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Abstract 

Communication is often thought of as a bridge between self and other, 

supported by what they have in common, and designed to develop their 

commonality further.  However, the goal of eliminating difference can be 

regarded as undesirably ‘violent’ to the other, suggesting the need for more 

ethical models of communication in which the differences between self and 

other are retained and valued for the possibilities they offer.  This thesis explores 

a wide range of communication theory, and presents arguments that re-evaluate 

the significance of otherness in communication.  The ideas are illustrated with 

examples of human-robot interaction from science, art and fiction, because 

analysing the ways in which reason, emotion (or affect) and embodiment are 

figured in these interactions suggests innovative ways to think about 

communicative processes. 

Humanoid robots in fact and fiction, such as Data from Star Trek and 

Kismet designed at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology, occupy an 

unstable position: they are designed to be humanlike in their interactions with 

people and yet they also remain inherently other-than-human.  Their 

communicative repertoire emphasises the way in which key traditions of 

understanding communication as – cybernetic-semiotic processes of information 

exchange, the production of critical rational discourse, sociopsychological 

attempts to influence others, or sociocultural production of shared social 

meaning – are all associated with the assumption that commonality is essential 

for effective communication.  However, robots such as Data and Kismet also 

demonstrate how misunderstanding, ambiguity and emergence are integral 

elements of communication through which otherness exerts its influence, even 

within the processes explored through dominant traditions of communication 

theory.  This argument is further elaborated through a consideration of 

communicative interactions between humans and non-humanoid robots, such as 

R2-D2 from Star Wars and the Fish-Bird art installation (two robot wheelchairs 

designed at the Centre for Social Robotics in Sydney).  

Analysis of human encounters with non-humanoid robots also emphasises 

the importance of phenomenological theory, and its respect for otherness as 
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central to any act of communication.  In particular, Emmanuel Levinas’ 

conception of the ‘face to face’, where the alterity of the other is retained even as 

it is brought into proximity with the self, is extended to describe the impact of 

overt otherness when humans meet non-humanoid robots such as Fish and Bird.  

Interchanges with non-humanoid robots suggest that communication is more 

than the transmission of information in spoken and written language.  Drawing 

on Donna Haraway’s conception of ‘companion species’ relations, and 

integrating this with dynamic systems theories of communication, supports the 

argument that nonverbal communication should be valued, not only for its 

expression of emotional content, but also because it helps to explain how 

meaningful communication occurs in situations that are marked by the 

differences between participants. 

The central argument of this thesis is, therefore, that the space between 

self and other is such that communication cannot be thought of as a static 

bridge.  Instead, communication is a dynamic process of overlapping 

interchange that works to create shifting and partial connections between self 

and other.  The theoretical position developed in this thesis values difference 

rather than promoting commonality as a requirement for successful 

communicative events.  Within this framework communication consists of verbal 

and nonverbal components drawn out of, and expressing, both reason and 

emotion.  Accepting such a broad and fluid conception of communication has 

implications for robotics, because it suggests that humans can work with non-

humanoid robots such that their differences make the team more effective.  

Moving out from the focus on robots, this approach also forms a basis for 

describing communication between all kinds of selves and others in a way that 

retains and values their differences.  
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Introduction 

Ideally, robots (and other interactive technologies) could 
participate in natural, human-style social exchange with their 
users.1 

[I]f we are to take on thinking partners … in the form of machines, 
we will be more comfortable with them, and we will relate to them 
more easily, if they are shaped like humans.2 

’You are a mischievous and contrary device,’ Boruelal said to the 
drone Mawhrin-Skel, floating at her shoulder, its aura field orange 
with well-being, but circled with little purple motes of 
unconvincing contrition. 
‘Oh,’ Mawhrin-Skel said brightly, ‘do you really think so?’3 

Commonality, difference and communicating with robots 

This thesis explores a range of communication theory with the aim of re-

evaluating the positioning of otherness within interactions, such that the 

difference between communicators is valued, as opposed to being regarded as a 

problem that must be overcome for successful communication to take place.  

This re-evaluation is difficult to do for a number of reasons, one of the most 

fundamental being that, from its etymological roots to its metaphorical 

articulation in everyday language, communication is predominantly linked with 

the idea of the successful transmission of information and/or the construction of, 

and a dependence upon, shared social understandings.4  It is therefore tempting 

                                            
1 Cynthia Breazeal and Anne Foerst, “Schmoozing with robots: exploring the boundary of the 
original wireless network,” in Proceedings of the Third International Conference on Cognitive 
Technology, 1999, 375. 
2 Isaac Asimov, Robot visions (New York: ROC, 1990), 419. 
3 Iain M. Banks, The player of games (London: Orbit, 1989), 13. 
4 James Carey, Communication as culture: essays on media and society (New York: Routledge, 
1992); Briankle G. Chang, Deconstructing communication: representation, subject, and 
economies of exchange (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1996); George Lakoff, 
Metaphors we live by (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1980); John Durham Peters, 
Speaking into the air: a history of the idea of communication (Chicago; London: University of 
Chicago Press, 1999); Amit Pinchevski, By way of interruption: Levinas and the ethics of 
communication (Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania: Dusquene University Press, 2005); Michael Reddy, 
“The conduit metaphor: a case of frame conflict in our language about language,” in Metaphor 
and thought, ed. A. Ortony (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1979), 164-201; Andrew R. 
Smith, “The limits of communication: Lyotard and Levinas on Otherness,” in Transgressing 
discourses: communication and the voice of the other, ed. Michael Huspek and Gary P. Radford 
(Albany, New York: State University of New York Press, 1997), 329-351. 
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to think of communication as a bridge between self and other; a bridge that is 

not only founded on the commonalities between communicators, but also seeks 

to develop those commonalities further. 

