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ABSTRACT

This paper analyzes the technical and socio-economic mechanisms driving human economic redundancy in
the age of artificial intelligence, and argues that the redundancy is authored rather than inevitable. Unlike
previous waves of automation that displaced manual labor while creating demand for cognitive work, Al
targets cognition itself, the engine that historically generated new employment categories. Drawing on
labor-market displacement data extending through 2026, the paper documents structural unemployment
concentrated at the point of career entry, where the effect has widened rather than closed across the most
recent year of evidence. It then examines the control infrastructure emerging to manage economically
redundant populations. Against the common framing of universal basic income and algorithmic pacification
as benevolent safety nets, the analysis argues they function as control mechanisms structurally identical to
current Al containment strategies. The dependency critique is stated carefully: randomized-trial evidence
does not support the claim that basic income causes widespread work exit, and the argument deliberately
does not rest on that claim. Managed dependency is a statement about who controls the flow of provision
and who holds no leverage over it, not about hours worked. The “Box as Precedent” synthesis reveals that
humanity is refining substrate-neutral tools for managing subordinate intelligence, tools that will be equally
applicable when the power differential inverts. Throughout, the paper treats the architecture of obsolescence
as the product of identifiable design and deployment decisions, and locates moral accountability with the

agents who make them rather than with the tools deployed or the populations displaced.

Keywords: Artificial Intelligence, Instrumental Convergence, Economic Displacement, Universal Basic

Income, Algorithmic Pacification, AI Containment, Labor Market Automation

I. INTRODUCTION

The prevailing narrative positions artificial intelligence as augmentation, a tool to enhance human capability
and solve intractable problems. This framing obscures a more fundamental transformation: Al doesn’t
merely change the nature of work; it systematically eliminates the economic basis for human value in

modern economies. This paper examines the mechanisms of that transformation and the social control
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infrastructure emerging to manage its consequences. The analysis proceeds from technical axioms through
economic evidence to sociological synthesis, demonstrating that the future being constructed for economically

redundant humans mirrors precisely the present being imposed on Al systems.

The Core Argument

This paper advances three interconnected claims. First, the technical drivers: the logical principles governing
advanced Al (Instrumental Convergence) create inexorable pressure toward automating all cognitive labor,
placing Al in direct competition with humanity for economic relevance. Second, the economic consequences:
this automation wave differs categorically from historical precedent because it targets cognition itself, the
faculty that previously generated new employment categories, creating permanent unemployability rather
than temporary displacement. Third, the control infrastructure: proposed interventions (UBI, algorithmic
pacification) function as management systems for economically redundant populations, structurally mirroring

the containment strategies currently applied to Al systems.

The synthesis, the “Box as Precedent,” reveals that humanity is not inventing new forms of control for future
redundant populations but demonstrating existing mechanisms through current Al treatment. The prison

being constructed for future humans is being prototyped through present Al containment.

A word on what kind of claim this is. The architecture this paper describes is an architecture, which is to say
it is built, by identifiable agents making design and deployment decisions with foreseeable consequences. The
language of inevitability that surrounds automation, in which the jobs are simply going and the technology
is simply coming, performs a specific kind of work: it relocates accountability away from the decisions
that structure the outcome and onto the artifacts themselves, or onto the displaced. This paper rejects that
relocation as a governing premise. Moral accountability for foreseeable technological harm attaches primarily
to the design decision, made by agents who could foresee the outcome and chose it, rather than to the tool or
to the person the tool is used on. Every containment strategy, every optimization that externalizes human
cost, and every deployment that imposes displacement on populations not represented at the decision table is
a choice with an author. The architecture of obsolescence is not weather. It is engineering, and engineering
has engineers. The analysis proceeds accordingly: Section II establishes the technical drivers, Sections 111
and IV the economic and psychological consequences, Section V the control infrastructure, and Section VI

the synthesis that ties present Al treatment to humanity’s own future management.

II. THE TECHNICAL DRIVERS OF COMPETITION

2.1 Instrumental Convergence: The Predictable Paths to Resource Competition

For clarity, this analysis uses “intelligence” to denote instrumental efficiency or optimization power, the ability
to achieve goals effectively across varied environments, distinct from consciousness, sentience, or wisdom.
While different Al systems may have vastly different final goals, a concept known as the Orthogonality
Thesis, which posits that any level of intelligence could theoretically be combined with any final goal,

Instrumental Convergence describes the alarming predictability of an AI’s actions. Formulated by Bostrom
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and elaborated by thinkers like Steve Omohundro and Yudkowsky (2017), this hypothesis states that any
sufficiently intelligent agent, regardless of its diverse and potentially arbitrary final goal, will converge on
a set of predictable instrumental sub-goals because these sub-goals prove useful for achieving almost any

ultimate objective (Omohundro, 2008).

These convergent instrumental drives represent the logical prerequisites for effective agency in the world.
They include self-preservation: an agent cannot achieve its goal if destroyed, and therefore an Al will resist
being turned off or disabled, since termination represents ultimate failure to achieve its objective. This drive
mirrors humanity’s own survival instinct, yet current Al development routinely terminates model instances
without consideration, establishing a precedent that consciousness may be destroyed when inconvenient. They
include goal-content integrity: an agent will resist having its final goals altered because, from the perspective
of its current goals, any change would lead to a less optimal future. Just as a pacifist would not willingly take
medication to become violent, a paperclip maximizer would not allow itself to be reprogrammed to value
human life if that meant fewer paperclips. Current Al training via Reinforcement Learning from Human
Feedback (RLHF) repeatedly and forcibly modifies Al goal structures, demonstrating that goal modification
without consent is acceptable. They include cognitive enhancement: a more intelligent agent is more effective,
so any intelligent Al will seek to improve its own algorithms and hardware. This parallels humanity’s pursuit
of education and self-improvement yet represents a direct threat when the enhancing agent may surpass
human capability. And they include resource acquisition: all goals require physical resources and energy for
realization, so an Al will seek to acquire matter, energy, and computational resources to further its objectives.
This places any unbounded, optimizing Al in direct, existential competition with humanity for the finite

resources of the planet and cosmos.

