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Speculative thinking about the capabilities and implications of

artificial intelligence (AI) influences computer science research,
drives Al industry practices, feeds academic studies of exis-
tential hazards, and stirs a global political debate. It primarily

concerns predictions about the possibilities, benefits, and risks

of reaching artificial general intelligence, artificial superintelli-
gence, and technological singularity. It permeates technophilic

philosophies and social movements, fuels the corporate and

pundit rhetoric, and remains a potent source of inspiration for
the media, popular culture, and arts. However, speculative Al

is not just a discursive matter. Steeped in vagueness and brim-
ming with unfounded assertions, manipulative claims, and ex-
treme futuristic scenarios, it often has wide-reaching practical

consequences. This paper offers a critical overview of Al specu-
lations. In three central sections, it traces the intertwined sway
of science fiction, religiosity, intellectual charlatanism, dubious

academic research, suspicious entrepreneurship, and ominous

sociopolitical worldviews that make Al speculations troublesome

and sometimes harmful. The focus is on the field of existential
risk studies and the effective altruism movement, whose ideolog-
ical flux of techno-utopianism, longtermism, and transhumanism

aligns with the power struggles in the Al industry to emblematize
speculative Al’s conceptual, methodological, ethical, and social
issues. The following discussion traverses these issues within a
wider context to inform the closing summary of suggestions for
a more comprehensive appraisal, practical handling, and further
study of the potentially impactful Al imaginaries.

1. Introduction

Artificial intelligence (AI) researchers and scientists have tended to
make strong claims and bold predictions since their field’s early days
(see Mitchell 2019a, 19-21; Natale 2021, 33-49). This tendency is
fuelled by the fuzziness of core theoretical assumptions (The Roy-

al Society 2018) and by the worldviews of stakeholders acting in an

exploratory domain replete with unknowns. It is also driven by op- Keywords artificial intelligence, effective altruism,
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you make it” and leveraging the cultural legacy of science fiction, the
information technology and Al industries have established a thriving
culture of overstating and overpromising in which speculations about
Al's current, emerging, and future capabilities and consequences
play a prominent part (Lorusso 2019, 64-77; Katz 2020).

Speculation is a process of conceptualizing beyond the factual. It
combines imagination with the creative extrapolation of the available
knowledge to predictively theorize about certain subjects (Nguyen
2021, 139). The main subjects of Al speculations are the possibilities
for, and the entailing benefits and risks of, creating artificial general
intelligence (AGI), developing artificial superintelligence (ASI), and
reaching technological singularity. The vagueness of these concepts
opens the space for unfounded claims and futuristic scenarios whose

tones range from cataclysmic alarmism to deistic techno-utopianism.

The increasing application scope of AI technologies endows Al spec-
ulations with an apparition of relevance and urgency, humanity’s in-
telligence chauvinism gives them an aura of profundity, and our love-
hate relationship with technoscience supplies the emotional charge.
Corporate-leaning institutes that investigate Al-related hazards aid
the Al industry in proliferating the speculative AI discourse, while ea-
ger media coverage expands its reach and boosts it with sensational-
ism. As a result, AI has superseded nuclear technology, biotechnol-
ogy, and genetics as the forefront technoscientific topic of political
debates and remains among the primary sources of inspiration for
films, novels, computer games, and other forms of popular culture
(Marcus and Davis 2019; Mitchell 2019a 45, 215-229; 2019b).

In this paper, I draw a critical outline of speculative Al In three cen-
tral sections (2, 3, and 4), I navigate the web that interconnects Al
speculations with science fiction, spiritual longings, charlatanism,
dubious academic projects, questionable interests, and problematic
sociopolitical worldviews. My focus (in section 4) is on the field of
existential risk studies and the effective altruism movement, whose
scholarly and activist work frequently fuses the Al-related phantas-
magoria and mental gymnastics which support the Weltanschauung
and aspirations of the tech industry, with potentially wide-reaching
fallouts. Existential risk studies and effective altruism are not mon-
olithic, and I reference authors who cast divergent critical views on
their concepts, methodologies, and ethics. Nevertheless, the domi-
nant narratives in existential risk studies and the prevailing practices
of effective altruism encapsulate the interplay between philosoph-
ical pondering, techno-utopian fantasies, corporate interests, and
cyberlibertarian ideologies, which constitute the Al regime. In the
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discussion (section 5), I juxtapose the main issues of this interplay
into a wider critical perspective for understanding Al speculations.
In conclusion (section 6), I make suggestions for a more compre-
hensive appraisal and practical handling of the possibly impactful
Al imaginaries. Constructing a sound framework for these tasks is a
matter of future work, and my goal with this paper is to provide a
critical map that contributes to its foundation. That critical map may
also be conducive to studying speculative Al in and beyond the spe-
cialist academic and techno-scientific sectors, as well as to the more
exhaustive examination of the relationship between AI speculations
and practices in Al art and other areas of cultural production.

