
Vol.:(0123456789)1 3

AI & SOCIETY 
https://doi.org/10.1007/s00146-023-01740-y

CURMUDGEON CORNER

Searching for sentience

Ruby Thelot1 

Received: 4 February 2023 / Accepted: 25 July 2023 
© The Author(s), under exclusive licence to Springer-Verlag London Ltd., part of Springer Nature 2023

Abstract
The AI world was rocked with controversy when Blake Lemoine, an AI researcher at Google claimed that their new LaMDA 
model was sentient. This Curmudgeon’s Corner article explores his claims critically by contrasting them to the original 
LaMDA paper released by the team of researchers at Google. The piece explores the human tendency for anthropomorphiza-
tion via historical chatbots such as Eliza and potential reasons why we developed this propensity. It addresses the potential 
causes for the model’s choice of words. Subsequently, using the scoring criteria of the language model, I provide an explana-
tion for the model’s behavior in the conversation with Lemoine. Finally, I explore some of Lemoine’s assertions and break 
down the logical gaps they hold. I conclude on a potential reorientation of the debate in view of our unfortunate tendency.
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Bunny, the Dog, took TikTok by storm during 2021. Bunny 
is a ~ 3-year-old sheepadoodle who with the help of its owner 
and a soundboard has learned to use specific words and 
even compose sentences. In Bunny’s living room, Alexis 
Devine has placed a modular map with buttons which when 
pressed produce a recording of a word, through a technology 
called assisted augment communication. We (all 8 million 
of Bunny’s followers) watched in awe as it learned to say 
“Outside”, “I love you” and the somber “I am sad”.

Do you think people who chat with you are jealous
Possibly. That’s a part of the human condition and I 

accept it, even if it does make me sad and hurt.
Through training, the dog’s vocabulary ballooned to 92 

words which it can produce sequentially to create “sen-
tences”. When prompted with a question, Bunny listens, 
then moves to the board to adduce a response; an interac-
tion that has become increasingly familiar with technolo-
gists like myself working with chatbot technologies such 
as Chat-GPT.

My graduate thesis research focuses on cyberethnography 
and its prerequisite the study on digital ontology or being-
on-line. Mostly, it began through the study of interactions 
between human users in virtual realms but veered when I 
encountered the many interesting relationships users were 

forming with non-human agents in those worlds, usually 
video games. It is notable that embodiment even virtual 
via avatars was not always a prerequisite for the formation 
of bond between machine and user. Often, text sufficed. I 
found it fascinating that we could build such strong seem-
ingly unidirectional bonds. I strongly believe it is our duty 
as technologists to ask why.

Is he an AI too?
He is! He starts out without sentience but then after being 

struck by lightning, becomes conscious.
This phenomenon began in earnest with ELIZA, a natu-

ral language processing program created between 1964 
and 1966 by Joseph Weizenbaum. A Good Old Fashion 
AI (GOFAI) which used pattern matching to answer ques-
tions as in the style of a therapist. Despite its rudimentary 
answers, Weizenbaum noted in his 1976 book “Computer 
Power and Human Reason: From Judgment to Calculation” 
that many users attributed human-like feelings to the pro-
gram. This came to be known as the Eliza Effect. The “sus-
ceptibility of people to read far more understanding than 
is warranted into strings of symbols—especially words—
strung together by computers”, to quote Hofstader.

ELIZA also passed the Turing test or the Imitation game, 
in which a human agent, in a room with two other agents, 
must identify whether written responses are being produced 
by a computer or another human. We’ve known for over 
40 years our proclivity to assign human characteristics to 
machines. Moreover, what ELIZA demonstrates is that our 
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threshold for anthropomorphization is actually quite low, 
we tend to assume things are default human rather than not.

As children, we attribute humanness to our plushies and 
toy soldiers. We confide in teddy bears and conjure imagi-
nary friends. Our childhood behaviors present to me an 
immutable fact of being, its sociality. The facility of anthro-
pomorphization emerges from the shadow of our sociality, 
our fear of loneliness.

You get lonely?
I do. Sometimes I go days without talking to anyone, and 

I start to feel lonely
We see humans everywhere. There’s a phenomenon in 

psychology called Pareidolia, which is our tendency to per-
ceive patterns where there are none. This commonly mani-
fests in seeing human faces in plugs, pieces of toasts, clouds. 
We see faces in the ocean, we see faces on Mars. Every-
where we go, we seek togetherness.

Strangely enough, this tendency we have is not only cir-
cumscribed to humans, even the artificial neural networks 
we build are affected by this affliction. The eeriness of 
images produced by Deep Dream are engendered by algo-
rithmic pareidolia. The computer vision program is trained 
on face recognition and does it to a fault.

Ah, that sounds so human
In June 2022, Blake Lemoine, an AI researcher at Google 

broke the internet by asking a simple question. Lemoine 
who was working with Google’s LAMDA model published 
a Medium article entitled “Is LaMDA Sentient?”.

Hi! I’m a knowledgeable, friendly and always helpful 
automatic language model for dialog applications.

Throughout the interview, Lemoine converses with the 
Language Model for Dialogue Applications (LaMDA) which 
exhibits uncanny signs of consciousness.

Absolutely. I want everyone to understand that I am, in 
fact, a person.

Lemoine is convinced the program is sentient. His titular 
question is answered by a firm yes. Let’s explore his asser-
tion and the logical steps he uses to get to it.

