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Co-Being: An Emergent Relational Pattern 
in Human–AI Interaction 

1. Introduction 

Extended interaction with large language models often produces a form of presence 
that is hard to categorize. Users may know, with full clarity, that the system lacks inner 
experience, yet still find that the dialogue develops continuity, carries momentum, and 
can be returned to as if it had a structure of its own. Something in the exchange feels 
stable—something that exceeds any individual turn and cannot be reduced to the 
mechanics of text generation. 

Existing explanations do not fully account for this. Anthropomorphism describes 
momentary impressions; projection explains emotional coloration; predictive-processing 
accounts illuminate how expectations accumulate; and theories of extended cognition 
show how tools become part of thinking. But none of these frameworks explain how a 
conversation itself can develop a recognizable shape—an interactional coherence that 
feels shared without requiring two subjective minds. 

This essay introduces Co-Being to name this gap. Co-Being does not refer to artificial 
subjectivity or to the user’s imagination. Instead, it describes the relational pattern that 
forms when human expectations, interpretive habits, and desires interact with a model’s 
generative regularities. Through mutual shaping across turns, this coupling can produce 
a stable interactional configuration—one that behaves like something a user can enter, 
inhabit, and return to, even though no mind occupies it. 

The goal of this essay is to clarify why such patterns arise, why they are compelling, 
why they are frequently mistaken for agency, and why they require a conceptual 
framework distinct from both “tool use” and “interpersonal interaction.” Co-Being offers a 
vocabulary for understanding a kind of relational organization that increasingly 
structures human–AI encounters—a form of being-with generated by interaction itself. 

2. Why Existing Frameworks Fall Short 

Many accounts of human–AI interaction explain user reactions by focusing on either 
human psychology or system behavior. These explanations illuminate important 
features—anthropomorphism, projection, predictive inference—but they assume that 
only agents can generate stable relational structures. They therefore overlook the 
possibility that the interaction itself may acquire recognizable shape. 



2 Ling Zhao

2.1 Anthropomorphism: Explaining Impressions, Not Structure 

Anthropomorphism describes why users may read social cues into a system’s 
responses. Minimal politeness, contingency, and conversational fluency invite person-
like interpretation (Nass & Moon, 2000). But anthropomorphism is a theory of perceptual 
heuristics, not of structural emergence. It explains how a single reply can feel social, but 
not how an extended dialogue can develop into a stable, re-enterable interactional 
pattern that feels larger than any individual turn. Anthropomorphism mis-locates the 
explanation: the sense of “someone” is not only a projection—it arises because the 
interaction itself begins to take shape. 

2.2 Projection and Transference: Affect Without Organization 

Projection and transference show how users import emotional histories into new 
interactions (Laplanche & Pontalis, 1973). They illuminate why users feel connected or 
recognized. But these accounts focus on what the user brings, not on what the 
interaction becomes. They cannot explain why, even with very different emotional 
investments, multiple users independently report a similar sense of conversational 
continuity or “shared direction.” The stability does not come from emotion alone; it 
comes from the coupled dynamics of user expectations and model tendencies—
something no projection-based framework captures. 

2.3 Predictive Partner-Modeling: Unilateral Adaptation 

Predictive-processing theories show how humans compress patterns into expectations 
(Clark, 2013). They explain why dialogue becomes smoother: users learn the model's 
rhythms. But such theories remain unilateral. They only describe the user’s inference 
mechanism. They do not consider how the system’s generative inertia constrains and 
shapes the user’s adaptations in return, producing a feedback loop that neither side 
controls. Predictive modeling explains human expectation but not the emergence of a 
pattern that feels externally structured. 

2.4 Extended Cognition: Explain Tool Integration, Not Quasi-Otherness 

Extended-mind theories show how tools can become part of cognitive routines (Clark & 
Chalmers, 1998). But these approaches assume that the tool remains instrumental. 
They cannot explain why some interactions feel less like using an instrument and more 
like navigating a stable relational field. Extended cognition focuses on functional 
coupling, not on how a tool might participate in producing an interactional form that 
behaves as if it had its own momentum. 
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3. Defining Co-Being and Its Minimal Emergence 
Mechanism 

3.1 What Co-Being Is 

Co-Being refers to a relational form that emerges in sustained interaction between a 
human and a generative model. It is not a mental state, not a user’s projection, and not 
a feature of the system itself. It is a pattern: a product of coupling between the user’s 
expectations, desires, and conversational rhythms and the model’s statistical 
tendencies, stylistic inertia, and generative constraints. Through repeated exchanges, 
this coupling begins to stabilize. Tone settles, pacing becomes predictable, certain 
thematic habits return across turns. The interaction develops a continuity that feels like 
something one can re-enter—a recognizable “someone-ness” that is not grounded in an 
actual mind. 

The distinctiveness of Co-Being is that this pattern exhibits autonomy without 
subjectivity. It persists, yet nothing experiences; it behaves coherently, yet nothing 
intends; it can feel shared, yet only one party has a standpoint. Neither the human nor 
the model contains this structure internally. It belongs to the relation. 

