
The Robot Life

The Boffin and the Mage were visiting the local market when they came across a tent with a sign 
outside it.

“’I say that I am a robot. Prove that I am really a person and win five dollars. Two dollars a try’,” 
read the Mage. “Interesting. Shall we have a look?”

They entered the tent and sitting in front of them was what appeared to be a glum looking young 
man. He was slouched in a folding chair, holding a bloody cloth to his head.

“What happened here?” said the Boffin. She scanned him with one of her instruments.

“Oh, a guy came in here and tried to convince me with his fists. It’s an approach that I hadn’t 
anticipated, I must admit. He took the only two dollars that I’d made so far and wanted more.” He 
sighed.

The Mage put four dollars down on the table, and he and the Boffin sat down.

“I think that I know how this is going to go,” said the Mage. He looked at the Boffin. Logic and 
reason were nominally her territory, but neither of them was too worried about such matters.

“Magic is science that hasn’t been explained,” the Boffin used to say.

“And science is magic that has been explained,” the Mage would respond.

“But how do we know that the explanation is correct?” the Boffin followed up.

“Only time will tell,” concluded the Mage.

He looked at the robot. “You are a robot. You are programmed to respond exactly as a person would
respond in any given situation. For example, you may appear to feel pain, but you do not, because 
as a robot, you are not conscious, and therefore cannot feel anything.”

He gestured at the wound on the robot’s head. “You didn’t feel that, though the person who bopped 
you is convinced that you did, of course. You just reacted, as you are programmed to do, just like 
any person who has just been bopped.”

The robot sat up. “That’s correct. You are doing my work for me. What about consciousness, 
though? Am I conscious? Could that not have been programmed in to me?”

“Well, yes, but that is where things get blurry, isn’t it? If you are a conscious thing, you are a 
person, aren’t you,” the Boffin answered.

The robot nodded. “I’ll concede that. So, to prove that I am a person, you need to prove that I am a 
conscious being. Do you agree?”

“Well, I could argue that I know that I am a person, a conscious being, and you seem to me to act 
the same way that I would in the current situation, so that persuades me that you are in fact a 
person. But you would counter that by saying that it is your programming that makes you act that 
way,” said the Boffin.

The robot nodded again and waited.



“In fact the only conscious being that I know about, that I can be certain about, is myself. Everyone 
else, including my husband, who I love dearly, could be just a robot, with no consciousness at all. I 
could be the one conscious being in the whole Universe.”

Although she didn’t believe it, the Boffin couldn’t help but shiver.

“You’ve won your money, robot,” said the Mage. “Would you care to go ‘double or quits’?”

The robot laughed. “You’re going to ask me to prove that YOU are persons and not robots, aren’t 
you? No deal. You’d just use the same arguments.”

“Well, robot, we are just going home. Do you have a place to stay tonight? You are welcome to our 
spare bed, if you wish.”

“Why thank you, sir,” said the robot. “I’d like that. Just let me take down my tent. It seems that 
philosophical discussions don’t bring in much money.”

“But they will provide you with a bed for the night. And a meal. And some welcome conversation.”

In the end the robot stayed the weekend with the Mage and the Boffin, and they enjoyed some deep 
philosophical discussions with him. Or it. On the Monday they sent him off with a full back pack 
and a few dollars “for the entertainment”. They gave him the addresses of few friends of theirs who 
would similarly like his company and would enjoy discussing philosophical matters with him.

They followed his progress with interest. Of course, their friends reported back to them whenever 
the robot visited them. Eventually the robot got a job as a philosophy lecturer at the University in 
the Capital, and rose to the rank of professor, where his (or its) sharp brain made him (or it) famous 
across the whole country. He went by the name of Robert.

The robot always claimed that he was not a conscious entity and that he was merely programmed to 
behave like a conscious entity, and no one ever succeeded in proving otherwise. Nevertheless, be it 
personality or programming, he was likeable and even charming. Most of his colleagues believed 
that it was a mere quirk of his to claim that he was an unthinking robot, but he continued to do so.