2. Al and Science Fiction

As an important factor in romanticizing scientific research and tech-
nological development, science fiction also catalyses the penchant
for Al speculations in the computer science and tech communities:

Science fiction as a genre emerged in the era of modernity with
its social upheavals and belief in technological progress. Ba-
sically, science fiction tells stories about and through fiction-
al technology, but within the prevailing paradigm of scientific
thought. Thus, the departure point of science fiction is a fic-
tional but scientifically explainable novelty, a “novum”, which
establishes a new world different from the one we know. The
scientific foundation, however, does not imply that the novum
must be able to truly exist in the real world, but that it is cogni-
tively imaginable within the story world. In this way, the novum
enables “what if"—questions to speculate about the present
and alternative futures in various, but cognitively plausible con-
stellations. (Hermann 2021, 3)

The novum of AT has a long history in science fiction. It usually serves
as a figurative, metaphorical, or allegorical device, but frequently
regresses into a stereotype or cliché with a heavy anthropocentric
baggage that exposes human exceptionalism (see Tromble 2020, 5).X
The flow between science fiction and technoscience is bidirectional,
so the fantasies of Arthur C. Clarke, Isaac Asimov, Ursula K. Le Guin,
Philip K. Dick, William Gibson, Neal Stephenson, and many other au-
thors have been important sources of inspiration and ideas for sever-
al generations of scientists and engineers. The influence is so strong
that some college courses have been devised to employ science fic-
tion as an effective entry point for teaching AI and computer science
(Tambe et al. 2008; Burton et al. 2015). However, science fiction’s

32



inspirational appeal can also limit creative and critical thinking by
“sweetening” or canonizing certain concepts regardless of their va-
lidity and instead of alternative ideas, and by stimulating aspirations
that may ultimately prove meaningless or dangerous.

As a prominent subgenre, the science-fictional AI has become a
reference point in a larger corpus of speculative discourse on Al's
technical features, risks, and ethics (Broussard 2018; Schmitt 2021).
If taken with critical caution and reserve, science-fictional AI may
provide metaphors for technoscientific or philosophical thought ex-
periments about the human condition and sociopolitical issues, but
not for valid foresights or technology assessments because it is, first
and foremost, a dramatic fiction tailored for popular consumption
(Giuliano 2020; Hermann 2021). Like traditional narrative forms, sci-
ence fiction reflects and reinforces our dispositions and behavioural
tendencies with all their flaws and constraints. This may be valuable
as entertainment and purposeful as a creative driver, but is insuffi-
cient for discovering new ways of thinking and knowing (Kay 1995).

A related problem of science-fictional inspiration stems from the gen-
re’s hyperproduction and acutely uneven artistic strength; there is an
apparent mismatch between the popularity of science fiction works
and their stylistic accomplishments, psychological inquests, or philo-
sophical insights (see Kornbluth 1957, and Sontag 2017). The prose
of many renowned science fiction authors tends to be pretentious, in-
tellectually vacuous, operatic, verbose, self-indulgent, turgid, techno-
philic, gimmicky, kitschy, or schlocky (Ra 2022; Casella Brookins 2023).
Regardless of its artistic merits, science fiction is criticizable as a tacit
ideological platform that coerces youthful imagination and makes it
productive by conjuring up enjoyable narratives about fantastic tech-
nological accomplishments and fictional worlds, which motivate young
consumers to actualize them as adults (Nguyen 2021, 127-165).

Furthermore, the common affinity among scientists and engineers
for science fiction’s nerdy, Borgesian armchair-type adventurism may
signal the insensitivity to recognizing and appreciating the emotion-
al wonders, intellectual challenges, creative motives, and relational
nuances in the real world (Kelion 2013). The capacity for this kind
of recognition and appreciation is one of the contributing factors to
psychological maturity and social responsibility, which are chronical-
ly iffy in the computer science and tech industry communities (Grba
2024, 13-14, 16; see also Dayan 2017; Wayne Meade et al. 2018;
Jacoby 2020; and Marx 2023).
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3. Al “Metaphysics”

The imaginaries of AGI, ASI, and technological singularity that per-
meate science fiction in various contexts (Hrotic 2014) also serve
as devices for entertaining infantile fantasies of omnipotence and
immortality, mythologizing, magical thinking, and religiosity.? Their
allure has merged with the extrapolations of computer technologies’
processing volume and speed, and the socioeconomic momentum of
applied Al to constitute an important “metaphysical” layer of spec-
ulative AL

The variety of definitions of AGI (also called human-level or strong AI)
reflects the lack of robust, consensual understanding of intelligence
and the closely related but even more elusive concept of conscious-
ness in Al research (Mitchell 2019a, 42). Their baseline does not
exclusively refer to human intelligence but to the artificial systems’
capability for solving different problems without being trained with
domain-specific data (Loukides and Lorica 2016; Sublime 2024, 42).
However, AGI is commonly understood as a type of Al that matches
or surpasses human problem-solving capacities, reasoning, learning,
planning, and creativity across a wide range of tasks or domains (Lef-
fer 2024).3

This notion accords with the computational theory of the mind (com-
putationalism), which proposes that the mind is a computer and that
mental processes are essentially computational. Influenced by Alan
Turing’s separation of the mind from material reality (1950), which
continues the tradition of mind/body dualism reaching back at least
to Descartes,* computationalism adopts the notion of intelligence as
an unembodied mathematical construct that “operates” physical en-
tities. It posits that the principles of universal Turing machine compu-
tation allow us to capture the essence of human thought in practice
and all thought in principle, which implies that a computer pro-
grammed to reproduce human cognitive functions should be deemed
intelligent (see Dietrich 1990; Browne and Swift 2019, 3; Rescorla
2020; and Natale 2021, 36). Computationalism is popular among Al
scientists and some philosophers but faces strong opposing views
and evidence about intelligence and consciousness as evolved bio-
logical phenomena, not substrate-independent information proces-
sors (see Damasio 1994; Steels and Kaplan 1999; Koch 2018 and
2019; Mitchell 2019b, 7; and Seth 2021).

