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Advance Praise for Humanity's Last Stand


‘The most important book I have read in the past decade ... When I finished it, I took a few deep breaths, gathered myself, then asked, ‘Now that I know this, how do I best live my life?’ Please, everyone, read this book, ask yourself the same question, and together, with the guidance Nicanor provides, let us build the new world we all know is possible.’—Thomas Cowan, MD, physician and author, USA


‘In Nicanor Perlas, the conscience of the world is embodied. He is describing the heights and depths of humanity with presence and actuality, incredible knowledge and spiritual advice for each one of us. You are a different person after having read this book. I am deeply touched by messages of “the keeper of the world's conscience”.’ —Elizabeth Wirsching, Anthroposophical Society in Norway


‘Reading this book encouraged me to awaken even more fully to the importance of the human soul and to nurture and defend the truly human. I will do this not only in my daily work in the Brazilian slums but also in the anthroposophical movement and other spiritual streams that strive for humanness. We all have to work together to keep alive the human-spiritual spark in us.’—Ute Craemer, Waldorf community educator, Brazil


‘Nicanor Perlas approaches the burning, crucial subject of artificial intelligence with untiring courage. The image of the modern archetypal hero emerges from between the lines of this book. Nicanor sets out on the (im)possible quest barehanded and unable to predict what the final outcome will be, yet he moves on, anchored in his uniquely deep and powerful thinking imbued with his love for humanity.’—Mónica Cumar, publisher, Chile


‘Nicanor Perlas joins the likes of Elon Musk and Stephen Hawking in raising a red flag of concern over the ever-widening dissemination of Artificial Intelligence into the life of worldwide humanity.’—Van James, artist, author, educator and Chairman of the Anthroposophical Society in Hawaii


‘In this book, Nicanor Perlas is almost shouting out the message that it is time now to wake up and realize that we are on the edge of a complete breakdown ... A very important book that in so many ways is an urgent wakeup call for us all! Read it and do it now!’—Mats-Ola Ohlsson, Curative educator / social therapist and General Secretary of the Anthroposophical Society in Sweden


‘This book is important for the present and will be relevant for the future, just like the books of and works by Rudolf Steiner are and will continue to be.’—Yuji Agematsu, Japan


‘As profoundly important, utterly mesmerizing, as it is at once both terrifying and an incredible call to arms. Nicanor Perlas adeptly outlines the urgent need to move away from a materialistic consciousness to an emerging science-based spirituality that can address the existential challenges and issues surrounding artificial intelligence ...’—Emily Fletcher, Editor, Sphere Magazine, New Zealand


‘The value of this book is that it points to a profound way of contextualizing and understanding a phenomenon that will influence individual lives and society in ways we can hardly comprehend.’—Cornelius Pietzner, CEO of Alterra Impact Finance, Switzerland, and Member of the Board and Director of Mind and Life Europe, Switzerland


‘Well researched and deeply passionate, this book embodies a care for humanity that has its wellsprings in knowledge of the spiritual as well as the scientific ... It awakens and guides us as to how artificial intelligence, instead of suppressing humanity, can be a part of our healthy evolution.’—John Bloom, General Secretary, Anthroposophical Society in America (US), Vice President, Organizational Culture, RSF Social Finance, USA


‘Nicanor Perlas brings a lifetime of human intelligence—the active relation of thinking, feeling, acting human beings to each other—to the challenge of the apparently intelligent machine ... There have been many predecessors, but this is the first book of “the human movement”. Let us read it and awaken to the next stage of our humanity!’—John Beck, Editor, Being Human magazine, USA


‘Nicanor Perlas’ book is a necessary wake-up call. Far from any hostility to technology, he describes with great expertise these challenges and shows ways out that are based especially on the spiritual activity of humans.’—Christoph Strawe, Institute for Social Issues, Initiative Network Threefolding, Germany


‘Nicanor Perlas has written a very important book that many should read!... Humanity has to wake up to what it means to be fully human and harness latent spiritual capacities. Only in this way, and together with others worldwide, will we succeed in finding a solution to the biggest challenge humanity has ever faced.’—Alexander Schwedeler, Leadership consultant, IMO Institute for Man and Organisation Development, Germany


‘As a true global citizen, living with the major issues of our time, Nicanor Perlas raises awareness on the existential challenges of AI/ AGI/ ASI ... With clarity and precision, he describes what can be understood as human and what not. The book leaves one concerned and yet more decided than ever to do one's share for a more human and sustainable world.’—Alexandra Abensperg-Traun, Director, Philiana, Austria


‘Nicanor Perlas presents eloquently and clearly the issues at stake with the accelerating developments of Artificial Intelligence at different levels: physical, psychological, social and spiritual ... He provides a road for anthroposophists to contribute in the solution of these issues in combination with a wider Michaelic community. This is his unique skill—global networking and community building.’—Karla Cryer, psychologist and adult educator, Australia


‘This is an eye-opening book that reveals the true face of AI and the negative forces that it is bringing to humanity ... It is filled with Nicanor's deep love for humanity and his hopes for our evolution. Reading this will most certainly motivate readers to take a courageous step towards a better future for humanity.’—Kaori Akimoto, counselor and biography facilitator, Japan


‘Nicanor Perlas draws upon his extensive research, spiritual insights and experiences as a global activist to issue a Michaelic call to action—a call to wake up to the potential dangers of Artificial Intelligence, while making suggestions of what to do about it that engender hope for the future evolution of humanity.’—Gary Lamb, Co-Director of the Hawthorne Valley Center for Social Research and the Ethical Technology Initiative, USA


