Will Al inevitably lead to ‘fully automated luxury communism’ (Bastani 2019)?
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Today, more than ever, the ramifications of artificial intelligence (henceforth, Al) are the subject
of many a conjecture, both salutary and alarmist. Foremost among these is over the question: can
capitalism survive in the wake of an Al revolution that seeks to dismantle the labor market as we
know it? Despite disagreement over most everything else, both sides agree on at least one thing:
the “creative destruction” that is Al has the potential to obviate wholesale productive efficiency
and growth as issues in need of solving; solely allocative efficiency will be problematized due to
the “paradox of abundance.”

Embedded here is the notion that AI will one day lead to a state post-scarcity, to the end of
“the economic problem” as John Maynard Keynes referred to it. Yet, how this might actually play
out is contested, as more than one model has been proposed over the years. One thing for certain,
though, is that out of all of them, by far the most provocative is Aaron Bastani’s “fully automated
luxury communism” (henceforth, FALC), according to which Al will serve as the first of five

pillars of post-scarcity:!

Full automation (post-scarcity in labor)
Limitless power (post-scarcity in energy)
Mining the sky (post-scarcity in resources)

Editing destiny (post-scarcity in health)

A e

Food without animals (post-scarcity in sustenance)

Bastani’s general thesis is that from a purely material perspective, there is no discernible difference
between “techno-feudalism” and FALC: both promise a post-scarcity society; the difference
resides strictly in their politics, in how the remunerations for value creation are either distributed
or redis-tributed across society.il For Bastani, this is precisely why the institutional structures of
capitalism are incapable of containing the excesses of this unprecedented innovation that is Al —
only com-munism can.

However, as has already been noted by even partisans of his own broadly Marxist position,

there is much to critique here. Scientifically, each of the five pillars is in some way or another sus-



pect."’ Normatively, it is technocratic-utopian in ambition, with all its incumbent dangers." Yet,
less discussed in the literature has been the politico-economic side of things. After all, if FALC
aims at post-scarcity, how much room is there for our modern-day political economy, which
avowedly begins from its antithesis, scarcity? The present paper argues this is a mistake: even if
we grant, arguendo, that post-scarcity is possible for pillars 2~5 (energy, resources, health, and
sustenance), labor is the one thing which cannot transcend scarcity — the price mechanism will

see to that.

FALC’s most ambitious wager is that, where Soviet-type command economies failed, Al
can more than make up for vis-a-vis the “economic calculation problem.” Unfortunately, Bastani
provides neither the theoretical nor empirical foundations upon which to envisage just how that
would be possible. Nonetheless, we may surmise the argument: just as Al has demonstrably done
so for many an industry, we only need wait for Al to reach a sufficient level of computational
prow-ess (aided, no doubt, by pillars 2~5) before central planning of unparalleled productive and
alloca-tive efficiency will be rendered possible. Two interrelated reasons, however, militate
against this.

First, such an optimization of overall efficiency would require that Al be capable of not
just knowing the market preferences of today, but of also predicting the market preferences of
tomorrow. Yet, whether we follow the Austrians or the Minskyite post-Keynesians, this is to
confuse uncer-tainty for risk: price is the single indicator that simplifies all the complex
computations in the most natural way, dynamically altering according to the shifting preference
patterns of the consumers. Competition, created by the forces of demand, is valuable in and of
itself insofar as it provides information, rather than merely responding to this or that signal. Or put
in terms of the Kirznerian theory of entrepreneurial discovery, it is the entrepreneur’s awareness
of and subsequent /abor to materialize hitherto-unrealized profit opportunities that engenders the
very signal that the centra-lized economy presupposes already exists."!

