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Abstract

This commentary concerns the concrete use of linguistic terms to describe the technical other, the robot,
and its relationship to humans. There are many characteristics that a robot can have that are very similar to
humans and interpersonal relations, but they are not human, they are quasi-human. This phenomenon is,
amongst others, constructed and interpreted linguistically, but on the other hand, there is no linguistic term
that could describe it unambiguously, so it can only be studied in direct human comparison, in a quasi-
human way. In this comment, it is demonstrated why the use of the quasi is problematic and suggests that
the phenomenon can instead be analyzed in a techno-philosophical-phenomenological context within the
framework of the Sobject-approach. The term sobject describes a kind of technical objects to which humans
can have deeper relations than to conventional objects. Therefore, it provides space to study the
phenomenon on a phenomenological level, without the need for a permanent direct human comparison. —
This is one of six commentaries on a 2011-paper by Mark Coeckelbergh: “You, robot: on the linguistic
construction of artificial others.” Coeckelbergh‘s response also appears in this issue of Technology and
Language.
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AHHOTANUA

JlanHbIif KOMMeHTapHii K TekcTy Mapka Kekxens6epra “TwI, poOOT: 0 IMHTBUCTHYECKOM KOHCTPYHPOBAHUH
HCKYCCTBEHHBIX JIpyTHMX~ KacaeTcss KOHKPETHOTO HCIONb30BaHUS JIMHIBHCTHYECKUX TEPMHHOB JUIS
OINUCaHUsI TEXHHYECKOTO JIPYyroro, podOTa, W ero OTHOUIEHHS K JIOAAM. Y po0OOTa MOXKET ObITh MHOTO
XapaKTEePUCTHK, KOTOPHIE OYEHb MOXO0XH Ha YEIOBEYECKHUE M MEKIMYHOCTHBIE OTHOLICHHUS, HO OHH HE
YEJIOBEUECKHE, OHM KBa3WYEIOBEUECKHWE. OTO SBJIEHHWE, CPEOW MpPOYEro, KOHCTpyHpyeTcs |
UHTEPIPETUPYETCS TUHTBUCTHUECKH, HO, C PYTrOM CTOPOHBI, HET JTUHI'BUCTUYECKOTO TEPMHUHA, KOTOPBIH
Mor ObI OmMcaTh €ro OJHO3HAYHO, MO3TOMY €ro MOXHO H3y4aTh TOJBKO B MPSIMOM YeOBEYECKOM
CpaBHEHHUHM, KBa3MYEJIOBEUECKMM 00Opa3oM. B 3ToM KOMMeHTapuum MOKa3aHO, MOYEMY MHCIIOJIb30BAHHE
"kBa3u' mpoOIEMATHYHO, U TPEAIIONATACTCS, YTO BMECTO 3TOTO (PEHOMEH MOXKET OBITh TIPOaHATH3UPOBAH
B TEXHO-(HI0cO()CKO-(HEHOMEHONIOTHUECKOM KOHTEKCTe B paMKax OOBEKTHOro moaxoja. TepMuH
“COOBEKT” ONMCHIBAET CBOETO POJA TEXHHUYECKHE OOBEKTHI, ¢ KOTOPBIMH JIOJM MOTYT MMETh Oojee
riryOOKHe OTHOIICHHUS, YeM C OOBIYHBIMU 00bekTaMH. TakuM 00pa3oM, OH MPEAOCTABIISET MPOCTPAHCTBO
JUId U3y4YCHHs SBICHUS HAa ()EHOMEHOJIOTHYECKOM ypOBHE 0€3 HEeOOXOJUMOCTH MOCTOSHHOTO MPSMOIO
YeJI0BEYECKOT0 CpaBHEHUS. — DTO OJIMH U3 IIecTH KoMMeHTapueB K ctatbe 2011 roga Mapka Kekenn6epra:
“To1, poOOT: O IMHTBHCTUIECCKOM KOHCTPYHUPOBAHUHU UCKyCCTBEHHBIX Apyrux’”’. OtBeT Kekennbepra Taxke
OITyOJIMKOBAH B 3TOM BBIITyCKe XypHaia “TeXHOJIOTHH U SI3BIK .