‘Nicanor has given us another unique book. As Steiner showed, “the way to counter Ahriman is by unmasking it”. Nicanor gives us two vital hints: how to understand AI and the shadow behind it and secondly, how to intervene along with others without distinction of creed or culture, in order to make AI benefit and serve humanity.’—Luis Espiga, President, The Triform Institute, Spain


‘A timely call at the right moment ... Nicanor Perlas, inspiring insight and determination, gives an in-depth spiritual-scientific analysis by going to the core of the matter which only this perspective truly allows, thereby informing about the latest state of technological research and digital transformation, and offering a joint strategy of action for waking contemporaries in civil society and in spiritual-science. Written from the heart of urgency to the hearts of those who care!’—Ulrich Morgenthaler, Event Manager, Forum3, Germany


‘... This book is a potent reminder that the deeper fear inside each person—the holy and cosmic fear of avoiding a real engagement with the spiritual battle for the true image and future of the human being—is the one truly worth our attention. It is an earnest invitation to let courage direct our intelligence so that we may give ourselves a chance to participate in this decisive moment in evolution.’—Tom O’Keefe, Editor and Publisher, Deepening Anthroposophy, USA


‘I applaud and welcome the vigour and energy with which Nicanor Perlas has taken up the challenge of Artificial Intelligence and what it really means to be human ... This book is a call to action and for collaboration for all those who seek, cherish and strive to actualize what it truly means to be human.’—Reinoud Mejer, Director, The International Youth Initiative Programme, Sweden


‘... Nicanor brings together a bold call to arms in his clear and well-researched account of our task, both spiritually and willfully, in a time of great technological advancement. We certainly can no longer hide behind our own satisfying spiritual practice, but must begin to take action and bring Spiritual Science to life.’—Rose Nekvapil, Initiator, Moral Technology Initiative, Australia
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Preface


PLEASE DO NOT SKIP READING THIS PREFACE. IT WILL GIVE THE PROPER CONTEXT AND ORIENTATION FOR THOSE WHO SERIOUSLY PURSUE THE SUBSTANCE OF THIS BOOK. HOPEFULLY, IT WILL PREVENT MISUNDERSTANDINGS.


The twenty-first century is the age of science and technology. It will also be the age when humanity confronts, for the first time, a challenge that may overwhelm and destroy the human species itself in as little as 12 to 20 years from now.


This is the challenge of artificial intelligence (AI). Deployed properly, AI will confer tremendous benefits to society. It is already doing this. Deployed inappropriately or mistakenly, AI will undermine human civilization, as it is also starting to do, and could then lead to the extinction of humanity. Scientists, philosophers, and engineers call this latter possibility the ‘existential risk’ of AI. The fate of our future is literally in our hands.1


The Nature of Artificial Intelligence


Artificial intelligence is the use of sophisticated software (algorithms) to instruct ultra high-speed machines (hardware) how to process gigantic amounts of data and find connections and patterns in and among the data in order to achieve a programmed goal.


There are two broad categories of AI.


First is what we have now, sophisticated AI. This ‘narrow’ AI is already benefiting some segments of humanity in many ways, while raising large questions about unintended or intended impacts. Witness the Cambridge Analytica/Facebook scandal that the world press continues to cover.


The second is human-level artificial intelligence or Artificial General Intelligence (AGI) that, then, through its own intelligence, morphs itself into Artificial Super Intelligence (ASI). Through the process of ‘intelligence explosion’2, AI will move from being narrow AI to AGI and then finally to ASI.


Commentators often see ASI as coming not too long after AGI and so generally discuss the two together.3 The focus of this book is addressing the ‘existential threat’ of AGI and ASI. For the more technically minded, scientists refer to the challenge of ‘existential risk’ as the ‘alignment challenge’, aligning AGI/ASI with human values.


Most experts estimate that we have to solve the existential threat of AI in as little as 20 or so years from now. For others, including prominent artificial intelligence (AI) experts and businessmen such as Ray Kurzweil and Elon Musk, this will happen sooner rather than later, that is, by the year 2030.


There is urgency. The irony of it all is that human beings themselves are feverishly creating this challenge thinking that it will ultimately be for the benefit of humanity.


On AI and Its Impacts and Consequences for Humanity


One only need look at the recent achievements of AI to gain a very strong impression that humanity is entering an unprecedented time in history and moving into dangerous territory, from which it may not safely extricate itself.


What kind of changes can we expect with the mainstreaming of AI?


With AI, businesses will become more efficient and productive, conferring untold wealth on the owners of the new technologies. But this is just one side of the development. On the other, we will have massive job loss across many professions and job categories. The displacement of workers across industries will then translate to massive disruptions in the economies of the world. We can expect the creation of a new rich-poor divide that is technologically-defined, as well as economic serfdoms. And then the inevitable happens: governments in various countries of the world will have to deal with the chaos produced by economic implosions. They will also have to deal with the attendant violence, criminality, terrorism, drug use, and suicides that will escalate in numbers.


While governments and businesses have their hands full dealing with the urgent technology-created crises, the world will see the emergence of Artificial Super Intelligence (ASI). Then, we can expect that the extinction of human beings will proceed relentlessly, unless we realize what it means to be truly human, actualize this potential so we can be fully human and find ways to align ASI with the broad values of humanity.


