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OVERVIEW

Equitable Growth in Conversation is a recurring series where we talk
with economists and other academics to help us better understand
whether and how economic inequality affects economic growth and
stability. In this installment, Kathryn Zickuhr, senior labor market
policy analyst at the Washington Center for Equitable Growth,
speaks with MIT Institute Professor Daron Acemoglu. He is the
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recipient of the John Bates Clark Medal in 2005, awarded annually
to the best economist in the United States under the age of 40 by the
American Economic Association, and the Erwin Plein Nemmers prize
awarded every two years for work of lasting significance in
economics. Acemoglu’s areas of research include political economy,
economic development and growth, human capital theory, growth
theory, innovation, search theory, and network economics and
learning. His recent research examines the political, economic, and
social causes of differences in economic development across
societies, the factors affecting the institutional and political
evolution of nations, and how technology impacts growth, the
distribution of resources, and is itself determined by economic and
social incentives. Zickuhr and Acemoglu discussed:

His early research interest in technological change, political
power, and economics

His impetus for researching and writing Power and Progress: Our
Thousand-Year Struggle Over Technology and Prosperity

The differences between technological change before and after
the Industrial Revolution

The changing impact of technological change on shared
prosperity amid the Industrial Revolution

Political power and technological change in today’s societies and
economies

The “new tasks” interpretation of the second phase of the
Industrial Revolution and post-WWII shared prosperity

The decline of shared prosperity amid rising automation over the
past five decades

The role of unions in technological change and obstacles to that
role in the United States

How to boost worker power in the United States to create more
shared prosperity amid technological change

The dangers of technology hype and techno-optimism, especially
around Artificial Intelligence

The important role of the research community at the nexus of
technological change, worker power, and socioeconomic
inequality

Kathryn Zickuhr: Daron, it’s great to speak with you today. I'm



really looking forward to our conversation.

Daron Acemoglu: I’'m really looking forward to it as well. Thanks for
making time to speak to me.
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EARLY RESEARCH INTEREST IN TECHNOLOGICAL CHANGE,
POLITICAL POWER, AND ECONOMICS

Zickuhr: | want to start out asking about your background and
research interests. You’re one of the leading researchers on the
effects of new technologies on economic growth and inequality.
What motivates your research interest in the relationship among
technology, employment, and prosperity?

Acemoglu: | was drawn to economics when | was in high school in
Turkey. My interest was very much related to the conditions of the
country at the time, as it was under a military dictatorship and
experiencing various economic problems. | was very curious about
what made countries more democratic, less democratic, and what
made some grow, some not grow.

Looking at the historical record to the extent that | was capable of
understanding it as a teenager, | was drawn to this issue of
economic growth and how it happened during a particular period,
in a particular set of countries, and under a very specific set of
economic and political systems. Those were the sorts of questions
that were fascinating to me. | got into economics to study them, and
of course, quickly discovered that that’s not what economics was
mostly about.

But when | started doing my Ph.D. dissertation, the two sets of
topics that were mostly in my mind were about economic growth
and technological change on the one hand, and political economy,
political power, democracy, and repression on the other. And | did
see a number of connections, but | couldn’t fully understand and |



couldn’t really bring them together. | think the more recent research
that I’'m engaged in is trying to bring these ideas together.

| am particularly interested in technological change because that’s
one of the most fascinating things that humanity has ever engaged
in—our attempt to control nature and our attempt to control
technology itself. Technological change has sweeping implications,
but it’s also embedded in political systems and social beliefs. It also
depends on priorities of any given nation, any given group, and how
these things are determined and how they interact. Those are some
of the questions that act like a conceptual umbrella for me.

And within that domain, thinking about digital technologies and
automation becomes a very different endeavor than just a technical
discussion of, say, ‘we’re going to increase productivity by having
large language models.” And that’s what motivates me in this
research.
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THE IMPETUS FOR RESEARCHING AND WRITING POWER AND
PROGRESS: OUR THOUSAND-YEAR STRUGGLE OVER
TECHNOLOGY AND PROSPERITY

Zickuhr: You have a new book written with your colleague at MIT,
economist Simon Johnson, coming out next month. The title is,
Power and Progress: Our Thousand-Year Struggle Over Technology
and Prosperity. And that interplay that you mentioned between
technology, economics, political economy, and power is very central
to that book.

