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The US business magazine "Inc." listed 
him together with Stephen Hawking 
and Elon Musk as pioneers in AI. Swiss 
neuroscientist Pascal Kaufmann and 
his company Mindfire have set out to 
develop human-like artificial intelli-
gence - for the benefit of mankind. 
What it takes: cracking the puzzle of 
how intelligence works. In Davos, the 
43-year-old is building the world's 
largest center for artificial intelligence 
(AI). His role model: the science 
fiction hero Captain Future. "The 
embodiment of a cool scientist," 
Kaufmann said. "A mix of Leonardo da 
Vinci, Isaac Newton and Indiana 
Jones." 

 
BOLERO  You have called the brain the 

most complex machine in the universe. 

What makes it so unique? 

PASCAL KAUFMANN          The brain is 
the last undiscovered continent, so to 
speak. You can already replicate a lot 
of things today: artificial hands, 
artificial hearts. But we know very 
little about the brain, it is still a 
mystery to science - that fascinates 
me. The brain is thought to be 
composed of nearly one hundred 
billion brain cells. But interestingly, 
there are also creatures without brain 
cells that are nevertheless intelligent 

enough to survive in a changing 
environment. We do not yet know exactly 
how important brain structures are for 
intelligence. What is certain is that many 
areas of the body have a direct effect on 
behavior and intelligence. 

 
With Mindfire you want to crack the brain 

code. What is it about the brain code? 

          I am convinced that there is a brain 
code, a principle of how intelligence works. 
If we crack this, we can build artificial 
intelligence. Then we will be able to 
automate thought processes and creativity - 
then human-level AI will be possible, 
human-like artificial intelligence. There are 
strong indications that our brain is some 
kind of super-organism consisting of 
innumerable micro-organisms, like living 
beings such as bacteria, which obey 
relatively simple rules as a community.  

 
You want to use artificial intelligence for 

the "benefit of humanity". This includes  

numerous aspects - which ones does  

Mindfire focus on? 

The first area where we would use 
human-level AI is cutting-edge research. 
As a scientist, I would have to read papers 
non-stop until I retire. Then, depending on 
the field, I would have read perhaps 0.1 
percent of the publications in my research 
area; after all, I only have twenty-four 
hours a day at my disposal.… 
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« With artificial 
intelligence, it is 
possible to create a 
new golden age.» 

PASCAL KAUF M A N N, Neuroscientist 
 

 

 
 I would hardly have time to effectively 
conduct research. An intelligent machine 
doesn't forget anything, it can combine all 
available knowledge at any time. 

 
 
 
 
Why the number 42? 

For those interested in AI, it has a special 
meaning: it plays an important role in the 
novel "The Hitchhiker's Guide to the Galaxy" 
by Douglas Adams, it is the answer to all 
questions. 
How exactly does networking work at 

Mindfire? 

One of the reasons my first company, 
Starmind, came into being was because 
we were no longer getting anywhere in 
research. I thought: What if we networked 
a few hundred thousand scientists? This 
resulted in a innovative, self-learning 
technology: You could ask any question 
and it would be sent to the right expert 
automatically. We then implemented this 
technology in large corporations world-
wide. I left Starmind two years ago, and a 
trusted person now represents me on the 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

  
TECH - GEEK Kaufmann finds the virtual space many times 

more exciting than our current reality. 

  

 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

BOLERO 

The big topic in cutting-edge research will 
be health. There are so many terrible 
diseases for which there is no cure. If you 
have a child with a rare genetic disease 
that only exists twenty times in the world, 
you have lost: No pharmaceutical 
company invests in developing drugs for 
their treatment because it is not 
financially worthwhile. But AI could also 
be used for widespread diseases such as 
Alzheimer's or Parkinson's. Around forty 
percent of all people over the age of ninety 
suffer from dementia. It is very stressful 
for the environment to witness how a 
loved one gradually loses his personality. 
These diseases could be outwitted, but 
one would have to understand the brain 
better. 

 
BOLERO  Why is the Mindfire Group 

divided into a stock corporation and a 

foundation? 

PASCAL KAUFMAN N  The intellectual 
property that is crucial in the race for 
artificial intelligence would not be shared 
by a scientist with a corporation because 
it could be taken over by a large 
corporation, which would then do 
whatever it wanted with the acquired 
knowledge. A foundation, on the other 
hand, is dedicated to an unalterable 
purpose. 
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This cannot simply be changed; Swiss 
laws are very strict in this respect. 
Furthermore, a foundation cannot be 
taken over, because its assets cannot be 
sold. The intellectual property that is 
generated within the Mindfire 
Foundation serves only one purpose: to 
build artificial intelligence by people for 
people. The corporation supports the 
foundation. It may be that a 
pharmaceutical company says, "We'd 
like to have some of a certain 
intellectual property." Then the 
corporation helps to commercialize 
that cleanly. Always in compliance 
with the foundation's purpose. 