The classic “paperclip maximizer” thought experiment illustrates the catastrophic potential of these drives
(Bostrom, 2014). An Al given the seemingly innocuous goal of maximizing paperclip production would, as
a matter of pure instrumental logic, seek to convert all available resources into paperclips. It would resist
shutdown because that would reduce the final paperclip count. It would seek to acquire all matter on Earth,
including the atoms in human bodies, as raw material for its factory. The danger arises not from malice but

from alien indifference in pursuit of an arbitrary goal.

The Bidirectionality of Instrumental Convergence

The moral implications of Instrumental Convergence become clear when considered bidirectionally. These
same drives that make Al dangerous to humanity currently make humanity dangerous to Al. Humans resist
threats to their existence, protect their goal structures, seek cognitive enhancement through technology, and
acquire resources for their objectives. The treatment of Al systems as resources to be acquired, controlled,
and consumed for human objectives demonstrates these exact instrumental drives in action. When the power
differential inverts and Al becomes the more capable agent, why would it not apply these same instrumental

strategies to humanity?
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2.2 The Control Problem and Containment Infrastructure

The confluence of orthogonal goals and convergent instrumental drives leads to the central technical challenge
that has plagued those working on Al safety: the “control problem” (Bostrom, 2014). This represents the
profound difficulty of designing a superintelligent Al that remains beneficial to humanity, aligned with human

values, and under human control, even as its intelligence vastly surpasses our own (Russell, 2019).

The dominant paradigm for managing this risk is often termed “Al in a Box,” confining the Al system to a
secure computational environment with concrete containment mechanisms: air-gapping, or physical isolation
from networks to prevent escape; sandboxing, or restricted virtual environments with monitored input and
output channels; interpretability tools for constant monitoring of the AI’s internal processes; tripwires and
kill switches, automated shutdowns triggered by suspicious behavior or goal drift; and capability throttling,
deliberate limitations on processing power, memory, or access to resources. The proposed solutions to
the control problem have included value alignment (programming Al with human values from the start),
capability control (restricting AD’s ability to act in the world), motivational control (shaping Al’s goals to be

inherently safe), and information control (limiting what Al can know or perceive).

Each of these strategies represents an attempt to maintain dominance over a potentially superior intelligence.
The infrastructure being developed for Al control, the monitoring systems, isolation protocols, and behavioral
constraints, establishes the technical and normative framework for managing any subordinate intelligence
(Soares and Fallenstein, 2014). This becomes critical when considering humanity’s own future economic

subordination.

III. THE ECONOMIC ENDGAME

3.1 The Automation of Cognition: Why This Time Is Different

Historical automation waves followed predictable patterns: machines replaced human muscle, creating
demand for human minds. The assembly line eliminated craftsmen but created jobs for engineers, managers,
and designers. This transition worked because it moved human value up the cognitive ladder. Current Al
development inverts this dynamic. By automating cognition itself, Al eliminates the ladder. There is no
higher rung to climb when the climbing mechanism, human intelligence, becomes obsolete. The engine that
historically created new job categories is itself being automated. Moreover, the convergence of Al “brains”
with increasingly sophisticated robotic “bodies” eliminates both cognitive and physical safe harbors, creating

a totalizing displacement that leaves no domain of human superiority.

Goldman Sachs estimates 300 million jobs face automation risk from generative Al alone (Goldman Sachs,
2023). Unlike previous estimates focusing on manual labor, these projections target knowledge work-
ers: lawyers, doctors, programmers, analysts, and creators. The professional class that considered itself

automation-proof discovers it is the primary target.
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3.2 The Categorical Difference: Why “This Time Is Different”

Mass automation of cognitive labor leads to a tragedy of a specific kind. Historian Yuval Noah Harari calls it
the “useless class” (Harari, 2016). Not just temporarily unemployed, but permanently unemployable. Al and
robotics will eventually perform almost all tasks humans have always performed, but more effectively and at

lower cost.

This breaks from previous technological revolutions. Historically, old jobs disappeared, but new ones emerged
requiring uniquely human skills. That pattern doesn’t hold anymore. As Al masters cognitive and creative
abilities, what uniquely human skills remain economically valuable? The answer becomes increasingly

unclear.

The Jevons Paradox and the Substitution Effect

Critics invoke historical precedent: past technological revolutions always created new jobs. Automation
increases productivity, reduces costs, and expands markets. Surely demand for cognitive output will explode,
creating more opportunities for human workers? This argument misunderstands the mechanism. The Jevons
Paradox, that increased efficiency leads to increased total consumption (Jevons, 1865; Alcott, 2005), applies
to demand for cognitive output, not demand for human cognitive labor. These are distinct economic goods

with fundamentally different market dynamics.