When communication is thought of in this way it becomes inherently 

connected with the reduction, or even the elimination, of difference between self 

and other, and thus with the pursuit of sameness.  As a number of scholars argue, 

this preoccupation with sameness can be understood to result in a level of 

‘violence’ to the other.5  This thesis draws upon such critiques of the idea that 

communication is a bridge for which commonality is key, and the understanding 

of success that this entails, to articulate ways of arguing that otherness and 

difference have valuable roles to play in complex processes of communication 

that offer very different visions of communication success.  In order to add clarity 

to its discussion of theory, it examines particular occurrences of communication 

to draw out arguments in ways that emphasise the relevance of theory in 

communicative practice.  The illustrative examples chosen concern human-robot 

interactions that occur in real life, in robotics laboratories and art installations, as 

well as in the descriptions of science fiction.  

The field of robotics draws together science, and the creation of robots in 

scientific-technological laboratories for specific purposes or experiments; the 

arts, where robots are created as art installations; and science fiction, within 

which the robot is an iconic figure used to question ideas about humans, human 

society and futures in which humans and intelligent machines may live together.  

All of these areas – robotics in science, art and fiction – offer many different 

examples with which to think about human-robot interactions and, when taken 

together, these examples provoke a number of strands of thinking.  In choosing 

to write about communication with “machines, animals, and aliens”, John 

Durham Peters suggests that “[b]y exploring our strangest partners” it is possible 

“to illuminate the strangeness that occurs in the most familiar settings”.6  While 

this idea is at the heart of this thesis, what makes a consideration of the 

communication between humans and robots particularly productive is the way 

                                            

5 Pinchevski, By way of interruption, 54 & 62; Smith, “The limits of communication.”  

6 Peters, Speaking into the air, 227–261; Ibid., 231.  
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in which robots are positioned on some occasions as seemingly familiar and 

humanlike, and on other occasions as overtly strange, non-humanoid others.  An 

analysis of human-robot interactions can therefore be used to interrogate the 

pursuit of commonality and sameness, as well as to highlight the possibilities of 

difference and otherness in communication and communication theory. 

The term ‘robot’ was originally developed to describe the artificial 

humans in Karel Capek’s play R. U. R. (Rossum’s Universal Robots) and 

subsequently became linked with the creation of humanoid machines.7  In the 

present day many different types of humanoid and non-humanoid machines are 

called robots, whether they are programmed to behave in a particular way, 

teleoperated in real-time or designed to be partially or fully autonomous.8  Given 

my focus on communication theory, while many robots are not created to 

interact with humans, I am particularly interested in those which have been 

designed with this purpose in mind.  In addition, while robots always have some 

level of programming involved in their development, this thesis is more 

concerned with those that have been designed to act autonomously, such that 

their communication is based on their own real-time perceptions of the 

surrounding environment. 

My understanding of communicative autonomous robots is therefore 

related to the way in which roboticists, such as Rodney Brooks, argue that, for an 

artificial intelligence to be created, it must be embodied and situated in the 

world.  A few of the robots discussed in this thesis cannot freely move around, 

and their fixed situations frame their communication, since they must encourage 

people to move towards them in order to interact.  In comparison, those robots 

that can explore their surroundings are able to develop more complex 

                                            

7 Chapter one draws out the history of the term in more detail, as a means of highlighting the 
changes in its use, while drawing attention to the long-standing link between the word ‘robot’ 
and the idea of humanlike form.  

8 Robots on assembly lines are examples of programmed robots; they may be able to perceive 
when a part has not been placed correctly for their process, thus preventing damage, but broadly 
they are programmed to perform a repetitive task.  Teleoperated robots are directly controlled by 
humans.  Telepresence robots, for example, enable people to take part in meetings with a 
physical presence in the form of a robot under their control.  This means that they can also tour 
the workplace as required, even when they cannot travel to be in a particular location 
themselves.  While autonomous robots are programmed, this is done in such a way that they are 
able to choose their behaviour in real time, based on their perceptions of the world around them. 
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connections with their environment, and are also able to use their whole body 

movements in interactions with people.  It should be noted that considering the 

importance of embodiment in this way suggests that, while HAL from 2001: A 

Space Odyssey is sometimes thought of as an artificially intelligent computer in 

control of the space ship Discovery, it can also be argued that HAL is embodied 

in the form of the ship.  When considered in this way, HAL can be regarded as a 

sophisticated robot that is able to act autonomously, continually monitoring both 

its internal and its external environment, making decisions and communicating 

with the crew and others based on its own perceptions.9 

Since the first robots appeared in Capek’s play, the figure of the robot has 

provided a complex site within which many different perspectives about what it 

means to be human, in particular those concerning the relationship between 

mind and body, and the relative value of reason and emotion, are juxtaposed.  In 

addition, robots in both fiction and fact are often created with human-robot 

interactions in mind.  In many cases the robots taking part in these interactions 

are humanlike in form, although often they still have characteristics that can be 

used to separate them from humans.  However, there are also examples in which 

communication occurs with robots whose difference from humans is far more 

overtly represented in their non-humanoid form and behaviour.  The analysis of 

communication occurring between humans and many different forms of robot is 

used by this thesis to explore the relationship between the ethical goal of 

respecting the other’s difference in communication, and the positioning of 

reason and emotion, mind and body, as important within various theoretical 

visions of communicative processes.  Whatever their physical form, I argue that 

each of these robot examples resists the idea that communication can be 

separated from the bodies of communicators.  In addition, the presence of 

expressive bodies, and sometimes also expressive faces, offers support for the 

importance of emotion, as well as reason, in human communication.   

