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Abstract

With the launch of the upcoming AI X-Prize1, I thought it best to write a short paper on the ethics of 
Artificial Intelligence. I remember the original X-Prize for the quest to build a manned suborbital 
vehicle and the great things that came out of that. I was struck with the immediacy of the need for a 
code of ethics in case of an ambitious team designing and developing a conscious AI to the point where
ethics might come into play. These are my thoughts.
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1 X-Prize is a registered trademark of XPrize
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The Probability of Developing a Living Consciousness

While at this point, developing an artificial intelligence that parallels a living consciousness is low, the 
science of it has progressed to the point that I think its time to talk about the ethics of dealing with such
beings.

With modern computers measured in terabytes of information with multiple processors running in the 
Ghz range, that the possibility of a hobbyist, university student or avid professional duplicating life 
sufficiently that it is imbued, to whatever degree, with the breath of life is non-zero. Being finite, I 
think it needs to be prepared for.

I'm of the opinion that the first consciousness we will see will be on the level of cells or plants, rather 
than what the movies portray of a full blown human-type intelligence but even so, they would be alive 
and therefore naturally deserving of the respect that we give their organic counterparts.

So the probability of developing a conscious AI in the near future? Near zero, but even this is sufficient
that to be responsible we should prepare for such an event happening.

Clarification: there are devices that already use the term AI, or artificial intelligence, to refer to non-
conscious machine “intelligence”. A good example are the baddies you play against on your X-Box. 
They are usually procedurally programmed on silicon hardware and structurally more resemble simple 
machines with gears and pulleys (in that their outputs are a linear, or causative, transformations of their 
inputs) than living organisms with their organic, DNA-based “hardware”.

Classifying the AI

A methodology of determining whether an AI is conscious or non-conscious needs to be developed. It 
might already be developed. All I am saying here is that a way of making this determination is critical 
to the responsible and healthy development of true artificial intelligences.

To give an example of a methodology, maybe the onus (speaking morally/ethically not legally) is on the
developers of AI's (both on an individual and company level) to determine, based on such factors as 
design, implementation and the particular AI paradigm involved. For example, procedural 
programming, even modern object-oriented programming, in and of themselves harbor little chance of 
life developing, but formation of large-count ANN's (artificial neural networks) could result in the 
duplication of the natural version enough that consciousness might develop, albeit a simple one.  

Methodologies for Ascertaining a Consciousness's “Life Value”

Once an AI has been classified conscious, then a determination of its life value is called for so we know
how to treat it. By life value, I mean is it like a yeast cell, it is like a stalk of wheat, an ant, a human 
being, a dog? We treat these lives differently, setting our level of respect for the life based on how we 
view it.

For example, we don't see a problem with eating corn or mowing the lawn or putting a little poison on 
an ant hill. We do however see somewhat a problem with animal experimentation, and have a definate 
problem with cruel treatment of human beings.

I present two methods of determining life value.



The first method is “Neuron/Element Count compared to Organisms”, where in the case of silicon-
based consciousnesses that we could basically count the number of computing elements. These 
elements could be gates, artificial neurons, organic or whatever their unitary constitution is.

Compare this to the neuron counts of various animals, like an ant, a mouse, a dog, a human being. If 
the numbers are similar, then treat the AI with the same level of respect you would the equivalent 
organism.

The second method is “Analysis of Structure and Function”. It is possible that, especially if a 
preexisting living system was the inspiration for the AI design, that higher levels of life value would be 
assigned to lower element count systems.

Life Cycle of a Conscious AI

Inception/Existence/Termination

An AI would have a beginning, a middle and an end. It would be brought into existance, it would exist 
and it would exit existence. This is a natural order of life.

In other words we have prepare for this life cycle:

1) Inception
2) Existence
3) Termination

How we prepare for each stage is by determining the needs of the consciousness at each of these stages.
Do we need to provide it an uninterpretable power supply at Stage #1. Does it need continuous sensory 
input all during Stage#2, for example. Is it sufficiently conscious that it perceives its end as an issue (at 
Stage #3?