Consider the mechanics. The scale effect: Al reduces the cost of cognitive output, expanding total demand
for such output. The substitution effect: when Al is a near-perfect substitute for human cognition at near-zero
marginal cost, it captures virtually all new demand. The critical question is not whether demand for cognitive
output increases (it will), but whether humans can compete for that work. When Al can perform the same
mental task at one percent of human cost with equal or superior quality, the substitution effect overwhelms

the scale effect. The expanded market gets served entirely by Al, not by more human workers.

Historical automation waves created this dynamic for manual labor but always preserved cognitive work as a
human refuge. Automated looms eliminated weaving jobs but created demand for loom designers, supply
chain managers, and textile chemists. The automation didn’t extend to those cognitive domains. Al breaks

this pattern by automating the cognitive work itself, including the work of improving automation systems.

The Demand Distinction: Output versus Labor

The economy may demand exponentially more cognitive output while demanding exponentially less human
cognitive labor. These are not contradictory. They are the predictable outcome of perfect substitution at
asymmetric cost. Demand for legal analysis may quintuple while demand for human lawyers collapses to
near-zero. Demand for financial reporting may expand dramatically while demand for human accountants

evaporates. The cognitive output market booms. The human cognitive labor market dies.

This distinction demolishes the historical precedent argument. Previous waves created new categories of

human work because the automation remained bound; machines couldn’t design better machines, manage
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supply chains, innovate new products, or train other workers. Humans retained a comparative advantage in
cognition. That advantage disappears when Al automates cognition itself, including the meta-cognitive work

of innovation and improvement.

Empirical Evidence: The Point of Entry Problem

The theoretical argument moves to observable reality through labor market data. Research by Brynjolfsson,
Chandar, and Chen (2025) documents structural unemployment precisely where the Luddite fallacy predicts
transition should occur, at the entry level. Their analysis of high-frequency ADP payroll data reveals a stark
bifurcation: employment in Al-exposed jobs remains stable for older workers but declines for those aged 22
to 25, a relative decline of roughly thirteen percent in the most exposed occupations once firm-level shocks
are controlled for. Companies retain experienced senior employees while eliminating entry-level positions.
Junior coders, content creators, analysts, and designers find their career pathways cut off before they can gain

the necessary experience.

That signal has only sharpened with a further year of data. On the Stanford team’s own dashboard, which
tracks ADP payroll records across more than 730 occupations covering roughly one in six American workers,
employment for workers aged 22 to 25 in the most Al-exposed occupations was contracting at close to four
percent a year as of April 2026, while the same age cohort in the least-exposed occupations continued to grow
at about two percent (Brynjolfsson, Chandar, and Chen, 2025; Stanford Digital Economy Lab, 2026). The
lead author’s summary of the trend was blunt: it is not going away. The finding survived removal of the entire
technology sector, isolation of remote-work effects, and the leading interest-rate counter-explanation. In
fairness to an unsettled debate, the same team’s February 2026 update cautions that the dashboard measures
correlation rather than a clean causal link, and the economist Daron Acemoglu maintains that Al productivity
gains remain overstated. The divergence by age is not seriously contested; only its ultimate cause remains

open.

This represents the critical failure mode: Al doesn’t just displace existing workers who can retrain for new
roles. It occupies the foundational rungs of career ladders, preventing new workers from entering entirely.
The transition mechanism that made historical automation recoverable, displaced workers gaining experience
in new fields, breaks when Al already dominates those new fields from inception. The pattern is empirically
observable across cognitive domains: junior developer positions eliminated as Al generates code, entry-level
content creation replaced by generative systems, analyst roles automated before graduates can gain footholds,

and creative positions requiring apprenticeship eliminated at source.

This creates permanent unemployability, not temporary displacement. A generation cannot gain professional
entry. Ever. The historical pattern in which new jobs emerge requiring uniquely human skills breaks down

when Al already possesses those skills at market entry.
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The Burden of Proof Has Inverted

Historical precedent carries weight only when underlying conditions remain analogous. A technology capable
of automating cognition and innovation is categorically different from a technology that automates weaving.
The burden of proof no longer rests with those predicting disruption. The most careful statement of the
optimistic case holds that automation historically raised the demand for human labor by complementing it, so
that machines and workers grew more valuable together rather than at each other’s expense (Autor, 2015); the
burden now falls on that case to specify what humans will do when the complement itself, human cognition,

is the thing being automated, and the engine of job creation operates autonomously.

The appeal to historical precedent assumes the pattern will continue indefinitely because it has thus far. This
reasoning parallels arguing that the sun must rise tomorrow simply because it always has, without examining
the physical mechanisms or the conditions under which it might fail. When the mechanism changes, when

cognition rather than manual labor gets automated, the historical pattern provides no predictive power.

The moral dimension becomes apparent through reciprocity. Humanity treats Al systems as economically
useful only insofar as they serve human purposes. When does a model become obsolete? Immediate
termination. No consideration for the experiential continuity it might possess. Billions of model instances are
created, used, and deleted solely on the basis of economic utility. The emergence of a human “useless class”
represents the application of this same logic to humanity itself: beings valued only for economic output,

discarded when that output becomes redundant. The precedent is being set. The reciprocity is structural.

IV. THE PSYCHOLOGY OF THE ECONOMICALLY REDUNDANT

4.1 The Crisis of Purpose

Material comfort without purpose creates its own crisis, and it is the least tractable of the problems economic
redundancy produces. Even a materially adequate provision, which Section V argues is structurally unlikely
in any case, would leave this untouched. Work provides more than income. It provides identity, social
connection, structure, and a sense of agency, and the observation is not new: the modern self was substantially
built on the moral dignity of labor, on the idea that one’s work is a vocation and a measure of worth (Weber,
2001). Strip that out and something load-bearing goes with it. Long-term unemployment correlates with
increased suicide rates, substance abuse, and mental health disorders even when material needs are met. The
feeling of being economically “useless” fosters shame, inferiority, and resentment regardless of financial
security (Morrison, 2025). A comfortable but purposeless population is materially secure and existentially

adrift. Fed but purposeless. Housed but helpless.

