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The Conversation

It takes a body to understand the world

ChatGPT, other language AIs don’t know what they’re saying
By Arthur Glenberg, Arizona State University and Cameron Robert 

Jones, University of California, San Diego
The Conversation is an independ-
ent and nonprofi t source of news, 
analysis and commentary from aca-
demic experts.

❑     ❑     ❑

When we asked GPT-3, an ex-
tremely powerful and popu-

lar artifi cial intelligence language 
system, whether you’d be more 
likely to use a paper map or a stone 
to fan life into coals for a barbecue, 
it preferred the stone.

To smooth your wrinkled skirt, 
would you grab a warm thermos 
or a hairpin? GPT-3 suggested the 
hairpin.

And if you need to cover your 
hair for work in a fast-food restau-
rant, which would work better, a 
paper sandwich wrapper or a ham-
burger bun? GPT-3 went for the 
bun.

Why does GPT-3 make those 
choices when most people choose 
the alternative? Because GPT-3 
does not understand language the 
way humans do.

One of us is a psychology re-
searcher who over 20 years ago 
presented a series of scenarios like 
those above to test the understand-
ing of a computer model of lan-
guage from that time. The model 
did not accurately choose between 
using rocks and maps to fan coals, 
whereas humans did so easily.

The other of us is a doctoral 
student in cognitive science who 
was part of a team of researchers 
that more recently used the same 
scenarios to test GPT-3. Although 
GPT-3 did better than the older 
model, it was signifi cantly worse 
than humans. It got the three sce-
narios mentioned above completely 
wrong.

GPT-3, the engine that powered 
the initial release of ChatGPT, 
learns about language by noting, 
from a trillion instances, which 
words tend to follow which other 
words. The strong statistical regu-
larities in language sequences al-
low GPT-3 to learn a lot about 
language. And that sequential 
knowledge often allows ChatGPT 
to produce reasonable sentences, 
essays, poems and computer code.

Although GPT-3 is extremely 
good at learning the rules of what 
follows what in human language, it 
doesn’t have the foggiest idea what 
any of those words mean to a hu-
man being. And how could it?

Predictions
Humans are biological entities 

that evolved with bodies that need 
to operate in the physical and so-
cial worlds to get things done. Lan-
guage is a tool that helps people do 
that. GPT-3 is an artifi cial software 
system that predicts the next word. 
It does not need to get anything 
done with those predictions in the 
real world.

The meaning of a word or sen-
tence is intimately related to the hu-
man body: people’s abilities to act, 
to perceive and to have emotions. 
Human cognition is empowered 
by being embodied. People’s un-
derstanding of a term like “paper 
sandwich wrapper,” for example, 
includes the wrapper’s appearance, 
its feel, its weight, and, consequent-
ly, how we can use it: for wrapping 

a sandwich. People’s understanding 
also includes how someone can use 
it for myriad other opportunities it 
affords, such as scrunching it into a 
ball for a game of hoops, or cover-
ing one’s hair.

All of these uses arise because 
of the nature of human bodies and 
needs: People have hands that can 
fold paper, a head of hair that is 
about the same size as a sandwich 
wrapper, and a need to be employed 
and thus follow rules like covering 
hair. That is, people understand 
how to make use of stuff in ways 
that are not captured in language-
use statistics.

GPT-3, its successor, GPT-4, and 
its cousins Bard, Chinchilla and 
LLaMA do not have bodies, and 
so they cannot determine, on their 
own, which objects are foldable, or 
the many other properties that the 
psychologist J.J. Gibson called af-
fordances. Given people’s hands 
and arms, paper maps afford fan-
ning a fl ame, and a thermos affords 
rolling out wrinkles.

Senses
Without arms and hands, let 

alone the need to wear unwrinkled 
clothes for a job, GPT-3 cannot de-
termine these affordances. It can 
only fake them if it has run across 
something similar in the stream of 
words on the internet.

Will a large-language-model 
AI ever understand language the 
way humans do? In our view, not 
without having a humanlike body, 
senses, purposes and ways of life.

GPT-4 was trained on images as 
well as text, permitting it to learn sta-
tistical relationships between words 
and pixels. While we can’t perform 
our original analysis on GPT-4 be-
cause it currently doesn’t output the 
probability it assigns to words, when 
we asked GPT-4 the three questions, 
it answered them correctly. This 
could be due to the model’s learning 
from previous inputs, or its increased 
size and visual input.