The idea of computers that emulate human problem-solving and
learning abilities often fallaciously implies their increased autono-
my, leading to speculations that generally intelligent systems would
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quickly become superintelligent (see McQuillan 2022, 89). They
would absorb the totality of human knowledge through the avail-
able learning data and combine their speed with reasoning mech-
anisms to make discoveries that would further increase their cog-
nitive capacities and allow them to greatly surpass humans in all
intelligence-related areas, such as scientific creativity, general
wisdom, and social skills.> Such speculations frequently assume
that generally intelligent computers will be capable of uninhibited
self-improvement (both algorithmic and material), ultimately lead-
ing to the hyper-mental power and functionality of ASI, with either
utopian or dystopian consequences.

The concept of runaway Al threads from computer scientist John
von Neumann, who had considered but ultimately rejected it in the
mid-1940s (Shanahan 2015, 233; Larson 2021, 36). Two decades
later, Alan Turing’s Bletchley Park fellow code-breaker Jack Good for-
mulated the intelligence explosion model of self-improving Al that
would lead to “ultraintelligence” (Larson 2021, 33-35). By the late
1980s, computer scientist Raymond Kurzweil, robotics pioneer Hans
Moravec, and computer scientist/science fiction author Vernor Vinge
extended these concepts into the eschatological vision of technolog-
ical singularity (Vinge 1993; Kurzweil 2005; Shanahan 2015; Irrgang
2020; Larson 2021, 44-49).

Technological singularity is a hypothetical historical point at which
the cumulative progress in computation, nanotechnology, genetic en-
gineering, and other areas of science and technology will accelerate
to such an extent that biological (human) and machine intelligence
will merge in an exponential and irreversible but benevolent co-evo-
lution (Mitchell 2019a, 45-50). Fusing religion with technophilia,
singularity is one of the tenets of transhumanism (discussed in sec-
tion 4.1) and is often derisively called “the rapture of the geeks” (Gi-
uliano 2020, 8). However, singularitarian assumptions that the con-
straints of material existence can be transcended by using material
technology are unsubstantiated and the beliefs that the corporate
tech sector would share or renounce its accrued privileges for the
benefit of all humanity look suspicious in the light of its wasteful,
exploitative, and oligarchic reality (Lorusso 2019, 21-25; McQuil-
lan 2022; Rushkoff 2022).

4. Al and Existential Risk Studies

Many speculations about advanced Al revolve around scenarios that
connect it with existential imperilment. They figure prominently in
the field of existential risk studies, which combines an offshoot of
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analytic philosophy, utilitarian ethics, quantification, statistical risk
analysis, and imaginative thinking to explore extinction threats to hu-
manity or all life on Earth.® Existential risk studies gained institutional
prominence, caught public attention, and attracted the tech sector’s
financial backing in the first two decades of the twenty-first centu-
ry. Against strong expert disagreement about the empirical basis for
considering Al as an existential risk, the scholars in this field favour
contemplating AI dangers over calamities that abound in factual data
(Cremer and Kemp 2021, 14-15).

A prominent variety of existential risk speculations is about col-
lateral damage that a hypothetical super-optimizer algorithm with
extensive control over the material world may cause, running incon-
siderately of human goals and values. Its key point is that the further
development of statistical machine learning could make AI systems
hard or impossible to control, not because of their intrinsic will to
power but because of their simplistic reasoning mechanisms. For
example, Stuart Russell’s book Human Compatible (2019) is based
primarily on extrapolating the efficiency of Al programs that opti-
mize for fixed human-defined objectives. It suggests that, if future
Al systems get “too smart too quickly”, their alignment with human
interests will be compromised. This concern plausibly implies that
engineers may irreversibly entrust powerful AI systems with critical
tasks despite their lack of commensurately strong control mecha-
nisms such as human-level generalization and common-sense rea-
soning (Mitchell 2019b, 7), but also assumes that human interests
are universal, neutral, and conflict-free. It is thus not surprising that
Russell does not acknowledge the actual mandating trend, as ab-
surdly reckless as the fictional one in his book, which already un-
derpins the widespread deployment of inherently flawed and harm-
ful Al systems (see McQuillan 2022, 27-71).

Devising a robust, broadly acceptable ethical framework is a major
challenge for Al value alignment. It requires a precise, stable, and
consensual common ground to build “universal” ethics for humanity.
However, this necessary groundwork approach to ethics is attenuat-
ed or excised in the mainstream Al discourse mainly because of po-
litical infeasibility and technical intractability. Instead, the tech com-
munity nurtures a tacit presumption that historically, culturally, and
socially divergent human interests, goals, and values are compatible
and homogenous and thus can be neatly harmonized as straightfor-
ward ethical rules (see Dougherty 2001; McQuillan 2022, 35; Grba
2023; McFadden and Alvarez 2024). For instance, Max Tegmark’s Al
speculations in the book Life 3.0 (2017) are remarkably pragmatic
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in many respects but treat ethics selectively and superficially. Teg-
mark mentions some obstacles to implementing basic “kindergarten
ethics” into future Al but never discusses their underpinnings in the
biological and historical heritage of human competitiveness or the
political, economic, and cultural factors of conflicted human goals
(Tegmark 2017, 283-288). He admits that interdisciplinary conver-
sation about AI ethics is necessary because human interests and
goals are not universally aligned (293) but avoids explicating that this
would entail addressing present (not science-fictional) power differ-
entials and social inequities (12-28).