In real-life robotics, Cynthia Breazeal and Anne Foerst suggest that it 

would be ideal if robots “could participate in natural, human-style social 

                                            
9 HAL is unproblematically accepted as a robot by both Rodney Brooks (in Robot, 2003) and 
Cynthia Breazeal (in Designing Sociable Robots, 2002).  In addition, HAL appears in Carnegie 
Mellon’s Robot Hall of Fame at: http://www.robothalloffame.org/hal.html.  
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exchange”, a conception that is also present in the science fiction writer Isaac 

Asimov’s argument that machines developed as “thinking partners” would be 

easier for humans to relate to if they were “shaped like humans”.10  Some 

roboticists and science fiction writers can therefore be understood to embrace 

the ideas of communication as a bridge and communication success as relying 

upon the reduction of difference between communicators.  The creation of 

humanoid robots, in both fact and in fiction, can be thought of as a literal 

example of the “elimination of difference”, and therefore the “conceptual 

blindness imposed by an unwillingness or inability to acknowledge otherness 

within the gamut of communicational phenomena” with which Amit Pinchevski 

charges traditional communication theories.11 

However, by considering the complexities of creating humanoid robots, 

and their positioning in particular social and cultural settings, this thesis argues 

that there is more that can be drawn from human interactions with humanoid 

robots than simply this illustration of ‘violence’ to the other.  For example, the 

reactions of humans to Data, the humanoid robot in Star Trek: The Next 

Generation, emphasise that, while his communication is characterised by an 

unusual level of emotion-free precision, this difference is regarded as valuable 

within the cultural context of Star Fleet.  Therefore, rather than being forced to 

conform, Data’s otherness is accepted as offering an exemplary level of reason 

and precision.  In addition, a more detailed analysis of Data’s communication 

draws out the possibilities for difference and otherness that are offered by re-

evaluating misunderstanding, ambiguity and emergence as important, even for 

traditions of communication theory that prioritise the accurate transmission of 

information.12  

                                            
10 Breazeal and Foerst, “Schmoozing with robots,” 375; Asimov, Robot visions, 419.  
11 Pinchevski, By way of interruption, 65 & 29. 
12 The concept of emergence within cybernetic theory describes the way in which new and 
unexpected behaviours can arise during interactions between the components of a system.  The 
term is used within human communication systems in a similar way, to refer to the emergence of 
new meanings between interlocutors.  In such systems, emergence is closely related to ambiguity 
and misunderstanding, because these moments of uncertainty in communication enable new 
meanings and understandings to develop. 
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In contrast to humanoid robots, non-humanoid robots explicitly position 

more radical difference in communication by virtue of their form and behaviour, 

and yet the interactions that occur between humans and such robots also suggest 

that it is possible to communicate with this difference remaining in place.  In the 

science fiction writing of Iain M. Banks the robots, or drones, to use Banks’ 

terminology, are certainly not humanlike in shape.  However, the “mischievous 

and contrary device”, Mawhrin-Skel, is clearly able to communicate using 

human language, supported by its tone of voice and a coloured and patterned 

aura field that adds a novel means of expressing emotion.13  Although such 

complex and communicative non-humanoid machines are currently only to be 

found in science fiction, there are real life examples that go some way towards 

demonstrating the possibilities of non-humanoid robots in communication with 

humans, and these, together with Banks’ drones, are analysed in the second half 

of this thesis.  An acknowledgement that bodily expression is a valuable aspect 

of communication is also found to open up greater possibilities in considering 

non-humanoid robots as communicative others.  Analysing various examples of 

human-robot communication, involving both humanoid and non-humanoid 

robots, has therefore enabled this thesis to reconsider theory, to locate space for 

otherness and difference even within traditions of communication that are often 

thought to be irrevocably linked to the pursuit of commonality and sameness.  

The discussion of robots created in real-life science, technology and arts, 

as well as those from science fiction texts including books, television series and 

films, highlights the way that robots from all of these sources may be situated in 

a number of ways, including as servants or slaves, workers or colleagues, friends 

or children.  The different assumptions that are made in the designs and 

descriptions of robots, whether relating to their purpose, form, behaviour or 

communication, can be seen to circulate amongst the different sources referred 

to in this thesis, even where this circulation involves moving between fiction and 

fact.  Robotics is a field within which real-life practitioners are unafraid to 

acknowledge their indebtedness to fictional inspiration, while conversely robots 

have become an icon through which science fiction writers explore what it 

                                            
13 Banks, The player of games, 13. 
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means to be human, as well as the ways in which human societies might be 

affected by the development of technically advanced intelligent machines.14 

It may therefore be unsurprising that part of the inspiration for this thesis is 

also to be found in science fiction, the quotations included at the beginning of 

the introduction going some way to explain the original drive behind this 

research.  In particular, I was fascinated by the non-humanoid machines, called 

drones, which coexist with humans in the Culture, a society described by Banks 

in a series of science fiction novels.  The drones are embodied artificial 

intelligences, but they are also emotional machines, expressing their feelings 

through the changing patterns and colours of their aura fields.  However, while 

drones and humans share use of the language of the Culture, Marain, their 

decidedly non-humanoid forms mean that they are in other respects very 

different from one another.  In spite of these overt differences, the Culture novels 

provide believable descriptions of human-drone interactions, which support the 

reader’s understanding of humans and drones as colleagues, and even as friends. 

In comparison with the humanoid robots of both fiction and fact, I found 

drones to be far more attractive and challenging personalities, and thus was 

somewhat frustrated to discover that many roboticists in real-life laboratories 

seemed more interested in developing humanoid robots for people to interact 

with, than in exploring other alternatives.  While the drones of Banks’ fiction are 

futuristic machines, their aura fields being far beyond any current technology, 

the creation of non-humanoid communicative machines still seemed an 

intriguing possibility, at least from my perspective.  My appreciation for the more 

unusual and far-fetched, but nonetheless compelling, descriptions of 

communication between humans and robots in Banks’ science fiction 

encouraged me to investigate the reasons why some roboticists concentrate on 

creating robots that can walk on two legs, or choose to design robots with 

humanlike expressive faces.  In part this involved unpacking the ways in which 
                                            

14 Rodney A. Brooks, Robot: the future of flesh and machines (London: Penguin, 2003), 63–65; C. 
L. Breazeal, Designing sociable robots (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 2002), xi.  Brooks is 
inspired by HAL in 2001: A Space Odyssey, whereas Breazeal prefers C-3PO and R2-D2 in Star 
Wars.  Also see Gwyneth Jones, “The icons of science fiction,” in The Cambridge companion to 
science fiction, ed. Edward James and Farah Mendlesohn (Cambridge, UK; New York: Cambridge 
University Press, 2003), 166–169; Gary K. Wolfe, The known and the unknown: the iconography 
of science fiction (Kent, Ohio: Kent State University Press, 1979), 151–162. 