However, you can continue to 
construct new examples to trip it up 
by thinking of objects that have sur-
prising affordances that the model 
likely hasn’t encountered. For ex-
ample, GPT-4 says that a cup with 
the bottom cut off would be better 
for holding water than a lightbulb 
with the bottom cut off.

A model with access to images 
might be something like a child 
who learns about language - and 
the world - from the television: It’s 
easier than learning from the radio, 
but humanlike understanding will 
require the crucial opportunity to 
interact with the world.

Recent research has taken this 
approach, training language mod-
els to generate physics simulations, 
interact with physical environments 
and even generate robotic action 
plans. Embodied language under-
standing might still be a long way 
off, but these kinds of multisensory 
interactive projects are crucial steps 
on the way there.

ChatGPT is a fascinating tool that 
will undoubtedly be used for good 
- and not-so-good - purposes. But 
don’t be fooled into thinking that it 
understands the words it spews, let 
alone that it’s sentient. (AP)

GATES will provide industry insights

CCE-AUK signs partnership with GATES Group
KUWAIT CITY, April 10: Center 
for Continuing Education (CCE) 
at the American University of 
Kuwait (AUK) signed a strate-
gic partnership agreement with 
GATES Group, recognizing the 
need for complementing quality 
culture in the Kuwaiti healthcare 
sector through education and 
accreditation. GATES is a re-
gional growth and development 
company that helps healthcare 
organizations and professionals 
solve problems related to policy, 
performance, operations, quality, 
and fi nance.  

 This partnership brings together 
more than two decades of manage-
ment expertise of GATES and the 
academic experience of AUK to 
provide a world-class learning ex-
perience for leaders and healthcare 
professionals who are seeking to 
advance their skills and knowledge 
in all healthcare management-re-
lated fi elds.  

Commenting
Commenting on the MoU, AUK 

president, Dr Rawda Awwad said, 
“Our Center for Continuing Edu-
cation, is committed to providing 
our adult learners with the best 
possible learning experiences and 
preparing them for success in their 
careers. Signing an MoU with 
GATES Group is a testament to 
our commitment to providing our 
learners with practical experience 

and exposure to global industry 
leaders. This partnership will ena-
ble us to leverage the expertise and 
resources of GATES Group to cre-
ate meaningful opportunities for 
our learners and help them build 
the skills and knowledge necessary 
to thrive in today’s competitive job 
market.”

As part of the partnership, 
GATES will provide industry in-
sights and guidance to help shape 
the curriculum and ensure that it 
remains relevant and up-to-date, as 
well as offer networking opportu-

nities and access to their extensive 
network of industry professionals, 
giving students the chance to con-
nect with multi-national experts in 
the fi eld. 

 The professional education pro-
grams offered through this partner-
ship will be the Diploma in Health-
care Management & Leadership 
(approved by PAAET), Certifi ed 
Accreditation Surveyor (accred-
ited by ISQua-EEA), Healthcare 
Business & Entrepreneurship, in 
addition to other programs de-
signed to meet the evolving needs 

of healthcare industry profession-
als, with a focus on practical, real-
world knowledge and skills.  

Signifi cance
CCE director, Nehal ElShafei, 

commented on the signifi cance of 
this partnership, “Kuwait’s health-
care system has huge capabilities 
in terms of highly qualifi ed doc-
tors, technology infrastructure, 
and facilities, which can contribute 
to a healthy country all through 
effective and evidence-based 
management. By establishing a 
professional school of healthcare 
management, we are aiming to 
enhance the healthcare system in 
Kuwait through quality education 
and accreditation. The healthcare 
sector in Kuwait is undergoing re-
forms and our mission is to equip 
leaders with the right capabilities 
to lead the change. We believe that 
together we can make a great dif-
ference!”  

 High quality healthcare with 
holistic and integrated services 
with an open and collaborative 
approach is a paramount goal of 
various healthcare institutions in 
Kuwait. While they thrive on pro-
viding excellent patient-centered 
medical experience with several 
specialties and supporting servic-
es, the pursuit of advancing quality 
towards an international standard 
with its system and people has be-
come imperative.

Group photo of AUK and GATES representatives.

AUK president, Dr. Rawda Awwad; and GATES founder and managing 
partner, Dr. Adel Oleik after signing the MoU.


