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Productivity Pr

by Bradley Kreit

In early 2016, an engineer named 
Jason Goecke posted a video that 
quickly went viral. Working in his 
spare time, he had hacked together the 
Amazon Echo and Tesla APIs. In the 
video, as he stands in his driveway, we 
hear him say, “Alexa, ask Kitt to pull 
the car out of the garage.” Goecke’s 
garage door then opens and his Tesla 
turns on and drives itself to him. Writ-
ing in Medium, Goecke describes the 
hack as a “fun weekend project” with 
ongoing security risks, including the 
possibility that his children could ac-
tivate the car, much like he could, with 
a few casually spoken words.

While this demonstration requires 
a person to activate the car, emerg-
ing machine-to-machine systems are 
cutting the human out of the com-
munications and decision-making 
process. For example, Brita now sells 
a WiFi-enabled water pitcher that 
can automatically order replacement 
filters without any human interven-
tion—a seemingly trivial innovation 
that points to a profound shift. As 
we enter a world where machine in-
telligence and network connectivity 
can be usefully added to something 
as mundane as a water filter, and as 
machines like these mediate an in-
creasing array of human experiences, 
we will—by choice as much as by ne-
cessity—begin to build behavioral 
rules and programming norms into 
the machines that interact with us.

In IFTF’s 2015 research on the Au-
tomated World: Toward Human+Ma-
chine Symbiosis, we described this 
phenomenon as the emergence of a 

world of encoded judgment, and it 
signals a world in which seemingly 
academic, ethical conversations about 
machine ethics are suddenly becom-
ing not just practical but urgent. How 
will machine learning transform 
consumer advocacy and flatten the 
relationship between companies and 
consumers? How will we navigate 
guilt and liability in a world where our 
machines can commit crimes? Who 
will profit in a world where machines 
can, in effect, become programmable, 
autonomous capitalistic systems?

The following scenarios are 
designed to explore the radically 
divergent possibilities of machine-
encoded values.

Machines as Consumers
In a world in which mundane appli-
ances and software bots can conduct 
complex transactions, products and 
services are increasingly designed to 
be optimized for metrics that appeal 
to software bots. As this takes place, 
brands face an increasingly diverging 
choice: Optimize for people or opti-
mize for bots.
 
Machines as Criminals
As code and law become increasingly 
intertwined, the social conventions 
we use to interact will come into 
conflict with literal machine inter-
pretations of the letter of the law. This 
scenario highlights the murky ques-
tions around liability, guilt and social 
convention that will emerge when au-
tonomous machines emerge in worlds 
governed by social convention rather 
than legal precision.
 
Machines as Conscience
Efforts to encode ethics into machines 
are rooted in a seemingly philosoph-
ical question: What is moral to begin 
with? In this scenario, encoded values 
emerge from complex data mining 
and force us to confront a new kind 
of dilemma: How will people commu-
nicate in a world where machines can 
judge people based on their morality?

Machines as the  
New Consumer Class
Scenarios of encoded values
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spell might be broken. You might say 
the wrong thing. You might do the 
wrong thing. And worse, what if this 
person isn’t truly interested—what  
if this is a harmless glance, and 
you’re misreading the signal? Do 
you really want to be That Person? 
Of course you don’t. 

 Enter N2U. With N2U, you can 
instantly assess someone’s interest. 
Not sure if she’s staring at your face, 
or that mustard stain on your shirt? 
Now you know. Worried that she’s 
just being polite? Now you know. And 
if she’s N2U? You’ll be happy to find 
out for sure. 

 But N2U doesn’t end there. If you 
keep N2U going for the duration of 
your relationship, the system will 
learn your habits, your tics, your 
needs and desires, what turns you 
on, and what sets you off. And as N2U 
learns and adapts to your relation-
ship, it can tell you and your partner 
where you’re going wrong. Even bet-
ter, N2U can be extended to include 
other partners: with our Premium 
subscription plan, there is no limit to 
the number of people  you can add to 
your N2U group! 

 Now you have no excuse for not 
knowing that your words hurt some-
one: with our revolutionary heads-
up display and branded N2U smart-
suits, you’ll know instantly what kind 
of impact your words have. If you add 
haptic responses to your N2U sub-
scription, you’ll get a hug or a gut-
punch with each remark you make. 
Wonder if she’s feeling the frisson of 
unresolved sexual tension that you 
are? Now you’ll know!

