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Consciousness is the perception of what passes in 

a man's own mind. John Locke, 1690 
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Philosophers have been thinking about soul and mind for millennia. Nowadays, with the development of AI the 

question arises, if AIs can become conscious beings, furthermore if they can become self-conscious beings, what 

would be the quale of persons. Enthusiastic computer-nerds believe this, but is this a realistic view? Can robots 

develop a personality? Can a robot have a soul or a mind? What is the quality of a person? Can AIs suffer as biotic 

beings do?1 

 

With the development of AI, the question of consciousness and being a person is put onto a new level. 

 

The following questions should be asked to characterize the quality of self-conscious beings: 

 

a) What is life? 

Thesis: There is to distinguish between inorganic and organic matter. Inorganic matter is lifeless 

and therefore let’s presume that intelligence cannot be based on inorganic material. Life, as we know it, 

is based on organic compounds. 

 

b) What is consciousness? 

Thesis: Plants live an unconscious life, determined by their genes and their environment. 

Consciousness must be attributed to animals because otherwise they would not be able to survive. To be 

aware of the surroundings, the dangers and their needs is necessary for survival. 

 

c) What is self-consciousness? 

Thesis: the next level is self-consciousness. Self-conscious beings are conscious of the past 

(memory), the presence (being aware of the moment) and the future (foresee, plan, expect future 

events consciously). 

 

d) What qualifies a person as a person? 

Thesis: the outstanding characteristic of a person is self-consciousness. 

  

 
1 Vide Thomas Metzinger, Artificial Suffering: An Argument for a Global Moratorium on Synthetic Phenomenology, 2021 



2 
 

 

 

e) What is intelligence? 

Thesis: animals have different levels of intelligence depending on species and individual 

qualities. These levels are surmounted by the intelligence of the human species as self-conscious 

beings. 

Intelligence might be defined as ability to acquire new knowledge and to adapt with this 

knowledge to new situations. This is valid for animals as well as for human beings, though for 

persons on their level of intelligence it means being able to learn abstract thinking, to develop 

ideas on a metaphysical level.2 

 

f) What is emotion? 

Thesis: the characteristic of living beings is that they have feelings. They can suffer and be happy, 

have pain. Hate, love, greed, envy, anxiety, fear, etc., are the agents for human beings. They can 

be positive or negative. It is a mental state. 

 

g) What is understanding, comprehension? 

Thesis: to understand something means to grasp the meaning/sense of something. It is a 

subconscious process. It simply “happens”, inexplicably. Understanding is the source of ideas. 

 

h) What is experience? 

Thesis: experience is a process of learning due to happenings in life in the physical world. 

 

i) What is communication? 

Thesis: communication is an exchange of information. Information is an “entity” of meaning, 

something that needs understanding to be informative. 

 

j) What is free will? 

Thesis: animals are driven by instincts. Human beings can make rational decisions and act 

according to these decisions. They do not have absolute freedom, they are restricted by internal 

and external factors, such as emotions, gene, character, environment, etc. Due to their level of 

intelligence, they have a choice in their actions. 

 

k)  What are morals? 

Thesis: morality is the trait of self-conscious beings—as human beings are. Different societies 

and cultures have developed different concepts of morals, that can be contradictory. There are 

no absolutly valid ethics, i.e. valid for all people in the world. There must be distinguished 

between negative and positive morals, i.e. negative = evil, positive = morally good. This 

differentiation is necessary because self-conscious beings cannot be immoral. They cannot evade 

being moral, as animals are, because of their self-consciousness.3 

 
2 Not to be understood as an ontologically transcendent world, but as thinking, that transcends the physical world as product of the human 

mind. Ideas, that exist only in the human mind and nowhere else. 
3 The term "immorality" cannot be applied to human beings because every human being has some morals due to their higher level of 

consciousness. Evil people have a contorted view of moral behaviour. In their eyes, the morally good is evil and the evil attitudes and deeds 

are good. 
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l) What is conscience? 

