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It's hard to tell whether Stephen Hawking enjoyed seeing the

new film Transcendence, which stars Johnny Depp as a

rogue artificial intelligence who causes all sorts of havoc, but

it's certain the movie got him thinking.

The well-known theoretical physicist, along with leading

scientists Stuart Russell, Max Tegmark and Frank Wilczek,

have penned an opinion piece in the UK's The

Independent(http://www.independent.co.uk

/news/science/stephen-hawking-transcendence-looks-

at-the-implications-of-artificial-intelligence--but-are-

we-taking-ai-seriously-enough-9313474.html) warning that

the AI "arms race" may have dire consequences.

The group cites advancements like self-driving cars(/news

/car-tech/self-driving-cars-the-future-of-transport-

explained-1137921), the Jeopardy-winning

computer(/news/world-of-tech/ibm-computer-to-take-

on-jeopardy-champions-928627) Watson, and even

Apple's Siri(/reviews/pc-mac/software/operating-systems

/ios-7-1157782/review/4), Google Now(/reviews/pc-mac

/software/operating-systems/android-4-4-kitkat-1214798

/review/3) and Microsoft's Cortana(/news/phone-

and-communications/mobile-phones/cortana-

everything-you-need-to-know-about-microsoft-s-siri-

rival-1183607) as examples of incredible technology that

may not have been fully thought through.

"The potential benefits are huge," they write. "Success in

creating AI would be the biggest event in human history."

Can you feel that 'but' coming?

"Unfortunately, it might also be the last," they continue. Uh-oh.

While it's physically possible to create computers more powerful than the

human brain (and it's likely to happen in "the coming decades"), it may not be

advisable, they argue.

Where we run into trouble is when AI gets so intelligent it starts continually

improving its own design. It's a scenario that's been playing out in science

fiction for decades, but Hawking and Co. warn it could really happen.

"One can imagine such technology outsmarting financial markets,

out-inventing human researchers, out-manipulating human leaders and

developing weapons we cannot even understand," the scientists write.

"Whereas the short-term impact of AI depends on who controls it, the

long-term impact depends on whether it can be controlled at all."

Hope remains
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Mercifully, they reason that humanity can "learn to avoid the risks."

Hawking names four organizations that are researching such things - the

Cambridge Centre for the Study of Existential Risk, the Future of Humanity

Institute, the Machine Intelligence Research Institute, and the Future Life

Institute - but also asks a provocative question:

"If a superior alien civilization sent us a message saying, 'We'll arrive in a

few decades,' would we just reply, 'OK, call us when you get here - we'll leave

the lights on?' Probably not - but this is more or less what is happening with

AI."

Here's a solution - why not pit them against one another? It's Cortana vs Siri

vs Google Now(/news/phone-and-communications/mobile-phones

/cortana-vs-siri-vs-google-now-1243987)
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