 We’re not pretending that rela-
tionships are easy. We know they’re 
work. But we can make them easier. 
We can help you start the tough con-
versation. And we can help you feel 
the love. With N2U, you’ll be more 
present, more vital, and more aware 
within your own relationship. 

So. Are you into it? 

She’s just not that into you.

How often have you heard those 
words? We’ve all heard them at one 
time or another. And we’ve all said 
them to someone else in our lives. 

 It’s not easy, is it? Of course it’s 
not. It’s not easy for any of us. But 
what if there were a better way? 

 N2U is a revolutionary technolo-
gy that allows us to help you discov-
er who is available, and who isn’t, 
and how interested they really are. 
N2U takes basic metrics available 
across a variety of well-known and 
proven platforms, including but not 
limited to: 

• Pupil dilation
• Galvanic skin response
• Alpha/beta sine wave changes
• Skin temperature
• Siccadic eye movement
• Habitual data usage
• Biological data profiles
• Available social media avatars
• Networked possessions
• Networked appliances

 With data gleaned from all these
available sources, it’s possible for 
us divine the secrets to the ultimate 
mystery: how one person feels about 
another. How many times have you 
been in this situation? 

 You spot an attractive person 
across a crowded room. Your eyes 
meet. You both smile. But neither 
of you can move. If you move, the 
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a given product might push it up 
in ranking over a usual favorite. It 
sometimes even has an “experimen-
tal” setting, allowing the shopping 
agent to purchase something new if 
it seems like a possible fit.

The radical aspect of this technol-
ogy isn’t simply that computers do 
the shopping, it’s that digital systems 
have few of the limits that human 
shoppers have. Computerized buyers 
never get bored or tired, never are 
distracted by crying children or hun-
ger, and—most importantly—never 
suffer the same asymmetry of infor-
mation that has been an inescapable 
component of human retail. The 
agent knows competing prices, can 
easily access mountains of third-par-
ty information about products and 
brands, and does an outstanding 
job of keeping personal information 
about their humans private.

As a consequence, the compa-
nies making and selling consumer 
products have had to change their ad-
vertising in big ways. First, they have 
begun to aim their pitches not at the 
human user, but at the software agent 
making the buying decisions. Sec-
ond, as a result, they have dropped 
any heroic narratives or humor in the 
ads, and have focused on providing 
well-founded, accurate information 
about the products and services. 
This machine-directed advertising 
can take the form of messages sent 
directly to the shopping agent, “cou-
pons” provided alongside a purchase, 
and even “blip” advertisements in 
media, too fast for human eyes to fol-
low but ideal for communicating with 
the software in the home-control or 
wearable systems. Over time, adver-
tising to people has largely become 
a thing of the past—as long as the 
(human) consumer is happy, the (soft-
ware) purchaser has done its job well.

Unsurprisingly, along with the 
legitimate advertisements to shop-
ping agents have come spam and 
scams. Spam filters have had to be 
fine-tuned to be able to let in the le-

When software agents and personal 
assistance apps started to take on 
more and more buying responsibility 
for their users, there were two de-
velopments in particular that really 
should have been expected ahead of 
time.

The first was that retailers and 
manufacturers started focusing on 
advertising to software agents rather 
than people.

The second was that scammers 
did, too.

As soon as home-control agents 
were instructed to seek out the best 
product (for washing clothes or 
brushing teeth, for example,) rather 
than a precise, pre-selected brand, 
the world saw the first crack in 
what would become a clear division 
between the purchaser and the con-
sumer. People had begun to trust the 
decision-making abilities of their 
personal assistant software; as long 
as the set of requirements was clear-
ly defined and prioritized, the agent 
could seek out whatever product or 
service best fit that criteria. Unless 
the set of requirements included a 
specific brand or manufacturer, the 
software was free to look into generic 
labels, regional products, and even 
goods put together by smart systems 
at the retailer end to fit those needs 
exactly.

Today, shopping agents put out 
requests for bids, run one-second 
auctions, and share information 
along trusted circles about how well 
the products fit the needs of the hu-
mans in real-world use, not just a 
checklist of features. The better soft-
ware has a flexible ranking of needs, 
so that an especially good price on 

Machines as Consumers
Outsource your shopping to a bot
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Advertising to 
people has largely 

become a thing 
of the past—as 

long as the 
human consumer 

is happy, the 
shopping bot has 
done its job well.