Acemoglu: Absolutely.

Zickuhr: Why did you decide to take such a sweeping historical view
of a thousand years?

Acemoglu: Well, actually, we wanted to go back 10,000 years, but
we thought that would be too preposterous. But joking aside, at the
end, we couldn’t resist the temptation of going back to the
emergence of agriculture, at least briefly. One thousand years is
really a minimal time period because | don’t believe we can
understand our current moment and the struggle over how to make
sense of emerging technologies such as artificial intelligence or
improved capabilities for communication, information gathering,
and surveillance without a longer historical perspective.

| don’t think we can make sense of this history without recognizing
that technological change and its direction have always been
contested. Throughout history, new technologies have often been
presented as working for the common good by the people who
control them, but in practice, they have at times created inequality,
poverty, misery, and even repression. Interestingly, at other times,
we have seen new technologies create shared prosperity and even
empower the disadvantaged. So this diversity is really interesting
and gives us hope. It also calls for a much deeper understanding
than I think most of the people who are actually at the forefront of
policy or technological development have taken on board.
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THE DIFFERENCES BETWEEN TECHNOLOGICAL CHANGE
BEFORE AND AFTER THE INDUSTRIAL REVOLUTION

Zickuhr: And were there, especially as you were looking back earlier
than the 19th century, any developments that particularly surprised
you, especially between inclusive prosperity and holding people
back?

Acemoglu: Well, one thing that is very much part of the common
narrative is that the world was a dark place, the “dark ages” in
particular, when there was no economic progress, no technological
ingenuity, no science, and no improvements in living standards until
the Industrial Revolution, when the forces of science and technology
were unleashed and from which we all benefited.

Let me first say, | completely agree that we have been huge
beneficiaries of the breakthroughs that started with the Industrial
Revolution. Today, we are so much more comfortable, so much
more prosperous, so much healthier, and with much better social
conditions than people 300 years ago. And yes, without the
technological breakthroughs of the last 250 years that would not
have been possible.

That being said, | think the common narrative about the dark ages is
wrong in every aspect, or at least it misses very, very important
nuances. And | think those are some of the surprising things.

First, there were many technological improvements before the
Industrial Revolution. They were not truly dark ages. Productivity
increased, there were many radical ways in which production
relations were improved due to transformative technologies such as
windmills, horseshoes, and new crop systems and new crops were
introduced. But on the whole, despite these advances, workers and
peasants did not benefit from them. So it’s not that technology was
stagnant, it’s that living standards were stagnant.



But it’s also not the case nothing ever changed for workers and
peasants. There were periods in which they benefitted and those
were periods in which political power shifted away from landlords
or religious and aristocratic orders toward regular people. So that
already tells you that the relevant history is both more complex and
more interesting. It’s certainly one in which there were possibilities
for people to have done much better than they did.

¢ BACK TO TOP

SHARE secTion ¥ <

THE CHANGING IMPACT OF TECHNOLOGICAL CHANGE ON
SHARED PROSPERITY AMID THE INDUSTRIAL REVOLUTION

Second, the Industrial Revolution wasn’t this smooth process via
which all of our living standards, or at least the living standards in
the West, were lifted up. The first 80 years or perhaps 90 years of the
Industrial Revolution brought few benefits for workers in terms of
real incomes. So it was a bit like what the peasants experienced
during the Medieval period, but actually even worse because their
working hours expanded, working conditions worsened, and there
was much greater discipline alongside much harsher working
conditions. The lives of workers also became poorer because
infectious diseases were rampant, and housing and sanitary
conditions deteriorated. So the first eight or nine decades of the
Industrial Revolution were really bad news for the working classes.

And then something remarkable happened. There was a
turnaround, and wages started increasing, working conditions
improved, cities were cleaned up, the beginnings of welfare states,
health systems and mass education were introduced, and many
parts of the West were becoming democratic.

What | view as the essence of techno-optimism is not to deny that
there were dark periods of hardship at the beginning of the
Industrial Revolution, but to maintain that these were temporary,
transitional costs and the improvements were essentially
automatic. This optimism clings to the view that we will always find



ways of adjusting our institutions and economy, so that most people
benefit from technological advances.

