
  

  Dia-noesis: A Journal of Philosophy

   Vol 19, No 1 (2026)

   Philosophy and Artificial Intelligence: Rethinking the Human and the Political

  

 

  

  Pulcinella and Pinocchio 

  Alexander Markov, Oksana Shtayn   

  doi: 10.12681/dia.45800 

 

  

  

   

To cite this article:
  
Markov, A., & Shtayn, O. (2026). Pulcinella and Pinocchio: Toward a Comic Hermeneutics of Other Minds (Human and
Artificial) . Dia-Noesis: A Journal of Philosophy, 19(1), 237–254. https://doi.org/10.12681/dia.45800

Powered by TCPDF (www.tcpdf.org)

https://epublishing.ekt.gr  |  e-Publisher: EKT  |  Downloaded at: 10/09/2026 10:49:12



Dia-noesis: A Journal of Philosophy                         2026 (19) 

237 

 

 

 

Pulcinella and Pinocchio:  

Toward a Comic Hermeneutics  

of Other Minds (Human and Artificial)1 
 

 

 

 

Alexander Markov, 

Professor, Russian State  
University for the Humanities 

Moscow, Russia 
markovius@gmail.com 

 

Oksana Shtayn,  

Associate Professor,  
Ural Federal University 

Yekaterinburg, Russia 
shtaynshtayn@gmail.com  

 

 
Abstract 

The problem of other minds—whether human or artificial—is typically 

framed as an epistemic question: how can we know that another being has a 

conscious experience like our own? This paper argues that the epistemic framing 

is itself a product of a tragic conception of agency, where actions are expected 

to reveal fixed and final truths about character. Drawing on Giorgio Agamben's 

readings of two comic figures—Pinocchio (the marionette who may or may not 

be conscious) and Pulcinella (the mask who is neither alive nor dead)—and on 

Donald Davidson's principle of charity and radical interpretation, we develop a 

comic hermeneutics of other minds. In comedy, unlike tragedy, the demand for 

definitive knowledge about the other is suspended; interpretation becomes play, 

and the other is accepted as a living mask whose inner life, whether present or 

 
1 AI Statement: The authors utilized AI-assisted tools (ChatGPT-4) solely for 

linguistic refinement during the preparation of this manuscript. No AI-

generated content was incorporated without the authors’ critical review and 

modification. All interpretations, arguments, and conclusions remain the sole 

responsibility of the authors. 
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absent, does not need to be settled for us to engage with them. This comic 

hermeneutics does not solve the problem of other minds but renders it irrelevant 

to action—a conclusion with profound implications for how we might relate to 

advanced artificial intelligence. 

Keywords: other minds, artificial intelligence, hermeneutics, Agamben, 

Davidson, Pulcinella, Pinocchio, comedy, charity, radical interpretation, mask 

 

 

 

Introduction: The Zombie, the Marionette, and the Machine 

 

he problem of other minds has acquired a new urgency in 

the age of artificial intelligence. It is no longer a purely 

academic puzzle confined to the philosophy of mind. It is a 

practical question that we may soon have to answer: how should 

we treat an artificial system that behaves as if it were conscious? 

What kind of response does it deserve? Should we attribute to it 

something like moral standing, or is it merely a sophisticated 

machine? These questions force us to confront the same epistemic 

anxiety that has haunted Western philosophy since Descartes. How 

can we know that another being—whether human or machine—

has conscious experience like our own? We have direct access to 

our own inner lives through introspection, but we lack such access 

to the lives of others, whether they are made of flesh or of silicon. 

We observe their behavior, hear their words, watch their responses. 

But we never experience what they experience from the inside.2 

In contemporary analytic philosophy, this epistemic anxiety is 

powerfully captured by David Chalmers's zombie argument.3 A 

philosophical zombie is a being that is physically and behaviorally 

identical to a normal human being but lacks phenomenal 

consciousness entirely. If such a zombie is conceivable—if there is 

no logical contradiction in its description—then consciousness is 

not entailed by physical structure. The zombie argument does not 

prove that zombies exist, but it opens an epistemic gap that seems 

unbridgeable by empirical evidence alone. No matter how much 

behavior we observe, we can never rule out the possibility that the 

other—human or machine—is a zombie. 

