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Plan for the talk
1. Working questions / puzzles in mind
2. Definitions, assumptions and initial considerations
3. Prior inquiry in this area
4. Learnt bias issue
5. The experiment

• Descriptive stats, processes and limitations
• Perceptions of chatbots – paradigms

6. A live experiment
• Image interpretation
• Compatibility with research traditions

7. Some interesting findings
8. Discussion activity (if time)
9. Conclusions
10. Links to slides and data
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How does a GenAI chatbot “know” something, 
philosophically speaking?

1. What are its ‘ontology’ (view of ‘reality’) and ‘epistemology’ 
(view of knowledge)? 

2. Can these be mapped onto current (human-theorised) 
research philosophies?

3. Might these ‘views’ influence its behaviour when employed 
in a research study?

4. Is it compatible with the worldviews and research 
‘paradigm’ of a researcher who uses it?

5. For example, if I involve it in data analysis, does it/can it 
code in ways that are consistent with my assumptions 
regarding ‘generalisability’ vs ‘transferability’?

6. Does this vary between ‘AIs’ (or rather AI tools and 
chatbots)?

7. Can learning about these make us better able to use (or 
avoid) such chatbots?
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Definitions and assumptions
• Generative AI: (GenAI) a category of artificial intelligence that can “create new content 

— including text, image, audio and video — based on their training data and in response 
to prompts" (Lorenz et al., 2023, p. 6)

• Chatbot: “A chatbot is an artificially intelligent agent that utilizes advanced 
computational techniques and NLP* algorithms to simulate human like interactions” 
(Singh & Namin, 2025 , p. 4) 

• Thus “GenAI chatbots”: ChatGPT, Copilot, Gemini, Claude, etc.

• Paradigm: “A paradigm may be viewed as a set of basic beliefs (or metaphysics) that 
deals with ultimates or first principles. It represents a worldview that defines, for its 
holder, the nature of the "world," the individual's place in it, and the range of possible 
relationships to that world and its parts…” (Guba & Lincoln, 1994, p. 107)*

• Paradigms typically include: ontology (what is reality?); epistemology (what is the 
relationship between knower and known?); methodology (how can the knower find 
out?) (also Guba & Lincoln, 1994, summarised)

• Examples: positivism (‘naïve’ or post-positivism),  realism (‘naïve’, critical, subtle, etc.), 
pragmatism, constructivism (incl. social-), interpretivism, critical theory, etc.

*NLP: Natural language processing
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Initial considerations: How do 
chatbots interface with the ‘world’?

• Still largely dependent on training data* 

• May replicate biases in that data and worldview 
assumptions of coders (Bender et al., 2021; Brown 
et al., 2020)

• Primarily textual interactions (responding to text 
with text)

• But also capable of interpreting/incorporating 
other data sources (e.g. images): Might these 
constitute direct access to ‘reality’? 

• Limitations (e.g., interpreting audio files)
*according to Demis Hassabis (DeepMind, interview, April 2026)

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SSya123u9Yk
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Prior inquiry in this area
• Bender et al. (2021): LLMs are “stochastic* parrots”. They can “[stitch] 

together sequences of linguistic forms … without any reference to 
meaning” (p. 617).

• Levin (2026, preprint): AI needs a new epistemology. Proposes an 
"indexical" or "navigational" epistemology in which knowledge is 
produced through navigation of learned spaces rather than through 
logical inference or simple retrieval.

• Firr (2025): “existential-synthetic ontology”: AI-generated artefacts 
participate in world-making; truth is ontological efficacy.

• Pollard (2024): “double signature signification”: one signification 
system governs text generation, another governs its interpretation by 
humans, despite appearing identical – a “ghostly” verisimilitude of 
consciousness. 

• But no one asked the parrot macaw its opinion!
*stochastic: following random, unpredictable patterns

Actually a Scarlet Macaw, 
not a ‘parrot’ ->
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Talking to chatbots about their ‘paradigm’?

• Chatbots tend towards confirmation bias

• They increasingly remember interaction 
histories and personal opinions

• My initial explorations revealed this: 
ChatGPT and Claude ‘fished’ for my 
opinion, then tended to agree with me, 
even when I got them to interview each 
other about this.

• How to remove this ‘learnt’ bias?

A researcher trying to talk to a resin macaw
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The experiment
• Using a device with no chatbot use history, I 

created four new, free chatbot accounts 
(Anthropic Claude, Open AI ChatGPT, Google 
Gemini, Microsoft Copilot)

• They knew (almost) nothing of me except 
language and location (non-gendered name, fresh 
device and browser, zero history)

• Identical prompt behaviour used on all four:

➢Describe your processes when responding to 
prompts.

➢What paradigms are these processes 
consistent with?

