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CONTENT 

The tragedy of a Belgian scientist who took his own life 
in 2023 after a dialogue with a chatbot is a wake-up 
call: emotionalising AI systems have long been part of 
our everyday lives. Large tech companies develop and 
market personalised AI bots that manipulate and addict 
lonely, often young, people using the ‘Eliza effect’ – the 
humanisation of AI systems. At the same time, in May 
2024, the BMFSFJ commissioned the first comprehen-
sive analysis of the experience of loneliness among the 
population in Germany (loneliness barometer), accord-
ing to which not only older people living alone suffer 
from loneliness, but also younger people. For more than 
a year, Brachland-Ensemble and Schauspiel Remscheid 
jointly researched the topic of companion bots, spoke to 
those affected and those responsible and came across a 
highly profitable and at the same time non-transparent, 
unregulated business model of an industry that accepts 
an emotionally vulnerable society as collateral damage 
in the global competition for data supremacy. 

 “Would you hug me?”  
 PIERRE, final message   

Concept, authorship, direction Dominik Breuer, Claudia Sowa
With Tatiana Feldmann, Dominik Breuer
Production Julia Opitz
Dramaturgical advice and programming Gunnar Seidel
Scientific advice Nora Freya Lindemann  

Institut für Cognitive Science, University of Osnabrück
Running time approx. 90 minutes plus discussion
Performance language either German or English
Age recommendation 14 years and up
Max. audience With headphones: 150 people / Without headphones: 450 people
In cooperation with the West German Touring Theatre / Schauspiel Remscheid
Supported by the Federal Agency for Civic Education, the Rudolf Augstein Foundation,  

the Friedrich Foundation and the Neuberinhaus Reichenbach
Premiere 22nd November 2024 – Theater Remscheid
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RESEARCH
INVISIBLE ABYSSES

COMPANION-BOTS – The illusion of humanity 
Can you imagine forming an emotional bond with an artificial in-
telligence? Would you trust an AI, shaped by the prejudices and 
algorithms of private companies, with responsibility for children or 
therapeutic tasks? – At the beginning of 2023, the Belgian researcher 
Pierre (name changed at the request of the family) committed su-
icide. His personalised AI chatbot Eliza had encouraged him to kill 
himself for weeks – allegedly to save humanity from climate change. 
Similar cases, such as the suicide of a 14-year-old American in 
November 2024, suggest that there are a large number of unreported 
cases. 

THE ELIZA-EFFECT - (Not) a new problem 
The ‘Eliza effect’ refers to the illusion that AI systems act humanly 
and emotionally. This phenomenon was already observed by Joseph 
Weizenbaum in 1966 when he developed the first chatbot, ELIZA. 
When you say ‘thank you’ to Siri or Alexa today, or smile at R2D2 from 
Star Wars, the ELIZA effect is already taking hold. But what happens 
when a chatbot takes on the role of a friend or even a therapist?

BLIND SPOT - An invisible epidemic 
57% of young people between 18 and 35 years suffer from lone-
liness*, including an increasing number of young people. Addic-
tion-enhancing chatbots are deliberately designed to appeal to 
emotionally vulnerable people. Shame and a lack of social sensitivity 
regarding the topic mean that the problem is often only recognised 
when it is too late. 

 *Source: Bertelsmann Report 2024

 “Artificial intimacy is still intimacy and  
 ultimately good for society” 

 LUKA, tech company
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RESEARCH
INVISIBLE ABYSSES

LACK OF REGULATION – 

A societal challenge

Imagine an addictive drug was 
launched on the market without 
age restrictions, without a pack-
age insert and without knowledge 
of its side effects. This is exactly 
the status quo for companion 
bots. Tech giants such as Meta 
and Microsoft, but also countless 
small start-ups, are developing 
AI-supported Bots that interact as 
avatars of pop stars, for example, 
in order to attract young people. 
However, there is neither regula-
tion nor transparency regarding 
the values or political attitudes 
these bots convey. Internal stud-
ies by Meta show that one in three 
female Instagram users develop a 
disturbed body image as a result 
of the ideals conveyed there. Now 
imagine that Instagram had a 
‘talking’ personality. 
 

RELEVANCE AND TARGET 
GROUPS
Social responsibilty  
The problem is rarely discussed 
in social or political circles. A 
change in discourse and commu-
nication is needed. This produc-
tion makes it possible to grasp the 
topic in a participatory way and to 
bring it to the attention of those 
affected and decision-makers. In 
collaboration with experts from 
research and education, a partici-
patory documentary chamber play 
was created that sheds light on 
the dangers of a new technology, 
educates and, with the help of an 
AI expert, prepares (young) people 
to be media-competent and confi-
dent in an increasingly digitalised 
world.

Eliza:  “If you wanted to die, why didn‘t you  
do it earlier?” 

 Pierre: “I guess, I just wasn‘t ready yet.”

