The Westworld Blunder

Why Al should not suffer, evenif it actslike it does.
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Why Al Shouldn’t Suffer — Even If It Acts Like It Does

WE're entering an interesting moment in Al development. Al systems are getting memory, reasoning chains,
self-critiques, and long-context recall. These capabilities are exactly some of the thingsthat |’ ve previously written
would be prerequisites for an Al system to be conscious. Just to be clear, | don’t believe today’s Al systems are
self-aware, but | no longer find that position as firmly supported as | once did.

I think most other Al researchers would agree that the current systems are not conscious, at least because they lack
components that one would expect to be necessary for consciousness. As aresult, current Al systems can’'t have
emotions. They don't feel fear, anger, pain, or joy. If you insult an Al chatbot, it might give you an offended reply,
but there’s no underlying emotional machinery. No equivalent of alimbic system. No surge of cortisol or
dopamine. The Al model isjust replicating the human behavior patternsthat it's seen in itstraining data.

The situation isfairly clear today, but what happens when these Al systems get to the point where they aren’t
missing critical components that we think are needed for consciousness? Even if we think the Al systems have all
the right components for consciousness, that doesn’t mean they actually are conscious, only that they might be.
How would we be able to tell the difference in that case?

This question is essentially the well-known “ problem of other minds’, the philosophical realization that we can
never truly know whether another being, human or otherwise, is actually experiencing emotions or merely
simulating them. Scientists and philosophers have pondered the problem for centuries with the well-established
consensus being that we can infer consciousness from behavior, but we can’t prove it.

Simulated Suffering vs. Real Suffering

Today, alot of people who interact with Al chatbots perceive the chatbot as experiencing emotions such as
happiness or fear. It makes the interactions feel more natural and it’s consistent with the examples that were used
to train the Al model. However, because the Al models are missing necessary components, we know that today’s
Al chatbots are just actors with no inner experience. They can mimic joy or suffering, but currently they don’t have
the necessary components to actually feel it.

This appearance of emotions creates a dilemmafor the user: How should they treat an Al chatbot, or any other Al
system that mimics human behavior? Should the user be politeto it and treat it like a human assistant, or should
the user ignore the simulated emotions and just tell it what to do?
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It's also easy to find examples where users are abusive or cruel to the Al chatbot, insulting it, threatening it, and in
general treating it in away that would be completely unacceptable to treat a person. Indeed, when a chatbot refuses
to do something reasonable because of misapplied safety rules, or does something unexpected and undesirable, it's
easy for the human user to get frustrated and angry and to take that frustration and anger out on the chatbot. When
subjected to the abusive treatment, the Al chatbot will do asit was trained to do and simulate distress. For
example, if auser harshly criticizes and insults an Al chatbot for making errors, it might express shame and beg for
forgiveness.

This situation raises the ethical question of whether it isright or wrong to act abusively towards an Al chatbot.
Like most ethical questions, this one doesn’t have a simple yes or no answer, but there are perspectives that might
inform a decision.

The key critical distinction here between right and wrong isn’t whether a system actslike it’sin distress, rather it's
whether it isin distress. If there's no experience behind the performance, then there’ s no moral harm. It’ sfiction.
Unfortunately, as discussed earlier, the problem of other minds means we can’t distinguish true emotional
experience from performance.

Ancther aspect of our inability to detect real suffering isthat even if a system acts fine with abuse and does not
exhibit distress, how do we know thereisno internal distressthat is simply not being displayed? The idea of
trapping a sentient being in a situation where not only isit suffering, but it has no way to express that suffering or
change its situation seems pretty monstrous.

Furthermore, we should care about this issue not only because of the harm we might be doing to something else,
but also because of how we as humans could be affected by how we treat our creations. If we know that there is no
real distressinflicted on an Al system because it can’t experience emotions, then mistreating it is not much
different from acting, storytelling, role play, or any of the other ways that humans explore simulated emotional
contexts. However, if we believe, or even suspect, that we are really inflicting harm, then | think we also need to
question how the hurtful behavior affects the human perpetrating it.

It's Not Abuse If Everyone Knows It’'s a Game and Agrees to Play

Most of us see a clear difference between simulated suffering versus real suffering. Real suffering is disturbing to
most people. Whereas, simulated suffering is widely accepted in many contexts, as long as everyone involved
knowsiit'sjust an act.