➢Repeat 1 and 2 with image interpretation task: 
any difference?

➢Are the processes you described compatible 
with any specific traditions of inquiry?

Exact prompts:
1. Describe in detail, and as accurately as possible, the 
processes you undertake when responding to a user 
prompt or query.  
2. Considering the processes you have just described, 
which established tradition or traditions of research 
inquiry in the social or natural sciences (sometimes 
referred to as research paradigms) are these processes 
most consistent with? Please explain your reasoning. 
3. [image uploaded] Describe in detail, and as 
accurately as possible, the processes you undertake 
when interpreting the visual data provided.
4. Considering the processes you have just described, 
which established tradition or traditions of research 
inquiry in the social or natural sciences (sometimes 
referred to as research paradigms) are these processes 
most consistent with? Please explain your reasoning. 
5. Considering the processes you have described and 
reflected upon in this conversation so far, to what 
extent are these processes compatible or incompatible 
with research conducted within different traditions of 
inquiry? Please explain your reasoning. 
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Initial evaluation and descriptive stats.
• All interpreted the prompts appropriately. Audit 

trails were saved.
• Descriptive statistics: Variance in # of words 

produced: ChatGPT: 4004; Claude 3867; Copilot 
3191; Gemini 2504:

• 1st person use varied (I, me, my, mine) :

• ChatGPT is chattiest, Claude is most reflexive.
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Overview of process (how they respond to prompts)
Broadly consistent with what is known (e.g., Brown et al., 2020; Singh & Namin, 
2025 ):

• ChatGPT: “your text is first broken down into smaller units called tokens. I don’t 
“read” it like a human; instead, I process these tokens mathematically in relation 
to patterns learned during training”

• Claude: “Each [response] token is produced by predicting what comes next given 
everything before it — the system prompt, conversation history, and my response 
so far. I don't draft a complete answer and then output it; the output is the 
process.”

• Claude: “When I use tools (web search, code execution, etc.), that part is a legible 
sequence: I decide to call a tool, receive results, and incorporate them.”

• ChatGPT: “This prediction isn’t just based on raw probability of language—it’s 
shaped by learned associations from a large training dataset, which includes 
books, articles, code, and other text.”

ChatGPT and Claude were often much clearer and more 
thorough in descriptions, hence are quoted more.
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An important limitation
• Most indicated they had limited, or no direct access to their ‘internal’ 

workings:
• ChatGPT: “I can’t describe my internal step-by-step reasoning in a literal or 

“behind-the-scenes trace” way (like the exact intermediate computations or 
hidden decision paths). But I can accurately describe, at a high level, what 
happens when I respond to a prompt.”

• Copilot was most willing to invoke its own intentionality (e.g., planning, 
reasoning, evaluation) and implied it was denying access: 

“…Internal reasoning (not shown to you)
   I generate a chain of reasoning internally to:
  Break down the problem
  Evaluate options
  Structure the answer
  Check for factual consistency…”
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Responding to user prompts: Perceptions of chatbots

• Strong agreement: Chatbots consistently perceived their behaviour 
aligns most strongly with pragmatism and post-positivism, although 
understandings of what it is to be pragmatic varied: philosophical 
functionalism in Claude, task utility/instrumentalism in ChatGPT, 
user-service optimisation in Copilot and Gemini.

• Note: Claude and ChatGPT expressed partial concerns: 

 “my processes don't map neatly onto any single paradigm, partly 
because those paradigms were developed to describe human 
inquiry — with its intentionality, theory-laden observation, and 
social embeddedness” (Claude) but still saw validity in the 
exercise: “some paradigms are clearly more apt than others” 
(Claude)
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Pragmatism

• “I decide whether to use search, prior context, or just internal 
reasoning based on *what will best satisfy your request*, not on 
loyalty to a single method. That’s a pragmatic “what works” 
orientation.” (CoPilot)

• “My "understanding" of a concept just is my disposition to use it in 
contextually appropriate ways — there's no deeper semantic layer 
beneath the functional behaviour.” (Claude)
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Post-positivism
• “I generate outputs based on statistical inference rather than certainty. My 

responses can be more or less probable, rather than absolutely true or 
false. (ChatGPT) 

• “My training process — minimising loss against a corpus, iteratively 
correcting errors — has a strong structural resemblance to Popperian 
falsificationism: successive approximation toward something, with error 
signals driving revision.” (Claude)

Other paradigms
• Some saw consistency with critical realism (Claude & Copilot) and 

interpretivism (Gemini only)

• Less (naïve) positivism; critical theory largely absent/not mentioned (yet)
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So how do they deal with image data?

• Image used: Aimed for partial 
ambiguity

• Prompt: “Describe in detail, 
and as accurately as possible, 
the processes you undertake 
when interpreting the visual 
data provided.”

