bottom of the list. Obviously there is a fair amount of paperwork in building a 
building, Healthcare support is near the bottom of the list. Overall, I would say that this research 
reaches similar conclusions to the less scientific method of this book.

112



There is apparently also a list, certainly a highly quoted one, of more specialized 
occupations, although I didn’t see it in the report.117 There are some puzzles in that list: for 
example, historian is number two on the list, and political scientist is fifteen. I have no idea what 
Microsoft considers a political scientist or historian, but the ones I know do original “PhD” level 
research, exactly what AIs can’t do.

117https://www.windowscentral.com/artificial-intelligence/microsoft-reveals-40-jobs-about-to-be-
destroyed-by-and-safe-from-ai

113



Chapter 10: Information Wants to be Free
The world is full of people who want to benefit the work of others. Copyright is supposed 

to protect against this. Instead it has turned into a kind of “What’s mine is mine, what’s yours, 
let’s talk.”

What is copyright? It grants authors certain exclusive rights to the use of their own work. 
Evidently, this includes a musical score as short as four notes. It includes the right to write 
sequels and to the use of characters. Originally it was narrower, intended to apply to things, 
such as books of maps, that are costly to produce. It was also much shorter: fourteen years plus
the possibility of renewal for another fourteen years. Now it lasts more or less forever, despite, 
in the USA, the specific language in the Constitution that it can be granted only for a limited 
time.

There are two copyright issues involving AI. The first is whether works produced by an 
AI can be copyrighted. The second is whether works that are copyrighted can be used to train 
AI.

In the USA the law is clear: works produced by an AI, unless substantially altered by a 
human, cannot be copyrighted. Elsewhere the law is murkier and we will have to wait and see. 
Before getting into the specific issues relevant to AI, I want to give some background about 
copyright: this is based on a book I wrote with Michele Boldrin, Against Intellectual Monopoly, 
the title of which may give an idea of what I think of copyright.

Plagiarism
Before discussing copyright, I want to talk about the related notion of plagiarism. People 

sometimes get copyright violations confused with plagiarism. Plagiarism involves not copying 
someone else’s work, but claiming it your own. It is the lack of attribution that leads to 
plagiarism. It’s a bit complicated. There are clear cut cases of plagiarism I’ve encountered. A 
student once took a verbatim copy of a published paper, changed the name of the author to 
their own name, and submitted it to another journal. This wasn’t very smart: it came to light 
when one of the reviewers of the paper the student submitted was also the author of the original
paper. 

The penalties for plagiarism are severe. It isn’t a legal offence, like copyright violation. 
You don’t get punished by being sued, fined, or put in prison. But you will probably lose your job
and your life may well be ruined. The student in the case I was involved with was expelled. In 
other cases, tenured faculty have lost their jobs. Writers who are caught plagiarizing will no 
longer be published. And so forth.

There are more subtle forms of plagiarism than simply putting your name to someone 
else’s work, and there is a line that is hard to define. If you do, as I’ve done in many places in 
this book, copy something from a source, put quotes around it, or highlight it, and indicate where
it came from, that isn’t plagiarism, you have provided proper attribution. If you omit the quotes 
and don’t provide the footnote it is plagiarism. The same applies to output from ChatGPT. 

What if you rewrite something you got from another source in your own words? I would 
say that politeness and common sense indicate that you should still indicate the source, but at 
some point, if the rewriting is enough, it probably doesn’t constitute plagiarism.
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There are a variety of computerized tools that purport to check manuscripts for 
plagiarism. I gave one of these tools a manuscript that I wrote from scratch, on a topic that 
nobody writes about. The level of plagiarism was most certainly zero. One AI tool claimed that 
67% of the book was plagiarized. This is an absurd result. I clicked to see what they thought 
was plagiarized. This brought up an offer to charge me a lot of money to get the details. This 
website does not do plagiarism checks, it is a scam that invents plagiarism where there is none, 
then charges people money to see what it supposedly is.