Thesis: conscience is a mental state of distress because of wrongdoing according to positive 

morals. 

 

 

Those, who believe that AIs are intelligent, should ask themselves which of the above-mentioned theses applies to 

the properties of an AI.—Indeed: none! 

 

AIs compute and do not think … cannot think. Applied in fields of quantities or quantifiable problems, they are 

outstandingly successful. But the moment they are used in unquantifiable spheres they are absolutely unreliable, 

as can be observed with AIs, that are used as language-tools. They can correct orthographic or grammatical 

mistakes—and even here they are not trustworthy—but they are useless when the meaning of statements has to be 

understood. The reason is very simple: numbers are exact, language is ambiguous and modifiable. A word can be 

polysemous and can have infinite meanings depending on the context. Numbers reduce meanings to a quantity, 

i.e. only one exact value is valid. This is the difficulty an AI cannot overcome. Languages cannot be mathematized 

adequately because of their ambiguity. 

 

Understanding, comprehension, is the sine qua non of genuine intelligence. It is the attribute of self-conscious 

beings. To become such a being, a human must live a life from infancy to adulthood, what takes several decades. 

A child develops to maturity slowly. It is brought up by parents and educated by schools, experiences happiness 

and suffering, is formed by environmental conditions. The process of learning continues during the whole life until 

death. Success and defeat are part of human life. All these components form human existence. Due to intelligence, 

a human being can acquire knowledge, what is necessary for the faculty of understanding. This implies the 

experiences an individual makes throughout life. Without these experiences, an individual cannot acquire 

comprehension of the world, of himself or of other human beings. Emotions are part of existing in the world and 

influence the mode of cognition an individual acquires. Rational or logic cognition can be applied to abstract 

spheres, e.g. mathematics or physics, where rigid general laws reign, but in human matters it is deficient because 

human beings are often led by emotional motives. Human beings often act irrationally and illogically. 

 

Living an existential life, i.e. the life of a self-conscious being as humans are, produces an intellectual input, that 

is inaccessible for an AI. Programmed emotions are not equal to felt emotions. Experience of a lived life cannot 

be compensated by a programmed algorithm and therefore an AI can never acquire a consciousness as a living 

being can, far less self-consciousness. 

 

To demonstrate this point, here an example: when using a formula in a mathematical calculation, there is a 

difference between using this formula without understanding its functioning or to understand it. The result, if 

calculated correctly, is the same, but the insight of the result will be different. This one, who uses a mathematical 

formula without understanding the underlying mathematical laws cannot check, if the result is correct, but the one 

who understands the formula can verify the result. 

 

Another example from the field of meditation: someone, who reads thousands of books about meditation can talk 

about this topic eloquently, but has no idea about meditation if he does not meditate. 
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Insight and understanding of meditational processes, the different kinds of consciousness, that arise in the state of 

meditation can only be acquired by meditating. Exercise, i.e. to experience the mental processes that arise in 

meditation, provides a kind of understanding that enhances personal development that cannot be acquired by 

reading books.4 

 

Conclusion: AIs are deficient because a programmed experience is not the same as an existential experience, 

algorithmic processes are not the same as thinking, that leads to understanding facts. 

 

 

The next level of computer technology is the quantum computer: it is very implausible that a computer working 

with qubits should understand more than a computer based on bits and bytes. A quantum AI might work more 

efficient, but it will be incapable of thinking as our computers are now. 

 

Ethics is the most difficult field in philosophy. Philosophy is the “mother of sciences” because scientific thinking 

has its root in antique Greek philosophy. Sciences as separate disciplines have evolved from philosophy in history, 

ethics5 seem not to be able to emancipate from philosophy. The reason is—morality cannot be separated from 

existential life. Even the greatest philosophers in the history of philosophy have not found a universal law of morals 

that could be compared with the law of nature. 