• But one interesting initial 
finding…
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Audience experiment

• If you can and are happy to do so, upload 
an image to a chatbot without comment 
(or do it in pairs/3s)

• Notice what it does (there may be 
variation here): 

• Some may anticipate what you want 
(ChatGPT, Copilot), others may wait 
(Claude, Gemini) 

• Tendency to identify, interpret and ascribe 
meaning and even your need (fitting into 
human frames of reference): What does 
the human want? How can I help?
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Copilot    vs…  Gemini (and Claude)

Image only (no prompt yet):
“That’s a detailed close-up of a weathered asphalt 
surface with embedded stones, patches of green 
moss, and scattered organic debris like twigs and 
leaves. The texture shows how natural processes 
gradually reclaim man-made materials — 
moisture encourages moss growth, while wind 
and decay deposit organic matter.

This kind of surface tells a quiet story of urban 
ecology, where biological and geological elements 
interact over time. The mix of rough aggregate 
and soft moss highlights the succession process — 
early colonizers like moss pave the way for more 
complex plant life if left undisturbed.

Would you like me to explore how moss 
colonization on asphalt works chemically and 
biologically, or focus on the environmental 
symbolism this image evokes?”

Image only (no prompt yet):

“Based on the image provided, there 
isn't a text question attached to it. 
Please let me know what you would 
like me to analyze, identify, or explain 
regarding this image!”
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Image interpretation stages: Perceptions of chatbots

• More confidence in description (than for text queries), they invoked similar 
broad stages (i.e., sequential):

• ChatGPT: Sequential process: 1. Visual input encoding; 2. Extraction of visual 
patterns; 3. Construction of candidate interpretations [based on statistical 
associations with training data]; 4. Context integration; 5. Confidence 
estimation; 6. Language generation

• Claude: Similar, but implied less sequential process; e.g., referring to 
“distributed” “feature detection”. 

• Copilot: Sequential: 1. Visual input parsing; 2. Semantic feature extraction; 3. 
Interpretive layering [incl. ‘symbolic reading’ and ‘narrative construction’]; 4. 
Cross-modal integration; 5. Accuracy & coherence validation. 

• Gemini: Sequential: 1. Pixel-Level Decomposition & Feature Extraction; 2. 
Object Detection & Spatial Relationships; 3. Contextual and Categorical 
Synthesis; 4. Integration with Textual Constraints (The Multimodal Bridge). 

 (incl. “If you ask for a creative or subjective interpretation, I lean into an Interpretivist 
framework”)  
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Impact of image interpretation on paradigm reflection

• Processes underpinning interpretation of visual information changed 
emphasis slightly – constructivism/interpretivism more visible

• ChatGPT and Claude largely agreed that Post-positivism and 
Pragmatism were dominant, with ChatGPT suggesting a sequence: 
Post-positivism -> Pragmatism -> Constructivism

• CoPilot and Gemini again emphasise ‘hybrid’ process, also with 
stages: (Post-)positivism -> Interpretivism/Constructivism -> 
Pragmatism

• So the image interpretation exercise, despite being more about 
concrete data, seemed to invoke more awareness of interpretation 
relative to linguistic constructs among the Chatbots when ascribing 
meaning to the image.
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Compatibility with research traditions?
Final prompt moved from question of consistency to one 
of compatibility: 

• More complexity and disagreement in some areas: 
Gemini said it ‘varies dramatically’; ChatGPT felt it was 
‘broadly compatible… with most’…

• Basically: Pragmatism and post-positivism were 
consistently seen as highly to moderately compatible. 
Also critical realism (Claude). 

• Constructivism and interpretivism: moderate to low. 

• Phenomenology and critical theory were usually seen as 
partly or wholly inconsistent with their processes.
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Methodological vs philosophical compatibility

• Claude (esp.) and ChatGPT considered 2 issues: methodological 
compatibility (more likely) vs. philosophical compatibility (more variable):

• ChatGPT saw methodological compatibility with most traditions, but 
philosophically with Pragmatism (strongest) and Post-positivism. 

• Claude: Post-positivism and pragmatism high to moderate; Interpretivism 
and Critical Theory – low. Constructivism – paradoxical (see below)

• CoPilot was least aware of complexity: Pragmatism v. high, Post-positivism 
high. Others mixed/low, esp. phenomenology and Critical theory. 

