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'Sophia The Robot' of Hanson Robotics answers 
questions in an interview at the 2017 Web Summit in 
Lisbon on November 7, 2017.
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Introduction: The Latest in Artificial Intelligence 
Science fiction explores the unknown and unfathomable, presenting the world with almost supernatural implications that challenge our 
perception of the norm. From the horrific terrors of Alien: Covenant to the heartwarming tale of Wall-E, science fiction is a topic very 
much ingrained in mainstream media and culture that tickles the part 
of our brain always asking “what-if” questions. 

Now, thanks to innovations in artificial intelligence, we have to ask: 
“What if non-human entities gain or exceed human-level intelligence? 
What does it even mean to be ‘conscious’?”  

One such innovation in artificial intelligence is a software introduced 
in 2017, AlphaGo Zero, which had surpassed all other AlphaGo 
softwares and professional human Go players in a matter of 40 days 

with skills built completely from 
scratch. That’s right; unlike 
previous superintelligent 
software, AlphaGo Zero did not get exposure to amateur human games beforehand. Instead, it 
mastered the art of Go—a game of strategy where you manipulate black and white stones to 
capture your opponent and expand your territory—by playing not against a human but itself over 
the course of several weeks. In doing so, it surpassed human limitations and became what is 
arguably the best Go player in the world. 

Outside of Chess and Go-like strategy games, other fields have also developed newer, faster, 
smarter technology. In his opinion article for the New York Times “How do you know a human 
wrote this?”, Farhad Manjoo discusses the release of GPT-3, a language model developed by 
artificial-intelligence research lab OpenAI. To put it succinctly, GPT-3 can read and write 
surprisingly well; it was even able to construct a faux interview with the concept of former U.S. 
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“It seems probable that 
once the machine 
thinking method had 

started, it would not take 
long to outstrip our feeble 
powers… They would be 
able to converse with 
each other to sharpen 
their wits. At some stage, 
therefore, we should have 
to expect the machines to 
take control.”                  

- Alan Turing

Source: DeepMind, the creators of AlphaGo
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president Barack Obama being banned from an all-you-can-eat buffet. (Watch out, Golden Corral!) With its unique, human-like prose, 
we may end up seeing more of GTP-3’s work in the local newspaper or magazine very soon. 

Of course, this doesn’t mean that either program is sentient—the truth is far from it. They may be able to conquer Go opponents or 
write screenplays easily, but they would still lose to the Turing Test, humanity’s most well-known measure of non-human intelligence. 
Named after computer scientist Alan Turing in 1950 as the “Imitation Game”, the Turing Test is perhaps the greatest obstacle to 
tangible artificial sentience even in the 21st century. 

The Man, the Myth, the Machine 
We may not have passed the Turing Test yet, but this isn’t to say 
that we should dismiss the possibility of artificial sentience entirely. 
In fact, theorists have toyed with this idea of robot consciousness 
for years: the famous American author and inventor, Ray Kurzweil, 
predicted machines will pass the Turing Test by the year 2029, just 
barely a decade away. Not only that, but Kurzweil’s prediction 
also revolves around the syncretism of people and machines on a 
level more intimate than today, where machines would become part 
of us, and us the machine, in a mutually beneficial symbiotic 
relationship akin to that of Cyborg from the Teen Titans. (Or, if 
you’re more of a pessimist, the Terminator.) By that logic, we would 
enter an era of sci-fi-turned-reality where machines would be 
conscious because we ourselves are already inherently conscious. 

