


on topics of direct interest, unlike the very
broad AAAI conference; and third, the subfields
saw themselves as international and didn't
want to be organizational subparts of an Amer-
ican professional society. There have been a
number of ideas about how to keep relation-
ships with these areas, the most prominent and
successful being collocation of their confer-
ences with AAAIL. AAAI has explored the possi-
bility of becoming an international Al society
(“Association for the Advancement of Al”)—for
example by consolidating with non-U.S. soci-
eties—but this is a sensitive issue, since so
many countries have their own national Al so-
cieties with proud independent histories, and
AAALI is inherently averse to pressure politics
and cultural imperialism.

We as a field have long bemoaned the splin-
tering of Al into subfields that over the years
create more and more specialized technologies
and mutually incomprehensible technical lan-
guages. AAAI has tried to encourage bridges be-
tween the current and former parts of Al by
inviting articulate distinguished speakers from
splintered fields, by scheduling sessions that
summarize trends and breakthroughs from
splintered conferences, and so forth. Ron
Brachman, in his presidential address at AAAI-
0S5, presented the first really novel idea I've
heard in a long time for bringing the subareas
back together: Ron argued that the subfields are
now fairly mature and that we can now consid-
er intelligent architectures that include all the
pieces in one collaborating system. This re-
quires joint discussion, planning, and system
building. It remains to be seen whether this
idea will lead to a reunification of Al or
whether it can be used to rejuvenate AAAI con-
ferences.

Theory Versus Application

The key effect of the spin-offs of subfields has
been that AAAI has tended to retain Al theory,
giving theory a greater representation in AAAI
than it has in the field as a whole, measured by
all those who say they’re doing Al in universi-
ties, companies, and government. A minority
but vociferous faction within AAAI has tried to
counterbalance this trend by celebrating appli-
cations, most notably in the IAAI conferences.
The net result is that, taken together, AAAI and
IAAI have their greatest strengths at the ex-
tremes of theory and practice (albeit with
much greater weight at the theory extreme),
while much of the Al mainstream goes else-
where.

This issue also surfaces in the selection of fel-
lows. The preponderance of theorists in AAAI is

reflected in the greater success rates for theoret-
ical versus applied fellow nominees. (This is in
no way meant to suggest that any fellows are
not worthy—merely that it’s proven harder to
get even strong applications-oriented candidates
elected.) One personal comment: I feel that re-
lated factors tend to favor the selection of peo-
ple who are strong in a well-developed subfield
versus innovators and iconoclasts who are
equally strong (for example, as measured by
publication impact). In recent years I and others
have raised these points with the Fellows Selec-
tion Committee, and I have reason to believe
that we will see changes (I'd say improvements)
in future years.

Prospects

I think it’s likely that Al is entering a new gold-
en age. The Al winter is a distant memory, to-
tally eclipsed by the more recent bursting of
the tech bubble, an event whose lasting impact
is itself fading. The web has been a great source
of applications and data, and Al is putting a
strong mark on the web (for example, the se-
mantic web and web applications that learn
and adapt). But beyond the web, the availabil-
ity of incredibly cheap and powerful comput-
ing and memory is making an ever wider range
of computationally expensive Al applications
practical. Many applications long demonstra-
ble in principle (such as speech understanding
and vision for control of vehicles) can now be
done cheaply and in real time. Learning appli-
cations, especially in data mining and data
analysis, are helping Al ideas to spread widely
into other fields and, in the process, bringing
ideas from those fields back into Al (for exam-
ple, from statistics and systems security). I be-
lieve Al's (and AAAI’s) best days lie before us.
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