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1. Apologies: this will go fast: I speak quickly, partly because of where I grew up,
partly because I’m excited, partly because there is so little time in this session.

2. But: the slides are available on my site, also in a version with many of the
spoken words. The slides have many links, which, I believe, are worth following.

3. Another apology: I will be a bit spicy, because I think if you are going to have a
small appetizer, it should be exciting, it should entice you to eat more. So I’m
going to speed past some of the slides, hoping you will be motivated to come
look at the more carefully, later. As part of being spicy, it’s possible I will offend
some people. Please know that I intend to be provocative here, but in other
contexts I’m really a nice person and will be very respectful and apolitical, if
that’s what you prefer.

4. Last apology: I will read from paper a fair bit, because that’s the only way I can
be sure to say all I want to say in this time.



Some questions

Please also see the prerecorded video

Will Generative AI DDOS the Commons?1

which is joint with Kathryn Kure. That presentation talks about larger structural
problems with generative AInt.

This talk will instead focus on more technical questions about

What is AInt?

and in particular, if it is anything like it is currently being mythologized to be in the
hype/PR tidalwave we are surfing at the moment.

1Hint: the answer to that question is “Yes, unless people who are active in the open movement are very active, right away.”
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1. I wanted to do this talk because I was a little uncomfortable (or maybe “pissed
off”?) that the work of the CC AI WG from a few years back seems to have been
dropped down a dark hole and forgotten.

2. CC periodically has WGs on various topics, one was active on the topic of AInt
and CC issues, plus larger copyright issues since the WG was part of the
Copyright Platform. The head of the WG was Max Mahmoud Wardeh. We met
and talked and built various parts of the CC AI WG PubPub site. Mahmoud
presented our results in a CC event on 9 Nov 2021.

3. That was all before the hype cycle started! But when it did, and CC began to
write blog posts and offer expert opinions, and speak to WIPO and EU bodies...
wouldn’t CC have brought the band back together to support that new work?
I’m not sure why it didn’t happen.

4. I am proud of the work that the WG did. We discussed a perspective which we
called “There’s no there, there” following a quote of the American writer
Gertrude Stein’s comment about her birth city, Cincinnati.

5. But please note: I don’t speak for Mahmoud or the WG in whole or in part!
Today’s talk uses the WG perspective on AInt as its jumping-off point, but goes
farther following my own thoughts, and the WG should not be blamed for what I
say here today! The bridges I burn here today are my own, not in any way theirs!

https://ccai.pubpub.org/
https://creativecommons.org/2021/10/15/join-us-at-our-future-of-open-webinar-on-9-november/


Aside: Wait a second, “AInt”?

Words matter.

Don’t call it “Artificial Intelligence”/“AI.”

Kate Crawford has a thoughtful critique of
these terms.2 ...Less thoughtfully:

Run, the machines are coming to kill us!

“AInt” is one alternative: less accurate than
one we’ll use later in this talk, but shorter
and more fun.

HAL9000 I’m Sorry Dave Motivational Poster by Cryteria released under CC BY 3.0 Unported

2See her book Atlas of AI and, e.g., an interesting interview in which she summarizes some of the issues.
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1. One nice thing about “AInt” is that it sounds like the US English contraction of
“is not.”This emphasizes how AInt is not what it is claimed to be, it doesn’t do
the things it is claimed to do, and the proper response is probably negation.

2. Instead of describing the public as naive and afraid of scifi, more generous would
be to note that we use language which implies a computer or program has
agency all the time, and very naturally: my Kindle learns my reading speed when
I start a new book; we have to teach the program how to handle exceptions; the
program tries all possible passwords in a brute-force attack; and so no.

3. “Regulatory capture” describes when an government agency whose purpose is to
regulate some industry in the public’s interest is instead captured by the
commercial entities of that industry. We need to ask if regulatory capture by
metaphor is happening now for AInt, perpetrated by a mixture of agents: amoral
(immoral) profit-maximizers who are intentionally scaring us; tech-bros who have
thoughtlessly taken their own metaphors too seriously; people who haven’t
(because they’ve been told it is too hard for them) looked at all into the tech and
are credulously accepting the claims of the other groups.

4. In the NFT and cryptocurrency space some entertaining folks have said the only
people still working there are grifters, racist tech-bros, and useful idiots. I wonder
if the same thing is going on with folks who believe the claims of AInt hype.

