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March of the machines 
 
adapted from an article by James Dean 
 

 
 

1 The secrets of human life are quietly being transferred to the digital brains 
of machines. Every second, they learn more about our foibles by quietly 
digesting the vast amounts of personal information we put online. Social 
networks, smartphone apps and countless internet-connected services 
are helping machines to learn about us so quickly that by 2025 we will be 
able to talk to artificially intelligent personal assistants as if they were 
humans. 

2  The evolution is being accelerated by a process known as “machine 
learning”, whereby a computer is fed huge amounts of data from which it 
is able to draw its own meanings, says Peter Donnelly, professor of 
statistical science at the University of Oxford. “Twenty years ago, a 
computer programmer would have to work out a problem and then type 
out the code that allowed the computer to solve it,” he explains. “With 
machine learning, they programme the steps that allow the computer to 
learn the solution to the problem.” He added that the expansion of the 
internet and the increased power of computers had revolutionised the field 
and that ten years from now we would be using and relying on complex 
apps beyond our current imagination. 

3  Zoubin Ghahramani, a professor of information engineering at the 
University of Cambridge, said: “There are all sorts of forms of robot 
intelligence already affecting our lives. Every aspect of your activity on 
Facebook is controlled by this intelligence – what appears in your news 
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feed, what adverts it shows you. Your smartphone knows things about 
you – your priorities, what it should remind you about, clear 
recommendations it could make.” 

4  There will be    32    the progress, however. Paul Newman, principal 
investigator at the University of Oxford’s mobile robotics group, said: 
“We’re not going to have something that helps us around the house.  
I don’t see generalist robots coming for a long time. Intelligent robots will 
first appear in places where they have a clearly defined role – that’s why 
there are already so many robots on car production lines. We have 
evolved extraordinary capabilities as humans, but look at how long it took 
us to evolve. The idea of a humanoid robot is distorted by science fiction, 
and at the moment, it is just that.” 
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