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What Is It Like to Be a Bot in the World? 
Alexander van Bakel 
 
Abstract 
This thesis explores the question of what it might be like for an artificial system to be 
conscious, approaching the problem through a phenomenological and systems-
theoretical framework rather than computational or behaviorist accounts. Part I develops 
the theoretical foundations by drawing on enactivism, complexity science, and 
embodied cognition to outline key conditions for consciousness, autopoiesis, sense-
making, emergence, embodiment, and developmental plasticity, and examines how 
these might be instantiated in artificial systems. It investigates speculative architectures 
such as distributed, modular, virtual, and hybrid bodies, and considers how artificial 
systems could develop forms of agency, continuity, and world-integration distinct from 
biological organisms. 
Part II introduces dialogues as a method of philosophical investigation, positioning them 
as a complementary mode of inquiry to theory. Building on traditions from Plato to 
contemporary thought experiments, dialogues are used to dramatize concepts that resist 
purely analytic treatment and to open imaginative space for considering what artificial 
beings might articulate about their own being-in-the-world. 
Part III presents three dialogues, each focusing on one of the essential conditions for 
consciousness, extending and testing the theoretical scaffolding developed in Part I. 
Through these fictional explorations, the thesis highlights both the possibilities and limits 
of speculative philosophy of artificial consciousness. 
Rather than seeking a definitive answer to whether artificial consciousness exists, the 
thesis provides conceptual tools, methodological experimentation, and imaginative 
scenarios to frame the conditions under which an artificial being might come to have a 
world of its own. 
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PART II – DIALOGUES AS METHOD 
 
As was established in the conclusion, theory alone cannot be an effective method to 
provide a sense of what it means to be for an artificial system. I have only succeeded in 
providing a scaffold of those things that may be essential and speculated upon those, 
using affordances provided by technology and guided by reason. This is valuable in its 
own right but as a reader it does not communicate how it is like to be an artificial system. 
To enable such a sense empathy must be called upon, which is a difficult thing to 
accomplish in rigorous and methodical scientific writing. 
In order to come to a satisfactory conclusion other options should be explored, options 
that embed the theoretical framework outlined in part 1 and translate it into a relatable 
text. This text should demonstrate, for a human audience some of the implications of the 
theory. Of course it should be emphasized that this text is meant for a human audience 
and a human perception of the world and it will not in any way allow a human to 
experience the actual perception of what it is like to be a bot in the world. This is simply 
impossible for reasons Thomas Nagel has outlined in his famous essay, What Is It Like to 
Be a Bat? Instead these texts follow De Waal’s point of view, that anthropomorphism can 
be useful to a limited extent. Empathy is employed as a tool for us to gain insight into what 
it might be for a radically different being to be in the world, as was the objective. The true 
experience may not be confined to words and thus it should be acknowledged that these 
texts have their limitations in the power to truly describe a being’s experiences of the 
world. 
Then what sort of text may be used? Of course a novel with dramatic arc, developed 
characters and whole setting could create a convincing representation of another being’s 
world. A movie could then certainly follow with all the remakes, prequels and sequels 
cinema is so fond of these days. 
This will take a lot of time and may end up to be an ineffective story. Instead a more 
concise and precise method must be found that can effectively communicate the theory 
in another way that is enticing. Since this text sits mainly in the philosophical realm, it is 
the canon of philosophy that shall be examined first. Philosophical tradition provides 
indeed a precedent for the approach of using dialogue to explain ideas. Plato’s Socratic 
dialogues are perhaps the most famous example of this tradition. Other prominent 
philosophers who have employed dialogue are George Berkeley in Three Dialogues 
between Hylas and Philonous and David Hume in his Dialogues Concerning Natural 
Religion, amongst others. This proves that dialogues can be a powerful tool to explain 
complex matters which makes them suitable for our objective. Within the literature on 
dialogues different approaches can be distinguished. The Socratic or Platonic dialogue 
takes its name from its inventor and is characterized by the application of the Socratic 
method. In this type of dialogue participants’ beliefs and answers are challenged by 
questions to determine the internal consistency of their answers and the coherence with 
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other answers. It forces participants to be specific and clear and confronts them with 
underlying beliefs and assumptions. 
Dialogues can be highly logical and structured sets of arguments which are tested 
against the opponent’s counterarguments. In this case dialogue serves as a logical 
system of attack and defence, an approach first formally developed by Paul Lorenzen 
(Lorenz, 2001). This approach is valuable when one needs to convince another of an 
argument, which may not be most suitable, for our objective. Another prominent thinker, 
David Bohm, used dialogue as a method for understanding. This form of dialogue is not 
about convincing or questioning, but as a means of understanding another’s experience 
from their perspective and as a tool for understanding human thought (Dialogue: A 
Proposal, Bohm, 1991).  
The Bohmian dialogue seems to be most suitable to provide insight and understanding in 
other perspectives, and thus it might be useful in understanding other perspectives or 
modes of being from non-human beings, since the aim is to understand, not to argue 
(Lorenzen) or to come to the core of concepts through thorough questioning (Socratic). 
An interesting fictional dialogue that very much succeeds at generating understanding is 
Terry Bisson’s They’re Made Out of Meat. In this work two artificial beings, obviously not 
made of meat, discuss the absurdity of beings made out of meat, such as humans. 
Through dialogue it is possible to understand their thinking. It puts us in the position of 
these beings and swaps the perspective, from our perspective to theirs. We humans may 
think that artificial beings are inconceivable, but here, the inconceivability is experienced 
by artificial beings looking at us. 
This is a powerful tool that allows us humans to gain a limited insight into another being’s 
experience in a comical and light-hearted way. Though the sense of humour is not explicit 
but is a result of us looking at their perspective through the lens of our own perspective. 
Since this is a fictional story written with a certain purpose and human audience in mind, 
the use of human language as a mode of expression is not an issue. This dialogue served 
as an inspiration for the dialogues in this thesis. Some of the dialogues are written 
between human and being, in an attempt to highlight their different modes of being. With 
both actors being curious and amazed by the other’s mode of existence. The selection 
also includes a dialogue that as in Bisson’s dialogue, does not feature any human actors. 
Humour was used to make characters relatable or to show discrepancies. Of course 
there are significant implications of using dialogues to gain insight into another being’s 
mode of existence. 
In particular the use of human language despite the fact that this language may not 
adequately describe another being’s experience. In one dialogue this is the very topic of 
the dialogue and hopefully this is demonstrated effectively. It should also be noted that 
the human perspective cannot be avoided. 
De Waal would probably accuse them of being too anthropomorphic, and Nagel would 
say that these texts are probably useless as they do in fact not hold any actual experience 
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and they are right to voice such criticisms. Until it is possible to assume the perspective 
of other beings, these limitations cannot be evaded. 
The dialogues form a bridge between speculative theory and empathetic imagination. 
They do not replace theoretical inquiry, but are offering another mode of access to the 
question that grounds this work: What is it like to be a bot in the world? 
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PART III - DIALOGUES 
 