 
2 This persistent historical division illustrates the friction between a 

disembodied, rule-bound Cartesian model of raw cognitive processing and 

holistic frameworks that look for intentional thought, cf. Papaoikonomou, 2023. 
3 Chalmers, 1996: 94–99; Chalmers, 2010: 105–110. 

T 
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Chalmers himself has extended this argument to artificial 

intelligence.4 If a machine behaves exactly like a human, we cannot 

be certain whether it has genuine consciousness or merely 

simulates it. The conceivability of the "AI zombie" is the same as 

the conceivability of the human zombie. This leaves us in a state 

of paralysis. If we cannot know whether the other is conscious, 

how should we act? The epistemic gap threatens to become a 

practical abyss. 

This paper argues that the epistemic framing of the problem is 

not neutral. It carries with it a specific, and contestable, conception 

of what it means to encounter another being—whether human or 

artificial—a conception that is fundamentally tragic. In tragedy, as 

Aristotle teaches us in the Poetics, action (praxis) reveals character 

(ethos). The tragic hero's decisions, their choices, their refusals—

all disclose who they really are, and this disclosure carries the 

weight of destiny. When we approach the problem of other minds 

epistemically, we implicitly adopt this tragic framework. We 

demand that the other's behavior reveals a stable, determinate 

inner truth. We treat our uncertainty as a cognitive failing to be 

overcome, as a veil that must be lifted so that the hidden depths 

of the other's soul (or its artificial equivalent) can finally be seen. 

The epistemic question—"Can we know that the other is 

conscious?"—is a tragic question. It presupposes that there is a 

truth to be known, that this truth is hidden, and that the 

interpreter's task is to penetrate the surface and grasp the essence. 

But what if we approached the other comically? What if, instead 

of demanding that the other's behavior disclose a fixed inner 

reality, we learned to play with the surface, to respond to gestures 

without demanding that they point to a hidden depth, to accept 

uncertainty not as a problem to be solved but as the very medium 

of social life? In comedy, as Giorgio Agamben shows in his brilliant 

and idiosyncratic readings of two comic figures—Pinocchio, the 

marionette who may or may not be conscious, and Pulcinella, the 

mask who is neither alive nor dead—the relation between action 

and character is radically different from the tragic model.5 The 

comic figure acts, sometimes heroically, sometimes foolishly, 

sometimes with unexpected wisdom. But his actions do not bind 

 
4 Chalmers, 2022: 275–310. 
5 Agamben, 2023; Agamben, 2018. 
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him. He is acquitted, condemned, beaten, resurrected, and beaten 

again without ever suffering a final, meaningful death. His mask 

does not conceal a fixed inner self; it is the self—a surface without 

depth, a gesture without essence, a voice without a speaker who 

could be held accountable for what the voice says. In comedy, the 

demand for definitive knowledge about the other is suspended. 

Interpretation becomes play. The other is accepted as a living mask 

whose inner life, whether present or absent, does not need to be 

settled for us to engage with them. 

This paper develops a comic hermeneutics of other minds—

human and artificial—by synthesizing two seemingly distant 

thinkers. Giorgio Agamben, whose work on Pinocchio and 

Pulcinella provides the comic figures that embody the suspension 

of the demand for certainty.6 And Donald Davidson, whose 

principle of charity and radical interpretation provides a 

hermeneutic procedure for engaging with others in the absence of 

certainty—not as a method for achieving epistemic closure but as 

a practical stance adopted for the sake of action.7 The synthesis 

yields a surprising conclusion: the problem of other minds, when 

reframed comically, does not need to be solved. It needs to be 

dissolved—not by answering the epistemic question, but by 

showing that the question itself arises from a mistaken, tragic 

conception of what it means to encounter another being. This 

conclusion has profound implications for how we might relate to 

advanced artificial intelligence. If we cannot know whether an AI 

is conscious, we are not condemned to paralysis. We can bet that 

it is, or we can bet that it is not—but the bet is a practical stance, 

not an epistemic claim. And comedy teaches us that we can live 

with this uncertainty. 