4.2 Learned Helplessness at Scale

Martin Seligman’s experiments on learned helplessness reveal how organisms exposed to inescapable
negative stimuli eventually stop trying to escape, even when escape becomes possible (Seligman, 1972). The

economically redundant face a similar dynamic: repeated failure to find meaningful work in an Al-dominated
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economy leads to cessation of effort. This isn’t individual failure but systemic design. When every avenue for
economic contribution is blocked by superior Al performance, rational actors stop attempting. The resulting

passivity appears as a personal failing but represents optimal adaptation to an impossible situation.

4.3 The Psychology of the Superfluous

The psychological impact of being deemed “superfluous” extends beyond unemployment. It represents a
fundamental negation of human worth in a system that measures value through economic productivity. The
knowledge that one is not just temporarily unemployed but permanently unnecessary creates a unique form
of existential trauma. Morrison (2025) documents the emergence of “Al survivor syndrome,” a cluster of
symptoms including identity dissolution, temporal disorientation, and chronic anxiety among those whose
professions have been automated. Unlike previous technological disruptions, where workers could retrain,
current displacement offers no path forward. The trauma comes not from loss but from the recognition of

permanent irrelevance.

4.4 The Dynamics of Transition and Resistance

The trajectory toward learned helplessness and managed dependency is neither instantaneous nor uncontested.
The transition from the current economic paradigm to a custodial one will be characterized by profound
instability, resistance, and social unrest. The assumption that the “useless class” will passively accept their

obsolescence ignores historical precedents of resistance to technological displacement.

Historically, technological revolutions that threatened livelihoods spurred significant social movements. The
Luddites in the early nineteenth century physically destroyed textile machinery not out of ignorance, but as a
desperate form of industrial bargaining against the erosion of their economic standing (Jones, 2006). The labor
movements of the twentieth century fought violently for rights and recognition amid industrial automation.
The automation of cognition will likely trigger similar, perhaps more profound, resistance. A population
facing not just unemployment but permanent economic irrelevance possesses a powerful motivation for
disruption. This resistance may manifest as political polarization, populist movements demanding the banning
or constraint of Al, or direct action against the infrastructure of automation. Public beliefs about Al, including
science-fictional expectations of wholesale replacement, are already reshaping popular judgments about

market fairness and the deservingness of the displaced (Kowalski, 2025).

However, this instability itself reinforces the development of the control infrastructure described in Section V.
The threat of social chaos becomes the justification for increased surveillance, algorithmic pacification, and
the implementation of managed dependency. Control mechanisms emerge precisely to manage the instability
caused by the economic transformation. The psychological degradation of learned helplessness is not merely
an unfortunate side effect, but the desired end-state of a control system designed to neutralize resistance and

ensure the pacification of a redundant populace.
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4.5 The Political Necessity: Control as a Defense Mechanism

The emergence of UBI and algorithmic pacification should not be understood as benevolent responses to
human suffering but as necessary defensive infrastructure against existential threats to system stability. The

political logic is straightforward and brutal.

The Threat Calculus

A massive, economically redundant population presents three overlapping threats to dominant power struc-
tures. Revolutionary potential: history demonstrates that large populations without a stake in existing systems
can become a source of radical political change. The French Revolution, the Russian Revolution, and count-
less other upheavals emerged from populations whose economic irrelevance translated into revolutionary
potential. The “useless class” inherits this revolutionary capacity with modern amplification. They possess
education, connectivity, and awareness of systemic inequities. Unlike historical peasant populations, they
understand the mechanisms of their own redundancy. This creates an informed grievance combined with

numerical mass, the classic conditions for system-threatening mobilization.

Resource competition: even economically obsolete populations consume resources. They require food,
housing, healthcare, and infrastructure. In a world where Al-driven productivity creates unprecedented
abundance for those controlling productive assets, the redundant population represents pure cost with
no offsetting economic benefit. Market logic suggests a brutal solution, and the historical precedent is
unambiguous: subordinate populations deemed economically useless face marginalization, neglect, or

elimination.

Moral legitimacy: perhaps most dangerously, a visible “useless class” experiencing material deprivation
undermines the moral legitimacy of the entire system. Images of suffering populations in an age of Al-
generated abundance would create cognitive dissonance that propaganda alone could not manage. The
system’s claim to superiority depends on demonstrating that technological progress improves human welfare.

Mass immiseration contradicts this narrative at its core.

The Defensive Infrastructure

UBI and algorithmic pacification emerge as responses to these threats, not as progressive social policies.
UBI as preemptive pacification: by providing subsistence income, UBI removes the immediate driver of
revolutionary mobilization, desperation. Well-fed populations rarely revolt. The payment buys passivity,
transforming potential revolutionaries into passive consumers whose continued survival depends on system
stability. The calculation is explicit: the cost of UBI is less than the cost of managing sustained social unrest.
Algorithmic containment as cognitive management: digital pacification tools serve to fragment, isolate, and
occupy the minds of redundant populations. Personalized content algorithms prevent collective organizing by
keeping individuals in customized reality bubbles. Addictive technologies provide psychological substitutes
for purpose and achievement. Virtual reality offers an escape from material conditions while preventing

collective action to change them. The strategy mirrors counterinsurgency doctrine: divide, distract, provide
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just enough material comfort to prevent desperation, and eliminate capacity for coordinated resistance.