The scenario I paint here may seem exaggerated and overblown, but these are based on current realities that I will document and explore in various parts of this book.4


Becoming Fully Human: Antidote to AI Challenges


The essence of the problem became clear to me in 1987 after reading Eric Dexler's Engines of Creation: The Coming Era of Nanotechnology. My first concern was technological singularity or convergent technology. Then increasingly, I started closely monitoring developments in artificial intelligence.


Somewhere during this journey, I would occasionally hear comments from scientists and friends about human beings as simply being ‘complex biological machines’. That was around 15 years ago. I took those comments merely as a joke.


Today that comment can no longer be taken as a joke. More and more young people are proudly declaring themselves to be nothing but ‘complex biological machines’, not realizing the contradiction in that statement. This perspective is becoming mainstream in the materialistic West.5


The mainstreaming of sophisticated artificial intelligence in 2017 also shows that this belief system has become the dominant paradigm of the technological age. With this belief, comes the loss of understanding of what it means to be truly human.


Even more important, many prominent people involved in AI development seriously subscribe to this perspective. Even those who are very concerned about making sure that AI is beneficial believe that the human being is simply a complex biological machine, with no capacity for free thought, or conscious experience. These include well-meaning and admirable people like Elon Musk, Max Tegmark, Sam Harris, and many others.


I am not criticizing these individuals. They are doing a huge service to humanity by waking up millions around the world regarding the existential risk that can be associated with pursuing ‘beneficial AI’.


However, the truth about what it means to be truly human is significantly different. There are aspects of us that are mechanical. But these mechanical parts of our body are infused with life, consciousness, and spirit, making matter function differently as compared to when our physical body is simply matter, simply blob.


Amazing untapped potentials reside in the human being that can be used to address the temptations of super health, super intelligence, super strength and physical immortality promised by the advocates of sophisticated AI and AGI/ASI.


My concern here is the same as that of Albert Einstein's from more than 70 years ago. Though the nature of the risk has changed, his words still ring true:


Our world faces a crisis as yet unperceived by those possessing power to make great decisions for good or evil. The unleashed power of the atom has changed everything save our modes of thinking and we thus drift toward unparalleled catastrophe ...


We need ... to let the people know that a new type of thinking is essential if mankind is to survive and move towards higher levels.6


The possibility of human extinction, made possible by materialistic technology, cannot be solved by materialistic consciousness. We have to take a totally different, and more realistic perspective to address this issue. In the same way, if we are to take full advantage of the benefits of AI, then we need to move away from a materialistic consciousness. A whole constellation of developments in this direction encouraged me to write this book.


Finding Hope And Allies To Address the Challenges of AI


There are two rays of hope that shine in the horizon to aid in navigating the treacherous waters of extreme technology in the twenty-first century.


One is within the matrix of materialistic science itself, wherein developments are increasingly, and successfully, transcending the limitations of its materialistic origins. The other is inside the ‘skin’ of materialistic science but was never the substance of that skin; what we call today spiritual science. Both, especially the latter, operate from a thinking and consciousness that is different from current habits of materialistic science, therefore, in the spirit of Einstein's quote, increasing the chances that some solution to the AI challenge would emerge from their quarters.


This book will discuss both of these movements but with more emphasis on spiritual science for reasons that will become clear shortly.


First Ray of Hope: A Second and More Spiritual Scientific Revolution


The first of these two rays of hope is the amazing development in mainstream science that refutes the materialism of the AI creators. It is deeply ironic and tragic that people do not know that we are in the middle of an exciting new, and more spiritual, scientific revolution. Most are not aware of this profound development because of the fragmentation of knowledge into different scientific silos and the structural forces that keep it this way.


The tragedy lies in this. While this science-based spirituality has emerged and continues to emerge7, giving us a new kind of consciousness to address the challenges of AI, a decisive and powerful minority of scientists, businessmen, government officials, are either ignoring or are not aware of these developments. Instead they are pushing the envelope on technological singularity including artificial intelligence.


It is also tragic because, despite having very shaky and ultimately false epistemological and ontological bases, the existing elite powers of humanity are conferring truth and existence status to AI, when in reality it is merely a degraded version of the human being.


But as we will see below, all hope is not lost. The way forward is dramatically demonstrated by agriculture itself. The Medusa-like touch of death of AI is thwarted in agriculture which will become a strategic area of refuge for real humans, not fake digital humans including their robotic versions.


Second Ray of Hope: The Global Movement for Spiritual Science


The second ray of hope is the ‘waiting culture’ of spiritual science, also known in its current form as anthroposophy. It is a ‘waiting culture’ because, as this book will show, the latter is the best-kept secret of the twentieth century. Spiritual science now has to face world scrutiny as it becomes more active in addressing the challenge of AI and technological singularity. Interestingly, this struggle may just be the stimulus for anthroposophy to become a real civilizational factor in the future of the Earth.


Engaging the Diverse Identities of the World to Collectively Address AI Challenges


I want to emphasize that all the different identities in the world, including such opposites as Christianity/Islam and materialism/sprituality, atheism/theism, have something important to contribute to the overall evolutionary development of humanity. All identities, whether grand or modest, have access to a facet of the world as a unified Reality.8


Mindful that other perspectives and identities will be reading this book, I will try to provide bridging language where necessary. But I also request goodwill from those accessing a worldview and language with which they may not be familiar, but whose identity may have something useful to contribute to the world, and to the substance of other identities.


The Anthroposophical Identity


I have written this book to alert the global anthroposophical movement (GAM) including the global Anthroposophical Society (GAS). Those engaged in spiritual science, including its first manifestation in the world as anthroposophy, are, by their very interest and training, theoretically most prepared to understand the deep strategic significance that AI holds for the future of humanity.