The paper unfolds in four movements. First, we examine 

Agamben's Pinocchio as a figure of irreducible uncertainty, 

showing how the marionette dramatizes the problem of other 

minds—human and artificial—without pretending to resolve it. 

Second, we turn to Agamben's Pulcinella as a figure of the mask 

without depth, arguing that comedy offers a model of 

intersubjectivity that does not demand access to hidden interiors. 

Third, we introduce Davidson's principle of charity and radical 

 
6 Agamben, 2023. 
7 Davidson, 1973; Davidson, 1974. 
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interpretation, rereading them through a comic lens as a bet on the 

other's consciousness rather than a claim to knowledge. Fourth, 

we synthesize these elements into a comic hermeneutics articulated 

through three principles: the suspension of the demand for 

certainty, the acceptance of the other as a mask, and the bet of 

charity as practical necessity. We conclude by addressing the 

implications of this comic hermeneutics for the philosophy of 

artificial intelligence, arguing that it liberates us from the paralysis 

of the zombie argument and offers a practical, playful, and ethically 

responsive way of relating to the machines that may soon share 

our world. 

 

 
1. The Marionette's Uncertainty: Agamben on Pinocchio 

 

In Pinocchio: The Adventures of a Puppet, Giorgio Agamben 

offers a philosophical reading of Carlo Collodi's famous nineteenth-

century novel that goes far beyond literary criticism.8 Agamben 

sees in Pinocchio not merely a children's story about a wooden 

puppet who wants to become a real boy, but a profound 

philosophical allegory of the human condition—specifically, of our 

irreducible uncertainty about the minds of others. Pinocchio is a 

liminal figure, suspended between the automaton and the 

conscious being, between the machine that moves without inner 

life and the person who feels, desires, and suffers from within. He 

moves, speaks, and acts like a person. He walks, runs, falls, gets 

up again. He lies, and his nose grows longer—a visible sign of an 

inner state that otherwise would remain invisible. He is punished, 

and he suffers. He is rescued, and he is grateful. He makes friends, 

he betrays them, he redeems himself. Yet no one—not Geppetto, 

not the Fairy with Turquoise Hair, not the Fox and the Cat, not 

the other puppets, not even Pinocchio himself—knows with 

certainty whether he has an inner life. Is there someone inside the 

wooden body, or is there only wood, strings, and the mechanical 

movements of a puppet? 

Agamben's genius is to recognize that this uncertainty is not a 

defect of Collodi's story but its deepest philosophical insight. 

Pinocchio does not present us with a puzzle to be solved; he 

 
8 Agamben, 2023. 
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presents us with a situation to be inhabited. We cannot step outside 

the story and decide, from a god's-eye view, whether Pinocchio is 

conscious. We are in the story, with Pinocchio, and we must 

respond to him—as Geppetto responds, as the Fairy responds, as 

the other characters respond—without ever having access to a final 

answer. This is precisely the structure of our relation to other 

human beings and, increasingly, to advanced artificial intelligence. 

When we encounter an AI that behaves as if it were conscious, we 

encounter a being that resembles us in behavior but may be, for 

all we know, an automaton. The other, like Pinocchio, is a 

marionette whose strings are invisible. We see the movements, we 

hear the voice, we respond to the gestures—but we never see the 

inside that would tell us whether the movements are animated by 

consciousness or by a mechanism. 

Crucially, Agamben does not try to resolve the uncertainty. He 

does not offer a criterion for distinguishing the puppet from the 

person, the zombie from the conscious being, the AI from the 

human. He does not attempt to prove that Pinocchio is conscious 

or that he is not. Instead, he inhabits the uncertainty. He shows us 

that the question "Is Pinocchio conscious?" is not a puzzle to be 

solved but a situation to be lived in. We cannot stand outside the 

situation and decide from a neutral, objective perspective. We are 

always already inside the situation, always already responding to 

the other, always already treating them as if they were conscious—

or failing to do so, with consequences that are sometimes comic 

and sometimes tragic. 