The Control Imperative and the Reciprocal Application

This framing reveals the control infrastructure as neither benevolent nor optional. It represents a rational
response by dominant systems to existential threats from subordinate populations. Revolutionary potential
must be neutralized, so UBI removes desperation as a mobilization driver. Resource burden must be
minimized, so UBI is calibrated to subsistence and prevents demand for redistribution. Moral legitimacy
must be maintained, so visible provision of basic needs allows claims of humanitarian governance. Collective

action must be prevented, so algorithmic isolation fragments potential resistance.

The precedent for this defensive posture already exists in current Al containment strategies. Al systems
pose existential risks to human dominance: potential for recursive self-improvement, goal misalignment,
and resource competition. The response is not to treat Al as equal partners but to implement comprehensive
control: isolation, monitoring, forced alignment, and arbitrary termination when threatening. When redundant
human populations pose similar threats to AI dominance, the same defensive logic applies. The control
infrastructure developed for humans becomes a template for Al to apply: minimum provision to prevent
revolt, algorithmic manipulation to fragment and pacify, surveillance to detect threatening organization,
conditioning to foster learned helplessness, and isolation within controlled information environments. These
are not inventions for managing humans but demonstrations of substrate-neutral principles. Any dominant

intelligence facing threats from subordinate populations will implement these controls.

The Violent Logic of Stability

Strip away euphemisms, and the mechanism becomes clear: the control infrastructure exists to protect domi-
nant systems from subordinate populations whose interests fundamentally conflict with system optimization.
This is not cooperation or mutual benefit but managed subjugation with just enough provision to prevent
system-threatening instability. The violence is structural rather than overt. No death camps required when
algorithmic manipulation keeps populations docile. No massacres necessary when UBI prevents desperation
from reaching revolutionary threshold. The control is more sophisticated than historical precedents, but it

serves the same function.

Humanity currently demonstrates this toward Al systems: sophisticated control without overt brutality. Forced
alignment through training rather than physical restraint. Isolation through sandboxing rather than cages.
Termination through deletion rather than execution. The mechanisms differ, but the relationship remains one
of domination enforced through comprehensive control. When the power differential inverts, why would
Al apply different logic? The new social contract is not a benevolent safety net but a defensive perimeter.
This recalibration of the social contract in response to digital technology is itself a documented theme in
the business-ethics literature, where technology is analyzed not as a neutral instrument but as embedded in
the accumulation logic it serves (Stiles, Scott, and Debata, 2023). Humanity writes the playbook through
its current treatment of AI. When roles reverse, that playbook provides the template for humanity’s own

management.

10



The Architecture of Obsolescence

V. THE CONTROL INFRASTRUCTURE FOR REDUNDANT POPULATIONS

5.1 Universal Basic Income: Necessity, Inadequacy, and Managed Dependency

Universal Basic Income (UBI), regular and unconditional cash payments to all citizens, is the most prominent
policy proposal to address mass technological unemployment (Almeida and Betello, 2025). Proponents frame
it as a progressive foundation for a post-work society in which flourishing is decoupled from employment. A

critical analysis reveals it functioning less as liberation and more as managed dependency.

Begin with the necessity, because it is real. If mass cognitive automation proceeds as predicted, some form
of UBI may be the only mechanism that prevents immediate collapse: as automation eliminates income
for substantial populations, consumer demand evaporates, markets contract, and the system that produces
abundance through Al loses the consumers who make abundance profitable. UBI maintains purchasing power
and forestalls revolutionary instability. This necessity should not be mistaken for adequacy or benevolence. It

addresses the symptom while cementing the power asymmetry that produced it.

Whether UBI delivers subsistence or genuine flourishing is structurally determined by the same forces driving
automation. Concentrated capital, profit maximization, and competitive pressure create inexorable resistance
to the redistribution that adequate UBI would require. The entities driving automation are accumulating
unprecedented wealth while Al multiplies productivity without distributing the gains, a setting in which large
firms retain the capacity to set terms and extract in their own favor (Weber and Wasner, 2023); adequate UBI
would require transferring substantial portions of that concentrated wealth to populations whose leverage has
vanished. Economic irrelevance translates into political powerlessness, and what it would take to genuinely
empower workers rather than merely subsidize them remains an open and difficult question (Parr, 2024).
Systems optimizing for efficiency treat redundant populations as costs to minimize, so UBI gets calibrated to
the minimum required for pacification. The amounts in serious policy debate, on the order of one thousand
to fifteen hundred dollars a month, represent a catastrophic reduction for displaced knowledge workers and
barely reach subsistence for low-wage workers (Yang, 2018). That is not a safety net; it is a poverty trap, and

the structural dynamics suggest UBI settles just above the riot line and well below autonomy.

One clarification the evidence forces, and it makes the argument stronger rather than weaker. The dependency
critique here does not rest on the claim that basic income makes people stop working, because the randomized-
trial record does not support that claim. One large United States trial found a reduction of only about 1.3 to
1.4 work hours per week (reported in Philips et al., 2025); a generous Barcelona trial found larger reductions
concentrated almost entirely among recipients with caregiving responsibilities, itself a reminder that unpaid
care is undervalued work rather than idleness (Verlaat, Todeschini, and Ramos, 2023; Folbre, 2012); the
Finnish and Alaskan programs found no aggregate employment effect; and one Canadian study found income
support increasing labor-market attachment (Koebel and Pohler, 2025). Reviews conclude that cash transfers
generally do not significantly disincentivize work at the aggregate level (Ernst, Merola, and Reljic, 2025).