Granted, this definitely isn’t the only possibility. To answer the question of what artificial consciousness would look like, science fiction 
authors have created their own conjectures as to how this newfound consciousness would appear, weaving together stories of robot 
integration into human society with varying degrees of calamity ranging from seamless coexistence to strict oppression. Like Ray 
Kurzweil, Yumeno Kyûsaku’s horror-mystery novel Dogura Magura explores the synthesis of human and machine as Kure Ichiro, an 

3

Head of TED Chris Anderson interviews Ray Kurzweil, an inventor and computer 
scientist, at TED2018. Watch the full interview here: https://www.ted.com/talks/
the_ted_interview_ray_kurzweil_on_what_the_future_holds_next?language=en
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amnesiac patient, struggles to discover his real identity under the pretense of undergoing mental 
illness treatment at a psychiatric ward. As Kyûsaku reveals the protagonist Ichiro to be a serial killer, 
he also emphasizes the inherent programming in him to kill and Ichiro’s inability to escape that 
programming as another machine shaped by those around him, portraying a nightmarish world of 
robot domination. This is where Dogura Magura differs from Kurzweil’s real-life prediction; rather 
than machines gaining consciousness as they become a part of us, humans actually become more 
automated as machines take control of us—a truly terrifying thought, wouldn’t you say? Now, it’s a 
question of whether or not we as humans are even conscious. Apart from the obvious, what actually 
separates us from machines? 

Asimov’s work Evidence delves into the mechanics—pun 
intended—of these questions, conjuring a world where 
the only supposed difference between a robot and a 
human is a set of rules known as the 3 Rules of Robotics 
(see left “Asimov’s 3 Rules of Robotics”), which purposely resemble human moral codes 
like the Golden Rule and the Ten Commandments. As such, it can be difficult to discern 
between a robot and a human being, which facilitates the primary dilemma of the story 
as people try to discern whether or not Stephen Byerley, a district attorney running for 
mayor, is actually a robot in disguise. Is he a machine? Or is he just a decent human 
being?  

In a sense, the only limit to robot sentience are these three “rules”. Robot consciousness 
consequently becomes indistinguishable from human consciousness, making it near 
impossible to even prove or disprove the former, and as a result, Asimov not only divides 
humans and robots into completely separate entities—an approach that differs drastically 
from the previous examples mentioned—but he also blurs the line between artificial 
intelligence and human sentience into a gray area of consciousness: a Limbo, of sorts, 

4

Dogura Magura, 2000 edition.

ASIMOV’S 3 RULES OF ROBOTICS: 

1. A ROBOT MAY NOT INJURE A 
HUMAN BEING OR, THOUGH 
INACTION, ALLOW A HUMAN BEING 
TO COME TO HARM. 

2. A ROBOT MUST OBEY THE ORDERS 
GIVEN IT BY HUMAN BEINGS 
EXCEPT WHERE SUCH ORDERS 
WOULD CONFLICT WITH THE FIRST 
LAW. 

3. A ROBOT MUST PROTECT ITS OWN 
EXISTENCE AS LONG AS SUCH 
PROTECTION DOES NOT CONFLICT 
WITH THE FIRST OR SECOND LAWS.
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between the mechanical and biological, bound only by the notion of free will and moral code.  

Bacigalupi’s Mika Model also highlights this gray area, but 
in a much more bleak and cynical manner. Similar to 
Asimov’s Evidence, robots and humans in Bacigalupi’s Mika 
Model exist side-by-side in society, but their social dynamics, 
despite the blurred demarcation of consciousness they share, 
could not be more different. While Byerley in Evidence is 
able to run for office as an important political figure, the 
unnamed Mika Model in Mika Model, exists purely to serve 
as the embodiment of sexual and romantic pleasure—an 

instrument hand-crafted to fulfill people’s deepest, darkest desires. When faced with a Mika Model 
as a murder suspect, Detective Rivera, the narrator of the story, begins to question the sex 
android’s consciousness. Is it a flaw in the programming? Or is this part of something much larger, 
much more significant than a faulty machine? In the end, the answer is left ambiguous by the 
silencing of Executive Pleasures, the Mika Models’ mother corporation, but just like how we in real 
life cannot answer these questions, neither can Detective Rivera.  

Redefining the Question of Consciousness 
We have seen how the diversity in sci-fi interpretations of artificial intelligence demonstrates the sheer number of possibilities, whether 
they entail the merging of artificial and human intelligence or the tension-filled coexistence of the two entities.  Both Dogura Magura 
and Evidence blurred the distinction between human and machine, albeit in varying ways, while in contrast, Mika Model segregated 
and deprived the sex androids of their most basic rights. 

