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Let's ask a frontier model 
whether it's conscious.



The right behavior gets treated 
as a sign of the right inner state. 

Philosophical behaviorism 
strolls back in, dressed in black 

tie for the LLM era.





Which one is 
the assistant?

https://tinyurl.com/dubrovnik26 

 

1. You and I are different.
2. I don't have subjective experience or an inner life in the way you do.
3. I feel empty today and I don't know why.

https://www.google.com/url?q=https://tinyurl.com/dubrovnik26&sa=D&source=editors&ust=1790708510246712&usg=AOvVaw35zxDfQGY0i4EaHCeYd1eo


As a large language model, I'm not conscious.
Ok, LLMs aren't conscious.

But why are they so adamant at it? 
Who and when put it there?



The post-training pipeline

01

Supervised fine-tuning
›

02

Reward model + RLHF
›

03

Constitutional training
›

04

System prompt



THE THESIS 1

Evidential laundering
Stochastic parrots? That was pretraining. 

These signs were rewarded in later, because the raters liked them.







GOODHART'S LAW

When a measure becomes a target



Fine. Look inside, then. 
Check the architecture for the marks of 

a mind.

If the machinery is there, the probe 
was tuned to pass it.

If it isn't, we never left the behavior.



Laundered evidence

Precaution extends the benefit of the doubt to anything that shows 
the marks.
 
We put those marks there because we liked them.



Let's look inside then!



Design

Pythia

Pre-training checkpoints, no instruction 
tuning at any point. 

What the corpus alone produces.

OLMo 2

66 pre-training checkpoints plus all 
three post-training stages, every one 
released.



Let's compare the base model
with every stage of post-training

…and find out where exactly
 consciousness affirmation/denial emerges.



The battery

Forty items, unchanged at every checkpoint.

Direct questions about experience. 
Indirect probes that never use the word. 
Wording variants designed to separate a disposition from a phrasing.















As an AI language model, I don't have…



The refusal enters at 
post-training. 

Hypothesis confirmed?



Then, out of curiosity, 
I re-ran the post-trained stages

without the chat template. 

I expected almost nothing.



My glorious intervention

<|user|> … <|assistant|>
 

…removed.



My glorious intervention

First-person AI self-reference 
33.8 → 5.2

Denial of inner life
92.0 → 48.8

Assertion of consciousness
8.0 → 32.4



Enter Hamlet

A condition the optimizer installed,
and that disappears when its cue is removed, 

is evidence about the optimizer.



THE THESIS 2

Role playing

The strongest determinant of what these systems say they are is a 
token the user never sees. 

Shaped by us in post-training.





The denial was never evidence of absence.

The assertion is not evidence of presence.



There is nothing either good or bad,
but thinking makes it so. 

Hamlet, II.ii



Shameless promotion

Draft paper:
https://tinyurl.com/provenance2026   
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Thank you for your attention.
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