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expert in detecting false positives. 
However, when the machine and the 
human expert are combined, accuracy 
rises to 99.5%, better than either the 
machine or the expert can do alone. 
Gruber points out that adding that AI 
machine to the relationship eliminates 
85% of the errors that the human 
pathologist would have made working 
alone. It is a partnership that’s led to 
superhuman performance. 

Gruber argues that instead of 
asking, “How smart is this machine?” 
we should be asking, “How smart can 
this machine make us?” Well, I can 
tell you that asking Siri about those 
facts I can’t remember or that movie 
I saw last week but can’t quite recall 
the title of makes me a lot smarter! 
Or, if not smarter, it definitely reduces 
the frustration attendant on my failing 
memory. With an eye to the future, 
Gruber speculates that it’s conceivable 
that someday we might carry a device 
that will record everything we see, 
hear, and read, and which would be 
easily searchable.

machines get smarter, we get smarter. 
He says they designed Siri to have a 
conversational interface to augment 
people—to make it possible for them 
to use mobile computing to get things 
done, regardless of who they are or 
their abilities. Gruber gives the example 
of a young friend, Daniel, who is both 
blind and quadriplegic. For him, the 
impact of AI is a life changer because 
he’s a really social guy and he uses 
Siri to manage his social life—email, 
text, and phone—without needing to 
depend on his caregivers.  

There is so much worry these days 
about how our devices isolate us from 
others, yet paradoxically here’s a young 
man Siri helps to form relationships 
with genuine human beings.  Another 
example Gruber gives of humanistic 
AI is how it can enable physicians to 
detect cancers using an AI classifier 
that can rapidly sort through millions 
of images of cancer cells to decide if 
a given image is cancer or not cancer. 
The accuracy of the AI alone is 92%, 
but not quite as good as a human 

Artificial intelligence has two 
faces; one scary and the other 
benign. This dichotomy is 
something I’ve alluded to in 

previous columns and will likely have 
occasion to do so in future ones as 
well.

I’ve recently come across some 
resources that emphasize the positive 
potential of AI to empower us humans, 
rather than displace us from our jobs 
or rule over us as a super intelligence.

Apple’s Siri is a great example of 
AI that is not only non-threating but 
actually empowering—and that’s by 
design, not by accident. Tom Gruber, 
one of the designers of Siri, describes 
the human-centric vision that drove 
the Siri initiative from the beginning 
in a TED talk titled “Humanistic AI” 
[http://tinyurl.com/y6wa36ca]

If you know me at all, you can 
imagine how that title resonated with 
me. After all, I spent about 35 years of 
my life as a professor in a department at 
Sonoma State University in Northern 
California devoted to humanistic 
psychology. Just to give you a 
little more background, humanistic 
psychology emerged in the early 60s 
as an alternative to the dominant 
psychologies of the day, namely 
Freudian psychoanalytic theory and 
Skinnerian behaviorism. Humanistic 
psychology was also dubbed the 
“third force”, in juxtaposition to the 
Freudian view that seemed to weigh 
us all in terms of pathology and the 
mechanistic behaviorist view that cast 
us all as stimulus-response machines. 
By contrast, humanistic psychology 
sought to emphasize our uniquely 
positive human qualities, such as 
love, courage, will, choice, creativity, 
spirituality, and so on.

So now along comes humanistic AI. 
“Hooray!” I say. In his TED talk, Gruber 
suggests that machine intelligence 
can (and should be) used to enhance 
human intelligence. It should address 
human needs by collaborating with 
and augmenting people so that, as our 
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Gruber points out that we are 
already in the midst of an AI renaissance, 
with recent breakthroughs in areas 
such as speech understanding, 
text understanding, and image 
understanding. While things like 
enhanced memory capabilities would 
be nice-to-haves for most of us, he 
notes that “for the millions who suffer 
from Alzheimer’s and dementia, the 
difference that augmented memory 
could make is a difference between 
a life of isolation and a life of dignity 
and connection.”