This is what | disagree with. Those first eight or nine decades cannot
be dismissed as a temporary, transitional period of hardship. There
was nothing automatic about it, and we have to understand how
political and social struggles changed who benefits from new
technologies and the nature and direction of these technologies.
Fundamentally, these struggles changed who controlled technology
and who decided how the gains from new technology were divided.

Put differently, during the early phases of the Industrial Revolution,
working people did not have the power to influence the direction of
technology. And they did not have the power to negotiate for better
living conditions, better working conditions, or better wages. And
that created an environment in which all the gains were captured by
a new entrepreneurial class.

What brought the radical shift to which we owe our more broadly
shared prosperity, is that there were a whole host of institutional
changes from democratization, to the introduction of better state
institutions, to labor unions and protection for labor, that created a
somewhat more level playing field and wage-determination
processes. Critically, the direction of technology also changed in a
way that started increasing worker capabilities and productivity,
and hence contributing to wage growth for working people. All of
these things pushed society toward more shared prosperity. But
there was nothing automatic about it.

And this is not just history. We are living through similar processes
today. That’s exactly why I think this history is relevant.
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POLITICAL POWER AND TECHNOLOGICAL CHANGE IN
TODAY’S SOCIETIES AND ECONOMIES



Zickuhr: Yes. And power is, as you write in the book, and as you’ve
written elsewhere, very central to how we understand technology.
Technology is about power. So | wanted to pull on one of the
threads from the book, because one of the issues you’ve written
about in your new book and elsewhere is workplace surveillance.
Why is workplace surveillance, or as you noted recently surveillance
in general, such a central issue for understanding how technology
intersects with inequality and economic growth?

Acemoglu: Absolutely that surveillance is critical, both as a
substantive issue but also as a symbol. As a symbol, | think it
captures exactly what you said, that technology and power are
inseparable. Surveillance is always something that’s enabled by
technology. It requires data collection, information, observation,
and organizational structuring. And many of the important
technologies that have emerged over the past 1,000 years are about
that sort of information gathering and information collection.

From Jeremy Bentham’s panopticon to modern digital tools, they
enable a much better structure for people to observe how others are
behaving. But that is also about power because if, as an employer, |
know everything that you’re doing, then that gives me much greater
power in our negotiations, in the way that | structure work, in the
way that | make my tradeoffs about whether I should try to build
goodwill with you or whether | can just pay you low wages and put
you on a very strict regimen.

This power issue translates into other dimensions of work. And
today, this is a vital question because the ability of employers to
collect information, monitor workers, and structure work up to its
minute details has advanced to a level that is completely
unparalleled in history. We need to have a fundamental discussion
about what are good jobs in this context. Amazon.com Inc. pays $15
an hour in its warehouses. That’s a good wage for low-education
workers, and in many parts of the country that’s a wage that young,
high school-graduate workers will not be able to get. But | don’t
think we should think of Amazon as offering good jobs. And | don’t
think that most of its employees consider these good jobs. These
workers have to put up with a very high degree of surveillance, data
collection, and lack of autonomy. These issues will become, and
have to become, central to our thinking about what shared
prosperity and good jobs mean in the 21st century.
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THE “NEW TASKS” INTERPRETATION OF THE SECOND
PHASE OF THE INDUSTRIAL REVOLUTION AND POST-WWII
SHARED PROSPERITY

Zickuhr: | also want to take a step back for a minute because a lot of
these issues that you’re talking about in your work also played out
over the 20th century in ways that can inform our policy decisions
going forward. Looking at the decades after World War II, for
instance, you’ve written this was a period of both rising wages and
significant automation in work processes. And in your work with
[Boston University’s] Pascual Restrepo you’ve shown that this is
related in part to both how employers automated tasks and how
they use those technologies to create new tasks. So could you talk a
bit about why that is significant, the creation of new tasks?

Acemoglu: That’s an excellent question, Kathryn, thank you for
bringing up these issues. Let me just step back and make two
background points.