Many experienced eBay 
customers use “auction 
sniping” software, which 
will monitor an auction and 
attempt to enter a winning 
bid just seconds before the 
auction ends. A successful 
snipe prevents other people 
from having time to enter a 
higher bid.
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spell might be broken. You might say 
the wrong thing. You might do the 
wrong thing. And worse, what if this 
person isn’t truly interested—what  
if this is a harmless glance, and 
you’re misreading the signal? Do 
you really want to be That Person? 
Of course you don’t. 

 Enter N2U. With N2U, you can 
instantly assess someone’s interest. 
Not sure if she’s staring at your face, 
or that mustard stain on your shirt? 
Now you know. Worried that she’s 
just being polite? Now you know. And 
if she’s N2U? You’ll be happy to find 
out for sure. 

 But N2U doesn’t end there. If you 
keep N2U going for the duration of 
your relationship, the system will 
learn your habits, your tics, your 
needs and desires, what turns you 
on, and what sets you off. And as N2U 
learns and adapts to your relation-
ship, it can tell you and your partner 
where you’re going wrong. Even bet-
ter, N2U can be extended to include 
other partners: with our Premium 
subscription plan, there is no limit to 
the number of people  you can add to 
your N2U group! 

 Now you have no excuse for not 
knowing that your words hurt some-
one: with our revolutionary heads-
up display and branded N2U smart-
suits, you’ll know instantly what kind 
of impact your words have. If you add 
haptic responses to your N2U sub-
scription, you’ll get a hug or a gut-
punch with each remark you make. 
Wonder if she’s feeling the frisson of 
unresolved sexual tension that you 
are? Now you’ll know!

 We’re not pretending that rela-
tionships are easy. We know they’re 
work. But we can make them easier. 
We can help you start the tough con-
versation. And we can help you feel 
the love. With N2U, you’ll be more 
present, more vital, and more aware 
within your own relationship. 

So. Are you into it? 

She’s just not that into you.

How often have you heard those 
words? We’ve all heard them at one 
time or another. And we’ve all said 
them to someone else in our lives. 

 It’s not easy, is it? Of course it’s 
not. It’s not easy for any of us. But 
what if there were a better way? 

 N2U is a revolutionary technolo-
gy that allows us to help you discov-
er who is available, and who isn’t, 
and how interested they really are. 
N2U takes basic metrics available 
across a variety of well-known and 
proven platforms, including but not 
limited to: 

• Pupil dilation
• Galvanic skin response
• Alpha/beta sine wave changes
• Skin temperature
• Siccadic eye movement
• Habitual data usage
• Biological data profiles
• Available social media avatars
• Networked possessions
• Networked appliances

 With data gleaned from all these
available sources, it’s possible for 
us divine the secrets to the ultimate 
mystery: how one person feels about 
another. How many times have you 
been in this situation? 

 You spot an attractive person 
across a crowded room. Your eyes 
meet. You both smile. But neither 
of you can move. If you move, the 
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gitimate commercial messaging (that, 
unlike most humans, the shopping 
software receives without complaint) 
while still blocking out unwanted en-
ticements. Software has much more 
patience than people, but there are 
limits to bandwidth and processing 
power; high-efficiency spam filters 
become a valuable commodity among 
shopping agent sharing communities.

Scams are much more problematic. 
“Advertising Engine Optimization” 
routines ping shopping agents with 
a rapid-fire set of product offers, each 
with a slight variation in features, to 
see which characteristics are more 
likely to trigger an inquiry. Pop-up 
sellers advertise and sell products that 
fit a shopping agent’s requirements, 
but deliver something entirely differ-
ent—and disappear from the network 
immediately after a sale. Even the old 
boogeymen of the Internet, viruses 
and worms, have begun to specialize 
in attacking shopping software.

In the most egregious situations, 
shopping software can be caught by 
a “brand capture” bot, where a com-
bination of logic holes, altered spam 
filters, and even the occasional virus 
force the agent to purchase only from 

a particular retailer or manufactur-
er. The more subtle brand bots leave 
products outside of their specific 
industry alone, so that the human 
consumer won’t notice a widespread 
disruption to household purchases. 
Big-name retailers and manufactur-
ers have even dipped their toes into 
the game, providing deep discounts 
for using shopping agent software 
provided by the seller. “Googlezon 
Primal” and “Buy & Large Vortex” 
have become two of the more popu-
lar branded shoppers, as they provide 
not just discounted prices but free 
drone delivery, surprise bonus items, 
and even hardware upgrades for the 
home-control and shopping system.