KiaroueBble ciaoBa: OTHomeHHs denoBeka U pobOorta; S3pik; DeHoMeHOoNorus;
Texuuueckue gapyrue; OOBEKTBI W COOBEKTHI; VICKYyCCTBEHHBIN  HHTEIUIEKT;
I'epmeneBTHKa
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INTRODUCTION: A MISSING TERM FOR THE QUASI OTHER-
PHENOMENON

In his article about the linguistic construction of artificial others, Mark
Coeckelbergh (2011) talks about two “linguistic-phenomenological ‘glasses’ or
repertoires” (p. 63) to describe the others or their relations to humans. On the one hand,
there is an ontological view, which strictly separates subject and object and labels every
technique, every robot as an object, a thing, while humans are clearly subjects. But on the
other hand, we have a social ontology that allows a kind of ontological hybridity of
human-robot relations (Coeckelbergh, 2011, p. 63). This second approach and the
perception of a hybridity seems to be fruitful and important because it provides a space
for discussion about a new kind of phenomenon. To describe this phenomenon of an other
and the relation to humans, Coeckelbergh uses the following linguistic terms: the quasi-
other, the artificial other, the artificial companion, a quasi-objective reality, a quasi-
subject, and a quasi-social relation. These terms describe a phenomenon that allows a
relation between humans and robots that goes beyond the relationship with conventional
objects. We see that it is necessary to describe this phenomenon in linguistic terms, but it
is unclear which words are the right ones or which are more suitable than others. Based
on Coeckelbergh's linguistic-hermeneutic analysis, | would like to focus on this novel
phenomenon, which has become increasingly important in recent years.

THE PROBLEM WITH THE QUASI

A social-phenomenological linguistic-hermeneutic approach provides space to
philosophically investigate the phenomenon of quasi-others and quasi-social relations.
But what does the quasi mean in these phrases? It seems like the quasi represents
something real (in the human sense), but it's just not really real because it's technical and
not human. There are human-like interactions with the quasi-other, so we can't just speak
of the object or the other. This shows that we need language to describe the phenomenon,
but also that linguistic terms are not sufficient. We always have to speak of quasi or
human-like and can describe the technical possibilities exclusively in comparison to
humans. However, the abilities and characteristics of quasi-others are often not
comparable to those of humans. And here the problem also arises because the linguistic
terms are not sufficient. Let us take the example of the terms think or intelligent. We
describe technical intelligence as artificially intelligent, which often leads to the claims
that artificial intelligence is better compared to human intelligence. This involves, for
example, comparing the ability to calculate and concluding that machines could calculate
better. In the context of artificially intelligent machines, it is also said that the machines
could think faster or better when processing data. But machines and humans are not better
or worse, they simply have a different way of thinking respectively processing. There are
clear differences between artificial and human intelligence, mainly in the way they arise.
But in the way of appearance and results, the two types can be very similar or even the
same. This can also be seen in Searle's Chinese Room example or the Turing Test, which
Coeckelbergh also talks about (2011, p. 64). But the crucial factor at this point is not only
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the way we speak about and to robots and robot-human relations, but also that linguistic
terms are missing to describe this quasi-phenomenon. So, on the one hand, we have a
phenomenon that arises from the use of language and the way we talk about and to robots.
On the other hand, there are these human-like quasi-relationships, and there is a lack of
appropriate linguistic terms to describe and recognize these. Therefore, it is important to
consider what the phenomenon is concretely. And that is why it can be helpful to
reference this with a new, phenomenological, techno-philosophical term. The use of
language co-constructs and co-interprets this quasi-phenomenon, but then this social-
phenomenological phenomenon is there and we have to deal with it. | propose the term
sobject to describe the relationships between human subjects and this specific kind of
technical other from a phenomenological perspective.

A PHENOMENOLOGICAL SOLUTION:
THE SOBJECT INSTEAD OF QUASI

The sobject can have relationships with humans that are similar to those with other
humans and are especially different from conventional subject-object relations. It is based
on Simone de Beauvoir's phenomenological approach, in which she describes subjects as
setting (setzend) themselves and opposing (entgegen-setzen) other objects (1949/2015).
In contrast, objects cannot set themselves, but are set by the subject. In this way, objects
are passive and subjects are active. This results in interrelations between subjects and
objects.! When Coeckelbergh speaks of the robot as a thing, this easily fits into these
interrelations and the robot would be nothing more than an instrument for the human. It
(or sometimes we would say “he” or “she®) is an object and the human is the subject. But
the robot-as-quasi-other does not fit so easily into this classification and this is why the
quasi-phrase is used. Moreover, Coeckelbergh talks about social and quasi-social
relations. So, there is a kind of technical object that can enter into a kind of social
relationship with humans that goes beyond the relations to conventional objects. Using
the term sobject, this type of relationship and quasi-other can be described.
Coeckelbergh's (2011) text focuses on robots that can live with humans (sharing a form
of life), perhaps do tasks for them, and interact with them in some way (2011). These
(social) robots can actively oppose the human subject and thus enter into the described
interrelations with them. However, since we are dealing with technical artefacts and not
humans, the main differences between the subject and sobject are the way in which the
human-like characteristics are created. As with intelligence or think, it can be stated here
that the result or appearance of humans and robots can be the same or similar, but is
generated differently in each case. The appearance is similar, and yet not the same. We
can only perceive the form of life that we know and that we can describe linguistically.
The proposal to use the word sobject does not serve to replace the quasi, but allows a
discussion and investigation of the phenomenon on a phenomenological level. It creates