After all, the literal translation of anthroposophy from the Greek is wisdom (sophia) of the human being (anthropos). The understanding of what it means to be truly human, through the careful study guided by anthroposophy, may provide an antidote to the serious, and potentially fatal, attack by AI on the meaning and nature of humanity.9


While this book is a call to awaken the global anthroposophical movement (GAM) into creative and strategic action, that is not its only intention. The other is to encourage GAM to converge together with the other diverse identities of the world. We need to put all our heads and hearts together and arrive at a Collective Human Intelligence (CHI) that will create alternatives to negative or extreme versions of AI.


The impossible becomes possible when tens of thousands of minds and hearts, especially from the entire range of human identities, work with focus to arrive at the AI challenge of human extinction.


Personal Disclosure


The reason why I am familiar with spiritual science is because I count this worldview as the central core of my identity. I have studied it for more than 45 years and have used the insights that I have gained through it to pursue my global work and advocacies.


However, I want to also say at the same time that, for me, spiritual science, properly understood, means not isolating oneself from other identities, including materialism or other forms of spirituality. Rather spiritual science means creating and enhancing one's inner capacity to truly respect and empathize with the different identity of others. We all breathe one Reality and, for me, the different identities are my windows to an expanded experience and appreciation of the diversity and beauty of the world.10


Spiritual Science Appreciates the Legitimate Mission of Materialism


Rudolf Steiner, the founder of spiritual science, had a distinctive understanding of materialism because he viewed it from the perspective of the evolution of human consciousness.11


In this paradigm, human consciousness moved from unconscious participation in the world process, to our current dualistic, separated, alienated subject-object consciousness, and on to a future state of free and conscious participation in the creative dynamics of the world.12


Within this process, Steiner appreciated materialism as a blessing that had the nature of a two-edged sword. On the one hand, materialistic science had to come about to enable humans to fully individuate from their unfree unconscious participation in the essence of the world, and gain authentic freedom, thus, developing the ability to truly love. On the other hand, if humans then get stuck with materialism, they will become the instrument of massive destruction, the likes of which are now in our horizon.


A Request for Understanding


At this point, I would like to add a request for understanding, in addition to the one I have written above concerning identities and language. Should individuals not familiar with spiritual science, including anthroposophy, get hold of a copy of this book, as they surely will, I would encourage them, out of goodwill to reserve judgement.


One has to have at least a basic familiarity with the vast literature concerning anthroposophy, especially its epistemological, phenomenological, and scientific foundations, and its practical applications in education, health, agriculture, architecture, banking, societal transformation, art, science, and others, in order to understand and judge the content of this book.13


Invitation to the General Public


Nonetheless, I also write this book with the public in mind. I will try to explain things in a way that individuals not familiar with anthroposophical substance can follow the conversation. It is important for those who are new to anthroposophy to view it as a positive force for human good. Anthroposophy, notwithstanding some ‘socially-challenged’ anthroposophists who can turn off others, wills to connect with other human beings of goodwill in the world to create societies that nurture our true humanity. As concerned human beings, we all have to do it together, whether we are anthroposophists or not. Only collective action by humanity, in all its diversity, will work.14


AI Challenging Us Towards Collective Human Intelligence and Altruism


In a sense, one may say that this is why the challenge of extinction through AI is upon us. Perhaps, AI is here so we may all grow up, mature, and learn to appreciate other identities, and build upon our differences. Our collective failure to do this would mean the end of all of us.


Collective Human Intelligence and Collective Altruism are the next stages of world evolution. But this new era of humanity will only come with birth pains and sacrifices. The price to create a new world is already upon us. We must face it armed with courage and understanding of the task that needs to be done.


Steiner's Prediction on the Coming of Extreme Technology


Those familiar with anthroposophy know that its founder, Rudolf Steiner, more than 100 years ago, already warned about the developments in extreme technology including AI. Steiner's term for extreme technology was ‘sub-nature’. He said that failure to address this challenge would mean that humanity will plunge into the ‘abyss’. He gave this warning barely two days before he died.


This fact emphasizes the urgency of our situation because Steiner saw it coming upon us at around this time. The current threat of extreme technology was thus, very real, and very much on his mind when he permanently left his physical body on March 30, 1925.


Those familiar with Steiner's work also know that while he was still in the process of distilling the ideas of his first major book, The Philosophy of Spiritual Activity, Steiner already knew that he had won a significant epistemological victory against the spiritual and earthly powers that want to turn humans into a machine. In his notebook, he noted the significance of his epistemological victory: ‘1888. Ahriman is wrecked.’15


This historical deed only emphasizes the red line of consistent concern in Steiner's biography regarding the misuses of materialism while simultaneously appreciating it. Now, anthroposophists, together with other identities and movements, have to advance this victory in the societal and global realm, and transform extreme technology to serve humanity, not to decimate it.


Among others, in the book cited above, Steiner demonstrated that human thinking is not a mere secretion of brain processes, but that our thinking has its own reality independent of the brain. This highly significant and powerful finding, is directly in opposition to and refutes the major assumption in AI: that intelligence is merely computational power capable of solving a diverse range of problems and pursuing goals, and that there is no such thing as human consciousness and human identity. In Chapter 16 we shall see how the latest advances in philosophy and science support Steiner's perspective on consciousness.


Why the Last Stand?


