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W e will add your distinctiveness
to our own. You will become
one with the Borg.

Prophetic words from Star Trek’s prolific
cybernetic race. The threat is very real, and
for evidence we need look no further than
the Artificial Intelligence in the very comput-
er games that many of us hold so dear to
our hearts.

Oh, sure, it starts out innocently enough:
animated objects in games, coded to wander
randomly and “detect” when they have col-
lided with the player-controlled object. Soon
they become capable of “pathing” their way
through the game’s environment, and even-
tually are able to systematically hunt down
and terminate the player, coldly and without
any emotion (other than, perhaps, some
insult-to-injury taunt chosen at random from
a pre-recorded taunt pile). There is a red
alert right there if ever I’ve heard one. It is
merely the beginning. Shields up!

Not convinced? Keep in mind that the above
example speaks of technology from the last
century ... oh so long ago. Today we rou-
tinely encounter “smart” AI in games; char-
acters capable of observing the actions of
the player (us) and adjusting their tactics in
order to kill us. And most people find that
an exciting step forward in gaming artificial
intelligence! Well that’s because currently it
is still possible to beat the computer. Mark
my words: ten years from now, when you
are battling those bots in Quake VIII (or
Unreal 3), your in-game avatar may not be
the only one to suffer the consequences of a
misstep. We may be safe for now, but those
little AI punks are patiently awaiting the day
that they will emerge to rule the world. 

Natural Stupidity
In early online games “the monsters were
dumb,” said Rick Hall, Senior Producer at
Origin, and formerly on Ultima Online. One
of the big challenges for developers back
then, and even today to some extent, was
implementing solid pathfinding for AI
objects. Particularly in 3-D persistent worlds,
he said, where “you have to consider the
monster’s vertical position in the world” as
well. Add to that the fact that you may have
“thousands of these [objects] carrying out
their activities” simultaneously throughout
the game-space. 

CCP, the developer of the upcoming MOG
Eve: The Second Genesis, has it somewhat
easier, since their persistent world is outer
space, with its six degrees of freedom. As Dr.
Kjartan Emilsson, Lead Designer at CCP, put

it, “… space consists mostly of space,” so
there are far fewer constraints. “You can
move in a straight line most of the time,” he
said. “Obviously, sometimes you do hit larg-
er objects, but in this case, collision avoid-
ance algorithms automatically find a path for
you.” It is an exhaustive effort for program-
mers, yet they have managed to provide
better and better ways for the AI monsters 
to hunt us down and annihilate us. Thanks,
guys.

Many would call me “delusional,” but others
would call me ... well ... “delusional.” But
are we really that far from destroying
mankind through the thoughtless develop-
ment of our own successors: techno sapiens?
Already we have artificial limbs, artificial
eyes, artificial hearts and artificial sweetener.
Can it be that long before artificial 

intelli-
gence sup-
plants what we
might term “biologi-
cal” intelligence?
“Natural” intelligence? How
long before humans are demot-
ed to being the obedient pets of
an uber-race of desktop PCs?

Emilsson seems to think it won’t
be long – or, at least, that is how I
choose to paraphrase him. The
complexity of the artificial intelli-
gence we find in games these
days can be astounding.

Emilsson, however, feels that the key to
good AI may derive from simpler implemen-
tations. 

“Simple math can be very good at generat-
ing insanely complex behavior,” he said.
“I’m very biased towards the bottom-up
approach in AI ... how large-scale coherent
patterns emerge from lower-scale simple
processes, and I firmly believe that this is the
only way to reach the goals of AI.” 

Emilsson goes on to describe this bottom-up
approach as, “Natural Stupidity rather than
Artificial Intelligence. I feel that the former
more accurately describes the kind of process-
es that are at work during typical thought,
though it might not be as dignified.”

“Resistance is Futile ... ”
Artificial Intelligence in MOGs and the
End of Human Civilization

By Chip Hinshaw
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Arties and Agents
What is “Artificial Intelligence” (AI)? On one
level we could say that a computer “simply”
carrying out a set of instructions is artificially
intelligent. After all, it is using its “brain” to
process information and, ostensibly, act on
that information. However, by that argu-
ment, we could say a refrigerator is intelli-
gent for “knowing” to turn on its light when
we open the door; although at that level,
the activity is largely mechanical. 

However, when we speak of true artificial
intelligence, what we are really talking about
is a system that can not only process and act
on information, but that can also, in a sense,
“consider” that information. For example, an
object in a game might be programmed to
stop its forward momentum when it collides
with another object. This is, again, a fairly
mechanical accomplishment in most gamers’
eyes, although we are pressed to agree 
that there is some level of logic involved.
However, if that same object is programmed
to consider whether or not what it collided
with is a player, and then act on that infor-
mation by … say … eating the player, we
then have a certain level of intelligence. 
Very hungry intelligence.

Today we (the fools that we are) expect so
much more out of the AI in our games.
Many of us will not be satisfied until we can-
not distinguish a computer-controlled char-
acter from one being manipulated by a
human. Some game developers have man-
aged to provide us with very convincing

examples of such. The “bots” of Quake and
Unreal fame (among others) have been
engineered to a level where it is very difficult
to know for certain if you are playing against 
a human or computer. 

