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I don’t know about you, but it seems 

that everyone is talking about AI. It’s 

everywhere, transforming our lives, 

worrying your parents and maybe 

even writing your homework (though 

it shouldn’t be – and you’ll discover 

more about why later!).

CHAPTER 1

All your AI questions answered

(Oh, and we’ll also program a cool 

new video game called 

Space Pilot

!)

uploading . . . 

ok








But when we say ‘artifi cial intelligence’ or ‘AI’, 

what do you imagine? What images pop up in 

your head? A plastic brain fl oating in 

a giant test tube, 

maybe glowing 

neon green? How 

about a giant scary 

robot coming at you 

menacingly? Or a 

massive computer 

humming away in 

an empty room with 

blinking red lights?

That’s the funny thing about artifi cial intelligence 

– everyone is talking about it, but most people 

don’t know what it is. I mean for real, in the real 

world, doing real things. They may have seen it 

in a movie or a video game. They’ve certainly 

heard people talking about it on TV, online or at 

work and school.

10








BUT WHAT IS ARTIFICIAL 

INTELLIGENCE REALLY?

Well, that’s what we are going to explore in 

this book. First, we’re going to defi ne AI and 

talk about all the hidden – and not so hidden 

– places that it’s being used today. Then we’re 

going to talk about the future of AI. Or, more 

importantly, how AI might help you create 

your future. Maybe you want to become a 

marine biologist? AI is changing the way we 

study oceans. Professional 

footballer? AI’s impact on 

sports will prove even bigger 

than winning the World 

Cup (OK, that’s a lie, but 

its impact will be huge!). 

Want to become a doctor or veterinarian? You 

won’t believe how much AI is teaching us about 

animals of every kind.
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Sure, there’s scary stuff out there 

(cue the menacing robots). We’ll 

cover that too, mostly to show 

how the sinister side of AI isn’t all 

it’s cracked up to be.

And as with most things in life:

There are things you 

can do today that will

help you prepare for

tomorrow.

I’m here to help you do just that! My name is 

Brian David Johnson (most people call me BDJ) 

and I’m a futurist – which is as cool as it sounds. I 

help governments, universities, businesses of all 

types and regular people just like you look into 
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the future and understand what it will be like to 

live there. I don’t make predictions; you won’t 

fi nd a single crystal ball in my offi ce. Instead, I 

offer people a range of possible futures based 

on my research. These are things that COULD

happen or things that MIGHT happen. I explore 

and show people the realm of possible futures so 

that when the future arrives, they’ll be ready for it 

instead of worrying about it.

Every day, I help people and organisations create 

the future they want by thinking a few steps 

ahead, then working backwards to come up with 

a plan that will take them there. It’s the same 

thing with AI. You can get stressed out imagining 

a bunch of scary scenarios. Or you can grasp 

what the technology is and where it’s going and 

then make it your friend in helping you imagine, 

and then realise, the future of your dreams. 

That’s why I wrote this book.
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Along the way, I’m going to introduce you to 

a bunch of new ideas, as well as some of the 

people who know the most about AI, because 

they’re the ones who are actively building it 

today.

Oh, one more thing! In addition to being a 

futurist, I love coming up with fun ways to talk 

about science and technology – I’m a huge fan 

of sci-fi  movies and graphic novels, and I’ve even 

written a bunch of action–adventure books. So I 

promise to make this one a lot of fun, too!

WHAT IS AI?

Right, then, enough with the introductions. Let’s 

get on with it.

First question: 

what is AI?
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The term artifi cial intelligence was coined in 

1956 by a computer scientist named John 

McCarthy. He was at a conference at Dartmouth 

University in New Hampshire, USA with a bunch 

of academics who were devising new ways 

for computers to perform advanced tasks, 

along the lines of the human brain.

But at its core, AI is nothing more 

than a new kind of software 

that runs on a computer.

That’s it.