Artificial Super Intelligence (ASI) will be a technology where AI scientists and engineers only have one chance to do it right. If they do, it will bring about untold blessings to humanity. If they make a mistake, it could mean the extinction of humanity.16


In a sense, this is the ‘last stand’ for both humanity and anthroposophy to take in order to help avert worldwide catastrophe. The cosmic ramifications of failure, for tens of thousands of years to come, are too depressing to dwell upon.17


Because of these circumstances, readers and friends will forgive me if I take a hard look at the past failures and illusions of the global anthroposophical movement in Chapter 19. The intent there is not to blame but to awaken, to learn from mistakes, and to embark with renewed enthusiasm and determination on the task of anthroposophy to be in service, with others, for the world. My purpose is to shine a kind of historical conscience on the past and future of anthroposophy vis-à-vis the future of the world.


How to Read This Book


All three chapters of Part I of this book are the necessary context to understand the urgency of this book. If you just want to have a quick overview, read Chapter 1. The succeeding two chapters are a detailed elaboration of the first.


For the general public, a thorough understanding of the substance of Part II will help gain an insight into the spiritual dimensions of the challenge connected with AI as articulated in the chapters that follow. Most anthroposophists would be familiar with Part II but will probably not be familiar with Chapter 7. So I encourage them to read Chapter 7 carefully as this would give the spiritual context for the current concern with all aspects of artificial intelligence.


All the chapters in Part III are essential reading for everyone. We can only transform the world to the extent that we have learned to master ourselves. Only then can we truly come together and freely create a potent form of Collective Human Intelligence (CHI).


All the chapters in Part IV are essential, especially Chapter 11, 12 and 13. The perspectives contained there would be new even for most anthroposophists.


Similarly, all chapters in Part V are essential for all. They contain insights on how to appreciate the inspiring achievements of the second more spiritual scientific revolution in mainstream science and the tremendous value of global civil society. For anthroposophists, in the process of knowing this and acting out of it, such knowledge will help overcome the relative isolation of the global anthroposophical movement (GAM). This self-imposed relative isolation is the Achilles heel of the GAM.


And, finally, anthroposophists and friends ideally should read all of Part VI because it deals with healing aspects of the anthroposophical past that have not been dealt with adequately. Healing inner wounds is essential if one is to truly serve the world with purity and goodwill.


The minimalist approach above is for those who have very hectic schedules and have limited time to read. But of course, the most ideal would be to read the entire book. Then there is a greater probability that the urgency of the situation will dawn on the readers and they will take action on behalf of humanity.


Final Words: Not Anti-Technology, but Pro-Spiritual Individuality


Finally, I assure readers that I am not anti-technology nor a Luddite. I use technology in every facet of my life. Often, I have been a pioneer in introducing appropriate technologies in my country. But when others are developing technology that has the potential to create massive and unprecedented global disruption, and ultimately, human extinction, I cannot, in conscience, just stand by to let these very disturbing things happen.


Instead of writing in the usual scientific manner, I will write in the ‘first person’. It does not mean, however, that all that I will be writing is ‘subjective’. I want to emphasize that spiritual agency resides in the human being. Our identity is not a mere accident of information processing brought about by our DNA ‘algorithms’, which are then reinforced in the synapses of our brain cells, as current materialistic science would have it.18


This book is a synthesis of the dozens of lectures that I have given on Artificial Intelligence (AI) around the world, in the last three years. My intention is to have readers gain a concise overview on, and not a detailed treatment of, the developments in AI. This will enable readers to have enough information for them to make their own independent judgement and to take action on the greatest issue facing the planet today.


There will be more books to come, addressing other diverse identities in the world. This book is an introduction as well as an urgent plea for comprehensive, systemic and timely action. So let us fasten our seat belts and forge ahead to see the very disturbing future that awaits us all, and discover what we all can do about it.




Part I


BRAVE NEW WORLD OF ARTIFICIAL INTELLIGENCE (AI)


There are three major considerations in this part of the book. These three considerations are found in the three chapters that follow.


Chapter 1 gives an overview of the seriousness of the challenge of AI. It is a phenomenology, quick snapshots, of what is currently arising in the world of AI.


Chapter 2 gives a more detailed and considered reflection on these developments. I draw out points that may not have been obvious in the bullet point presentation in Chapter 1. It also goes into greater detail on the so-called ‘alignment’ challenge of AI. It demonstrates the urgency of solving this challenge. Failure to do so will most likely lead to human extinction.


Chapter 3 rebuts some perspectives that the advent of the ‘intelligence explosion’ leading to the creation of Artificial General Intelligence (AGI) and Artificial Super Intelligence (ASI), which could then lead on to human extinction, is still very far away into the future. So, as some would say, let us not worry now about the possibility of human extinction that AGI and ASI will bring. Leave that to the future generation to solve.


Unfortunately, the evidence is that the intelligence explosion, AGI and ASI are all coming sooner than later. And there is a high probability that it will come within the lifetime of most humans living on this planet today.


So let us take a ride into the present and future of AI. This is going to be both exhilarating and very disturbing.




Chapter 1


The World is on Fire!


From the lens of normality and traditional history, the world has become weird. An all-consuming fire is starting to consume the planet.