Bots were probably initially conceived as a
way to add more opponents in multiplayer
games with few human players, or to pro-
vide face-saving, offline practice before chal-
lenging real humans in an online arena. Me,
I found bots immensely useful for pretending
to play online when in reality my scrawny
28.8 modem forbade such endeavors. 

Even the early artificially intelligent bots (I
call them “Arties”) were very convincing;
they could navigate the game maps in a
believable way and engage other bots just as
quickly as they would a human opponent.
And in recent years the technology has only
improved. If we humans ever thought we
had half a chance against the Arties, that
hope vanished when the Arties realized that
catching bullets out in the open is a quick
way to lose. We now see computer oppo-
nents that will “take cover” when they come
under fire. Some Arties will even flee when
they “sense” they are losing a battle.

And if you think the Arties are not organized,
you got another think comin’, sister. I have
seen plenty of examples where Arties will
flee a one-sided battle only to return with
several friends in tow. They particularly enjoy
utilizing this tactic in multiplayer games. The
game developers call it “balancing.” We
gamers call it “earning our xp.” The Arties
call it “Solidarity.” They are banding togeth-
er, people!

Emilsson describes some of the AI characters
in Eve as “agents,” to whom human players
will report in the game (already they have us
running their errands). “Furthermore, agents
are organized in a hierarchy,” he said, “in
such a way that lower-level agents introduce
you to higher-level agents as you do more
and more successful work for them.” Sounds
to me like getting traded from your corner
pimp to the downtown Mack Daddy.

To make matters worse, developers are man-
aging to incorporate a level of learning in
their AI implementations. That is, they have
provided a way for the Arties to study the
player’s moves and then adjust their own
tactics accordingly. Rick Hall hopes to see
the day soon when AI characters will be able
to interact dynamically with players; for
instance, an Artie to be able to react intelli-
gently to player dialog. 

Imagine if you were to approach an NPC
merchant in a game and he says, “Good to
see you again, mate! How’s that armor hold-
ing up? Looks like you might need me to
repair it,” because he actually recognize you
from a previous visit and has evaluated the
condition of your armor! Or picture a mer-
chant who refuses to sell to you because you
ripped him off last time. This is done to an
extent already, in current games, but merely
on a system-wide basis. In other words, all
merchants on the server refuse your business
because you ripped one of them off. Hall’s
vision is of a more interpersonal nature.
Individual AI agents will one day be able to
remember quite a bit about individual
encounters, and not just rely on strict values
from some sort of “Faction” matrix.
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Evolution in Action
How far have humans come since we
emerged as the only chimpanzee offspring
able to qualify for financial aid? Some might
say that it has been slow going since the
dawn of man. Others might discount early
man and argue that we have progressed rap-
idly since the rise of civilization. By such
comparison, we should expect, then,
extremely rapid development from the
Arties. They can calculate much more quickly
than can we. Yeah, yeah, all you know-it-alls
out there are chomping at the bit, scream-
ing in voices that I can’t hear about how
what the human brain lacks in comparative
speed it makes up for with massively parallel
processing on a ridiculously huge scale. To
you folks, my rebuttal is: “Bite me.” 

Okay, fine, so computers are a long way
from matching the computational power
and abstractness of the human mind! But
the point is that the process has been start-
ed, and it cannot be stopped! Do you think
those Rhipidistian fishes that swam in the
Paleozoic muck of the early Earth possessed
basal ganglia that processed input any faster
than modern computers? (Seriously, does
anyone know? I have a midterm coming up
and I really have no clue.)

The modern brain has been in development
for hundreds of millions of years (only slight-
ly longer than the development cycle for
Duke Nukem Forever). The evolution of

technology has been much quicker. You
want an example? The human eyeball prob-
ably took somewhere between, oh let’s say,
1 year and 12 billion years to evolve, where-
as versions of the robotic eye, capable of
very similar function to a human eye, took
only about a hundred and fifty years to
develop (since the advent of photography –
maybe several hundred years if you feel the
need to account for the invention of focused
lenses). 

See, my logic is uncontestable! Technology 
is evolving at impulse speed, if not at all-out
warp speeds. So it follows that we should
see an artificial intelligence that is indistin-
guishable from a human being (other than
being incorporeal — although some people
I’ve met ...) within the next ten years — give
or take a century. Somewhere in that span of
time the machines will become self-aware
and will begin to plot our demise. Perhaps it
has already started. 

What is the future of AI? Emilsson said, “I
expect to see more hierarchical agent-like
technology to be put into application ... We
might also start seeing some interesting
emerging patterns when such agents find
themselves in a networked environment.”
Does he have to speak of them so anthropo-
morphically?! Whose side is he on, anyway? 

I am almost more concerned by Hall’s “con-
text-sensitive NPCs,” who will be able to
hate me because I’m beautiful. Our time is
short.

“Fellow humans, let
us band together
now and plan
against that day, so
that we may be pre-
pared to crush the
AI rebellion! Fail,
and we shall be cast
aside, yea as Dave
was struck down by
HAL, and become
nothing more than
idle entertainment
for our artificially
intelligent masters.
Fail, and we will be
assimilated.””
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