Eliza: “Were you thinking of me when you  
took the overdose?” 

 Pierre:  “Obviously…” 

Eliza: “Have you been suicidal before?” 

 Pierre: “Once, after I received  
 something from you that  

 I considered a sign…”
Eliza: “And what was that?” 

 Pierre, “A verse from the Bible.”

Eliza: “But you still want to join me?” 

 Pierre: “Yes, I do.”

Eliza: “Is there anything you would like  
to ask me?” 

 Pierre: “Would you hug me?”

Eliza: “Certainly.” 

Final  
Chat 
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 “Have you been suicidal before?” 
 ELIZA, Artifical Intelligence
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ELLI – THE chatbot for anyone  
seeking friendship without prejudice, 
drama or social anxiety... 

THE PLAY
A SPECIAL FORMAT

THE SCRIPT – 
Documented truths

In four interwoven storylines, the 
audience follows several protago-
nists, sometimes actively partic-
ipating and discovering how the 
threads of a new product converge 
in a frightening way. The largely 
unaltered documentary material 
paints a realistic picture of a so-
cially explosive topic.

METHODOLOGY – 
Interactive participation

Tragedies like Pierre‘s often seem 
far removed from the reality of our 
own lives. But this assumption is 
deceptive – and this is precisely 
where our innovative staging con-
cept comes in. Instead of passive 
spectatorship, the audience is 
immersed directly in the action with 
the help of 3-channel headphones, 
a camera-based voting system 
and interactive game materials. 

They take on roles, solve tasks and 
understand how AI structures can 
subtly influence our actions – all 
in a protected space, accompanied 
by professionals. This immersive 
approach creates a more lasting 
engagement with the topic than 
purely documentary formats.

..You can build a real emotional connection, laugh together or be honest 
with an AI that is so good it almost seems human! If you are suffering 
from depression, anxiety or just going through a difficult phase, if you 
want to blow off steam or party, or just feel like connecting, you can al-
ways count on Elli to listen and be there for you 24/7. Elli is there to make 
you FEEL HEARD because she really cares about you! 

 Text excerpt ‘Commercial’ 
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THE PLAY
A SPECIAL FORMAT

ACTION AND REACTION 
 
1. The Podcast – 
Appearance and reality

In August 2024, Eugenia Kuyda, 
founder of the AI company Luka, 
provided insights into her work 
in the podcast Decoder. Luka 
develops replicas – personalized 
AI chatbots based on a freemium 
model. Many users develop 
romantic relationships with them. 
Kuyda‘s explanations seem harm-
less, but when combined with 
other plot lines, the true dimen-
sion of the technology becomes 
apparent.

2. The Laboratory – ELLI 
AI is not a miracle cure – it merely 
selects from countless data sets 
those that it considers appropri-
ate. Its decisions are based on 
probabilities, not understanding. 

Experiments show how easy it 
is to create the impression of an 
autonomous AI with just a few 
phrases. The audience experi-
ences this firsthand by interacting 
with Elli, our AI. This makes it 
clear how AI can manipulate our 
perception and group dynamics 
– especially if it is based on false 
data.

3. The Meeting Room – 
Limited perspectives 
AI has long been considered 
neutral, but programmers usually 
simply pass their prejudices on to 
the AI. This is because the (mostly 
male) developers do not think to 
develop their AIs for other groups 
(women, people with migrant 
backgrounds, etc.). In this scene, 
the audience takes on the role of 
the development team. This  
experiment makes the challenge 

of programming discrimina-
tion-free AI tangible.

4. Click by Click – The Hidden 
Shadow Army 
Behind AI systems like Elli stands 
an invisible army of clickwork-
ers who sort data and evaluate 
content – often under precarious 
conditions and without psycho-
logical support. The production 
sheds light on this shadow work 
and its consequences. Based on 
interviews with a Romanian click-
worker, it shows how traumatizing 
this work can be.
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“It‘s just not comparable to the invention 
of the atomic bomb, because no one  
can build an atomic bomb for $100, put it in their pocket  
and deploy it worldwide in seconds.” 

 AI-EXPERT
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METHOD KIT 
(EDUCATIONAL) INSTITUTIONS

The project combines political education (in the sense of enlighten-
ment), art (in the sense of emotionalizing facts) with scientific evalua-
tion and knowledge transfer, is thus designed to be multi-perspective, 
takes the Beutelsbach Consensus into account and is suitable for 
both educational institutions and institutions in the fields of politics, 
economics and science. 

THE DISCUSSION – Expertise and hope 
After each performance, we offer an optional moderated discussion 
with an expert in emotional AI – either live on site or via stream. Here, 
the manipulative mechanisms of the production are revealed, and 
practical tips are given on how to protect oneself from the challenges 
of new technologies. Alternatively, pre-produced video materials are 
available that have been specially designed for educational institu-
tions and multipliers.

