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I forced a bot to read over 1000 articles from open-access journals 
and then asked it to write an article of its own. Here is the result.

1. On the practice of bot-mimicry

my ukulele is not a baby

please do not reply to this maybe

we did not find it on the internet

the ukulele

Consider the poem above: Was it written by a human or by an auto-generative writing

agent (a bot)? Chances are you will guess ‘bot’ – at least according to the statistics

of the website ‘bot or not’ (cf. Laird and Schwartz; 66% guess ‘bot’). In fact, it was

written by a human writer (Koh). While this is just one instance, the website contains

numerous more examples of the blurred line between humanly written and computationally

generated  poems.  When  playing  around  with  the  ‘bot  or  not’  website,  I  became

increasingly aware that in many cases, I was mostly unable to discern human-written

poems from computer-generated ones. This realization is of course rather dated – bots

passing the Turing test have, after all, been around for a while. Likewise, humans

wrote  according  to  algorithmic  principles  well  before  the  advent  of  the  digital

computer (cf. OuLiPo).

It may seem, then, that my realization is rather banal, and that the ‘bot or not’

website is simply a remediation of already established phenomena. While this may in

part be true, I nonetheless argue that there is something more at play here. When

humans write texts that are supposed to be read like computer-generated texts without

actually  involving  any  formal  logical  system,  electronic  or  not  (cf.  OuLiPo),  it

complicates academic approaches to such texts. As a case in point, this essay will

analyze and unpack a viral Twitter trend, which is an example of the practice of

writing-to-be-read-as-a-machine (henceforth ‘bot-mimicry’). Our usual academic means of

unpacking these phenomena do not seem to be directly applicable.1 They are, however,

not entirely useless either; as this essay will argue, perspectives from the fields of

software studies, electronic literature, and interface criticism may be fruitful in

developing  an  approach  to  post-digital  phenomena  such  as  bot-mimicry.  Rather  than

presenting  a  finished  conclusion,  this  essay  is  intended  to  spark  discussion  and

further inquiry into the techno-cultural issue of bot-mimicry.

1 This holds true for both ‘technical’ approaches (cf. Ferrara et al.) and cultural ones. This essay is concerned 
with the cultural approaches exemplified in software studies, electronic literature, and interface criticism.
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2. A case in point

Throughout 2018, the Twitter user @KeatonPatti has popularized a style of tweet in

which he claims to have ‘forced’ a bot to watch 1000 (hours or episodes) of pop

cultural video content (e.g. Olive Garden commercials or Jerry Springer episodes) and

then asked it to auto-generate content. Though @KeatonPatti is far from the only one

tweeting in this style (the style is now recognized as a ‘meme’ by e.g. KnowYourMeme;

cf. Caldwell), this essay focuses on his practice. Many responses to these tweets

relate to the question of whether or not the content is actually generated by a bot,

and furthermore whether or not pretending to involve a bot without actually doing so is

morally sound.2 The question of bot involvement was noticeably taken up by AI expert

@JanelleCShane,  who  argued  that  the  tweets  were  “100%  human-written  with  no  bot

involved” (Shane). While there has been varied responses to the discovery that the

tweets were human-made, most people (including @JanelleCShane) contend that the tweets

were humorous in their content. For the purpose of this essay, a specific tweet is

taken as a case intended for close reading. The case will be @KeatonPatti’s most

popular  tweet  in  this  format  (at  the  time  of  writing),  referencing  Olive  Garden

commercials. The Olive Garden tweet, shown in illustrations 1 & 2, was posted on June

13th 2018 and has at the time of writing gained  ~322.000 likes and  ~120.000 retweets

(cf. Patti). Noticeably, it was also the tweet that sparked (or at least correlated

with) @JanelleCShane’s argument that @KeatonPatti’s tweets were not written by a bot.

The essay will not go into greater detail here, but will return to the tweet later, in

a preliminary reading of it which is intended to spark further discussion and inquiry.