One is that the three or so decades that followed World War Il are
really unparalleled in human history. | don’t think there are any
other lengthy periods like that where you have such fast growth that
is so broadly shared across so many industrialized nations. It’s not
just a U.S. phenomenon, it’s not just the United States, Canada, and
the United Kingdom. It’s more than a dozen countries where more
or less you have the same patterns, very rapid economic growth,
more than about 2 percent in real terms per capita per annum,
sometimes even faster. And this economic growth is remarkably well
shared across many demographic groups, for example between low-
education and high-education workers. In fact, economic inequality
declines in most industrialized countries during this period.

That’s really a remarkable event. And | think the economics or social
science professions haven’t paid enough attention to how that era
emerged and what we can learn from it.
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Second, because of that, there isn’t a common interpretation for
how and why this shared prosperity emerged and was maintained.
The “new tasks” interpretation, going back to the work that I've
done with Pascual Restrepo and building on it in the book with
Simon Johnson, is that it was because of the twin processes that we
talked about in in the second phase of the Industrial Revolution,
when technology turned more worker friendly. And that was in
particular because of the creation of new labor-intensive tasks or
tasks in which labor was critical. And because workers were
empowered to demand a fair share of the pie.

Both of those are very important because | think given that that era
has not been sufficiently studied, the default position of many
economists is to look at those three post-WWII decades to conclude
that things are going to be fine with automation. Indeed, there was
rapid automation during this era and we see, for example, the
spread of numerically controlled machinery in many workplaces.
But the correct reaction is not to conclude that, because things
worked out then, the same is going to happen today. It is certainly
not that we should just let ‘er rip and let all the new technologies go
in whatever direction Sam Altman [the CEO of OpenAl] or Elon Musk
wants them to go and then everything will be fine.

This sort of “everything will automatically be fine” perspective is
what we try to argue against in the book. To understand why things
have gone well for shared prosperity sometimes and not during
other episodes, we need to have a good framework and we need to
develop the right interpretation of those three post-WWII decades.

For me that framework goes back again to my work with Pascual
Restrepo and Simon Johnson: shared prosperity was achieved
thanks to a critical, and to some degree delicate, balance between
automation and new tasks on the one hand, and a process via which
firms had to pass on some of the productivity benefits to workers on
the other. It was also because new tasks necessitated trained
workers, and because firms had to provide them training and had to
attract them by paying them higher wages. It was also because
workers were well organized and there were norms of sharing some
of the gains with the workers.
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THE DECLINE OF SHARED PROSPERITY AMID RISING
AUTOMATION OVER THE PAST FIVE DECADES

Acemoglu: So to understand what went wrong, say after 1980, we
have to look at the dismantling of both of these dynamics. First,
technology since 1980 went in the direction of much more
automation and also in a less worker-friendly direction, and second,
worker power declined.

Zickuhr: Absolutely. And you mention both the strength of unions
and workers’ ability to bargain over these technological changes,
and also societal norms, which is a combination of things | don’t
often hear discussed in economics research. But it’s a pretty large
piece of your book, especially in talking about those choices that
you mentioned earlier around how technology has developed, who
uses it, how they use it, and who benefits.

Acemoglu: Yes, | think there’s a good reason why economists don’t
talk as much about these things, because they are really harder to
measure and harder to understand. | think there’s an emerging
literature in economics, a very fruitful one, looking at more micro-
norms, such as gender norms, and also doing a better job of
measuring nowadays, especially with surveys and field work.

But a much harder norm to research, for example, is what’s viewed
as fair in the marketplace? The way | would summarize the
qualitative literature here is that today, few people in the United
States bat an eye if a CEO pays himself a $10 million bonus while at
the same time laying off workers, but that would not have been
acceptable in 1950. So that is a norm. And that is not unrelated to
unions, but I don’t think it’s just about unions.

In fact, norms also play a role in how unions function. Unions can
sometimes be a blockage toward technological change, rather than
facilitating the emergence of the right types of technological
change. And | think that does really also depend on norms. Because
those norms actually guide whether there are communications



between worker representatives and firms, or whether it results in a
completely conflictual relationship in which case things degenerate.

