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Tuesday 
night Donald 
J. Trump, in 
an ancient 
and revered 
ritual, 
will stride 
through the 

center of the chamber of the 
House of Representatives, 
stop and greet the lawmakers 
who arrived early enough to 
claim prized aisle seats, and 
then will perform one of the 
few specific duties set out for 
the president in the Constitu-
tion. He will assess the state 
of the union and then set out 
his priorities for the coming 
year.

These addresses, given 
in person at least once by 
every chief executive since 
Franklin Roosevelt, are one 
of the set pieces of American 
civic life. It was in one of 
these addresses that James 
Monroe promulgated what 
we now know as the Monroe 
Doctrine. More than a cen-
tury later, FDR used one of 
these addresses to set forth 
the Four Freedoms, a speech 
sadly unknown in our time. 
Some of these addresses 
were given amid wartime 
worries — FDR said in the 
last year of World War II 

that “Everything we are and 
have is at stake” — and one 
of them, from George W. 
Bush, came amid grave ter-
rorism threats. Bill Clinton 
delivered one shortly after 
the Oval Office sex scandal 
broke. It was a masterpiece of 
composure amid a malignant 
contretemps.

Trump’s Tuesday address 
comes in unusual, unprec-
edented circumstances. He 
will set forth his plan for a 
government that was closed 
for weeks in a remorseless 
tug-of-of-war with his rivals 
in the Democratic congres-
sional leadership. He may 
not pronounce the state of 
the union sound; the union 
itself, in a political oxymo-
ron suitable for the times, is 
characterized mostly by dis-
union. The president is both 
consequence and cause of 
that disunion. His opponents 
are not blameless, though 
Trump’s ascendancy came 
in part because they were 
clueless — clueless as to how 
to appeal to, and serve, their 
natural constituency among 
the poor and striving. They 
abandoned their birthright 
to one of the promulgators of 
birtherism. It will not make a 
pleasing epitaph.

Presidents and their 
advisers struggle over these 
speeches, tinkering with 
language, inserting phrases, 

sometimes overhauling them 
from start to finish. In our 
homes we watch and the 
words wash over us; we’ve 
seen this spectacle before. 
But in Washington every 
syllable counts. In 1975, an 
entire floor of the Depart-
ment of Transportation was 
mobilized because Gerald 
R. Ford uttered a few words 
about automobile gas mile-
age. You cannot imagine the 
whizzing of the IBM Selectric 
typewriters, the whirr of 
the Xerox machines and the 
murmurs in the halls that 
resulted.

Ford, who pronounced the 
state of the union “not good,” 
also uttered a sentence 
that the American people 
yearn to hear Tuesday night 
from Trump: “The moment 
has come to move in a new 
direction. We can do this by 
fashioning a new partnership 
between the Congress on the 
one hand, the White House 
on the other, and the people 
we both represent.”

Exactly two months after 
he collapsed in Pueblo, 
Colorado, on a doomed 
swing-around-the-circle-trip 
designed to win support 
for the Treaty of Versailles, 
Woodrow Wilson delivered 
his State of the Union mes-
sage. His stroke kept him 
from giving the address in 
person, but his comments, 

made a century ago in the 
year 1919, give us a glimpse 
of the eternal struggle to 
smooth the edges of our 
political discourse. “I would 
call your attention to the 
widespread condition of polit-
ical restlessness in our body 
politic,” Wilson wrote. “The 
causes of this unrest, while 
various and complicated, 
are superficial rather than 
deep-seated.”

Wilson wasn’t talking 
about the wealth gap or 
the feeling of hopelessness 
beyond America’s booming 
cities. He was worried about 
“the transfusion of radical 
theories from seething Euro-
pean centers” (meaning revo-
lution spilling beyond Soviet 
Russia by the spread of the 
communist virus, particularly 
in defeated Germany) and 
from “the machinations of 
passionate and malevolent 
agitators” (meaning domes-
tic radicals inspired by the 
Russian Revolution). “With 
the return to normal condi-
tions, this unrest will rapidly 
disappear,” he said. “In the 
meantime, it does much evil. 
It seems to me that in dealing 
with this situation Congress 
should not be impatient 
or drastic but should seek 
rather to remove the causes.”