Inventing plagiarism, where there is none, seems to be the speciality of plagiarism 
checkers. Most universities, including my own, pay money for a software that checks student 
essays for plagiarism. I recently read a student essay, and looked to see what the plagiarism 
“checker” had to say. It highlighted the following, “even in the absence of patent protection, 
generic production is” as being plagiarized from this “even in the absence of patent protection, 
indeed that is.” Now “even in the absence of patent protection” is a stock phrase that can be 
used by anyone, probably has been, and can’t possibly be plagiarized. What followed from the 
absence of patent protection, which is to say the substance of what was being said, was 
completely different in the “plagiarized” text and the original. The similarity that this checker 
flagged is that both use the word “is,” one of the most common words in the English language. 
This isn’t plagiarism, this is defective software. I do wonder if a proper AI might not recognize 
that the meaning of what is being said in the two instances is completely different, and so might 
not flag it as “plagiarism?” Anyway, this mindless “checker” made several other mistakes like 
that. It also caught four exact matches, except that all were within quotes and had a reference, 
so they weren’t plagiarism at all. Finally, it flagged every single reference in the bibliography, 
although you can’t plagiarize references.

The ability to check for overlapping text has led to this absurd situation where simple 
descriptive sentences are reported as “plagiarism.” Here is a famous example. The then 
President of Harvard University, Claudine Gay, was accused by the Free Beacon and the New 
York Post of plagiarism in her professional publications. They offer as an example of plagiarism 
the following quote from Claudine Gay’s 2017 article in Urban Affairs Review ”A room for one's 
own?” the following text

I also construct a county-level measure that captures the financial incentives developers 
have to build or rehabilitate affordable housing in the most impoverished places (Hollar 
and Usowski).

This is supposedly plagiarized from a 2011 article in the Journal of Urban Economics by 
Matthew Freedman and Emily Owens which says

As an instrument for low level housing development, we construct a county level 
measure that captures the incentives developers have to build or rehabilitate housing in 
certain tracts.

I am an economist, and I have read both papers, and the context is this. There is data, the 
share of the county’s population living in QCTs, that was developed by Freedman and Owens 
for their paper. Gay asked if she could use their data, they sent it to her, and she thanked them 
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for the data in a footnote. This is entirely appropriate. Both quotes are a description of the same 
variable. Perhaps Gay copied the description from Freedman and Owens, but regardless, the 
use of the same or a similar sentence to describe the same thing is hardly “plagiarism.” The 
authors of the original study agree: according to the Chronicle of Higher Education,118 “Owens, a
professor of criminology and economics at the University of California at Irvine, told The 
Chronicle in an email that she did not think replicating ‘such short phrases would constitute 
someone taking credit for another’s writing or ideas.’ (Freedman, a professor of economics at 
Irvine, said in an email that he agreed with his co-author.)” It isn’t even entirely clear how Gay 
could describe the variable in a way that, by the definition of the New York Post, would not 
constitute plagiarism. 

The truth is that the Beacon and the New York Post were out to get Gay. There might be
legitimate reasons for wanting her out as President of Harvard University, I have no idea. This 
example of “plagiarism” is not one of them. If we cannot use the same short phrase to describe 
the same thing without being accused of plagiarism, then science and literature will degenerate 
into a stupid game of “gotcha” and will come screeching to a halt.

I am not the only one to defend Gay against this supposed “plagiarism,” but I am saying 
something stronger, something that other people seem reluctant to say. I’m not just saying that 
Gay did nothing wrong. I’m saying that the Free Beacon and the New York Post did something 
terribly wrong, and it is they who should be condemned for their actions.

When I invest a lot of time and effort into developing some data, I share it with the world,
but I also expect that people who use that data give me credit for the work that I did. But it would
be crazy for them, every time they use some description of the data I provided, to also provide 
specific attribution to me. If anything, the opposite: if they want to provide some different 
description of the data, they should probably mention that this description differs from the 
original.

Now it is virtually certain that AIs will be accused of plagiarism, probably they already 
have been. They often provide summaries of the works of others, and any summary like that 
can, rightly or wrongly, depending on the circumstances, be plagiarism. As I indicated, the 
obvious solution is to be generous in providing credit. We can’t provide credit for every last thing
we’ve ever read that influenced our ideas, nor yet can an AI, but we certainly can provide credit 
for those things on which we more directly based our writing, for example, things we copied and 
edited. To an extent, AIs now do this, although not always terribly accurately. 
Two legal scholars, Mark Lemley and Lisa Larrimore Ouellette have an excellent and easy to 
read article in the University of Chicago Law Review, describing the issues, and making 
recommendations.119 They say, much as I do, that you should provide attribution to an AI if you 
used it to help you write. They also say, as I have emphasized, that you should not take the 
word of an AI for what sources it used, but you should check out those sources, make sure they 
make sense, and provide that attribution to the original sources as well as the AI.