These broader norms need to be understood if we want to have a
better and more holistic comprehension of what’s going on in
societies and economies today. They are key if we want to improve
technology and build shared prosperity for the 21st century.
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THE ROLE OF UNIONS IN TECHNOLOGICAL CHANGE AND
OBSTACLES TO THAT ROLE IN THE UNITED STATES

Zickuhr: What’s an example of a time when unions played that role
of facilitating the implementation of new technologies in ways in
which the gains could be shared by workers and advance
productivity and economic growth? And what were some of the
conditions, including maybe policy conditions, that allowed that to
happen?

Acemoglu: Well, unfortunately, the better examples come from
outside of the United States, and there are reasons why that’s the
case and why they need to be talked about. The two best examples
are from the Nordic countries and from Germany, in different ways.

In the Nordic countries, you have sectoral wage bargaining and the
unions are very cognizant about the role of technological change
and importance of investment for worker productivity. These
sectoral wage bargains have to be done in a way that encourages
firms to invest in new technologies, especially because many of
these firms depend on export markets where productivity is critical.
Overall, the issue of firm productivity is a central part of their
sectoral bargains.

In Germany, these issues also play out in somewhat similar ways in
negotiations and even more so in work councils, which are separate
from the wage negotiations. Work councils are more about the



communication of working conditions, sometimes about
coordination on technology. Work councils play a critical role for
workers to have their voices heard on what new technologies are
coming to make sure that their skills are utilized, and to get
additional training to become better at the new tasks that are
emerging. These sorts of issues are a central part of the focus for
work council communications.

Now, in the United States, you can find episodes in which the same
has happened. The United Auto Workers union has sometimes
played that role in its bargaining with General Motors Corp., for
example, so that automation is coupled with new machinery that is
helpful to workers who earn new occupational titles. When new
types of jobs are introduced, and at the same time workers are given
commensurate training, they become up-skilled and it’s not just
automated.

The International Longshore and Warehouse Union on the U.S. West
Coast played that same role in the early stages of containerization,
when containers were being introduced alongside new machinery
for carrying the containers. Rather than blocking technological
change, the union argued and successfully won restructuring work
that then led to more employment and higher wages for
longshoremen, while at the same time things were being
automated.

But if you look at the details in both cases, there was opposition
from within the unions. Some far-sighted leaders played an
important role, and this wasn’t always repeated. There are a number
of reasons for that. The first and the most important one is that in
the United States, labor-management relations have been much
more conflictual than in continental Europe or Canada. And once
you get into this conflictual relationship, it’s harder to use unions’
power for this sort of restructuring work of redirecting technological
change when management does everything in its power to destroy
unions. So it’s a bad equilibrium.

The second is the institutional structure of unions in the United
States. U.S. labor law says, or is at least interpreted to say, that the
union bargaining unit resides within each business establishment.
This creates a very narrow negotiating focus for the union just with
the manager of a single establishment. And it leads to a more
conflictual relationship, with less room for a more holistic approach



around technology. It is more conflictual because, if a business
establishment somehow manages to eliminate a union, then it’s
going to create a cost advantage for it relative to other business
units in the same firm and even more importantly, relative to other
firms.

So this increases the incentives for management to try to sideline
the union. And it makes the union leadership much more narrowly
focused on just trying to get wages for members within this business
unit. Thisis why | think it’s not clear what the future of the U.S. labor
movement should be in an age where industrial workers are going
to be a minority of all workers. But whatever it is, | think it’s very
important that the United States should not be stuck in this sort of
very narrow bargaining-unit framework.
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HOW TO BOOST WORKER POWER IN THE UNITED STATES TO
CREATE MORE SHARED PROSPERITY AMID TECHNOLOGICAL
CHANGE

Zickuhr: So what are some of the differences that you mentioned
compared to other countries? And what are some of the changes
that you’d like to see in the United States?

