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Can AGI help shape a more humane, liveable and meaningful
world - or will it be just a brutally indifferent efficiency tool?

No.2 in a series of practical teaching modulesto B|OETHICS
stimulate thinking on AGI concepts and issues.



Artificial General Intelligence:

In the previous article Artificial General Intelligence:
Achievable or misguided? it was argued that human
intelligence cannot be reproduced as ‘Artificial
Intelligence’ (Al) in a machine, even if the machine is
programmed to recursively ‘learn’. Machine ‘learning
and thinking’ is a diminished form of learning and
thinking in comparison to human thought, which is
embodied, relational, immersed in the world and
responsive to an organic environment. Building on
this, this article explores the issue of control in
relation to Al development. Two aspects of control
will be discussed - the first is concerned with who or
what the forces are that are enabling and controlling
the development of Al applications. The second
sense of control that is explored is the idea that we
can create various Al applications and reliably direct
the way in which these applications are used. This
article makes the case for caution regarding
unfettered developments of Al and argues the need

to recognise and resist such developments in

situations where our humanity may be compromised.

As with the previous article, this critigue contains

cross-curricular activities for engaging students.
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The worldview that enables the unconstrained
development of Al technology

Science fiction is a good place to start when considering the
implications of technological development on our human world.
Many science fiction books and films have been written about the
possible future development of humanoid Artificial Intelligence that
Is capable of iterative learning. Some of these texts are produced
for fast-paced entertainment, or to elicit a fearful or horror response
in us. Others are more sophisticated, and can give us insights into
and pose questions regarding the development of, and the

promises and threats of, Al.

A good science fiction film or novel identifies and holds up to
scrutiny certain problematic trends in our contemporary society.
The plot and the characters combine to provide us with a view of
the dominant narrative, or worldview that underlies and drives
those tends, and points to how that worldview is sustained. Works
such as Aldous Huxley’s Brave New World (1932) and
Philip K. Dick’s Do Androids Dream of Electric Sheep?

(1968), - subsequently made into the film Bladerunner

- illustrate a pattern in ‘science and technology
dominated’ societies such as ours. They show us that

those who control the scientific and technological

resources define and sustain the dominant narrative,
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and thereby shape the reality in which we live. This then
enables us to explore how this narrative was able to gain
traction in the first place, and how our institutional

structures sustain it.

Activity

A starter list of thoughtful films includes:
® Bicentennial Man

The Matrix Trilogy

Blade Runner

Short Circuit

Ex Machina

| Robot

Star Trek: First Contact

With a partner discuss one of these films or another
you have seen that you think has been done well.

What important issue/s does this film raise for you?

Activity
Conduct a survey of images used in print and digital
media articles about Al.
Are there any discernable patterns/similarities?
In what ways might the use of such images affect a
viewer’s perception of Al?
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Activity

There are many less thoughtful block-buster Al films
whose core plot involves the humanoid Al's initially
functioning well, but then at some point - generally
for their own preservation - they turn on their human
creators. After several scenes of rampage, the
humans get the Al back under control and all carries
on as before. Produced purely for entertainment, such
movies do not try and engage the viewer in critical
exploration of an idea, and instead require the viewer
to 'suspend their disbelief’. However, these films
perpetuate the idea that human beings are supremely
able to control Al, anaesthetizing viewers to engaging
with critical reflection of present day and future Al
development.

Discuss

Unveiling the narrative framing of our own world, and
identifying who is wielding the power to perpetuate
that narrative, which is the background against which
the push for the development of Al is situated, enables
us to make the moves to counter trends that may be

harmful to us.
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Unveiling our dominant narrative