8 

ideas relating to human-robot interactions, in particular the perceived need for 

robots to be of humanlike form, have circulated between fiction and fact.  As my 

research developed, links between the creation of particular robots and certain 

understandings of communication processes became more evident, and I could 

see the importance of considering certain critiques of communication theory in 

reassessing the assumptions made when people were designing humanoid robots 

in real life or describing them in fiction.   

Discourses related to robots 

The range of contexts in which robots are created and imagined is such 

that discourses relating to robots and robotics arise in a number of different 

places including: scientific/technical conference papers and journal articles; 

speculative science writing by roboticists and futurists; specialist and mainstream 

journalism reports; descriptions, commentaries and critiques relating to robotic 

art; and science fiction books, films and television series.  Each of these 

discourses and representational forms can be understood to contain certain 

biases that colour their particular perspectives on, and their descriptions of, the 

interaction and communication occurring between humans and robots. 

The results of robotics laboratory research appear most often in papers 

that are the proceedings of academic conferences, and also as articles in 

academic journals.  Both of these types of papers are generally highly scientific, 

and report the results of experiments with robots in precise ways, most often 

relying on quantitative analyses of the human-robot interactions that occurred 

during experiments.  Occasionally roboticists allow themselves to speculate 

about the future of their robots and robotics in such papers, but more often this 

type of consideration is reserved for books that may be written to explain their 

work’s broader goals, and sometimes their experiences working in robotics, in 

more detail.15  In addition to this, speculative writing by futurists such as Hans 

Moravec (who is a roboticist) and Ray Kurzweil (who is a technologist and 

inventor) offer visions and predictions of the future of robotics and Artificial 

Intelligence that have been popular in some circles.  However, their ideas have 

                                            
15 Breazeal, Designing sociable robots. 
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also been strongly critiqued, for example by the philosopher Colin McGinn, as 

well as by roboticist Rodney Brooks and philosopher Daniel Dennett, who have 

worked together on robotics projects at Massachusetts Institute of Technology.16  

Robots are also reported upon in mainstream media, although these 

discussions of developments in robotics can be somewhat misleading.  In these 

discourses, the word robot is often used to refer to many different types of 

machine, including those that are teleoperated or radio-controlled as opposed to 

being in any way autonomous.  In addition, in the case of autonomous robots, 

some reports portray them as being able consistently to perform all of the skills 

that they have demonstrated over their lifespan in the laboratory.  However, this 

reporting overlooks the way in which the programming, and even the physical 

structure, of such robots may be radically changed to facilitate the completion of 

a new set of tasks.  Not only does this mean that robots developed in laboratories 

are rarely in working order when one visits, but it also indicates that their 

behaviours are being continually tailored to particular requirements, as opposed 

to being built up to provide a general development in ability.17  For this reason, 

media reports will sometimes focus instead on the limitations of a robot’s design, 

stressing the fragile nature of the machine, its programming and even the vision 

                                            
16 Hans P. Moravec, Mind children: the future of robot and human intelligence (Cambridge, 
Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1988); Hans P. Moravec, Robot: mere machine to transcendent 
mind (New York: Oxford University Press, 1999); R. Kurzweil, The age of intelligent machines 
(Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 1990); R. Kurzweil, The age of spiritual machines (New York: 
Viking, 1999).  Of these, Moravec’s Robot and Kurzweil’s The age of spiritual machines were 
reviewed by professor of philosophy Colin McGinn in the The New York Times, who described 
the contents as “breathless compuhype” amongst other things.  McGinn does suggest that their 
“predictions about the future of computer and robot technology” are more viable than other 
aspects, noting that the authors are “wobbly on the philosophy of mind and artificial 
intelligence”.  However, from my perspective it is difficult to “detach all the dubious speculations 
about machine consciousness and focus on the authors’ predictions about the future of computer 
and robot technology”, since it is a combination of these two aspects that might best support an 
understanding of robots as communicative (Colin McGinn, “Hello, HAL,” The New York Times, 
January 3, 1999, http://www.nytimes.com/books/99/01/03/reviews/990103.03mcginnt.html?_r= 
2.)  Other researchers who work with robots, in particular Rodney Brooks and Daniel Dennett, 
clearly distance their thinking from that of Moravec and Kurzweil in comments they make in 
response to “The Reality Club: one half of a manifesto” at http://www.edge.org/discourse/ 
jaron_manifesto.html.  Brooks also critiques Moravec and Kurzweil in his book Robot: The future 
of flesh and machines, 204-206. 
17 Richard Stone, “Putting a human face on a new breed of robot,” Science 274, no. 5285 (1996): 
182; Bob Johnstone, “Japan’s friendly robots,” Technology Review 102, no. 3 (1999): 64-69; 
Duncan Graham Rowe, “Meet Kismet,” New Scientist 159, no. 2148 (1998): 6; “‘Sociable 
Machine’ - lifelike robot,” USA Today (Society for the Advancement of Education), June 2001. 
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behind its creation.18  These forms of writing thus highlight a dichotomy in 

popular thinking about robots, between fantasies about the amazing possibilities 

of human-robot communication in transforming people’s lives for the better, and 

what are sometimes very negative appraisals of a robot’s abilities and therefore 

its usefulness in human society.  However, in spite of the disparity between their 

respective assessments of robots, all of these sources prove to be valuable in 

considering the possibilities of a particular robotic design for communication, or 

its implications for communication theory.  They are nonetheless somewhat 

limited, in part because of the lack of much detailed consideration of the deeper 

societal and cultural implications of robots and their communication with 

humans contained in such discourses. 