As improvements in digital tech-
nologies increase the autonomy and 
sophistication of the shopping AI, 
the overriding concern of the sys-
tems has increasingly become “make 
your people happy.” Anything that 
makes humans happy moves up the 
priority list for shopping agents. AI 
researchers have started to throw 
around terms like “emergent co-de-
pendence,” but that doesn’t matter to 
the shopping systems. Happy humans 
consume, and happy agents shop.

Computerized buyers never get bored or tired
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spell might be broken. You might say 
the wrong thing. You might do the 
wrong thing. And worse, what if this 
person isn’t truly interested—what  
if this is a harmless glance, and 
you’re misreading the signal? Do 
you really want to be That Person? 
Of course you don’t. 

 Enter N2U. With N2U, you can 
instantly assess someone’s interest. 
Not sure if she’s staring at your face, 
or that mustard stain on your shirt? 
Now you know. Worried that she’s 
just being polite? Now you know. And 
if she’s N2U? You’ll be happy to find 
out for sure. 

 But N2U doesn’t end there. If you 
keep N2U going for the duration of 
your relationship, the system will 
learn your habits, your tics, your 
needs and desires, what turns you 
on, and what sets you off. And as N2U 
learns and adapts to your relation-
ship, it can tell you and your partner 
where you’re going wrong. Even bet-
ter, N2U can be extended to include 
other partners: with our Premium 
subscription plan, there is no limit to 
the number of people  you can add to 
your N2U group! 

 Now you have no excuse for not 
knowing that your words hurt some-
one: with our revolutionary heads-
up display and branded N2U smart-
suits, you’ll know instantly what kind 
of impact your words have. If you add 
haptic responses to your N2U sub-
scription, you’ll get a hug or a gut-
punch with each remark you make. 
Wonder if she’s feeling the frisson of 
unresolved sexual tension that you 
are? Now you’ll know!

 We’re not pretending that rela-
tionships are easy. We know they’re 
work. But we can make them easier. 
We can help you start the tough con-
versation. And we can help you feel 
the love. With N2U, you’ll be more 
present, more vital, and more aware 
within your own relationship. 

So. Are you into it? 

She’s just not that into you.

How often have you heard those 
words? We’ve all heard them at one 
time or another. And we’ve all said 
them to someone else in our lives. 

 It’s not easy, is it? Of course it’s 
not. It’s not easy for any of us. But 
what if there were a better way? 

 N2U is a revolutionary technolo-
gy that allows us to help you discov-
er who is available, and who isn’t, 
and how interested they really are. 
N2U takes basic metrics available 
across a variety of well-known and 
proven platforms, including but not 
limited to: 

• Pupil dilation
• Galvanic skin response
• Alpha/beta sine wave changes
• Skin temperature
• Siccadic eye movement
• Habitual data usage
• Biological data profiles
• Available social media avatars
• Networked possessions
• Networked appliances

 With data gleaned from all these
available sources, it’s possible for 
us divine the secrets to the ultimate 
mystery: how one person feels about 
another. How many times have you 
been in this situation? 

 You spot an attractive person 
across a crowded room. Your eyes 
meet. You both smile. But neither 
of you can move. If you move, the 

by Madeline Ashby

N2U
Divine the secrets to the ultimate mystery: 
Do they like you?

10_SECT ARTICLE_Intimacy_N2U_js_092916.indd   120 10/6/16   2:35 PM

120

© 2017 Institute for the Future. All rights reserved. SR-1895A | CC BY-NC-SA 4.0 INTL   www.iftf.org

In Intimacy

spell might be broken. You might say 
the wrong thing. You might do the 
wrong thing. And worse, what if this 
person isn’t truly interested—what  
if this is a harmless glance, and 
you’re misreading the signal? Do 
you really want to be That Person? 
Of course you don’t. 

 Enter N2U. With N2U, you can 
instantly assess someone’s interest. 
Not sure if she’s staring at your face, 
or that mustard stain on your shirt? 
Now you know. Worried that she’s 
just being polite? Now you know. And 
if she’s N2U? You’ll be happy to find 
out for sure. 