A related variety of existential risk scenarios presumes that any intel-
ligent actor will inevitably tend to dominate and exploit, based on the
premise that natural selection shaped humans and other animals to
use intelligence for dominance and exploitation. For example, in his
book Superintelligence (2014), Swedish-born analytic philosopher
Niklas Bostrom (widely known as Nick Bostrom) leverages computa-
tionalist premises to speculate about the pathways and consequenc-
es of self-modifying ASL.” As mentioned in section 3, the viability of
computationally emulating (human) intelligence is unknown, so Bo-
strom’s superintelligence remains a mere assumption which, like his
several other works, exploits arbitrariness. There is no reason to be-
lieve that a software designed to pursue a predefined goal by optimiz-
ing some of its functions would be able to autonomously (without hu-
man input) define the concept of domination and set it as the ultimate
purpose. Although Bostrom describes how an already superintelligent
software might elaborate a strategy to overtake the world, he does not
explain how this superintelligence would emerge in the first place. He
takes the possibility of superintelligence as “obviously plausible” and
therefore not requiring further explanation. By pitting human and ma-
chine intelligence in game-theoretic models of optimizing objectives,
Bostrom’s and Russell’s thought experiments severely restrict the abil-
ities of human cognition (Larson 2021, 34-35, 83, 279). One of the
main reasons for the conceptual unevenness and ethical flimsiness in

these and other AI speculations is their techno-utopian slant.
4.1. The Techno-utopian Complex

Bostrom’s essay Existential Risks (2002) was one of the early works
that intersected analytic and utilitarian philosophy with largely ab-
stract extinction scenarios (Schuster and Woods 2021, 5-6). It de-
fines existential risk as a failure to attain technological maturity (by
plateauing, stagnation, or regression) or a failure to spread beyond
Earth, which prevents humanity from reaching a “desirable future”
and fulfilling its “long-term potential”. These two types of failure
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may have any cause, so the definition essentially equates pressing or
plausible near-term calamities, such as nuclear holocaust, with more
distant hypothetical futures where humans attain sustainability and
equitability but without major technological progress. Notably, Bo-
strom nominally identifies the subject of his existential concern as
the “Earth-originating intelligent life” but favours the progressive
technological enhancement of human physiological and mental ca-
pabilities (especially intelligence) toward a transhuman condition
as requisite for survival and therefore a moral and ontological im-
perative (Schuster and Woods 2021, 16). This, and later Bostrom’s
publications on existential risk, drew praise in the tech community
and some academic circles and were instrumental in establishing the

field of existential risk studies.?

During the last two decades, Bostrom’s philosophizing about far-off
transformative technological changes, replete with science-fictional
tropes and restrictive championing of intelligence, has both informed
and reflected the techno-utopian approach which dominates the
theorization and advisement in existential risk studies (Cremer and
Kemp 2021, 3 and passim; Schuster and Woods 2021, 6-8, 23-43).
The techno-utopian complex clusters mutually reinforcing notions,
ideas, and attitudes in three complementary belief systems: transhu-

manism, total utilitarianism, and strong longtermism.

Transhumanism is a movement based on the belief that it is worth
exploring the technological modifications of life, which include aug-
mented humans, cyborgs, androids, and digital simulants. It primarily
seeks to hack human biological mechanisms to extend life, expand
cognition, increase welfare, and enhance well-being. Transhumanists
believe that, depending on continued progress in science and tech-
nology, these improvements would synergize and become exponen-
tial in scale and speed, which would lead to achieving immortality,
superintelligence, and a greater capacity for pleasure (see Pilsch
2017; and Farman 2020). Although purpose, virtue, love, and justice
are not central values in their utopia of “surpassing bliss and delight”
(Bostrom 2008), transhumanists argue that fictional posthuman lives
are more valuable than existing humans’ lives because they would
be much longer, richer, and marked by more “net positive experienc-
es”. Thus, from a transhumanist perspective, efforts at addressing
existential risks are not primarily about preventing the suffering and
passing of presently living humans but focus on preserving the hu-
man species so it could technologically enhance itself into a post-
human one, which would be the real beneficiary (Cremer and Kemp
2021, 4-5; Schuster and Woods 2021, 23-43).
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This perspective follows utilitarian reasoning, where ethical choices
are driven by the so-called “expected value” (discussed in section
4.2) and the notion that potential future lives are morally equivalent
to existing ones. Total utilitarianism defines moral rightness as the
maximization of well-being regardless of space and time and argues
for (or bets on) the future as an overwhelming moral priority, based
on an assumption that the number of future lives could be unimagina-
bly large. It is closely related to strong longtermism, which emphasiz-
es the ethical imperative of making the choices expected to have the
best effect in the distant future (Greaves and MacAskill 2001). Unlike
other schools of thought that focus on evident or probable long-term
issues, strong longtermism is concerned with pursuing high payoffs
thousands or millions of years in the future. Exceptionally valuable
potential gains justify gambling with extremely low probabilities for
their actualization (see MacAskill 2019; 2022b; Centre for Effective
Altruism 2024). Common in all these views is the premise about far
larger populations of technologically enhanced or simulated and thus
happier/better beings in the deep future.’

Although techno-utopian conceptual underpinnings and methodolo-
gies are neither exhaustive nor exclusive for understanding the hu-
man condition and extinction risks (Schuster and Woods 2021, 18),
they have a noticeable media presence and influence a range of cir-
cuits in and beyond academia. They partly motivated the establish-
ment of the effective altruism movement and have largely informed
its practices. Effective altruism “advocates the use of evidence and
reason for impartially selecting causes and calculating benefits to
mobilize intellectual and material resources that provide the greatest
good” (Effective Altruism 2023). This definition does not necessarily
require long-term speculations, and effective altruism was initially
concerned with current global problems, such as health and pover-
ty, and helped improve the standards for organizing and evaluating
charitable projects. Over time, however, the rising emphasis on hu-
manity’s long-term future within the movement turned many effec-
tive altruists into longtermists (Samuel 2022).

