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Sigmund Freud is oft quoted 
for his observation: “Love and 
work . . . work and love, that’s 
all there is.” But what happens 
to our sense of self, our sense 
of purpose, if the work part 
goes away? I think we know 

that it’s not a pretty picture, at least in our 
current world. People who lose their jobs 
for an extended period tend to lose their 
sense of direction and self-esteem. Often 
they fall prey to alcoholism or other addic-
tions. Families fall apart or become depend-
ent on welfare, and an attendant sense of 
personal failure and shame ensues. When 
the work goes away, how much love re-
mains?

The end of work is a theme explored by 
sociologists and political scientists and also 
extensively mined in science fiction. Our 
imaginations tend to be drawn to one pole 
or the other: a bleak, hopeless landscape 
of downward spiraling poverty on the one 
hand or a utopian vision of flowering cre-
ativity and intellectual exploration on the 
other.

We are told that we are on a social and 
technological trajectory that may in fact 
lead to the end of work on a broad scale. 

I recently attended a two-day event in 
San Francisco called the World Fair Nano, 
a technological exposition. The show floor 
featured a wide variety of companies hawk-
ing everything from smart skateboards to 
the newest drones, to 3-D printers that 
could use recycled plastic, to toys that could 
teach children to code, to cognition-en-
hancing software for the elderly, and more. 
Of particular interest to me, however, were 
the talks from CEOs and visionaries that 
were scheduled every 20 minutes over the 
two days. 

I’ve been tracking prognostications re-
garding the future of work, and it’s been 
interesting to see how experts draw such 
diametrically opposed conclusions. At this 
point, my own opinion is that nobody re-
ally knows how this is all going to play out 

and that the outcome depends quite a bit 
on the sorts of decisions and leadership (or 
lack of it) happening now.

Three speakers at the Nano poured fresh 
fuel for me on this burning question. One 
was Dr. Frida Polli, CEO and co-founder of 
a company by the name of Pymetrics, Mr. 
Zoltan Istvan, a futurist and transhuman-
ist who will be running for California State 
Governor on a platform of a guaranteed 
minimum income for all California citizens, 
and well-known blogger and futurist Rob-
ert Scobel.

I was able to email Mr. Istvan who re-
sponded by sending me his slide deck from 
the presentation along with some relevant 
links. He sees a collapse of work on the ho-
rizon in about 10 years; in fact, he predicts 
that between now and the end of Trump’s 
first term in 2020, millions of jobs will likely 
have been lost in the U.S. due to the im-
pact of automation, software, and robots. 
He goes on to say that by 2030 job losses 
might rival that of the 2007 recession in 
which some 8,000,000 people were put 
out of work and our banking system was 
on the verge of collapse.

“By 2030, the job losses will likely be 
in the tens of millions. McDonald’s will flip 
burgers with machines, Amazon will de-
liver packages with drones and taxis will 
all be self-driving. Even white-collars jobs, 
like those on Wall Street, will be replaced 
by artificial intelligence—the world’s larg-
est hedge fund has already set plans in mo-
tion for this. Like the Titanic, capitalism is 
sinking, but few passengers are wondering 
yet if there are enough lifeboats.” http://ti-
nyurl.com/ycqza7th

As a futurist, however, Istvan is not 
as pessimistic as these predictions imply. 
Rather, he sees a survival solution. He ad-
vocates for a guaranteed annual income, 
supported not by taxes but by California 
cutting a deal with the federal government 
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to lease its land and natural resources to 
pay for a basic income.

This visionary approach, he argues, 
could be extended to the entire nation.

“The Federal government’s net worth 
of natural resources is at least $130 tril-
lion. California is the third largest state in 
the U.S., and its 45 million federal acres of 
land could be worth $10–20 trillion.”

And he’s not talking about selling off the 
national parks, either. Instead, a portion of 
the income they already produce might be 
directed toward this plan.  

“Along with California’s state and na-
tional park tourism, as well as other wil-
derness and recreational areas that charge 
fees, these endeavors make good money. 
But you and I, as tax-paying residents, don’t 
really feel it or know about it—and we cer-
tainly don’t get a paycheck for it. I’d rather 
California be like Alaska, where everybody 
every year gets cut a state check.”