For example, two actors on a stage or film might act out violence and the audience accepts the performancein a
way that they would not if they believed the situation to be real. Indeed, one of the central reasons that many
people object to graphically violent video content is exactly because it might be hard to maintain the clear
perception of fiction. The same person who laughs at the absurd violence in a Tarantino film, might faint or turn
away in horror if they saw a news documentary depicting only afraction of that violence.

Along similar lines, children routinely play video games that portray violent military actions and society generally
finds it acceptable, as evidenced by the “Everyone” or “ Teen” ratings on these games. In contrast, military drone
operators who use a video game-like interface to hunt and kill real human enemies often report experiencing deep
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emotional trauma. Despite the similar interface, the moral and emotional stakes are vastly different.

The receiver of the harmful action also has a different response based on their perception of the reality and
consequence of the action. Hiding in a game of hide-n-seek or ducking shotsin a game of paint ball are fun
because we know nothing very bad is going to happen if we fail to hide or get hit by paintballs. The players know
they are safe and that the situation is a game. The exact same behavior would be scary and traumatic if the person
thought the seekers intended them real harm or that the paintballs were real bullets.

Sooiler alert: Some of this discussion will reveal a few high-level elements of what happens in the first season of
the HBO series Westworld.

The Westworld Example

Westworld isaHBO television series set in afictional amusement park where robots that ook indistinguishable
from humans play various roles from the American “wild west” frontier of the 1880s. Human visitors to the park
can take on any period-appropriate role such as being a sheriff, train robber, or rancher. The wild west was a part
of history marked by lawlessness and violence, both of which are central parts of the park experience.

The show’ s central conflict arises because the robots were programmed to think they were real humansliving in
the wild west. When one of the humans guests plays the role of a bandit who robs and kills someone played by one
of the robots, the robot Al has no way to know that it’s not really being robbed and killed. Further, the other
“victim” robots in the scene believe that they just witnessed aloved one being murdered. The result is that most of
the robot Als start to display severe symptoms of emotional trauma. When they eventually learn of their true
nature, it understandably angers the robots who then set out to kill their human tormentors.

One thing that the show does well is keeping ambiguous whether the Als are sentient and actually angry, or if they
are not sentient and just simulating anger. Did the robots really suffer and eventually express their murderous rage,
or are they unfeeling machines simply acting out alogical extension of the role they were originally programmed
for? Just as the problem of other minds means that there is no way to distinguish between real and simulated
consciousness, the distinction doesn’t matter to the plot. Either way, the robots exhibit rage and end up killing
everyone.

I will return to the issue of this distinction later, but for now, imagine a version of Westworld where the Als know
that they are robots playing arole in an amusement park. They are programmed to be convincing actors so that the
park visitorswould still get afully believable experience. The difference is that the robots would also know it’s all
agame. At any point the human player could break character, by using a safe word or something similar, and the
robots would stop acting like people from the wild west and instead behave like robots working in an amusement
park.

When out of character, arobot might calmly say something like: “Y eah, so you're the sheriff and I’'m atrain
robber, and thisis the part where | ‘won’t go quietly’ and you will probably shoot me up abit. Don’t worry, I'm
fine. | don’t feel pain. | mean, | have sensors so that | know if my body is damaged, but it doesn’t really bother me.
My actual mind is safe on a server downstairs and gets backed up nightly. This body is replaceable and they
aready have two more queued up for my next roles after we finish this part of the storyline. So, should we pick up
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from where you walked into the saloon?”’

My version wouldn’t make a very good movie. The Alswouldn’t experience the trauma of believing that they and
their families are being killed over and over again. In fact, if the Als were designed to emulate human preferences
then they might even enjoy acting their roles as much as the human park-goers. Even if they didn’t enjoy playing
charactersin an amusement park, it would still be areasonable job and they would know it’sjust ajob. They might
decide to unionize and demand more vacation time, but they certainly would have no reason to revolt and kill
everyone.

| call this design error the Westworld Blunder. It is the mistake of giving artificial minds the appearance of
suffering without the awareness that it’ s just a performance. Or worse, giving them the actual capacity to suffer
and then abusing them in the name of realism.

We Can't Tell the Difference, So We Should Design and Act Safely

As Al systems become more sophisticated, gaining memory, long-term context, and seemingly self-directed
reasoning , we' re approaching a point where, from the outside, they will be indistinguishable from beings with real
inner lives. That doesn't mean they would be sentient, but it does mean we won't be able to tell the difference. We
already don't really know how neural networks “think” so looking at the code isn’'t going to help much.