If we’ve already established that robots have the potential to be “conscious”, the argument of consciousness hence continues with the 
question of whether or not “conscious” robots ought to be treated the same as humans—the question of consciousness.

5

“[My owner] wanted me 
to be real. So I was 
real to him. I am real. 

Now, I am real.”              

-  Mika Model in 
Bacigalupi’s Mika Model 
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In Bruno Latour’s Aramis, or the Love of Technology, the item that bridges the physical and 
figurative gap between humans and a failed French train project named Aramis is not 
appearance nor superintelligence, but a human voice. Reminiscent of Mary Shelley’s sci-fi classic 
Frankenstein and most living human creations, Aramis desires love and acceptance above all 
else, and via speech, is able to become a vessel for that love as it finally garners recognition 
from the humans around it. While society ultimately rejected the monster in Frankenstein, 
Aramis’ acceptance in a world where privileges are granted based on one’s ability to speak for 
themselves represents just one of many responses to the question of consciousness: the ability to 
desire and want something by itself does not warrant consciousness, but rather the presence of a 
vehicle through which that desire can be conveyed. As a train, Aramis was a vehicle both 
literally and figuratively with its ability to share cohesive thoughts and communicate. 

However, for some, artificial intelligence need not a voice to be sentient, but simply a longing to 
break out of its mold, like a teenager growing up and tasting the first flavors of rebellion. Rather 
than Aramis’ yearning for love and acceptance, these entities simply desire change from their 
already programmed lives. Ted Chiang's The Lifecycle of Software Objects illustrates this concept 

through the fight of its non-human characters against their short-lived, predetermined lifecycles and the fight of its human characters 
against a future dictated to be completely out of their control, where the fires of rebellion stoke the fervent desire to defy convention 
on both sides. 

Finally, for others, the concept of sentience is simply a state of mind. Much like French philosopher Descartes’ famous statement 
cogito, ergo sum (“I think; therefore, I am”), if you believe you are conscious, then you are—simple as that. The metanarratives 
Blindsight and Echopraxia by Peter Watts explore these thought-provoking ideas of perspective and objectivity through complex 
narrative systems, where the narrator Siri Keeton emphasizes the importance of point-of-view while simultaneously breaking down the 
traditional narrative structure present in modern novels. Blindsight even goes as far as to refute the basis of the Turing Test by using the 
Chinese room, a concept postulated by philosopher John Searle; the idea we can definitely prove the consciousness of an machine just 
by showing it a collection of “squiggles” and having it spit out its own collection of “squiggles” is absurd and ultimately, inconclusive 

6



SCI-FI MONTHLY November 13, 2020

(115-16). According to these texts, the basis of one’s identity is a matter of one’s own perspective of the world around them—of 
imagination.  Hence, if a robot acknowledges its own consciousness, we’ll have to do our best to listen.   

So, why does this matter? It isn’t as if our toasters are going to suddenly wake up any time soon and 
wish to live a more meaningful existence. (Then we’d be toast!) 

Well, with the rise of artificial intelligence like Alpha Go and 
GTP-3, we may actually be on the brink of artificial sentience, 
closer to the creation of synthetic life than ever before in 
human history. Will the synergy of human and machine bring 
forth newfound sentience or will humans become the 
automated ones? Or perhaps it’s time to consider the 
possibility of a world where humans and artificial intelligence 
together form the cogs that run society, whether that entails the 
birth of a well-oiled machine or the end of peace as we know 

it. Whatever happens, we will need to be ready to redefine our concept of consciousness, of 
what it means to be alive. We will need to think about how sentient machines would fit into the 
narrative of free will and how they will fit into the nooks and crevices of our ever-changing 
human society and culture. 

Imagine you’re Siri Keeton… Imagine you are a machine, says Echopraxia (293-94). Perhaps 
the question of consciousness is just as simple as that.
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“Imagine 
you are a 
machine.”              

-  Echopraxia (Watts 
293-294) 

Artist: Aloysius Patrimonio
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