
Will humanoid robots render humans obsolete?

Maybe you believe that humans uniquely will always have to perform the highest-stakes, most delicate
and demanding tasks in our lives, such as surgery. But researchers at the University of California at
Berkeley are training a robot to identify and cut away cancerous tissue — not like today’s surgical robots,
which are actually tools used by human surgeons, but entirely on its own.

Or perhaps you figure technology, for all its wonders, is just nibbling away at the edges of human
employment. There aren’t that many surgeons, after all. But in May, Daimler began testing the first self-
driving semitruck on the roads of Nevada. The No. 1 job among American men, held by 2.9 million of
them, is truck driver. Not that women are safe. Technology will continue to devour clerical and office tasks,
and the No. 1 job among U.S. women, held for now by 3 million of them, is administrative assistant.

Fear of technological unemployment is as old as technology, and it has always been unfounded. Over
time and across economies, technology has multiplied jobs and raised living standards more spectacularly
than any other force in history, by far. But now growing numbers of economists and technologists wonder
if just maybe that trend has run its course. That’s why former Treasury Secretary Lawrence H. Summers
says these issues will be “the defining economic feature of our era.”
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