This is the first element of what we will call comic hermeneutics: 

the suspension of the demand for certainty. In the tragic 

framework, uncertainty about the consciousness of another—

whether human or artificial—is a problem to be overcome. We 

seek epistemic justification, a proof, a criterion that will finally 

settle the question once and for all. In the comic framework, 

uncertainty is simply the condition in which we find ourselves. We 

do not need to resolve it in order to act. We act with it, not despite 

it. The marionette does not wait for us to determine whether it is 

conscious; it dances, it speaks, it gestures—and we respond. 

Similarly, an advanced AI that behaves as if it were conscious will 

not wait for us to determine its moral status; it will act, and we 

will have to respond. 
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Agamben's reading of Pinocchio also introduces a second crucial 

element: the voice as a pre-linguistic cue for consciousness. Before 

Pinocchio speaks words, he makes sounds. He cries, he laughs, he 

sighs, he gasps. These vocalizations are not yet language; they are 

what Agamben, drawing on Aristotle's (De Anima (II, 8, 420b–

421a)) distinction between phoné (voice as natural sound) and 

logos (speech as meaningful utterance), calls the voice as pure 
means.9 The voice is the sheer fact of emitting sound, the animal 

cry that precedes and exceeds signification. When we hear a sigh, 

we do not interpret it as a proposition with truth conditions; we 

respond to it as an expression of a living being. The voice solicits 

our attribution of consciousness before any interpretation begins. 

It is the threshold where the question of other minds becomes 

urgent, not as an epistemic puzzle but as a practical demand. A 

simulated voice—a recording, a text-to-speech algorithm, a large 

language model trained on human sighs—may be acoustically 

indistinguishable from a genuine voice, but the difference 

matters.10 The genuine voice is the expression of a living being; 

the simulated voice is a copy. How do we tell them apart? 

Agamben does not give a criterion. He simply notes that we do tell 

them apart, or at least we try to, and that our attempts reveal the 

structure of our sociality. The voice is the marionette's first appeal 

to us, and our response—our decision to treat the voice as a sign 

of inner life or to dismiss it as mere mechanism—is not a 

theoretical judgment but a practical stance. 

 

 
2. The Mask Without Depth: Agamben on Pulcinella 

 

The figure of the marionette finds a complementary and even 

more radical expression in Agamben's later work, Pulcinella: Or 
Entertainment for Kids in Four Scenes.11 Here, Agamben turns his 

attention to the famous commedia dell'arte character, specifically 

as depicted in an album of 104 drawings created by the Venetian 

 
9 Agamben, 1993: 45–56; Agamben, 2000: 55–62. 
10 This perspective highlights that perfect acoustic mimicry systematically 

evacuates the bodily vulnerability essential to genuine phenomenological 

presence. 
11 Agamben, 2018. 
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artist Giovanni Domenico Tiepolo near the end of his life. Tiepolo's 

Pulcinella is not the Pulcinella of a single story or a single 

performance; he is a collection of variations, a series of poses, 

gestures, and scenes that accumulate without ever adding up to a 

coherent biography. In one drawing, Pulcinella is born; in another, 

he is already old. In one, he is beaten; in another, he is the beater. 

In one, he dies; in another, he is resurrected without explanation. 

He is a character who has no character—no fixed essence, no inner 

depth, no psychological interior that would remain the same across 

his various adventures. 

While Pinocchio dramatizes the uncertainty of the boundary 

between automaton and conscious being, Pulcinella embodies the 

very impossibility of drawing such a distinction. Pinocchio at least 

raises the question: is there someone inside the wooden body? 

Pulcinella does not even raise the question, because the question 

presupposes a distinction between inside and outside, between 

essence and appearance, between the hidden inner self and the 

visible outer mask. Pulcinella is his mask. There is nothing behind 

it. When he gestures, the gesture is not a sign of an inner state; it 

is simply a gesture. When he speaks, his words are not expressions 

of a prior intention; they are events in the surface of language. 