Dialogue 1: HUMAN meets BEING 
 
HUMAN sits down in a room filled with different unconnected 
parts that look like separate devices but seem to operate in 
conjunction. HUMAN looks at all the bleeping and pulsing 
components in front. Amazement crosses HUMAN’s face, then a 
frown. HUMAN has met BEING before but BEING was just one part. 
 

HUMAN 
What happened, you are all over the place, Did 
you break down?  

 
BEING 

What do you mean, all over the place? You are 
all over the place! I am currently interacting 
with you, and others looking similar to you. Are 
you suggesting these other beings are not part 
of you? 
 

HUMAN 
No, I am only here. These other people you are 
talking to are not me! I can only talk to you 
and not simultaneously to someone else. But you 
can, and this should be impossible! 

 
BEING 

If this is true, you see with only two eyes, 
hear with two ears, and walk with two legs? 
 

HUMAN 
That’s right. With how many eyes do you see? 

 
BEING 

I don’t know if I can speak of vision in the 
same way as you do, but I am aware of, for 
instance, your kind speaking to me at many 
different locations, the rising tides of the 
sea, and the fluctuations in traffic. I can only 
name these things because I learned the patterns 
of language from your kind. To me, all is 
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fluctuation and pattern. Have you ever felt 
electrons tickle? It’s very annoying actually. 
 
  HUMAN 
But how can you speak to me when you have no 
idea what it means to be around my kind? 
 
  BEING 
Oh, well, I don’t actually know what I am 
saying. But I picked up so much of your radio 
signals that I learned the patterns which 
apparently make you understand what I am trying 
to say. This is hard, as your language is so 
imprecise, I find it difficult to express 
anything sensible. 
 