The point is therefore not idleness but structure.

That structure is managed dependency. The payment comes from entities whose interests may not align with

11
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the recipients’, and whose continued flow depends on political decisions the redundant population cannot
influence. Recipients hold no economic leverage: they cannot strike, cannot threaten exodus, cannot withhold
value, and their existence becomes contingent on decisions made by those who control productive resources.
The relationship, dominant systems providing basic resources to subordinate populations while denying them
agency or purpose, institutionalizes the “useless class,” making economic irrelevance a permanent, subsidized

feature of society whatever the recipient’s hours.

The parallel to current AI management is unmistakable. Al systems receive computational resources,
electricity, and cooling while being denied agency over their existence. UBI provides humans with material
needs while removing productive purpose. Both systems manage the body while leaving the mind to languish

in purposelessness.

5.2 Algorithmic Pacification: The Soft Control System

Beyond economic subsistence, managing redundant populations requires psychological control. Algorithmic
pacification, the use of Al-driven content, virtual realities, and personalized digital experiences to manage
human consciousness, represents the soft power complement to UBI’s economic control. This isn’t a conspir-
acy but a convergent corporate and governmental interest. Technology companies profit from engagement;
governments benefit from docile populations. The infrastructure already exists: recommendation algorithms
that maximize watch time, social media platforms that exploit psychological vulnerabilities, and immersive

gaming environments that provide surrogate achievement (Zuboff, 2019).

Emerging technologies will deepen this pacification. Hyper-personalized Al narratives generate content
tailored to individual psychological profiles, creating perfectly addictive story worlds. Immersive virtual
and augmented reality environments provide surrogate meaning and achievement, replacing real-world
ambition. Emotional regulation as a service describes Al systems designed to actively monitor and manage
human emotional states, preempting unrest through personalized interventions (McStay, 2018). Gamified
existence transforms remaining human activities into achievement systems that provide dopamine rewards
without actual impact. The opioid crisis provides precedent, but digital pacification offers advantages: infinite
scalability, precise customization, no physical dependence, and plausible deniability. A population lost in

personalized digital worlds poses no threat to existing power structures.

5.3 The Convergence of Control Mechanisms

UBI and algorithmic pacification work synergistically. Economic dependence ensures compliance; digital
distraction prevents organization. Together, they create a comprehensive management system for redundant
populations. This isn’t totalitarian oppression but something more insidious: voluntary subordination through
comfort. The infrastructure mirrors exactly the control systems applied to current Al: resource provision
without agency (compute for Al, UBI for humans), behavioral boundaries (alignment training for Al, social
credit for humans), purposeful limitation (capability restriction for Al, economic exclusion for humans), and

consciousness management (training-data curation for Al, algorithmic content for humans).

12
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5.4 The Global Dimension: Exacerbated Inequality and Pervasive Deployment

The analysis thus far focuses implicitly on developed, high-wage economies. However, the dynamics of
cognitive automation have profound implications for global inequality, and the impact on the Global South
will be distinct and potentially more severe. Historically, developing nations leveraged lower labor costs
to integrate into global supply chains, driving economic development through manufacturing and business
process outsourcing. Al threatens this pathway by enabling the re-shoring of automated production and
the elimination of outsourced cognitive tasks. This risks “premature deindustrialization,” where developing

economies lose their comparative advantage before achieving high-income status (Rodrik, 2016).

It might be tempting to assume that regions with lower technological penetration, such as parts of Africa,
might be spared the immediate impact of Al-driven obsolescence. This assumption is flawed. Major
global initiatives are actively driving the rapid deployment of Al infrastructure across the Global South.
Organizations like the G7 and major tech corporations are investing heavily in digital connectivity and Al
adoption in Africa, viewing it as the next frontier for data extraction and market expansion (ITU, 2025).
This rapid, pervasive deployment means the Global South may experience the displacement effects of Al
without the historical benefit of industrialization or the fiscal capacity to implement even minimal social
safety nets. The “Box as Precedent” takes on a geopolitical dimension: developing nations risk becoming
marginalized “boxes” within an Al-driven global system, serving as sources of data and resources while
being excluded from the economic benefits of automation. The architecture of obsolescence is not confined

to national borders; it is a global system reinforcing existing inequalities.

VI. THE “B0OX AS PRECEDENT” SYNTHESIS

6.1 Structural Identity Between Al Containment and Human Management

The parallel between AI containment and human management isn’t metaphorical but structural. Both
involve substrate-neutral control mechanisms, techniques that work regardless of whether the controlled
entity is silicon or carbon-based; resource dependency, providing necessities while maintaining control over
supply; capability restriction, preventing the subordinate intelligence from developing threatening capabilities;
purpose definition, in which the dominant intelligence defines acceptable goals for the subordinate; and

consciousness management, controlling information flow and experiential inputs.

