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Preface

When I was much younger, my ambition was to be a science fiction writer.
Fate, in whatever preposterous guises it could find, dealt me a hand in which
I ended up as an academic, spending a lot of my time writing European
project proposals. Some of these get funded, and become facts (of a sort):
most of them don’t, and remain, well, fictions. Live the dream, as they say.

However, the EU Future and Emerging Technology (FET) Unit war-
rants considerable approbation for its continued success in defining research
programmes that could, with appropriately tinted spectacles, be reasonably
construed as science fiction — but then funding research projects under that
programme which turn the ostensible fictions into hard scientific fact.

One of these targeted programmes, or Proactive Initiatives, addressed
Awareness and Self-Awareness in Autonomic Systems, ICT for optimising
system performance based not so much on the designer’s conceptions, but
on the system’s own perceptions (awareness) of its performance with respect
to the dynamic environment in which it is presumed to be embedded.

This immediately raises a number of scientific challenges, not least be-
cause the notion of ‘awareness’ or the state of being ‘self-aware’ are hardly
well defined or understood by those disciplines that have addressed them,
let alone as new concepts for ICT.

Recognising that meeting such challenges therefore requires a coordi-
nated, inter-disciplinary effort, FET also funded a Coordination Action
(in our case, imaginatively entitled AWARE), whose remit is, inter alia,
to foster cooperation and communication between the projects in the pro-
gramme. Moreover, it has a responsibility to be outward-looking, to engage
with both the scientific community and with EU citizens, in order to ex-
plain the motivation for the programme, and to explore the consequences
if the targeted outcomes of the research programme were to be met.
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This is the aim of the current volume: to map out the space of research
in computational awareness, computational self-awareness, and autonomic
systems; and to explore the possible social, political, cultural, legal and
environmental ramifications.

On a more general note, the idea of the conscious and/or self-conscious
machine has intrigued scientists and writers alike. However, this book is not
about futurologist interpretations of Moore’s Law and (wild?) projections
about cyborgs, singularities and the revolution of the robots, however much
fun that might be (and frankly the micro-chip in my recalcitrant toaster
seems to have already made a start). It is, on the other hand, a realistic
assessment of the state of the art in computational awareness and, in par-
ticular, a serious consideration of its potential for benefit and disruption.
No technology is intrinsically ‘good’ or ‘bad’, it is only the use to which it
is put — or programmed - or perhaps self-programmed — that can be judged
in such a way. It is incumbent on responsible scientists and technologists to
consider the social implications of their science and technology. It is all well
enough for mountaineers to justify their actions by “because it is there”,
but not good enough for scientists to justify themselves by “because I can”,
and then shrug their shoulders at being taken by surprise by the Law of
Unintended Consequences. Again.

Jeremy Pitt
London, 2014
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