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“..they, like everyone else, are somewhat embarrassed by the fact that what everyone
feels to have been a technological revolution, a drastic change in our productive lives,
has been accompanied everywhere, including Japan, by a slowing down of productivity
growth, not by a step up. You can see the computer age everywhere but in the

productivity statistics”
Robert Solow, 1987
Maybe the crossroads has been traversed; is actually retreating fast in the rear view.

Maybe the choice has already been made to hook the UK economy to the fast-moving
train of Artificial Intelligence — well, US large language models at least — in the hope of
kickstarting economic growth, funding better public services and (checks notes)
patriotic renewal. Thus, pulling away from the prospect of ever-collapsing public

confidence and a further lurch to populist “solutions”.

If, however, a choice has been made, it has not been a careful or studied one, and
certainly not one subject to democratic scrutiny or debate. Government promises to
embark on UK-wide programmes of Al-integration into public services, Planning-lite
data-centre development and the construction of a supportive new energy infrastructure

— including (so far notional) small modular nuclear — have attracted a loud ‘meh’ from
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opposition parties and the otherwise fractious Labour back benches. This, however, is a

big choice.

Risks...

The UK government — along with many other public, civic and private institutions — are
making a bet that the financial and organisational costs of Al integration — and indeed
dependence — will be justified by increases in productivity, service delivery efficiency
and effectiveness, and customer and client satisfaction. Here the costs of entry are not
insignificant. They relate to a doubling down of an already eye-opening dependence on
US information (and of course defence) systems: Word and Excel become Offce365,
becomes (check this week’s website) Microsoft 365 Copilot App, and everyone happily
integrates time-saving Al into document drafting, comms, information collation and
administration. With (as far as one can see) limited or no consideration of any impact on
the breadth and nature of resultant outputs or the potential for error and hallucination,
let alone on the deeper understanding by users of the information they are presenting.
Quicker is simply better, which suggests that time allocated for checking Al outputs
might be... limited.

Meanwhile the prospect of the UK public sector ever moving away from Microsoft
becomes ever more remote (he writes, ironically on LinkedIn), rippling out into an
effective forced dependency for a multitude of public sector suppliers and consultants.

Is this a bad thing? Dunno, but it’s not a resilient thing.

Arguably even more important than the way in which Al reinforces oligopolistic
dependency is the way — according at least, to the head of the world’s most valuable
company — it requires the prolongation of the fossil fuelled economy. Jensen Huang of
NVIDIA is clearly not a stupid man, not least because he can see that the promise of a
new UK fleet of novel nuclear power stations powering Al servers is simply time-
inconsistent with his need to make money now. Certainly not before the bubble bursts,

eh Jensen?
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If we are to install new gas turbines to guarantee supply and reduce cost per kWh for Al
data centres, what does that say about what we think of the climate, and about our
commitment to a net-zero electricity system by 2030, which Al power demand will
make an ‘immense challenge’? It says of course, the same thing as Gatwick’s new

runway says. All that matters is growth. Of any kind, at any cost.

Will, however, Al bring that growth? Or indeed, significant, indeed transformative
improvements in public services? Our first conclusion must be clearly not yet. For
example, despite a history of forty years in medical diagnosis, an extensive meta-review
of the evidence between 2018-2024 suggested pattern matching Al was no better at
disease diagnosis than doctors. And soberingly, these were Al pattern matchers that,
unlike those sitting in your phone and PC were not even trained on the rubbish that fills

the internet!

...and rewards?

Moving to economic growth, we can see nothing but tumbleweeds. The UK economy
remains moribund. Moreover, it is very difficult (for a simple economist like me at
least) to trace an intuitive path from increased investment in Large Learning Models,
wider Al and automation, to increased economic growth and wider prosperity, at least
without the so-far invisible complementary policies of wealth redistribution, flexible
working, and UBI. This is especially true when the Government’s wider growth
narrative seems to focus more on institutional reform — housing, planning, runways,
‘burdensome’ regulation, bats-and-newts — than it does on solving the hard-technical

bottlenecks or product innovation that Al might actually have some use for.

To all this AI proponents will no doubt say it’s early days for Al: give it a chance to bed
in and transform. To which I say, Keynes was right: in the long run, we’re all dead (and
possibly at the hand of our new Al overlord). In the end, even Bob Solow died, but he
lived long enough to see the Internet make bugger all difference to GDP growth, just as
the personal computer didn’t. So what about the burgeoning tech of Generative AI?
Well, it may be a new technology, but it’s sufficiently embedded that ChatGPT 5.0 users

complained because it didn’t, um, chat as much or tell them how great they were like
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4.0 did — and actual improvements seemed modest. You wonder if OpenAl have been

burgeoning in quite the right direction.

Widening the debate, business and organisational uses of Al and LLMs includes
(alongside medical diagnosis) improving marketing and the understanding of customer
trends and behaviour, quickening translation and communications, customer-facing
voice assistance, automated recruitment, and HR. Together with of course the purely
defensive and wellbeing-damaging algorithmic arms race of cyber security-versus-

hackers. Oh, and making your Oasis tickets more expensive.

Most of these of course are (mostly) labour replacing not labour augmenting, with Cory
Doctorow’s chickenized reverse centaurs, reducing business costs — and hence
potentially increasing profits — and reinforcing the last 45 years of (in the US and UK)
capital’s power over labour. But if the reduction of labour-related business costs during
the recent decades of de-unionisation and the rise of the gig economy didn’t spur a

renaissance in economic growth, maybe... we’re expecting a bit much here?

