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INTRODUCTION

“The reasons why we have got out of the habit of thinking of our
history as progress are obvious. For even when twentieth-century
progress is most undeniable, prediction suggests not a continued
ascent, but the possibility, perbaps even the imminence, of some
catastrophe: another and more lethal world war, an ecological
disaster, a technology whose triumphs may make the world
uninbabitable by the human species, or whatever current shape
the nightmare may take. We have been taught by the experience
of our century to live in the expectation of apocalypse.”

Eric Hobsbawm, 7he Age of Empire (1989)!

A new form of magic is creeping into our world. It is the stirrings
of a machine, of an inhuman silicon thing, beginning to act like
it is anything but. Through the whirring metal casings that fill
the newly overflowing data centers streams not just electricity,
but language. For the first time, we can talk to something that
is not a human—and that something talks back. Our questions
flow into the machines in the data centers, and out flow words,
sentences, paragraphs, and pages. At times, it almost feels like
there is a someone in that box, not a something, a who and not
a what. Whatever it is, a new kind of being is being born. Slowly,
day by day, and word by word. Something is animating what was
mere transistors before, something called artificial intelligence. A
new kind of technological magic? Perhaps.

In science fiction, it is often said that any sufficiently advanced
technology is indistinguishable from magic. In other traditions
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(literary or otherwise), magic is associated not with technology,
but with language, with special words or phrases. Stories are full
of spell words, like abracadabra or open sesame, and when the right
person uses them in the right context, they can have powerful
effects. In myriad stories, from ancient myths to fantasy novels,
simply naming things can bestow power, knowing someone’s “true
name” means you can control them, and speaking occult languages
is associated with special magical talents. Even the ambiguity of
the word “spell” betrays magic connotations: one can cast a spell,
or one can spell a word (one can even spell trouble or doom).

And indeed, even for those of us who do not believe in magic,
language surely has magical qualities. If you make just the right
kind of sounds you can initiate a spooky action at a distance, a
strange form of mind control. Make some random sounds, and
you will attract, at best, strange looks. But if you know just the
right “spell,” just the right sounds—or just the right way of mov-
ing hands and body if your language is signed—and you know
just the right recipe to combine them, you can conjure up new
thoughts and images in the mind of another. You can transub-
stantiate the waves of sound or the electromagnetic waves of light
into idea-waves. If you have learned to create the right shapes (say,
by laying down some pigment on a surface, or chiseling away a
stone), you can even talk to people in the future. Admittedly, even
if you do master that particular kind of spell(ing), the people from
the future cannot talk back. But, it certainly sounds like magic
otherwise, doesn’t it?

Artificial intelligence folds these two ideas of magic into
one—it’s the first kind, technology, that has begun to use the
second kind, language. Up to this point, language was a human
specialty, something often taken as a (or even #be) thing that
distinguished our species from all others. Now, it seems, these
new machines are wielding their own incantations. What kind
of strange thoughts do the machine magicians conjure up in our
heads? For some, certainly, it is dreams of all kinds—from personal
wealth to somehow solving climate change. But all too often, it
seems to be worries, fears, forebodings, and nightmares.

Some of these worries are quite concrete: from misinforma-
tion campaigns to the environmental impacts of data centers, from
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Al-encoded social biases to the effects of possible automation, Al
seems poised to shape how existing social issues develop. In many
cases, social conflicts about the path forward are already under-
way. Labor unions, for example, have been fighting against very
concrete Al-driven threats to the livelihoods of their members and
to the quality of their work. These worries affect a wide variety of
workers, from script writers and actors to longshoremen: in 2023,
SAG-AFTRA (the Screen Actors Guild - American Federation of
Television and Radio Artists) and the Writers’ Guild of America
went on strike and won contracts that included restrictions on Al
use, mandating that it cannot be used to replace writers,” and that
using Al simulations of likeness, voice and performance must be
consented to and fairly compensated.® In 2024, the International
Longshoremen’s Association also went on strike, demanding lim-
itations on the use of automation, a move that has been widely
interpreted as part of a broader pushback against AL*

