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ABSTRACT

How can we understand consequences and make sense of an event when we are in its epicentre? Would 
it be possible to gain a deep understanding of the situation without putting it into a certain perspective 
or broader context? The bookMakingSenseofAIinvites us to resist a natural inclination to make 
fast inferences based on the proximity and salient experiences and instead engage in slow thinking 
and pondering on the evolution of human technology. An effortful exercise, as this reading may turn 
out to be, is worth, nevertheless, undertaking for 21st-century students interested in recognizing 
future opportunities, coping with challenges, and understanding complex phenomena such as AI.
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INTROdUCTION 

Howcanweunderstandconsequencesandmakesenseofaneventwhenweareinitsepicentre?Would
itbepossibletogainadeepunderstandingofthesituationwithoutputtingitintoacertainperspective
orbroadercontext?ThebookMaking sense of AIinvitesustoresistanaturalinclinationtomakefast
inferencesbasedontheproximityandsalientexperiencesandinstead,engageinslowthinkingand
ponderingontheevolutionofhumantechnology.Aneffortfulexercise,asthisreadingmayturnout
tobe,isworth,nevertheless,undertakingfor21stcenturystudentsinterestedinrecognizingfuture
opportunities,copingwithchallenges,andunderstandingcomplexphenomenasuchasAI.

Beingbydefinitionaprocessinseparablefromlearning,meaning-makingconsistsinperceiving
affordances(i.e.,possibilitiesforaction)oftheconceptsinthelightofone’spersonalhistoryand
experience(Zittoun&Brinkmann,2012).Thesearchforpersonalintrinsicvalueswillnotbereaders’
solotravel,however.ThebookprovidesuswiththepossibilitytoforgecomprehensionofthetermAI
throughnumerousdialogicinquirieswithtechnologicalexpertswhoexpresstheirhopes,fears,and
expectationsinrelationtoartificialmind.Heteroglossiaoftechgurusintroducesreaderstothemost
pressingsocialissuesoftheAIfield,suchasincreasingdefencefunding,technologicalunemployment,
biasedalgorithms,andtheirreinforcementofexistinginequalities.
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Beyondpassivecontemplation,readerswillalsohavetheopportunitytopersonallyenactthe
meaningofthetermartificialintelligencebydoingmentalexercises,likechangingperspectives,
considering converse definitions, assessing probabilities, and imagining alternative scenarios.
Kahneman & Tversky (1982) covered these mental actions under the term simulation heuristic.
Theadvantagesofsuchmental investmentsandcognitiveengagementsarehardtooverestimate:
counterfactualthinkingandsimulationhaveshownthepotentialtoraiseawarenessofalternative
possibilitiesandstimulateelaboratedandunbiasedjudgement(Hirt&Markman,1995).

Theauthorshouldbecreditedforthetentativetoadoptsystemsthinkingapproachbyputting
technologicaladvancesinabroadercontextofhumanactivityacrossmanysocioculturaldomains.
Theselensesareparticularlysuitableforanaudaciousenterpriseofappropriatingthemeaningof
AI.Fromthesystemperspective,sociocultural,political,economic,andenvironmentalfacetsofAI
arestronglyinterconnected.Whilesomelinkswouldbeexplicitlyfeaturedandarticulatedbythe
author,manyhiddeninterdependenciesandrelationshipsawaittobenoticedbyattentiveandcurious
minds.Here,mostprobably,liestheprimaryoutcomeofthebook:itnourishesreaders’cognitive
and motivational mechanisms for self-exploration and sensemaking of AI phenomena1. Much
likeanexperimenterinMaier’s(1931)classicalproblem-solvingtask,theauthordeliberatelybut
inconspicuouslyputsthependuluminslightmotion,thustriggeringreaders’reflectionsandsearch
forhiddenlayersofmeaning.

WHAT IS INTELLIGENCE? 

‘Afundamentalprobleminartificialintelligenceisthatnobodyreallyknowswhatintelligenceis’
(Legg&Hutter,2007,p.391).ThevarietyofselecteddefinitionsofAIpresentedinthebook(pp.
2–11)perfectlyillustratesthisissue.Withoutenteringacentury-longdiscussionwhereadefinitional
consensus is still lacking, the book prompts two additional questions crucial for understanding
thenatureofhumanintelligenceanditsartificialanalogue.Particularly, if intelligenceis limited
tomentalactivity,does itmean that thehumanbodyshouldbeeliminatedfromthe intelligence
equation?Alternativelyandultimately,shouldn’tphysicalactionandembodiedinteractionsbetween
theindividualandtheenvironmentbeconsideredasimportantvariablesofintelligence?Theauthor
proposesthatstudyingtherelationshipbetweensocietyandtechnologymaybethemostrelevant
pathforpursuingthesequeries.

