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Popular Interest in AI Consciousness

ÅCreation of artificial minds

ÅAI companionship

ÅAI welfare

ÅChallenges to human centrality



Could an AI ever be conscious?

Phenomenal consciousness (Nagel) :
ÅX is conscious iff there is something it is like to be X

ÅSubjective experience
ÅRaw feelings
ÅQualia / qualitative properties of experience
ÅInner life

Sentience?уdepends on who you ask



Could an AI ever be conscious?

1. Computation (of some sort) is sufficient.          (Chalmers, Bostrom, Butlin)
ÅAnswer: Yes, in principle.

2. Biology (of some sort) is necessary.                   (Searle, Seth, Godfrey-Smith)
ÅAnswer: No, not even in principle.

3. We cannot know either way.                                        (McLelland, Schwitzgebel)
ÅAnswer: Maybe.

All agree: (probably) no current AI is conscious.









What would Wittgenstein say?



What would Wittgenstein say?

My aim:
ÅÑŸШĲǂƓũŸƖĲШƣőĲШŔůƓũŔĦċƣŔŸŰƚШŸŉШìŔƣƣŊĲŰƚƣĲŔŰќƚШƓőŔũŸƚŸƓőǃШŉŸƖШ fЮ

Not my aim:
ÅTo persuade you to become a Wittgensteinian!



What would Wittgenstein say?

There is no hidden answer awaiting discovery.

What we sayabout particular cases must be worked out in 
practiceуguided by:
Åcareful description and comparison,
Åour natural responses to evolving technologies,
Åthe place of AI within our lives.





Objection

ÅMembers of Starfleet treat Data like a conscious being.

Å7ƨƣШůċǃĤĲШƣőĲǃќƖĲШċũũШůŔƚƣċťĲŰг



The Hidden Fact Picture

ìŔƣƣŊĲŰƚƣĲŔŰШƽŸƨũĬШƖĲŢĲĦƣШƣőƖĲĲШůċŢŸƖШƓƖĲƚƨƓƓŸƚŔƣŔŸŰƚв

1. љ9ŸŰƚĦŔŸƨƚŰĲƚƚњШƖĲŉĲƖƚШƣŸШċШƚƨĤƚƣċŰĦĲШŸƖШƓƖŸƓĲƖƣǃЮШ

(The Augustinian Picture, PI 1ff)

2. љ9ŸŰƚĦŔŸƨƚŰĲƚƚњШŔƚШċШĬĲƣĲƖůŔŰċƣĲШĦŸŰĦĲƓƣШƽŔƣőШĦũĲċƖШĤŸƨŰĬċƖŔĲƚЮШ

(Games and Family Resemblance, PI 67ff)

3. States of consciousness are inherently private.

(Private Language Arguments, PI 243ff)



Indeterminacy of Consciousness

Blue Book, p.1: љxĲƣќƚШċƚťШƽőċƣШƣőĲШexplanation of meaning is, for 
ƽőċƣĲƻĲƖШƣőċƣШĲǂƓũċŔŰƚШƽŔũũШĤĲШƣőĲШůĲċŰŔŰŊЮњ

cŸƽШĬŸШƓőŔũŸƚŸƓőĲƖƚШĲǂƓũċŔŰШљƓőĲŰŸůĲŰċũШĦŸŰƚĦŔŸƨƚŰĲƚƚње

PI 516: "our understanding of [the] question reaches just so far, one 
may say, as such explanations reach."



Indeterminacy of Consciousness

Trading near-synonyms
џ9ŸŰƚĦŔŸƨƚŰĲƚƚЮŔƚЮsubjective experience дѠ
џ9ŸŰƚĦŔŸƨƚŰĲƚƚЮŔƚЮraw feelingдѠ

Zettel, 84: љ ŸƖШƽŸƨũĬШŔƣШĤĲШċŰǃШĲǂƓũċŰċƣŔŸŰШƣŸШƚċǃаШìőċƣШŸŰĲШŔŰШ
some sense feelsŔƚШċШƚƣċƣĲШŸŉШĦŸŰƚĦŔŸƨƚŰĲƚƚЮШявѐШыOne word would 
merely have been replaced by another. ьњ







Indeterminacy of Consciousness

Å9ŸŰĦĲƓƣƚШыũŔťĲШљŊċůĲњьШċƖĲШũĲċƖŰĲĬШƣőƖŸƨŊőа

ÅExamplesуpositive and negative.
ÅRough similarity and dissimilarity.
ÅPI 69: љÑőŔƚШand similar things ċƖĲШĦċũũĲĬШћŊċůĲƚќЮњ

ÅSocial correction.