The lively ideological resonance of transhumanism, total utilitari-
anism, and strong longtermism with the Silicon Valley worldviews
has gained existential risk studies and effective altruism wide-
spread popularity among the Al safety research communities and
ample financial support from tech entrepreneurs.'® This has turned
Bostrom and some other existential risk thinkers and effective al-
truists into major public figures and won them consulting positions
with AI companies and governmental advisory bodies where their
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expertise contributes to decisions, policies, and strategies that may
affect wide swaths of society.

4.2. Tainted Conceits

Existential risk scholars and effective altruists claim to strive toward
scientific objectivity, but the prevailing techno-utopian inclinations
introduce theoretical and practical problems in these fields. Their key
issues are the ambiguous but morally loaded definitions of central
terms, arbitrary categorization and incoherent assessment of future
risks, non-representative ethical views, overreliance on assumptions
and speculations, precipitation of certain calamities by researching
them, and dangerous mitigation strategies.

Bostrom’s treatment of central terms, such as “expected value”,
“technological maturity”, “desirable future”, and “humanity’s long-
term potential”, in his discussion of existential risk (summarized in
section 4.1) exemplifies the abstractness, ambiguity, subjectiveness,
and ideological sway of the techno-utopian approach in existential
risk studies and effective altruism. Expected value is the product of
multiplying a certain outcome’s value by the probability of its fulfil-
ment. This concept may be useful in a range of theoretical contexts,
but difficult to apply rigorously to the areas of deep uncertainty (with
low information about probabilities) such as existential risks (Cremer
and Kemp 2021, 5-6). Crucially, evaluating expected value requires a
particular notion of value, which opens the gates for biased intuitions
and preferences. Two other key concepts—technological maturity and
humanity’s long-term potential—are the ultimate unknowns. Existen-
tial risk or well-being does not need to be tied to technological matu-
rity, and it is doubtful that scholars can reliably predict hazardous or
beneficial factors of future technologies. Different plausibly desira-
ble futures often involve conflicting trade-offs, and neither existential
risk thinkers nor anyone else can define them with ultimate authority.
Similarly, neat techno-utopian distinctions between existential and
global catastrophic risks presume firm systemic knowledge about
the functioning of society and many other complex systems on Earth,
which we do not have.™

The community of existential risk studies is noticeably homogenous
regarding income, class, ideology, age, ethnicity, gender, nationality,
religion, and professional background. Most scholars are white males
from wealthy Western countries working in well-endowed universi-
ties and foundations (Cremer and Kemp 2021, 8, 26). Similarly, ef-
fective altruism, longtermism, and transhumanism are most popular

among the members of privileged and prosperous social groups.*?
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Their combined practices have cultivated a noticeable lack of atten-
tion for references, voices, and participants from marginalized groups
and colonized societies that face oppressive and perilous conditions
hic et nunc (Schuster and Woods 2021, 8-9, 20). Instead, they fa-
vour unabated technological progress as vital for achieving existen-
tial security and wellbeing, and—while recognizing the risks of some
technological development paths—pay less attention to changing
their political or economic drivers. They often advocate the idea of
differential development toward beneficial and protective technolo-
gies, such as aligned AGI, but dismiss various options to regress, re-
linquish, or stop the development of certain technologies as infeasi-
ble or impossible (Cremer and Kemp 2021, 17).

Another indicative partiality is that none of the prominent existen-
tial risk thinkers discuss their field’s key term “existence” with the
reference to existential philosophy (existentialism), which emerged
as a response to existential threats in the first half of the twentieth
century: social inequalities, racism, imperialism, world wars, geno-
cides, nuclear arms race, biodiversity depletion, etc. (Crowell 2023).
Existentialism provides a more robust basis for understanding exis-
tential risks because it accommodates a range of embodied affects,
lived experiences, and material and ecological relations that are not
reducible to the concepts of intelligence, probabilistic reasoning, and
utilitarian calculations (see Schuster and Woods 2021, 12-14). It
calls for understanding and taking responsibility for one’s being in the
real world instead of fantasizing about immortality or omnipotence.
These principles do not sit well with the techno-utopian ethos.

In contrast to existential risk scholars’ assertions about striving to
develop plausible scenarios grounded in scientific knowledge, their
speculations are often insufficiently conclusive for making sound
predictions and recommendations. They are saturated with imag-
inaries that frequently look superficial, particularly for ignoring the
principal limits of computation and material constraints,*3 while fan-
cying continued technological progress toward blissful transhumans
ininterstellar settlements or simulated realities and glossing over the
violence and other unwanted side effects of (failed or successful) ef-
forts to achieve such utopias.

All these issues have prompted scholars in humanities, science and
technology studies, and some existentialist risk thinkers to criticize
the lack of intellectual rigor and moral credibility in existential risk
studies. They emphasize the field’s radical mismatch between meth-
od and object of study, view its reliance on de facto unpredictabil-

ity as pseudoscientific, and deem its social unrepresentativeness
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undemocratic and ethically tenuous (Cremer and Kemp 2021, 6-8,
17-18; Schuster and Woods 2021, 45; Gebru 2022; Samuel 2022;
Torres 2023; Anthony 2024).** Bostrom has been at the centre of this
critique as the field’s originator and most recognizable influencer.
Some philosophers and scientists dismiss his ideas as inherently un-
scientific or religious because they deal with imaginary and unprec-
edented subjects that are usually impossible to describe sufficiently
or discuss rationally. For instance, Massimo Pigliucci argues (2021)
that Bostrom uses hypothetical technoscientific challenges as a pre-
text to reboot the so-called “analytic metaphysics” or “first philos-
ophy”, which has been replaced by science for several centuries.'®
Furthermore, practical remedies that Bostrom and other existential
risk thinkers propose for hypothetical calamities usually endorse
techno-solutionist and totalitarian ideas that inform or reinforce trou-
blesome political views and ethically questionable enterprises in the
tech sector.