I’ve personally long thought that there 
is a fundamental problem in our economy 
such that, as machines take on more of the 
work, displaced workers will end up forced 
to be on public assistance with all the stig-
ma associated with that. We need to rec-

ognize that this is a systemic problem and 
that the individuals impacted by it should 
not be stigmatized. In fact, he points out:

“Nearly half of Americans already re-
ceive some sort of government assistance 
to live on—quite possibly so they don’t re-
volt, whether at the voting booth or by civil 
disobedience. This support includes wel-
fare, food stamps, Medicaid, social security, 
and myriad other programs. And the brunt 
of it is borne on the taxes we pay.”

So, I, along with others have long thought 
that some sort of universal income guaran-
tee could be the best way out. However, I 
didn’t have an idea as to how such a thing 
could be funded. Zoltan Istvan suggests a 
solution to this dilemma.

“And how much money would Califor-
nians receive every year from its natural 
resources, assuming we use its midpoint 
valuation of $15 trillion dollars? It turns 
out, quite a bit, if at least 75 percent of the 
state’s federal land was leased out and it 
provided a 5 percent return, which is pret-
ty standard.

If every household—and there are about 
13 million in California—received this sort 
of 5 percent annual payout, it would be 
about $57,500 per household, or nearly 
$5,000 a month. In short, it would dramat-
ically change the lives of tens of millions of 
people—especially the nearly 40 percent 
of Californians who live at, below, or near 
the poverty line of $24,000 for a family of 
four.”

Dr. Frida Polli suggests there is not cur-
rently a job shortage, nor will there be one 
in the foreseeable future. The problem 
as she sees it is that the hiring system is 
broken—the whole process of writing and 
sending in resumes is deeply flawed and a 
waste of time, as many job seekers suspect. 
According to the Pymetrics website, the 
average job receives 250 applications, yet 
the candidate chosen by the company fails 
30–50% of the time. Moreover, resume re-
view leads to women and minorities being 
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at a 50–67% disadvantage. Their research also shows that 
83% of candidates rate their experience as poor and 45% 
of applicants never even hear back from the company. Py-
metrics claims to be able to fix this broken system by rec-
ommending the right person for the job, while leveling the 
playing field for everyone. How do they accomplish this 
miracle? Computer intelligence, which others see as the 
cause of the looming problem, they see as the solution. 

They have created neuroscience games that collect ob-
jective behavioral data using “neuroscience exercises that 
are the gold standard of neuroscience research.” In addi-
tion, they have created artificial intelligence to maximize 
prediction while increasing efficiency through customized 
but automated machine-learning algorithms. All of this they 
say leads to bias-free recruiting by methodically removing 
bias from algorithms, using an “iterative algorithm auditing 
process” that ensures a lack of bias. To date, the company 
already powers hiring for 50+ enterprise clients worldwide.

Another stance toward the feared coming technologi-

cal apocalypse is one where, instead of being displaced, 
human workers and robots will co-exist side by side doing 
what each does best. This point was emphasized by Rob-
ert Scobel in his presentation. He said he’s been to places 
like the Amazon facilities, where workers slave away in vast 
warehouse-type structures that are too hot in summer and 
too cold in winter. He described it as truly miserable, de-
humanizing work. 

We’ve probably all heard about how robots are now 
able to search out the products people have ordered and 
bring them to the human workers to pick out and sort. The 
technology is at an inflection point where the robots will be 
able to “see” and recognize the various items and very deli-
cately pick them up and sort them, even very small items. 
Robots are already beginning to take over these sorts of 
operations. This, according to Scobel, is a step in the direc-
tion of human liberation. What are robots good at? Speed, 
strength, repetition. And what are humans good at? Crea-
tivity, intuition, and context recognition, among others. He 
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David Van Nuys is the de-
partment head of Psychol-
ogy here at Age of Robots 
as well as the famed “Dr. 
Dave” of the popular psy-
chology podcast Shrink 

Rap Radio. 
You can find Dr. Dave at 

shrinkrapradio.com

described humans teaching robots by “getting inside them” 
using virtual reality (VR). With VR goggles, the human work-
er can see what the robot sees and guide its “arms and 
hands” to pick items up and put them in the proper place. 
The human is driving the robot, so to speak, and the robot 
is recording it in memory so that it can later do the task on 
its own, after having mastered it. One important thing to 
notice in this scenario is that the human teacher does not 
have to be an engineer or a programmer. He or she merely 
has to understand the physical task to be performed. After 
having taught the robot, the human is presumably able to 
move on and teach other tasks to other robots. 

The question remains, however, whether there will be 
enough demand to keep such human teachers busy or 
whether they will end up putting themselves out of work.  

So, we’re back to the original conundrum. 
How you see it depends upon whether you’re an opti-

mist or a pessimist.
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