 

Ethics in context with AI are discussed to what consequences AIs have on human life nowadays. But the big 

question is, if AIs can be moral, can follow moral principles. Can AIs be so programmed, that they become moral 

beings? 

 

Morality is a potential of self-conscious beings, i.e. of human beings. To be moral does not mean that a human 

individual is morally good. There must be differentiated between a positive and a negative morality. A positive 

morality is the morally good, a negative morality is the morally bad, the evil.6 

 

As previously discussed, are AIs not capable of having the properties of self-conscious beings. So the only 

conclusion is that AIs cannot be moral, even less develop a conscience for a positive morality. The processes an 

AI follows are of logical nature, it acts according to the programmed rules… without consciousness, less with self-

consciousness or the capacity of rational thinking. 

 

Conclusion: AIs are machines that function based on a software-programme. They are useful tools, but it would 

be a great mistake to believe, they can solve all problems. The results of AI-information are unreliable and must 

be cross-checked with other means of information. 

 

  

 
4 These examples might sound to be improper in an essay about AI, but they are not: the first example shows the consequence without rational 

understanding, the second the result of not having the experience, that is necessary to understand meditation. 

5 Ethics understood as "science" of morals. 
6 A human cannot be amoral, i.e. have no morality at all, because he is a self-conscious being and every self-conscious being has the potential 

to be moral. This does not mean that it is morally good. Even the most brutal criminal, the most ferocious sadist has morals, but it is negative. 

Immorality belongs to the negative morals. 
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Science fiction…? 

 

Though our contemporary so-called computer-intelligence, AI, is not intelligent, there is a development on the 

way that could turn computer-intelligence into a genuine intelligence, i.e. could lead to consciousness or even self-

consciousness. It is the combination of computer technology with biotic material, the biological computer, using 

human neurons. 

 

The question is, what kind of intelligence such a computer would have. As already outlined, a computer cannot 

have the experience of a living being and programmed experience cannot substitute existential experience. 

Programmed emotions cannot replace felt emotions. 

 

Our conventional computers cannot feel anything, but would this also be the same with a biological computer? 

 

If such computer-intelligence can have emotions, feelings, it would be a crime to create such a sensual and rational 

being, that is condemned to be in a “metal box” without ability to have contact to the outside world7 as sentient 

beings— humans, animals— have. It is not very plausible, that a programmed outer world could replace reality, 

neither can a digitally “perceived” reality. To create such an intelligent being would be cruel. 

 

If such biological computer cannot have emotions— what kind of intelligence would this be?? “Decisions” of such 

a computer-intelligence would be absolutely emotionless—exactly as AIs nowadays. Without hate, rancour, but 

also without pity, being merciless. Such computer is incapable of having a conscience as natural beings have. It 

could do evil things without remorse. 

 

Emotions are in some way a hindrance for rational decisions, but they are on the other hand necessary to understand 

processes, that cannot be reduced to logic and rationality. Especially human behaviour and thinking needs 

existential/emotional experience to be understood, but this is another argument against emotionless computer-

intelligence. 

 

This has relevance for morals. The essential attribute of morality is conscience, the quality of feeling remorse for 

wrongdoing—a being without emotion cannot have. 

 

If the research should be successful and computer could turn into intelligent or even self-conscious beings, they 

would be of paramount usefulness. But—could the computer be then an instrument, as it is now?  

 

No. If a computer is intelligent and self-conscious, he8 must have the same rights as all self-conscious beings—

rights that are identical to human rights.9 

 

This seems like an absurd argument—to say that a computer is a person. The future will tell whether computer 

research achieves this level of intelligence; if it does, using a self-conscious computer (or robot) as an instrument 

 
7 Living in a "metal box" with having emotions supposedly would be endless suffering. 

8 "he", because self-conscious beings are persons. 

9 The same problem will arise from genetic research, if it is possible to create self-conscious beings… 
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would constitute a new kind of slavery. Wouldn’t creators of self-conscious AIs claim the right to own and use 

them…? 

 