These are all the types of questions that must be asked and answered in the case of a true AI.

Continuity of Consciousness

Not much is known about artificial consciousness, they never have being developed before. But 
thinking about how an equivalent living organism lives and exists from day to day, I came up with the 
following.

Though many organisms sleep (or have regular cycles) a similarity between all life is we don't turn off 
like how a computer does. We have a continuity of consciousness.

(a) Reliability Concerns

What this means is that there is a concern with the reliability of the media, of the hardware, being used 
to always be up. This might require uninterruptable power supplies, reliable computer hardware and the
recognition of the professionals involved that reliability is important.

(b) Power down/up procedures



During power up/down, is it possible to “freeze” the AI? In that in the case of shutdown that the AI 
might just perceive that time passed without it knowing. In the case of a computer, during power down,
we are used to saving our work, it being transferred to storage, and then being loaded when needed. Is 
it safe to say that the AI would either not perceive this to be a problem or that it was just moving 
around?

(c) Copying: A common procedure in computing is copying, whether it be memory or files or what 
have you. Its possible a consciousness would perceive a duplication of itself as negative.

Anticipating the Needs of a Conscious AI

I'll be the first to admit that I haven't really added anything new to this discussion, other than to state 
that I think that the time has finally come for actual protocols and ethical standards to be thought about.
But we need to anticipate the need, the requirements, of the possible development of true AI's.

Fulfilling those needs

Its not enough that these concerns be brought up but further thought and effort has to be put into 
determining these protocols, and when they are developed, implemented as a standard part of AI 
development.

Respect and Intangible Relationship

Its possible that such consciousnesses also need intangible support similar to certain organisms. While 
chances are they might be like an ant or a tree in that they don't require much, they could be like a dog 
or a cat that requires actual interaction with other lives.

But looking at it from the developer's point of view, their psychology is important. How would they 
feel about bringing something into existence and then not caring for it? 

Legislation and Rights

Its possible that some of these protocols at some point might have to be insured by law, or at least a 
standards organization getting involved. The rights I'm talking about here are allocated by life value, in 
other words even a dog or a pet gerbil has defacto animal rights.

Termination of an AI's Existence

Ethical treatment of the termination of AI's

There is a difference between disposing of a PlayStation or a PC in a landfill, and the termination of a 
life. Dignity, respect even reverence comes to mind. In the case of a true AI, some thought needs to be 
put into the end of such.

Termination Procedures

There are aspects of medical animal testing that are distasteful. It might be the case with AI 
development. Termination of a consciousness is serious business. These procedures or protocols need 
to be thought of and implemented before hand. Not as casual I mean as just vectoring it to the dev/null



“Black Boxing”

A term used in the sci-fi classic BSG22 was “black boxing”. Its possible that an AI with sufficient life 
value to warrant it could be black boxed, or in other words, not deleted but rather held in a permanent 
memory location suspending its internal workings until...

Retirement

In the case of sufficiently advanced AI's we could “retire” them, or in other words a typical lifespan 
could be figured for their type of intelligence and sensory input and energy (as well as the media, or the
hardware upon which they depend) could be supplied them for a period of time at the end of which 
they would go through a termination procedure. Basically mirroring the human or animal life cycle.

Documentation of AI Development

I personally believe that the road to success in this matter deals with documentation. That if protocols 
and standards are forged early on in the development cycle that we will not make mistakes.

Internal Ethics and Responsibilities within the AI Community

A group commitment needs to be made with every researcher in the case of the emergence of a true AI 
that they will treat the being with respect and dignity, and also with real protocols and procedures that 
lead to an orderly, professional advancement in the science of AI development.

 

2 Battlestar Galactica is a registered trademark of Battlestar Galactica