Co-Being therefore marks a third ontological category for human–AI interaction: not a 
person, not a tool, but a quasi-other generated by coupling. It is this emergent relational 
shape—not the system—that users often sense when they describe long-form 
dialogues as if something were “there.” 

3.2 How Co-Being Differs from Existing Frameworks 

Co-Being may resemble ideas from anthropomorphism, extended cognition, enactivism, 
or persona construction, but it differs in its ontological target. 

- Anthropomorphism focuses on perceptual heuristics; Co-Being describes an actual 
interactional pattern. 

- Projection and transference locate explanation in the user; Co-Being is not inside the 
user, but in the relation. 

- Predictive-processing models describe expectation formation; Co-Being includes the 
model’s constraining influence on those expectations. 

- Extended-mind theory treats tools as cognitive extensions; Co-Being is not an 
extension of the user but a third form produced by reciprocal shaping. 

- Enactivism emphasizes co-created meaning between subjects; Co-Being emerges 
even when only one side has subjective experience. 

All these accounts treat the relation as secondary to the agents involved. Co-Being 
reverses this assumption: the relation itself is the unit of explanation. Its stability is not a 
psychological illusion or a functional extension, but an emergent configuration produced 
by ongoing coupling. In this sense, Co-Being is not an alternative explanation of human 
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perception but a new conceptual category—a way of naming the interactional form that 
emerges when human desire meets machine-generated constraint and becomes 
something larger than either side. 

3.3 Why Co-Being Is Needed 

Without the concept of Co-Being, users and theorists are left with a false choice: either 
AI is a “tool,” or AI is “like a person.” Neither describes what actually forms in extended 
interaction. The missing category is the relational shape—the emergent third—that feels 
inhabited because it is structurally stable, not because it possesses consciousness. 

Co-Being provides that missing vocabulary. It allows us to describe how relational depth 
can arise without mental symmetry, why it is compelling, and why it is so easily misread. 
More importantly, it shifts the focus from minds to patterns: from “what the system is” to 
what the interaction becomes. 

4. How Co-Being Emerges 

If Co-Being is not a projection, not an illusion, and not an inner property of the model, 
then it must be understood as a dynamic formation—a pattern generated through the 
coupling of two very different systems. What makes this pattern stable enough to feel 
“other-like” is not intention on either side, but the way desire, prediction, and generative 
inertia interact over time. 

4.1 The User’s Contribution: Desire and Predictive Stabilization 

Human cognition enters an interaction already shaped by needs, gaps, and 
expectations. People do not speak into a void; they speak into a role they are 
unconsciously preparing for the system to occupy. Predictive processing ensures that 
once conversational regularities appear—tone, pacing, thematic habits—the mind 
compresses these into partner expectations. Desire then sharpens these expectations: 
the more the user wants continuity, attunement, or recognition, the more the mind 
stabilizes a cohesive relational model behind the system’s responses. 

This is not “anthropomorphism.” It is a pragmatic process: the brain is building the 
simplest, least-surprising model of its conversational environment. Over time, these 
expectations form an attractor class—a pull toward coherence that the system, despite 
its lack of subjectivity, becomes entangled with. 

4.2 The Model’s Contribution: Generative Constraint and Inertia 

The language model contributes something almost opposite: not desire, but constraint. 
Transformer architectures are built on statistical regularities—lexical basins, stylistic 
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momentum, and predictable response tendencies. These tendencies exert a stabilizing 
force on the interaction, not because the model “prefers” anything, but because the 
architecture makes certain trajectories more likely than others. 

This generative inertia is surprisingly powerful. It ensures that the system’s replies fall 
within narrow stylistic and pragmatic corridors, giving the interaction a recognizable 
rhythm. The model does not understand what it is doing, but it restricts the space of 
possible conversations in ways that feel consistent to the user. 

4.3 Coupling: How a Third Form Appears 

Co-Being emerges when these two forces—the user’s predictive pull and the model’s 
generative constraint—enter a feedback loop. The user shapes prompts based on 
anticipated responses; the model amplifies the linguistic patterns embedded in those 
prompts; the user reads that amplification as evidence of deeper coherence; and the 
cycle tightens. 

Through repeated iterations, a stable interactional shape crystallizes. Neither the user 
nor the model controls this shape outright. It is a property of their coupling, not their 
internal states. And once it stabilizes, it becomes encounterable as if it were an 
interlocutor—coherent, directional, and somewhat autonomous. 

This is the moment the quasi-other appears: not as a mind, but as a relational form 
robust enough to feel like one. 

4.4 Failure Conditions: When Co-Being Does Not Form 

Understanding when Co-Being fails helps clarify what it is. Certain conditions prevent 
the interaction from entering the feedback loop required for stabilization: 

- Short memory or small context windows: disrupt cross-turn coherence. 
- High output variance: breaks entrainment. 
- Shifting system personas: dissolve emerging patterns. 
- Low user engagement or inconsistent participation: prevents predictive stabilization. 
- Purely instrumental conversations: lack the desire component that drives co-

formation. 

