Collaborating with AI

A few years ago, I interviewed a woman in her thirties who was working for Google on AI. She wanted to quit and instead study Creative Writing on the MFA I ran at Birkbeck College.
‘But why?’ I asked. ‘You’re right where the really interesting stuff is happening.’
Yes, she said. She knew that. But she’d seen some of what was coming, and she didn’t like it. She looked queasy as I spoke to her, via Zoom. She was in a home office, with books on a shelf behind her.
We talked about her job. Whilst she’d been at Google, her team had triumphantly applied AI to chess (AlphaZero) and then to the greater complexities of Go (AlphaGo). Within hours of being switched on, their computer programmes had become the most powerful and subtle entities to play either game.
Google DeepMind, under the direction of CEO and co-founder Demis Habibis, was turning its attention to medical research – although there would, she said, be ethical problems.
What did the candidate intend to write, if she got a place on the MFA?
‘A novel,’ she said. That’s what she wanted to do, she said, in the time that remained – write a novel – because, she implied, that would be a better, more meaningful thing to do.
Of course, after the interview was over, I offered her a place on the MFA, but she didn’t take it up. I don’t know whether she’s still working for Google, or has become a published novelist.
The reason I tell this story is not to suggest I was ahead of the curve with AI. Birkbeck (Bloomsbury) is very close to Google (King’s Cross), and academics are constantly being encouraged to develop close industry links. After the interview, I considered contacting Demis Habibis to see if he was interested in a collaboration? Perhaps some of my storytelling skills, and the expertise of my students, could be useful to them? Perhaps, as follow up to Go, they might be interested in Creative Writing? I am now very glad I didn’t send that email.
When writing the above paragraph, I chose the word collaboration very carefully. I made a human decision to use it, in human awareness – moral, historical and etymological – of its implications.
ChatGPT, and other LLMs, though they may expertly mimic this kind of verbal awareness in their prompted outputs, do not yet possess this awareness, or anything like it.
As I typed the word, I was seeing black and white images of 1945, and of women all across the village squares of France having their heads shaved. They had fraternized, or worse, with the occupying German forces. They were collaborators.
But then John Lennon and Paul McCartney were collaborators, and so were Crick, Watson, Franklin and the other biologists that discovered DNA, and so were the disciples of the Buddha.
I used another carefully chosen phrase, in my account of the interview with the woman from DeepMind. I said that she said in the time remaining.
I am not sure whether she meant she wanted to dedicate herself to fiction in the time remaining for her or, as is more likely, in the time remaining for all of us.
From her unease, I suspect it was the latter.
Like her, AI companies have shifted their attention from Go to writing. We know from CEO Sam Altman’s announcement in March this year that OpenAI has a program they believe is ‘good at creative writing’. They have focussed on this because it is a harder problem to crack than mate in 27 or folding proteins.
It is a harder problem because it’s related to what many philosophers, following David Chalmers, call ‘the hard problem’ of human consciousness.
I am humanly conscious, and I have an awareness – from that interview, and my subsequent thinking on the subject – that we humans are now at a stage of collaborating with AI.
That is the word that comes to mind.
When I go to check the Oxford English Dictionary online, I see that an AI Search Assistant has appeared.
Here are the two definitions of collaboration:
‘United labour , co-operation; esp. in literary, artistic, or scientific work.’ But also ‘Traitorous cooperation with the enemy.’


