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AI 101



"What is AI?"



"What is AI?"



● Over the last 80+ years, AI has referred to many different things:

○ 1940s-50s – the "artificial neural network" is invented

○ 1950s-90s – the era of "symbolic AI" and "AI winters" 

○ 2006-2012 – the ImageNet moment

○ 2018-now – generative pretrained transformer (GPT)

● Contemporary usage: 

○ Large Language Models (chatbots, summarization, translation) 

○ Generative AI (image, video, and sound production) 

○ Agentic AI (bots that can carry out multistep tasks autonomously)

○ Automation & Robotics

What are we even talking about??
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What are we even talking about??

1943

The "artificial neural network" is invented, followed by a physical version that works with 

high-pressure tubes and valves.  



8

What are we even talking about??

1950s-1990s

Different techniques are experimented with, many fail including “Symbolic AI” ushering in 

several periods of “AI Winter.”
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What are we even talking about??

2006

Breakthrough database ImageNet is launched, rapidly starting an arms race for bigger 

datasets and bigger neural networks.
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What are we even talking about??

2018

The ”generative pretrained transformer” (GPT) is developed, establishing 

current iteration of AI and paving the way for consumer chatbots.



1. Large Language Models (chatbots, summarization, translation) 

2. Generative AI (image, video, and sound production) 

3. Agentic AI (bots that can carry out multistep tasks autonomously)

4. Automation & Robotics 

What are we even talking about??



1. Cheap Compute

2. Cheap Data

3. Cheap Labor

Ok, so how did we get here?



CHEAP COMPUTE

Graphics Processing Units (GPU) date back to the 60s, but really took off in the 80s and 90s 

with the growing popularity of videos games.

Ok, so how did we get here?



CHEAP DATA

Machine learning is extremely data-intenstive, and researchers in the early 2000s took 

advantage of the unprecedented amount of "free" data on the internet to create enormous 

collectings of data used to train AI models. 

Ok, so how did we get here?



CHEAP LABOR

These big datasets were basically 

useless they were first annotated and 

verified by humans… which was 

extremely labor-intensive! 

Ok, so how did we get here?



Cheap compute, cheap data, and cheap 

labor were all the result of specific social, 

political, and economic conditions.

Ok, so how did we get here?



Myths, Marketing, 

and Material Reality



● "All innovations are a sign of progress"

● "AI has already surpassed humans"

● "AI will usher in era of unprecedented equality and abundance"

AI Boomers



● "AI is simply too powerful and complex for 

humans to understand" 

● "There's no way to regulate AI (but we're the 

experts so we should be in charge)"

● "Main risks are existential, robot takeover, total 

job loss, etc"

AI Doomers



● Boomers and Doomers represent two sides of the same coin

● Both are making an argument that their own highly speculative vision of the future 

should determine how we all act in the present

● Many of the most prominent and powerful boomers and doomers are invested in 

the same companies and products… so both narratives might be best understood 

as marketing campaigns!

● Both narratives serve to concentrate power

The Boomers and The Doomers



Despite the boomer and doomer narratives, the reality on the ground looks a bit different… 

1. Scaling Laws

2. Financial Risk

3. Public Pushback

Material Reality



SCALING LAWS

Assumptions were made that more data and more compute would lead to linear 

improvements, but progress has slowed with recent major model releases. 

Material Reality



FINANCIAL RISK

Circular investments between leading 

companies and unprecedented spending on 

data centers based on very optimistic future 

revenue projections have heightened the risk of 

an AI bubble.

Material Reality



PUBLIC PUSHBACK

Public polling shows growing concern about unchecked AI development, and 

communities across the country have fought back against planned data centers.

Material Reality



So what is AI?

● "AI as Normal Technology" (Narayanan & Kapoor)

○ AI is not unprecedented

○ AI is not inevitable

○ AI is understandable



So what is AI?

AI is a social, political, and 

economic project as much 

as it is a technological one!

(Which means we can do something about it!) 



AI in the Workplace



● algorithm

● recommendation

● analytics

● screening

● data

● agent

● optimization

● monitoring

● efficiency

● smart

AI in the Workplace

● assessment

● score

● logic

● tiers

● biometric

● systems

● ranking

● rating

● sensors

● predictive

Adapted from the  Techtonic Justice "Tips for 
Identifying AI Use" resource guide.



Potential Harms

1. Automatiom

2. Exploitation

3. Discrimination

4. Hallucination



AUTOMATION

Some workplace technologies fully 

replace tasks once performed by 

humans with automated software or 

hardware systems, but often there are 

still "humans in the loop." 

Potential Harms



EXPLOITATION

Workplace technology, including AI, has been shown to lead to speed-up and intensification 

of work, deskilling, wage theft, and even suppression of worker organizing.

Potential Harms



DISCRIMINATION

AI has been shown to amplify 

existing stereotypes and is 

increasingly being used to target 

individuals based on demographics 

or personal information. 

Potential Harms



HALLUCINATION

Despite the considerable advances made in AI, researchers have 

proven that hallucinations are basically unavoidable given how neural 

networks learn from data and produce outputs. 

Potential Harms



Health and safety improvements Less discrimination

New job opportunities Better tools for organizing 

But these outcomes will not happen on their own!

Potential Benefits



AI & Healthcare



AI & Healthcare



● Analyzing medical images

● Notetaking and transcription

● Automated restocking

● Algorithmic scheduling

● Predictive analysis

● Care recommendations

● Patient monitoring

● Virtual health assistants

● Therapy chatbots

● Surgical robotics

AI & Healthcare



RIGHT TO OVERRIDE

Nurses have pushed for the right to override an AI system that makes decisions or 

recommendations that go against their judgment. 

AI & Healthcare



DESKILLING

Research has already shown that doctors 

who integrate AI into their practice start to 

grow dependent and perform worse when 

AI is removed.

AI & Healthcare



INSURANCE IMPLICATIONS

AI-generated medical images have proven 

to be indistinguishable from real images, 

raising real questions about credibility and 

verifiability in future electronic medical 

records and insurance claims.

AI & Healthcare



"We should stop training radiologists now. It’s just completely obvious that within five years, 

deep learning is going to do better than radiologists."
Geoffrey Hinton, the "Godfather of AI"

2016

The Radiology Paradox

Reading scans
is a task

not a job!

(⇧) task productivity =  (⇧) job demand



Critical Questions for 

Workers and Employers



Who decides whether and how AI should 

be introduced to your workplace?

Critical Questions for Workers and Employers



Who designs and develops AI products 

or services for your workplace?

Critical Questions for Workers and Employers



What data was used to train this AI model?

What new data is being collected?

Critical Questions for Workers and Employers



What procedures are in place for 

managing the implementation of AI in 

your workplace?

Critical Questions for Workers and Employers



What opportunities do workers have to 

contribute to this process?

Critical Questions for Workers and Employers



What happens when AI malfunctions or 

leads to a harmful outcome?

Who is accountable?

Critical Questions for Workers and Employers



How are AI products being paid for? 

And what happens when prices increase?

Critical Questions for Workers and Employers



How is success measured when AI is 

integrated into existing workflows?

Critical Questions for Workers and Employers
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Thanks for listening!

Brian Justie
b1@ucla.edu
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