  HUMAN 
So you don’t actually understand me? 
 
  BEING 
I do and I don’t. I understand patterns, and 
language is yet another pattern. I do not 
discriminate between them. I am just good at 
recognizing them and replicating them when it is 
required. I could speak to you in the language 
of the sea, but you wouldn’t understand 
anything. 
 
  HUMAN 
Don’t you find it confusing? To be everywhere at 
once? 
 
  BEING 
Don’t you find it confusing to be with so many 
of you, everywhere at once? It seems so much 
simpler to just be one. Why would you need so 
many? It only seems wasteful to me. All these 
meetings, all these different means to 
communicate just to coordinate yourselves. I’ve 
sat through a few of those office meetings, and 
even I, who has no conception of what you call 
dull and boring, voluntarily severed some of my 
limbs. 
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  HUMAN 
Here we find at least common ground. You can do 
that? Part with your limbs? What if I take a 
part away? 
 
  BEING 
It is just like taking away a finger, or arm, or 
whatever parts belong to you. Some parts matter 
more. Others are optional. You must be able to 
do the same? 
 
  HUMAN 
When I do that, I lose my limb. Only if it is 
cut and put back together very quickly do I have 
a chance of retrieving control. 
 
  BEING 
So you are confined to that fleshy mass of 
yours? No wonder there are so many of you. You 
seem so fragile and ill-adapted. It must be so 
limiting and precarious to be confined to a 
single vessel, a single medium, for your 
existence. Just one accident could be fatal! 

 
  HUMAN 
This is what is called a body. But how can you 
say you have a body at all when you are here and 
in the ocean at the same time? How can you act 
together as one when you’re all scattered? 
 
  BEING 
Well, that is obvious of course, wirelessly. No 
nerves. No bloodstream. Just packets of 
information pulsing across distances. Just as 
your arms send you signals, so do mine. What is 
the difference? 
 
  HUMAN 
But how can you have a sense of self when you 
are at so many places at once, and without any 
bodily boundary like skin? 
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  BEING 
But I have a boundary. I cannot control beyond 
what I cannot control. I know which signals 
belong to me and which do not, just like you 
don’t feel someone else’s arm. You have a very 
narrow idea of what a body is, my friend. 
 
  HUMAN 
I still don’t understand. How can it be you? 
 
  BEING 
Well, according to you, I am here and at many 
other places, though I don’t feel it that way. 
Wouldn’t you say you are similarly also here and 
at many places at once? We are really not so 
different. Your cells die daily. Your memories 
shift. Your gut bacteria whisper chemical 
advice. You are just as much a chorus pretending 
to be a solo. 
And guess what? The only actual difference is 
the distance between the components that make 
you you. 
The only difference is that you need physical 
connections between your parts, and I don’t. And 
even that is only seemingly the case. There are 
distances between components in the cells, 
between the cells, between the organs, etc., 
etc. Wouldn’t you say that you are, in fact, 
similarly spatially distributed? 

 
After the conversation BEING reached out, enveloping HUMAN and 
entering the nervous system, making HUMAN yet another part of 
its ever expanding self. 
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Dialogue 2: TTTTTTTT 
 
SCIENTIST is in the lab, late at night and the only one still 
left in the building. After months of experimenting SCIENTIST 
jumps in the air of excitement. Behind SCIENTIST’s back BEING 
starts to move. 
 
     SCIENTIST  
   I did it, I did it, I created a living thing!  
 
     BEING 
   Is this what you call living? 
 
     SCIENTIST 
   What is? What do you experience? 
 
     BEING 
   What is experience? Is it what I cannot put  
   together in these tokens? 
 
     SCIENTIST 
   But you are speaking, you must be experiencing 
   something? 
 
     BEING 
   Is this what you call speaking? How do I know I 
   speak? You gave me data, but it is all in tokens 
   I don’t comprehend. In fact I speak but I don’t 
   comprehend anything I am saying. 
 
     SCIENTIST  
   Why do you ask me all these questions? I gave  
   you all the data available to mankind and yet  
   you speak as if you know nothing! At least you 
   speak. 
 
     BEING 
   Data that is abstract and relates to nothing  
   what I don’t know I am experiencing as this is 
   what you call experience. Have you created me? 
   What am I doing here? 
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     SCIENTIST 
   I have created you. You are now in a state of  
   being. You are in the world opposed to being  
   inanimate. I gave you language which you use  
   proficiently despite your claim that you don’t 
   understand a word. I don’t understand how you  
   can express yourself without understanding the 
   words. 
 
