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There is a reason, after all, that some people wish to colonize the moon, and others dance before it as before an ancient friend.

—James Baldwin, No Name in the Street

———————

How you play is what you win.

—Ursula K. Le Guin, “The Matter of Seggri”

———————

Sci-Fi Author: In my book I invented the Torment Nexus as a cautionary tale

Tech Company: At long last, we have created the Torment Nexus from classic sci-fi novel Don’t Create The Torment Nexus

—Alex Blechman, on Twitter







Introduction

The dream is always the same: go to space and live forever. “Perfect health, immortality, yada yada yada,” Eliezer Yudkowsky tells me. “Transhumanism, transcension, yada yada yada yada. That’s just the obvious stuff. Just include the glorious transhumanist future.… Maybe we can do better than whatever scenario but at least that’s the minimum.”1

Yudkowsky is the cofounder of the Machine Intelligence Research Institute (MIRI), a controversial artificial intelligence think tank. He’s telling me about the future he’d like to see if an AI much smarter and more capable than a person can be built and made to serve us, keeping its superhuman abilities under human control. Such a machine could bring us an entirely different way of life. “If you imagine something that’s worse than mansions with robotic servants for everyone, you are not being ambitious enough,” he says. But the “glorious transhumanist future” that he is alluding to goes well beyond that. Transhumanism is the belief that we can and should use advanced technology to transform ourselves, transcending humanity and becoming something more. That generally involves finding ways around the limits of the human body—ending illness, aging, and death—as well as increasing intelligence and other mental capacities. But it also carries with it various promises about the future of humanity (or transhumanity) itself: that our fate lies in the stars, that we will build an intergalactic civilization, that we will reshape the universe to our desires just as we will have reshaped ourselves.

Yudkowsky thinks this future is desirable but not inevitable. What’s inevitable, he says, is the advent of artificial general intelligence (AGI): machines that can outperform humans at any task. AGI is “something that is sufficiently better at predicting and steering the future that it can beat humanity on the grounds we’ve always claimed as our own,” Yudkowsky tells me. He thinks such a machine may not be far off. “My sense is that we are zero to two breakthroughs” away from AGI, he says. He refuses to speculate in detail on when an AGI might be built—“How would I know that, man? I ain’t no oracle!”—but he is confident that it will arrive, perhaps in “more like five years than fifty years.”2 And when it does, he says, it will set about making itself more powerful, gaining control of more resources and more computing power to increase its own intelligence. The problem that Yudkowsky sees is that, while AGI is inevitable, its servitude is not. An AGI’s goals, he fears, won’t be the same as ours. Whatever those goals are, says Yudkowsky, humanity will almost certainly be in its way—so it’ll kill us all once it has found a surefire way to do so.

The idea of AGI is taken quite seriously by many people in the tech industry, as are Yudkowsky’s concerns and desires. Ever since a new generation of AI caught the public imagination with the launch of ChatGPT in late 2022, some AI researchers and tech executives have been warning journalists and government officials about the “existential threat” that out-of-control AGI could pose to humanity. Without careful regulation and industry agreements, they say, Yudkowsky’s worst fears could be realized. Yudkowsky himself goes further: He wants all advanced AI research shut down immediately, via international agreement, until there is a method to ensure any future AGI is unlikely to wipe out humanity. And he wants that shutdown enforced with a nuclear threat. “Make it explicit in international diplomacy that preventing AI extinction scenarios is considered a priority above preventing a full nuclear exchange, and that allied nuclear countries are willing to run some risk of nuclear exchange,” he wrote in Time magazine in 2023.3

Not everyone in AI agrees with Yudkowsky about these purported dangers, and fewer agree that a total shutdown of AI research is a good idea. It’s unlikely that Yudkowsky could broker an international agreement anyhow—he doesn’t have enough political influence to do that. But his ideas do carry weight with some of the politically connected leaders of the tech industry. One of them is Sam Altman, the CEO of OpenAI, the company behind ChatGPT; he’s suggested that Yudkowsky may eventually “deserve the Nobel Peace Prize” for his work on AI.4