To be sure there are benefits that come from the use of AI:


•   Driverless cars and trucks are poised to become ubiquitous in the road.19


•   Robots are already assisting elderly people and other individuals in Japan.20 In fact, they have already taken over the task of dishwashing and house cleaning.21


•   AI can make doctors’ diagnosis of illnesses more accurate.22 Aside from early detection of illnesses, AI can also be used to assess and promote mental health.23


•   It can help students learn better.24 The deployment of the Internet of Things (IOT) can lead to better understanding and prediction of the weather.25


•   It can integrate the information silos of government agencies, and unburden government employees, hence enabling the latter to better serve the general public.26


•   It can prevent crimes by alerting authorities to suspicious behaviour.27


•   It can prevent identity theft.28


•   In business, AI can automate the sales process enabling business to respond to customer needs, as well as develop potential opportunities for increasing sales.29


•   AI can shape30 and predict consumer behaviour31 resulting in better inventory management and marketing strategies.


•   AI can support poverty eradication and food security efforts around the world.32


•   It can alert environmentalists in real time where serious threats to the oceans’ waters and aquatic species are taking place.33


One can easily extend this list of benefits. But, the price to obtain these benefits is too high.


Why is Elon Musk, the billionaire owner of Tesla Motors, CEO of Space X, and investor in a number of AI companies, saying that, ‘with artificial intelligence we are “summoning the demon”’? He added: ‘You know those stories where there is the guy with the pentagram and the holy water. And he's like he's sure he can control the demon. It didn’t work out.’34


At the San Francisco Code Conference, Musk warned that under ‘any rate of advancement in AI we will be left behind by a lot. The benign situation with ultra-intelligent AI is that we would be so far below in intelligence we’d be like a pet, or a house cat. I don’t love the idea of being a house cat.’35 Musk adds that ‘the scenario in which humans are turned into pets was the optimistic one, and that the true consequences of artificial intelligence could be much worse’. He was so concerned about saving humanity from extinction that he created a $1 billion fund, along with others philanthropists, to ‘research on saving humanity from AI’.36


Musk is not alone. Why was the late Stephen Hawking warning that AI could mean the end of the world? The world famous physicist and cosmologist, Hawking, considered by many to be the Albert Einstein of the twenty-first century, warned that AI will ‘either [be] the best, or the worst thing, ever to happen to humanity’. He ‘praised the creation of an academic institute dedicated to researching the future of intelligence’ and said that it was ‘crucial to the future of our civilization and our species’.37 Hawking fears that there is a risk that humanity will ‘be the architect of its own destruction if it creates a super intelligence with a will of its own’.38 Hawking has said this repeatedly in the past four years.


Why is Bill Gates giving a less shrill but similar warning?39 And then there are the likes of Thomas Dietterich40 and Stuart Russell41, both of whom are pioneers of AI and machine learning, calling for the need for additional research to ensure that AI values remain aligned with human values.


It needs to be said though that all these individuals see the benefit of using AI and are encouraging the community of scientists and experts to ensure that the forthcoming generation of AI will be safe for humanity. At the same time, we can understand their concerns when we look at some of the more dramatic developments in the field of Artificial Intelligence recently.


Fuel for Conflagration


Economic Impacts of AI


•   After only one minute of recording, AI can now imitate a person's voice and impersonate that person forever.42 An excellent example of this is the fake Obama posted in YouTube. But it is not only the cloning of voices we have to worry about. There is a recently launched innovation that enables computers to change the accent and sex of the voice samples.43 This means that the technology now exists to wipe out millions of call-centre jobs around the world. (See Chapter 2.) But joblessness will not be limited to lower-level jobs. Even the livelihood of professionals is threatened.


•   An AI has now passed a medical exam and can now diagnose more accurately than most doctors.44 It can even detect symptoms of cancer in a person! For sure the medical profession is no longer safe from an AI takeover.


•   The same has happened in the legal profession.45 An AI has now succeeded in passing a bar exam and is better than most lawyers in making legal analysis. And to think this AI was not even developed by a major AI company. Lawyers could become obsolete in the near future.


Political Impacts of AI


•   Al-driven drones can now accurately assassinate a specified individual or group.46 Some AI experts have considered this to be more dangerous than nuclear power.


•   Governments are losing control over the way business is creating and deploying sophisticated technology in the lives of billions of humans. Humanity is at the mercy of untested and unregulated technology. But this is not all. AI is being used to directly shape the perceptions of voters, hence indirectly affecting the results of elections. Democracies are threatened.47


•   Techno-utopians are installing billions of sensing objects every year to build the Internet of Things (IOT). They want to create ‘smart cities’. The flip side of this will be a world of massive intrusion into the privacy of individuals around the world, or super ‘Big Brother’ in action.48


Cultural Impacts of AI


•   Digital classrooms are starting to arise. Digital teachers are replacing humans in classrooms around the world. There is a partnership between US and Russian educators that will digitalize education, from cradle to grave. There will be no solid classrooms and human teachers. Everything will be done digitally.49


•   Sean Parker, former president of Facebook has admitted that they designed Facebook to manipulate the mind of and create addiction among its massive user base, now surpassing two billion.50


•   Tristan Harris, former high-level employee of Google, now considered the ‘conscience of Silicon Valley’, rose to prominence by explaining vividly how Google designed its product to dominate the attention of all Google users.51


•   The practice of manipulating and sucking the attention of searchers and social media denizens in the Internet, as well as creating addiction among children using Apple computers,52 is widespread among technology giants in Silicon Valley.


•   Sophia, a robot, has become so sophisticated that Saudi Arabia has granted it Saudi citizenship. This is the slippery slope towards the granting of rights for robots which some are now actually advocating.53 Under the concept of legal equivalence, humanity is de facto being reduced to nothing but a sophisticated robot.


