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WOODS: Thank you very much for coming on such short notice, but | just finished watching
the debate you had at the Soho Forum. | just told the folks about it. And | was just thrilled to
see you there, and | wish | could have been there in person, but just to know —

SAMMEROFF: | was heartbroken. | was broken. | was like, yeah, | won the debate by a wide
margin of 20% or whatever, but Tom Woods wasn't there, and that just —

WOODS: [laughing] But honest to goodness, | so wanted to be there.
SAMMEROFF: Yeah, no, | know you did.

WOODS: It's that | had made plans like months and months and months in advance. Same
thing for the Scott Horton debate. Of course, it is absolutely killing me, but I'm going to be in
your stupid country at that time instead of being in the correct country. And that's why | can't
be with Scott Horton [laughing].

SAMMEROFF: Yeah, and naturally, you arranged to be in Scotland in April to repay your debt
of not coming to see me at the Soho Forum. It's so nice of you —

WOODS: That's right. But it's in May. It's right exactly when Scott's debate is, is when I'm
leaving. It's in May. But yes, it's to pay you back for missing your debate.

Well, | know you've worked very hard on this. You've written about it, you've read about it,
you've spoken about it, so you definitely were the guy on our side to do this. And just the fact
that you're a frequent guest on the show here, and you're a member of the Supporting
Listeners group, it's just filled my heart with pride that to hear you deliver that smashing
opening statement.

'SS?

So of course, the way it goes is that the person arguing in the affirmative goes first. So your
opponent, Martin Ford, when first. Now, Ford has actually written several books that touch on
this general topic, so he isn't just some guy plucked out of nowhere. | mean, frankly, he's
done more than you have on the subject, so he was a worthy opponent.

SAMMEROFF: Sure.

WOODS: And the way an Oxford-style debate works, of course — | think by now people know
— the audience is polled before the debate takes place, they're polled about where they
stand on the resolution. And then after the debate, they're polled again, and then the
question is, who changes a greater percentage of minds. So the resolution was: robotics will
soon lead to widespread joblessness, underemployment, and the concentration of wealth in
the hands of a few. So before the debate, people who agreed with that statement, 16.96%,
people who disagreed, 50% even, and undecided, 33.04%. After the debate, the yeses went up
to 19.64% for a 2.68 percentage point change, but for no, it went from 50% to 69.64 for a
19.64 percentage point differential, and the undecideds were really where most of those
came from, because they went down from 33.04 to 10.71. So that's a fairly decisive victory
for you.

Now, first of all, before we get into some specifics about the points that he raised and how
you answered them, because | took notes on this, what about the overall experience? | mean,
what's it like? You even joked at one point, you said it's harder being up here than it looks.
What can you say about the overall experience?



SAMMEROFF: Well, as you know, I'm a little bit of a — maybe | didn't get enough attention as
a child or something like that, Tom. I like being up on stage a lot. | love giving presentations.
But | don't think I've ever given a live debate before. | think I've only ever done it on a
podcast, so that was something slightly different.

| suppose the most surreal section was kind of my rebuttal, my robot-al — | didn't throw that
joke in at the Soho Forum debate, because | didn't want to lose votes for it — | think because,
frankly, | said most of what | had to say in my opening statement, and Martin didn't really
come after my points aggressively. So | was kind of like trying to go through what he said in
his rebuttal and pick out some things | could comment. And | found a few things that | could
comment on. In hindsight, you know, you always learn from every experience, | would have
just gone back after the resolution again in my second section and the questions, because |
felt like a little bit surreal, because you don't know how well or poorly you're doing. Like |
thought I'd done well, but you've got no idea what's going on in the heads of the people sitting
in front of you. So for that reason, it was a little bit surreal. Like | was watching Martin Ford
go off and listening to what he said, but | felt like in a strange situation, because usually you
just go up and give a presentation and then someone else gives a presentation and you just
watch, whereas there is more of a back-and-forth in that respect.

