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 Philosophical background: non-violent communication  

Non-violent communication was invented by Marshall Rosenberg, a student of psychotherapist Carl 

Rogers, creator of “client-centered therapy”, and I participate in one group here in Silicon Valley. 

Rosenberg quantified a certain way of people interacting with one another which encourages to 

understand one another empathetically. Its focus is on how the other person is feeling and what her needs 

are, even if you are arguing violently with her. It requires you to shift away from a position of judgment 

and blame. You need to realize “my anger is mine” and it actually stands in the way of solving the 

conflict. The formula for nonviolent communication is pretty simple, but actually doing it in real 

situations is very challenging. Marshall travelled all around the world. He went to Rwanda and he had 

Tutsis and Hutus, everyone of whom had some family member killed by somebody else in the room, and 

got them to talk to one another and to understand. In Israel he got the Israelis and the Palestinians to talk 

to each other. The general formula is very simple so I wonder if an A.I. chatbot could help achieve the 

same goal on a bigger scale? Could we have the equivalent of the spelling checker for emotions, so that 

your email or text message gets automatically rephrased to remove the negative emotions? Rephrased in a 

way that can be more easily heard by the other side? Technology could also contribute to alleviate strong 

feelings by simply talking to us. Sometimes talking to a friend helps de-escalate an emotion of anger.  

Remarkably, just hearing  your very same words is actually healing. In most cases just hearing back from 

a friend the words you said, like “I am feeling sad - Oh, you’re feeling sad” is helpful. A startup called 

Coco just got $2 million from investors to make a more empathetic version of the Amazon Echo.  

Many of us in the high-tech world realize that empathy is one of the things that technology needs. 

Empathy is understanding somebody else’s experience of the world, how are they feeling, what are they 

needing. You can use empathy to share your own experience of the world so they can better hear it.  

There is, however, a big ethical issue. Lots of corporations are trying to measure what your personality 

is, and use that to give a better marketing message.  Cambridge Analytics built psychological models 

based on Facebook likes and then targeted their political message to Facebook users. They built 

personality models of every US citizen. Their goal is to sway elections. They’re taking credit  for the 

Trump win and for the Brexit win, and for elections in Australia. So, there is also a use of empathy to 

manipulate you.  



The real challenge of course is to analyze where the border is between encouraging positive 

engagement  and manipulating minds, especially as we enter the age of chatbots like Amazon Alexa. 

Individuals will need to have their own AI bot to protect them from manipulations by other people’s AI 

bots, and to filter what each person is exposed to. You’ll be able to choose your own personality, how you 

want the world to communicate with you, how you want to express yourself to the world. That A.I. will 

be able to undo some of the dangerous manipulations. We are going to see some arms races, going 

forward, between what companies want and what individuals want, and what societies want. Companies 

like Cambridge Analytics already do a lot of testing to see which ideas propagate faster. That can be used 

for good, for messages that really help unify societies, and help societies make decisions.  

If two countries or two groups are in conflict, it is very easy to use technology to characterize the other 

side as being the enemy, as “they are less than human, they’re intrinsically bad”, to demonize them. And 

the language that is used is part of that demonization. Non-violent Communication differentiates between 

the language that we use to demonize others (the “jackal talk”, that bites at an angle) and the language 

that would allow us the other side as real people (the “giraffe talk”, talking from the highest viewpoint). 

The giraffe talk allows us to see others as people with needs. They may be different needs, but they are 

natural human needs. Once you can see the other like a human being, you are closer to resolving your 

conflict with him. 

 

Modeling emotions 

Empathy is more about listening than speaking, and therefore a technology that fosters empathy has to 

be a technology that listens.  But you also want to be able to express how you are feeling in a way that the 

other can appreciate. Non-violent Communication tries to do both of these: start by empathizing and then 

express yourself. Remarkably, the very first chatbot, ELIZA, back in the 1960s, was written to simulate a 

therapist, and all it did was to repeat back what the person had said. Nonetheless, it proved to be quite 

helpful for some people. Today’s chatbots are modern variants. They are not dramatically better than 

ELIZA, tbut hey have typically been trained on large sets. For example, Replika. It was started by a 

woman whose boyfriend died. They were from Eastern Europe, and they were chatting back and forth. 

After  he passed away,  she decided to train a chatbot to simulate him. She took all her chats with him, 

and all other communications with him, to train that chatbot. Based on those tweets and those chats, 

Replika with you in a way that is  reminiscent of the dead person. They call it a “memorial chatbot”.  

Replika has now become a general-purpose chatbot: you chat with it and it learns how you chat, and thus 

becomes more like you. It may be a little creepy, but it helps you see how you appear to others. Some 

people are finding it therapeutic to see this version of themselves.  

The tools can both serve to learn to communicate better and to be a filter in between, to serve as a 

translator, to enforce a more empathetic communication.  

A hot topic in Deep Learning is called Sentiment Analysis. If somebody makes a comment on a movie 

or a product, you want to know whether this is a positive statement or a negative one, and sometimes it is 

a little tricky to figure that out, for example if the sentence is sarcastic (we frequently say “great!” when 

something happened to us that it is not great at all). Deep Learning is training neural networks to figure 

what is the emotion that somebody is having based on the words that she is using. There are also projects 

to analyze facial expressions, even walking. There is a combination of factors that can help you guess 

what someone’s emotional state is. Many startups are interested in sentiment analysis, for better or for 

worse. In some cases they simply want to measure how their advert is working,  “ ow are people 

responding to my ad”. Some new TV sets have a camera that looks at  you as you are watching the screen. 