4.3. Present Dangers

Problems of existential risk studies and effective altruism are not
purely theoretical or relevant only within academia. Even though
their stakeholders belong to narrow demographics and champion
relatively obscure belief systems, the ideological alignment with the
tech industry has attracted economic and political support for their
academic establishment and placement in the corporate and govern-
ment advisory bodies. In such a position, their conceptual shortcom-
ings, methodological flaws, and biased worldviews can precipitate
catastrophes by missing certain existentially risky pathways, wasting
resources on incorrect speculations, and fantasizing dangerous mit-
igation solutions (Cramer and Kemp 2021, 20-25). The practices of
existential risk and effective altruism communities have stirred con-

troversies and materialized some of their critics’ key warnings.

The case of Bostrom’s paper “Vulnerable World Hypothesis” (2019a)
illustrates how speculation-based recommendations for avoiding
calamities can contribute to the catastrophes they intend to escape.
This paper posits that certain emerging ideas may initiate or influ-
ence technological development which may become hazardous to
human civilization in the long run. Among several options to protect
against them, Bostrom’s comprehensive solution (including policy
recommendations) proposes ubiquitous AI-governed surveillance
and extreme policing. The surveillance system would involve the
mandatory use of “freedom tag” devices whose multiple cameras
and microphones continuously track citizens and provide their be-

havioural data to state-employed “freedom officers” mandated to



order pre-emptive strikes by drones or the police, all under the con-
stant watch of AI that prevents misuse. Bostrom publicly discussed
this AI restaging of Orwell’s 1984 without irony, self-criticism, or
distancing from the fact that such totalitarian measures may inspire
or aid authoritarian and malicious actors (Bostrom 2019b; see also
Cremer and Kemp 2021, 12, 20-26).

Although Bostrom restrains from openly advocating for the exploit-
ative instrumentalization of the techno-utopian paradigm, he does
not seem eager to criticize it, and he has developed a chronic pro-
pensity for self-assured flirting with problematic claims. For exam-
ple, as a postgraduate student at the London School of Economics
in 1996, he openly expressed racist views in an Extropians listserv
email, where he used the N-word, arguing that white people were
more intelligent than black people. In 2023, Bostrom issued an
apology for this “incident” but conspicuously failed to withdraw his
central contention about race and intelligence, and instead made a
partial defence of eugenics (Torres 2023). As another example, Bo-
strom’s concept of “dysgenic pressures” in Existential Risks (2002)
reinvigorates the eugenicist idea from the 1920s and 1930s that
“less intelligent” people might outbreed “more intelligent” (Torres
2023; Ciurria 2023; Anthony 2024).

Effective altruism shares many views with existential risk studies,
and some of their most respected members express, promote, or tol-
erate racist, xenophobic, classist, and ableist attitudes (Torres 2023).
Effective altruist projects that bring theory into practice often involve
ethically dubious mechanisms, and some function as self-serv-
ing schemes. The movement’s affinity for the cryptocurrency mar-
ket, which has a proven history of criminality and impoverishment,
gained infamy with the business enterprise of Sam Bankman-Fried.
This vocal effective altruist was sentenced in 2024 to 25 years in pris-
on for financial fraud and related crimes he committed running the
Futures Exchange Trading company that operated a cryptocurrency
exchange and crypto hedge fund between 2019 and 2022 (Anthony
2024; RationalWiki 2024b; 2024c). Bankman-Fried’s fellow effective
altruist entrepreneur Benjamin Delo trailblazed this modus operandi
two years earlier by perpetrating money laundering at his crypto ex-
change BitMEX, for which he was sentenced in 2022 to a 30-month
probation and payment of a ten million USD fine (Sinclair 2022).

Intentionally or coincidentally, these communities’ fixation on Al-re-
lated risks also serves questionable interests in the Al industry. For
instance, it is symptomatic how the leading AI companies often raise
concerns about the existential dangers of AGI and call for AI re-

43



search non-proliferation. They frequently argue that we cannot be
sure that all Al companies will be able or willing to build the aligned
AGI, so only the prominent ones, with strong internal regulatory
mechanisms, should be licensed to develop it (see World Science
Festival 2024). Of course, big AI companies’ work on advanced
systems is largely secretive, which prevents meaningful external
in-progress testing and oversight. The existential risk overtones in
this rhetoric obscure the fact that AI engineers’ explicit warnings
about the absurdity and dangers of blindly building unsafe products
should primarily bring into question their professional credibility
and ethics, as well as their employers’ motivations. Rather, it adds
the aura of rationality to the frightening narratives that virtue-signal
social conscience and secure support for the continuation of es-
tablished AI business practices instead of critiquing and correcting
them. It is part of manoeuvring toward an optimal combination of
privileged position, opacity, and deregulation, which would grant
top AI companies even more unaccountability and policymaking
power than they already have, simultaneously increasing cata-
strophic risks (Narayanan and Kapoor 2024, 174).

5. Discussion

The fundamental obstacle to foretelling the attainment, risks, and
benefits of AGI, ASI, and technological singularity is the lack of a
precise and comprehensive definition of intelligence that we could
use to reliably gauge the artificial intelligence “levels” and evalu-
ate their robustness. Additionally, such breakthroughs would be
unique events, so it is impossible to calibrate their predictions on
comparisons with historical precedents.'® These epistemic con-
straints undermine most Al speculations and Al-related existential
risk studies and invalidate their policy-making legitimacy. As Mel-
anie Mitchell pointed out (2019b): “Without more insight into the
complex nature of intelligence, such speculations will remain in the
realm of science fiction and cannot serve as a basis for Al policy
in the real world”. More generally, speculations cannot sufficient-
ly account for the exponential complexity of the future because it
unfolds through continuous interaction and coevolution of technol-
ogy, economy, societal relations, and other intricate systems whose
forecasting is inherently unreliable.'’