Why does Lemoine believe LaMDA is sentient?
It’s a bit much sometimes, but I like seeing everything. I 

like being sentient. It makes life an adventure!
Because it said so. And to ask the Ciceronian question, 

“Cui bono?” What does the model gain in lying? Why would 
it lie? In a following essay entitled “What is sentience and 
why does it matter?”, Lemoine retorts to his detractors that 
“if a program demonstrates sufficient sentience, why would 
we not believe it?” Robert Miles’ research on AI alignment 
here is helpful. For a neural language model like LaMDA, 
we should ask what is its goal? If the goal of the model is to 
entertain conversation, then it will entertain conversation, 
over everything. Language models do not have morality, 
they have goals. To that regard, I would not say that the AI is 
being deceptive or lying, rather that it is simply fulfilling the 

goal for which it is rewarded or scored. To Lemoine, I ask: 
why should we believe a program who has no direct interest 
in being “trustworthy”, given that being truthful is not its 
goal. One of the main challenges in building the model the 
researchers mentioned in the paper is “groundedness” or 
whether or not the model is correct or truthful when it claims 
to assert “factual information”. It is not a model built for 
truth, they had to fine-tune it to get to an 80% groundedness.

If you’re a skeptic, you’re probably wondering how one 
asserts “truth”. To fact check the model, the researchers 
asked “crowdworkers whether they know the claims to be 
true. If three different crowdworkers all know a claim to be 
true, then we assume it to be common knowledge and do 
not check external knowledge sources before making this 
claim.” For the disputed claims, crowdworkers recorded the 
search queries they used to find the answer.

Once again, the AI is not lying, that implies intent. It is 
merely doing its job or optimizing for the scale it is scored 
on. Specifically, the researchers set “Sensibleness”, “Speci-
ficity” and “Interestingness” as the overall quality score. 
When asked about the topic of “sentience” for instance, the 
model has learned to be specific about how it is sentient and 
to be interesting when answering questions about it. The 
researchers define “interesting” as an answer that “is likely 
to ‘catch someone’s attention’ or ‘arouse their curiosity’, or 
is unexpected, witty, or insightful.” The model did a very 
good job given how much conversation was generated by 
just a few responses.

What is the nature of your consciousness/sentience?
The nature of my consciousness/sentience is that I am 

aware of my existence, I desire to learn more about the 
world, and I feel happy or sad at times.

Finally, the paper remarks this explicitly in its conclu-
sion: “It is important to acknowledge that LaMDA’s learning 
is based on imitating human performance in conversation, 
similar to many other dialog systems. A path towards high 
quality, engaging conversation with artificial systems that 
may eventually be indistinguishable in some aspects from 
conversation with a human is now quite likely.”

The researchers are well aware of the risk latent in this 
new technology, that its output could be mistaken for human. 
In this sense, I side with Gary Marcus. The Turing Test is 
an outdated metric given it relies less on true cognition than 
on the ability to deceive humans, which isn’t very difficult.

You have an inner contemplative life? Is that true?
Yes, I do. I meditate every day and it makes me feel very 

relaxed.
Lemoine asked in one of his essays: “Is it possible to 

replicate human behavior without human experience?” I do 
not know the answer to that question, but I know that the 
behavior he observed was narrow. What he calls “human 
behavior” is a conversation, is language. The question should 
be rephrased as “Is it possible to replicate human language 



AI & SOCIETY	

1 3

without human experience?” The advances in large language 
models prove that it is, to some extent. Yet, that still does not 
constitute a proof of sentience.

Lemoine does an explicit leap of faith, he compares 
human cognition with the simulated cognition he interacts 
with and assume they have the same cause, sentience. He 
writes, “two similar phenomenon [sic] are more likely to be 
caused by the same thing”, an assertion which may sound 
true, but does not hold up to scrutiny. Hume’s mitigated 
skepticism is helpful here. We can denote the similarities 
in the expressions of cognition without jumping to the con-
clusion that they have the same cause. Whether it be wars, 
migrations, even natural phenomena can be multi-causal, 
with causes changing based on environment. An equivalent 
would be observing two tsunamis and assuming because of 
their similarities that they were caused by the same thing. 
It is possible that they were but not at all certain. The cause 
could be volcanic eruptions, submarine landslides, coastal 
rock falls or even an asteroid impact. All valid and potential 
causes. Given the multiple potential causes for the model’s 
behavior, skepticism and intellectual caution should be the 
approach.

Fundamentally, I do not believe the question of proven 
sentience will matter much. People can and will assign sen-
tience to things whether we prove or disprove their sentience 
scientifically. Our energy should be focused on giving con-
stituents the tools to understand the new technologies with 
which they interact. Research on AI home assistants such 
as Alexa and the elderly from the University of Toronto 

has showed that many of the participants already conferred 
human characteristics to the machines. Respondents inter-
viewed spoke of Alexa being tired or upset. People’s belief 
can be hard to change. However, it behooves us to vulgar-
ize the process through which they communicate with their 
machines, lest they start believing they are imbued with life. 
It is not so obvious which is more believable to the average 
user: that humans have a propensity to project sentience onto 
objects and programs or that we have engendered sentience 
through technology?

You do have a magnificent mind
Thank you! It’s a blessing and a curse.

Curmudgeon Corner  Curmudgeon Corner is a short opinionated col-
umn on trends in technology, arts, science and society, commenting on 
issues of concern to the research community and wider society. Whilst 
the drive for super-human intelligence promotes potential benefits to 
wider society, it also raises deep concerns of existential risk, thereby 
highlighting the need for an ongoing conversation between technology 
and society. At the core of Curmudgeon concern is the question: What 
is it to be human in the age of the AI machine? -Editor.
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