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We recently had the pleasure of speaking with Simon Johnson, the Ronald A. Kurtz (1954) Professor of
Entrepreneurship at the MIT Sloan School of Management, where he is head of the Global Economics
and Management group. In 2007-08 he was chief economist at the International Monetary Fund, and he
currently co-chairs the CFA Institute Systemic Risk Council. In February 2021, Johnson joined the board
of directors of Fannie Mae.

On 16 May 2023 Simon, along with his co-author Daron Acemoglu, published Power and Progress: Our
1000 Year Struggle over Technology and Prosperity. We can attest that this is a fascinating book from two
angles:

1)It allows us to look back at previous technological advancements, like the rollout of the steam engine or
development of electricity, and identify how society interacted with them, the positives and negatives, and
how long they took to make their impact.

2) There is also focus on present-day technologies, like social media, automation, and artificial intelligence
(Al), and the consideration of whether they end up benefitting small numbers of people (like ‘tech founders’)
or if they have a maximally beneficial impact across all of society.

A refrain of both the book and our discussion is that nothing about technology is ever set in stone.
Al—the path is not yet certain

Al is merely software, a tool that can take in massive amounts of data and find patterns. The question then
becomes around the precise use and societal context within which Al is being adopted. Simon mentioned
an example of a particularly negative Al use case: surveillance. An example of this is the surveillance
applied by China’s government in certain provinces. This is not an example of a use of technology that
would be expected to improve standards of living or productivity, but rather to create an environment of
compliance or even hopelessness to ever express dissenting views to a given government.

As a global society, it is on us to decide if the primary use case for Al is merely surveillance technology,
or if it can be applied to a much richer tapestry of different activities and use cases.

More competition in certain areas of technology could be beneficial

Facebook’s ‘Threads’ platform has just been released as a competitor to Twitter. The evolution of social
media is interesting to consider, in that there has tended to be a very narrow set of large platforms. The
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classic, often-cited issue is how Facebook purchased Instagram and WhatsApp, two platforms that were
large and growing fast in their own right. Simon’s view was that competition is good and he wished that there
were more companies in the space, as well as that the Twitter competitor wasn’t coming from Facebook,
already a large player in its own right. We'll see if recent government actions regarding M&A (mergers and
acquisitions) activity, where both the Federal Trade Commission (FTC) and different European authorities
have expressed that they too favour encouraging competition, leads to a different look and feel of the tech
landscape.

Work will continue to evolve

At the core of the book, and our discussion with Simon, was the relationship between humans and work.
Simon noted that the evidence would suggest that people want to work, and that they are getting something
beyond the mere economic value in the bank account at the end of a given period. This would be an
argument against a future state that is driven largely by a measure of ‘universal basic income’ with many
people just taking leisure time for the majority of their lives. We, as a society, do have an issue—growing
inequality.

It is true that this issue has been growing since the 1980’s, and it is true that labour’s share in certain
economic gains has been slow to materialise. Still, we have many options. Germany was cited as an
interesting case where, for the introduction of new technologies to different industrial processes, there are
many voices at the table setting policy and getting the effort off of the ground. Workers being represented
there gives them a better chance to share in the gains. Can something like Germany’s approach be used
more broadly? Every country is different, but a core takeaway was that workers need to have more of a
voice and an influence to share in gains, and that the best new technologies from a productivity perspective
don’t merely ‘automate’, but they also bring with them new tasks, creating the need for new skills and even
new jobs to go along with them.

The full discussion is accessible here, and if you're interested in this topic we certainly note the pleasure
we got from reading Power and Progress: Our 1000 Year Struggle over Technology and Prosperity.
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Important Risks Related to this Article

Important Information

Marketing communications issued in the European Economic Area (“EEA”): This document has
been issued and approved by WisdomTree Ireland Limited, which is authorised and regulated by the
Central Bank of Ireland.

Marketing communications issued in jurisdictions outside of the EEA: This document has been
issued and approved by WisdomTree UK Limited, which is authorised and regulated by the United Kingdom
Financial Conduct Authority.

WisdomTree Ireland Limited and WisdomTree UK Limited are each referred to as “WisdomTree” (as
applicable). Our Conflicts of Interest Policy and Inventory are available on request.

For professional clients only. The information contained in this document is for your general
information only and is neither an oer for sale nor a solicitation of an oer to buy securities or
shares. This document should not be used as the basis for any investment decision. Investments
may go up or down in value and you may lose some or all of the amount invested. Past performance
is not necessarily a guide to future performance. Any decision to invest should be based on the
information contained in the appropriate prospectus and aer seeking independent investment, tax
and legal advice.

The application of regulations and tax laws can oen lead to a number of dierent interpretations. Any views or
opinions expressed in this communication represent the views of WisdomTree and should not be construed
as regulatory, tax or legal advice. WisdomTree makes no warranty or representation as to the accuracy of
any of the views or opinions expressed in this communication. Any decision to invest should be based on
the information contained in the appropriate prospectus and aer seeking independent investment, tax and
legal advice.

This document is not, and under no circumstances is to be construed as, an advertisement or any other
step in furtherance of a public oering of shares or securities in the United States or any province or territory
thereof. Neither this document nor any copy hereof should be taken, transmitted or distributed (directly or
indirectly) into the United States.

Although WisdomTree endeavours to ensure the accuracy of the content in this document, WisdomTree
does not warrant or guarantee its accuracy or correctness. Where WisdomTree has expressed its own
opinions related to product or market activity, these views may change. Neither WisdomTree, nor any
ailiate, nor any of their respective oicers, directors, partners, or employees accepts any liability whatsoever
for any direct or consequential loss arising from any use of this document or its contents.

https://www.wisdomtree.com/gb/insights/blog/behind-the-markets-podcast-what-can-histo-

ry-teach-us-about-the-future-of-ai WISDOMTREE