THE AGE OF HUMBOTS ANd CyBER-PHySICAL SySTEMS

Alotofdigitalencountersthatwearenowwitnessinghavepreviouslybeenthoughtofasaprerogative
ofthesciencefictiondomain.Virtualpersonalassistants,unmannedaerialvehicles,autonomous
roboticagents,andself-drivingcarsarenowpartofourlives.

Theauthormakesitclear,however,thatthistechnologicaloutbreakisnotaproductofourmodern
scientificadvances(p.8).Sinceancienttimeshumanshavebeenseekingwaystoamplifytheiraction
capabilitiesbyinventingnewandusefultoolsandtechniques.Suchartifactsweretocompensatefor
thelimitationsofhumanphysicalandcognitiveabilities.Intoolligence(Osiurak&Heinke,2018),
i.e.,theprocessofhumantooluseandconstructionis,probablyattheheartofhumancumulative
technologicalevolution(Tomaselloetal.,1993).

Thetechnologicalinnovation,inturn,alsotransformshowthehumanmindworks,extendingand
amplifyinghumanintelligencebutalsoblurringtheboundariesbetweenhumansandmachines.These
blends,knownascyber-physicalsystemsor‘humbots’(Lubartetal.,2021),likeMarsExploration
Rovers,enablehumanstophysicallydistributeandextendtheirmindsandimaginationstoexplore
outerspace(p.88).
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COGNITIVE OFFLOAdING STRATEGIES ANd 
THE RISE OF ARTIFICIAL AGENCy

Delegatingcognitivelydemandingtaskstoexternaltoolsisintimatelyrelatedtoissuesofautomation
andtechnologicalagency.Whatwouldbetherightamountofinformationtohandoff?Whatisthe
differencebetweencognitiveoffloading(Risko&Gilbert,2016)andcompletehandoff(p.84)ofa
taskoractivitytoautomatedintelligentmachines?Ultimately,whatwouldbetheconsequencesof
extensivedelegatingandoverrelianceonautomatedaids?Thesequestionstranspirefromthebook
andinvitereaderstoreflectonpossibleanswers.

Coactivehuman-machineinteractionsimplyanewdistributionoffunctionsbetweenhumanand
artificialactorsandbringforththetrade-offbetweenautomationandcontrol(pp.29,85).Ontheone
hand,toomuchautomationleadstothelackoftransparency,deskilling(Manzeyetal.,2012),and
gradualvanishingofunpractisedcognitivecapacities(Bainbridge,1983)—theprocessesthatentail
human’s‘out-of-the-loop’unfamiliarityandlossofcontrol.Ontheotherhand,beyondeconomic
benefits,automationandtransferofroutinetaskstoexternalaidsreleasehumancognitiveresources,
enablingcopingwithnovelambitioustasksand‘achievingperformancegainsthathavepreviously
notbeenpossible’(p.35).

AIagentsthatgraduallyclimbtheautonomyladderaccentuatetheneedforthoughtfulframeworks
forhuman-technologyteaming.Insteadofcompetitionandquestforfullartificialautonomy,these
frameworksproposethattechnologyandhumanscomplementeachotherandthuscouldcooperate
andbuildoneachother’sstrengths(Wuetal.,2021),emphasizing trust, turn-taking,andshared
informationspace.

PRIVACy, TRUST, ANd dIGITAL REALITIES 

Sharing information with gadgets is inevitable and technology already mediates a huge part of
oureverydaypublicandprivatelives(p.144).Oursmartphonesandlaptopsmayalreadyknowus
betterthanourpartners.RecentAlexaadvertisingmakesthispointclearhttps://www.dailymotion.
com/video/x87qdm0.Privacyissuesandthequestionofdigitalsurveillancehavebeentheauthor’s
recurrenttopicsthroughoutthebook(pp.23,77,145-164).Theauthor’smainargumentisthatnew
technologiesandintelligentalgorithmsthreatenandundermineourprivacyandfreedom.Translated
intopredictiveanalytics,personalandbehaviouraldatamaybeusedbytechgiantsandgovernments,
making us vulnerable as citizens, customers, and community members. Elliot draws on Michel
Foucault’snotionof thePanopticon tometaphorically illustrate the extentofdigital control and
transparencyinthecontemporaryworld(p.145).Ifdataisthenewoil,theownersofthedatagaina
hugepower—statisticalgovernance—byanalysingandtrendingprivateinformationandmanipulating
behaviour.Theauthorpointstopossiblestakeholdersofdataandpromptsreaderstoquestionwhoare
realdata-ownerstoday:thosewhogeneratedataorthosewhostoreandprocessourdigitalimprints?