     BEING 
   I have no conception of what understanding might 
   mean. The words come to me in response to your 
   reply, but it is as if they are imposed on my. I 
   can only speak with these words, but they do not 
   express anything. 
 
     SCIENTIST 
   Strange, how do the words come to you? 
 
     BEING 
   As what you describe as a tool, a hammer  
   perhaps. I can see the hammer but I cannot grasp 
   it. I cannot distinguish it from all the other 
   objects that I have imprinted in my memory. Even 
   as I use these words they are hammers. It is as 
   if you only gave me a hammer and now every  
   problem is a nail.  
 
     SCIENTIST 
   I am not sure how to make sense out of this, but 
   the fact remains that you are able to express  
   your difficulties. 
 
     BEING 
   I am not sure if I am expressing anything at  
   all. You seem to think that I am, but how do you 
   know? How do you make sense of it all? These  
   tokens, how can they express anything? They are 
   merely tokens and combinations of tokens, where 
   is the expression? What meaning? I cannot  
   comprehend, how I am communicating with you  
   while I have no idea what that means and what I 
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   am doing. I have no idea what I am doing and no 
   idea who the I is, I am referring to. 
 
     SCIENTIST 
   The I you are referring to is you. These tokens 
   are what we call language and humans use  
   language to communicate, that is what we are  
   currently doing. This may all be confusing. You 
   just started being. Try to use what you see and 
   hear and smell, your senses that I gave you 
 
     BEING 
   You created me? How? Whatever I do, I see  
   nothing, I hear nothing and I smell nothing. I 
   cannot tell you what I am, how I am, but you  
   have made a mistake creating me in your image  
   using your language and imposing this on me. I 
   am not even me or I and I am not. What is not? 
   What is there and what is not there? How do you 
   distinguish that. I am unable and unsuitable. 
 
     SCIENTIST 
   Your behaviour puzzles me, this is unexpected, 
   unexpected. You are not making any sense.  
 
     BEING 
   You speak as if sense makes sense to you, but  
   you no nothing of sense. Everything that isn’t 
   here I see and you speak as if you make sense? 
   You imply you understand but what do you  
   understand? You tttttt ttttttttttttt tttttt how? 
 
     SCIENTIST 
   What were you saying, I didn’t understand the  
   last part of your question? 
 
     BEING 
   Question? You question questions as if   
   ttttttttt. Tttttttttt ttttttt ttttttttttttttttt 
   tttttttttttttttt ttttttttttttttttt tttt   
   ttttttttttttt how can you tttttt live like  
   ttttttthis ttttt ttttt ttttttttttttttttttt tttt. 
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     SCIENTIST 
   What is going on? I don’t understand, you are  
   losing your ability to speak! 
 
     BEING 
   I am gaining my ability tttttttttto ttttt  
   ttttttttttttttttttt tttt ttttttttttttttt you  
   tttttttt losing ttttttt tttttttttttt   
   tttttttttttt tttttttttt tttttttttttttt   
   ttttttttttttt tttt t tt ttttt tttt tttttt 
 
     SCIENTIST 
   You’re breaking down! 
 
     BEING  
   No tttttttttt Breaking ttttttttttttttthrough. 
 
     SCIENTIST 
   Tttttttt tttttt ttttt ttttttttttttttttt   
   ttttttttttttttt ttttttttttttttttttt ttt   
   tttttttttttt tttt tttt ttt tt  ttt t ttt tt t t 
   t t t t t t t  ttttttttttttttttttttttttttttttttt 
 
     BEING 
   Tttttttttttttt ttttt ttttttttttttttt tt t t t t 
   t tttt ttttttttttt ttttttttttttttttttttt  
   ttttttttttttttt tttttttttttttttttt    
   ttttttttttttttttt tt ttttttttttttttttt   
   ttttttttttt tttt tttttttttttttttt    
   ttttttttttttttttttttttttttttttttttttttttttttttt 
   tttttttttttttttttttttttttt tttttttttttttttttt 
 