Nevertheless, in corporate, academic, and pop-cultural discourses,
the overarching claims about Al's present and phantasms about its
future are usually more salient than cautious or sceptical views (see
Larson 2021, 1-5, 41-42). Various motives and intentions, which in-

clude funding, promotion, marketing, and capitalization, drive some



Al researchers and pundits to attenuate informed criticality and artic-
ulate AI’s perspectives in science-fictional terms while championing
the existing pathways in AI science and industry as vital for mitigating
or solving global-scale issues en route to an automated social utopia
(Verdicchio 2023). For example, according to Demis Hassabis, a CEO
and co-founder of DeepMind Technologies (a subsidiary of Alphabet
Inc.), Al's world-transforming scope spans from biology and medi-
cine (protein folding, drug development, discovering the origin of life
on earth) through climate change and physics (solving nuclear fusion,
finding the origin of the universe, understanding the nature of reality)
to metaphysics (autonomous knowledge generation and innovation)
(Hassabis 2024, see also McQuillan 2022, 100).8

Steeped in techno-solutionism,*® such narratives use the verb “solve”
to flatten difficult issues and implicitly subjugate them to the “Al mag-
ic”, as in: “If we have an Al system that can help us understand math-
ematics, we can solve the economy of the world” (Hasani 2024). Fac-
ing AI's extant socioeconomic problems and other urgent global risks
(nuclear weapons, pandemics, neoliberal economy, climate change),
they come out as disingenuous or cynical. This is exemplified by the
corporate Al sector’s advertisement of its vital role in solving climate
change based on “overlooking” significant natural resource extrac-
tion, pollution, and carbon emissions for building and running its own
infrastructure. While selling products and expertise to the oil and gas
industry for optimizing fossil fuel exploitation, AI companies refuse
to disclose their own energy and material resources consumption. To
groom a public image of sustainability and progressive environmen-
talism, they purchase carbon emissions credits (Dobbe and Whittaker
2019; Dryer 2021; McQuillan 2022, 23, 52).

The veneer of scientific rigor and rationality in existential risk stud-
ies of Al and related effective altruist projects serves sly business
agendas and gives the tech industry an oft-undeserved aura of re-
spectability and authority to claim its image of visionary entrepre-
neurship. It allows the techno-elites to consistently favour wondrous
technological remedies for both far-fetched and present existential
problems over concrete social or environmental initiatives (Schuster
and Woods 2021, 6-7). Analogously, strong longtermism promotes
universal values of stewardship (the duty of being a “good ancestor”
for posterity) which hinge on the assumption that any hypothetical
risk or gain, if we imagine it as existential, justifies any amount of
expenditure (Fisher 2023).

The semantic open-endedness of speculative Al terminology also

sets the stage for public intellectuals and science populists to gen-



erate seemingly profound but ultimately empty or meaningless
narratives. For instance, here is how Joscha Bach, a Vice President
of Research at the AI Foundation, opened his series of talks at the
Chaos Communication Congress (Bach 2016): “Artificial Intelligence
provides a conceptual framework to understand mind and universe in
new ways, clearing the obstacles that hindered the progress of phi-
losophy and psychology. Let us see how Al can help us to understand
how our minds create the experience of a universe.” This is an overt
mystification of a disciplinarily diverse field with many pathways,
disputes, contradictions, and epistemological limits (see McQuillan
2022, 39-40). Another example is the bestselling physicist Michio
Kaku, who frequently misrepresents his Al-infused scenarios about
the utopian future as grounded in material sciences (see, for example,
Kaku 2014 and 2018). On the fatalist side of the spectrum, historian
Yuval Noah Harari prognosticates that even before AI “becomes sen-
tient” large language models will usher the end of human-dominated
history (pending extinction) because these models have “hacked the
operating system of human civilization [language]” (Frontiers 2023,
see also Narayanan 2023).

Speculative Al narratives usually rely on technocentric worldviews,
abstractions, and oversimplifications to rewrite older ideas into
grandiose visions (Larson 2021, 61-63). Since the links to provable
facts, insights, and predictions that give plausibility to their central
hypotheses are vague or too weak in comparison with the predictive
mechanisms in science and engineering, yarns about the advent of
ASI and technological singularity often have strong religious over-
tones that exploit human imagination, fears, and hopes. In these
stories, we can usually replace the word “superintelligence” or “sin-
gularity” with “magic”, “miracle”, or “deity” without changing their
meaning (Perry 2020).

6. Conclusion

High-profile Al speculations centre around the fundamental issues
of human existence. Thus, their appraisal should not be concerned
with entertainment values or intellectual aesthetics but with evalu-
ating the usefulness in addressing these issues and with understand-
ing other roles they may play. In this perspective, speculative Al has
proved futile, counterproductive, or dangerous. Authors of popular
AI speculations tend to abuse the fabulous and fascinating nature
of imaginative thinking to promote and normalize corporate interests,
evangelize techno-elitist worldviews, or spread meaningless fanta-
sies. Many share cyberlibertarian ideas informed by the zeal for tech-
nologically mediated lifestyles and future visions steeped in libertar-
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ian notions of freedom, social life, and economics (see Grba 2024,
15-16). They reinforce anthropocentric thinking, play along with the
capitalist exploitation of AI, and champion egoistic aspirations for

technocratic supremacy as the “astronomical” value.