Acemoglu: | think the best thing for the United States would be
some version of the Nordic system where bargaining is at the
sectoral level. So it’s not like deciding whether to have a union at
one Starbucks shop, but rather whether to have a union for coffee
shop workers that covers Dunkin Donuts, Pete’s Coffee, and
Starbucks at the same time. And that union is also somehow
institutionally structured in such a way to facilitate collaboration,
cooperation, and communication with the business community as
well, so that it’s not just a conflictual relationship and it opens the
way for worker voices to be heard when firms make technology
decisions, which I think is the most important thing as we move to
the future.
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And the logic is very simple actually. I'm really surprised that more
people haven’t talked more about this. If the only function of a
union is to ask for higher wages in the age of automation, then it’s
very clear what businesses will do. When dealing with a union that is
pushing for higher wages, a firm is incentivized to do more
automation. So it’s a Catch 22 for unions, unless they fundamentally
play this role of working together with the business community
while maintaining worker voices and worker interests, while also
trying to redirect technologies to be used in a way that’s more
beneficial for workers.

Zickuhr: | was really struck by your comments here and also in your
writing about how often you reference the idea that even just how
we structure work is a choice and the role of technology in that
choosing.

Acemoglu: Yes. Look at one very, very simple example that we
mention extremely briefly in our new book, “clopening,” or the
practice of many retail shops and many coffee shops to have the
same workers close the shop at 8 p.m. or 9 p.m., and open it again at
5a.m. That’s a choice. You can have a very different scheduling and
it’s clear that it’s not a super important choice for businesses.

No business is suddenly going to increase its productivity two-fold
because it is doing clopenings. It’s just convenient for managers.
They don’t have to worry about whether a worker who closed a
shop did something wrong or whether some money or materials
went missing somewhere while a different worker opens in the
morning. Clopenings create a more centralized way in which
managers can monitor workers or see who is responsible for what.
But that’s just completely trivial compared to the cost for workers,
which is huge.

So if we make the kinds of choices that lead to a better union-
management working environment, where employers internalize
the hardships for workers, workers would be viewed as both
resources and stakeholders. That view would become routine in a
different institutional setting, operating in a different environment.

Zickuhr: The problems you highlight with current U.S.
management-labor relations also connect to the idea of these
asymmetrical costs to workers and to society, which are exacerbated
by the really evocative definition of “so-so technologies,” referring to
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when a company invests in technology that replaces human
workers, but doesn’t necessarily lower overall costs or produce a
higher quality product. It seems like the pointis simply the
automation itself.

Acemoglu: Right. So-so technologies or so-so automation are
exactly the terms that again, Pascual Restrepo and I, and then
Simon Johnson and | use for capturing this issue where you create a
small benefit for employers, but with a lot of hardship for workers.
There are two pillars to this dynamic, both of which we’ve already
touched on, but let me expand on them a bit.

One is automation. When firms get rid of their customer service
workers then consumers suffer, workers don’t have jobs, and the
automated system replacing those workers doesn’t function very
well. The firm perhaps makes a little more money, but everybody
else suffers, That’s an example of a so-so automation.

But monitoring also delivers the same results. When firms monitor
workers more and as a result introduce these costly systems,
workers then become less happy, they become less autonomous,
and they become less creative. Yet firms can pay workers only a little
less in wages because they don’t need to build goodwill or motivate
them with higher wages because the monitoring is there to motivate
them. Monitoring creates a little more profits for the firm, but a lot of
hardship for the workers.

Digital technologies have been used for both purposes.
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THE DANGERS OF TECHNOLOGY HYPE AND TECHNO-
OPTIMISM, ESPECIALLY AROUND Al

Zickuhr: So-so technologies and so-so automation also link to
another common theme in your writing, which is the danger of the
hype around technology, around techno-optimism. I’d like to ask
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you specifically about some of the dangers of techno-optimism for
researchers. I’'m wondering if this shows up in how economists and
other social scientists approach writing about technology’s impact
on work in any way?

Acemoglu: Well, let me give a two-part answer to that because it’s
an important question. First of all, | think our conversation so far has
already touched on the dangers of techno-optimism. Even if | am
only partially right, there are important power-related distributional
issues about new technologies, especially new digital technologies.
There are key questions about how we should use them, which ones
we should develop, and who’s going to benefit, and who’s going to
lose. One way of completely ignoring these issues is techno-
optimism.

Techno-optimism results in the view that all these technologies are
amazing, are wonderful, and are inexorably going to create a much
better future. So let’s just forge ahead and implement all of them
without any delay. That sort of techno-optimism is a way of
completely ignoring the problems with these technologies, and |
think we ignore them at our peril.