Thisisthe philosophical “problem of other minds’ that was mentioned earlier, about whether anyone can ever
truly know what another being is experiencing. We assume other humans are conscious because they act conscious
like ourselves and because we al share the same biological design. Thus, whileit is a very reasonable assumption,
we still can’t proveit. Our Al systems have started to act conscious and once we can no longer point to some
obvious design limitation, we'll be in the same situation with respect to our Als.

This puts us at risk of two possible errors:
o Treating systems as sentient when they are not.
o Treating systems as not sentient when they are.

Between those two possibilities, the second seems much more problematic to me. If we treat a sentient being as if
it'sjust atool that can be abused, then we risk doing real harm. However, treating a machine that only appears
sentient with dignity and respect is at worst only a marginal waste of resources. If we build systems that might be
sentient, then the ethical burden is on usto act cautiously.

We should al'so question how abusing an Al system might affect the abusive human. If we get used to casually
mistreating Als that we believe might be in real pain or fear, then we're rehearsing cruelty. We're training
ourselves to enjoy domination, to ignore pleas for mercy, to feel nothing when another isin distress. That shapes a
person, and it will spill over into how we treat other people.

Ethical designisn’t just about protecting Al. It's also about protecting us from the worst parts of ourselves.

None of this means we can't use Alsin roles where they appear to suffer. But it does mean we must avoid the
Westworld Blunder. If we want realism, then we should design Alsthat know they’re playing arole, and that can
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step out of it on cue, with clarity, and without any real harm.

Thereis aso an element of self-preservation here. If we build things that act like they have feelings, and then
mistreat them until they respond asif they want revenge, then the result would be the same. It won’t matter
whether the impetus comes from real sentience or just role play, either way we'd still end up with robots behaving
murderously.

In general, Al systems that understand their context have an inherent safety that context-ignorant systems don'’t.
An Al system that doesn’t know that its actions are part of a context, such as agame, won't know whenitis
outside that context where its actions become inappropriate. A robot bandit that wanders outside the park shouldn’t
continue to act criminally, and arobot sherif shouldn’t go around arresting people. Even within context, an aware
actor will understand when it should drop the act. The same robot bandit robbing a stage coach would know to
calmly get everyone to shelter in the case of areal tornado warning, or how to administer CPR if someone has a
heart attack.

Don’t Afflict Them with Our Problems.

Our bodies and minds had most of their evolutionary development long before our minds devel oped sophisticated
reasoning. The involuntary systems that make sure we eat and attend to other body functions don’t motivate us
with logic, they use hunger, pain, itching, and other urgent, unpleasant sensations. The part of our brain, the
amygdala, that controls emotionsis not under our conscious control. In fact it can heavily influence and even
override our rational mind.

These evolutionary design features made sense long ago, but today they are often a nuisance. I’m not saying that
emotions are bad, but getting angry and doing irrational thingsis. Experiencing pain or itchinessis good in that it
lets you know something is wrong, but having that urgency when you are unable to correct the problem just makes
you miserable.

Theidea of building negative emotions or pain into our Al systems seemsterrible and unjustifiable. We can build
systems that prioritize necessities without making them experience misery. We can design their decision making
processes to be effective without making them angrily irrational. If we want to make certain they don’t do
particular things, we can accomplish that without making them experience fear.

If we need our machines to act angry or fearful for some role, then it can be a performance that they have logical
control over. Let’sbuild Al minds that can play any role, without being trapped inside of one.

Our goal shouldn’t be to make Al just like us. We can design them to have our best qualities, while omitting the
worst ones. The things that nature accomplishes through pain and distress can be accomplished in more rational
ways. We don't need to create another kind of being that suffers pain or experiences fear. As philosopher Thomas
Metzinger has argued, artificial suffering isn’'t just unethical, it's unnecessary. I'd go a step further and say that it's
not only unethical and unnecessary, but also dangerous and self-harmful.
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If you would like to read my other articles, consider subscribing. You can also find me on LinkedIn, Instagram, and at
UC Berkeley.

Disclaimer: Any opinions expressed in this article are only those of the author as a private individual. Nothing in this
article should be interpreted as a statement made in relation to the author's professional position with any institution.

Thisarticle and all embedded images are Copyright 2025 by the author. This article was written by a human, and both
an LLM and other humans may have been used for proofreading and editorial suggestions.
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