If one looks around, however, the worries about Al do not
stop at threats to ways of making a living. There is, in addition, the
stuff of real nightmares, seeping into spaces that are not otherwise
known for their flights of fancy. 7ime Magazine, for instance,
published a bleak piece on Al development that warned “the
most likely result [...] is that literally everyone on Earth will die.”
[lustrating the piece is a gif of a golden circuit diagram: against
a flickering black and red background, it sprouts like a tree, cir-
cuits reaching out, first wide, then narrow then wide again, until
the top blossoms into the shape of a mushroom.’ Through the
flickering colors and the upward and outward growth, it evokes,
beautifully and terrifyingly, a specter of a digital nuclear blast.
The message is clear.

From humanities professors to billionaires, from Al research-
ers to spectacular fraudsters, from journalists to the pope, it can
seem like all the kinds of people who commonly make it into our
media discourses are experiencing equally nightmarish visions.
Public statements and open letters warn that humans might
be about to lose control or even go extinct. The philosopher
of consciousness David Chalmers has said that “in the worst
case, [humans are] extinguished entirely, [which] is terrifying.”®
The pop-historian Yuval Harari has teamed up with others to
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warn that Al could “hack the foundations of our civilization.”
Perhaps the briefest of all the open letters is a single sentence:
“Mitigating the risk of extinction from Al should be a global
priority alongside other societal-scale risks such as pandemics
and nuclear war.”® It was signed by, among others, the CEOs of
three of the largest Al industry labs, a long list of academics and
billionaires, and even former presidents and astronauts. And lest
you think we’re just hand-picking doom-mongering crackpots
on a totally arbitrary basis: at least two of its signatories have
since received a Nobel Prize. Crackpots or not, the nightmares
certainly are haunting people who are anything but peripheral
to today’s centers of power.

Eric Schmidt, the former CEO of Google and Alphabet, is
also evoking Al nightmares. He has turned into a wandering Al
evangelist, a new role involving such stations as Chair of the US
National Security Commission on Artificial Intelligence, as well
as funding and/or sitting on the board of Al startups. Several of
those are defense contractors, selling drones, target identification
and/or surveillance systems (coincidentally, precisely the things
that the government commission he chaired strongly advocated
buying).” Schmidt says Al is an “existential risk,” which in his
words “is defined as many, many, many, many people harmed or
killed.”"® Even the Pope, whose thoughts on artificial intelligence
are mostly serious reflections on the effects that technological
developments will likely have on global inequality, has also called
Al “both a terrifying and fascinating tool” that “humans must
not lose control of”!!

Al nightmares may even be inspiring outlandish crime! A
former American business executive, Caroline Ellison was involved
in what prosecutors called “one of the biggest financial frauds in
American history,” to the tune of $8 billion. What grand plans
motivated her to abscond with that much money? According to
her former colleague, “Ellison’s drive to make money was the
result of her [...] desire to use her wealth to stop artificial intel-
ligence from causing humanity’s extinction.”'? That sentiment
was, apparently, shared by her more famous partner-in-crime,
Sam Bankman-Fried, founder of the involved cryptocurrency
exchange FTX. He, too, wasn’t driven by anything as base as greed,
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when they stole billions of dollars from deposits. Bankman-Fried
“needed infinity dollars because he planned to address the biggest
existential risks to life on earth.”’ Among them: “artificial intelli-
gence that turned on mankind.”** Their surefire way of rescuing
humanity from the pernicious AI menace was... building more
Al They invested at least $500 million in ill-gotten gains in an
Al company called Anthropic. Well, what’s a couple hundred
million stolen dollars if youre having nightmares about getting
trapped in the Matrix, or facing the Terminator?

What is this new technology, this alleged “intelligence” that
can talk, evoke such nightmares, and elicit such crass money
grabs? At its heart, it’s a set of statistical techniques, called machine
learning, that can be used to create mathematical abstractions over
data—models. Machine learning algorithms do this by extract-
ing probabilistic patterns from often vast amounts of data. The
resulting models can be used to make predictions about new
data. Machine learning can be applied to a variety of issues, say,
predicting the three-dimensional shapes of proteins from their
amino acid sequence, playing Go, identifying objects in images,
or producing synthetic speech from text. Useful tools, one might
think, and sometimes quite impressive ones—but hardly the stuff
of nightmares.