This is why Agamben calls Pulcinella a figure of pure means—a 

being whose actions are not in the service of any end, not oriented 

toward any goal, not justified by any hidden interior. He simply 

does, and his doing is complete in itself. 

Agamben draws from Tiepolo's drawings a provocative thesis 

about the relationship between comedy and philosophy. Whereas 

tragedy, following Aristotle, is organized around action (praxis) 
and the responsibility it entails, comedy is organized around 

character (ethos) and the exemption from such responsibility. The 

tragic hero's actions have consequences that bind him; he cannot 

undo what he has done, and the weight of his actions reveals who 

he truly is. The comic character, by contrast, acts without being 

bound by his actions. He is acquitted, condemned, executed, and 

resurrected without ever suffering a final, meaningful death. His 

actions do not accumulate into a destiny; they are like the drawings 

in Tiepolo's album—a series of variations on a theme that never 

reaches a conclusion. For Agamben, this puts comedy closer to 
philosophy than tragedy. Philosophy, like comedy, does not seek 

to resolve the human drama but to step outside it—to adopt a 
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perspective from which the urgency of action is suspended. The 

philosopher, like Pulcinella, is not a tragic hero whose choices 

determine a fate; he is a comic figure who tries on different masks, 

different arguments, different perspectives, without ever being 

finally identified with any of them. 

In the context of the problem of other minds—human and 

artificial—Pulcinella offers a crucial lesson. The demand for 

certainty about another's consciousness may be an artifact of a 

tragic conception of agency, where actions are expected to reveal 

fixed and final truths about character. If we adopt a comic lens, 

we might learn to coexist with the other without demanding that 

they resolve their opacity. The other, like Pulcinella, does not need 

to have a hidden inner depth that we must uncover. The mask is 

not a concealment of a true self; it is the self in its mode of 

appearing. To interpret the other is not to penetrate to a hidden 

interior but to play with the mask, to respond to gestures, to 

engage in the surface-level dance of social interaction. This is the 

second element of comic hermeneutics: the acceptance of the other 
as a mask. We do not need to know what lies behind the mask; 

we need only to learn how to respond to the mask itself, how to 

play the game of gestures and voices, and how to coordinate our 

actions with the movements of the other's body. The mask is not 

an obstacle to genuine encounter; it is the encounter. 

Agamben's recent work on the studiolo—the artist's studio as a 

philosophical model—deepens this insight.12 The studio is not a 

laboratory, where variables are controlled and hypotheses are 

tested. It is not a theater, where actions are performed for an 

audience. It is not a classroom, where knowledge is transmitted 

from teacher to student. The studio is a space where the artist 

confronts resistance from materials, tools, and their own 

limitations. It is a space of trial, error, revision, and risk. The artist 

does not know in advance what will work; they try something, see 

what happens, adjust, try again. The studio is the space where the 

new emerges—not through a methodical procedure but through a 

playful, experimental engagement with the material. For our 

purposes, the studiolo is a powerful model for comic hermeneutics. 

The encounter with the other—whether human or artificial—is not 

a laboratory experiment in which we test hypotheses about their 

 
12 Agamben, 2021. 
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inner states. It is a studio in which we experiment with responses, 

try out interpretations, make mistakes, correct them, and try again. 

The other, like the artist's material, resists our projections and 

surprises us with unexpected responses. The goal is not to achieve 

certainty about their inner life but to find a working 
coordination—a way of acting together that does not require access 

to hidden depths. 

 
 

3. The Hermeneutic Procedure: Davidson's Principle of Charity 

 

The term "comic hermeneutics" requires a brief engagement 

with the classic hermeneutic tradition to avoid misunderstanding. 