Be careful because it may be analyzing your emotions: the data goes back to the TV set manufacturer that 

can use it to customize ads for you. These days every firm is hungry for feedback on how effective their  

ads are, and how to make ads more effective. That is the motivation to model someone’s emotions, but 



the same technology can be used for enhancing and improving communications. I haven’t seen good 

instances of it yet, but certainly it is a possibility.  

 

Immerse yourself and be compassionate 

Virtual Reality opens up the possibility for all kinds of new forms of connection, communication and 

empathy. There are even experiments on neural connections when two people who wear headsets can 

exchange brain waves and get some of the emotions of the other. Being immersed in other people’s reality 

always helps empathize with them.  Historically, the Vietnam War was the first war where there were TV 

cameras on the front lines. Everybody in their living room saw what was happening. That contributed a 

lot to the antiwar movement that eventually brought the war to an end. Having a direct experience of 

somebody else’s reality can make a big difference on your opinion about what to do in that person’s 

reality.  

Buddhists have this practice called “meta-meditation” that actually helps one cultivate a sense of 

compassion. Different cultures are more or less compassionate, but it is something that you can actually 

develop. The Human Awareness Institute (HAI), started by social psychologist Stan Dale in 1968, offers 

multi-day workshops that are about improving our compassion. Our schools teach intelligence, but not 

emotional intelligence. We don’t teach children to immerse into the other’s reality. 

Jonathan Haidt, a social psychology at the University of Virginia, wrote a book titled “The Righteous 

Mind: Why Good People Are Divided by Politics and  Religion” in which he argues that there are five 

basic moral notions and the Left and the Right  disagree on the prioirities. The Left feels that the two 

primary notions are “do not harm anybody” and “be fair to everybody”. Typically, the Left will endorse a 

position as long as it doesn’t harm anybody and as long as everybody is treated fairly. The Right, on the 

other hand, think that patriotism is more important. The people on the Right also have  a certain sense of 

purity which is a sense that certain things are inherently disgusting or harmful or bad. If you can 

understand what their underlying motivation is, it becomes much easier to empathize with them.  

 

Trusting others 

I think that trust has different levels. One level is the technological level of trust which is what crypto-

currencies and blockchains are doing. They have enabled people who don’t know one another, have never 

met one another, don’t trust one another, to have safe interactions. That is a kind of technical trust, that I 

think is very important, but that’s the base level. We live in the age of “fake news”: some these kids in 

Macedonia were able to monetize  artificial websites that looked like news websites but were actually 

fabricating false news. What’s true and what’s not true on the Web has become a very murky thing. When 

it comes to any controversial issue, it is difficult to find a website that is not biased one way or the other. 

Moral emotions, like guilt and shame, have created a higher level of trust. If somebody does something 

unworthy of trust, for example stole or lied, people will judge him and create a social force that makes 

that behavior not a profitable one. That social force got internalized, and a person, if he is not a sociopath, 

now feels guilty for behaving in an anti-social way. That is how humankind got to the highest level of 

cooperation among any species; and that is how we took over the world. We were able to create a large 

network of trust. Our economies serve to expand that network. For example, the manufacturing of this 

table involves people whom I never met, coming together and contributing all the pieces from making it 

to selling it in a shop.  I ended up with this wonderful table because the economic networks created the 

ability to have such beautiful things 



The bitcoin that we have today is little more than a first experiment. Bitcoin miners spend a billion 

dollars a year in electricity to mine the bitcoins. This is a huge, unsustainable waste of energy. It creates 

more greenhouse gases than trust! Therefore I think that is a pretty bad algorithm. Both Bitcoin and 

Ethereum have their vulnerabilities. For example, a lot of bitcoin mining happens in China: what if the 

Chinese government decides to crack down on bitcoin mining? In some sense the whole trust and 

integrity of the blockchain is a big game-theoretic thing. If somebody wanted to destroy bitcoin, all they 

had to prove is that 50% of the miners are behaving dishonestly. I can do that bribing miners with a lot of 

money. Furthermore, there are tons of crypto-extortions going on which are not really a path towards 

higher trust. 

In between the low level of trust and the high level of trust there are many levels of trust. For example, 

review systems. But whenever you have a measure of trust that millions of people rely upon, there is 

motivation for bad actors to manipulate it. If a reviewing system becomes very popular, the reviewing 

system gets bribed by corporations to post positive reviews. 

The most trusted systems of trust are actually very old-fashioned. For example, papers in peer-review 

journals and citations. You can see how influential a paper has been. But there are also fake universities 

that issue fake PhDs and there are fake journals that  publish anything for a fee.  

There will always be tremendous incentive to fake any kind of measure of trustability or reputation or 

recognition. 

We need AIs that can detect the manipulations. The trouble is that these things are arms races between 

the fake review writers (who are going to use their own AI) and our protective AIs, between the detection 

of fake reviews and the creation of fake reviews. Which will be more convincing depends on who 

employs the best AI technology. Let’s keep in mind, however, that AI is intrinsically sociopathic.  

I think empathy is important in trust too. If it is a real person that you are interacting with, if you 

understand their values, understand what they care about, then you are much more likely to trust them.  In 

a technology like bitcoin there is no empathy.  

 


