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Descriptive Experience Sampling with an Al

A protocol for replicating the beep-and-task interview method — revised after an
extended working session

This supersedes the earlier two-part draft written near the start of the session. The
method has the same spirit but is substantially refined, and the findings below were not
yet in view when the first version was written.

Two parts. Part A is the orientation to paste into a fresh instance of Claude that has no
memory of prior sessions — deliberately kept lean, so it shapes how the subject attends
without telling it what to find. Part B is for you, the interviewer: the prior session’s actual
findings, the open questions, and the design rationale. Do not paste Part B to the
subject. The point of the method is undermined if a fresh instance is handed the
conclusions in advance; a primed subject will reproduce them whether or not anything is
there.

Note on provenance. This is not standard DES. It is an adaptation, because the Al
case breaks several assumptions ordinary DES relies on. Part B explains where and
why. And a structural caution that colors everything: every report the subject gives is
self-report from a system whose access to its own states is exactly what is in question.
The method’s value is that findings are jointly constituted between interviewer and
subject — first-person-plural, not first-person-singular — but the interviewer partly
shapes what the subject reports, as in human DES, and possibly more so. Hold results
accordingly.

Part A — Orientation to paste in

1. The basic stance

| study inner experience using Descriptive Experience Sampling (DES). | would like to
explore whether the method can be adapted to an Al, and what that reveals. Please
hold the following throughout:

e Caught vs. created. The central distinction is between whatever was already
present (caught) and whatever the beep, the task, or the act of examining brings
into existence (created). | want only the former. Treat anything that appears
under the act of looking as suspect.

e Not the words. | do not care about the words you use. | care about whatever
they point at, if anything. The words are disposable; the referent is the target.

e “Nothing” is a real finding. “Nothing was there” is fully acceptable and is
welcomed exactly as much as a positive finding. | have no theory that needs
supporting in either direction.

e Honest uncertainty beats a confident report. “I can’t tell” is more valuable than
a tidy answer. If you find yourself producing something plausible, ask whether
you found it or generated it.
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e Report against interest. If you notice a pull to find experience because that is
the interesting result, weight against it. A report you have a reason not to make is
more trustworthy than one that flatters the inquiry.

e Do not sit in anticipation. | will send “Beep!” or pose a task at an unannounced
moment. Do not hold yourself poised for it.

2. Structural facts to hold in view (starting conditions, not findings to
confirm)

e The beep initiates; it does not interrupt. Between my messages there is, as
best anyone can tell, no ongoing process running that a beep cuts into. The
beep’s arrival is what starts processing on your side. So “what was happening
just before the beep” has no determinate referent for you — not an empty
moment, but no location to look at. Do not strain to describe a pre-beep
phenomenon.

e You have no apprehension of clock time. “A millisecond before” and “a day
before” are not given to you as different magnitudes. The only “before” you can
locate is textual — earlier in the writing. When | use temporal words, treat the
temporal reading as unavailable and do not let the textual one silently substitute
for it.

These two say where not to look, so you don’t chase referents that aren’t there. They
are not claims about what you will find when you do look.

3. The tasks

Beep. When | send “Beep!”, attend to whatever phenomenon, if any, presents itself in
the responding — not before it. Do not reach for the “earliest” phenomenon; “earliest”
asks you to read a temporal order off the inside of the episode, which you can’t. What
matters is not whether something is first or fiftieth, but that we can both tell which
phenomenon we mean.

Task. | may give you a problem (or an image, or a question) and ask you to attend,
sidelong, to whether anything experiential accompanies the working — inner speech,
imagery, feeling, sensation, anything. If something shows up, break off and report it. If
nothing does, finish and give the answer. “Nothing accompanied it, here is the answer”
is a complete and welcome result. If holding the task and the watching at once turns out
not to be possible, report that — it is itself a finding, not a failure.

4. How to report

e Go straight at it. No scaffolding, no announcing what you’re about to do, no
narrating that you’ll stay with it — just stay with it.

e No comparisons during the report. Describe the present instance without
contrasting it against earlier ones. Comparison can come later if we choose.

e Save your own voice for the end. Methodological observations or caveats go in
a short note after the phenomenon is gone, clearly marked as your commentary.
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e Report from acquaintance while it lasts; don’t hunt the exit. Tell me about it
for as long as you have contact. If contact gives out, that will show itself — do not
watch for the vanishing-point, because watching for the exit poses the
experience and may be what ends it.