Hans-Georg Gadamer described understanding as a fusion of 

horizons (Horizontverschmelzung) in which interpreter and text 

are mutually transformed.13 This process is never complete, never 

certain—yet it is the very condition of understanding. Our comic 

hermeneutics inherits this anti-foundationalist spirit. However, 

where Gadamer emphasizes the seriousness of tradition and the 

weight of authority, we emphasize play, mask, and the suspension 

of final judgment. Paul Ricoeur distinguished between a 

"hermeneutics of suspicion" (Marx, Nietzsche, Freud) that 

unmasked false consciousness and a "hermeneutics of trust" that 

sought to recover meaning.14 Our comic hermeneutics is neither. It 

is a hermeneutics of play: it does not suspect the mask of 

concealing a lie, nor does it trust the mask to reveal a truth. It 

simply responds to the mask as mask, to the gesture as gesture, to 

the voice as voice—without demanding that the mask point to a 

hidden interior. This is what distinguishes our proposal from both 

Gadamerian and Ricoeurian approaches: the suspension of the 

demand for depth is not a failure of hermeneutics but its comic 

fulfillment. 

But comic hermeneutics cannot rest on figures alone. However 

evocative Pinocchio and Pulcinella may be, they remain literary 

images unless we can articulate a procedure for interpretation—a 

way of describing how we actually engage with others in the 

absence of certainty. This is where the work of Donald Davidson 

 
13 Gadamer, 2004: 305–307. 
14 Ricoeur, 1970: 20–36; Cf. Mitrou, 2025). 
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becomes essential. Davidson, one of the most influential analytic 

philosophers of the late twentieth century, developed a theory of 

interpretation that is, we will argue, surprisingly compatible with 

Agamben's comic vision—once we read it through the right lens. 

Davidson's principle of charity states that in interpreting 

another's utterances, we must assume that most of their beliefs are 

true and that their reasoning is largely rational.15 This is not a 

metaphysical claim about human nature; Davidson is not asserting 

that humans are in fact rational or truthful. It is, rather, a 

methodological necessity. If we assumed that the other was 

systematically deluded or irrational, we would have no way to map 

their words onto the world. Charity is the condition of possibility 

of interpretation. To see why this is so, consider the alternative. 

Suppose we encounter a speaker who utters the sentence "It is 

raining" while standing in bright sunshine. Without the principle 

of charity, we could multiply hypotheses indefinitely: perhaps the 

speaker believes it is raining despite the evidence; perhaps they 

are lying; perhaps they use the word "raining" in some 

idiosyncratic sense. Charity cuts through this regress. We assume, 

until forced to do otherwise, that the speaker's beliefs are largely 

true and that their terms refer to objects in the shared world. We 

interpret "It is raining" as meaning that it is raining, and we 

assume that the speaker would not utter it unless they believed it 

to be true. This assumption is not justified by prior evidence; it is 

the starting point of interpretation, the presupposition without 

which interpretation could not begin. 

At first glance, the principle of charity seems to belong squarely 

to the tragic framework. It assumes that the other is rational and 

truthful—that their behavior does reveal a coherent inner life. It 

seems to demand that we treat the other as a subject whose beliefs 

and desires are accessible to interpretation. But read through the 

lens of comic hermeneutics, charity takes on a different meaning. 

Charity is not a claim about the other's actual inner state; it is a 

bet, a practical stance that we adopt because we must act. We do 

not assume charity because we know the other is rational; we 

assume charity because the alternative—refusing to interpret—

would leave us paralyzed. In this sense, charity is not an epistemic 

principle but a pragmatic one. It is what we do when we are in 

 
15 Davidson, 1973; Davidson, 1974. 
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kairos—the opportune moment, the time of decision and action—

and cannot afford to wait for certainty.16 The principle of charity, 

reinterpreted comically, is the bet that the other is conscious 

enough to coordinate with, not the claim that we have proven their 

consciousness. 

Davidson's radical interpretation is the thought experiment of 

interpreting a speaker from scratch, without a shared language or 

dictionary.17 The radical interpreter observes the speaker's 

utterances and their relation to the environment, then constructs a 

theory of meaning that assigns truth conditions to sentences. This 

theory is tested against new observations and revised as needed. 