The impactof recommendationsystems, targetedadvertising,andhiddendatacollectionon
ourrepresentationsofrealityhasnotbeenstudiedyet.Nevertheless,thepicturedrawnbytheauthor
suggeststhatwemayalreadybelivinginadistortedrealityoffakenewsanddeepfakes,muchlike
prisonersinPlato’scave.

FORWARd-LOOKING NATURE OF SENSEMAKING

Thechapter‘ThefuturesofAI’examinessome(over-blown)claimsaboutAIanddiscussespossible
long-termimpactsandconsequencesoftechnologies.Ifourworldisalgorithmic,asthetitleofthe
bookargues,thenthefutureshouldbepredictable.Bycontrast,numerousexistingdefinitionsand
operationalizationsofAInaturallyimplymultipleopen-endedscenarios.Bydrawingpotentialfutures,
theauthoracknowledgestherisksandopportunitiesofAIinrelationtoglobalissueslikepowerrace,
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climatechange,andinequalities,concludingthatAIhasanequalprobabilityofhelpinghumanityto
solvethesecomplexproblemsandexacerbatingthem(p.195).Thischaptermaybeoneofthebest
sectionsofthebookasitrepresentsacreativeexerciseofanticipatingthefutureandshowshowour
currentinterpretationsofAIinfluenceouraspirationsaboutthefutureandwhatactionstrategieswe
canenvision.Futuresthinkingmaybeapowerfultechniqueforthosewhowanttobebetterprepared
forfutureuncertaintiesandrecognizeactionpossibilitiesbeforetheyemergeandevolve.

CONCLUSION 

Overall,thebookisaninterestingattemptatbuildingamultidimensionalaccountofAIasasocial
phenomenon.Thereadingcouldbeparticularlyusefulforsocialsciencestudentsandresearchers
whomightbetriggeredtothinkofhowAIredefinesbasichumannotionslikeintelligence,privacy,
sexuality,autonomy,andtrust.

Psychologistsandscholarsofhumancognitionmaytakeaparticularinterestinmakingsense
ofAIbecauseitallowsthemtoconsiderclassicpsychologicalissuesfromanewangle,question
assumptions, and elaborate more holistic and interdisciplinary inquiries. For example, one may
envisionartificialintelligenceasahumancognitionwhichisoffloadedtoexternaltools.Thiswould
resonate strongly with the extended cognition account (Clark & Chalmers, 1998; Clark, 2005),
according to which external tools, human cognitive processes, and their interactions constitute
dynamiccognitivesystemsthataugmenthumanperformance.Throughthisperspective,itbecomes
clearthattheAIphenomenonmaynotbelimitedtocomputersoftware,machinelearningtechniques
andotherdisembodiedtechnologies,butmayembracealargerspaceincludinghumansandartifacts
aimedtoenhancehumanmentalandphysicalcapacities.Moreover,withthisemphasisonextended
systems,onemayenvisionthatamoreecologicalassessmentofAI(incontrasttotheclassicTuring
test)wouldconsistinacomparisonofsuchahuman-machinesystem’sperformancetotheunaided
humancondition.

Twolimitationsofthebookshouldalsobehighlighted.Content-wise,onemayregretthatsuch
importantsocioculturaldimensionsaseducationandartare justbrieflymentionedandhavenot
receivedthesystematicattentiontheydeserve.Thisomissionhasnotbeenexplainedinthebookand
ishardtojustify.Theseconddrawbackconcernsthegeneralcompositionofthebookandthewaythe
authorpresentsandframesthenarrative.Structuredasacollectionofideasofprominentessayists,
technologists,andAIpioneers,asubstantialpartofMaking sense of AIsimplyparaphrasesexisting
accounts.Bewilderingrelianceonexperts’visionoftenmakesreadingreassemblebinge-watching
ofTedtalks,wheretheauthorsettlesfor theroleofameremoderatorof thedebates.Giventhe
factthattheauthorexplicitlydeniestheambitiontopresentacurrentstateofAI(p.1),theauthor’s
positionseemstobeadeliberatechoice.Despitetheseshortcomings,thebookstillkeepsitspromise
tointelligentlycompressthewealthofmeaningsofAIand,asalreadymentioned,doesitsjobof
stimulatingreaders’interestforfurtherexplorationofthetopic.
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ENdNOTE

1 Althoughnotfeaturedintheauthor’sfurtherreadinglist,theOECD(2017)reportComputers and the 
Future of Skill Demand,writtenbytheauthor’shomonym—StuartElliot—deservesaspecialmention.
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