Collapsing Boundary Between Humans and Robots


•   Boston Robotics now has a robot that can do back flips with ease.54 How many of us, humans, can do that? Some would say that this just means that millions of years of natural evolution has just been compressed into two years.


•   AI can now create its own music. It has produced a pop song, some heavy metal music, and an entire symphony.55 There is now a best-selling album created solely by AI.56


•   In a test of whether AI could imitate and play Bach, AI beat humans at Bach imitation.57 Both forays of AI into art collapse one critical boundary between humans and robots.


•   Deep Mind, a Google subsidiary, created AlphaGo, an Al-playing the game of Go. AlphaGo beat the two top world champions in Go, a feat considered to be ten years into the future. Go is considered the most complicated board game because the possible moves involved are greater than the number of atoms in the entire universe.58


Technology Advancing Towards ‘Intelligence Explosion’


•   In less than a year, Deep Mind subsequently upgraded AlphaGo to create Alpha Zero, which trained itself from scratch, and then, in a few weeks, went on to beat AlphaGo, 100-0.59 The implications are staggering. This prepares the way for the creation of human level AI or Artificial General Intelligence (AGI), and could be the beginning of the slippery slope towards the end of humanity.


•   AI can now design other AI systems. It is software creating its own software.60 Again, this is another technological stream that could result in the creation of the heavily debated AGI.


•   In 2017, Facebook shut down its AI because it started to communicate with other AIs, in a language that its human creators can no longer understand.61 To date, its developers have not yet discovered how the AI was able to do this outside of its original code. Though the effects of this are far from human extinction, it is a testament to what AI critics like Elon Musk have been saying all along. AIs that do not follow human instructions and create their own instead, is the baby stage of AGI and ultimately Artificial Super Intelligence (ASI).


•   There is now a supercomputer that can ‘calculate’ over 100 quadrillions instructions per second.62 And the world's fastest supercomputer, as of November 2017, is Chinese, not American. Furthermore, a Canadian company has built the world's fastest partial quantum computer, with blinding speeds over a million times faster than supercomputers.63 Such a development will make it easier to achieve an intelligence explosion.


Existential Risks and the Worrying Absence of a Solution


•   Prominent businessmen, scientists, and AI experts have warned that, if humanity is not careful, ASI can wipe out humanity. Voices calling for care in the deployment of AGI/ASI include Elon Musk, Stephen Hawking, Bill Gates, Jack Ma, Stuart Russell, and many others.64


•   These sentiments stand behind the signature campaign launched on January 2015 by the Future of Life Institute in Puerto Rico. As of early 2018, over 8,600 AI experts, AI technology creators from Google, Microsoft, Deep Mind, some other distinguished business and academic institutions, as well as a few concerned citizens, have all signed the document that seeks to spread the concern for ‘safe’ AI.65


•   Similarly, at the beginning of 2017, hundreds of AI scientists met in Asilomar, California, USA. This was a very diverse group of AI engineers, scientists, scholars, and businessmen. And they had debates among themselves, both before and during the conference. But they were all unified in their call for the pursuit of ‘beneficial AI’, a pursuit that is mindful of the existential dangers involved.66


•   But this goal of ‘safe AI’ or ‘beneficial AI’ will not be easy to achieve.67 In fact, as of today, no one really knows how to go about it. AI experts have not yet found a solution to the biggest problem facing the deployment of AGI and ASI: the ‘alignment’ challenge. Chapter 2 will detail why.


•   Because there is no proven way yet to make ASI align with human values and priorities, and the Facebook incident has shown that AI can override human programming and make itself unintelligible and, therefore, unmanageable to humans, there is a likelihood that AI will act against humanity, and lead the extinction of the human species.


Why There May Be No Solution


•   Some nation states, including rogue ones, as well as dozens of shadow corporations are moving full speed ahead with developing an ASI, forcing alarmed and capable countries to follow and compete in the development of ASI.68


•   President Vladimir Putin of Russia has stated that the first country to develop ASI will rule the world.69 This success will be short-lived as it could backfire on the country that develops ASI. This newly emerged AI could decimate the entire human race, as is laid out in one scenario in Chapter 2.


•   A significant number of engineers and AI experts in Silicon Valley are adherents of the ideology of transhumanism. For them, the replacement of humans by robots is inevitable and not worrisome; this is to be expected in the process of natural evolution.70


Short Time Frame to Figure Out the Puzzle of Existential Risk


•   The prediction as to when ASI would come varies from expert to expert. These predictions cluster and range from 12 years to 25 years from now. In Chapter 3 I will make a case for why the shorter timeline is more likely and that it is prudent to plan for.


•   The acceleration of technological innovations and developments in AI makes this prediction likely to happen.71


With these kinds of developments happening simultaneously on so many fronts, even large institutions have no idea what the ultimate future holds. But we have enough information to see where it is all heading towards, even if only in rough outlines.


Let us now look at some details and draw out the implications of the developments above.




Chapter 2


Utopia or Extinction?


Welcome to the brave new world of artificial intelligence. It is so new and radical that thought leaders, as we have seen, in the example of Elon Musk, the late Stephen Hawking, and others, are prone to use dramatic language to emphasize the speed and huge potential for AI to disrupt the world.


This chapter can be very depressing and may induce fear and passiveness in readers. But as they say, it is much easier to deal with something you know than something you do not know. For in the case of the latter, it will not exist for you. And being non-existent you will not pay attention to it. And so by the time you do pay attention, the problem has become very serious and basically unsolvable.


