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Ontogeny Recapitulates
Ontogeny: AI and the
AI Magazine
AI has come a long way in the 12 years
since AI Magazine began. At that
point, we had already made it through
our infancy, when even simple things
were exciting and being done for the
first time. We were probably somewhere in our childhood.
The new
things were a bit more complicated,
and there were still a lot of stops and
starts. Then we hit the raging hormones of adolescence. There wasn’t a
lot of moderation, and it seemed that
things would continue frantically forever. There were a small number of
distinct cliques, and within each
clique, the members all spoke the
same language and understood each
other. These cliques were largely
based not on specific problems we
were trying to solve but more on differences in our approach to things.
(In AI, the debate focused on issues
such as logic versus frames, not
heavy metal versus punk, but you get
the idea.) We were totally
selfabsorbed and didn’t understand how
anyone could be interested in anything else. We were sure we were
saving the world, and we didn’t
much care what anyone else was
doing.
By now, though, we have emerged
into the beginning of adulthood.
Most of what we do everyday isn’t
interesting
because it is new but
because it is productive. It generates
results reliably and in volume. The
things we are doing build on a solid
foundation of what we have already
learned. As we started focusing on
real problems, we learned that not all
of them are the same. The old cliques
gave way to subcommunities of specialists who focus on particular application areas. They understand each
other’s work but often have only a
passing familiarity with the work of
people in other specialties. Although
there are some “folks in white lab
coats” whose focus is on fundamental techniques rather than problems,
they are no longer the only or even
the dominant force driving the field.
However, even as we become more
segregated, we are finding that a lot
of what we do requires teamwork
-we need to collaborate with other
disciplines (within AI as well as outside) to make real progress. We still
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figure we will live forever and continue to produce at least that long.
Although there is still growth and
learning, the notion of excitement
seems more moderate.
How we talk about what we do and
the audience that listens to what we
have to say has followed a similar
developmental path. In our infancy
and childhood,
even very simple
things were worth talking about. But
no one outside our immediate family
really cared about what we were
doing; so, we wrote papers about
simple systems, and we wrote them
for a small audience that included
only those people who were working
on similar problems. Occasionally,
because we came from a very rich
family (computer technology) with
noble ancestors (the philosophy of
mind), a story about our work would
arouse interest in the wider community. But mostly we worked and
wrote for ourselves. Then we hit adolescence. We thought we had the key
to the universe, and we told the
world so. A lot was written about AI
in both the broad technical press and
the general media. We wrote articles
for ourselves that described systems
that were the first ever to solve a
broad set of problems. We also wrote
about theoretical work that opened
up new approaches for solving problems. Because we were also doing a
fair amount of soul searching to try
to understand
who we were, we
wrote about that too. We asked, What
is AI? What role should it play in the
evolution of technology and of society?
Now that we have become adults,
our writing, too, has changed. As an
AI community,
we are no longer
interested in each new system that
comes along. Of course, if the system
solves an important practical problem, the people who have that problem are very interested,
but the
traditional AI press is not a very good
way to reach those people. We are no
longer interested in general soul
searching unless there is a genuinely
new idea. We have become specialized, and unfortunately, most of us
have neither the interest nor the
background to be able to read about
the details of work in specialized
areas other than our own. As a community, we have responded to this
situation by creating an array of specialized publication
forums that
enable people in specialized areas to
communicate with each other.
What role then should a commu-

nity-wide publication like AI Magazine play? Several answers, including
the following, are suggested by the
view that as a field, we are in the productive adult stage:
1. We all need ways to learn something about what is going in other
subfields without having to wade
through the detail that people in
those subfields write when they are
writing just for each other.
2. We particularly like to hear about
ways of combining ideas from different camps to build even more
powerful systems.
3. We need to hear about successes
(and interesting failures) in the
application of our technology. We
are particularly interested in two
things: what characterizes
the
application
situations in which
we are likely to succeed and what
reusable techniques were responsible for the successes.
4. We need to learn about related
disciplines, whose results can help
us build complete solutions to real
problems. This includes both areas
that provide substrates for our
work as well as those that offer
complementary capabilities.
5. We need to stay up to date on
issues such as representation, architecture, methodology, and evaluation that cut across the entire field.
Because we are still young adults,
many of these issues, despite their
importance, are still unresolved,
and let’s face it, most of us enjoy
lively debates.
6. We need to be informed about
events in which we might like to
participate, and we would like to
be able to find out what happened
at the ones we couldn’t make it to.
7. We don’t have time to read as much
as we’d like, so reviews that help
us find the books we really want to
read make us more productive.
8. We want to know how our work is
affecting the wider scientific and
business communities, how we are
perceived in those communities,
and how that perception is likely
to affect our work.
9. Occasionally, we need to reflecton what it is we’re trying to do
anyway, on where we have been,
on how and why we have gotten
where we are, on what correctable
mistakes we have made, and on
where we are going. And a little
enlightened
speculation
sometimes livens things up.
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