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Reference Source

Gonzalo Génova, Valentín Moreno, M. Rosario González

A Lesson from AI: Ethics Is Not an Imitation Game

IEEE Technology and Society Magazine 41(1):75-81, March 2022.

The Imitation Game (Morten Tyldum, 2014)

Did Turing consider ethics 
part of intelligence?

A.M. Turing, “Computing Machinery and Intelligence”. Mind 59:433-460, 1950.
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Goal

The Moral Machine project

as a subject for philosophical reflection.

We cannot teach ethics without 
going into philosophical issues.

What we can learn when we 
consider how to teach ethical 
behavior to a machine.
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The Moral Machine

http://moralmachine.mit.edu/ https://youtu.be/XCO8ET66xE4 (44s)

Help us learn
how to make
machines moral!
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Programmed Ethics (Top-down)

The Three Laws serve as little more than an 
introduction to programmed ethics. 

Isaac Asimov (1920–1992)

S.L. Anderson, “The unacceptability of Asimov’s three laws of robotics as a 

basis for machine ethics”. In M. Anderson & S. L. Anderson (eds.), Machine 
ethics, pp. 285–296. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2011.
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Learned Ethics (Bottom-up)

Answers to multiple scenarios 
40 million decisions in ten languages 
people in 233 countries and territories.

Patterns of behavior
Well-known techniques: face 
and gesture recognition, buying 

trends, health conditions…

E. Awad, S. Dsouza, R. Kim, J. Schulz, J. Henrich, A. Shariff, J.-F. Bonnefon, 

I. Rahwan, “The Moral Machine experiment”. Nature 563:59–64, 2018. 

As we don’t know how to program 
moral decisions, we ask people: 
what would you do?

A dilemma of the autonomous cars: who to run over?
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Problems

Explainability
There is no other justification for the formula 

than its having a very high success rate.

Biases and majorities
Sex, race, unconventional dressing…

Is Good and Evil what the majority says?

Sample selection
Why shouldn’t sadists be included in 

the survey? How do we know who are 

ordinary people, and who are sadists? 

Is this how we teach ethics?

Is a healthcare worker’s life more valuable? 
Should this influence our decision?  

Emotivism: the respondents’ reasons for 

their answers are neglected. There’s no 

analysis, there’s only imitation. Risk of being 
manipulated, biased or intoxicated.
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Criticisms

Nascimento et al. [14]: what is the value (ethical value) of finding strong ties 

between the respondents’ preferences and their cultural traits. 

Jaques [15]: “the Moral Machine is a monster”:

 It invites people to express preferences –i.e. biases– for external 

indicators of social value. 

 Humans are very bad at judging people based on appearances; but the 

Moral Machine gives the impression that this perceived social value should 
influence their decision. 

 It suggests and even advocates for the moral relevance of those features 
– which is nothing less than a direct attack to equity. 

Etienne [16]: discusses the dangers of the Moral Machine experiment, alerting 
against both its uses for normative ends and the whole voting system 
approach it is built upon to address ethical issues. 

Puri [17]: even if moral behavior can be imitated by algorithms, only conscious 
agents can take moral decisions and assume responsibility for them. 

[14] A.M. Nascimento et al. “The Moral Machine: Is It Moral?”. WAISE 2019, September 10-13, 2019, Turku, Finland. 

[15] A.E. Jaques, “Why the moral machine is a monster”. We Robot Conference, University of Miami School of Law, April 11-13, 2019. 
[16] H. Etienne, “When AI Ethics Goes Astray: A Case Study of Autonomous Vehicles”. Social Science Computer Review 40(1):1-11, 2020.

[17] A. Puri, “Moral Imitation: Can an Algorithm Really Be Ethical?” Rutgers Law Record 48(1):47-58, 2020.

Randall
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The Good News

How do we distinguish the 
Good from the Evil? 

AI Ethics is forcing us to think 
it in a new way

Ethics does not consist in imitating 
typical or majority behavior. 

Hergé, Tintin in Tibet
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The limits of the imitation game

Ethics is not only, nor principally, 
following a code of conduct or 

imitating the behavior of others.

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Turing_test

The Test 
of Dignity

• Recognize human beings.

• Recognize human dignity

• Recognize ethical values.

• Recognize good and evil on oneself’s own.

This is not computable.



11Gonzalo Génova - The Ethics of AI

Recovering Sanity

How to teach ethics at university (and how to program ethical values) 
in a society that is mostly skeptical about the rationality of ethics?

In search for a (lost) rationality of ethics.
A person’s value cannot be measured with a 
number, not even with an array of numbers 
(age, sex, health status, social contribution...). 

We need to recover value rationality 
beyond numbers, beyond logical and 
instrumental rationality. We need to learn 

how to reason with values in a way that 
does not convert them in numbers.

The first commandment of ethics should be “thou shalt 
not treat a person as a vector of numbers”. Does this 
demand a renewed rationality of ethics? Be it welcome!

The very seed of ethics is critical 
thinking, non-conformity with dominant 
thinking, the commitment of one’s 
conscience to recognize for oneself 
what is right and what is wrong.
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Ethics vs. Code of Ethics

…but about writing a code of conduct.

Ethics is not about following a code of conduct…

Patricia Losada, Pretender