Though  @KeatonPatti’s  tweets  are  not

the  only  ones  exemplifying  this

practice  of  bot-mimicry  (a  part  from

other similar tweets, see e.g. the poem

by Aaron Koh above), they are fairly

unique in that they have ‘gone viral’

online.  Following  Raymond  Williams,

this essay seeks to unfold contemporary

emergent  stylistic  trends,  so-called

structures of feeling, which can provide valuable insight into the current structure of

society (Williams). Thus, the fact that @KeatonPatti’s Olive Garden tweet went viral is

an indication that it resonated with a great amount of people – as mentioned, even many

of those opposing @KeatonPatti’s bot-mimicry contend that the tweets were funny, if not

brilliant. Thus, it seems that these tweets echo understandings and conceptions shared

by many (at least among English speaking Twitter users).

2 For an overview of notable responses on and off Twitter, see (Caldwell).
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Illustration 1: @KeatonPatti's Olive Garden tweet
(without attached content, see illustration 2)
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Illustration 2: The content attached to @KeatonPatti's Olive Garden tweet
(originally two separate images)



Malthe Stavning Erslev // Machine Feeling

3. How to read a generator by considering the output.

Taking @KeatonPatti’s  claim seriously,  the essay  will now  move on  to unpacking  a

theoretical approach which enables us to consider the imagined AI-system at play in his

tweets. As a point of departure, consider Alex McLean’s generative work  forkbomb.pl

(which generates a visual output while the process forks, effectively causing the

system to crash; (cf. Cox et al.). Here, the visual output has been read by generative

art practitioners and scholars Geoff Cox, Alex McLean and Adrian Ward as “a ‘watermark’

of the processor and operating system” (Cox et al., n.p.). Thus, even though Cox,

McLean & Ward maintain that the code and the output must be appreciated together to

best read a generative work (and, to be clear, I contend), there is still a clear

notion that the output bears an imprint of its generator. In the case of bot-mimicry,

we may attempt to ‘read’ the implied generator by reading the output – what is e.g. the

‘watermark’ of the imagined AI-driven generator which allegedly generated the content

of @KeatonPatti’s tweets?

This may seem like complete speculation at first, but there is in fact a tradition for

reading such ‘watermarks’ without having access to the code. As a starting point, Espen

Aarseth’s concept of cybertext proves valuable; it is conceptualized as consisting of

operator,  medium, and  verbal sign (Aarseth). The operator may then ‘read’ something

about the medium (@KeatonPatti’s implied bot) by considering the verbal signs (the

tweet). In a more recent context, the field of interface criticism applies such a

framework,  in  part  inspired  by  Aarseth’s  cybertext.  In  their  latest  book,  The

Metainterface, Christian Ulrik Andersen and Søren Pold explore how the concept of ‘the

interface’ has changed from being something located in a specific place (e.g. desktop

computers) to being something ever-present, ever-connected, and seemingly immaterial

(Andersen and Pold). In their numerous analyses of exemplar artworks, one common aspect

is that the artworks in question are viewed as self-exploratory; they fundamentally

‘deal’ with their own media. Theoretically founding their approach in the Benjaminian

concept of Tendenz, their analytical practice can be viewed as an example of reading

the ‘watermarks’ of the generators in play in given works. In the following, the essay

will move on to a specific example in which the reading of textual output provides

insights into the generator in question (albeit the example is not articulated as being

interface criticism; I nonetheless argue that it is an exceptionally fruitful example

in  the  context  of  this  essay,  and  that  it  exemplifies  the  relevant  theoretical

perspectives).

In his essay, writing to be found and writing readers, John Cayley writes with(in) the

Google search engine, and through his writing practice, he investigates the system

(Cayley). Here, writing can be seen as an inquiry into the logic of Google’s indexing
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‘spiders’ and the concrete materiality of different databases. Interestingly, Cayley’s

analysis of his own writing practices takes form as an analysis of the output – the

written texts – which he then unpacks according to the logics of the search engine;

this logic is, inadvertently, discovered through the analysis itself. In this way,

Cayley reads something about Google when he reads his own texts. Though Cayley’s essay

is more a stylistic experiment than a reading of a system through a focus on the

output, it demonstrates how the content of a database can be explored with a focus on

output text.