Altman doesn’t want to shut down AI research, but he agrees with Yudkowsky that AGI is inevitable and could be coming soon. He also agrees that once AGI does arrive, it will be able to improve itself, leading quickly to a radically different future. “The technological progress we make in the next 100 years will be far larger than all we’ve made since we first controlled fire and invented the wheel,” Altman claims. “This technological revolution is unstoppable. And a recursive loop of innovation, as these smart machines themselves help us make smarter machines, will accelerate the revolution’s pace.” In an essay on his personal website, Altman declares that this inexorably approaching future will involve computer programs doing “almost everything, including making new scientific discoveries that will expand our concept of ‘everything.’” Altman envisions AI taking over all services, manufacturing, and production. “Imagine a world where, for decades, everything—housing, education, food, clothing, etc.—became half as expensive every two years,” he writes. “This revolution will create phenomenal wealth… [but] the world will change so rapidly and drastically that an equally drastic change in policy will be needed to distribute this wealth and enable more people to pursue the life they want.”

In his essay, Altman lays out a vision of “capitalism for everyone” as the solution to the policy problem he describes. “The best way to improve capitalism is to enable everyone to benefit from it directly as an equity owner,” he writes. To accomplish this, he proposes that the very wealthiest companies give a small amount of their value to the public each year. This would be accomplished through a tax on those companies, paid in shares, which would then be distributed evenly among the American public. That tax must be much smaller than the average growth rate of the companies—but, Altman assures us, “once AI starts to arrive, growth will be extremely rapid,” allowing the tax rate to be high enough to provide substantial income for Americans through shares of the companies so taxed. “Poverty would be greatly reduced and many more people would have a shot at the life they want,” Altman writes. “If everyone owns a slice of American value creation, everyone will want America to do better.… The new social contract will be a floor for everyone in exchange for a ceiling for no one, and a shared belief that technology can and must deliver a virtuous circle of societal wealth.” As a parenthetical aside, Altman notes that “strong” government will still be needed “to make sure that the desire for stock prices to go up remains balanced with protecting the environment, human rights, etc.” He goes on to consider details of how this plan might be implemented—he suggests making the tax part of the US Constitution—and argues that a “pro-business and pro-people” plan like his would be politically popular. “The changes coming are unstoppable,” Altman’s essay concludes. “If we embrace them and plan for them, we can use them to create a much fairer, happier, and more prosperous society. The future can be almost unimaginably great.”5

Altman’s policy proposals seem outlandish, but they carry some weight, if only because of his access to government. Altman has testified before the US Senate and met with Joe Biden while he was president. A few months after the explosive launch of ChatGPT, Altman went on a world tour, meeting with political leaders and venture capitalists in dozens of countries to discuss the present and future of AI. Around that same time, the New York Times wrote that Altman’s “grand idea” was that his company, OpenAI, “will capture much of the world’s wealth through the creation of AGI and then redistribute this wealth to the people.”6 With that lens, his essay takes on a new meaning. Altman apparently wants to make the United States into one enormous company town, with shares in OpenAI replacing the dollar. The US government would become, in effect if not in law, a division of the company, responsible for disbursing company dollars to us, the public. This would, Altman hopes, encourage us to think of OpenAI’s success as America’s success and as our own—Altman explicitly makes this identification in his essay. All products would come from OpenAI in his proposed future, because in that future AI does literally everything, meaning that the company dollars can only be spent at the company store. (Those company dollars are ostensibly shares, but since the amount given out each year is capped below the growth rate of the company, Altman and the board would always retain control of OpenAI, and the shares owned by the American public would never get anywhere near an appreciable fraction of company ownership.) Thus, Altman’s promise of goods halving in price every two years would depend solely on his goodwill, because things will cost whatever Altman and the OpenAI board want them to cost. This is a proposal for total capture of the national economy, making Altman functionally the king of the United States and possibly the world. He has been quite explicit about replacing money: in 2024, he said that in the future, instead of a universal basic income, there might be “universal basic compute,” allocating people time on a future GPT model that can (somehow) produce anything they need.7 The page on Altman’s website hosting his essay contains a surprisingly clear indication of this dream. At the top of the page, there’s an interactive illustration of a pile of dollar bills. Hover your mouse over them, and the dollars turn into computer chips.