5. (Maybe we have to add a category: “cyborgs traveling back in time from the
future to make not take AInt seriously because they named a prominent early
AInt ChatGPT, which is ridiculous in French.”)



What is AInt, really?

Nothing more than a statistical model of
text, or of images, or of images with text.

Yes, statistical models are powerful and won-
derful, but there is nothing particularly new,
philosophically or structurally, about how
they are being used here.

What is new is how much data is fed into
them, a product of enormous datasets avail-
able today from the Internet, and the data
structures inside the programs.

One important (new-ish) data structure is
called a “neural network.”

Colored neural network es by Cburnett released under CC BY-SA 4.0
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1. The word “statistic” technically means “a number computed from a sample”
which is certainly what is happening here.

2. The numbers here are values which sit on the edges of that network diagram and
in the cells – although in actual AInts, there are often dozens of layers, billions of
parameters, and hundreds of TBs of training data: they’re not called Large
Language Models for nothing! See this OpenAI eprint for a source of some of these numbers

3. Note that this term “neural network” is very deceptive: this computer data
structure is actually very little like the way networks of actual biological neurons
work.

4. There’s a very nice series of videos on using this data structure by 3Blue1Brown.

https://arxiv.org/pdf/2005.14165.pdf
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=aircAruvnKk&list=PLZHQObOWTQDNU6R1_67000Dx_ZCJB-3pi
https://www.youtube.com/@3blue1brown


Also “nothing less” than a statistical model

Don’t get me wrong, I love statistics and sta-
tistical models:

I’ve worked as a data analyst, taught many,
many sections of introduction to statistics,
and even written a statistics OER.

Few things give me as much joy as a well-
labelled histogram or scatterplot.

But statistical models are tools. Like all
tools, they have no agency

The online Cambridge dictionary says a tool
is: ”something that helps you to do a partic-
ular activity”

You have agency, tools do not.
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1. The histogram is from a study I did for CC of the results of taking the CC Cert
course. Looking at it, we can conclude something about the real world: the total
performance improved significantly on a basic knowledge test of copyright and
licensing issues, with the average percent correct on that test going up by more
than 20 percentage points after taking the course.

2. The scatter plot seems to show that these unspecified bad things happened went
up as the independent variable – the variable along the bottom (x) axis – went
down.

3. Actually, histograms and scatterplots are mostly example of “descriptive
statistics,” not statistical modelling. We could make a model out of the
scatterplot by trying to analyze that relationship between the number of bad
things and the independent variable. Let’s assume it’s a linear[=straight line]
relationship ... probably not accurate, but it will get us started.



From descriptive statistics to statistical models

Here’s one straight trend line.

We might have just put a ruler down and
“eyeballed” it, but instead, we use here the
Least Squares Regression Line (LSRL).

The LSRL is given by some moderately com-
plex formulæ much beloved of stats students.

Those formulæ and the corresponding behav-
ior of the LSRL, including things like how it
changes depending upon outliers, is very well
understood by mathematicians

Basically, the coefficients of the LSRL are
found by orthogonal project – essentially,
casting a shadow straight down – in 23 di-
mensions. Figure 2.5 from Linear Transformations on Vector Spaces by Scott

Kaschner and Amber Russell is released under CC BY-SA 4.0
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1. I’m belaboring this point because it shows both how many choices a statistical
modeler has to make, and how, in principle, we understand on some deep level
how these powerful statistical techniques work.



Extrapolation

Suppose you were a team of statisti-
cally smart engineers who made that
graph the night before another run of
the experiment.

Suppose the prediction for value of
the independent (x) variable the next
day was 28

You might make this graph.

If the consequences of many “bad
things” was something over-all “ter-
rible,” you might tell your bosses to
stop the experiment.

They would, of course, ignore you, citing “extrapolation.”
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1. Extrapolation is considered a bad thing in statistics. But sometimes it’s all you
can do. And sometimes it is enough.

2. Note one of the reasons extrapolation is considered bad is that on a larger range
of in the independent variable, maybe a better model would use a bent link, not
a straight line, like the “hockey stick” curve in climate models, or some exponent
growth scenario which would look linear over a short range of the independent
variable. So, the warning is, extrapolation only gets you more of the same [the
same model], on a larger scale; maybe something different [innovation, creativity]
is necessary, and statistical models don’t innovate.