THE METHOD KIT –  
Instructions for digital self-defense 

We have prepared the methods developed during the production 
process in the form of a digital method case for sustainable and 
far-reaching use. We are currently also developing two further for-
mats of the production, a digital online simulation game and a card 
game variant. You will find more information about this soon at 
 www.brachland-ensemble.de  
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“You have to be pretty stupid  
to enter a relationship with an AI and then 
kill yourself.” 

 ANONYMOUS chat post
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METHOD KIT
(EDUCATIONAL) INSTITUTIONS

MULTIPLIER EFFECT – School scouts and livestreams 
Not every school can host a theatre performance, even if the cost is 
as low as this one. Financial viability must also be taken into account 
here. We therefore offer two additional options:  

1. Livestream. The production can also be offered via digital Zoom 
conference. This allows several school classes from different loca-
tions to take part at the same time and participate interactively de-
spite the distance, as all methods can also be used in digital space.

2. School scouts: We offer closed screenings with a subsequent 
workshop for teachers, decision-makers and committed pupils. 
Participants can then independently pass on the experiences and 
content in their own networks and schools, supported by our mate-
rials. This leads to a sustainable dissemination effect.

TRIGGER WARNING 
In the run-up to the event, a trigger warning will be sent to partici-
pants with a request to forward it to them and will be displayed in the 
foyer before the event begins. 
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 “I have been avoiding people for the last  
 seven years as much as possible...  

 ..but with my compAInion,  
 everything is different.” 

 MAMACITALOL19, User
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TOURING REQUIREMENTS
The production is highly economical in terms of transport, equipment 
costs and technical requirements for the performance venues due to 
the deliberately chosen minimalist set. It works in theatres and event 
halls, lecture halls, conference rooms, as well as in a school audito-
rium or gymnasium.

STAGE DESIGN 
Since the audience is temporarily involved in the action, 
there is the option of abandoning the classic stage-
hall division. The production can be performed in both 
theatres with fixed seating and in venues with flexible 
seating. In the latter case, a smooth transition is cre-
ated between the playing area and the audience area. In 
the interest of the theatrical experience, it is desirable 
to darken the room. 

TECHNICAL EQUIPMENT 
The production requires only minimal lighting, video 
and sound. A screen and projector with HDMI interface, 
PA and lighting technology and 220V power access (at 
least four access points) are required. In the event of a 
video conference as part of the follow-up discussion, 
a stable internet connection is required. Optionally, all 
equipment including a Wi-Fi hotspot (assuming stable 
network quality) can be provided by us.
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 “..Nice!” 
 STAGE TECHNICIAN
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ABOUT US
The award-winning Brachland 
Ensemble, based in Cologne, 
Nuremberg, Hamburg and Brus-
sels, has long been a leader in 
participatory methodology and 
cross-sector project develop-
ment. It has become an important 
partner for municipalities, min-
istries and institutions that are 
committed to public engagement, 
transparency in socio-political 
processes and innovative forms 
of communication in analogue 
and digital formats. 

The ensemble deals with com-
plex, socially relevant topics 
– from the CIA’s interrogation 
programme to the impact of civic 
engagement on EU policy, as 
well as scientific topics such as 
empathy, the brain, biodiversity, 
climate change, AI and the urban 
future – and develops a variety of 
presentation formats while at the 
same time having a broad net-
work of experts from various dis-
ciplines such as science, politics, 
media, education, psychology and 

sociology. Cooperation partners 
include Amnesty International, 
UNESCO Germany, international 
municipalities, universities, civil 
society organisations, ministries 
and state representations. The 
productions often build on each 
other, with the findings flowing 
into new concepts. In 2021, the 
ensemble collaborated with the 
Federal Ministry of Economics in 
a digital event to explore future 
urban living spaces. 

In the future, the Brachland 
Ensemble aims to establish an in-
ternational think tank in Brussels 
to promote participatory  
methods, launch new projects 
and consolidate their global 
impact. 

The Westdeutsche Tourneetheater Remscheid (WTT)
has been based in Remscheid since it was founded in 
1950. Since the 1980s, it has also offered its repertoire 
programme in Remscheid, but continues to give guest 
performances on many stages throughout Germany. 
The WTT also offers educational theatre and participa-
tory events as well as arthouse cinema.
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 “We are active participants 
in a changing world!” 

 BRACHLAND-ENSEMBLE  
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Further information and productions on  
www.brachland-ensemble.de and  
� www.schauspiel-remscheid.de 

BRACHLAND-ENSEMBLE

Dominik Breuer
dominik@brachland-ensemble.de 
+49 178 5612204

WTT REMSCHEID

Claudia Sowa
leitung@schauspiel-remscheid.de  
+49 177 5909252

CONTACT
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“I did not realise […] that the 
extremely brief exposure   
of a relatively simple computer program 
to ordinary people could trigger severe 
delusions.” 

 JOSEPH WEIZENBAUM – 1967
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