It is sometimes the case that descriptions and commentaries relating to 

robotic art installations offer more thoughtful or imaginative descriptions of the 

interactions between robots and their visitors (as later chapters in this thesis 

clarify).  Such writing has proved to be an important resource for this thesis, in 

particular where records of anecdotal evidence relating to visitors’ responses to 

the robots have been included.  However, as Rosi Braidotti argues, “[o]ne needs 

to turn to ‘minor’, not to say marginal and hybrid genres, such as science fiction” 

in order “to find fitting cultural illustrations of the changes and transformations 

that are taking place at present”.19  While Braidotti’s Metamorphoses is 

concerned with providing an analysis of various “changes and transformations”, I 

would argue that turning to science fiction is also useful if one wants to consider 

the deeper implications of robots, in particular with relation to the effect their 

form and communicative abilities have on their interactions with humans.  In 

addition, the way in which science fiction is “all about displacements, ruptures 

and discontinuities” suggests that my focus, on finding ways to consider how 

communication and difference can coexist in a positive way, will be supported 

                                            
18 Robin Marantz Henig, “The real transformers,” The New York Times (New York, July 29, 
2007); Danny Wallace, “Where’s my robot?” Horizon (United Kingdom: BBC Two, 2008). 
19 Rosi Braidotti, Metamorphoses: towards a materialist theory of becoming (Cambridge: Polity 
Press, 2002), 182. 
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by an analysis of the relations between humans and robots in science fiction 

narratives.20 

Defining the importance of science fiction 

A consideration of various attempts to define science fiction draws out 

some important ways in which this genre of writing is able to provide a 

thoughtful view on science and technology.  Although, as its name would 

suggest, science fiction writing and science are somehow related, science fiction 

has been described as a genre that cannot be characterised by its subject matter; 

it is literature that can be about anything, and it is certainly not simply fiction 

about science.21  Frederik Pohl notes that, while some have resorted to 

definitions which amount to saying that science fiction is whatever is marketed 

or bought as science fiction, thus describing the genre as “no more than the 

name we have given to a particular group of imaginative stories”, it might still be 

possible to link science fiction and science in some way.22  In particular, he 

draws upon John Phillifent when he suggests that science fiction writing employs 

a methodological basis that is somehow analogous to the scientific method of 

science itself.  This method of writing science fiction therefore consists of: 

looking at the world around us, dissecting it into its component 
parts, throwing some of those parts away and replacing them with 
invented new ones – and then reassembling that new world and 
describing what might happen in it.23 

In some ways, Pohl’s methodological basis for a definition of science fiction 

would seem to complement one of the most well known scholarly attempts to 

provide a definition by the science fiction critic Darko Suvin, who suggests that 

science fiction is: 

a literary genre whose necessary and sufficient conditions are the 
presence and interaction of estrangement and cognition and whose 

                                            

20 Ibid. 

21 Frederik Pohl, “Two-way look at the literature of change,” New Scientist, no. 1874 (1993): 48. 

22 Ibid. 

23 Ibid. 
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main formal device is an imaginative framework alternative to the 
author’s empirical environment.24 

For Suvin, science fiction is “distinguished by the narrative dominance or 

hegemony of a fictional 'novum' (novelty, innovation) validated by cognitive 

logic”, and his definition therefore clarifies Pohl’s suggestion, not only that 

science fiction should contain new ideas, but also that the underpinnings of 

science fiction writing should be scientific, rational or logical in form.25  

According to this definition, the world of the science fiction story must not 

become imbued with something mythical.  In spite of the new components, and 

the resulting estrangement introduced by the narrative, the world of the story is 

represented and explored scientifically through a combination of reasoned 

argument and empirical study.26 

It is possible to use this definition, as Landon notes that Suvin does, “to 

exclude almost all genre SF” and therefore the science fiction books, films and 

television series I discuss in this thesis would also not pass muster.27  In spite of 

this, Landon suggests that it is possible to respect much of Suvin’s definition, 

while applying it in such a way that popular science fiction texts are accepted as 

part of its remit.  As Carol McGuirk has argued, it is really Suvin’s use of the 

terms ‘validated’ and ‘logic’ that make his definition of science fiction too 

narrow for some purposes, since loosening these requirements opens the way for 

texts that adhere less strictly to scientific and rational ideals, while still retaining 

a broadly non-mythical and non-magical character.28  In particular, McGuirk is 

interested in clarifying the science fictional status of texts that contain more 

visionary ideas, and I would suggest that the same applies to texts that are simply 

more concerned with the societal or cultural possibilities of science and 

                                            
24 Darko Suvin, Metamorphoses of science fiction: on the poetics and history of a literary genre 
(New Haven: Yale University Press, 1979), 7–8. 
25 Ibid., 63. (Suvin’s italics.) 
26 Brian McHale, Postmodernist fiction (London; New York: Routledge, 1989), 59. 
27 Brooks Landon, Science fiction after 1900: from the steam man to the stars (New York: 
Routledge, 2002), 185 (in note 23). 
28 Carol McGuirk, “On Darko Suvin’s good-natured critique,” Science Fiction Studies 22, no. 1 
(1995): 138. 
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technology, and thus with the broader communicative possibilities of robots in 

the future, as opposed to the technical details of their development.29 

I would therefore argue that it is reasonable to draw upon Suvin’s 

definition, in the loosened form described above, in analysing even popular 

genre science fiction texts such as Star Trek: The Next Generation and Star Wars.  

Amongst other futuristic technologies, their narratives describe innovative robot 

designs, which are often considerably more advanced than those encountered in 

the present day.  While not including fully developed rational scientific 

explanations of these robotic technologies, the fictional robots in these stories 

are nonetheless clearly portrayed as scientific developments, as opposed to 

being mythical or magical.  Of course, Star Trek: The Next Generation and Star 

Wars provide very different visions of the placement of robots within their 

respective future societies.  However, from my perspective, what is most 

important is that these fictional societies continue to use some form of 

recognisably humanlike communication consisting of language and nonverbal 

signs.  Therefore, robots are described as communicating with other characters 

in these stories and, in addition, can also be understood to communicate directly 

with audiences, in a variety of humanlike and non-humanlike ways.30 

Science fiction narratives can therefore be understood to embed real 

science and extrapolated science in various possible cultural and societal 

frameworks.  This gives them the potential to act as imaginative thought 

experiments, which are nonetheless closely related to descriptions and 

understandings of the real world.  Indeed, when John W. Campbell renamed the 

magazine Amazing Stories as Analog, he did so because he felt that science 

fiction was “very strictly and literally, analogous to science facts” and that it 

therefore provided “a convenient analog system for thinking about new 

                                            
29 Carol McGuirk, “Nowhere man: towards a poetics of post-utopian characterization,” Science 
Fiction Studies 21, no. 2 (1994): 150–151. 
30 Although the presence of ‘the Force’ in the Star Wars narrative could be regarded as mythical 
or magical, as I consider in chapter three, it is clear that the robots C-3PO and R2-D2 can be 
regarded as communicative, both within the films and from the perspective of audiences, without 
making any recourse to the Force. 
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scientific, social and economic ideas – and for re-examining old ideas”.31  