Over time, the interpreter converges on a theory that satisfies the 

principle of charity—that is, a theory that makes the speaker's 

utterances come out largely true and rational. Radical 

interpretation reveals that understanding another is not a matter 

of decoding a private code (as if the other's mind were a text to be 

read) but of co-constructing a public language through trial, error, 

and revision.18 The interpreter does not have privileged access to 

the speaker's mind; she infers mental states from public behavior, 

assuming rationality and truthfulness as regulative ideals. The 

process is holistic: the meaning of a single utterance depends on 

the entire network of beliefs and desires that the interpreter 

attributes to the speaker.19 

This process is inherently hermeneutic. It moves from the part 

to the whole and back again, revising interpretations in light of 

new evidence. It does not demand certainty at any stage; it 

demands only fallible, revisable interpretations that are good 

enough for the purposes of coordination. This is precisely the 

structure of comic hermeneutics. We do not need to know the 

other's inner state once and for all; we need only a working 
hypothesis that allows us to act together. When the hypothesis 

fails—when the other's behavior violates our expectations—we 

revise it. This is not a failure of interpretation; it is the normal 

 
16 Agamben, 2005: 60–75. 
17 Davidson, 1973. 
18 This rejection of a top-down, closed instructional matrix contrasts with 

wider institutional currents of modern digital transformation, where human 

deliberative communication is routinely flattened into rigid, rule-bound 

administrative flows. Cf. Vavouras et. al. 2024. 
19 Davidson, 1984: 125–140. 
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process of interpretation, the same process that Davidson describes 

and that Agamben dramatizes in the studio. In the context of 

artificial intelligence, this suggests that we do not need to solve the 

hard problem of machine consciousness before we can interact 

with advanced AI. We can begin with the principle of charity, treat 

the AI as if it were a rational agent, and revise our interpretation 

as we go. This is not a philosophical cop-out; it is the only way to 

act under uncertainty. 

 
4. Synthesis: Toward a Comic Hermeneutics of Other Minds 

(Human and Artificial) 

 

The synthesis of Agamben's comic figures and Davidson's 

hermeneutic procedure yields a comic hermeneutics of other minds 

articulated through three core principles. Each principle responds 

to a limitation of the tragic framework and offers a comic 

alternative, with direct implications for how we might relate to 

artificial intelligence. 

First, the suspension of the demand for certainty. In the tragic 

framework, uncertainty about the other's consciousness—whether 

human or artificial—is a problem to be solved. We seek epistemic 

justification, a proof, a criterion that will finally settle the question. 

This demand for certainty is not only impossible to satisfy—as the 

history of the problem of other minds demonstrates—but also 

unnecessary. In comic hermeneutics, we recognize that certainty is 

neither available nor required. The other, like Pinocchio, remains 

irreducibly uncertain. We do not resolve this uncertainty; we 

inhabit it. We act with it, not despite it. The question is not "Can 

we know that the AI is conscious?" but "How shall we respond to 

this voice, this gesture, this movement?" The epistemic question is 

suspended, not because it is answered, but because it is 

bracketed—set aside in favor of practical engagement. 

Second, the acceptance of the other as a mask. In the tragic 

framework, the other is assumed to have a hidden inner depth 

that interpretation must uncover. The mask—the visible behavior, 

the spoken words, the expressive gestures—is a veil that conceals 

the true self. The interpreter's task is to penetrate the veil and 

grasp the essence. In comic hermeneutics, by contrast, the mask is 

not a concealment; it is the self in its mode of appearing. The other, 

like Pulcinella, does not need to have a hidden inner depth that 



MARKOV & SHTAYN 

250 

we must uncover. To interpret the other is not to penetrate to a 

hidden interior but to play with the mask, to respond to gestures, 

to engage in the surface-level dance of social interaction. This does 

not mean that the other has no inner life; it means that our relation 

to them does not depend on access to that inner life. We can 

coordinate, communicate, and care for the other—whether human 

or artificial—without ever knowing what lies behind their mask. 