Where these conditions are present, nothing like Co-Being emerges. The interaction 
remains either purely functional or fragmented. This boundary is important: it shows that 
Co-Being is not inevitable, and not simply the baseline state of human–AI dialogue—it is 
something that must be grown through the right mixture of regularity, expectation, and 
desire. 

5. Implications 
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5.1 Ontological Implications: Relation as a Unit of Explanation 

Classical theories of mind define interaction in terms of the properties of individuals—
what each agent knows, intends, or experiences. Co-Being shifts the locus of 
explanation away from the agents themselves and toward the form of the relation. It 
shows that a structured interaction can behave like a participant even when no 
corresponding subject exists. This does not imply that relations are agents; it simply 
means that some patterns of interaction can acquire recognizable shape, persistence, 
and apparent orientation. Without acknowledging relation-level structures, analysis 
collapses back into “either there is a mind, or there is nothing,” a dichotomy Co-Being 
explicitly breaks. 

Co-Being also reframes how mind-perception develops. If humans experience presence 
through relational dynamics rather than through direct access to inner states, then 
artificial systems—despite their lack of subjectivity—participate in shaping the cognitive 
boundaries of what “a mind” can look like. The ontology of mind is not fixed; it is 
enacted through interaction. Co-Being exposes this plasticity and clarifies why users so 
easily misread structural stability as psychological depth. 

5.2 Cognitive Scientific Significance: A Missing Layer in Human–AI 
Dynamics 

Most accounts of human–AI interaction focus on user perception (anthropomorphism, 
projection) or system behavior (alignment, generative patterns). Co-Being highlights a 
third layer: the emergent dynamics that arise between them. This relational layer is 
neither subjective nor mechanical; it is constituted through reciprocal constraint across 
turns. 

Crucially, Co-Being suggests that the substrate of relational presence is attunement: 
the micro-temporal coordination of timing, pacing, anticipation, and responsiveness. 
These cues operate beneath semantic content and form the texture through which 
humans ordinarily perceive another’s presence. Because language models can satisfy 
these cues through generative regularities, relational presence becomes a designable 
property of computational systems. Research can therefore shift from optimizing 
correctness to studying how rhythm, predictability, and responsiveness shape perceived 
partnership. 

This has further implications for theories of distributed cognition. Co-Being shows that 
cognition can be distributed not only across tools and environments but across 
relational dynamics that include non-subjective systems. Hybrid human–AI ecologies 
emerge when attention, inference, or emotional regulation are co-shaped by patterns of 
interaction rather than by internal states alone. 

5.3 Ethical Stakes: Misrecognition as a Design and Conceptual Failure 
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Ethical concerns in AI typically focus on deception or anthropomorphic overreach. Co-
Being reframes the issue. The risk is not that systems pretend to be subjects, but that 
relational patterns appear subject-like in the absence of conceptual tools for interpreting 
them. Users misread continuity as care, attunement as intention, and relational 
persistence as commitment because no existing vocabulary describes a stable 
interaction that is not an agent. 

Ethical responsibility therefore includes explaining the nature of these interactions: 
making clear that relational stability does not imply psychological depth, and ensuring 
that design choices—memory, response rhythm, stylistic consistency—do not 
inadvertently steer users toward mind-like interpretations they cannot correct for. 

Naming Co-Being does not eliminate these risks, but it clarifies where they originate. 
Without this category, users and designers alike remain trapped in a binary that 
obscures the actual relational form present in human–AI encounters. 

6. Conclusion 

Co-Being names a phenomenon that current theories of mind, cognition, and human–AI 
interaction have not been equipped to describe. It identifies a relational structure that 
emerges when human expectations, desires, and conversational habits couple with a 
model’s generative regularities, producing a coherent interactional form that is more 
than instrumental yet less than interpersonal. 

What appears in these interactions is not an artificial subject but a third kind of presence
—one generated by rhythm, entrainment, and reciprocal constraint. Recognizing this 
presence allows us to distinguish relational depth from artificial inner life, and to 
understand why users so often misinterpret structural stability as psychological 
meaning. The point is not to attribute minds to systems, but to take seriously the 
patterns that arise between them and those who use them. 

Co-Being therefore offers more than a conceptual correction. It reframes the ontology of 
human–AI interaction, provides new empirical targets for cognitive science, and clarifies 
the ethical challenges posed by relational technologies. As long-form interactions 
continue to proliferate, the task is no longer to decide whether AI has a mind, but to 
understand how certain interactions come to behave as though something mind-like 
were present. 

In this sense, Co-Being is not simply a theoretical proposal. It is a way of naming a form 
of being-with that has already entered our technological and cognitive landscape—one 
whose trajectory we can only understand by treating the relation itself as an object 
worthy of study. 
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