Our current dominant narrative has arisen from a particular
way of viewing the world that underpins the political and
economic theories of neo-liberalism. We argued in issue 36
of Dialogue Australasia that the neo-liberal narrative of
radical individualism is based on a flawed model of our
human way of being: neo-liberalism sees rampant,
individualist competition as the defining characteristic of
human relations. It redefines citizens as consumers, whose
choices are best exercised through buying and selling, with
the freedom to make a profit. It maintains that a society
based on market-relations can deliver benefits that could
never be achieved by other forms of community
arrangement.! This model is crucial to the politico-
economic institutional arrangements of neo-liberalism, and
it has enabled certain forces to exert control over the
momentum and direction of Al development. These forces
include: the dominance of multinational technology
corporations; the promotion of profit maximization as a
primary goal; and the legal frameworks that enable these
things to happen. These forces cannot be understood in
isolation: multinational corporations may possibly be
operating legally within the framework of the law; these
corporations come into being because we have an

economic structure focused on profit-maximization that is
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also legitimized through legal structures and political
maneuvers. Together, these forces frame the social
landscape that we have come to live in. What is common to
them all however, is an acceptance of the dominant
reductive, isolating, competitive, instrumental (means-
ends) mode of thinking, which veils our fundamentally

interconnected, relational existence.

Activity

A corporation is the purest form of a tyranny, or oligarchy,
(depending if it is run by one person at the top, or a small
elite) that you can imagine. Power resides at the top and
orders are sent down stage by stage. We, as the
consumer, are at the bottom, with the option of
purchasing what it offers, whether that be an iPod,

electricity, or tomato sauce.

Discuss

Although instrumental thinking has always been a facet of
human thought, it came to the fore in the period known as
the ‘Enlightenment’ - roughly 1685-1815. In this epoch,
instrumental rationality - means-ends thinking that seeks to

calculate how best to achieve a given end - was seen to
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‘get things done’, and many took up the idea that we could
remake and ‘improve’ society along instrumentally rational
lines.2 Forgetting that instrumental rationality is only an
aspect of thinking, it was portrayed as the standard to
which all thinking must now conform. Accordingly, it was
depicted as universal - independent of all historical and
cultural circumstance, so that the theories that it gave rise
to - whether political, social, economic or scientific - were

considered to have general applicability.

Activity

The following people were active during the Enlightenment
and embraced Enlightenment ideals. Choose one of them
to investigate. What problems of the time were they
responding to? What solutions did they offer to those
problems? What questions do you have about their ideas?
® [rancis Bacon

e Thomas Hobbes

®* Rene Descartes

* Galileo

® /saac Newton

® John Locke

® David Hume

e \/Oltaire

o Mary Wollstonecroft

® Jean-Jaques Rousseau

e Denis Diderot
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... the way in which a people
interpret and transmit an
understanding of their place in the
world is crucial for the continued
survival of their community.

The authority of instrumental thinking produced an
overarching view or ‘grand-narrative’ of human progress,
which is directed at a future in which the problems facing
human beings will be controlled and thus resolved. Science
and its accompanying technologies were thought to be the
mMmeans to achieving this, as they are pivotal achievements
of instrumental rationality. Although, as we have discussed
previously, narratives are common to all forms of life - or
cultures - they are localised and oriented around the
preservation and sustenance of people and place. The
traditional narratives that people live have run the test of
time and they inform, guide and shape a community’s
actions and sustain values. Although never perfect, they
have their ground in embodied and engaged caring
practices, and, as such, they can be wisely reinterpreted in
response to life’s contingencies. The way in which a people
interpret and transmit an understanding of their place in
the world is crucial for the continued survival of their

community. This is encapsulated in the Greek word
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oikonomia - meaningful practices (nomos) centred around
the place in which we dwell (oikos). It is from the Greek
o/konomia that we get our word ‘economic’, a word whose
meaning has been distorted through instrumental
practices. In its primordial sense, economic activity is
ecological activity - centred on understanding and
responsively caring for people and place. It is achieved
through politics - a shared, discursively mediated activity,
guided and sustained by practical wisdom - which has the

aim of sustaining a flourishing community.

“What the market wants” came
to mean what corporations and
their CEO’s think will make
them the most money.