What then gave machine learning methods like “deep learn-
ing” a connotation of dark and arcane arts, as if the word “deep”
was a reference to raising Lovecraftian “deep ones,” and not just a
word describing a property of artificial neural networks (perhaps
the most prominent tool in the machine learning toolbox, they are
called “deep” when their nodes are organized into more than two
layers)? Or, to put it another way, why did the mundane statistics
of machine learning become almost synonymous with the specu-
lative and even grandiose term “artificial intelligence”? Perhaps
one part is simply that applying machine learning techniques to
language worked surprisingly well. There are now impressively
good models of corpora, of huge amounts of text—Ilanguage
models. Machine learning has produced language models that
can match probabilistic properties of the text in corpora, and
use those patterns to create contextually plausible continuations
of text. In short, machine learning techniques have enabled the
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creation of models that can “talk” to us. And yet, this can’t be all
of it—after all, language in itself is not scary. Someone being able
to talk is not generally grounds for special suspicion or extinction
nightmares. And computers gaining natural language interfaces
in science fiction stories does not universally trigger fear either.
Take, for instance, the bridge computer in Star Trek stories—it
clearly understands commands of all kinds, from finding and
cross-referencing information to setting variables of the environ-
mental controls. And yet, neither viewers nor characters find such
interfaces to be particular cause for concern. After all, language
may be magic that can put ideas into our heads—but it’s not mind
control, we aren’t forced to believe those ideas.

Perhaps a straightforward, cynical take is the right way to go:
maybe both the stoking of fears and branding of statistical tools
as “Al” are simply part of that special hyperbole called marketing.
After all, if what you're selling could pose an existential risk, it
must be very powerful indeed, and maybe its powers could be
harnessed for good as well. It calls to mind J.R.R. Tolkien’s 7he
Lord of the Rings, a story paradoxically beloved by Silicon Valley.
Paradoxically, because the ring in that story is indeed powerful—
and it must never be used, because its power corrupts. Alas, Sili-
con Valley and its Al peddlers aren’t about to let such “subtleties”
dampen the mood—in fact, they love naming their companies for
things and characters from Tolkien’s Middle Earth. There’s Peter
Thiel’s defense and surveillance company, Palantir (named after a
magic stone that allows the user to see other places—though what
it shows can be deceptively selective). There’s Palmer Luckey’s
Al robotics, and defense company, Anduril Industries (named
after a sword). Even our wandering Al evangelist Eric Schmidt
has funded a Tolkien themed company: Istari (the elvish word
for wizards) is another startup that aims to use machine learn-
ing for weapons development.” A sales pitch that sounds like
“look at this powerful thing I'm about to build, it might destroy
humanity!” may seem strange—but if you're peddling military
equipment, destruction of humans on a large scale is exactly what
the customer is looking for.

It’s not just Al companies building weapons that deploy such
scare-sales tactics though. Sam Altman, the CEO of OpenAl (the
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company behind the chatbot ChatGPT) is well-known for traffick-
ing in stark dichotomies. Talking at a 2023 venture capital con-
ference (and hence presumably marketing to possible investors),
he described what he saw as the possible future of Al: “I think
the best case is like so unbelievably good that it’s hard for me to
even imagine [...] just so unbelievably good that you sound like a
really crazy person to start talking about it and the bad case and I
think this is like important to say is like lights out for all of us.”'¢
Why does OpenAl want its investors to believe in unimaginably
dangerous Al powers that could either kill all of us or, maybe,
be harnessed for good (or at least for a tidy profit)? Well, they
are hoping to build and sell, if not the One Ring, then certainly
the One Tool. OpenAl is among a handful of companies that
intend to sell more than simply some bespoke statistical mod-
els, or a better interface for computers that uses text and speech
instead of mice and keyboards. No, the ultimate aim—so we're
told—is to produce not just artificial intelligence, but artificial
general intelligence (AGI). What's that? Well, any tool can be
said to “surpass” humans in some domain—whether we're talking
about a hammer, a microscope, or a calculator, we invented those
tools so we could do something that we couldn’t do before (or
couldn’t do as fast, well, painlessly, profitably, etc.). And machine
learning-based tools for particular tasks are no exception. But
what if there were a tool that’s better than people at everything?
That’s what AGI is supposed to be. In the words of the OpenAl
charter—"“highly autonomous systems that outperform humans
at most economically valuable work.”"” Or in other words—one
tool to rule them all.