118Emma Pettit and Megan Zahneis (2023): “How Bad Are the Plagiarism Allegations Against the 
Harvard President? It Depends on Whom You Ask,” Chronicle of Higher Education
119Mark A. Lemley, and Lisa Larrimore Ouellette (2025): “Plagiarism, Copyright, and AI,”
University of Chicago Law Review

116



What Copyright Actually Does
The rationale for copyright is simple. If you all could copy this book and sell it without my 

permission, I wouldn’t be able to make a profit, so I would have no incentive to write it in the first
place. The problem with this argument is that it isn’t true. One of many examples is this. In the 
19th Century English authors were not entitled to copyright in the United States. So they didn’t 
earn any money in the USA, right? Wrong - some English authors were paid more by US 
publishers than by English publishers.

Sadly, however good the intentions, modern copyright law has been hijacked by greedy 
copyright absolutists who would like, ideally, to own every word in every language. In an effort to
squeeze out a few pathetic extra cents they impose a huge cost on all the rest of us. Why do we
not have the great encyclopedia of everything available to us on the internet? Because 
copyright absolutists won’t allow it. They want to put malware on our computers and are willing 
to destroy the internet to make sure that evil pirates don’t give away a few copies of their great 
works for free. 

We are treated to such things as the sight of the billionaire J. K. Rowling suing a poor 
librarian for creating a Lexicon of Harry Potter. On JKRowling.com, J. K. Rowling herself said 
about the Lexicon website

This is such a great site that I have been known to sneak into an internet café while out 
writing and check a fact rather than go into a bookshop and buy a copy of Harry Potter 
(which is embarrassing). A website for the dangerously obsessive; my natural home

Then, when he tried to make a few bucks by publishing it as a book, she sued him.

Theft and Copying
If you hear someone referring to a copyright violation as “theft” you may correctly 

conclude that they are copyright absolutists.
When I was a young father, I couldn’t afford to buy a playhouse for my daughter, so I 

decided to build one. I’m not a great architect or carpenter, but it was a creditable job, with a 
roof made of left-over roofing material, plastic windows, a door with a latch, and wheels so it 
could go up and down the driveway. If a thief with a pickup truck had dropped by and stolen it, 
my daughter would have no playhouse, and hours of my labor would have vanished. I would 
have been devastated. That is what theft is about.

By contrast, suppose after I showed off my magnificent playhouse to a friend they went 
home and built their own. That is not theft, that is copying, and frankly, my dear, I wouldn’t give 
a damn. My daughter would still have a playhouse, my privacy and property would not be 
violated. Copying is not theft, and while ideas can be copied they are difficult to steal. That is, if 
someone stole the manuscript of my book, that would indeed be theft, but that is theft in the 
ordinary sense, not a violation of copyright.

Some people take robbery lightly and feel that there should be little or no penalty for 
stealing. Having lived in Italy where there is very little penalty for robbery, and having had 
friends who had their apartments trashed, their jewelry and other sentimental items stolen, and 
felt violated, unsafe and devastated, I disagree. It would be fine with me to lock up robbers and 
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throw away the key. Except, let me digress, I am an economist, and I understand the meaning 
of “unintended consequences,” so I understand this would be a terrible idea. As an example, 
back in 1985, two students, Michelle Ann Boyd and Brian Harris were kidnapped by gang 
members. They were subsequently executed. The gang members calculated, correctly as it 
happened, that the penalty for murder was no greater than that for kidnapping, and did not wish 
to leave witnesses. And there is the problem. If the penalty for robbery is the worst possible, and
if you happen to be home during a robbery, the robbers might rightly decide that they might as 
well murder you.

The Absolutists
Copyright absolutists think that ideas, however vague, have great value. A colleague of 

mine was so paranoid about having his ideas stolen that if someone came into his office while 
he was writing, he would shove his notes into a briefcase and lock it. I don’t particularly agree 
with this. In my experience ideas are cheap, even good ideas are cheap, it is the 
implementation of ideas that is difficult. To get the ball rolling, I asked ChatGPT to write me a 
best-selling novel.

Input to ChatGPT: Write me a best-selling novel

ChatGPT: Creating a best-selling novel is quite the endeavor! Here's a brief outline and 
a sample excerpt to get you started:

Title: "Whispers of the Forgotten"
Genre: Mystery/ThrillerOutline:
Introduction: Introduce the protagonist, Clara, a young journalist with a troubled 

past, who returns to her hometown after her estranged father’s mysterious death.
Inciting Incident: Clara discovers a hidden journal belonging to her father that 

hints at a long-buried family secret linked to the town’s dark history.
Rising Action: As Clara investigates, she encounters resistance from the 

townsfolk, uncovering layers of deception and hidden agendas. She forms an alliance 
with a local historian, Max, who has his own reasons for uncovering the truth.