In the context of @KeatonPatti’s tweets, the approaches outlined above suggest that a

reading of the Olive Garden tweet may provide insights into @KeatonPatti’s implied

generator. What is interesting in this case is that the generator in question exists

only as an imagined entity; the viral status of the Olive Garden tweet hint that this

imaginary AI-system is a somewhat culturally shared conception. Thus, the claim is that

if we take @KeatonPatti’s premise seriously – if we consider the alleged bot through

the  established  practices  outlined  above  –  our  reading  of  the  style  at  play  may

enlighten contemporary issues around truth, creativity, and AI. Stating the obvious,

the insights gained from this approach do not engage with the questions of whether or

not @KeatonPatti included a bot in his tweets, or if his representation of a bot was

technically informed (these are the issues that @JanelleCShane’s comment relates to).

The insights sought after here are techno-cultural ones.

4. Reading @KeatonPatti’s alleged bot by considering the alleged output

Returning briefly to the Olive Garden tweet (see illustrations 1 & 2), we may now ask

the question ‘what can we discern about the implied bot in @KeatonPatti’s viral Olive

Garden  tweet,  and  how  does  this  relate  to  a  broader  cultural  perspective?’  As

mentioned, this essay will not provide a finalized answer to the question, but it will

point to interesting dynamic between docility and autonomy3 which is intended to spark

further  discussion  and  inquiry.  The  dynamic  is  evident  in  the  seeming  opposition

between 1) the apparent randomness of the output, and the fact that the script seems

de-facto unrealizable, and 2) the striking accuracy of the tweet in its satirical

representation of Olive Garden. The dynamic is briefly introduced and problematized in

the following.

1. Randomness and sub-par writing makes the AI-system seem intellectually harmless.

In any case, this implied AI is far from contemporary fear of being ‘cheated’ by

an AI into thinking it was a human agent. There is a certain reassurance in the

abruptness of the writing, and a major aspect of the comedic value of the tweets

3 A similar dynamic has been explored by Wendy Chun, where source code is situated as being both a mystical/magic 
entity and subject to user control (Chun). This kind of dynamic is furthermore at the center of much critical and 
speculative design, inspired by Anthony Dunne’s categorization of interaction design artifacts as being either 
‘pets’ or ‘aliens’ (Dunne).
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lies  arguably  in  this  randomness.  Here,  readers  may  laugh  at  seemingly

nonsensical concepts such as the ‘wet voice’ of the announcer or the ‘unlimited

stick.’ Perhaps ironically, what inadvertently happened was that at least some

people were cheated into thinking that the human agent was indeed a bot.

2. In what seems like the complete opposite of aspect #1, the AI exhibits somewhat

mystical truth-telling abilities, capable of extracting an essence of the given

input. Alternatively, one might argue, @KeatonPatti’s point is rather that these

pop culture phenomena are so predefined in form and content that ‘even a stupid

machine could see through their main concepts.’ Nonetheless I argue that the

implied AI-system harvests the wide-spread assumption that computational systems

are objective and accurate, and that these tweets’ comedic value (and potential

cultural critique) is highly dependent on the reader’s assumptions that AIs

operate according to these principles of objectivity and accuracy.

The apparent dichotomous relation between aspect #1 and #2 may appear to be counter-

intuitive. I do, however, argue that both aspects are at play in @KeatonPatti’s tweets.

This becomes strikingly evident in his choice of words: “I forced a bot to watch … then

asked it to write” (my emphasis) – implying that the bot has a will of its own, and

that it not enjoy the task of watching, but apparently agreed to write an episode of

its own. Here, the implied AI technology is both autonomous, but is also subject to the

will of @KeatonPatti. A seemingly sentient, yet docile, toy to play around with. It

seems that the tension between aspect #1 and #2 is released when focusing them to

different activities. The bot may be forced to repeat a somewhat typical computer-task

(i.e. processing large amounts of data), but it has to be asked to perform a typical

human-task (i.e. some kind of traditionally creative act).

What remains is to consider what this dynamic conception of AI actually means. In other

words, what are the (positive and/or negative) consequences of such a view on AI – and

how can we, as humanistic IT-researchers, inquire into these tricky cases? Present

paper constitutes a starting point, but the journey is far from over.
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