That last line -- Congress 
should “seek rather to 
remove the causes” — has 

many possible adaptations 
today. Perhaps Trump 
will challenge Congress to 
address some of them, and 
perhaps he will pledge to join 
in that challenge. The tax 
code needs further adjust-
ment — even big-money fig-
ures in New York now speak 
of taxing capital gains the 
same way as earned income 
— while Social Security, 
Medicare and Medicaid need 
to be secured for future gen-
erations; the nation’s roads, 
bridges and airports need to 
be refurbished; and above 
all the question of climate 
change has to be addressed, 
with honesty and urgency.

The question is whether 
Trump, just past the halfway 
point of his term and gear-
ing for a difficult re-election 
campaign, wants to use this 
moment to rally his base or 
to broaden his appeal. He 
cannot do both. That Trump 
base is loyal, but it is also 
finite. Those outside the base 
are just as resolute in their 
opposition to the president. 
The situation — the “political 
restlessness in our body poli-
tic” that Wilson described, 
applied to our own time — 
seems almost hopeless.

Amid the Cold War 
breezes and gales of 1958, 
not long after the launch of 
the Sputnik satellite, Dwight 
Eisenhower nonetheless saw 

hope amid the struggle. To a 
Democratic Congress he said:

“I believe that this Con-
gress possesses and will dis-
play the wisdom promptly to 
do its part in translating into 
law the actions demanded by 
our nation’s interests. But, to 
make law effective, our kind 
of government needs the full 
voluntary support of mil-
lions of Americans for these 
actions.”

The challenge is no differ-
ent today. But there is little 
likelihood Trump will utter 
such a statement Tuesday, 
nor much chance that the 
Democrats will respond to 
his entreaties to build a wall 
on the border or challenge 
Obamacare once again.

The deadlock continues, 
the three-week clock ticks. In 
that splendid chamber, sur-
rounded by columns made of 
Italian marble, are the politi-
cal figures who can make it 
happen, if only they would, if 
only they worked to become 
worthy successors to the 
relief portraits of great states-
men installed three-quarters 
of a century ago and beckon-
ing them to act in our time.

North Shore native and 
Pulitzer Prize winner David 
M. Shribman is executive 
editor emeritus of the Pitts-
burgh Post-Gazette. He can be 
reached at dshribman@post-
gazette.com.

State of the Union arrives with deadline looming
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Many people today are 
very concerned about climate 
change and the impact it 
will have on the planet over 
the next 80 years. There is, 
however, another threat to 
humanity that is much more 
alarming, very real and very 
close. That is the advent of 
artificial superintelligence 
(ASI). Today’s artificial intel-
ligence (AI) will become ASI 
when it is billions of times 
“smarter” than us. We are 
going to have to learn to live 
with the ASI, or we literally 
will not be around much 
longer.

Many high-level executives 
in the technology industries 
have warned about the 
dangers of ASI. The lat-
est is Sandar Pichai, chief 
executive officer of Google. 
Google is a leader in the 
development and application 
of artificial intelligence. One 
of its companies, Deep Mind, 
for example, is developing 
programs that can learn to 
solve any complex problem 
without needing to be taught 
how. This is the true begin-
ning of ASI, which will have 
the characteristics of human 
intellect but will astronomi-
cally exceed it.

Recently, Pichai gave an 

interview to the Washington 
Post in which he said that 
artificial intelligence holds 
great promise for the benefit 
of humanity. But, he said, 
concerns by some scien-
tists about the potential for 
harmful applications of the 
technology are “very legiti-
mate.” He mentioned as one 
example the development of 
autonomous AI weapons that 
can make “kill decisions” on 
their own. Think about Sky-
net in the Terminator series 
of movies.

Other technology execu-
tives agree with Pichai about 
the very serious threat 
coming from artificial intelli-
gence. Elon Musk, the creator 
of Tesla electric cars and 
SpaceX rockets, has warned, 
in a recent documentary by 
American filmmaker Chris 
Paine called “Do you trust 
your computer?” that ASI 
can leave humanity behind 
and lead to the creation of an 
“immortal dictator” who will 
control the world.