This brings us directly to the second error: the assumption that production at zero marginal
costs perforce implies zero or negligible price. For while Al is undoubtedly capable of self-

improve-ment, the current consensus is that even the most advanced models would require the



occasional intervention of human labor for unpredictable failures."' Yet, even in a post-scarcity
economy which enjoys utmost productive efficiency and can afford to distribute “to each according
to his need,” no utility-maximizing individual would surely be willing to work more than others
in the absence of differential reward. The upshot is that, unless FALC somehow possesses an in-
built mechanism by which to resolve the free-rider problem, everyone else can do no better than
to find satisfaction with the level of output as permitted by the (economic-)marginal expected
utility of those fixers."i

Now, of course, there still one possible response available to FALC: namely, that all econo-
mic agents are, in fact, satisficers — content with a “good enough” that stops at a predefined thres-
hold. Equally obvious, however, is that we only see that type of behavior in the labor market, not
in the goods market, as humans tend to cap effort but not wants; in the goods market, infinite wants
are latent. To wit, Keynes predicted in 1930 that productivity would be such that workers will by
2030 need only suffer through 15 hours of work per week; yet, as we have seen all too well, today’s
reality is far from that rosy picture, given the fundamental fact that wants — above all, positional
wants, whose value is derived from the relative status among others and thus fixed in supply in

nature — cannot be satiated by mere abundance.
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Figure 1. Differences in supply-and-demand curve of goods under perfect competition (a) and
FALC (b, ¢, d).



This insatiability for goods is all the more heightened once we consider the possible ways
in which Buchanan’s club theory can hold even under conditions of pillars 2~5. As is well-known,
the theory establishes that price can also be sustained by excludability, not just scarcity. And yet,
as much as it pretends thereto, what FALC promises surely cannot qualify as non-excludable given
all of the above. Exemplary here is the fact that as goods eventually reach the consumers through
a particular channel, those infrastructures will be properties that have the potential to gain pricing
power.X Indeed, if goods do achieve near-zero-excludability, the system may not retain enforcable
gates such as patents and copyrights, and abandoning these would result in the inability to recover

fixed costs and, hence, in zero-investments.

FALC is enticing: it promises a utopia where al/l goods are within reach, delivered to us by
the highest of our innovative powers. However, everything hitherto suggests the “luxury” compo-
nent is a facade: luxury, by definition, is a relative term, and what FALC promises is at most abso-
lute advantage. Indeed, the word cannot be reduced to merely mean “abundance in quantity.”

The implications of this are not to be understated. At bottom, the above flaws of FALC can
be traced to its treatment of the price mechanism as an endogenous, and not an exogenous, pro-
perty. (To clarify, I am using the term “endogenous” in the constructivist sense, to mean that the
price mechanism is the mere result of a social contract, rather than a brute fact to which all societies
are subject.)* The problem with this, however, is that no amount of post-scarcity in pillars 2~5 can
change the fact that in any social system of control, undergirded as they inevitably are by the threat
of force, individuals require and, indeed, demand differential incentives in dealings with others
out-side the kinship network.X Bastani, for his part though, imagines this basic aspect of human
beha-vior to be wholly dissolvable by simple virtue of there being just more of everything, of more
goods and services of which we may all avail ourselves. Yet, even when we acknowledge the
genuine con-versation to be had on whether this self-interestedness is the byproduct of nature or
nurture, there is little to no reason think such behavior by social agents would at all change under
FALC. For, after all, FALC invokes, not Marx, but leftist accelerationism.*! That is to say,
Bastani’s vision is not contiguous from Marx’s calls for the dismantling of the entire capitalist

edifice by our own hands, by sheer political will, but rather that of the accelerationist’s wishful



dreams of capitalism devouring itself like the ouroboros ever and ever more quickly, such that we
end up with a system in which firms — or their equivalent — continue to operate, just under the
auspices of an all-mighty central com-mission. But under such a scenario, why would social agents
cease to be moved by self-interest vis-a-vis that very central commission arrogating to itself the
authority, the power, to tell them what to do?

Thus, in the final analysis, the concept of self-interest is, at least for now, long here to stay:
it is a nomological fact with which any serious politico-economic project today — especially those

hoping to overcome and transcend the limitations of “already-existing capitalism” — must contend.
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