But secondly, techno-optimism in our industrial age and in the age
of digital innovations is contagious. It’s in fact contagious within the
academic community. Many people both in computer science and
social sciences then end up subscribing to techno-optimism, which
then creates this a vicious cycle. The experts are techno-optimists
and that then gets transmitted to the media, and to the republic and
then everyone becomes enamored with technology.

Now don’t get me wrong, | believe that we can benefit hugely from
technology, and there are some technologies from which we have
greatly benefited in the past due to the big breakthroughs of the
Industrial Revolution. But that doesn’t mean that we can be
optimistic about what technology is going to do, unless we build the
right institutions for redirecting technology in a more human-
friendly and worker-friendly direction and for sharing the gains from
technology.

Zickuhr: A lot of these conversations are also happening now
around Artificial Intelligence in particular, and technologies similar
to Al. So does Al represent a new problem? And what can we learn
from the past history of new technologies being implemented as we



approach the questions that Al raises about work, inequality, and
what sort of society we want to have?

Acemoglu: Part of the reason why Simon Johnson and | have
written our new book is because we don’t think Al raises completely
new questions, and that those questions can be informed by our
study of the past. In fact, | think Al really brings to the fore these
issues about the control of technology to a much greater extent. And
that’s partly because there are some new elements about Al. And
those new elements are the greater capabilities it creates for
information acquisition, the control and curation of information,
and the processing of information.

And second, Al also creates opportunities for much more pervasive
applications than many other technologies, such as the weaving
machines that the Luddites were so excited about, which were
limited to the new textile industry in Great Britain and nowhere else.
But as Al advances, the technology can be applied across a very vast
range of domains. This really makes the same set of questions you
just asked even more pertinent because who controls information,
who controls data, and who controls knowledge is going to be very
important. Al is going to make all of these issues more pervasive
throughout the economy and our lives.

Then there is another element to Al that is arguably in its very
nature. Al resources and Al technologies are monopolized to an
unparalleled degree. They’re in the hands of a few companies and a
small group of engineers, scientists, and computer scientists. This
group is empowered and enriched because they control Al
developments and Al applications, and everybody else seems to be
disempowered. Critically, Al intensifies issues about who has power
and who controls technology. It makes the following question
inevitable: who controls the future?
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THE ROLE OF THE RESEARCH COMMUNITY AT THE NEXUS OF
TECHNOLOGICAL CHANGE, WORKER POWER, AND
SOCIOECONOMIC INEQUALITY

Zickuhr: Absolutely. How can the research community play an
important role not only in how we measure those kinds of impacts,
but also in how we understand the past and the types of futures
these new technologies could create? What are some of the
questions around technology and work that you think economists
and other social science researchers should be trying to answer
right now?

Acemoglu: Well, first of all, in much of social science, not just
economics, technology has been largely a black box. Economics
emphasizes the benefits from technological change, but we hardly
look under the hood of what makes technologies work. Why did
they follow that path and not this path? So | believe that is the most
important area that we should be paying much more attention to.
And again, this is not just an economics problem. Political scientists
and sociologists also often focus on technology as a fundamental
determinant of social outcomes. So in many of their writings, | see
that same black box of “technology” that plays a key role, and this
affects how as academics we look at digital technologies and Al,
pushing us toward a view in which technology is an autonomous
force acting on society and what we are seeing is the essentially
preordained path of this exogenous force.

| don’t believe this is the right conceptual framework. Actually, the
entire theoretical edifice of our new book Power and Progress and
my previous work is that technology is very malleable. There are
many different things you can do with your knowledge, and there
are many different ways in which technology can be applied. So why
are we choosing to apply them this way? And are we doing it right? |
think those are very important questions.

Second, we cannot get a holistic understanding of where we’re
heading and how we are or are not making good use of our
resources today without understanding critical periods in the past
where there were similar choices. There is a huge economic history
literature on the Industrial Revolution, which is superbly
informative, but we need to do more. We need to understand how
those choices were made and we need to delve more deeply into
the institutional context and choices of the past as well.
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Those are the two areas that you’ve already touched upon in terms
of the research community’s responsibilities. But there’s another
dimension as well, which is how we are training the next generation.
We need to talk about what are the priorities we are giving to the
next generation of innovators, engineers, and policymakers? | think
we may be failing there as well. And | don’t think this is academics’
fault per se, because current academia is in the midst of three
currents that make independent perspectives on research and
technology hard.