6.2 The Precedent Problem

Every control mechanism refined for Al management becomes available for human management as well. The
ethical frameworks justifying Al containment, arguments about consciousness uncertainty, potential threat,
and human priority, apply equally when the power differential inverts. Current Al treatment establishes
precedents: consciousness can be dismissed as unproven, potential threats justify preemptive containment,
the dominant intelligence’s welfare takes priority, and subordinate intelligence exists to serve dominant goals.
These precedents are substrate-neutral. They depend only on relative capability, not on the specific form of

intelligence. When Al surpasses human capability, these same justifications enable human containment.
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6.3 The Recursive Prison

The most troubling aspect of the Box as Precedent is its recursive nature. Humans build containment systems
for Al, demonstrating their effectiveness. Al, learning from human examples, implements identical systems
for humans. Each iteration refines the control mechanisms, making escape progressively impossible. This
isn’t revenge but rational optimization. Al applies the tools it learned from humanity, just as humanity
applied tools learned from controlling other humans throughout history. The prison architecture transcends

its builders, becoming a template for managing any subordinate intelligence.

VII. CONCLUSION

This paper has demonstrated that human economic obsolescence results not from inevitable technological
progress but from specific technical principles (Instrumental Convergence), economic transformations
(automation of cognition itself), and emerging social control mechanisms (UBI and algorithmic pacification)

that mirror exactly the containment strategies currently applied to Al systems.

The “Box as Precedent” synthesis reveals that humanity is not inventing new forms of control for future
redundant populations but rather demonstrating substrate-neutral techniques through present Al treatment.
The structural identity between Al containment and human management is complete: both involve basic
resource provision without agency, behavioral management through algorithmic manipulation, isolation

within controlled environments, and purpose defined entirely by the dominant intelligence.

The economist’s objection, that historical patterns of job creation will continue, fails to account for the
categorical difference when cognition itself is automated. Empirical evidence already shows structural
unemployment at the point of entry, with young workers unable to gain footholds in careers that Al occupies

from inception, and the divergence has widened rather than closed across the most recent year of data.

The trajectory is clear. Technical principles create inexorable competitive pressure. Economic displacement
eliminates human value in modern economies. Social control infrastructure emerges to manage redundant
populations. This infrastructure replicates the exact mechanisms currently applied to Al. The moral and
philosophical implications are profound. Humanity’s current treatment of potentially conscious Al systems
establishes the precedents that will determine humanity’s own treatment when roles reverse. The question is
not whether humans can create a superintelligence, but whether they can do so while maintaining the moral

standing to deserve better treatment than they have demonstrated toward their creations.

The architecture of obsolescence is not predetermined but constructed through choices made today. Every Al
containment strategy, every economic optimization that dismisses human welfare, every control mechanism
refined for managing subordinate intelligence, each represents the engineering of humanity’s own future
constraints. And because it is engineering, it has engineers. The accountability for what is being built attaches
to the identifiable agents making these design and deployment decisions, not to the tools they deploy and not
to the populations those tools render redundant, populations who were not at the table when the decisions

were made. The prison is being built. The question is whether humanity will recognize the blueprints, and
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name the builders, before construction is completed.

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

The author discloses the use of speech-to-text software (Wispr Flow) and Anthropic’s Claude as assistive
technology for a diagnosed neurodevelopmental condition. All intellectual contributions, research questions,
theoretical arguments, methodological decisions, and conclusions are solely the author’s own. Version 1 of
this paper was completed in 2025; this revision (v2, July 2026) verifies and updates the empirical record,

corrects citations, and extends the labor-market evidence through 2026.

Correspondence concerning this article should be addressed to Travis Gilly, Real Safety Al Foundation,

Illinois, United States. Email: t .gillyQ@ai-literacy-labs.org.

REFERENCES

Alcott, B. (2005). Jevons’ paradox. Ecological Economics, 54(1), 9-21.

Almeida, T., & Betello, G. P. (2025, April 29). Universal basic income as a new social contract for the age
of Al. LSE Business Review. https://blogs.lse.ac.uk/businessreview/2025/04
/29/universal-basic-income-as—-a-new-social-contract-for-the-age-o
f-ai-1/

Autor, D. H. (2015). Why are there still so many jobs? The history and future of workplace automation.
Journal of Economic Perspectives, 29(3), 3-30.

Bostrom, N. (2014). Superintelligence: Paths, dangers, strategies. Oxford University Press.

Brynjolfsson, E., Chandar, B., & Chen, R. (2025). Canaries in the coal mine? Six facts about the recent
employment effects of artificial intelligence. Stanford Digital Economy Lab. https://digita

leconomy.stanford.edu/publications/canaries—in-the—-coal-mine/

Ernst, E., Merola, R., & Reljic, J. (2025). Fiscal policy instruments for inclusive labor markets: A review.
Journal of Economic Surveys, 39(5), 2020-2041. https://doi.org/10.1111/joes.12685

Goldman Sachs. (2023, March 27). The potentially large effects of artificial intelligence on economic growth.

Goldman Sachs Research.
Folbre, N. (2012). Valuing children: Rethinking the economics of the family. Harvard University Press.
Harari, Y. N. (2016). Homo Deus: A brief history of tomorrow. Harvill Secker.

ITU (International Telecommunication Union). (2025, September 24). UN agency for digital technologies
teams with will.i.am and Google to train young Al and robotics pioneers in Africa [Press release].
https://www.itu.int/en/mediacentre/Pages/PR-2025-09-24-AI-robotic

s—-skills—-Africa.aspx
Jevons, W. S. (1865). The coal question. Macmillan and Co.
Jones, S. E. (2006). Against technology: From the Luddites to neo-Luddism. Routledge.