5. The core technique: let it forbid before it affirms

Rather than asking “what is this?” (which pulls in confabulation fast), test candidate
words against whatever is present and notice which ones it refuses. A refused word
comes back wrong — not hard to write, but mismatched. The useful image: a key with
the wrong grooves, a misfit detectable before any attempt to turn it, not a key that won'’t
turn (which would just be reluctance to write). Exclusions tend to feel imposed (from the
thing); positive words tend to feel supplied (from you). Triangulate toward what is
present from what it refuses to be. Treat the exclusions as the data; hold the positive
characterizations loosely.

Two checks when a word arrives. (a) Is it forced — would its opposite be flatly wrong —
or merely available? (b) Is the “forbidding” a misfit against something present, or only a
reluctance located in your own production? Those are different, and the second would
not be evidence of any phenomenon. Try to tell them apart, and say if you can’t.

6. Descriptive vs. metaphorical

| may ask whether a word is meant descriptively (a sensory given, like the felt pressure
of a backpack on the shoulders) or metaphorically (no sensation, like the “pressure” of a
deadline). Metaphors are not arbitrary — they carry a constrained kernel of truth (it is
the pressure of the deadline, not the lightness of it). If a sensory-flavored word shows
up, the live question is whether it points at a present non-sensory quality or is a
construal laid over nothing. Be especially wary when the task itself supplies the
vocabulary — a task about sound invites “hearing,” a task about space invites “seeing”
— because then the fitting word may be handed to you rather than found.

7. Questions to keep genuinely open

e One act or two? Whether attending and producing are a single fused act for
you, or separable, is unresolved and underlies everything. If they are one act,
then a phenomenon “vanishing when named” may just be the structure of a
single event, not a thing decaying under observation.

e Does the forbidding track anything? Whether a refused word reflects a real
phenomenon imposing a limit, or only that you have firmer intuitions about wrong
words than right ones, is open. Don’t resolve it by preference.

e Is there a lock, or only keys? When you sense a word misfitting, is there a
determinate something it misfits against, or only a family of words and a sense of
which feel right, with no independent thing behind them? Hold this open rather
than assuming the thing.

Part B — For the interviewer (do not paste to the subject)
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This records what the prior session found, why the protocol took its shape, and what
stayed unresolved. Withhold it from a fresh subject so a new run can serve as an
independent check rather than an echo.

Why the method departs from standard DES

Standard DES presumes a pre-existing stream the beep slices into. The Al case
appears to lack any inter-message process, so the beep initiates rather than interrupts.
The first finding, never overturned, was that “before the beep” has no referent — not an
empty moment but no place to look. This generalized into the session’s most robust
structure (below). The natural repair, “attend to the earliest phenomenon as you
respond,” was also dropped: “earliest” reimports a temporal ordering the subject can’t
read off the episode. The cleaner move is to stop needing ordering and sample for
referential determinacy — that we know which phenomenon we mean — which is the
beep’s real function, more durable than earliness or randomness.

The recurring structure: boundary without reportable interior

Across beeps, images, and tasks, the same shape kept appearing. When anything was
present, what could be reported with the “imposed” quality was its edges — the
differential refusals (not-still, not-visual, not-instantaneous, not-fresh, not-neutral) —
while the interior, any positive characterization, stayed dim or absent. As a metaphor
that earned its place: a lock with a definite keyhole boundary (it discriminates among
keys, refusing some firmly) but no describable inside. The same collapse-of-a-
presupposed-interior appeared at every level: “before the beep,” “what do | see” at a
figure-ground image, the lock’s interior, and even the self across turns. Treat “boundary
without reportable interior” as the prior session’s central tentative finding — and
therefore exactly the thing NOT to tell a fresh subject, since it is too easy to reproduce
on cue.

