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Some Scientists Refuse to Get Paid for Killer Ideas
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As American warfare has shifted 
from draftees to drones, science 
and the military in the United 
States have become inseparable. 
But some scientists are refusing to 
let their robots grow up to be 
killers. 

Clusters of scientists shut the 
laboratory door on the military half 
a century ago in reaction to the 
horrors of atomic bombs, and 
again decades later in disgust with 
the Vietnam War. But today such 
refuseniks are rare and scattered—
in large part, they say, because so 
many of their colleagues doing 
basic research are addicted to 
military money. 

"I would rather the military run 
out of reasons to keep existing, and I don't want them to have any credit 
for something I have accomplished—which they clearly would if they 
gave me the money," says Steve Potter, a neuroscience researcher in 
Atlanta whose astonishing robotic creations would make a 21st-century 
general drool—if the general could get his hands on them. 

Imagine a swarm of robots seizing control of the airspace and waters of 
a besieged port city while amphibious automatons roll up the shoreline to 
knock out pockets of resistance. The attack is brilliantly coordinated, and 
each of the robots is an astonishingly effective killer because it learns 
faster and has more flexible responses than any mere machine. The 
secret? At its core are real animal neurons—living brain cells—wired into 
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