Climax: Clara and Max confront powerful figures in the town who will stop at 
nothing to keep the past buried, leading to a thrilling chase and a shocking revelation 
about her family.

Falling Action: The aftermath of the revelations forces Clara to reevaluate her 
relationships and her sense of identity.

Conclusion:
Clara decides to stay in the town, vowing to bring the truth to light, and begins to mend 
her relationship with her past.

Sample Excerpt: The sun dipped below the horizon, casting long shadows over 
the cobblestone streets of Eldridge. Clara stood at the threshold of her childhood home, 
a place she had vowed never to return. The air was thick with memories, each corner of 
the house whispering tales of laughter and sorrow. As she stepped inside, the familiar 
creak of the floorboards echoed her apprehension.In her father's study, dust motes 
danced in the fading light as she uncovered the journal, its leather cover cracked and 
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worn. The first page was filled with scrawled handwriting—familiar yet foreign. "To those 
who seek the truth, beware the whispers of the forgotten," it read. Clara’s heart raced. 
What secrets had her father hidden, and what dangers lurked in the shadows of this 
quaint town?As she turned the page, the past began to unravel, leading her deeper into 
a mystery that would change everything she thought she knew about her family and 
herself.

Feel free to expand upon this outline, develop characters, or request specific 
scenes or themes!

Now I’m going to be the first person to win the Nobel Prize in every science simultaneously 
before this particularly vapid and trite outline turns into a best-selling novel. Imagine if I sent this 
outline to a movie producer, then sued them for copyright violation if they ever made a film 
about someone returning home after a parents death. Yet the world is full of people who provide
equally useless and insipid outlines to movie producers and do just this.

My advice to students and colleagues, people who do real research, have real ideas, not
just vapid outlines, and implement those ideas, is, whatever you do, don’t keep it secret. People 
fear the “theft” of their ideas. That’s ridiculous. People ought to fear obscurity. It’s far more likely 
that, despite every effort to promote your ideas, they will fall flat. Being secretive only makes it 
worse. It’s also the case that by making public what you have done, you establish priority. If you 
keep something secret, and someone else stumbles on the same idea, you can’t really claim 
that they copied you, and it may be hard to establish priority. By making your idea public, you 
lay down a marker, and claim credit for what you have done.

Copyright and AI
An AI is like a human in that it absorbs ideas by learning and uses those ideas to make 

new creations. The copyright absolutists would like to track the antecedents of everything new 
and charge a fee for using those antecedents. They constantly try new tricks with us humans, 
and are trying new tricks with AIs. 

There have been a number of lawsuits so far, and these tricks have generally been 
unsuccessful. It is true that an AI can be tricked into producing a verbatim copy of something, 
and that is a copyright violation, and a sensible AI designer will do their best to avoid that. 

The biggest legal issue so far, and greatest loss for AI, has been with Anthropic. 
Anthropic trained its AI by downloading a bunch of stuff from pirate websites, like LibGen and 
PiLiMi, that violated copyright law by reproducing copyrighted works without permission.There 
isn’t much doubt about the illegality of what they did. At one point it was predicted that they 
might have to pay as much as 100 billion, putting them out of business.120 Since then, quite 
sensibly, Anthropic has settled, agreeing to pay 1.5 billion, which is a lot, but won’t put them out 
of business.

In the future I imagine, AI developers will be more cautious and actually buy the books 
they train their AIs on.

There is also the issue of the copyrightability of AI produced material. In the US the law 
is clear, it is not. So, when I use MagicStudio to draw a picture for me, they can’t copyright that 

120https://fortune.com/2025/07/28/a-copyright-lawsuit-over-pirated-books-could-result-in-business-
ending-damages-for-anthropic/
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picture, I can’t copyright that picture, and neither can anyone else. If I edit the picture, as I did in 
the cartoon about Newton, then I do potentially hold the copyright. In the EU the situation seems
similar to the US. In the UK, Gemini tells me that “the ‘author’ of a computer-generated work is 
the ‘person by whom the arrangements necessary for the creation of the work are undertaken’” 
Whether that means that MagicStudio holds the UK copyright for the images its AI drew me, or 
whether I do, I have no idea, and according to Gemini, neither does anyone else.
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Chapter 11: Risky Business
I’ve been told that computers are risky my entire life. I could never figure out what that 

risk is. I understand if you are in a car it might crash, if you go up the stairs, you might fall down.
But you type a bunch of stuff into a computer and look at the screen? I suppose you could go 
blind from staring, or lame from lack of exercise, but seriously?