*    *    *

Altman’s power fantasies and Yudkowsky’s nightmares are pieces of a bigger picture of the future, one shared by many of the wealthiest and most influential people in the tech industry. That future is straight out of science fiction: people’s minds uploaded into computers to live for all eternity in a silicon paradise, watched over by a benevolent godlike AI; a ceaselessly expanding empire spanning the stars, disassembling planets, and consuming galaxies; all needs satisfied, all fears assuaged, all desires sated through the power of unimaginably advanced technology.

The tech billionaires aren’t coy about this. Like Altman, they talk about such futures as inevitable, or the only good option aside from extinction. Jeff Bezos has repeatedly said that he wants a trillion people living in space to enable a future of perpetual growth, lest we “stagnate” here on Earth. Elon Musk has been tweeting for years about the importance of going to Mars and beyond to save humanity. “The true battle is: Extinctionists who want a holocaust for all of humanity, versus Expansionists who want to reach the stars and Understand the Universe,” he wrote.8 And Marc Andreessen wants an eternally triumphal “techno-capital machine” to conquer the cosmos with AI and the power of entrepreneurship.9 Other tech billionaires have provided millions of dollars to the effective altruism community, which is doing academic work to provide a moral argument in favor of this kind of future. They’ve also given comparable sums to the rationalist movement, a community that developed around Yudkowsky’s fears of an AI apocalypse derailing the glorious future promised by technology.

That future, Altman and his fellow billionaires claim, will be good for everyone. They also claim it’s based on sound science, that this is just the future as revealed by a close study of technology and its development. These claims are, at best, deeply questionable. But the tech billionaires and the groups they fund seem to earnestly believe them, despite the evidence against such ideas. That’s not a huge surprise—these futures are deeply seductive. They offer the promise of something that even billions of dollars can’t buy: transcendence of all limits, even of mortality itself. And in the meantime, before the promised future arrives, its pursuit offers absolution. The credence that tech billionaires give to these specific science-fictional futures validates their pursuit of more—to portray the growth of their businesses as a moral imperative, to reduce the complex problems of the world to simple questions of technology, to justify nearly any action they might want to take—all in the name of saving humanity from a threat that doesn’t exist, aiming at a utopia that will never come. The carbon footprint of Amazon’s shipping network or SpaceX’s rocket fleet can’t possibly matter as much as hastening the glorious immortal future of humanity in space. And if that future never comes, that just means the excuse of its pursuit will never wear out. If the apocalypse actually arrived, the doomsday cult leader would lose their followers.

More than anything, these visions of the future promise control by the billionaires over the rest of us, just as in Altman’s essay. But that control isn’t limited to the future—it’s here, now. Their visions of the future are news; they inform the limits of public imagination and political debate. Setting the terms of such conversations about the future carries power in the present. If we don’t want tech billionaires setting those terms, we need to understand their ideas about the future: their curious origins, their horrifying consequences, and their panoply of ethical gaps and scientific flaws.

1




OEBPS/images/9781541619609.jpg
] F 0 R ﬂ» y 4 R/

& AIOVERLORDS,  '
SPACE EMPIRES,

AND SILICON VALLEY’S' o

CRUSADE TO CONTROL

THE FATE OF HUMANITY

ADAM BECKER

m!‘:?_





OEBPS/images/publisher-logo.png
BOOKS





OEBPS/images/Art_tit.jpg
MORE
EVERYTHING
FOREVER

Al OVERLORDS,
SPACE EMPIRES,
AND SILICON VALLEY’S
CRUSADE TO CONTROL
THE FATE OF HUMANITY

ADAM BECKER

BASIC BOOKS
New York





