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Meet the man with the 'off-switch' for when the robots come for us

By  Harry de Quetteville

1 OCTOBER 2019 • 6:00AM

Professor Stuart Russell thinks he has worked out how to stop robots getting out of control
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Nearly 10 years ago Stuart Russell, one of the world’s leading experts on artificial

intelligence, was on the Paris Metro in Paris when he touched upon what he thinks

may be the key to combating any potential threat posed to us by AI, while listening to

Samuel Barber’s Agnus Dei.

“It is an amazing piece,” he says, in the soft but gently insistent fashion of a reserved man

with immense authority in his field. “It made me think about what’s important in the

quality of human experience. I was having such an experience at the time. And it occurred

to me that if artificial intelligence has a purpose it is to improve the overall quality of

human experience. 

“Then I thought: ‘But AI doesn’t know what the quality of human experience is.’ And I

realised that this was an interesting new way of thinking about AI. The idea came to me in

a flash. So I tucked it away.” 

Depending on how the rise of superintelligent machines plays out - the head of the Armed

Forces General Sir Nick Carter, for example, has just warned that AI weaponry is

developing so quickly that in the future humans may have limited control on how we fight

battles - Russell’s epiphany may be celebrated as the moment that humanity began the

practical process of defending itself from the most powerful adversary it has ever faced.

A slew of books over recent years - notably Max Tegmark’s Life 3.0 and Nick Bostrom’s

Superintelligence - have warned of the dangers of runaway AI escaping our control and -

literally or metaphorically - turning us all into paperclips. 

–– ADVERTISEMENT ––



But it is Russell, in his new book Human Compatible, AI and the Problem of Control, who

has begun to calculate some solutions to this looming crisis, which we must solve, not just

to survive, but also to harness the immense possibilities for good of AI.

As Russell, who runs the Centre for Human-Compatible Artificial Intelligence (CHAI) at UC

Berkeley in America, began mulling control mechanisms for overmighty machines of the

future, he realised that the entire field of AI had made a logical, but profoundly dangerous,

mistake.

“Humans,” he writes, “are intelligent to the extent that our actions can be expected to

achieve our objectives.’’ 

What went wrong was that machines became deemed intelligent by the same criteria - “to

the extent that their actions can be expected to achieve their objectives”.

But this way of thinking, Russell concluded, was a catastrophe because a) it gave up control

over the means machines might use to achieve their ends, and b) humans are often

uncertain or inept in setting out their desires in the first place.

The unintended effects, he writes, are already apparent. Social media algorithms given the

simple, unmalicious objective of maximising clicks online do so not as we might imagine -

by giving us stuff suited to our existing, vague, hard-to-predict preferences - but by giving

us stuff at the fringes of our belief systems, constantly nudging us to the political extremes.

They do so not because their creators want more extremism, but because the more

predictable we are, the easier it is to provide links we will click on. And extremists, it turns

out, are very predictable.

“The consequences include the resurgence of fascism,” notes Russell. “Not bad for a few

lines of code. Now imagine what a really intelligent algorithm would be able to do.”

As a result he came up with an entirely new formulation to govern AI: “Machines are

beneficial [bold] to the extent that their actions can be expected to achieve our [bold our]

objectives.” 

From social media algorithms to predictive text, AI has increasingly become part of our lives��CREDIT: JAVIER PIERINI/GETTY
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