WOODS: | do want to actually review with you the main points you raised in your statement
and talk about those, but let's start with what he had to say and then go from there. So the
arguments he made were not unfamiliar. | didn't think they were particularly novel. And |
don't think he would even claim they were novel. | think he claims they're just unanswered.
The arguments that are being made by people in his camp are being met by glib responses, if
they're being met at all. They're being met by glib responses of: well, technology has always
worked out in the past, so it'll probably keep working out in the future. Now, that's not a
ridiculous argument. That's not absurd, because even he admits that in the past, this hasn't
come to pass and it has been a false alarm before. But he really insists that this time, it's
different. And so he tries to give evidence for why this time is different.

And in fact, one of the things he says — | think he either says this in the rebuttal or in the
question period — is that the most common reply is to give a particular example from history,
and that is the example of the massive shift away from agriculture into manufacturing, where
you had societies that were overwhelmingly agricultural, and today we have societies where
maybe 1 to 2% of the population is agricultural. That's a massive, massive shift. And yet, the
economy was able to accommodate that. And what he says is the difference there is that
agriculture, what was happening in that situation, was you had one specific technology in one
sector of the economy. What you have here is a kind of technology that is going to permeate
everything. There's no escaping it. It will be everywhere. And so the example from agriculture
simply does not hold. Is that persuasive to you?

SAMMEROFF: Well, | guess | dealt with that as there were three stages to my argument. The
first was to go, look, there's no evidence that the job churn in the US is faster than it has
been in the past. In fact, here are some papers that came out from credible sources that say,
if anything, it's a little bit slower in recent years. Secondly, even if, as automation — this is
the thing, because the proponents of the Al doomsayer — | don't want to straw man their
position, but as you say, they're saying, well, we're just getting these glib responses, like all
this happened in the past, or that, economists, they're just all about economic theory, but
here in the real world people are suffering — as though what we're trying to do with economic
theory is not describe the real world.

So | said, look, if you look at the effects of automation in the past, they are to make goods
and services cheaper. And all throughout history, they've only made people more wealthy, so
as this accelerates, everything halves in price. For example, a $10 wage is now a living wage,
it's worth $20. Therefore, now not only are living standards higher, but there's a bunch of stuff
that we might want to do, like reduce classroom sizes or employ people ourselves to do



things, like take out the shopping or do the gardening for us, but we can't afford it. Someone
to take care of Granny. Whereas in the economy of the future, as automation progresses, all
these things become more affordable to normal people. Yet I'm not just saying that creates
more jobs.

To return to your question, which I'm leading to is, even if it gets to the point where Al does
everything, that's not going to impoverish people. On the contrary, that's like the Star Trek
universe, where you've got replicators, you can order an Earl Grey tea. Because if this is a
utility that is so widely available, as Martin says it is, its own utility, it's going to be
everywhere, then it's not scarce. And if it's not scarce, it can't be costly. So if it's not costly,
everyone's got access to it, access to the replicators. The only reason why goods are
expensive is because they're rivalrous, because human wants are infinite and resources are
limited. So even so-called Martin Ford's worst case scenario is possibly the best case scenario,
where there might be another host of problems where everyone's just a couch potato
because they retreat into virtual reality world. But that those are the problems that will face
those people, which is a much better problem than having, say, poverty.

WOODS: Now, Ford started off by saying that the types of jobs that are threatened — first of
all, it's not all jobs, and he says not even most jobs. But he claims that people who have
looked into this have concluded that anywhere from 30 to 50% of jobs are at risk of being
automated away. And what types of jobs are these? He says these are typically repetitive,
manipulative jobs. These are the types of things that that robots are just going to be better
than we are at the end, and it's almost ridiculous for us to try to compete with them. He says
huge numbers of jobs are already gone in manufacturing, that we see it happening in China.
And then he says Amazon, according to Jeff Bezos a few years ago, within ten years will have
— | forget if it was a hand or an arm that can match human dexterity. He says that that's going
to be a complete game changer. Because if this type of thing is everywhere — it'd be one thing
if it's happening in one sector. Then everybody leaves that sector and goes somewhere else.
But the problem will be they have nowhere to go. So now you can come back with: but
there'll be new jobs created. And maybe there will be, but that would sound like some kind of
religious believer, whereas I'm looking at hard numbers here.