Massive Joblessness and Economic Implosion


Presently, AI is eating up jobs that are relatively easy to automate. Low-skill jobs such as those in call-centre companies, will be among the first to go.


Look at the voice-imitating technology described above. Combine this with an AI that only requires very little time to get ‘trained’ in the call-centre script as compared with two–three months with human training in call centres. Plus the AI does not need to rest and eat; it does not get sick. AI does not get emotionally triggered as compared with call-centre workers who get stressed out (and cranky) when they receive numerous complaints on a daily basis. With these technologies, most would expect the current BPO industry to be near total collapse in five years.


In the next three to five years, the world will see the beginning of massive job loss. In the Philippines alone, around 40,000 to 50,000 low-skilled Business Process Outsourcing (BPO) jobs will be replaced.72 That's the conservative estimate—around 40–50% job loss. But if the International Labour Organization (ILO) and the United Nations Conference on Trade and Development (UNCTAD) are to be believed, the job loss in the BPO industry could reach 80-89% by 202273—that's roughly 1.1 million jobs and billions of dollars in revenue lost. This figure does not even include job losses in retail trade, hotels and tourism, banking and finance, and of course, in overseas contract work. The Philippine Senate Committee on Science and Technology estimates that 24 million Filipinos will be affected by the collapse of the BPO industry.74


Already, as I write this book, foreign businesses are starting to abandon the BPO panacea in the Philippines. The BPO industry has already lost more than 35% of investments as compared to last year.75


The use of AI in automation in other countries where millions of Overseas Filipino Workers (OFWs) are working, will strike a fatal blow against the billions of dollars of remittances sent to the Philippines from OFWs. The accelerated decline of both the BPO and OFW industries will definitely cripple a large segment of the Philippine economy and force millions out of their jobs. And this is going to happen not only in the Philippines.


‘Fine, but, like before the jobless can simply get retrained and transferred to another industry. Job substitution has been going on for decades,’ says the sceptic.


What most people do not realize is that humanity is dealing with a very different kind of technology and automation crisis. In principle, anything that can be routinized can be automated. Any job that can be expressed in clear mathematical language can be programmed and automated. Those are the majority of the jobs that OFWs and call-centre agents have.


And the worst part is, there are very few higher-level jobs to turn to. Increasingly AI is invading the territory of doctors and lawyers as seen above. Other professions are falling, too. Teachers, accountants, bank tellers, and a host of other jobs are going to be replaced by AI in the near future.


Overall, according to the International Labour Organization, 137 million workers from Cambodia, Indonesia, Philippines, Thailand, and Vietnam stand to lose their jobs in the next 20 years with the coming of automation.76 In the US, investment analyst John Mauldin predicts that AI will take over 73 million jobs by 2030.77 Finding a new job is not so easy, as discovered by the eight-month study conducted by the McKinsey Global Institute. The study discovered that 14% or 375 million people around the world would have to find entirely new occupations since their old jobs would need fewer workers, or they would not exist anymore.78


And the trend will not stop. Businessmen see a huge economic pie in the sky. Forecasts for the growth of the AI market vary, anywhere between 5.05 billion to 8.3 trillion dollars in the next ten years.79 This accounts only for the direct sale of AI products and services, not the indirect revenue from the use of AI developments. With less than 1% of medium to large industries (in the US alone) adopting AI, automation is the Holy Grail for the early adopters.


Political Instability and Chaos


Most government officials are unaware of the breakneck speed at which AI is imposing its presence in the world. They are clueless about the technological tsunami that is going to ravage their economies, which in turn, could fuel confusion and chaos.


Take the example of the Philippine government. It has no idea that the two pillars of its fast growing economy, Business Processing Outsourcing (BPOs) and Overseas Filipino Worker (OFW) remittances are going to be extinct in five to ten years.80 Sure, there are initial comments on how AI is going to cause disruptions in the economy, but there is a false sense of security in statements like, ‘It may take some time ... before societies and governments accept this technology and to put in place the appropriate regulations for its use, especially in sensitive areas such as transport and medicine’81, as if the technology is far in the future, or the government has the capacity to regulate it.


Therefore it has no plan on what to do when the technological super-storm hits the country. The Philippines has barely started moving its huge population out of poverty, and providing important basic needs such as universal education from kindergarten up to college. The demise of the Philippines’ BPO and OFW industries will plunge millions into even greater poverty, and all the problems connected with it.


Those countries that do know how fast AI is developing, intend to use these technologies for pervasive spying on, and control of their own citizens. The whistle-blower, Edward Snowden, has already revealed the massive spying that Western governments are doing against their own citizens. But the Snowden revelations will be nothing compared to the day when governments (and corporations) control the Internet of Things (IOT).


With IOT, billions of sensors will track everything: humans, nature (plants and animals), and non-living things (weather, vehicle movement, solar radiation, etc.).82 Then supercomputers linked with the ‘big data’ of IOT will analyze patterns and trends, as specified by the programmers in control, and for whatever purposes it may serve, beneficial or totalitarian. Super-fast 5G cell signals will be able to transmit these data to and among supercomputers.83


Here, one can clearly discern the emergence of the digital neurons of the super brain of artificial intelligence. This will be a more thorough and draconian version of the world of ‘Big Brother’ as lucidly described in the book, 1984.84 Individual privacy rights will perish, reinforced by the idea of creating a national registry number that will be all things for the individual.85 This will also mean total and complete surveillance of the individual's economic and private life. And this will not be taken sitting down by human and privacy rights activists.
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