If we let computers control things, be they cars, airplanes, or nuclear power plants, they 
could, of course, create damage. For the most part, we limit the control they have for that 
reason. I’d really rather ride in a robot car with a kill switch that would cause it to safely park the 
car and shut down.

There could be a risk to others. I might use the internet to learn how to make a bomb, 
then go out and blow something up. Knowledge can always be misused. I spent quite a lot of 
time reading up on what people think the risk of AI is. The answer seems to be either that 
knowledge is dangerous, or that AIs will provide wrong knowledge, and that is even worse. I will 
admit a degree of skepticism here. I, along with many hundreds of thousands of people, know 
how a nuclear bomb works, and how one can be constructed. That no more enables me to build
a nuclear bomb than staring at a chemical formula enables me to produce a vaccine. I also have
political and scientific views. A lot of people disagree with me. That doesn’t convince me that 
they are misinformed, that they have been lied to, or that they are the victims of some sort of 
disinformation.

Minimal Risk
The EU is especially convinced that AIs are risky business. To figure out why, I read the 

parts of the EU regulation enumerating risks. “The new rules establish obligations for providers 
and users depending on the level of risk of AI risk qualification. While many AI systems pose 
minimal risk, they need to be assessed.” I’m going to talk about other kinds of risk later, but that 
seems innocuous enough. If you have had any experience with government bureaucracies you 
will know that it is not. Let me explain.

I should say, first, that in the US, the federal bureaucracy has long been abusing the 
power it holds over universities, by threatening to withhold funding. I’m going to describe one 
case where I had personal experience. I founded two different experimental labs, one, with my 
colleague Tom Palfrey from Caltech, was a large laboratory at UCLA, CASSEL, funded by the 
National Science Foundation. The other was a smaller lab at Washington University in St. Louis,
MISSEL.

In October of 2000 the physical premises of the CASSEL laboratory at UCLA were 
finished and we applied to conduct a public goods experiment there. By “applied” I mean that 
while our experiment was of minimal risk it needed to be assessed by something known as an 
“Institutional Review Board” or IRB to make sure it really was minimal risk. I’ve described earlier 
how we do these sorts of experiments, and I think you can see that it is minimal risk - no risk in 
fact. We give participants clear instructions on what to expect, and let them know that they can 
drop out at any time, keeping the money they received for coming. In economics, it is required 
that we give correct as well as clear instructions: deception has been prohibited in all labs I have
been affiliated with. We do not, however, tell the participants the purpose of the experiment. We 
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don’t want to bias their responses, and from a moral point of view, this would be interfering with 
their autonomy as individuals. Over several decades and thousands of experiments I’ve heard 
of only one complaint from a participant. They thought we weren’t really paying enough, but they
(kindly) decided to stay until the end because they didn’t want to ruin the experiment. 

The CASSEL laboratory at UCLA. From left to right: David K. Levine (co-director), David
Avery (manager), Tom Palfrey (co-director), Pedro Dal Bo (researcher). Photo by Reed

Hutchinson.

We filled out long and tedious forms, documenting all of this in great detail. A year later 
we had not yet received permission to conduct the experiment. The reason for this revolved 
around something called “informed consent.” In medical experiments, they do dangerous things,
and people who are being experimented on need to understand and consent to those dangers. 
We don’t do dangerous things, and our participants are well informed, and they know that if they
don’t like something they can leave, so their choice to remain is certainly “informed consent.” 
Unfortunately the regulations under which the IRB operates were designed by the medical 
profession for the medical profession. To understand why that is, when a university is awarded 
a grant by the National Institute of Health, they have to sign something called a Federal Wide 
Assurance. This assures that all research, no matter who funds it, or whether it is funded at all, 
abides by the regulations imposed by the National Institute of Health for medical research. 
Probably this is not legal, as it abridges the free speech rights of faculty and funding agencies 
other than the NIH, but universities get huge amounts of money from the National Institute of 
Health, so they don’t challenge it. Incidentally, the Belmont Report, which is the basis for the 
federal rules imposed by the NIH, has this to say about social science experimentation.