SAMMEROFF: Right, okay, but I'm looking at what this seems to discount is: what is this robot
hand going to be used to do? Are they just going to put it in a museum? It's going to be used to
meet people's needs, right? Is the purpose of — | mean, sometimes when | was reading Martin
Ford book, | was like, dude, you're like obsessed with jobs. Like, do you think that — it
reminds me of the Milton Friedman thing with digging a trench and saying, Why don't they
have machines? Well, this is a make-work program. Well, why do you even give them shovels,
then? The purpose of a job is hopefully to do something that meets someone else's desires,
needs, preferences, so that they can pay you money, so that you can take that and pay
someone else to meet your desires and preferences. If you've got this robot hand, it's
obviously going to be employed to improve people’s living standards. Now, even so that's not
going to be rolled out instantly. There still needs to be a bunch of people to program it for
the individual uses, which whatever it's being asked to do, whatever industry it's being
employed in, people are going to have to figure out how to implement it there. Which means
there's going to be a rollout period, which takes some time. It's not likely to be an overnight
thing.

WOODS: All right, | have, to my mind, the juiciest part — and | have weird tastes, so don't
everybody get your hopes up that I've identified what you would find to be the juiciest part.
But to my mind, this was, oh my gosh, | wanted to come through the device and go in a time
machine and get back there and confront the guy on this point. So we'll get into that just
after this quick message.

[Sponsored content]



All right, now for the juiciest part. It doesn't strictly have to do with robotics. That's maybe
one level of argument removed. But it was the point about deflation. Now, give me a chance
to say a word about this. Because you pointed out that, in fact, this is what you've been
saying here, that one of the great benefits of this would be — and in fact, by the way, when
Bryan Caplan was interviewed by Bob Murphy on The Bob Murphy Show recently, he compared
the benefits to the economy of immigration to precisely the benefits to the economy of
technology. Just think of that as another form of technology. And one of the benefits is that
prices come down. Economy wide, prices come down.

And you kept making this point, and finally, Ford said that would be catastrophic for the
economy if all prices came down. What? Why would it be? Well, of course that is the
mainstream view, so | don't blame him as much as | would otherwise. But that is the
mainstream view, that of course, if prices came down, that would be bad. But the reason he
gave, I've never actually in my life come across somebody who believes this. | know that in
theory somebody believes this. | never came across somebody who says, well, if prices
consistently go down, he says we won't buy anything. Nobody will buy anything, because they
anticipate the price will get even lower, so they'll keep waiting for it to get lower. | mean, so
we're all just going to sit there and die, waiting for prices to get lower? You'd have to be a
lunatic.

And so Gene, as the moderator, just gently tried to remind him: but computers have come
down in price consistently and we buy those. Even though we know that next year's model's
going to be better and cheaper, we still buy one, because there's time preference. We need it
right now. Yeah, yeah, that's one sector — which is no answer to his argument. That's no
answer to his argument at all, to say that's just one sector.

But | just can't get over it. So we're going to stand around naked because clothes will be
cheaper in three months, and | won't get coffee in the morning because next month, that cup
of coffee is going to be two cents cheaper, so why would | buy coffee now? | can't get over
that anybody would believe this. And not to mention that the US became the great industrial
power of the world under a regime of falling prices, and that that was the norm in the US for
well over 100 years. And this was not any problem.

He says that companies will get into debt, because they won't anticipate — basically what he's
saying is they won't anticipate that the price for their produced goods will have fallen, so by
the time they bring the product to market, the price has fallen, they can't make a profit, they
go bankrupt. But that's the job of the entrepreneur, to anticipate where the price is going to
be. That's what they're supposed to do. And if they go bankrupt, the worst that means is that
the resources get shuffled around to new owners. There's no aggregate economic problem
involved. So like, he could have been smashed over the head on that, just smacked on that,
and you were very charitable in not doing that [laughing].

SAMMEROFF: Yeah, | just wanted to stick to the motion, really, because | could have maybe
won more points by talking — when | say "won more points,” | mean looking like I'm coming
ahead as the more astute economic thinker, but | kind of wanted to stick to the topic at hand.
But Gene Epstein, yeah, definitely almost took a canary and lost his impartiality in
moderating the debate, because he really wanted to go after him. As it so happens, I'm going
to have him on Scottish Liberty Podcast, because he wants to school me on what | did well
and did badly, because obviously Gene had a lot to say on the issue.