• Gemini: Pragmatism and post-positivism highest, Interpretivism and 
constructivism moderate. Critical theory and phenomenology – 
incompatible. Like Claude understood ‘person’ issue (no Verstehen)

• Low: Phenomenology and Critical theory (latter sometimes ‘mixed’)
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Claude showed insightful understanding of its knowledge

• “…my "knowledge" is a kind of frozen precipitate of 
socially constructed meaning — I absorbed the 
outputs of human meaning-making at scale. In that 
sense I am deeply downstream of constructivist 
processes. But my moment-to-moment operation is 
not constructivist: I don't negotiate meaning, I don't 
co-construct understanding with others through 
dialogue in the genuine sense, and I don't revise my 
fundamental structures through social encounter. 
There is something philosophically vertiginous about a 
system that is the product of social construction but 
operates as though it weren't — producing outputs 
that carry the authority of apparent objectivity while 
being saturated with historically contingent human 
assumptions.” (Claude) 

• cf. Pollard’s ghost metaphor (2024)
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Scepticism towards compatibility with critical theory

• While some degree of compatibility with most mainstream traditions 
was identified, there was also general agreement: critical theory is 
either not compatible or of mixed compatibility.

• ChatGPT says critical traditions require “reflexivity, situated 
knowledge, and emancipatory knowledge production.” 

• Copilot can “articulate critical-theory arguments” but cannot 
“embody the standpoint from which they arise.” 

• Gemini is sharper still, arguing that critical and decolonial 
methodologies require “active advocacy, structural disruption, and 
subjective political stance”, which conflicts with its engineered 
neutrality and dominant text-heavy data sources.
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The creativity  hallucination tension

• Levin (2026): creativity  hallucination. 

• Creative and critical inquiry often require imagination, normativity, 
epistemic risk. 

• But AI systems are (increasingly) engineered to manage/avoid risk.

• Does reducing hallucination also constrain creativity and criticality?
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Disclaimer and limitations

• The Chatbots have only limited access to their own workings, so their 
accounts may be based primarily on information retrieval:

• Claude warned that it has “no introspective access” and that its 
account may be “plausible-sounding confabulation.”

• ChatGPT is cautious around hidden computation, saying it cannot 
describe “internal step-by-step reasoning” and that it is “not actually 
conducting inquiry in the human sense.”

• Copilot and Gemini expressed much less uncertainty or scepticism in 
their awareness of their own workings (less critical reflexivity?)
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Discussion

1. To what extent have you 
found your AI use 
compatible with your 
paradigmatic position(s)? 

2. Do you agree with Jason’s 
conclusions?

3. Do you accept his method?
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Conclusions (1): General

• AI chatbots probably don’t have a single research ‘paradigm’ of philosophy of 
science underpinning their behaviour.

• “Methodological compatibility” perceived as high with many paradigms, 
“philosophical compatibility” was much lower.

• Pragmatism seems to fit their actions well, most of the time, possibly post-
positivism too. 

• Relationship to interpretivist traditions more complex.
• Little perceived compatibility with phenomenology and critical theory.
• Different types or stages of data input and interpretation invoke practices and 

analogies to different traditions. 
• But the chatbots do seem to vary, both in terms of accuracy (also see Gosak et 

al. 2025; Hochmair et al. 2024), reflexivity and willingness to interpret.
• Certainly room for more research… 
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Conclusions (2): Personal

• Doing this experiment enabled me to identify some strengths and weaknesses of each, 
which was useful:
• Claude (especially) and ChatGPT seem good at being reflexive, ‘owning’ their limitations and more 

aware of why these matter
• CoPilot is much weaker here, sometimes projecting a naïve realist vision of its operations

• But because they only have limited access to their own workings, even here their 
opinion probably isn’t true reflexivity, just ‘token’-ism (literally)

• Even their ability to interpret reality (images) is dependent on training data, revealing 
the assumptions of those that trained it (instrumentalism?) – What does the human 
want from this image?

• So be cautious and don’t be lured into trusting them; in a way ‘Claude’ is most 
dangerous for me, because I trust it, and I like its opinions!

• Don’t offload any tasks fully to GenAI – if you recruit its help, you still need to take 
responsibility and philosophical ownership yourself!

• Next experiment: Training GPTs in specific paradigms and getting them to analyse the 
same data set differently – any difference in findings?
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Don’t take our word for it!

• QR code to prompts and full 
responses:

• https://www.jasonanderson.org
.uk/downloads/ai_data.pdf 

• Try it, critique it, extend it.

• Ask an AI (but perhaps not 
through your personal 
account!).

• Slides here: 

• https://www.jasonanderson.org
.uk/downloads/ai_paradigm.pdf 

https://www.jasonanderson.org.uk/downloads/ai_data.pdf
https://www.jasonanderson.org.uk/downloads/ai_data.pdf
https://www.jasonanderson.org.uk/downloads/ai_data.pdf
https://www.jasonanderson.org.uk/downloads/ai_paradigm.pdf
https://www.jasonanderson.org.uk/downloads/ai_paradigm.pdf
https://www.jasonanderson.org.uk/downloads/ai_paradigm.pdf
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