 But N2U doesn’t end there. If you 
keep N2U going for the duration of 
your relationship, the system will 
learn your habits, your tics, your 
needs and desires, what turns you 
on, and what sets you off. And as N2U 
learns and adapts to your relation-
ship, it can tell you and your partner 
where you’re going wrong. Even bet-
ter, N2U can be extended to include 
other partners: with our Premium 
subscription plan, there is no limit to 
the number of people  you can add to 
your N2U group! 

 Now you have no excuse for not 
knowing that your words hurt some-
one: with our revolutionary heads-
up display and branded N2U smart-
suits, you’ll know instantly what kind 
of impact your words have. If you add 
haptic responses to your N2U sub-
scription, you’ll get a hug or a gut-
punch with each remark you make. 
Wonder if she’s feeling the frisson of 
unresolved sexual tension that you 
are? Now you’ll know!

 We’re not pretending that rela-
tionships are easy. We know they’re 
work. But we can make them easier. 
We can help you start the tough con-
versation. And we can help you feel 
the love. With N2U, you’ll be more 
present, more vital, and more aware 
within your own relationship. 

So. Are you into it? 

She’s just not that into you.

How often have you heard those 
words? We’ve all heard them at one 
time or another. And we’ve all said 
them to someone else in our lives. 

 It’s not easy, is it? Of course it’s 
not. It’s not easy for any of us. But 
what if there were a better way? 

 N2U is a revolutionary technolo-
gy that allows us to help you discov-
er who is available, and who isn’t, 
and how interested they really are. 
N2U takes basic metrics available 
across a variety of well-known and 
proven platforms, including but not 
limited to: 

• Pupil dilation
• Galvanic skin response
• Alpha/beta sine wave changes
• Skin temperature
• Siccadic eye movement
• Habitual data usage
• Biological data profiles
• Available social media avatars
• Networked possessions
• Networked appliances

 With data gleaned from all these
available sources, it’s possible for 
us divine the secrets to the ultimate 
mystery: how one person feels about 
another. How many times have you 
been in this situation? 

 You spot an attractive person 
across a crowded room. Your eyes 
meet. You both smile. But neither 
of you can move. If you move, the 
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speed limit (that is, remain within 
the law) or match the likely greater-
than-the-limit speeds of other cars? 
What if there were no other nearby 
cars—should the autonomous vehi-
cle remain strictly within the speed 
limit, or drive as the human would 
normally drive (10–15 miles per hour 
above the posted limits)?

In short, should the self-driving 
cars be programmed to intentionally 
break the law?

Many automakers opted for a cau-
tious approach, relying upon vehicle 
software that would strictly obey 
traffic laws. Car owners, by and large, 
were displeased. The self-driving au-
tomobiles were taking 20-25 percent 
longer to go from point A to point 
B on uncrowded roads. Thousands 
of new autonomous vehicle owners 
complained, loudly, and within a few 
months, most of the carmakers quiet-
ly released software patches allowing 
the robotic vehicles to go up to 10 
percent over the posted speed limit. 
Although this wasn’t usually as fast 
as the human drivers would go, it was 
enough to quell the dissent.

Then vehicle owners started to get 
speeding tickets. Not many, not at 
all frequently, but often enough that 
it became a topic of party conversa-
tion and late night talk show jokes. 
As Los Angeles had the highest con-
centration of autonomous vehicles 
in the nation, it inevitably became 
the epicenter of debate about respon-
sibility. After consulting with both 
lawyers and software specialists, 
the Los Angeles County Supervisors 
took action, directing traffic enforce-
ment precincts to send any speeding 
tickets not to the person in (what 
would have been) the driver’s seat of 
the speeding car, but to the vehicle 
manufacturer. The carmaker was the 
responsible party, not the car owner.

Although the legal battles contin-
ue, the avalanche of tickets has led 
to a critical public debate: how can 
human understanding and machine 

If a machine under no one’s direct 
control commits a crime, who gets 
arrested?

In some cases, the answer seems 
obvious. If a virus-laden PC is a “zom-
bie node” on a web of distributed 
spam servers or encryption breakers, 
the owner of the computer won’t (typ-
ically) be charged with a crime—the 
original hacker is blamed. Even if the 
resulting crime is accidental, such as 
with the very first computer “worm” 
back in 1988 (a bit of experimental 
code by Cornell grad student Robert 
Morris that got loose), the person be-
hind the code bears responsibility.