Means and Ends

This brings us, I think to a consideration of means and ends. Any decent philosopher
(and some indecent ones) will tell you that they are not unrelated. Chasing growth via
an increased reliance on the products of handful of oligopolistic tech bros who live
within a socially dysfunctional innovation cluster will drive a certain kind of growth — if
you’re lucky enough to get any at all. This is especially true if you promise to deepen
the integration of your own R&D ecosystem with that cluster to protect international
relationships with characters who are prepared to upend the very transparent and law-

based and property rights systems that generated past growth.

Artificial Generative Technology as currently understood and routinely practiced moves
faster than regulatory guardrails, accepts, emphasis then ignores socially-existential
risks and is directly guided by a handful of disconnected, politically radical, naive and
frankly deeply weird men It is deeply and demonstrably crap in some pretty key use

cases, like reporting actual facts. The development of this sort of Al means that it is
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patently impossible to develop responsible — or maybe even socially useful Al It is
worth here revisiting the work of the Oxford Commission on Al and Good Governance
on Al in the Public Service. Amongst its recommendations was that Governments
should be ‘deeply engaged with the design, procurement, implementation, and
accountability of public service Al systems’, should openly disclose how Al
technologies are being used, and should have an overarching multisector agency that

validates and audits applications, and builds trust. Hey, Google, how is that going?

It is a fallacy to think that a policy objective — economic growth, better public services —
can remain independent from the tools corralled to reach it. No matter how much the
Government spreads data centres around the country, a focus on, and investment in
cutting edge Al will further advantage existing tech hubs, companies and people in
relevant sectors — and largely in already prosperous places. Integrating LLMs into
governments, businesses and lives will most of all enrich those who own the LLMs, the
user interfaces, the processing chips and the cloud storage — almost none of whom are
British. Economic value will increasingly fly from the UK — and from almost every
other national and region — to the West Coast. In exactly the same way that two hundred
years ago British railways opened the economies of the world, but in very particular

directions.

Celebrating and welcoming the useful-idiot LLMs (and their billionaire inventors) with
not even a nod towards policy that might remediate the likely consequence — increased

dominance of capital, and consequently reduced power, opportunity and prosperity for

ordinary people — is unlikely to lead to the renewal of Britain that the Government so

desperately needs.

Hammers and nails. Square pegs and round holes.

To a hammer, everything is a nail. To those that have developed algorithmic pattern
recognition, or Al optimisation, every problem can be solved with better LLMs, more

data and better optimisation. This is, however, a fundamental misreading of what is

wrong with the world and how it might be put right.
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Firstly, we benefit (and suffer) from economic and technical systems that are already
highly optimised. Go and flick on your nearest light switch. You back? Cool. You can
switch it off now (Thorin Waits). That was only possible because electricity supply and
demand is balanced (and maintained at S0Hz) across the UK every second of every day.
Just in time production has been around and honed for generations, and is great unless
you get a war next to your control-systems factory, or a big boat stuck in the Suez canal.
Tweaking product development and marketing based on customer analysis and feedback
is similarly longstanding and hugely sophisticated. Our global economy is already

highly — hyper — optimised.

All this has delivered efficiency to firms, and choice, convenience and low cost to
(Western) consumers. But it’s not clear that more of it — more choice, more
personalisation, and with it more crud, more energy consumption, more enshittification
is really what the UK (or any) economy is really crying out for. Al and LLMs no doubt
cut cost and save time in many areas. They are thus improving the system, but it is a
system doing the wrong thing. Increasing poverty and reducing security, in work and
out. Inventing kid-killing machines and persuading us to enter dubious credit

arrangements to buy them. Boiling the planet, killing the bees. And so it goes.

Conclusion

As the late, great Stafford Beer pointed out, the purpose of a system is what it does. And
these are things our system has been doing for decades. There is no point arguing that
the latest algorithmic refinements to global capitalism will somehow, magically, right its
flaws and solve its problems — because those problems are not those of efficiency,
optimisation, or communication. They are problems with the underlying structure of
economic incentives, regulation and behaviour — and their negative consequences — that
Al does nothing to address. I mean, sure, Al can reduce drug discovery costs, but it
might also help if pharmaceutical companies didn’t spend more on marketing,
dividends and share buy-backs. Similarly, Al might help decarbonise electricity grids,

but not half as fast as, say, taxing carbon does.
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Sitting here in 2025 it seems the ever-greater depth and reach of Al is inevitable. But
then, a generation ago, so did coming home from the pub stinking of smoke. In the EU
there has been a raft of digital regulatory interventions which, while complex (indeed
arguably chaotic), overall tilt the landscape significantly towards restricting personal
data collection and demanding requirements for, um, telling the truth. These are are
antithetical to how Al (currently) works. The economic costs — and also denying citizens
access to Apple’s most magical experiences — may end up being too much to bear, but it
is clear that unquestioning, passive acceptance (or outright welcome) of these new

technologies is not the only policy game in town.

‘Fixing’ the economy requires, before anything, a clear focus on where things have gone
wrong. At first glance, this does not appear to be a case of not-quite-personalised-
enough marketing, a dearth of creatively vampiric Al emo rock bands, or insufficiently
garish kitten-unicorn mashup birthday cards. More likely culprits are increasing income
and inter-generational inequality, the costs of climate and nature breakdown, widespread
precarity, and demographic change. To address all of these we need a renewed social
cohesion, a rebuilt architecture of trust, and genuinely holistic ways of thinking and
acting. From this perspective, we are outsourcing our cognition to the worst possible

servants.
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