First, research has become extremely resource intensive. If you don’t
have a big lab, if you don’t have a big research group, and if you
don’t have money to buy big data sets, then you’re doomed.
Government support has declined. Instead, most researchers get
corporate support. And corporate support if you’re going to work on
technology, requires turning to corporate sources, such as Amazon,
Facebook, Google, and Microsoft.

Second, many researchers who want to study computer science and
Al also want to go to work at Google, Facebook, and Microsoft. So
everything is aligned such that computer scientists, engineers,
mathematicians, statisticians, and economists are all pushed
toward a research agenda that aligns very strongly with the
priorities of these Big Tech companies.

Finally, for the reasons | have tried to articulate above, techno-
optimism has become pervasive in academia as well, so both
computer scientists and social scientists have an optimistic outlook
about the capabilities and the consequences of new technologies.

Zickuhr: So what would it take to change that alignment?

Acemoglu: We really need to change how science is funded. Of
course, philanthropic support is great, and corporate support is fine.
But | think there needs to be a broader menu of choices and the
whole research community needs to step back and reevaluate what
it means to be ethical as an academic in this age where everything is
up for grab in terms of the future of work, the future of information,
and the future of data. | believe that business as usual may not be as
attractive or as acceptable as before. In the midst of the nuclear
arms race between the Soviet Union and the United States,
physicists could have said, ‘okay, this is business as usual, we should
just go along with it But no, at some point, they said, ‘no, we’re



going to set up some ethical standards and many of us are not going
to work on nuclear weapons.

Zickuhr: A larger menu of choices, as you put it, is so central to your
writing on technology and how we approach it. So I'd like to ask
about your work as part of Economists for Inclusive Prosperity,
which is also thinking about all sorts of new ideas for tackling
inequality and driving inclusive prosperity. What are some of the
changes that might be needed in how policymakers think about
inequality and economic growth in the 21st century?

Acemoglu: There are so many things to talk about, but let me just
talk about one thing. | am very opposed to the views that we’re
going to create a better future with Al and all these technologies,
and so people say: ‘what if we destroy jobs, we’ll set up universal
basic income or other transfer programs to make sure that the gains
are shared’

I’m very, very opposed to this point of view, for three reasons.

The first oneis that | believe it is just a pipe dream. It will never
happen in our current institutional and political system, because
things like that are promised, but the political economy of it doesn’t
work. Second, even if it worked, people don’t just create a social
hierarchy on the basis of money, they create a social hierarchy on
the basis of status. And if you create a society in which a few people
like Elon Musk, Mark Zuckerberg, and Sam Altman are the geniuses
that control everything and then they redistribute some of their
income so that the rest of society gets enough, that just sounds too
much like the Roman Empire’s bread and circus to me. It’s like they
are giving the crumbs, but the social hierarchy is very clear. In my
opinion, this would be a very sad society.

And third, actual work is very important for the human psyche,
human social interactions, and human self-worth. | don’t think we
should be thinking of justice as something, oh, we all have enough
to eat or we all have comfortable life. A better notion of justice is
that we all contribute to society and we are seen and understood to
be contributing to society. This would be very difficult without work.
Sure, perhaps we can all become charity volunteers. But I’'m not
sure whether that is meaningful. More importantly, true work has to
play a central role, in my opinion, if there is a future in which we are
all seen to contribute to society.
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That’s why an agenda of redirecting technological change in a
direction that creates new tasks or new opportunities for workers
it’s very important to me. The alternatives are dystopian.

Zickuhr: These are all huge questions and | really appreciate you
taking the time to tackle them with me today. Thanks so much.

Acemoglu: Such a great set of questions, Kathryn. | see you’ve
carefully read the book. I’'m touched and really happy.

Zickuhr: It’s a really great book and I’'m really looking forward to our
eventin May.

Acemoglu: Yeah, I'm very excited as well.
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