ÅThere is no hidden essence behind the examples.
ÅWe proceed from themуwhen we hit a snag, we work it out.



Indeterminacy of Consciousness

Schwitzgebel  (2016): Consciousness is defined by examples. 

љяÑѐőĲƖĲШŔƚШone явѐ concept , perhaps  blurry -edged, that fits the positive 
ċŰĬШŰĲŊċƣŔƻĲШĲǂċůƓũĲƚЮњ

ÅPI 71: љ§ŰĲШĦċŰШƚċǃШƣőċƣШƣőĲШĦŸŰĦĲƓƣШŸŉШċШŊċůĲШŔƚШċШĦŸŰĦĲƓƣШƽŔƣőШ
blurred edgesЮњ

ÅPI 208: "I'll teach him to use the words by means 
of examplesand exercises[...] And when I do this, I do not 
communicate less to him than I know myself."



Indeterminacy of Consciousness

ÅExplanation by example is often sufficient.
ÅBut unclear or indeterminate cases can arise.

How do we recognize them?
When:
ÅJudgments diverge
ÅWe feel unsure what to say



Application to AI

ÅOur paradigm cases are biological.
Å ŸƽШĦŸŰƚŔĬĲƖШċŰШċƖƣŔŉŔĦŔċũШĦċƚĲв

ÅIs Ava conscious?

ÅSimilarities:  appearance and behavior.
ÅDifferences:  non-biological, artificially created.

ÅDo the similarities  outweigh the differences ?





Informal Poll to Friends and Family





Fuzzy Boundaries and Abnormal Cases

PI 69: 
љìĲШĬŸŰќƣШťŰŸƽШƣőĲШяƚƣƖŔĦƣѐШĤŸƨŰĬċƖŔĲƚШĤĲĦċƨƚĲШnone have been 
drawnЮњ

PI, 142: 
љfƣШŔƚШŸŰũǃШŔŰШnormal cases that the use of a word is clearly laid out 
ŔŰШċĬƻċŰĦĲШŉŸƖШƨƚШявѐЮШÑőĲШmore  abnormal  the case, the more 
doubtful  it becomes what we are to sayЮњ



PI 218:
љìőĲŰĦĲШƣőĲШŔĬĲċШƣőċƣШ
the beginning of a series 
is a visible section of 
rails invisibly laid to 
infinity ењ



Other Readings of Wittgenstein

ÅHacker (2019): љ9ŸŰƚĦŔŸƨƚШ fњШŔƚШŰŸŰƚĲŰƚĲШƨŰũĲƚƚШŉƨũũǃШőƨůċŰŸŔĬ
ÅMy reading: even fully humanoid cases remain undecided
ÅLess-than-fully-humanoid cases might also be included

ÅProudfoot (2024): ìŔƣƣŊĲŰƚƣĲŔŰШŔƚШљŸƓĲŰШƣŸњШ fШůŔŰĬƚ
ÅMy reading: AgreeуĤƨƣШŔŰШƽőċƣШƚĲŰƚĲШљŸƓĲŰШƣŸње

ÅShanahan (2024): PLA undermines dualistic objections against AI
ÅMy reading: Conceptual indeterminacy is the major factor



Two Objections

Å7ŸƣőШƖĲƚŔƚƣШƣőĲШŔĬĲċШƣőċƣШљĦŸŰƚĦŔŸƨƚŰĲƚƚњШŔƚШŔŰĬĲƣĲƖůŔŰċƣĲЮ



Objection 1: Introspective Definition

Objection (cf. Block 2021)

ÅљfШťŰŸƽШƽőċƣШĦŸŰƚĦŔŸƨƚŰĲƚƚШŔƚШŉƖŸůШůǃШŸƽŰШĦċƚĲЮШThisщƽőċƣШfќůШ
attending to right nowуŔƚШĦŸŰƚĦŔŸƨƚŰĲƚƚЮњ

Åљ?ŸĲƚШ fШőċƻĲШthis ?уÑőċƣШůƨƚƣШőċƻĲШċШĬĲƣĲƖůŔŰċƣĲШċŰƚƽĲƖгњ



Objection 1: Introspective Definition

Reply (cf. PI 412-13; RPP I, 212)