The attempt to organise ‘knowledge’ and communities of
people in conformity with a grand-narrative of rationally
calculated theories disrupts the delicate balance of
situated, historically-informed patterns of thought. Such
patterns of thought guide meaningful human interactions
and empower responsive and responsible engagement in
the world, things which enable an organic human
community to flourish.3 During the Enlightenment period,

politics and economics were uncoupled from the lifeworld
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of a people. Formed on the basis of ‘political’ and
‘economic’ theories and oriented towards efficiency and
control, impersonal organisations were developed that had
No organic human resonance.4 Over time, a number of
other instrumentally driven factors contributed to the
shape of the world: the mechanisation and industrialisation
of production; the demands of the ‘market’; increased
urbanisation; faith in the power of science and technology
to explain and control the world; the growth of
bureaucracy; globalisation of the market. Against this
background, corporations were able to develop - groups of
people authorised to act as a single entity - with the power
to control the means of production, along with what is
produced. These corporations became legal entities with a
life of their own, geared to the maximisation of profit.
“What the market wants” came to mean what corporations
and their CEO’s think will make them the most money.
Politics soon became the handmaiden to the market, as the
political realm - that should belong to community - became
centred on free-market competition, international trade
agreements, and the privatisation and corporatization of
public services, which respond not to people, but to the

financial sector.

With economic and political ‘systems’ unhinged from a
people’s culture, they became increasingly indifferent to

the norms, values, meanings and everyday concerns of
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people. Moral questions became cost/benefit questions,
and political and economic matters became technical and
bureaucratic matters handled by ‘experts’. With no
grounding in the nomos of a people, the structures of our
‘social institutions’ became framed in terms of lex,
impersonal legal boundaries divested of human
responsivity. Under this market-driven economic and
political regime the key message conveyed is that our lives
can only be lived well through the purchase of
commodities, and the means necessary for a ‘good life’ are
available only through the market. Thus, market domination
is achieved through socially-orchestrated consent. With the
subordination of all aspects of life to economic and
bureaucratic requirements of commodification, control and
efficiency, we come to feel like our life is run by impersonal

forces over which we have little control.

It is within this corporate, market-oriented framing of reality
- that engenders a sense of powerlessness and alienation -
that those driving ‘Artificial Intelligence’ are pedaling their
wares. As the research and production of Al is corporate
and profit driven, those involved hold tight to the scientific
and technological ‘knowledge’ they generate, through
patenting their products and aspects of the production
process. In this way corporations are able to continue to
steer and perpetuate the Al arena with the wealth they

accumulate.
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Becoming aware of and questioning

the historical circumstances that have

brought us to a particular situation

can enable us to transcend the situation

we find ourselves in. Questioning opens up

the possibility of change, whereby something that was
previously hidden to us comes forth and points to a
different way forward. If we resist defining ourselves and
acting as ‘consumers’, can we disrupt the ‘market-model’
that frames our world? If we refuse to see everything as a
‘resource’, will things resonate differently and more richly to
us? Is it necessary to adopt the various forms of ‘Artificial
Intelligence’ that we are told that we cannot live without,
lest we become ‘left behind™? If our social institutions are
formed in a way that disregards our humanity, can we
refuse to participate in such structures and work to negate

their effects.

Who is ‘controlling’ the application of Al
development?

Within our dominant neo-liberal paradigm, Al is set up as a
technological arms race. As in all forms of arms races,
participants may sacrifice thoughtful consideration of what
Al might mean for human existence, for speed of
production. The race to produce the first guantum

computer illustrates this highly competitive model at play
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in the way technology is developed. Quantum computers
have the potential to vastly outperform classical computers
at given tasks. The New Scientist Magazine published an
article entitled: “Revealed: Google’s plan for quantum
computer supremacy”,® in which it was asserted that
Google is on the brink of building the first guantum
computer. The article opens with ‘race-to-the-top’
wording: “Google’s goal, audaciously named quantum
supremacy ...” It continues in the same vein, indicating that
those who are first to get a new ‘product’ on the market
will come to dominate and direct the reality in which we

participate. Phrases pointing to this include:

“The field of quantum computing is undergoing a rapid
shake-up, and engineers at Google have quietly set out a
plan to dominate”

“They are definitely the world leaders now, there is no
doubt about it,” says Simon Devitt at the RIKEN Center for
Emergent Matter Science in Japan. “It's Google’s to lose.”

