
China’s Tech Moguls Warn of AI’s Troubling

Trajectory
Never mind the singularity; artificial intelligence could eliminate countless jobs, and

perhaps reshape global politics in the process.

by Will Knight June 27, 2017

Alibaba CEO Jack Ma.

China has seen incredible economic and social changes over the past few decades. But could the
impact of artificial intelligence take the country by surprise?
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I recently spent a few weeks in the country, talking to researchers and entrepreneurs developing
cutting-edge AI technologies and products.

What stuck with me—beyond the growing ambition of China’s researchers and the overall vibrancy
of its tech scene—is how much people are starting to talk about the potential for AI to eliminate jobs
across the country. Just a few years ago this seemed like much less of a concern. Now the issue of
jobs comes up regularly during Q&A sessions and panel discussions at industry conferences.

This is perhaps partly a reflection of the country’s economic slowdown after years of spectacular rise.
But I think it also reflects a growing realization among some of the world’s smartest entrepreneurs
and innovators that the economic and social impact of AI is likely to be profound.

The sentiment can certainly be detected among some of China’s most prominent and influential
technologists.

Speaking at an event organized in Detroit by his company last week, the CEO of Alibaba (50
Smartest Companies 2017), Jack Ma, said that artificial intelligence could displace many workers in
both China and the U.S., thereby heightening tensions that some fear could lead the two countries
toward armed conflict. This prospect is the subject of several new books, although they do not
consider a coming technological shift that could further complicate the picture.

In a compelling op-ed piece in the New York Times this week, Kai-Fu Lee, a renowned technical
expert, entrepreneur, and educator and the chairman of an AI lab run by his VC firm Sinnovation
Ventures, argues that AI will cause widespread job displacement in coming years.

He, too, raises the prospect that this could reshape global relations by exacerbating international
inequalities. China and the U.S. may see job losses as well, but because they are so dominant in the
field, they are likely to emerge as the primary beneficiaries of this technological revolution. This
could turn them into global AI-fueled superpowers, generating massive amounts of wealth by
hoovering up billions of users’ data and providing software-based services that touch every aspect of
our lives. Other countries, meanwhile, could be left to rethink their position in the world order.

The economic and social implications of automation and artificial intelligence are, of course,
notoriously hard to predict. But this in and of itself may be a cause for concern, as public perception
regarding jobs and economic prospects in both the U.S. and China will be incredibly important in
coming years.

(Read more: “China Is Building Robot Army of Model Workers,” "How Technology Is Destroying
Jobs," "Who Will Own the Robots?" New Yorker, New York Review of Books, CNBC, New York
Times)
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Covid hoaxes are using a loophole to stay
alive—even after content is deleted
Pandemic conspiracy theorists are using the Wayback Machine to promote “zombie

content” that evades moderators and fact-checkers.
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These pop songs were written by OpenAI’s deep-
learning algorithm

You've read 1 of 3

You know good tech journalism when you see it. Subscribe for
unlimited access.

Subscribe Already a subscriber? Sign in

https://api.whatsapp.com/send/?text=Check%20out%20this%20story%3A%20China%25E2%2580%2599s%2520Tech%2520Moguls%2520Warn%2520of%2520AI%25E2%2580%2599s%2520Troubling%2520Trajectory%20https%253A%252F%252Fwww.technologyreview.com%252F2017%252F06%252F27%252F150705%252Fchinas-tech-moguls-warn-of-ais-troubling-trajectory%252F
https://www.technologyreview.com/author/will-knight/
https://www.technologyreview.com/2020/04/30/1000881/covid-hoaxes-zombie-content-wayback-machine-disinformation/
https://www.technologyreview.com/2020/04/30/1000881/covid-hoaxes-zombie-content-wayback-machine-disinformation/
https://www.technologyreview.com/2020/03/17/905279/facebook-twitter-social-media-infodemic-misinformation/
https://www.technologyreview.com/2020/02/12/844851/the-coronavirus-is-the-first-true-social-media-infodemic/
https://www.technologyreview.com/2020/03/24/950361/coronavirus-is-forcing-a-trade-off-between-privacy-and-public-health/
https://www.technologyreview.com/topic/artificial-intelligence/
https://www.technologyreview.com/2020/05/01/1000942/pop-songs-katy-perry-elvis-openai-neural-network-deep-learning-algorithm/
http://technologyreview.com/subscribe?redirectTo=%2F2017%2F06%2F27%2F150705%2Fchinas-tech-moguls-warn-of-ais-troubling-trajectory%2F
https://www.technologyreview.com/login?redirectTo=%2F2017%2F06%2F27%2F150705%2Fchinas-tech-moguls-warn-of-ais-troubling-trajectory%2F
https://www.technologyreview.com/
https://www.technologyreview.com/


The news: In a fresh spin on manufactured pop, OpenAI has released a neural network called Jukebox that

can generate catchy songs in a variety of different styles, from teenybop and country to hip-hop and heavy

metal. It even sings—sort of.  How it works: Give it a genre, an artist, and lyrics, and Jukebox will…

Expand

Artificial intelligence 3 days

Facebook claims its new chatbot beats Google’s as
the best in the world

It has also open-sourced the AI system to spur further research.

Opinion 5 days

The US already has the technology to test millions
of people a day

Advances in biology in the past decade can provide the tools we need to revolutionize the testing process.
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Artificial intelligence 5 days

Google’s medical AI was super accurate in a lab.
Real life was a different story.

If AI is really going to make a difference to patients we need to know how it works when real humans get

their hands on it, in real situations.
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‘Trustworthy AI’ is a framework to help manage
unique risk

With the continued rapid expansion of artificial intelligence, businesses are facing challenges

that are more human than machine.

Provided by The Deloitte AI Institute

Humans and technology 6 days

Doctors are now social-media influencers. They
aren’t all ready for it.

The pandemic is turning medics into social-media stars, but even the most successful say being a positive

influence is difficult.

Coronavirus Apr 25

Covid-19 has blown apart the myth of Silicon Valley
innovation

The pandemic shows that the US is no longer much good at coming up with technologies

relevant to our most basic needs.
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Facebook has released a map of coronavirus
symptoms crowdsourced from its users

Facebook is stepping up its efforts to debunk
coronavirus falsehoods
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