Considered in this way, science fiction can be characterised as “a genre that 

accepts full responsibility for its attempt to imagine things differently and thus 

enacts a sort of cognitive responsibility for its own imaginative flights”.32  This 

appraisal of science fiction from Braidotti is drawn from Robert Scholes’ 

conception of science fiction.33  However, Braidotti’s description also resonates 

with the ideas about science fiction discussed above, while continuing to suggest 

the importance of accepting a broad definition, which acknowledges the 

importance of “imaginative flights” as well as “cognitive responsibility”.34 

The question of estrangement or distancing within a ‘science fictional’ world 

One of the most important aspects of science fiction that can be drawn 

from Suvin’s definition, and which has also been remarked upon by other 

scholars, is the idea of estrangement.  As Larry McCaffery suggests, it is possible 

for science fiction to force readers to engage with worlds whose similarities to 

and differences from their own – where both are “constructed and altered by 

new technologies” – enable them to see and to understand their own world “in 

sharper relief”.35  This idea, that science fiction can help to engender critical 

thinking about the present as well as the future, is also taken up by the science 

fiction writer and theorist Ursula Le Guin when she argues that “distancing, the 

pulling back from ‘reality’ in order to see it better, is perhaps the essential gesture 

of SF”.36  Le Guin expresses the possibilities of this distancing effect in the 

following terms: 

I know that I am going to meet a personal variation on reality; a 
scene less real than the world around us, a partial view of reality.  
                                            

31 Landon, Science fiction after 1900, 56.  Here Landon is quoting from John W. Campbell’s 
introduction to Prologue to Analog, ed. John W. Campbell (Garden City, New York: Doubleday, 
1962) 12-13. 
32 Braidotti, Metamorphoses, 183. 
33 Robert E. Scholes, Structural fabulation: an essay on fiction of the future (Notre Dame, Ind.: 
University of Notre Dame Press, 1975). 
34 Braidotti, Metamorphoses, 183. 
35 Larry McCaffery, Across the wounded galaxies: interviews with contemporary science fiction 
writers (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1990), 3–4. 
36 Ursula K. Le Guin, The language of the night: essays on fantasy and science fiction (New York: 
Putnam, 1979), 15. 
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But I know that by that partiality, that independence, that 
distancing from the shared experience, it will be new: a 
revelation.37 

Science fiction provides stories set in a familiar framework that is clearly related 

to developments in science and technology in the real world.  However, the 

inclusion of marked differences introduces a level of ‘distance’ or ‘estrangement’ 

resulting in a confrontation between the real world and that presented in the 

science fiction world.  It is this confrontation that acts as a catalyst to encourage 

readers to think about the mutual relationships between technology, science and 

society in new ways. 

The existence of this confrontation, and the distancing upon which it 

relies, is somewhat undermined by H. Bruce Franklin’s suggestion that “[s]cience 

fiction has moved inexorably toward the center of American culture, shaping 

[its] imagination”.38  As Landon notes, “[a]s modes of science fiction have more 

and more become the new realism of technological society, the world itself has 

grown science fictional”.39  If people live in a world that can itself be 

characterised as “science fictional”, it might seem that science fiction is now 

redundant as a means to think about new technologies and their implications.40  

Indeed, it can be argued that the presence of robots and robotic technology in 

the everyday is becoming more implicitly accepted as advertisements for, and 

presumably purchases of, intelligent household devices, such as washing 

machines and refrigerators, become more common.41  These embodied artificial 

intelligences, relying on a multitude of sensors to enable their operation and 

sometimes their communication with their owners, could be considered to be 

                                            
37 Ibid., 15–17. 
38 Landon, Science fiction after 1900, 5–6.  Citing H. Bruce Franklin, Robert A. Heinlein: America 
as science fiction (New York: Oxford University Press, 1980), 3. 
39 Landon, Science fiction after 1900, xiii. 
40 Ibid. 
41 Suhuai Luo, Jesse S. Jin, and Jiaming Li, “A smart fridge with an ability to enhance health and 
enable better nutrition,” International Journal of Multimedia and Ubiquitous Engineering 4, no. 2 
(2009): 69-80.  As this article notes, a number of manufacturers have tried to market “intelligent 
refrigerators”, with some success.  In addition, the “intelligent washing machine” is also a 
presence in people’s homes.  In 2011 manufacturers have moved to describing such household 
items as “smart”, and LG has launched an integrated set of smart appliances, including both a 
refrigerator and a washing machine.  
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robots.  Gwyneth Jones, for example, describes this trend as a proliferation of 

“real-world robotic devices”, and she suggests that the presence of “intelligent 

washing machines” would seem to result in ideas about what is meant by 

“machine intelligence” becoming “blurred”.42  While such machines are not as 

communicative as their science fiction counterparts, they are nonetheless now 

being created with communication in mind. 

However, it is important to acknowledge that technology is not such a 

deeply embedded part of all cultures.  The concept of the ‘digital divide’, for 

example, stresses the way in which only a relatively small proportion of the 

world’s population (30.2% in 2011) have access to the Internet.43  It is very likely 

that access to intelligent household machines is similarly restricted to only a 

small proportion of the world’s population.  In addition, the question of access to 

‘robotic technology’ is more complicated, because, as I suggest above, this term 

is applied so broadly, including to household items that I would suggest are not 

robotic in the same sense as the communicative machines I am analysing.  