“Once a system hits quantum supremacy and is showing
clear scale-up behaviour, it will be a flare in the sky to the
private sector.”

Notions of supremacy and domination, and article

subheadings such as “Eyes on the Prize” give a sense of the
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rivalry, drive and determination that exists between the
competing corporations. They are playing a high-stakes
game, as those who dominate the market get to shape the
way that the world does things, which sustains their market
position. Such a ‘winner take all’ system is not conducive to
a considered and cautious approach to developing
technologies and their likely impact on human ways of life.
What is at stake in this game is who can come up with and
market the technology first, and hence make the biggest
profit. With profit maximisation as a focus, the benefits to
humanity are frequently over-stated, and the potential
threats are overlooked or played down. This means that we
may end up being sold ideas that compromise our
humanity because neither time nor consideration has gone
into thinking through the implications of these Al

technologies.

Activity
“A small number of large corporations are today the powerhouses

behind the development of sophisticated artificial intelligence.”

Cognitive robotics professor Murray Shanahan Imperial College London. (2016)

It is likely that Al will be developed by just a small group of
people.
What are the financial/social/political implications of this?

Discuss
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Our relationship with technology in a contingent
world

Our lives are dynamic and unfolding and shaped within a
matrix of relationships and encounters that we cannot
foresee. It is never possible for us to have complete control
over the way that our life unfolds, although our actions
shape its direction to a degree. When it comes to the
technologies that we engage with, the same pattern holds.
For instance, fire is a technology that has brought great
benefits to people. It keeps us warm, we can cook with it,
we can increase our light through its brightness. But it is
also capable of great destruction, razing forests, burning
down houses, killing people. No matter how careful we are
with our technologies, it is always possible to use them for
harm, or have them applied inadvertently through an
unforeseen event. For example, we set up our camp on the
edge of the forest for the night. Understanding the dangers
that fire possesses and having been taught ways to use it
appropriately, we build a camp fire away from our tents
and at a distance from the bushes. We surround the fire by
river stones and keep some water close by. We settle down
and begin to toast marshmallows. However, a sudden gust
of wind lifts a burning ember, and flings it into a nearby

bush. The dryness of the forest and the speed that the fire
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takes hold means that we are unable to dowse it with the
water we have. The flames spread through the forest. We
certainly didn’t plan for this eventuality, and although we
took precautions that would hold in most circumstances,
confining the fire by a ring of river stones, and keeping
water nearby, it was insufficient to contain it in this

particular situation.

We can be affected by misadventure with any form of
technology that we interact with. Unforeseen events can
take hold and prove disastrous. So, given that an Al
computer programme can process information and
calculate to achieve a specific task in a narrow field much
faster than a person, even a small misalignment in the
programming can produce catastrophic outcomes. Things
could get out of hand rather quickly. A number of Al
commentators for example, Nick Bostrum and Elizer
Yudkowsky have raised concerns about this aspect of the

‘control’ problem of Al technology.®

A number of Al commentators
. . . have raised concerns about
this aspect of the ‘control’
problem of Al technology
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Activity

Consider an Al device which has been set the task of
investing on the share market to make a profit. This Al
device has the ability to not just read and interpret
information on the internet, but also to write and
distribute its own articles through the internet.

® How could the use of “alternate facts” by the Al
device be used to manipulate share prices to
maximise the profit it makes?

* What could be the effect on other traders and other
citizens?

® |s there a way of establishing the veracity of the
information that traders are acting on?

® |s there a way to control how the Al operates in this
situation?