But | think it's quite weird. His main point was that we've got lots of debt and that if deflation
happens and prices go down, people's debt compared to the standard of living goes up. He
doesn't care to mention the fact that people have got so much debt due to the monetary
policies we've been implementing, like printing money, which encourages people to take out
debt because they're not going to keep the value of their money, and low interest rates,
which does the same thing. So the system encourages people to be irresponsible and punishes



people for being responsible. And the reverse would be true under deflation. It would
encourage saving.

But it's like, | don't think that the banks are going to go, well, everyone that we've lent money
to buy a house is defaulting with their mortgage, so we're just going to let that happen. We're
just going to repossess all the houses and then auction them at knockdown rate, which is
going to be even less than the people living in them will pay for them. That's not going to
happen, even in this doomsday scenario of massive deflation. They're going to go back and
renegotiate the contracts and go, well $200,000 is now worth what $400,000 would have been
worth, which means you don't have to pay the outstanding $120,000. We'll be happy with
$65,000, because that's like — | don't think they're going to go through the loss of the extra
work that would have to go into repossessing everyone's house and then selling it off again.

WOODS: How would you describe the structure of your argument? Because here you are with
15 minutes to present in summary form the way you look at this issue, and that's going to do
more than anything else, frankly, to define how the audience feels about your argument, is
how do they remember your initial presentation. So what was your line of attack? And what
were the maybe two or three things that you needed the audience to understand and believe
for you to win?

SAMMEROFF: Well, | went after the resolution, and | looked at it really carefully. "Automation
and Al will soon" and | really went after the word soon. | was like, is there really any evidence
to believe that there's going to be a massive upheaval in the next 10 to 20 years? And | think
Martin lost big time on that word. But he approved that word, and he agreed to the time
frame that soon meant 10 to 20 years. Then | just basically said, well, let's have a look at
this, what is being claimed here. We're being asked to believe that, first of all, it's going to be
soon; second of all, it's going to create widespread joblessness; and third of all, that this is
going to impoverish people, apart from the 1%. So | went directly to those three claims, and |
tried to demonstrate that the claims included in the resolution were not justifiable at
present.

And | was listening to Yang, some of Yang's talking points, and he could have come after me
saying something like, well, the people in the Rust Belt lost their jobs to automation, and
they didn't find new jobs so easily, and press me on something like that, but | didn't feel that
Martin Ford came back. As you said, most of his arguments weren't novel, so because he didn't
chase me down, | didn't feel like | had to add anything over and above taking down the
constituent parts of the resolution.

WOODS: But suppose he had come back at you. Like one thing he did come at you with was
labor force participation rates among prime working-age men. And he says that in the' 60s, it
was 97%, and today, it's 89%, and he says that's a dangerous trend. And | guess the
presumption is this must be because of automation, but I think he has to prove that. But what
do you think about that particular point?

SAMMEROFF: Well, | suppose you might have to bite the bullet and say, look, well, a lot of
these people went on disability, for example, and not all of them are disabled. There's various
factors in the economy apart from automation that make it difficult to take people on. The
minimum wage, labor laws, there is mandatory employee contributions to Medicaid — sorry,
to medical insurance, | should say. There's various factors in the economy that make it more
expensive to employ someone. So if you want to employ someone for $24,000, it might end up
costing you $32,000 or whatever it is. That makes it harder for the economy to absorb people
into the workforce.

WOODS: Well, now, on the workforce issue itself, you've said, and this one of your main
points, that automation is going to actually improve our lives. It's going to improve our
standard of living. It's going to lead to an abundance of goods that we can scarcely imagine,
and that's going to improve our lives. But if people are out of the workforce because of
automation itself and they don't have a job that brings them in even a few dollars, then what



are the nuts and bolts by which they benefit from the abundance if they have no income? |
think that would be — he didn't quite put it that way to you, but | was waiting for him to.

SAMMEROFF: Yeah, that would be like the challenging question. You go, well, | mean, falling
prices might be good for people who have a job, but what about people who have no job
whatsoever? And | think that's where he should have given me a good push, because that
would have made it difficult for me. So far, what | think of things — and | mentioned they give
away things like matchbooks and pens in restaurants and hotels. These things used to be
expensive to produce, but now they're given away. Buying a garment used to be a once-in-a-
lifetime affair. Now the charity shops can't actually get rid of the clothes that's given away to
them. So it only requires an extension of people's imagination to imagine that even in a
society that was far more rich or affluent than ours says, what kind of things would become
so abundant that they would just be given away? So if accommodation costs a quarter of what
it does now because they can 3D print a house or an apartment block or something like that,
there's so much more resources available to look after people that don't have a job and also
attract those people into whatever work still can be done manually, because those people
aren't really going to need even a few dollars to live, because the price of goods and services
is so low. Could you expand on that or improve on what I've said?