The Boffin was convinced that he was not a robot. When they had first met, she had run her 
instruments over him, scanning him for his injuries, and the instruments had shown nothing but a 
normal human being.

“I’m sure he’s a normal human being, as conscious as you or I,” she said.

“But your instruments can’t show you everything about a person. You can’t detect consciousness for
one thing.”

“Neither can your charms and spells,” the Boffin, pointed out a little grumpily.

“Oh, I agree,” the Mage said. “That’s my point. Neither Science nor Magic can show that our friend
is not a robot.”

“Yes, but he is no different, so my instruments tell me, from any other human, like myself, and I 
know that I am a conscious being. If he was not a conscious being, there should be a difference that 
I think that my instrument would show.”



“My charms and spells say the same thing. He seems to be a normal human. But consciousness is 
related to the brain, and we can’t tell exactly what is going on in the brain. He could be telling the 
truth.”

“Hmm. My feeling is that he is a normal human, in spite of what he says.”

“And logically, I can’t think of a reason why he can’t be exactly what he says,” said the Mage.

She snuggled up to him. “Are we having a fight?”

He put his arm around her and kissed her. “No, never. A difference, maybe, but we have never had a
fight. Not in all the millennia we have been together. Do you realise that you decided based on your 
feelings? That’s supposed to be my area of expertise.”

“Mmm, yes, and you decided to be undecided based on logic, which is mine.”

“There’s one thing we haven’t addressed, though,” she said. “If he is a robot, who created him and 
why?”

The Mage nodded. “Good point. For all our abilities, we couldn’t have done it, and it is unlikely 
that there is anyone more powerful than us. So, he would have had to have been born that way 
spontaneously. Still not impossible, but if you factor that in, it favours your view. That is, he isn’t 
really a robot. But I’ll still reserve judgement.”

She sighed.

“So we still disagree. I love you, my dear Mage.”

“I love you, my dear Boffin. We agree on that!”

One day the Mage and the Boffin received an invitation to visit the robot and his family, which they
accepted with pleasure.

“How will we go?” asked the Boffin.

“The way everyone else does? I know we could go there in a split-second, but let’s make a holiday 
of it.”

So the Boffin packed some suitcases, and they got their oldest son to drive them to the railway 
station, and they caught the train to the Capital. They sat back and relaxed as the miles flew by. 
They passed fields of ripening crops, passed through towns small and large. The train took them 
through plains and mountains, through inhabited areas and wildernesses and through dry areas and 
wetlands, past lakes and across rivers. The Boffin fell asleep on the Mage’s shoulder and took a 
while to gather herself when their train drew into King’s Cross Station in the Capital.

The robot and his wife met them at the station and there were hugs all round.

“Have you figured it out yet? Am I a robot?” said the robot. His wife rolled her eyes behind him.

“We’ve agreed to disagree about that,” said the Mage. “My wife is convinced that you are a person, 
not a robot, but I’m of the opinion that one can’t tell.”



The robot and his wife drove them to their home and introduced them to their children. It was 
immediately obvious to the Boffin that two of them took after their father and one after their 
mother.

During the visit, the robot’s status as a robot was never mentioned, and the Mage had to admit that 
it was hard not to believe that he wasn’t a conscious being, but, so far as the Mage was concerned, 
the matter was undecided.

During their final meal before leaving however, the robot brought the topic up. They went briefly 
over the arguments yet again, then the Boffin turned to the robot’s wife.

“What do you think, my dear,” she asked.

The robot’s wife looked at the robot. “We discussed this before we got married. I fell in love with 
him, even though he said that ‘he’ didn’t exist, as such. If he is only reacting according to his 
programming, his programming is causing him to behave as if he loves me. I am not able to tell the 
difference, so as far as I am concerned, there is no difference. He does love me, and he isn’t a 
robot.”

The robot smiled and kissed his wife. He put his hand on her metal one and put his arm around her 
metal shoulders.

Then one of the kids, the one made of metal, said “Can we have ice cream, please?”

***


	The Robot Life