The story about Al operating on Wall street can be
found at http://www.nzherald.co.nz/business/news/
article.cfm?c_id=3&objectid=11799294
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We do not possess foresight, nor do we have a grasp on all
the vagaries of life; we know that situations can always
evolve in ways that we did not anticipate. As previously
argued, woven into an enduring way of life is a deep
respect for people and place, so with this understanding in
mind, traditional ways of life have placed limits on the use
of technologies, as people became aware of their awe-ful
power. For example, cultures contain rituals around the use
of fire (the sort of practices mentioned above regarding
river stones and a pot of water), the axe, the plough, the
spear, fishing nets, sailing vessels and so on. Realising that
a particular way of life cannot be taken for granted, such
rituals guide and safeguard the proper use of their
technologies. These rituals - the normative practices
around the use of a thing - tie back (re-ligare) to the
values of community, which ensure the survival of a people
and sustain the place in which they live. It is, therefore,
essential that any new Al technology is developed
thoughtfully and cautiously with appropriate normative

practices around its use.

Some individuals and organisations have attempted to put
guidelines and standards in place to contain the use and

development of Al technology. An open letter signed by
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more than 8,000 scientists and businesspersons including
physicist Stephen Hawking, computer science professor
Stuart Russell, entrepreneur Elon Musk and Apple co-

founder Steve Wozniak, was published in 2015.

This letter states:

The potential benefits [of Al research] are
huge, since everything that civilization has to
offer is a product of human intelligence; we
cannot predict what we might achieve when
this intelligence is magnified by the tools Al
may provide, but the eradication of disease
and poverty are not unfathomable. Because
of the great potential of Al, it is important to
research how to reap its benefits while
avoiding potential pitfalls.”
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Accompanying the letter, the “Research Priorities for
Robust and Beneficial Artificial Intelligence” document
outlined numerous examples of research directions aimed
at “delivering Al that is beneficial to society and robust in
the sense that the benefits are guaranteed: our Al must do
what we want them to do”.8 Interdisciplinary in nature
“because it involves both society and Al”9, these research
priorities range across philosophy, law, computer security,
social science and research methods, political science and

economics.

A number of the signatories to the open letter are now
collaborating on an initiative to examine the ethical,
practical and technical questions posed for humanity by
advances in Al. This initiative is run from the “Leverhulme
Centre for the Future of Intelligence”. It is a collaboration
between the University of Cambridge, the University of
Oxford, Imperial College London, and the University of
California, Berkeley. Established in 2015, the Leverhulme
Centre is multidisciplinary in addition to multi-institutional,
bringing together computer scientists, philosophers and

researchers in the Arts, Social Sciences and Humanities.

a humber of signatories to the letter are now collaborating on
an initiative to examine the ethical, practical and technical questions
posed for humanity by advances in Al.
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Artificial General Intelligence.
Exploring the issues of control.

In addition, corporate bodies have also joined
together to consider the implications of Al
development. For example, established in late
September 2016, the similarly named
“Partnership on Artificial Intelligence to Benefit
People and Society” is a joint venture between
Google, Facebook, Amazon, IBM and Microsoft.
They state that they will “conduct research,
recommend best practices, and publish research
under an open license in areas such as ethics,
fairness and inclusivity; transparency, privacy,
and interoperability; collaboration between
people and Al systems; and the trustworthiness,

reliability and robustness of the technology”.’©

Microsoft ==

.|l|

Activity
September 28 2016 - Announcement of the formation of the
“Partnership on Artificial Intelligence to Benefit People and Society”, a
joint venture between Google, Facebook, Amazon, IBM and Microsoft.
Dedicated to advancing public understanding of the Al, as well as
coming up with standards for future researchers to abide by, the
alliance “does not intend” to lobby government bodies, but rather it
says it will “conduct research, recommend best practices, and publish
research under an open license in areas such as ethics, fairness and
inclusivity; transparency, privacy, and interoperability; collaboration
between people and Al systems; and the trustworthiness, reliability

and robustness of the technology”.

httos./www.thequardian.com/technoloqy/2016/sep/28/google-facebook-amazon-ibm-

microsoft-partnership-on-ai-tech-firms

®* Do you think that the corporations mentioned are the best
ones for monitoring their own practice? Why/why not?