! This approach also has many references to the phenomenological-existentialist tradition and shows
similarities to the phenomenology of Merleau-Ponty, Levinas and Sartre. Even though objects can exist
without subjects, the focus here is on subject-object relations, which are different from subject-subject
relations (Ullmann, in press).
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awareness of what already exists by mentioning it by name. We can recognize and
acknowledge that, in addition to subjects and objects, there are also sobjects with certain
qualities that are not to be understood exclusively in comparison with human
characteristics. And that is the reason why there must be a separate and clear term for the
phenomenon, allowing it to be differentiated from the human and from the objective
things. Especially the comparison to humans is not sufficient, because robots and
machines are not human and have other possibilities and characteristics. And to give
space for the description of these special characteristics, we need a vocabulary that is
adapted to them. In this way, a variety of problems can be solved or, at least, their focus
can be shifted. For example, we would no longer have the problem of robots being
smarter than humans, because they are not comparable and just different in that aspect.
Also the ethical doubts regarding the sociality of robots would shift, since they could not
be social or even ethical in the human sense, and there should not even be that claim. I
would argue that there can be a social relationship between humans and machines, but
the machines interact socially on a technical level that is different from the human level.
So, they can't make ethical decisions in the human sense or make decisions in general.
They have their own different way of doing such things. And we should always be aware
of that. Coeckelbergh (2011) asks a question that goes in a similar direction: “We may
try to imagine what it would mean if robots had their own way of doing things, if they
developed their own form of (artificial) life” (p. 65). And with regard to ethical questions
he assumes that in regard to them the phenomenon, the quasi-other, the sobject, already
exists and is recognized, because otherwise these questions would not arise at all. Hence,
the sobject can put the focus on the novel technical phenomenon and provides that this
kind of own way of doing things and the own form of (artificial) life can be researched.
This research would be phenomenological, but makes use of linguistic terms, which goes
hand in hand with Coeckelbergh's general understanding of the relation between language
and technology. Moreover, as he suggests, other questions arise from the
phenomenological-linguistic investigation that should be discussed. Should we assign a
gender to robots or (artificially intelligent) technologies in general? We already say "he"
or "she" to them or even refer to ourselves and (our) sobjects as "we." With the help of
the sobject-approach and a form of existence which is different from human and
conventional objects, we can imagine introducing a new pronoun as well.

LANGUAGE AS A CONSTRUCT OF GENDER

To be sure, it is not only through the use of personal pronouns that we construct a
reality in which robots have a gender. That this is more complex can be seen, for example,
in the German language. Here, the term "der Roboter" is used to refer to robots in general,
so that it is linguistically natural to speak of "ihm" (him) or "er" (his). But gender is
constructed by much more, which manifests also in language. When robots are given a
human-like appearance that is male or female, and are also given a male or female name,
we assign a clear gender to this technical artefact. For example, the digital communication
system Alexa is referred as "she™ and her answers are "hers." Her femininity is constructed
through the female name and voice, which is then reflected in language use. Thus, these
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and similar problems possibly arise because the sobject category is not accepted. If it were
accepted, perhaps there would be the possibility of not declaring techniques as female or
male, but having their own term. As long as technology can be perceived, understood and
interpreted only in direct comparison to humans, artificially intelligent social
technologies will only be seen as human-like, but not human, instead quasi-human.

CONCLUSION

It becomes clear that there is a phenomenon that can be well described and shown
on a phenomenological level, and which Coeckelbergh already points to through a
linguistic-hermeneutic construction. However, the phenomenon is not only manifested by
language and draws attention to the fact that we lack linguistic terms to deal with it. To
overcome the limitations of our constructions and interpretations of reality, the Sobject-
approach allows us to focus on relationships with robots and technological others in
general, and also to describe them detached from immediate human comparison.
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