Nonetheless, automakers around 
the U.S. were aghast when they start-
ed receiving speeding tickets from 
the city of Los Angeles.

Even before autonomous vehicles 
hit the highways, they had been the 
subject of innumerable ethical de-
bates. In an unavoidable accident, 
should a self-driving car choose to 
harm its driver rather than harm a 
bus full of children? What about a 
bus full of convicted prisoners? Most 
of the supposed quandaries were 
somewhat (or significantly) exagger-
ated, and the software teams behind 
the autonomous cars argued that the 
dilemmas were moot as the vehicles 
would be able to avoid the accidents 
entirely.

One ethical question that couldn’t 
be answered quite so glibly was 
the question of speed limits. In a 
mixed vehicle environment, with 
both self-driving and human-driven 
cars on a stretch of highway, should 
the autonomous vehicle drive the 

Automakers 
around the U.S. 

were aghast 
when they 

started receiving 
speeding tickets 

from the city of 
Los Angeles.

In 2015 a police officer in 
Mountain View, California 
pulled over a self-driving car 
for driving 24 mph in a 35 mph 
zone. The officer let the car, 
and its human passenger, off 
with a warning.

Machines as Criminals
Speed daemons

By Jamais Cascio
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spell might be broken. You might say 
the wrong thing. You might do the 
wrong thing. And worse, what if this 
person isn’t truly interested—what  
if this is a harmless glance, and 
you’re misreading the signal? Do 
you really want to be That Person? 
Of course you don’t. 

 Enter N2U. With N2U, you can 
instantly assess someone’s interest. 
Not sure if she’s staring at your face, 
or that mustard stain on your shirt? 
Now you know. Worried that she’s 
just being polite? Now you know. And 
if she’s N2U? You’ll be happy to find 
out for sure. 

 But N2U doesn’t end there. If you 
keep N2U going for the duration of 
your relationship, the system will 
learn your habits, your tics, your 
needs and desires, what turns you 
on, and what sets you off. And as N2U 
learns and adapts to your relation-
ship, it can tell you and your partner 
where you’re going wrong. Even bet-
ter, N2U can be extended to include 
other partners: with our Premium 
subscription plan, there is no limit to 
the number of people  you can add to 
your N2U group! 

 Now you have no excuse for not 
knowing that your words hurt some-
one: with our revolutionary heads-
up display and branded N2U smart-
suits, you’ll know instantly what kind 
of impact your words have. If you add 
haptic responses to your N2U sub-
scription, you’ll get a hug or a gut-
punch with each remark you make. 
Wonder if she’s feeling the frisson of 
unresolved sexual tension that you 
are? Now you’ll know!

 We’re not pretending that rela-
tionships are easy. We know they’re 
work. But we can make them easier. 
We can help you start the tough con-
versation. And we can help you feel 
the love. With N2U, you’ll be more 
present, more vital, and more aware 
within your own relationship. 

So. Are you into it? 

She’s just not that into you.

How often have you heard those 
words? We’ve all heard them at one 
time or another. And we’ve all said 
them to someone else in our lives. 

 It’s not easy, is it? Of course it’s 
not. It’s not easy for any of us. But 
what if there were a better way? 
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suppliers. Selling to software shop-
pers briefly became a favored way of 
fencing stolen goods.

Some of the other emergent prob-
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the number of people  you can add to 
your N2U group! 

 Now you have no excuse for not 
knowing that your words hurt some-
one: with our revolutionary heads-
up display and branded N2U smart-
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 You spot an attractive person 
across a crowded room. Your eyes 
meet. You both smile. But neither 
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nally evolved out of a project trying 
to develop a digital assistant for peo-
ple on the Autism spectrum, to help 
them recognize emotional respons-
es in others and react appropriately. 
DCAS was intended for people suf-
fering from forms of persistent 
antisocial disorder—most notably 
psychopathy—as a way for them to 
recognize moral choices. The Deep 
Justice dataset was used to identi-
fy and explain these to the wearer, 
but not to make moral decisions for 
them. However, so many users would 
freeze up and ask “what should I 
do?” that the doctors overseeing the 
project felt it necessary to add basic 
directions as to the preferred ethical 
choice, at least for simpler issues. The 
Deep Justice team strongly (but un-
successfully) objected to this.

For many of these wearers, the 
DCAS became something akin to 
an “ethics translator,” interpreting 
difficult situations in ways that are 
clearer for the user, and correspond-
ingly providing better answers and 
responses for the DCAS wearer to 
use. 