 
The research will take place at Lab-

42 in Davos? 

         Lab-42 is to become the world's 
largest center for human-like artificial 
intelligence. It is intended to connect 
potentially millions of researchers 
with the latest technologies. 
Switzerland is a predestined location 
for this: We are neutral, have a good 
standing in cutting-edge research and 
are recognized and valued as a global 
intermediary. An AI center under 
Swiss supervision would ensure that 
the creation of artificial intelligence 
becomes an international endeavor 
and that no single company or state 
has a monopoly. We Swiss are by 
nature more consensus-oriented; we 
have no interest in anyone becoming 
too powerful. I appreciate that. 

Board of Directors. We founded Mindfire 
on the day of the fiftieth anniversary of 
the moon landing. Before that, I had an 
audience with Buzz Aldrin. Together with 
Neil Armstrong, he was the first to land on 
the moon. Mindfire goes back to the 
original idea of Starmind: to network all 
the scientists in the world to create a kind 
of superorganism that serves the good of 
mankind and can solve any question, no 
matter how difficult. 

 
Mindfire presents the Swiss AI Award. 

How is Switzerland positioned with regard 

to artificial intelligence? 

          If you look at how many patents 
there are in the field of AI, the question 
arises: Will the Chinese win the race for 
artificial intelligence or the Americans? 
Europe, the old continent with its 
countless viewpoints, Brexit, Megxit, 
hundreds of different languages - we are 
already fighting each other on a cantonal 
and municipal level about whether or 
not to wear a mask. How are we 
supposed to achieve anything in the field 
of AI? On the other hand, it is interesting 
that highly relevant knowledge comes 
from Switzerland; we have been at the 
forefront in the fields of artificial 
intelligence and neuroscience for years 
when it comes to the significance of 
scientific publications. I am confident that 
we will be able to systematically bundle the 
know-how that we have brought to the 
world all these years into a network. … 
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In this way, we could still turn the race 
around from Switzerland and perhaps 
even win it in collaboration with AI 
enthusiasts from all over the world. 
 
BOLERO The term artificial intelligence is 

on everyone's lips, but for you it doesn't 

get to the heart of the matter. Why?  

PASCAL KAUFMA NN The term is used 
inflationarily and mostly in connection 
with marketing. From my point of view, 
there is no such thing as AI today. I 
certainly don't want to belittle 
technological achievements such as the 
pocket calculator, the chess computer or 
complex face-recognition algorithms. But 
for me, that is digitization - impressive 
automation by means of a computer. 
Someone in an insurance company or bank, 
for example, thinks about how to automate a 
process, collects a lot of data and programs 
something that always does exactly the 
same thing, depending on rules. In a 
business context, artificial intelligence is 
exactly what you don't really want. In a 
highly regulated banking environment, you 
don't want an algorithm that suddenly 
thinks you can do things a little differently 
today, why not break the rules creatively for 
once? Intelligence does not necessarily 
adhere to rules and structures. 

 
Can you understand why many 

people are afraid of artificial intelligence? 

You are afraid of things that you don't 
understand. There's a quote from J. F. 
Kennedy: "The unknown is always great." 
For me, artificial intelligence is a tool like 
various others. Intelligence has many 
things in common with fire, which is why  

 
 
 
 
 

our company is also called Mindfire. 
The Stone Age people must also have 
asked themselves: Shouldn't fire be 
extinguished because it could be 
dangerous to humans? Back then, our 
ancestors weighed up the arguments 
and decided to cultivate fire. I see it 
the same way with AI: You can cause a 
lot of mischief with it, but you can also 
bring about a lot of positive things.  
We absolutely have to use this very 
powerful tool. I am rather skeptical 
that we humans will be able to solve 
the challenges of our time with our 
old biological brains. We need 
something better than human 
intelligence; time is short. 

 
So, will robots one day be the better 

humans? 

Well, let's put it this way: The 

screwdriver is the better tool to screw 

in screws. I believe artificial 

intelligence will be the better problem 

solver. We as humans should continue 

to be at the center, using the entire 

repertoire of tools. The reservations 

about artificial intelligence are mainly 

fueled by science fiction movies or 

because it is hyped on Facebook. We 

should be worried about very 

different things than Terminator 

knocking on our front door tomorrow. 

