
From Toasters to Terminators: Does Smart 

Technology Have a Dark Future? 

The “Internet of Things” is picking 

up steam. A lot of people are 

talking about it, even though 

relatively few can actually tell you 

what it is. Still, they’re happy to 

rattle on about how technology is 

going to enhance our lives in the 

coming years, whether it’s 

automatically adjusting the 

thermostat or telling us when we’re 

out of milk. 

Smart technology has gotten off to 

a useful start with smart 

thermostats, remotely controlled 

lights and door locks, and video that you can access through your smartphone. At the latest 

Consumer Electronics Show in Las Vegas, the concept kicked into overdrive. The media worked 

itself into a frenzy over cool stuff like a humanoid robot receptionist, cars that drive themselves, 

and an airborne drone that can take selfies. 

Each of those devices tackle relatively complex forms of heuristics, which is just a fancy term 

for a machine’s ability to learn. For example, the receptionist has to engage in appropriate facial 

expressions, the car has to understand traffic conditions, and the drone has to learn not to run into 

a power line. Collectively, though, they represent the early stages of Artificial Intelligence, or 

AI. 

So here’s the question: Can a robot receptionist evolve into a machine that will ultimately 

threaten the existence of mankind? 

Bill Gates, Elon Musk, and the future of AI 

Some of the leading thinkers of our generation are weighing in. For example, during a Reddit 

“Ask me anything” session, Bill Gates expressed his concern about the future of Artificial 

Intelligence. 

“First, the machines will do a lot of jobs for us and not be super intelligent,” he said. “That 

should be positive if we manage it well. A few decades after that, though, the intelligence is 

strong enough to be a concern. I agree with Elon Musk and some others on this, and don’t 

understand why some people are not concerned.” 

Musk’s name didn’t come up by accident. The founder of Tesla, the high-performance electric 

sports car, also has grave thoughts about the future of Artificial Intelligence. He has expressed 

his views before, once tweeting that AI could be “potentially more dangerous than nukes.” 

During a recent address at a symposium at MIT, Musk upped the ante, calling it “our biggest 

existential threat.” 
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“Increasingly scientists think there should be some regulatory oversight maybe at the national 

and international level, just to make sure that we don’t do something very foolish,” he said. 

“With artificial intelligence we are summoning the demon.” 

Not just a bunch of crackpots 

Musk has joined renowned theoretical physicist Stephen Hawking and a number of experts in the 

field of Artificial Intelligence in an open letter urging an emphasis on the positives of AI, and 

avoiding the “pitfalls.” 

Made up largely of professors from Harvard and MIT, along with other notable futurists, the 

group is called “The Future of Life Institute,” and the warning is ominous. 

“We could one day lose control of AI systems via the rise of super-intelligences that do not act in 

accordance with human wishes—and such powerful systems would threaten humanity,” the letter 

states. That doesn’t necessarily mean a Terminator on every street corner; it could be as simple 

as an application or device that simply misunderstands its instructions or is poorly programmed. 

Machines should work for you 

Still – unless you’re a fan of The Matrix, I Robot, The Terminator, 2001: A Space Odyssey and 

other movies about machines that have run amok – it seems like a bit of a stretch to think that 

machines are going to be running the show. Maybe the thinkers are getting a little ahead of 

themselves. 

We’re suggesting a practical approach: Look at the existing technology and see what appeals to 

you. Today’s smart home automation doesn’t look anything like a gateway to an apocalyptic 

future. It will enhance your life, and the potential benefits are growing stronger as new 

technology emerges. 

For today, at least, ask not what you can do for the machines. Ask what the machines can do for 

you. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://web.archive.org/web/20150202031829/http:/mashable.com/2015/01/13/elon-musk-stephen-hawking-artificial-intelligence/