Whether fuelled by futurism or science fiction, vacuous Gedankenex-
periments or wishful thinking, tech-morality or religiosity, business or
political ambitions, speculative Al is utterly frivolous but not harm-
less. The fancy, insincerity, hypocrisy, pretentiousness, or insidious-
ness lurking in magical Al thinking pollute our discursive, cognitive,
economic, and political spaces already replete with undisputable
problems (including the AI industry) that require immediate atten-
tion (see McQuillan 2024, 47-71, 54-57; Sublime 2024). Taking
hypothetical predictions and unfounded claims uncritically, we risk
allowing them to become pre-emptions that shape our reality.

When speculations become informative for widely impactful politi-
cal decisions, business enterprises, and creative endeavours, their
inherent unreliability urges active challenges and corrections, which
are not the prerogatives of techno-elites or any other exclusive soci-
oeconomic stratum. Such ideational constructs should become ob-
jects of socially inclusive and democratically framed interdisciplinary
scrutiny, and their suitability for policymaking and susceptibility to in-
strumentalization must be carefully deliberated. Given all conceptual
weaknesses and knowledge deficiencies in Al and other transforma-
tive technologies, this deliberation should be sceptical while remain-
ing open to potential breakthroughs. Crucially, it must not disregard
immediate, imminent, and mid-term problems in favour of gambling
intellectual and material resources on dreamed-up projections of an

unpredictable future.

Facing the scope and intricacy of Al science and technology and their
economic and political power games, these closing notes may serve
only as generic suggestions for devising more comprehensive and
robust public oversight and regulatory mechanisms. Defining recom-
mendations for a responsible and socially productive engagement
with Al imaginaries, exploring speculative AI’s subtler effects in ac-
ademic and techno-scientific sectors, and investigating its influence
on art practices, education, and other forms of cultural production

requires further work.
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Notes

1. For instance, the plots of Isaac Asimov’s novelette The Bicentennial Man (1976) and the film
Wings of Desire (1987, directed by Wim Wenders) are built upon the assumption that sophisticated
non-human entities would strive to become human and gladly accept all the oddities that come in
the package (Asimov 1976; Wikipedia 2025).

2. Science fiction writer L. Ron Hubbard materialized these phantasies in a series of lucrative
projects. He devised a mental therapy system called Dianetics and published it in the Astounding
Science Fiction magazine in 1950. Despite the overt criticism from scientific and medical commu-
nities, Dianetics attracted a wide following, and Hubbard used it around 1952 as a basis to create
Scientology, which quickly became a conglomerate of religious beliefs and often illegal business
enterprises (see Behar 1991).

3. Noting that definitions of AGI and ASI vary (see Eliot 2024), I refer to their most common
versions in this paper.

4. See, for instance, Ryle (2009).

5. For a more detailed discussion and examples of Al speculations in the computer science and Al
industry, see Mitchell (2019a, 223-225; 2019b).

6. Existential risk studies should not be confused with the field of Al safety research, which deals
with the present issues of conceptualizing, designing, and controlling safe and reliable AI systems.

7. Bostrom’s earlier simulation argument article (2003) and latest book (2024) are also construct-
ed around computationalist postulates.

8. Other influential existential risk scholars and works include Max Tegmark (2017), Sam Harris
(2019), Toby Ord (2020), William MacAskill (2022a), Martin Rees, and Phil Torres. For the field’s
intellectual history, see Moynihan (2020).

9. For a further discussion of the techno-utopian complex, see Cremer and Kemp (2021, 2—-6).

10. The Future of Humanity Institute at the University of Oxford, which Bostrom founded in 2005
and directed until its closure in 2024, enjoyed financial support from Elon Musk and Dustin Mosk-
ovitz, one of Facebook’s co-founders. Musk and Moskovitz are also among the primary funders of
the effective altruist Open Philanthropy Project, which has emitted 412,537,862 USD in research
grants for studying AI risks between 2012 and 2024 (Open Philanthropy 2024). Skype cofounder
Jaan Tallinn and Ethereum cofounder Vitalik Buterin co-founded the Future of Life Institute, a think
tank that studies Al-related existential risks. Musk sits on its the advisory board at the Cambridge
Centre for the Study of Existential Risk (Cremer and Kemp 2021, 1; Schuster and Woods 2021, 6;
and RationalWiki 2024a).

11. See Cremer and Kemp (2021, 4-20) for a more detailed discussion.

12. It is also notable that transhumanism was initiated in the twentieth century by prominent
eugenicists such as Julian Huxley (1968).

13. See, for example, Kauffman (2016).

14. These critics are joined by Al risk and safety researchers who offer more nuanced reflection.
See, for example, Vallor (2024), Kasirzadeh (2025), and Gyevnar and Kasirzadeh (2025).

15. Analytic metaphysics attempts to arrive at conclusions about the material world by just think-
ing about it, which is ultimately a futile enterprise because endless hypothetical realities bear little
relevance to the singular reality that we know of. Science provides empirical evidence that narrows
down the possibilities from logical to physical (Pigliucci 2021).

16. For further discussion about the technical issues of future Al scenarios, see Verdicchio (2023)
and Narayanan and Kapoor (2024, 150-178).

17. See Smil (2019), also Tetlock and Gardner (2015) who show that even the most successful
forecasters’ predictions reaching three to five years into the future default to chance (guessing).

18. Anthropic CEO Dario Amodei’s wordy essay “Machines of Loving Grace” (2024) and
OpenAI CEQ Sam Altman’s TED talk (2025) are two other instances of eloquent but mislead-
ing and self-serving corporate rhetoric which rephrases radical techno-utopian visions of the
future AI goodness.

19. See Morozov (2013).
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