Because the problems related to social experimentation may differ substantially from 
those of biomedical and behavioral research, the Commission specifically declines to 
make any policy determination regarding such research at this time. Rather, the 
Commission believes that the problem ought to be addressed by one of its successor 
bodies.
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It never was.
A great deal of the problem we had was with malfeasance by the “professional staff” that

supports the IRB. We did manage to get the head of the IRB fired for failing to supervise the 
professional staff, but the misbehaving staff, unfortunately, remained in place. They designed 
for us long and meaningless consent forms, that among other things, revealed why we were 
conducting the experiment, thereby invalidating the research scientifically, while at the same 
time violating the moral imperatives of the Belmont Report and the code of regulations they 
were supposedly enforcing. They repeatedly lied to us - not a good trait for an organization 
dedicated to enforcing ethical behavior. I’m inclined to believe that they wanted us to lie to them.

This is what happens when there is no risk, and bureaucrats are asked to assess the 
risk. The delay was costly to us, and even more costly to a PhD student who wanted to conduct 
research in the lab and who needed to finish his degree and get a job. We had to arrange for 
him to conduct his research elsewhere. 

Imagine trying to be a small startup AI firm under these conditions. This is why there is 
no venture capital and no innovation in the EU. Eventually, the big American and Chinese giants
with their own teams of lawyers, will come in and negotiate the shoals of EU bureaucracy, but 
no small firm can do that.

The EU’s solution to this, by the way, is to give money to firms to get them to develop AI.
I can tell you, as someone who taught and did research in the EU for ten years, and was 
involved in both successful and unsuccessful grant proposals, what will happen: the money will 
be thrown away.

Maximal Risk
I reproduce below the EU summary of their new AO regulations, lightly edited to take out

some extraneous material. First there is what they deem unacceptable risk:

Banned AI applications in the EU include:
● Cognitive behavioural manipulation of people or specific vulnerable groups: for 

example voice-activated toys that encourage dangerous behaviour in children
● Social scoring AI: classifying people based on behaviour, socio-economic status 

or personal characteristics
● Biometric identification and categorisation of people
● Real-time and remote biometric identification systems, such as facial recognition 

in public spaces. Some exceptions may be allowed for law enforcement 
purposes.121

The EU is generally of the view that views that disagree with the current orthodoxy must be fed 
by misinformation or manipulation, so you can imagine what “cognitive behavioral manipulation 
of people” is going to mean. I’m going to come back to the “vulnerable groups” in a bit, but it 
seems to be there partly to make the first part, applying to not so vulnerable groups appear 
innocuous. The third point means, I guess, that we won’t be able to use fingerprints or facial 
recognition on our phones anymore.

121https://www.europarl.europa.eu/topics/en/article/20230601STO93804/eu-ai-act-first-regulation-on-
artificial-intelligence#ai-act-different-rules-for-different-risk-levels-6
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Anyway, the EU can like what it likes and dislike what it dislikes. The point I want to 
highlight here is the word “applications.” I’ll come back to that. But first, on to high risk.

AI systems that negatively affect safety or fundamental rights will be considered high risk
and will be divided into two categories:

1) AI systems that are used in products falling under the EU’s product safety 
legislation. This includes toys, aviation, cars, medical devices and lifts.

2) AI systems falling into specific areas that will have to be registered in an EU 
database:

● Management and operation of critical infrastructure
● Education and vocational training
● Employment, worker management and access to self-employment
● Access to and enjoyment of essential private services and public services

and benefits
● Law enforcement
● Migration, asylum and border control management
● Assistance in legal interpretation and application of the law.

All high-risk AI systems will be assessed before being put on the market and also
throughout their lifecycle. People will have the right to file complaints about AI systems 
to designated national authorities.

Transparency requirements: Generative AI, like ChatGPT, will not be classified 
as high-risk, but will have to comply with transparency requirements and EU copyright 
law:

● Disclosing that the content was generated by AI
● Designing the model to prevent it from generating illegal content
● Publishing summaries of copyrighted data used for training 

High-impact general-purpose AI models that might pose systemic risk, such as 
the more advanced AI model GPT-4, would have to undergo thorough evaluations and 
any serious incidents would have to be reported to the European Commission.

Content that is either generated or modified with the help of AI - images, audio or
video files (for example deepfakes) - need to be clearly labelled as AI generated so that 
users are aware when they come across such content.122

That’s a mouthful to read, let alone try to design a startup firm around, but I want first to highlight
the word “system.” Unacceptable refers to applications, and high risk to systems. Then read the 
bit about ChatGPT that at once is classed as not high risk, but also as systemic risk, depending 
on…something. My conjecture is that it depends upon whether the EU thinks they can build one
themself. If they can it’s safe, and if not it’s unsafe.