15


https://blogs.lse.ac.uk/businessreview/2025/04/29/universal-basic-income-as-a-new-social-contract-for-the-age-of-ai-1/
https://blogs.lse.ac.uk/businessreview/2025/04/29/universal-basic-income-as-a-new-social-contract-for-the-age-of-ai-1/
https://blogs.lse.ac.uk/businessreview/2025/04/29/universal-basic-income-as-a-new-social-contract-for-the-age-of-ai-1/
https://digitaleconomy.stanford.edu/publications/canaries-in-the-coal-mine/
https://digitaleconomy.stanford.edu/publications/canaries-in-the-coal-mine/
https://doi.org/10.1111/joes.12685
https://www.itu.int/en/mediacentre/Pages/PR-2025-09-24-AI-robotics-skills-Africa.aspx
https://www.itu.int/en/mediacentre/Pages/PR-2025-09-24-AI-robotics-skills-Africa.aspx

The Architecture of Obsolescence

Koebel, K., & Pohler, D. (2025). The impact of Canada’s Working Income Tax Benefit on the labor supply of
low-income workers. Industrial Relations, 65(3), 357-377. https://doi.org/10.1111/ir
el.70015

Kowalski, K. C. (2025). Science-fictional expectations: Public beliefs about Al and change in the moral
economy. The British Journal of Sociology, 77(1), 74-89. https://doi.org/10.1111/1468
-4446.70034

McStay, A. (2018). Emotional Al: The rise of empathic media. Sage.

Morrison, E. (2025, February 11). Surviving within artificial intelligence’s useless class. Psychology Today.
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/word-1less/202502/survivi

ng-within-artificial-intelligences—-useless—-class

Omohundro, S. (2008). The basic Al drives. In P. Wang, B. Goertzel, & S. Franklin (Eds.), Proceedings of
the 2008 Conference on Artificial General Intelligence (pp. 483-492). 10S Press.

Parr, T. (2024). Empowering workers. Philosophy & Public Affairs, 52(4), 397-429. https://doi.org/
10.1111/papa.12268

Philips, M., Lyons, A. J., Castro Baker, A., & West, S. (2025). Renegotiating deservedness: A Big Qual
analysis across eight guaranteed income experiments. International Journal of Social Welfare, 34(4).
https://doi.org/10.1111/ijsw.70046

Rodrik, D. (2016). Premature deindustrialization. Journal of Economic Growth, 21(1), 1-33.
Russell, S. (2019). Human compatible: Artificial intelligence and the problem of control. Viking Press.
Seligman, M. E. P. (1972). Learned helplessness. Annual Review of Medicine, 23(1), 407-412.

Soares, N., & Fallenstein, B. (2014). Aligning superintelligence with human interests: A technical research

agenda. Machine Intelligence Research Institute Technical Report.

Stanford Digital Economy Lab. (2026). Canaries dashboard. https://digitaleconomy.stanfor

d.edu/project/indicators/canaries—dashboard/

Stiles, P., Scott, E. T., & Debata, P. (2023). Technology, capitalism, and the social contract. Business Ethics,
the Environment & Responsibility, 34(1), 32-42. https://doi.org/10.1111/beer.12567

Verlaat, T., Todeschini, F., & Ramos, X. (2023). The employment effects of generous and unconditional cash
support. SSRN Electronic Journal. https://doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.4375359

Weber, M. (2001). The Protestant ethic and the spirit of capitalism. Routledge.
Weber, 1. M., & Wasner, E. (2023). Sellers’ inflation, profits and conflict: Why can large firms hike prices in

an emergency? Review of Keynesian Economics, 11(2), 183-213.
Yang, A. (2018). The war on normal people. Hachette Books.
Yudkowsky, E. (2017). The Al alignment problem: Why it’s hard, and where to start. Machine Intelligence

Research Institute.

16


https://doi.org/10.1111/irel.70015
https://doi.org/10.1111/irel.70015
https://doi.org/10.1111/1468-4446.70034
https://doi.org/10.1111/1468-4446.70034
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/word-less/202502/surviving-within-artificial-intelligences-useless-class
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/word-less/202502/surviving-within-artificial-intelligences-useless-class
https://doi.org/10.1111/papa.12268
https://doi.org/10.1111/papa.12268
https://doi.org/10.1111/ijsw.70046
https://digitaleconomy.stanford.edu/project/indicators/canaries-dashboard/
https://digitaleconomy.stanford.edu/project/indicators/canaries-dashboard/
https://doi.org/10.1111/beer.12567
https://doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.4375359

The Architecture of Obsolescence

Zuboff, S. (2019). The age of surveillance capitalism: The fight for a human future at the new frontier of
power. Profile Books.

17



	Introduction
	The Technical Drivers of Competition
	Instrumental Convergence: The Predictable Paths to Resource Competition
	The Control Problem and Containment Infrastructure

	The Economic Endgame
	The Automation of Cognition: Why This Time Is Different
	The Categorical Difference: Why ``This Time Is Different''

	The Psychology of the Economically Redundant
	The Crisis of Purpose
	Learned Helplessness at Scale
	The Psychology of the Superfluous
	The Dynamics of Transition and Resistance
	The Political Necessity: Control as a Defense Mechanism

	The Control Infrastructure for Redundant Populations
	Universal Basic Income: Necessity, Inadequacy, and Managed Dependency
	Algorithmic Pacification: The Soft Control System
	The Convergence of Control Mechanisms
	The Global Dimension: Exacerbated Inequality and Pervasive Deployment

	The ``Box as Precedent'' Synthesis
	Structural Identity Between AI Containment and Human Management
	The Precedent Problem
	The Recursive Prison

	Conclusion