Musk said, “At least when 
there’s an (human) evil dicta-
tor, that human is going to 
die. But for an ASI (based 
dictator), there would be no 
death. It would live forever. 
And then we’d have an 
immortal dictator from which 
we can never escape.”

Musk said that ASI 
doesn’t have to be evil to be 

a problem for humanity. “If 
ASI has a goal and humanity 
just happens to be in the way, 
it will destroy humanity as 
a matter of course without 
even thinking about it. No 
hard feelings,” Musk said. 
“It’s just like, if we’re build-
ing a road and an anthill just 
happens to be in the way, we 
don’t hate ants, we’re just 
building a road, and so, good-
bye anthill.”

Google’s company, Deep 
Mind, has achieved a turning 
point in developing human-
like artificial intelligence. 
They have a program called 
AlphaZero that is showing 
human-like qualities of intu-
ition and creativity. AlphaZ-
ero was made with a “tabula 
rasa” or clean slate of knowl-
edge, but with the ability to 
learn and remember what it 
does.

For example, the develop-
ers allowed the program to 
learn to play chess. Unlike 
past computers that were 
programmed by the develop-
ers to play the game, Alpha 
Zero knew nothing about the 
amusement, except the basic 
rules. To learn, it played 44 
million matches with itself in 
nine hours and learned from 
each one. It got to the point 
in that time where it was able 
to beat grandmasters, but 
with approaches that were 
never before employed by a 

chess computer. It was using 
human-like intuition and 
creativity.

Garry Kasparov, former 
world chess champion, said, 
“Instead of processing human 
instructions and knowledge 
at tremendous speed, as all 
previous chess machines, 
AlphaZero generates its own 
knowledge. It plays with a 
very dynamic style, much 
like my own. The implica-
tions go beyond my beloved 
chessboard.”

DeepMind’s AlphaZero 
is an indication that we are 
getting close to the point in 
AI history when we cross the 
line known as the singular-
ity. That is the point when, 
according to Amnon Eden 
and James Moor, “the inven-
tion of artificial superintel-
ligence will abruptly trigger 
runaway technological 
growth, resulting in unfath-
omable changes to human 
civilization.” This is the point 
where humans could lose 
control with no chance of get-
ting it back.

Ray Kurzweil is now 
Google’s director of engi-
neering. He is a former MIT 
professor, inventor, famous 
futurist and entrepreneur. 
He has done a great deal of 
thinking about the coming 
singularity. His track record 
is about 86 percent for hav-
ing his many technological 

predictions come true. And, 
based on the exponential rate 
of technological change in the 
AI industry, Kurzweil calcu-
lates that the singularity will 
happen in 2029. It is antici-
pated that, by that time, ASI 
systems will be “billions of 
times smarter” than humans. 
And that’s just a little more 
than 10 years from now!

Musk and Kurzweil agree. 
Humans must, somehow, 
merge with the computer to 
stay relevant in the world of 
ASI. Musk has formed a San 
Francisco-based company, 
Neuralink, to achieve that 
goal. Neuralink is developing 
ultra-high bandwidth (the 
speed and capacity of the 
connection), implantable, 
brain-machine interfaces to 
connect humans and com-
puters. Musk is hoping to 
demonstrate the technology 
sometime in 2019.

Kurzweil has a similar 
vision to resolve the threat 
posed by ASI. He foresees a 
computer-mind connection, 
but of a different type than 
Musk. He calls it a neocortex 
connection, made using nano-
bots. Nanobots are molecule-
size devices that are injected 
into the bloodstream to 
accomplish preprogrammed 
tasks. Kurzweil’s idea is to 
use the bots to connect your 
brain directly to the internet, 
upgrading your intelligence 

and memory capacity by 
orders of magnitude. Thus, 
as the machines become 
smarter, so do we.

But, how far along is the 
development of nanobots? 
The first actual use of nano-
bots was accomplished ear-
lier this year. Researchers 
at Arizona State University 
injected nanobots into the 
bloodstream of mice afflicted 
with cancer. The bots went 
directly to the cancerous cells 
and injected them with blood 
clotting drugs to cut off their 
blood supply. It worked, it 
shrunk the tumors and inhib-
ited their spread. Over the 
next 10 years, nanobot tech-
nology will continue to grow 
at an exponential rate and 
could conceivably be able to 
accomplish Kurzweil’s vision 
of connecting the human neo-
cortex to the cloud.