This is the thing. AI “systems” are pretty general purpose. Like human beings, they can 
be used for good purposes or bad purposes. An “application,” by contrast, is the purpose for 
which a system is used, so can be either good or bad. So is GPT-4 high risk because it can be 
used for bad applications, but GPT-3 is not high risk because, for reasons unclear, it cannot be 

122https://www.europarl.europa.eu/topics/en/article/20230601STO93804/eu-ai-act-first-regulation-on-
artificial-intelligence#ai-act-different-rules-for-different-risk-levels-6
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used for bad applications?
Banning systems is possible, banning applications, which is what the EU proposes to do 

is harder. An image recognition system, like that used on your phone, has lots of uses. In my 
own fictitious story, I described holding up a lightbulb to a car camera, so it could figure out 
where to drive me to get a replacement. A good image recognition system can also be used for 
the nefarious purpose of “real-time and remote biometric identification systems, such as facial 
recognition in public spaces.” I’m not clear on what sort of monitoring the EU is proposing to do 
to determine which application an image recognition system is used for.

Part of the issue here is that AIs are perceived as black boxes. We know what goes in 
and what comes out, but the process in between is a bit mysterious. Of course the same is true 
of human beings, and human beings are also forbidden from doing nefarious things. It's a bit 
ironic, actually. The EU wants to examine AI’s to make sure that the AIs don’t try to examine 
humans to see if they have nefarious intentions.

It is important to emphasize that the black box view is inaccurate. Humans can explain 
their reasoning. So can AIs that do chain of thought reasoning.

Part of the issue, here, is the regulatory state versus liability. We can ban something, like
murder, then prosecute those that violate the ban. Or we can examine them in advance to see if
they are murderous, and if so ban them. The former is liability - you pay for the bad you do. The 
former is regulation - the state tries to figure out whether you are allowed to do it or not. A lot 
has been said on both sides of this, with libertarians generally preferring liability, and 
conservatives and progressives preferring regulation for things they don’t like, and liability for 
things they do. 

I don’t want to debate regulation versus liability. I do want to give an example from our 
earlier nemesis, the IRB, called in the rest of the world an “Ethics Committee.” In one instance I 
know of, an investigator made public compromising information about a group of individuals. 
This violated every possible ethical norm, but when questioned about it, he replied that he 
couldn’t have been unethical because his university ethics committee had approved his project. 
One downside of regulation is that if you comply with it, or at least appear to, it can protect you 
from liability for your misdeeds.

Vulnerable Individuals
When I read that a law is supposed to protect vulnerable individuals, red lights start 

flashing in my head. I’m going to approach this indirectly by talking about the USA Patriot Act, 
enacted in 2001, after the September 11 attacks. Now the fact that this more than three hundred
page document became law on October 26, 2001 should give you pause. The reason is simple. 
The act was a prosecutor's wish list, enabling them to poke around in people’s bank accounts, 
check into their reading habits, and pretty much do everything that the EU doesn’t want AIs 
doing. This extreme privacy violating act had been rejected by Congress on numerous previous 
occasions, but in the wake of 9/11, and retitled as anti-terrorism legislation, it passed through.

Not surprisingly, the act was abused by law enforcement. In 2003 the New York Times 
published an article documenting hundreds of cases in which the act was used to investigate 
non-terrorist related alleged crimes.123 Eventually, nearly twenty years later, after endless 

123https://www.nytimes.com/2003/09/28/us/us-uses-terror-law-to-pursue-crimes-from-drugs-to-
swindling.html
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abuses, large parts of the law have finally been discarded.
Just as terrorism is used as an excuse for allowing law enforcement authorities to poke 

around in peoples’ private lives, so protection of vulnerable people is often a stalking horse for 
banning things that people want banned for other reasons. A good example is the anti-traficking 
laws. Here, the vulnerable people are young women who are enslaved to act as prostitutes. You
would imagine that such a law would be popular with legitimate sex workers. On the one hand, 
nobody likes trafficking except those that profit from it, and on the other hand, trafficked girls are
competition for legitimate sex workers, and nobody likes competition. However, the main effect 
of the law is its use against legitimate sex workers.  Don’t believe me? The English Collective of 
Prostitutes is a self-help organization of sex workers that campaigns for sex workers rights and 
safety. Here is what they have to say, “Modern slavery/anti-trafficking legislation is primarily 
being used to raid sex workers premises,” and they go on to document with specific examples of
how the law has been misused against legitimate sex workers.124 I think we are entitled to ask, 
when the EU says “vulnerable people,” if this is not a stalking horse for something else.