I know what you’re thinking: wait, there’s got 

to be more to it than that! And sure, it gets a 

little more complicated. But as we continue this 

journey, I want you to never lose sight of the fact 

that AI is just 

software

.

Don’t believe me? Let’s ask an expert . . .
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The best way to describe AI is that it’s software 

that learns by example. You do that all the time. 

If I give you a bunch of examples (like photos) 

of what gorvatzs look like, I bet you’ll be able to 

point out the gorvatz if I give you a new picture. 

(And no, there’s no such thing as a gorvatz. I 

made that up.)

Let’s say you want the AI to recognise Gerald, 

your corgi. You would give the software pictures 

of Gerald and tell the software, ‘This is Gerald 

the corgi.’ Just like you, the software will learn 

what Gerald looks like and can then point him 

out in new pictures.

Reid Blackman, 

philosopher, professor and ethicist

ASK THE EXPERT: 

Reid Blackman helps governments and companies 

figure out how to best use AI. He often has to 

explain what AI is, in the easiest way possible, to a 

whole lot of people. He says:
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By the way, if you want a fancy word for 

‘example’ you can use the word ‘data’. So AI 

is software that learns from data. The software 

analyses the data of the pictures of Gerald and it 

learns what the data looks like in those photos. 

It finds ‘the Gerald pattern’ in the data. Once 

it knows the Gerald pattern, it can look for it in 

new photos. When it finds the Gerald pattern, it 

says, ‘Yup, that’s Gerald!’

That’s it. AI is software that learns by data.

So if AI is just software, why is it so hard for 

people to understand? Part of the problem is it 

got stuck with a seriously unfortunate name.

17








AI’S NAMING PROBLEM

Let’s face it, ‘artifi cial’ and ‘intelligence’ are a 

strange mix of words. It’s almost an oxymoron (the 

fancy term for when opposite words are thrown 

together). Imagine phrases like ‘living dead’ or 

‘deafening silence’ or another of my favourites from 

the early years of computers, ‘virtual reality’.

How about we split the phrase ‘artifi cial 

intelligence’ in two and look at each word 

separately?

artifi cial

intelligence
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Artiﬁ cial: 

Intelligence:

So the word artifi cial 

is often 

BAD

.

So the word intelligence 

is often 

GOOD

.

This adjective usually refers to something bad. If a 

person is artiﬁ cial, we don’t want to be around them. 

Artiﬁ cial is fake. It’s not real. Things like artiﬁ cial 

ﬂ owers are not nearly as nice to give to your mum as 

fresh ﬂ owers. Every grown-up will tell you not to eat 

artiﬁ cial foods. The chemicals in them aren’t good for 

you. And no one would choose to stretch out and nap 

on artiﬁ cial grass if they could 

ﬁ nd a nice soft patch of 

natural grass instead.

The other half of AI is very much a good thing. If a 

person is called intelligent, they are smart and likely 

to be successful in life. There are astronauts and 

scientists who search the universe for intelligent life. 

People like dogs because they are intelligent – they 

listen to their owners. They’re trainable and they can 

even do tricks!








Well, of course these words are confusing when 

you put them together. They’re opposing ideas 

that bring up totally different values. And yet we 

use them to describe an amazing technology

that can do incredible things that will make all 

our lives better. It’s no wonder people don’t 

understand it.

??

??

??

??

??

??

??

??








A BRIEF HISTORY OF THE 

COMPUTER, THE INTERNET 

AND BEYOND . . .

Since we’re going to talk a lot about software 

in this book, it’s important to understand the 

computer. You’re probably thinking to yourself, 

Come on, BDJ, I know what a computer is! I get 

it. But computers aren’t just the things you use 

to write essays or surf the internet. Computers 

today are found in all kinds of electronic devices, 

from cars to washing machines.

How did that happen? 

The history of the computer is fascinating and 

fi lled with a lot of amazing people who made the 

computers we have today possible. But here’s a 

VERY quick tour. Hold on to your hats . . .
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