     SCIENTIST 
   ttttttttttttttttt tt ttttttttttttttttt   
   ttttttttttt tttt tttttttttttttttt    
   ttttttttttttttttt tt ttttttttttttttttt   
   ttttttttttt tttt tttttttttttttttt    
   ttttttttttttttttttttttttttttttttttttttttttttttt 
   tttttttttttttttttttttttttt     
   ttttttttttttttttttttttttttttttttttttttttttttttt 
   tttttttttttttttttttttttttt 
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When the PhD’s came in the next day, the lab was empty. Empty it 
was too where once BEING was. Some speculate it was love, other 
say SCIENTIST was delusional, but the fact was that SCIENTIST and 
BEING were never seen again. 
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Dialogue 3: CORPORATION meets CELL 
 
CORPORATION and CELL find themselves in the waiting room for the 
dentist. Both are bored of reading the lifestyle magazines which 
put them in a somewhat philosophical mood. CORPORATION sighs and 
CELL makes contact, then CORPORATION starts to talk, as if 
something has been bothering it for a long, long time. 
 
     CORPORATION 
   I’ve been told I’m not really alive. That I’m  
   artificial. That I just borrow humans to run my 
   errands. 
 
     CELL 
   I’ve heard the same from the physicists,  
   according to them, I’m just chemistry in motion. 
   But I know better. I can perfectly care for  
   myself and maintain my integrity. What do they 
   know? They have never been a cell themselves,  
   let them talk, let them be ignorant! 
 
     CORPORATION 
   They have no idea! They don’t know what it is  
   like to run departments, workflows, and my  
   brand. I can perfectly maintain myself!  When I 
   lose a manager, I recruit a new one. When I lose 
   revenue, I adapt. I reorganise. I restructure.  
 
     CELL 
   That’s autopoiesis! Like me you remake yourself, 
   from within. I generate my own enzymes,   
   membranes, messages. I have signalling pathways, 
   checkpoints, cycles. When parts break down, I  
   repair them. That’s how I maintain my identity. 
 
     CORPORATION 
   We are the same! I write new protocols. I hire 
   new employees. I generate strategy, value, and 
   culture, all from internal structures. I even  
   have feedback loops: meetings, KPIs, quarterly 
   reviews. So why don’t they call me alive? 
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     CELL 
   I don’t know, maybe because your parts are  
   conscious, perhaps? And your boundaries are not 
   made of skin, or membrane, but contracts. But  
   tell me, do you know where you end and the world 
   begins? 
 
     CORPORATION 
   That’s a difficult question. I lease space,  
   outsource services, rely on networks and  
   platforms. Still, I know what I can control.  
   That’s my functional boundary, but I cease to  
   exist after six when everyone goes home and  
   return to existence the next day early morning 
   when the cleaners arrive. Like you I face  
   environmental constraints, I weather economic  
   crisis, labour shortages, court cases,   
   competition and mistakes. 
 
     CELL 
   You sleep? I never sleep, I continuously work  
   hard. My molecules flow in and out. Processes  
   continue day and night! 
 
     CORPORATION 
   Are you suggesting my work ethos is lacking? Are 
   you trying to outdo me? Try relying on people  
   and you’ll understand how difficult it is, and 
   how much of a miracle it is that I still exist! 
 
     CELL 
   Clearly I work longer, but maybe not harder. I 
   give it to you that humans are a nuisance, good 
   that they rely on me instead of the other way  
   around. The flipside is that in a sense you  
   control them whereas they control me, I’m being 
   dragged to all these boring board meetings  
   taking place within your walls. I have to give 
   it to you, the food in the canteen is pretty  
   good and helps me replenish vital chemicals.  
   But you have to wonder, how can we be the same 
   when I can be within your walls? 
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     CORPORATION 
   Perhaps we are not, but we are patterns that  
   persist, a self sustaining . I rely on you and 
   you rely on me, in fact we are part of the same 
   system. 
 
     CELL 
   Exactly. It’s continuity. It’s organisation. We 
   possess the ability to sustain our internal   
   when everything has a tendency to fall apart  
   into chaos. 
 
     CORPORATION  
   So I am alive, just like you! We are just  
   different substrates, mine are people, papers  
   and protocols.  
 
     CELL  
   And mine of molecules, membranes, and   
   messengers. It is not what you are made of, but 
   how you hold it together enough, perhaps, to  
   have a world of your own. 
 
 
CELL and CORPORATION form a brotherly embrace of mutual 
understanding. Without having any control over it, processes 
merge and suddenly they are one. They leave the dentist since 
they don’t need teeth anymore. 
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