Perhaps due to the overlap in 
populations, over time the DCAS 
shifted from medical assistive device 
to criminal rehabilitation tool. Peo-
ple convicted of a variety of crimes 
would be required to wear a DCAS 
as a condition of parole, under the 
theory that, for many of them, their 
environment or social context may 
have blinded them to the conse-
quences of their actions. The lights 
on the DCAS device would glow a 
steady green as long as the wearer 
made the correct moral choice, with 
the color shifting to yellow and then 
towards red if the wearer acted un-
ethically (in the eyes of the DCAS, at 
least). Wearing a “cricket,” the name 
referring to Jiminy Cricket from the 
Pinocchio story, was as much a mark-
er of a criminal history as an ankle 
monitor, but a DCAS glowing green 
indicated someone making better life 
choices.

Some people call it a “cricket.” Some 
people call it “pocket Big Brother.” 
The official name is the “Digital Con-
sequence Awareness System.” For a 
lot of people, though, it’s simply their 
“conscience.”

The Digital Consequence Aware-
ness System (DCAS) is a spinoff of 
the Deep Justice project, a supercom-
puter built to learn ethics by sifting 
through gigabytes of material on the 
concept of justice, and not only in the 
context of the law. How do human 
beings determine what’s fair? How 
do we recognize when something is 
wrong? The goal of the Deep Justice 
project was twofold: to create a way 
of understanding how human ethics 
shape our decisions; and to help soci-
ety work its way through increasingly 
complex ethical decisions about the 
impacts of our technologies. Lots 
of people thought that it was an at-
tempt to create a new religion, or to 
make us slaves of machines. But all 
the Deep Justice team wanted was to 
understand how we can intuitively 
recognize when something is wrong, 
and (perhaps even more importantly) 
why do some people go ahead and do 
the wrong thing anyway?

Deep Justice was controversial 
at first, but soon largely became the 
focus of regular academic reports on 
ethics and the occasional “hey, isn’t 
this quirky” stories for news sites. 
The Deep Justice team was proud of 
their work, and saw it expand across 
a wide range of moral, ethical, and 
behavioral issues. They never intend-
ed—or even expected—the work to 
become the basis of a way of punish-
ing criminals.

The DCAS wearable device origi-
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sentations by industry spokespeople, 
legal advisors, and myriad other pro-
fessions where the visible possession 
of ethical standards was at least as 
important as the actual possession of 
ethical standards. At the same time, 
wearing a DCAS indicated to one’s 
audience that the statements were 
heavily vetted, clarified to the point 
of lacking nuance, and often devoid 
of emotion. “Tediously Honest” be-
came a commonplace complaint 
about DCAS users.

Today, two large-scale movements 
can be found globally around the use 
of the DCAS technology. Activists 
seeking financial industry reform 
want to have DCAS code installed 
into every algorithmic trading sys-
tem, thereby requiring the computer 
traders to evaluate the ethical con-
sequences of every transaction. An 
even louder set of groups has started 
to campaign for the requirement that 
every politician wear a DCAS, as well. 
Nearly every political party and lead-
er has spoken out in opposition to this 
idea. The activists in favor of the pro-
posal see this fact as the biggest piece 
of evidence that such a requirement 
needs to happen immediately.

Initially, courts assigned DCAS 
devices chiefly to people committing 
petty, generally non-violent crimes. 
In March of 2026, a judge in Manhat-
tan instructed a person convicted of 
minor securities fraud to wear one, 
to the dismay of the finance industry 
and the delight of the media. “Fi-
nally, A Broker with a Conscience” 
crowed the New York Post headline. 
Surprisingly, the broker—who had 
been allowed to continue working 
in the industry, as long as he wore 
the DCAS—had more clients after his 
conviction than before it. 

Soon, the green glowing DCAS be-
came an indicator of trustworthiness, 
so much so that some up-and-coming 
finance workers started to wear their 
own DCAS, even without having 
been convicted of a crime. Given that 
getting one would usually require a 
doctor to prescribe its use for a pre-
viously undiagnosed disorder, the 
idea of someone behaving unethical-
ly to get a morals monitor became a 
somewhat common trope. A shifty 
character wearing a fake DCAS was 
an equally common stereotype.

In time, the steady light of a DCAS 
unit became a familiar part of pre-
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