This point is driven home in 
relation to autism by another resource 
I recently discovered, Judith Newman. 
She’s a journalist with twin boys, one 
of whom is autistic. Back in 2014, she 
wrote a piece, “To Siri with Love,” that 
appeared in The New York Times. To 
her amazement, the article soon went 
viral. Such was the interest generated 
by The New York Times piece that she 
expanded it into a 2017 book with 
the same title (Harper Collins, 2017). 
Gus, her autistic child, found in Siri 

a companion with infinite patience 
willing to answer the same questions 
over and over again. Not only patience, 
but Siri would also respond with 
kindness. Newman writes about Siri 
as an “amiable robot” that provided so 
much to her communication-impaired 
kid, not just information in arcane 
subjects that most adults or kids 
would have no interest in but “lessons 
in etiquette, listening, and what most 
of us take for granted, the nuances of 
back-and-forth dialogue.” As a result of 
his interactions with Siri, Gus gradually 
moved from being a shy, barely verbal 
child to one who, while still a bit odd, 
is able to be quite extroverted and 
conversational in certain situations. 
Newman notes that most articles about 
autistic people tend to focus on one 
extreme of the spectrum or the other. 
Gus is somewhere in the middle. At 
age 14, she describes him as “the size 
of a robust 11-year-old, about four 
foot eleven and one hundred pounds.” 
And unlike the tantrum-throwing 
stereotype, Gus tends to have an 

unusually sunny disposition, and he 
can play Beethoven on the piano “so 
movingly he will make you cry.”

At the same time, Gus is like so 
many others on the spectrum in terms 
of loving repetition and fascination 
with detail. He hops when he is happy 
and has difficulty looking people in the 
eye.

Part of Newman’s motivation 
for writing the story is to offer a 
counterpoint to the concerns over 
how many of us are disappearing into 
our devices and perhaps becoming 
lonelier and unhappier in the process. 
As she observes, “Technology can 
also bring us out a little and reinforce 
social behavior. It can be a bridge, not 
a wall.”

Gus both does and does not 
understand that Siri is not a person. 
For example, he insists on taking his 
iPod to the Apple store “so it can visit 
its friends”. And when he hears an 
airplane in the sky, he’s likely to ask 
Siri what airplanes are overhead. I 
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didn’t even know you could ask Siri that! 
But Siri responds with a chart identifying 
all the planes within a wide circumference. 
When his mother asks him why he wants 
to know, Gus replies, “So that I’ll know who 
I’m waving to.”

In her book, Newman shares touching 
dialogues between Gus and Siri. I highly 
recommend this book to you. It is written 
with great verve and humor and disarming 
personal revelations of life with an autistic 
child. I’ve reached out to Judith Newman 
for an interview on my psychology podcast, 
Shrink Rap Radio. She’s graciously consented 
and I’m really looking forward to it.

The universe provides. I just came 
across a story that really underscores the 
fact that Siri’s psychological helpfulness is 
by design rather than by accident. Apple has 
posted a job opening on the Siri team for 
someone with expertise in both computer 
science and counseling/psychotherapy. 
According to the online publication 
9to5Mac (https://9to5mac.com/), there 
are people out there already who treat 
Siri like a counselor or therapist. In view 
of that, Apple seems to be acknowledging 
the responsibility that entails by building 
into Siri some rudimentary therapeutic 
sophistication—they want its intelligent 
assistant to do a better job of helping 
people.

As early as 2013, Siri started 
responding to possible suicide references 

and progressively improved in recognizing 
people in crisis. For example, we are told 
it responded appropriately to women 
reporting they had been raped. Academic 
researchers note that all intelligent 
assistants need to get better at responding 
to medical and personal emergencies. 
Evidently, Apple is gearing up to have Siri 
meet that challenge.

In part, the Apple ad reads: “People have 
serious conversations with Siri. People talk 
to Siri about all kinds of things, including 
when they’re having a stressful day or have 
something serious on their mind. They 
turn to Siri in emergencies or when they 
want guidance on living a healthier life. 
Does improving Siri in these areas pique 
your interest? Come work as part of the 
Siri Domains team and make a difference.” 
[http://tinyurl.com/yb4xv4zb]

The ad goes on to outline the job 
requirements: “BS/MS in Computer Science 
or equivalent, with 5+ years of industry 
experience. Peer counseling or psychology 
background, with excellent problem solving, 
critical thinking, and communication skills. 
Experience with AI technologies including 
NLP or machine learning desired, but not 
required. Ideally knowledge of one or more 
foreign languages.”

Humanistic AI, indeed!
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