* How will we know that things like “ethics, fairness and
inclusivity” are part of their corporate activities?

* How will we know that their technology can be considered
trustworthy, reliable and robust”?

®* How can we as citizens hold these corporations accountable
to their stated standards?

® |s there a difference between technology corporations
establishing a monitoring authority compared to academic
institutes? Why/why not?

Discuss
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Debate

We as citizens should leave the scrutiny of Al
technologies to institutional bodies regardless of
whether they academic, corporate, political or so forth.

Conclusion

The social structures that we inhabit and the technologies -
the tools - that we use, reciprocally shape our world and
ourselves. This has always, and will always be the case, and
if it is done appropriately it will keep salient values to the
fore. If we are to live well with one another, and with other
creatures, we need to inhabit a world that is structured
with our interconnected, relational existence in mind. This
means that the technologies we create must not
undermine or replace human relationships of warmth, care
and understanding, as the negative affect on human

relationships will be profound.

If we fail to understand the potential impacts of the

technology we use and its role in shaping ourselves
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and the world we inhabit, we become passive victims
of a process we have been caught up in and which
requires us to perpetuate itself. As the central
character is Richard Linklater’'s movie Boyhood (2014)
remarks: “Robots are taking over the world. Not
because machines are running everything, but because
people are being turned into robots”. In order to
reclaim our humanity we must renounce the atomistic,
self-interested and competitive ‘consumer’ narrative
that neoliberalism promotes, if we are to live well
together on the earth. It is not the thought that
human-like robot machines will turn against us that
should lead us to caution, but rather, that we allow

Artificial Intelligence to develop without supervision

or restraint.

Activity

Using technology is part of human life. How can we
ensure that technologies are developed responsibly
and made available to all?

.. . technologies we create must not undermine or replace human
relationships of warmth, care and understanding.
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1. Based on ideas argued for by Thomas Hobbes and John Locke in the

Activity 16th & 17th centuries, theories of neoliberal political and economic
practice were developed by the economist Friedrich Hayek, who won
“We’ve been trying to slay the ‘terminator’ meme, but like a Nobel Prize for his work. See F.A. Hayek, The Constitution of
its namesake, it keeps coming back for more.” Liberty, Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1960. Neoliberalism
was taken to the next level by the economist Milton Friedman, in his
Professor Huw Price, academic director Leverhulme Centre for the Future of work Capitalism and Freedom, Chicago: University of Chicago Press,
Intelligence (LCFI), Cambridge University. (The Guardian, 19 October 2016, 1962. Friedman also won a Nobel prize for his work.

World bioethics day)
2. Theodor Adorno and Max Horkheimer, Dialectic of Enlightenment,

. .. trans. John Cumming, London: Verso, 1997), 37.
An earlier activity asked you to conduct a survey of

images used in print and digital media articles about Al,
to discern any patterns or similarities in these images
and to consider in what ways the use of such images
might affect a viewer’s perception of Al.

Now, having explored Al and the argument for caution,
reinterpret/redesign images for use in the media to
reflect a deeper understanding of Al issues.

3. Jean-Francoise Lyotard, discusses this in his work The Post-Modern
Condition (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1984).

4. Jurgen Habermas, The Theory of Communicative Action, Vol T
Reason and the Rationalization of Society, Boston: Beacon Press,
1984, 286.

5. New Scientist Magazine, “Revealed: Google’s plan for qguantum
computer supremacy”, 2016, issue 3089, 3 September.

6. See Nick Bostrum, “Cognitive, Emotive and Ethical Aspects of
Decision Making in Humans and in Artificial Intelligence,” Vol. 2, ed. I.
Smit et al,, Int. Institute of Advanced Studies in Systems Research
and Cybernetics, 2003, pp. 12-17. Elizer Yudkowsky, ‘Artificial
Intelligence as a positive and negative factor in global risk’, in Global

and issues involved with the development of Artificial Catastrophic Risks, edited by Nick Bostrom and Milan M. Cirkovi¢,

308-345. New York: Oxford University Press.
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