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The Twilight Zone, “Time Enough at Last”



INTRODUCTION

THE WORST-CASE SCENARIO 

▸ What is the future of math research? 

▸ Goal: tell a story in which math 
progress stalls despite robustly 
superhuman mathematical AI 

▸ Not a prediction—I expect we’ll avoid 
this future—but I think the risks I’ll 
outline are real

…Surely, surely, slumber is more sweet than toil, the shore
Than labour in the deep mid-ocean, wind and wave and oar;
O, rest ye, brother mariners, we will not wander more.
—The Lotos-Eaters, Alfred, Lord Tennyson



THE PRESENT DAY

2026: THE GOLDEN AGE?

New papers per week, math.CO (most other areas show increases, but less dramatic)



THE PRESENT DAY

2026: THE GOLDEN AGE?
▸ Missing graph: number of papers read 

▸ How much of the surplus is correct/interesting? 

▸ But:



THE PRESENT DAY

2026: THE GOLDEN AGE?

Fewer questions…and fewer answers



THE PRESENT DAY

SOMETHING STRANGE STARTS TO HAPPEN



What’s the marginal value of work 
someone else can do next week?



THE NEAR FUTURE

2027
▸ The profession continues to reward 

proxies for understanding: 

▸ The production of papers, and 

▸ Proving theorems/resolving 
conjectures



What happens when one can 
automatically reconstruct a paper given 

a few key ideas?

“Last mile” mathematics  secrecy⟹



THE NEAR FUTURE

2028
▸ The autoformalization flywheel comes online 

▸ We rapidly start to sort out what’s right and what’s not 

▸ LLMs can reliably check statements and definitions are formalized faithfully 

▸ But: expensive to check arguments are formalized faithfully 

▸ The statements can be trusted. Can the ideas?



THE MEDIUM TERM

A COUNTRY OF GENIUSES IN A DATACENTER, IF YOU CAN KEEP IT
▸ The production of papers is automated. 

▸ Agents are theory-building, conjecturing, etc. 

▸ Human mathematicians continue tokenmaxxing, 
(or more charitably, directing resources towards 
questions they find interesting). Math is a “lab 
science without labs.” 

▸ Who is consuming what is generated? 

▸ How is the next generation trained?



THE LONG TERM



RISKS

▸ Losing contact with the mathematics 

▸ Loss of diversity of thought (all mathematicians using the same tools) 

▸ Failing to train young mathematicians (in both expertise and values) 

▸ Losing social/institutional structure of mathematics, trust 

▸ Outdated incentives reshaping the composition of the profession 



PATHOLOGIES OF THE PROFESSION

▸ Metrics, proxies, and goodharting 

▸ Superficial engagement with material 

▸ Competitiveness, ego, fear of being scooped 

▸ Incorrect or low quality work 

▸ Training and mentorship insufficiently rewarded



GOALS OF THE PROFESSION GOALS OF MATHEMATICIANS
▸ High quality science 

▸ Development of human capital  

▸ Development of human understanding 

▸ Promotion of mathematical thinking/clarity 
of thought 

▸ Institutional structure to promote all of the 
above

▸ Fun 

▸ Prestige, good jobs, etc. 

▸ Understanding mathematics, learning, 
solving problems 

▸ Social aspects of mathematics



How do we redesign our institutions to 
incentivize high quality science and 

production of human capital?  

Which of our functions/values are 
robust to very capable AI?