ÅìőċƣШċƖĲШǃŸƨШĲƻĲŰШċƣƣĲŰĬŔŰŊШƣŸеШљ ƣƣĲŰĬШƣŸШyour consciousnessгњ

Å ШљƓƖŔƻċƣĲШĬĲŉŔŰŔƣŔŸŰњШĬŸĲƚШŰŸƣШĬĲƣĲƖůŔŰĲШċШƨƚĲЮ

ÅìőċƣШĬŸĲƚШŔƣШůĲċŰШŉŸƖШċŰǃŸŰĲШŸƖШċŰǃƣőŔŰŊШĲũƚĲШƣŸШőċƻĲШљƣőĲШƚċůĲШ
as thisње



Illustration: The Beetle in the Box

ÅEach of us has a box

ÅNo one can look inside 
ċŰǃŸŰĲШĲũƚĲќƚШ

ÅfШĬĲŉŔŰĲШљĤĲĲƣũĲњШĤǃШƽőċƣќƚШŔŰШ
my box 

ÅThis gives no standard for 
others



Illustration: The Beetle in the Box

Å]ƖĲĲŰШĤŸǂШӛШљĤĲĲƣũĲњШ

ÅThe rule fixes the application

ÅìőċƣќƚШŔŰƚŔĬĲШŰŸШũŸŰŊĲƖШůċƣƣĲƖƚ

ü Introspection does not give a 
rule



Objection 2: Science Will Tell Us

Objection

ÅљÉĦŔĲŰĦĲШƽŔũũШĬŔƚĦŸƻĲƖШƽőċƣЮĦŸŰƚĦŔŸƨƚŰĲƚƚЮƖĲċũũǃЮŔƚдѠ

ÅљÑőĲŰШƽĲШĦċŰШĬĲƣĲƖůŔŰĲШƽőĲƣőĲƖШ fШŔƚШĦŸŰƚĦŔŸƨƚЮњ

ÅљsƨƚƣШċƚШƽĲШĬŔƚĦŸƻĲƖĲĬШƣőċƣШƽċƣĲƖШӀШc2§ЯШƽĲќũũШĲƻĲŰƣƨċũũǃШĬŔƚĦŸƻĲƖШ
ƣőċƣШĦŸŰƚĦŔŸƨƚŰĲƚƚШӀШñЮњ



Objection 2: Science Will Tell Us

Reply

ÅConsciousness science is in disarray.

ÅScientific identification requires prior agreement on relevant cases. 

ÅWe could discover a correlation between water and H2O because we agreed 
ƽőċƣШĦŸƨŰƣƚШċƚШљƽċƣĲƖњЮ

ÅfŉШƽĲШƽċŰƣШċШƚŔůŔũċƖШĬŔƚĦŸƻĲƖǃШŉŸƖШĦŸŰƚĦŔŸƨƚŰĲƚƚЯШƽĲќũũШŰĲĲĬШċŰƣĲĦĲĬĲŰƣШ
ċŊƖĲĲůĲŰƣШċĤŸƨƣШƽőċƣШĦŸƨŰƣƚШċƚШљĦŸŰƚĦŔŸƨƚњЮ





Current state of consciousness science





Where does this leave us?

Three Wittgenstein -friendly approaches

1. Stipulate usage
Åљ§ŰũǃШĤŔŸũŸŊŔĦċũШĤĲŔŰŊƚШƽŔũũШĤĲШĦċũũĲĬШћĦŸŰƚĦŔŸƨƚќЮњ
ÅSuited to context

2. Wait and see
ÅObserve how language evolves

3. Shift vocabulary
ÅAvoid fuzzy concepts
ÅÉŔůƓũǃШĬĲƚĦƖŔĤĲШƽőċƣШƣőĲШ fƚШĦċŰШŸƖШĦċŰќƣШĬŸ



PI 18: љ§ƨƖШũċŰŊƨċŊĲШĦċŰШĤĲШ
regarded as an ancient city: 
a maze of little streets and 
squares, of old and new 
houses, of houses with 
extensions from various 
periods, and all this 
surrounded by a multitude of 
new suburbs with straight 
and regular streets and 
ƨŰŔŉŸƖůШőŸƨƚĲƚЮњ



Where does this leave us?

There is no hidden fact about whether AI is conscious.

ÅIf the debate has any substance, it concerns howуor whetherу
we should extend our psychological concepts to artificial entities.

ÅThat will depend on what kinds of AIs emerge, and on the forms of 
life we come to share with them.