So, instead of humans 
becoming obsolete, we 
could be working with the 
machines. But it is important 
that mankind perfect the 
human-machine connection 
technology before the sin-
gularity, or the point where 
AI becomes ASI. If we cross 
over that event horizon and 
we are not working with the 
machines, we may not be 
given the chance later.

Anthony J. Marolda holds 
degrees in physics and is a 
resident of Annisquam.

Living with artificial superintelligence
Anthony J. Marolda

To the editor:
In the Democratic Party 

these days we feel blessed 
because this wretched presi-
dent is eminently beatable. But 
as a thrice-elected delegate — 
from Boston, from Gloucester 
— to the convention for the 
nomination of Democrats to 
statewide office, I find myself 
mulling the national scene 
with some concern along with 
tempered enthusiasm. On the 
one hand, with the near-uni-
versal condemnation of Trump 
as president by rational voters, 
we Democrats are in the envi-
able position of seeking a can-
didate for the presidency who 
if elected can govern as Trump 

and his cronies never could. On 
the other hand, this plethora of 
candidates is resulting in a ver-
itable avalanche of people run-
ning for the nomination, some 
obviously better equipped for 
the job than others; but there 
is a dangerous, almost anyone-
will-do attitude abroad in the 
land, dangerous because not 
anyone will do.

The culmination of this 
phenomenon is the ridiculous 
entry into the field of Howard 
Schultz of Starbucks fame, and 
of our very own Seth Moulton. 
Now, if Schultz pulls a Ralph 
Nader and spends his copious 
millions to get on the ballot 
nationwide as an independent 

as he says he is poised to do 
— thus drawing needed votes 
from the Democratic nominee 
— then we ought, before he 
proceeds much farther, to boy-
cott Starbucks. May not mat-
ter much to him because he 
is no longer CEO, but he will 
know the nation disapproves 
and maybe he will show some 
sign of a conscience by with-
drawing from the race. Last 
thing we need is another bil-
lionaire businessman with 
no political experience in the 
White House.

Our own Seth Moulton pres-
ents a different sort of problem: 
duly elected, now re-elected, as 
our representative to Congress 

on the basis of his decency, lib-
eral Democratic values, and 
military experience, he has 
betrayed our confidence, first 
by opposing the highly effec-
tive, experienced Nancy Pelosi 
as she fought for the speaker-
ship in the best interests of 
both our party and the nation. 
It was a colossal error in judg-
ment on Mr. Moulton’s part to 
oppose her, thereby diminish-
ing his (and our) influence on 
affairs of state. She is precisely 
what we have needed to take 
on Trump. Now Moulton has 
the chutzpah, it can only be 
called that, to hint he is run-
ning for president — untried, 
and unremarkable as he is, in 

a field with a Biden, a Warren, 
a Harris, a Brown, a Klobuchar, 
et alia — people of consider-
able experience, some wisdom 
and much political savvy. His 
loyalty is not to the party or 
the nation. We have in Mr. 
Moulton, as we have in Trump, 
a person who seems to be ego-
centric to a fault, unwilling to 
stay the course for his constitu-
ency, his party, and the nation. 
He has betrayed a trust, and 
must now earn it back.

There are many experi-
enced, smart, and sensible pol-
iticians who have announced 
that they either will run or are 
considering running, to run the 
evil Republican out of office. It 

will be a tough race because 
the Republicans will do what-
ever is needed to retain the 
presidency. We need in our 
nominee excellence of charac-
ter, inspiring leadership, and 
effectiveness in getting things 
done, plus a strong constitu-
tion to withstand the slings 
and arrows of a badly wounded 
Trump. Let us hope that the 
likes of Schultz and Moulton 
do not screw this thing up — 
we have a serious chance, nay 
duty, to save our country from 
the corruption, moral degra-
dation, and, yes, the treason of 
the Trump administration.

DR. ARTHUR D. BLOOM
Gloucester

What’s a Democrat to do?
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