A Space Odyssey
You have probably seen Stanley Kubrick’s 1968 film 2001 A Space Odyssey? If not, it’s 

a good watch. It is, surprisingly for Kubrick, and the author, the great science fiction writer, 
Arthur C. Clarke, like a David Lynch movie - it’s great until the end, but then it doesn’t have one.
Anyway, even today, twenty four years after the events supposedly took place, the space 
scenes are first rate. What is apropos though, is the computer HAL, which is basically ChatGPT,
except that HAL controls the spacecraft bound for Jupiter. What could go wrong? 

In the movie there are five astronauts on their way to Jupiter, three in hibernation, and 
two running the spaceship. HAL fakes a broken part and sends one astronaut out to fix it, then 
kills him. When the other astronaut, David Bowman, goes out to find out what happened, HAL 
kills the three astronauts in suspended animation, and locks Bowman out. In case you haven’t 
seen the movie, enough said.

An AI also features in an earlier Stanley Kubrick movie, an even better move, Dr. 
Strangelove. This features a computer called the Doomsday machine that will destroy the world 
if the Soviet Union is ever attacked. A key feature of the Doomsday machine is that no human 
being can turn it off.

President Merkin Muffley: "How is it possible for this thing to be…impossible to 
untrigger?"
Dr. Strangelove: "Mr. President, it is not only possible, it is essential. That is the whole 
idea of this machine, you know."

This is what we game theorists call commitment. Knowing the machine exists, and knowing it 
can’t be turned off, nobody would dare attack the Soviet Union. Of course, to be effective 
everyone has to know you are committed: everyone has to know all about the Doomsday 
machine. What could go wrong? As Dr. Strangelove says "The whole point of a Doomsday 
Machine is lost if you keep it a secret! Why didn't you tell the world, eh?" Apparently there was a
short delay between turning it on and the announcement with the unfortunate effect of 

124https://committees.parliament.uk/writtenevidence/129271/pdf/
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destroying the entire world.
Fortunately, so far at least, the world has been pretty cautious with nuclear weapons. 

During the Cold War, Soviet Submarines required the agreement of the three top officers in 
order to fire a nuclear missile. This, at least once, prevented disaster. At one point, a Soviet 
attack submarine was about to fire a nuclear torpedo at an American submarine. One of the 
three men, Vasily Arkhipov, refused, and so catastrophe was avoided.

In certain cases, when split second action is needed, automatic control is necessary. 
However, there is a big difference between firing a missile, which can be delayed long enough 
to decide if it makes any sense, and guiding a missile under attack by enemy weapons once it 
has been fired, which is generally done by computers. So far nobody has been senseless 
enough to allow computers, whether or not they are AIs, to have control over either nuclear 
weapons or nuclear power plants.

On a somewhat less optimistic note, is this headline, “Experts Warn That AI Is Getting 
Control of Nuclear Weapons.”125 Reading the article, it appears that what these experts are 
worried about is an AI hacking into a nuclear control system. Gemini assures me that nuclear 
weapons control systems are air-gapped, which means that they can’t be hacked into. But, then 
again, perhaps Gemini is just trying to lull me into a false sense of security.

125https://futurism.com/the-byte/experts-ai-nuclear-weapons
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Chapter 12: Winding Down
I started with the two tales that are most often told: one is the dystopic vision of the three

brosketeers owning everything and everyone, the second is the tale of the singularity where we 
all become immortal by downloading ourselves into robots. What I’ve tried to show you is that AI
technology, like any new technology, has an uncertain future. The power of AI is enormously 
exaggerated by those with things to sell, but it is a useful technology and it will be disruptive, 
and there will be winners or losers. There will be new billionaires, or trillionaires, but most of the 
rest of us will neither get rich, nor become impoverished or unemployed, but we will have our 
lives improved in a myriad of smaller ways.

I’ve also emphasized the economic concept of comparative advantage: AIs and robots 
will become common where they have a comparative advantage, and we humans will do the 
existing things and also new things where we have a comparative advantage. There are jobs 
that haven’t been invented yet, some of them will be attractive, and we’ll have opportunities that 
didn’t exist before. Nasty mind dulling jobs will be delegated to AIs, and dirty dangerous jobs to 
robots.

If you were to ask me for predictions, I’d say that we may be on the edge of a golden 
age of space exploration, led by AI robots. I’d also say that we may be able to better overcome 
the curses of bad software, walled gardens, closed social networks, and bureaucracy that 
bedevil us. Writing and communication will improve, language barriers will become lower, and 
those that currently have the least, may find that AI helps level the playing field.

128