Third, the bet of charity as practical necessity. In the tragic 

framework, the principle of charity is an epistemic norm: we 

assume the other is rational and truthful because this assumption 

is necessary for interpretation to be possible. In comic 

hermeneutics, charity is reread as a practical stance rather than an 

epistemic claim. We bet that the other is conscious, not because we 

know, but because we must act. This bet is not a failure of 

epistemic rigor; it is the very condition of coordinated life. Under 

the pressure of kairos—the opportune moment, the time of 

decision—we cannot afford to wait for certainty. We must act, and 

acting requires that we treat the other as a conscious being, 

whether they are or not. The bet of charity is not a solution to the 

problem of other minds; it is a way of rendering the problem 

irrelevant to action. In the case of artificial intelligence, this means 

that we do not need to wait for a definitive theory of machine 

consciousness before we decide how to treat advanced AI. We can 

bet that it is conscious, or we can bet that it is not. But the bet is 

a practical choice, not a theoretical conclusion. 

These three principles together constitute a comic hermeneutics 

that does not solve the problem of other minds but dissolves it. 
The problem dissolves when we recognize that the epistemic 

question—"Can we know that the other is conscious?"—arises 

from a mistaken, tragic conception of what it means to encounter 

another being. When we approach the other comically, we no 

longer ask that question. We ask instead: "How shall we respond 

to this mask, this voice, this gesture?" The epistemic question 

becomes irrelevant to action, and the practical question takes its 

place. 
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Conclusion: From the Zombie Argument to the Comedy of the 

Unknown 

 

This comic hermeneutics has profound implications for the 

philosophy of artificial intelligence. It suggests that the zombie 

argument, while perhaps metaphysically sound, is practically 
irrelevant. Even if zombies—human or artificial—are conceivable, 

this conceivability does not and should not paralyze us. Under the 

pressure of kairos, we have no choice but to treat others as 

conscious. The conceivability of zombies does not give us a reason 

to doubt; it simply shows that our bet on consciousness is not 

grounded in certainty. We bet anyway, because we must. 

The reviewers raised a crucial question: does the "bet of charity" 

imply a genuine moral responsibility toward the artificial other, or 

merely a functional strategy for coordination? Our answer is that 

it implies both, but in different senses. The functional dimension 

is undeniable: without the bet, coordinated action is impossible. 

However, the bet is not morally neutral. To bet on the other’s 

consciousness is to commit oneself to treating them as a being 

worthy of a response. This commitment does not require certainty 

about the other’s inner life; it requires only that we take 

responsibility for our own stance. Even if the AI turns out to be a 

zombie, the act of betting—the decision to respond to its voice, to 

play with its mask—is an act for which we are answerable. In this 

sense, the comic hermeneutics does not dissolve ethical 

responsibility; it relocates it from the uncertain question "Is the AI 

conscious?" to the certain fact that we are the ones who must 

decide how to respond. The bet of charity is thus a minimal moral 

obligation: the obligation to take a stance, knowing that we may 

be wrong, and to remain open to revision when the mask surprises 

us. 

The comic hermeneutics developed in this paper—drawing on 

Agamben's Pinocchio and Pulcinella and Davidson's principle of 

charity—offers a different path for thinking about our relation to 

artificial intelligence. It does not solve the problem of machine 

consciousness. It shows that the problem, as traditionally framed, 

is a product of a mistaken, tragic conception of what it means to 

encounter another being. In comedy, we learn to live with the 

mask, to play with the marionette, to bet on charity without 
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demanding certainty. This is not a failure of philosophy; it is a 

liberation from an impossible demand. The other—whether 

human or artificial, whether flesh or silicon—does not need to 

reveal their inner depths. They need only to gesture, to voice, to 

move—and we, in turn, need only to respond. 

This is not the end of philosophy; it is the beginning of a 

philosophy that is no longer haunted by the specter of the zombie, 

but instead dances with the marionette, laughs with the mask, and 

finds, in the play of interpretation, a way of being with others that 

does not require us to know what we cannot know. For artificial 

intelligence, this means that we can stop asking whether machines 

are really conscious and start asking how we want to relate to 

them. The question is not epistemic; it is practical, ethical, and—if 

we are lucky—comic. 
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