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How Should We Treat Our Military Robots?

Boston Dynamics

By August Cole Defense One April 27, 2017

The audience of venture capitalists, engineers and other tech-sector denizens chuckled as they
watched a video clip of an engineer using a hockey stick to shove a box away from the Atlas

robot that was trying to pick it up. Each time the humanoid robot lumbered forward, its objective
moved out of reach. From my vantage point at the back of the room, the audience’s reaction to the
situation began to sound uneasy, as if the engineer’s actions and their invention’s response had
crossed some imaginary line.

If these tech mavens aren’t sure how to respond to increasingly life-like robots and artificial
intelligence systems, | wondered, what are we in the defense community missing?

This is a pressing question. Military autonomous capabilities are no longer an abstract area of
promise—and peril. “The idea of artificial intelligence and computing becoming almost human is very
much what we’re working on today with some of our technologies,” said AMD President

and CEO Lisa Su in a WIRED video interview with legendary film director Ridley Scott, whose "Alien"
saga and "Blade Runner" films shaped how many of us visualize lifelike robots.

You don’t have to be a dystopic-minded science fiction writer to realize that the next few years will
see military and government officials make long-reaching decisions regarding the use and
regulation of Al and machine learning, robotics, and autonomous cyber and kinetic weapons. These
choices will alter the course of global affairs in the 21st century, and even shape the conflicts in
which we’re engaged today. “Almost nowhere do | see a technology that’s current that offers as
much as autonomy,” Will Roper, the head of the Defense Department’s Strategic Capabilities Office,
said in a recent interview. “We’re working very hard to produce a learning system.”

As that day nears, it is worth considering our current limitations in communicating with the neural-
network machines that are up-ending our sense of normal. The promise of these technologies
overshadows their inability to “explain” their decision-making logic to their creators. “This is our first
example of alien intelligence,” Stephen Wolfram, CEO of Wolfram Research and a pioneer in machine
learning, told an audience at March’s Xconomy Robo Madness conference in

Cambridge, Massachusetts.
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