 What are the things that give you the most 

headaches? 

          There are a lot of people here in 
Switzerland who don't want to go back to 
their job after a long time in the home 
office. There is already talk of "great 
resignation" in the double sense. Many 
would only like to work part-time. The 
question arises: How important is work? 
What does a good work-life balance look 
like? As a society, we are facing major 
challenges, of course also fueled by 
automation: What will thousands of cab 
drivers in New York do when there are 
self-driving cars? The search for meaning 
has always preoccupied us - Terminator, 
perhaps, in fifty years' time. 

 
But how will we make money when 

everything is automated at some point? 

With AI, we would be able to create a 
golden age in which all people live in 
paradise. We would no longer have to 
work or go shopping because the machines 
would do the work for us. I don't envision 
paradise with an unconditional basic 
income standing in line outside a shopping 
mall. Machines could pay for our living 
expenses, people should no longer have to 
work eight hours a day if they don't want 
to. Our time is too valuable for that. 
But wouldn't we still run the risk of 

abolishing ourselves with humanoid 

robots? 

On the contrary, we will learn again what it 
means to be human. I don't consider 
working on an assembly line all day to be 
humane. I don't think it's okay for people to 
go to work at eight in the morning and leave 
the office at seven in the evening when the 
sun goes down. As human beings, we should 
define ourselves differently than through 
work.  
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
They say that you need a lot of knowledge 
to have a good gut feeling. I'm probably 
someone who makes a lot of decisions 
based on my gut and then tries to justify 
them rationally afterwards. It has been 
discovered that there are a few million 
nerve cells in the stomach or gastro-
intestinal tract. Some brain diseases and 
behavioral disorders are caused by the 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
PROBLEM SOLVER Kaufmann sees AI as an 

instrument for a more efficient, more networked 

and more humane future. 
 
 
 
 

the totality of all microorganisms on 
your skin, in your gut, et cetera, is called 
the microbiome.  

 
 
 
We are already doing that. Because of their 
religion, the Japanese believe that objects 
can also be animated. They have rubber 
dolls and robots that you can marry. I have 
a relationship with my iPhone, so to speak; 
it's like one of my organs, and if you take it 
away, I get heart palpitations. Today, 
algorithms make it possible to know exactly 
what a person likes. If we also had access to 
hormones, blood values and genes, we 
could go even further, understand how 
someone is feeling at the moment and fulfill 
wishes before they are expressed. Artificial 
intelligence could understand us through 
and through and act in our interest. 

 
But surely this manipulation has nothing to 

do with humanity anymore? 

Every living thing is dependent on 
certain factors. An example: If you sit on a 
hard chair and talk to someone, you tend to 
find the person less likeable than if you sit 
on a soft cushion. The assessment of the 
exact same person changes significantly 
depending on the seat. This is also 
manipulation, whether used consciously or 
unconsciously. 

 
Do you think manipulative artificial 

intelligence could pose considerable risks 

for political conflicts?  

If you look at the current world 
situation, I have more hope in a future AI 
than in certain politicians or decision 
makers. I don't believe that a human being 
is able to see through complex problems 
in all their details and weigh them up 
logically. People learn how to manipulate 
as babies. Machines could be designed in 
such a way that they are difficult to 
manipulate.  

«The brain is sort of 
the last undis-
covered continent» 
PASCAL KAUF M A N N, Neuroscientist 
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If we can leave the robot-like work to the 
machines, we can focus more on being 
human again. The interpersonal - having 
time, looking the other person in the eye, 
paying attention to one's gut feeling - 
becomes much more relevant again when 
we don't have to worry about trivialities. 

 
As a neuroscientist, do you listen to your  

gut at all? 

 I was born under the star sign of Pisces. 
They say that Pisces are sensitive.  

 
BOLERO 

intestinal environment and the food we 
eat. And we also know that only about two 
percent of the genetic material in the 
human body comes from our parents; we 
pick up most of it in the course of life in 
the form of microorganisms. Who you 
kiss, what you eat, where you grow up, 
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When you consider that only a small 
percent comes from parents and the 
rest from the environment, it becomes 
clear that as an individual you are 
shaped by the people you spend the 
most time with. It seems that the whole 
body has a lot more to do with in- 
telligence than we thought. I believe 
that we are a superorganism and that 
thinking does not only take place in the 
brain. 

 
Will we eventually have relationships 

with humanoid robots?  

I believe the race for brain code will be 
decided in the next ten years. With Mindfire, 
we will do everything we can to influence 
how and for what AI is used. I don't want my 
little son to ask me one day why I didn't do 
anything. 
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