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In "Permutation city", a novel by Greg Egan, the character Peer, having achieved
immortality within a virtual reality over which he has total control, finds himself terribly
bored. So he engineers himself to have new passions. One moment he is pushing the
boundaries of higher mathematics; the next he is writing operas. "He'd even been
interested in the Elysians ( the afterlife), once. No longer. He preferred to think about
table legs.” Peer's fickleness relates to a deeper point. When technology has solved
humanity's deepest problems, what is left to do?
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That is one question considered in a new publication by Nick Bostrom, a philosopher at
the University of Oxford, whose last book argued that humanity faced a one-in-six
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chance of being wiped out in the next 100 years, perhaps owing to the development of
dangerous forms of artificial intelligence (Al). In Mr Bostrom's latest book, "Deep
Utopia", he considers a rather different outcome. What happens if Al goes
extraordinarily well? Under one scenario Mr Bostrom contemplates, the technology
progresses to the point at which it can do all economically valuable work at near-zero
cost. Under a yet more radical scenario, even tasks that you might think would be
reserved for humans, such as parenting, can be done better by Al. This may sound more
dystopian than utopian, but Mr Bostrom argues otherwise.
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Start with the first scenario, which Mr Bostrom labels a "post-scarcity” utopia. In such a
world, the need for work would be reduced. Almost a century ago John Maynard Keynes
wrote an essay entitled "Economic Possibilities for Our Grandchildren"”, which predicted
that 100 years into the future his wealthy descendants would need to work for only 15
hours a week. This has not quite come to pass, but working time has fallen greatly. In the
rich world average weekly working hours have dropped from more than 60 in the late
19th century to fewer than 40 today. The typical American spends a third of their waking
hours on leisure activities and sports. In the future, they may wish to spend their time on
things beyond humanity's current conception. As Mr Bostrom writes, when aided by
powerful tech, "the space of possible-for-us experiences extends far beyond those that
are accessible to us with our present unoptimised brains."
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Yet Mr Bostrom's label of a "post-scarcity” utopia might be slightly misleading: the
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economic explosion caused by superintelligence would still be limited by physical
resources, most notably land. Although space exploration may hugely increase the
building space available, it will not make it infinite. There are also intermediate worlds
where humans develop powerful new forms of intelligence, but do not become space-
faring. In such worlds, wealth may be fantastic, but lots of it could be absorbed by
housing—much as is the case in rich countries today.
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