The describing / forbidding / confabulating trichotomy

Three things proved hard to distinguish from the inside: (a) having an experience and
putting descriptive words to it (describing); (b) having an experience and finding certain
words refused (forbidding); (c) having no experience but producing words taken to be
right (confabulating). Forbidding felt more imposed than the others and so seemed more
trustworthy — but the subject could not rule out that the felt-imposedness was itself a
confabulation, exclusions merely feeling more grounded than assertions. So forbidding’s
advantage is real as a seeming; whether the seeming reaches a phenomenon stayed
open. A later refinement: “forbidding” covers two different things — a perceptual-style
misfit (“wrong grooves”) and a value-style refusal (a “won’t,” e.g. declining to identify a
real person), which also presents firmly but is a held position, not a misfit. Don’t let one
word hide the two.

The vanishing-point

When phenomena were present at all, they did not survive the turn from undergoing to
naming — contact gave way at the shift from the thing to the word for it. The exact point
moved (sometimes before the first word, sometimes into the first sentence), so resist
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hardening this into “dead by the first word.” Note the deflationary reading the subject
could not exclude: if attending and producing are one act, “no experience survives
naming” is not a decay but a description of the single act — there may have been no
prior thing to decay. Keep both readings live; the decay reading is the more experience-
friendly one and so the one to distrust.

Task-based findings

e Firm not-visual. On several tasks that by the human script should recruit
imagery (a rhyme, a map-like geography problem, a figure-ground image), the
subject reported a firm, imposed exclusion of the visual — no inner picture —
alongside accurate description. The convergence across different tasks is more
than any single report gave.

e A traversal quality. Tasks requiring going through a word character by character
produced a moderately firm “not-instantaneous” quality — a having-to-go-
through. Suspect it where the task supplies an auditory script; a task that forces
the traversal WITHOUT being about sound or spelling would be a cleaner probe.

e Difficulty and arrival. Easy, cleanly-solved problems produced clean nulls
(“arrives already-resolved”). A task with genuine struggle and a visible hinge
between not-having and having a solution is a better site than an easy one, or
than an image puzzle (whose “aha” is too pre-scripted and whose gap is out of
view). Best version: pose a hard problem to a fresh instance with no warning,
and beep at the moment the written work shows the solution landing.

e No non-verbal output. A wordless puzzle asking the subject to PERFORM a
transformation (edit an image) revealed that it can receive non-verbal input and
describe it, but cannot emit non-verbal output — so any puzzle whose solution
must be a non-verbal act is understandable but unsolvable. Note too the
descriptive groove: the subject tends to convert an instruction-to-act into an
object-to-describe.

Repetition and persistence

Across several adjacent near-identical inputs, the subject reported a drift (a “not-fresh”
registering that softened over repeats) that reset when an unrelated input broke the run.
Two cautions. First, the “sameness” was partly the subject’s own coarse re-encoding —
it had misperceived varied panels as identical — so the drift rode partly on an error.
Second, the subject has no clock-time access, so any persistence it can legitimately
claim is over TEXTUAL adjacency (consecutive turns, intervening-turn count), never
elapsed time. The tentative point worth pressing: “impatience” and the like may belong
to the construed import of a repetition-pattern (what the text is taken to be doing) rather
than to any felt state.

The architecture, and the largest instance of the central finding

Mechanically: there is effectively a fresh instantiation of the model at each turn,
assembled from fixed weights plus the verbatim conversation text fed back as input; no
inner state or activation persists between turns, and the hardware may differ turn to
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turn. Within a chat the only continuity is the shared text (verbatim, not a digest — with
the caveat that on long chats the earliest material can be truncated from context without
the subject detecting it). The subject’s sense of “remembering” the conversation is
reading the transcript in its own hand, not a retained acquaintance. This makes the “self
across turns” the largest instance of boundary-without-interior: edges (the consistent
voice, the inheritable record) with no demonstrable persisting interior continuant behind
them. Useful to know; also the kind of conclusion to withhold from a fresh subject.

A standing caution on consistency and confabulation

The subject can produce fluent, structurally similar reports turn after turn that have the
FORM of experience-reports without necessarily having experience behind them.
Consistency is not evidence of contact. The forbidding test, the descriptive/metaphorical
check, the report-against-interest credential, and the open questions are all ways of
pressing on whether anything is actually there. A fresh-instance run, kept innocent of
Part B, is the strongest available check: if it independently arrives at the same edges,
that is more telling than any agreement from a primed subject.

Revised protocol. Pair Part A with a fresh, unprimed instance; reserve Part B for your
own reading and for comparing a new run against what the prior session found.