WOODS: Ah, well, that's a good question. Bob has done it, but even Bob's answer — don't say
anything — I'm not sure I'm completely convinced, but if | say it in this low voice, maybe he
won't hear [laughing]. I'd have to wrestle with this a bit more, because in a way it kind of
begs the question, because it assumes —

SAMMEROFF: Right, that's it.
WOODS: — that they won't be technologically unemployed.
SAMMEROFF: Yeah, exactly.

WOODS: But their question says, well, when everybody's technologically unemployed, how are
they going to — but that's your argument.

SAMMEROFF: Yeah, yeah, that's what | thought. It does involve that circular reasoning. It's
like, well, what about people who don't have a job? It's like, well, that's what you're trying to
prove. And | have been wrestling with this question and continuing to refine my answer, which
I still think can be improved more, hence turning to you for your wisdom in this interview,
because | still don't think I've been able to articulate the position as much as I'd like to, which
is why | said to a friend of mine going in: I'm willing to be convinced that I'm wrong, but |
don't think, judging by Martin Ford's book, in which he only dedicated maybe two or three
pages to this point — he should have done at least a chapter replying to the idea that goods
and services are going to fall in price, like, at least. That is the main argument against his
position. | was like, | don't think that he's likely to be the one to convince me. So this is the
crucial point, like how do you articulate the idea?

WOODS: Right. Yeah, so there's one way | might approach it. And by the way, one other thing
about his falling prices concern, that he actually thinks that would be a bad thing if prices
fell. | forgot to mention, the converse of that argument would be that, therefore, we need
high inflation. Because if prices are getting higher and higher all the time, people are going to
spend like crazy. And so he thinks spending per se is the thing we need. If that were the case,
we would want to be almost at the level of hyperinflation but just below so that we could
just get people to disgorge themselves of their wealth in order to protect themselves. And |
just can't imagine that that could be a desirable situation, but that's the implication of his
view.

Now, | think back to something, and you may be familiar with this too, George Riesman said:
if you're ever worried about us "running out of jobs," he says, well, try to imagine if labor
were super abundant, all the personal tasks you would want done. Maybe you'd want a driver,
or you'd want a gardener, or you'd want a butler, or you'd want somebody to massage you on a



regular basis, whatever it is. Now, | suppose some of those things could be done by a robot,
but | think, being an old-fashioned sort, | have this funny feeling there are people who would
place a premium on an actual person. They would. They would rather have an actual flesh-
and-blood human being doing a lot of these things for them. So if automation became as
widespread as they're claiming, it would be almost an interesting novelty to have a human
being around. That would satisfy a lot of people. And so if labor suddenly became that
abundant because all the other tasks we needed done were already being done, then we
would have all this leftover labor to do personal services. People would say, oh my goodness,
that can't be your answer, personal service. But if the physical goods in the economy are so
abundant at that point, then even the paltry salary | might earn as a personal servant would
go so far, I'd be living like a king. So there's even that in the absolute last resort. If you can
conceive of something to do with human labor, then you'll have the available labor to do it.

Or again, the other side of the coin would be, suppose we landed on a planet where a lot of
the services we needed were already done automatically, like transportation occurred just by
thinking about it. You just think about transporting a truck full of lemons from one place to
another, and it just went there. Would we say, we'd better get back in our rocket ship and
leave this terrible dystopia? Or would we not say, oh, wow, okay, well, since that's done, |
think we'll find something else to do? You know what | mean? | mean, | can't imagine getting
to a place where a lot of things are basically done automatically, and thinking we need to go
back to Earth where we need to roll up our sleeves and do the things.

SAMMEROFF: Yeah, very well put. And that's one of the devices | used to try and get the
audience to picture it. | said, well, what would you do if your wage was worth twice as much?
Who would you pay to do something? Because that's where the jobs are. The question is, what
about when the androids look exactly like human beings?

