
Prepare for an AI jobs apocalypse
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The launch of ChatGPT in 2022 ignited the artificial-intelligence boom—and elicited a chorus of warnings
from AI bosses of an impending jobs apocalypse. Never mind that they have reason to talk up the
disruptiveness of their products, or that rich-world employment is near all-time highs—the dark message
has landed. Seven in ten Americans think AI will make it harder for people to find work; nearly a third
fear for their own jobs. A dearth of openings for college graduates—especially computer programmers—
amplifies the dread.

The past offers some solace for the anxious. Labour markets constantly change. Today’s offices would be
unrecognisable to a worker from 50 years ago. Never in modern history has technological progress hurt
the overall demand for human labour. Economic historians now play down the magnitude of „Engels’
pause”, the period during the Industrial Revolution in which working-class wages grew more slowly than
the wider economy.

De redactie van NRC selecteert de beste artikelen uit The Economist voor een breder perspectief op
internationale politiek en economie.

Yet history is not always a good guide to the future, as the Industrial Revolution itself showed. The
top AI models are awesome. They can tackle much more complex coding tasks than people were
predicting a year ago. The number of AI agents has exploded. Spending on AI by businesses is up
dramatically. Annualised recurring revenue of Anthropic, a hot model-maker, is set to reach $50bn by the
end of June. There is no evidence yet in the labour-market data of AI destroying many jobs. But given how
fast it is improving, it would be rash to dismiss fears that it will. Society may be on the verge of a
profound reallocation of resources, and political upheaval.

Economists’ prediction that work will stay plentiful is less reassuring than it looks, especially over a long
horizon. Though the market will find uses for human labour even as models and robots become more
capable, the quality of those jobs and the wages they pay are not guaranteed. Data centres will account for
8.5% of America’s peak power demand in 2027, up from 4.1% in 2025, predicts Goldman Sachs, a bank.
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As AI firms bid up the price of land and energy, the dollars people earn will go less far. Eventually humans
could, like horses in the age of the car, become uneconomical. Income may go mostly or entirely to
owners of capital, who then go on to spend it on things that are made by AI and robots using natural
resources that they monopolise.

This dystopian possibility is behind Silicon Valley’s admonitions that state intervention, and perhaps a
universal basic income, will be necessary. That remains a long way off, if it ever happens. But
governments may have to act sooner, for you do not need a cataclysm to stoke popular fury. Perhaps 2m
Americans lost their jobs between 1999 and 2011 owing to China’s entry into the global trading system.
That is no worse than a typical month’s lay-offs in America’s churning labour market. Yet the „China
shock” helped propel Donald Trump to office and led to the highest tariffs since the 1930s.

The white-collar employees threatened by AI have more political and social clout than factory workers
hurt by Chinese competition. Even a small number of lay-offs could provoke a backlash against the
technology; furious opposition to new data centres is a hint of what may be to come. Severe disruption to
the security and status of many people could lead to widespread unrest, even revolution.

What should governments do? One set of ideas involves slowing down change. China has urged its
companies to adopt AI, but not to lay off workers. Prominent economists around the world have proposed
higher taxes on capital and lower ones on labour. Some campaigners want levies on data centres.
Inhibiting technology is not, however, a wise path to choose. Humanity is likely to reap enormous benefits
from AI: not just greater wealth, but progress fighting diseases and solving problems such as climate
change and poverty. Had the Luddites stopped the automation of textile mills in early 19th-century
England, the world would be far worse off today.

A second category of countermeasures would be better. If employment falls, income that once went to
workers is likely to show up as high profits in AI firms, chipmakers, data centres or elsewhere in the
supply chain. Clever tax reforms, such as levies on corporate profits that are above a normal return on
capital, on land and on natural resources, could capture these rents. The case for inheritance taxes to
prevent the entrenchment of a capital-owning elite looks even stronger than before.

At the same time governments could help workers adjust. Public wage-insurance, which smooths out falls
in income after job losses, can help workers find better opportunities (and so can eventually pay for itself).
Denmark’s active labour-market policies, in which the state helps people find and train for new
occupations, have been proved to cut spells in unemployment.

These ideas would make the economy more efficient and fairer regardless of AI. Would they satisfy voters
facing disruption and uncertainty? In a populist era technocratic reforms are a hard sell. Past efforts to
help workers adjust to trade liberalisation failed to stop the „China shock” backlash. In an all-
AI workforce, humans will need help surviving, not adjusting.

Hence a last set of radical ideas, such as the partial nationalisation of AI firms. This week a South Korean
presidential adviser floated a citizens’ „dividend” from AI businesses, sending the local stockmarket down
by 5%, before backtracking. In America politicians murmur about giving citizens shares in AI companies
via „Trump accounts”. In economic terms there is little difference between a well-designed tax system and
a government stake in the private sector—and countries without AI giants will have to rely on taxes rather
than seizing shares in foreign companies. But America may find that some public ownership is the best
way to make the social upside from the technology transparent.

Concentrations of rent must be confronted early, before the power of rentiers is too great. The jobs
apocalypse is not yet here. But if governments wait for conclusive evidence before creating a safety-net, it
will be too late. Better to start now. 
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