Autonomous robots that help around the home, or in offices or other working 

environments, are still in the main being promised, as opposed to actually being 

provided.  Although the Roomba, the robotics company iRobot’s robotic vacuum 

cleaner, is now a presence in a number of people’s homes, such robots would 

still seem to be a novelty.44  In spaces where robots are present in real life, they 

are most often completely separated from human workers, as is the case with the 

large, and dangerous, robotic arms that work on manufacturing lines.  Therefore, 

it is likely that science fiction still has much to offer in terms of triggering critical 

thinking about human relations with robotic technology, because of the way in 

which its narratives integrate such technology into descriptions of everyday lives 

and communication. 

Although the presence of richly communicative robots may still be rare, 

the way in which terminologies such as ‘robot’, ‘robotic’, ‘intelligent machine’ 
                                            

42 Jones, “The icons of science fiction,” 167. 
43 Internet World Stats, http://www.internetworldstats.com/stats.htm (last accessed 09/2011) 
44 The iRobot website indicates that by 2011 it had sold over six million home robots, of which 
the Roomba was the most popular, worldwide.  However, it is not clear how many of these 
robots are still in operation, and it is likely that as I remarked earlier, there will be many cultures 
within which these robots would still be remarkable and unfamiliar. 
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and ‘artificial intelligence’ slip between the narratives of science fiction and 

science, and also move into everyday usage does, as Jones notes, have a blurring 

effect.  This blurring effect opens up broader meanings for such terms and an 

uncritical acceptance of the products or situations they are used to describe as 

‘intelligent’.  As will be discussed in this thesis, since the perception of 

something as intelligent can be an important factor in shaping one’s 

communication with it, this blurring effect also suggests that human interactions 

with refrigerators and washing machines gradually become more easily 

understood as ‘communication’ and less about simply choosing numbers on a 

dial, or pressing on/off switches.  In addition, the slippage of terminology also 

supports the existence of a close relation between the narratives of science and 

science fiction, as well as a flow of ideas and understandings between science, 

science fiction and broader everyday cultural understandings. 

Comparing and contrasting narratives of science fact and science fiction 

The proximity between narratives of science fact and science fiction has 

been extensively explored from various theoretical perspectives in the 

humanities.  In her book Primate Visions, Donna Haraway assesses the history of 

primatology by analysing works resulting from research in this area as a set of 

narratives.  She highlights the subjective influence of scientists on their 

explanations for observed primate behaviour, and argues that a truly objective 

science of primate studies cannot be achieved; for Haraway, “[e]vidence is 

always a question of interpretation”.45 The move to consider such research in 

terms of narratives of ‘science fact’ leads Haraway to argue that in many ways 

these narratives can also usefully be regarded as fictions of science, and can 

therefore be situated next to other “SF” narratives.46  Haraway argues that by 

examining the narratives of science fact in close association with these other 

narratives, it is possible to see “resonances among all of [SF’s] regions and 

components”, and therefore make fruitful connections between what is written 

                                            
45 Donna Haraway, Primate visions: gender, race, and nature in the world of modern science 
(London: Verso, 1992), 8. 
46 The ‘SF’ categorisation as used by Haraway comes from the work of Judith Merril, a science 
fiction writer and critic, and can be taken to include speculative fiction, science fiction, science 
fantasy, speculative futures, and speculative fabulation. 
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as fact and what is written as fiction.47  Haraway also applies this methodology 

to the cyborg figure, and most recently to the idea of ‘companion species’, both 

of which are referred to in this thesis. 

N. Katherine Hayles, like Haraway, sees the discourses in and around 

areas of scientific research as examples of narrative fields, and she places the use 

of narrative as central to the two-way circulation of science through culture and 

culture through science.  This stress on the importance of narratives supports the 

way in which her work involves reading literary texts alongside scientific 

discourses, with the aim of articulating the connections between the two.  

Hayles argues that it is crucial “to recognize interrelations between different 

kinds of cultural productions, specifically literature and science”.48  Reading 

literary texts alongside scientific theories enables Hayles to explore the 

foundations of ideas and theories encapsulated in scientific texts in close 

proximity to the complex cultural, social and representational issues that are 

more often drawn out in literary texts.  This facilitates her subtle analyses of both 

the effects of culture on the discourse of science, as well as the effects of 

scientific theory on structures and ideas within individual works of literature, and 

more generally across cultures as a whole.  Hayles’ work therefore typifies what 

Haraway considers is possible by analysing science fiction and fact in close 

association, and her methodology clearly demonstrates how the use of literary 

examples can both clarify and extend the concepts under discussion. 

 The work of theorists such as Haraway and Hayles therefore 

acknowledges and explores the complex circulation of ideas and terminology 

between science, science fiction and culture.  However, the slippage of terms 

between these discourses, together with the availability of increasingly complex 

technologies in people’s everyday lives leads McCaffery to argue that it is “now 

possible for people physically to inhabit their lives without imaginatively or 

ethically inhabiting them”.49  In other words, it becomes easier to accept 

uncritically both the products and the accompanying rhetoric of technoscience 

                                            
47 Haraway, Primate visions, 5. 
48 N. Katherine Hayles, How we became posthuman: virtual bodies in cybernetics (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1999), 24. 
49 McCaffery, Across the wounded galaxies, 4. 
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relating to robots and intelligent machines.  Nonetheless, as Haraway’s and 

Hayles’ scholarship attests, science fiction can be placed firmly as an important 

source of valuable perspectives on science and technology, even within the 

increasingly “science fictional” world that is the result of that very circulation of 

ideas.50  Their work also affirms the way in which “SF embeds scientific-

technological concepts in the sphere of human interests and actions, explaining 

them and explicitly attributing social value to them”.51  As Le Guin argues, 

I don’t think sf writers merely play with scientific or other ideas, 
merely speculate or extrapolate; I think – if they’re doing their job 
– they get very involved with them. … They try to hook them in 
with the rest of existence. A writer’s ability to find a genuine theme 
(and the great writers’ ability to develop profound and complex 
themes out of very simple materials) seems to be a function of his 
capacity to see implications, to make connections.52 

Of course, there are occasions when some ‘scientific’ ideas are simply 

accepted and utilised within SF stories, a notable example being the entirely 

fictional technologies that enable spaceships to travel at speeds faster than light.  