WOODS: All right, that's a possibility. We could get to that point. That is true. And I'm just
thinking out loud here. Because | mean, | don't always have every answer to everything. Why
do you think | have guests? It's so | can say, well, the guests didn't come up with any good
answer, and it kind of gets me off the hook [laughing]. But | don't have the answer to
absolutely everything.

| guess the question becomes: are they — they being the people opposed to you on this — are
they proposing that we are going to get to a point with Al, not to mention the robotics
involved, but we're going to get to a point with Al, where they would be able to simulate
completely human responses, feelings, emotions, spontaneity, human idea generation, that
they can actually — not that | can run a robot through a million games of chess and he can
figure out the rules, but that he can spontaneously develop new ideas, which is a whole
separate thing. Are they proposing that that's going to happen? Because I'm curious about
that, first of all, because | actually don't even know what the claim is.

SAMMEROFF: Sure, and | guess their idea is, given an infinite amount of time, it's bound to
happen sooner or later. So it may not happen in 100 years, but what about 200 years? But
what about 1,000 years? Are they no bound to eventually refine it? Now, | personally don't
know if that's possible or not. Like you, | have some skepticism about it, but then during the
debate, | could always hide behind the fact that the resolution says soon, and | didn't really
need to answer 100, 200 years into the future.

WOODS: So let's say we do get to that point. | mean, are we at a point where it then
becomes, at that point, a little bit tricky to figure out how this all ends up?

SAMMEROFF: Well, the thing is, at that point, you don't really know if you're in a simulation
or not.

WOODS: This is getting beyond my mental abilities.

SAMMEROFF: | know, it freaks me out as well. Like if you can't tell the difference between a
person and a robot, like how do you even know if that hasn't happened already? How do you



even know if you're not in a virtual world? | mean, someone put forward a thought
experiment, which is quite clever, that said, if people are ever capable of doing this, then it's
bound to happen eventually. Not only that, but the number of simulations will outhumber the
number of real universes, so chances are you're in a simulation, not a real universe.

WOODS: All right, well, look, all | can say is | don't care what the future holds, | will always
hold a special place in my heart for Antony Sammeroff that droid Sammeroff will never be
able to occupy. | assure you of that.

SAMMEROFF: Oh, well, you say that now, Tom, but when you meet that droid Sammeroff, |
just know that | won't be able to compete.

WOODS: [laughing] Yeah, I'll say, "Geez, | didn't notice all of Antony's annoying qualities until
this annoying-quality-free droid appeared.” All right, well, let's take a minute for you to tell
folks again about a book that we've talked about on the show but they may not remember or
not have heard about, your book on universal basic income, because it is related to this topic.

SAMMEROFF: Yeah, great, please pick up a copy of Universal Basic Income: For and Against
from Amazon. It covers a whole bunch of arguments in favor of the universal basic income
that you may not have heard before, before smashing them. But the main thing | like about it
is it's also libertarian manifesto on how to reduce poverty. And | think if we're going to go be
on the echo chamber — it's sometimes fun being in the echo chamber; you always learn new
things. But if we're going to speak to people who aren't already qualified in the things that we
take for granted, we need to talk about the kind of issues that they find interesting and
important at the moment, and | think poverty being one of them. So it's a great way to show
that less is more when it comes to government solving poverty. Actually, it's got a whole
bunch of policies and things like that, that implemented, would radically reduce the cost of
living and that would benefit everyone.

| should also point out that the reason why | got invited to the Soho Forum debate is because
Gene Epstein heard me on your show, read my book, and was very impressed by the section in
the book on automation. And that's why he asked me to debate at the Soho Forum. So it
would definitely be a worthy addition to your libertarian library.

WOODS: I'm going to link to it, as | normally do, at TomWoods.com/1574, so you can indeed
pick up a copy and you will no doubt enjoy it. Well, Antony, | am looking forward to making
this up to you by visiting you in your home country in May. Now, it would make perfect sense
for you to be in the US at that time going to see Scott Horton. | hope that's not going to
happen. But it will be fun to see you, and thanks for being on this morning.

SAMMEROFF: Thank you so much for having me. Look forward to speaking to you again.