3. Of course, sometimes doing the same thing as before, not innovating, still does
valuable things, like it could have saved the lives of the Challenger astronauts,
and it will definitely save a lot of hung-over undergraduates from failing their
first year writing courses by generating entirely non-innovative but statistically
reasonable essays on the Great American Novel or whatever in time to turn them
in on time.



Consequences

As you history of science buffs will
have known, this was the Challenger
disaster of 28 January 1986.

The independent (x) variable was the
temperature (in ◦F) at the time of
launch

The “bad things” were burn-through
spots in the booster rocket O-rings.

Too many burn-throughs and it might
fail catastrophically.

It is a true story that engineers tried on 27 Jan 1986 to convince their managers to scrub
the next day’s launch, because of the predicted temperature.

Image from NASA is in the public domain in the US and likely elsewhere.
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1. I don’t have anything spicy to say here, other than: listen to your tech people,
make them explain what they are thinking in clear terms.

2. Well, also, I want to say, following Cicero: always be aware of cui bono [who
benefits]. The middle management at Morton Thiokol didn’t want to scrub the
Challenger launch because it would get them in trouble with their bosses for
having made a defective booster rocket. The upper management didn’t want to
scrub the launch because to do so would threaten their contract with NASA and
thus their future revenue stream.

3. Today’s AInt is all about making hundreds of billions of dollars for the folks who
can convince you that they have something radically new – that will maybe even
threaten the future of the human race.

4. What is threatening our future is the current version of neoliberal capitalism.
Whenever someone says “don’t experiment with AGI [“artificial general
intelligence”], it’s an existential threat to humanity” I think “this biased
perspective is designed to convince me to give you more money and power, what
we should not have experimented with in the last half-century or so is neoliberal
capitalism, which bred monsters like you, and yet we did that experiment and
now look at the world situation in the world, with things like the price of
life-saving vaccines being higher for poor countries than for rich countries.” For
vaccines, those rich fools should have followed the advice: Be selfish, share.



“Generative” statistical models

That predicted value of a LSRL for a new value of the independent variable is using a
statistical model to generate output.
An assignment I could give to a first course of folks learning programming:

Write a program that produces output which looks statistically like the results of
flipping a biased coin.
The program takes as input a single parameter, the bias level.
The output is either Head and Tail.
In the long run, the statistics of the sequence of a string of Heads and Tails
should show the statistical bias given in the parameter.

That’s also generative statistical modelling. Which is such a stupid term statisticians
don’t use it.
That’s very similar to what “generative AInt” is doing (plus a little extrapolation behind
the scenes), which somehow is not considered a stupid term.
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1. So when someone talks about “generative AInt”, I want you to think of “flipping
coins for fun and profit.”

2. Or maybe“flipping coins to convince useful idiots to give me more money and
power.”

3. OK, plus a little extrapolation. Which is why we can also think of generative
AInt as extrapolation as a service.

4. Which, although it is aggressive, is less aggressive than mansplaining as a
service.



Summary and contact info

Summary [AKA “the tl;dr”]:
• “AInt” is fun; so is “the farting cat”
• “statistical models for money and power

concentration” is also good.
• whatever name, it’s just a tool, it has no agency
• a good and useful tool, sometimes
• grifters, racist tech-bros, and useful idiots
• (...and maybe time-traveling cyborgs?)
• the MBs of parameters are a compressed version of

the TB of training data
• mansplaining/extrapolatoin as a service
• these people are lying to you (ask me for examples)
• e.g., it’s clearly a copyright violation
• (but IAmNotALawyer!!!)
• the dangerous experiment was neoliberal capitalism
• but the elite in the rich countries ran it anyway
• don’t blame Mahmoud or anyone in the AI WG for

this talk, it’s all on me!

Contact info:
Email: jonathan@poritz.net ;
Fediverse: @poritzj@mastodon.social
Get these slides at

poritz.net/j/share/TNTTRCbM.pdf
or ...TNTTRCbM with commentary.pdf
or ...TNTTRCbM only commentary.pdf
and all files for remixing at

poritz.net/j/share/TNTTRCbM/
. Or else just scan

to go to my homepage, where you
can follow links to all of my shared
materials.
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1. Really, don’t blame Mahmoud.
2. I’m sorry if I called anyone in this room a grifter, a useful idiot, or a cyborg.


