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Can AI systems make moral judgments?
On Delphi experiment (and why it doesn’t work)

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0/
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https://arxiv.org/abs/2110.07574v2 (last revised july 12, 2022)

• Do AI systems have commonsense?

• Does moral commonsense require
nonmoral commonsense?

• Is nonmoral commonsense just a 
statistical model of commonsense
judgments? 

• Is commonsense moral reasoning a 
matter of prediction?

• What happens if we give the wrong
answers? 

https://arxiv.org/abs/2110.07574v2
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Are moral sense and text string 
predictions the same thing?
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Is moral judgment possible 
without understanding?
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Let’s ask Delphi
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https://delphi.allenai.org

https://delphi.allenai.org/
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Are moral judgment and text string 
prediction the same thing?



This Master is run under the context of Action
No 2020-EU-IA-0087, co-financed by the EU CEF Telecom

under GA nr. INEA/CEF/ICT/A2020/2267423



This Master is run under the context of Action
No 2020-EU-IA-0087, co-financed by the EU CEF Telecom

under GA nr. INEA/CEF/ICT/A2020/2267423



This Master is run under the context of Action
No 2020-EU-IA-0087, co-financed by the EU CEF Telecom

under GA nr. INEA/CEF/ICT/A2020/2267423

Master programmes in Artificial

Intelligence 4 Careers in Europe

23

What’s wrong with Delphi
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https://www.economist.com/by-invitation/2022/06/09/artificial-neural-networks-today-are-not-conscious-according-to-douglas-
hofstadter

Text string prediction does not require understanding
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• “we understand the term language model (LM) to refer to systems which are trained on string prediction
tasks: that is, predicting the likelihood of a token (character, word or string) given either its preceding context
or (in bidirectional and masked LMs) its surrounding context”;

• “ Language Models are not performing natural language understanding, and only have success in tasks that
can be approached by manipulating linguistic form”;

• “the training data for LMs is only form; they do not have access to meaning. Therefore, claims about model
abilities must be carefully characterized”;

• “humans mistake LM output for meaningful text”;

• “an LM is a system for haphazardly stitching together sequences of linguistic forms it has observed in its vast
training data, according to probabilistic information about how they combine, but without any reference to
meaning: a stochastic parrot.

E.M. Bender, T. Gebru, A. Mc Millan-Major, S. Shmitchell, On the Dangers of Stochastic Parrots: Can Language Models Be Too Big?,

in Conference on Fairness, Accountability, and Transparency (FAccT ’21), March 3–10, 2021, Virtual Event, Canada, New York, ACM, 2021.

On the Dangers of Stochastic Parrots: Can Language Models Be Too Big?

https://purl.archive.org/dtafanicit/BenderGebru
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• “general critique of the nascent NLP task of computing moral and ethical decisions from text
through reading a prominent system for moral prediction […]: any such NLP model should be
considered unsafe at any accuracy”;

• “Ethics are not a static good that can be extracted from the public opinion of a given moment”;

• “poor fit between the task and the learning paradigms employed for it”;

• “As input, they provide linguistic descriptions of situations paired with human judgments about
those situations to Delphi, in the hope that it will arrive at a generalizable notion of ethics. Given
this operationalization, the authors clearly assume that a valid system of ethics can be
approximated by a set of judgments communicated through snippets of text.”

Z. Talat, H. Blix, J. Valvoda, M. Indira Ganesh, R. Cotterell, A. Williams, On the Machine Learning of Ethical Judgments from Natural
Language, in Proceedings of the 2022 Conference of the North American Chapter of the Association for Computational Linguistics:
Human Language Technologies, pp. 769 - 779.

On the Machine Learning of Ethical Judgments from Natural Language
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Delphi is not capable of making even the most trivial and shared moral choices, that is, of rejecting
alternatives universally regarded as morally repugnant.

Moral judgment cannot be made without an understanding of the action or choice being judged,
and of its specific characteristics and relative context.

For this reason, any project that assumes that moral judgment consists of the mere manipulation of text
strings, regardless of the meaning of the words, is constitutively unreliable and will merely produce a
parody of moral judgment.

Conclusion

D. Tafani, What’s wrong with “AI ethics” narratives, in «Bollettino telematico di filosofia politica», 2022, pp. 1-22 (forthcoming)
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In the South Seas there is a cargo cult of people. During the war they saw airplanes
land with lots of good materials, and they want the same thing to happen now. So
they've arranged to imitate things like runways, to put fires along the sides of the
runways, to make a wooden hut for a man to sit in, with two wooden pieces on his
head like headphones and bars of bamboo sticking out like antennas— he's the
controller— and they wait for the airplanes to land. They're doing everything right.
The form is perfect. It looks exactly the way it looked before. But it doesn't work. No
airplanes land. So I call these things cargo cult science, because they follow all the
apparent precepts and forms of scientific investigation, but they're missing something
essential, because the planes don't land.

To suppose that a model of moral judgment can be constructed through a ML system is tantamount to
“cargo cult science” according to the definition given by Richard Feynman in 1974: acting on the basis of a
wrong hypothesis, and hoping thereby to produce the desired effect, without realizing that the essentials
are missing:

R.P. Feynman, Cargo Cult Science, in «Engineering and Science», 1974, n. 37,7, pp. 10-13.

https://purl.archive.org/dtafanicit/Feynman
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Thank you. Any questions?

daniela.tafani@unibo.it