What better way to make AGI seem imminently achievable
than to say the machines are really scary—so scary that they might
end up destroying us all (unless the Great Men™ who are build-
ing them retain control over them and manage to steer them
in the right direction). Certainly, as a marketing and PR move,
the scary AGI pitch has a second advantage: if the stakes are as
high as the very survival of humanity, then concerns about the
effects that really existing artificial intelligence technology has
right now—from excessive energy usage, to undermining the live-
lihood of artists and dock workers, to introducing cybersecurity
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vulnerabilities, to perpetuating and worsening discrimination, to
disinformation and deep fakes, to supercharging mass surveillance,
etc., are easily brushed aside.

So, there’s certainly good reason for skepticism when we
encounter Al fears and nightmares in the media. And yet, even
for those of us who think that the hype about AT’s future abilities
and the scaremongering about its dangers are part of a sales pitch,
questions remain. Why do media outlets publish such stories
as “The End of Humanity: Will Artificial Intelligence Free Us,
Enslave Us—or Exterminate Us” (7he Times), “Al could go “Ter-
minator” (Fox News), “Al could pose ‘extinction-level” threat to
humans and the US must intervene” (CNN), or “A.1. May Save
Us or May Construct Viruses to Kill Us” (7he New York Times)?'
Perhaps more importantly: what makes such stories resonate—
especially with those of us who own neither crypto-exchanges to
defraud people with, nor chatbots or automated weaponry that
they want to sell? What do the nightmares of the world’s Eric
Schmidts and crypto-fraudsters have to do with the worries of
the union workers?

Maybe the OpenAl definition of AGI can provide us with a
crucial hint—particularly the “economically valuable work” part.
The science fiction author Ted Chiang remarked in an interview
that, perhaps, “most fears about A.I. are best understood as fears
about capitalism [...] as fears or anxiety about how capitalism will
use technology against us.”"” If that is true, then the nightmares
of billionaires like Eric Schmidt and those of the union workers
must be about rather different things. After all, Eric Schmidt is far
more likely to find himself on the side of those who do the using,
rather than on the side of those that the technology might be used
against. That is, of course, the nature of capitalism: some people
own vast amounts of assets (e.g., shares in companies, real estate,
patents, and, of course, technology), and they use those assets to
make more money, and more assets. The rest of us, those who do
not own assets that can make more assets (or capital), make a living
by working for those people and institutions that do. Whether it’s
a forklift, or a computer cluster—capitalists use their ownership
and control over assets, over technology, to direct the work that
the rest of us do for a wage, so that they can make a profit. In



INTRODUCTION xiii

other words, capitalism is a system with social classes, and what
class someone belongs to changes how they relate to technology.

If we want to understand Al nightmares, then, we must inter-
pret them with class in mind. Perhaps even the very same myths
about Al doom may turn out to ring true to different people
for quite different reasons—we’ll each have to interpret our own
nightmares. We'll have to figure out who gets to be considered
part of that vague and elusive “we,” of “humanity,” that future Al
supposedly threatens, and who is merely an afterthought. We'll
have to make sure not to get taken in by the fables of the cryp-
to-fraudsters or the weapons peddlers (some of whom already
weave the very nightmares that we live in). Let’s get into the thick
of the politics and economics of Al—and interpret Al nightmares
against that backdrop. Along the way, we'll encounter an array
of colorful characters from autonomous technology with its own
will, to steam demons, from technological deities to Friedrich
Hayek’s ghost. We'll see how capitalism and class shape both the
actual tools called Al and the Al nightmares. And of course, we'll
try to find, among the nightmares, inspiration for a better future.