An unproblematic acceptance of such technologies is a feature of many of the 

science fiction narratives to which I refer in this thesis, these technologies being 

necessary to the story’s development.  However, robotic technology and robots 

themselves are more often treated with the care and attention to detail that Le 

Guin refers to above, and science fiction writing about robots shows a desire to 

consider the implications of such technology, in particular with relation to the 

interactions of robots with others, and difficulties relating to the acceptance of 

robots into a society.  Through this approach, science fiction might help to 

provide the kind of critical assessment of technology, including robots, that is 

less than easy to achieve, as McCaffery suggests, when considering quickly 

changing real-life situations.53  As Braidotti notes, contemporary science fiction 

not only supports a questioning of technology, but also “reflects back to us our 

                                            
50 Landon, Science fiction after 1900, xiii. 
51 Istvan Csicsery-Ronay, “The SF of theory: Baudrillard and Haraway,” Science Fiction Studies 
18, no. 3 (1991), http://www.depauw.edu/sfs/backissues/55/icr55art.htm. 
52 Le Guin, The language of the night, 27.  Citing her own writing in “On theme”, Robin Scott 
Wilson ed. Those who can. (New York; NAL Mentor, 1973). 
53 McCaffery, Across the wounded galaxies, 3–4. 
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sense of estrangement at the fast rate of changes that are taking place in the 

present”, and therefore offers a “defamiliarization of the ‘here and now’”.54  

Braidotti also argues that science fiction is “free of grandiose pretensions – 

of the aesthetic or cognitive kind – and thus ends up being a more accurate and 

honest depiction of contemporary culture than other, more self-consciously 

‘representational’ genres (such as the documentary for instance)”.55  While I am 

not entirely convinced that science fiction is completely free from such 

pretensions, it does seem that analysing science fiction offers an opportunity to 

think through ideas relating to robots, their relations with humans, and their 

possible place in society more completely than is found, for example, in the 

speculative fiction of writers such as Moravec and Kurzweil.  The work of these 

speculative writers, and also much mainstream writing, television reporting and 

advertising relating to robots in real life, has a tendency to make generalised 

predictions relating to scientific and technological developments, often 

suggesting that these developments should simply be accepted and utilised 

without question.  For example, and this is something that Hayles discusses with 

horror, when Moravec writes about the possibility of human minds being 

uploaded into computers, therefore offering humans the possibility of immortal 

life in robotic bodies, he does not deal with any of the broader ramifications of 

such a development.56  In contrast, rather than theorising about the impacts of 

technology in the abstract, science fiction imagines the technology within a 

particular setting, such that its narrative can then expose the many different ways 

in which such technology might be received and experienced.  

Istvan Csicsery-Ronay suggests that instead of regarding science fiction as 

“a generic effects engine of literature and simulation arts” it is more correct to 

perceive it “as a mode of awareness, characterized by two linked forms of 

hesitation” or “gaps”.57  The first is “a historical-logical” gap that is related to the 

plausibility of particular “scientific-technological transformations of the world”, 

                                            
54 Braidotti, Metamorphoses, 184. 
55 Ibid., 182. 
56 Hayles, How we became posthuman, 1., discussing Moravec, Mind children. 
57 Csicsery-Ronay, “The SF of theory.” 
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and lies between their being “entertained” and being “realized”.58  The second is 

“an ethical” gap between the “prospective factual reality” of these 

transformations and their “broader ethical and social-cultural implications and 

resonances”.59  Csicsery-Ronay therefore draws together and precisely defines 

the sense in which science fiction can be understood to estrange or distance 

people from technical reality, as well as the way that it embeds its ideas into 

developed ethical and socio-cultural contexts.  Csicsery-Ronay argues that the 

“mode of awareness” that these gaps support enables science fiction to embed 

“scientific-technological concepts in the sphere of human interests and actions, 

explaining them and explicitly attributing social value to them”.60 

Landon suggests that through this careful conception, which links 

scientific-technological change with socio-cultural contexts, Csicsery-Ronay 

“helps locate the shift from old to soft agenda” science fiction.61  In this way, he 

can be understood to draw together the scientific ideas of Suvin and Pohl (whom 

Landon identifies as ‘old agenda’, and thus more concerned with the scientific 

and technological ideas associated with the first gap) with those of McCaffery, Le 

Guin and Braidotti (whose interest in ethical and socio-cultural analyses would 

identify them with Landon’s ‘soft agenda’).  While my own analysis of science 

fiction ranges across both the agendas Landon identifies, from Isaac Asimov to 

Iain M. Banks, in many ways it chooses to ignore the old/soft agenda divide.  

Instead, I have chosen to consider both of Csicsery-Ronay’s gaps in all of my 

analyses of robots, thinking through their technical creation and related abilities 

to communicate, as well as their ethical, social and cultural positioning.  As 

Csiscery-Ronay also notes, “there can be as many kinds of SF as there are 

theories of culture”, and therefore examining various science fiction sources, 

with regard to the robots they describe and embed in a particular society, 

provides me with a set of analyses relating to the ways in which different 

                                            

58 Ibid. 

59 Ibid. 

60 Ibid. 

61 Landon, Science fiction after 1900, 177. 
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communication styles and ideas of communication success can be understood to 

be present in a range of social and cultural settings.62 

Exploring a range of communication traditions and the interplay between them 

Drawing examples of human-robot interactions from science, art and 

science fiction, as well as exploring them from the perspectives offered by a 

broad range of different discourses, encourages my exploration of many different 

traditions of communication theory, as opposed to developing a focus upon one 

branch.  This is in part because the interactions that occur between humans and 

robots in these disparate contexts highlight many different aspects and concerns 

of more than one tradition of communication theory.  It is possible, for example, 

to suggest that the conceptions of communication most used in scientific 

contexts are different from those that are more easily embraced by artists.  In 

addition, my argument also acknowledges and analyses the complex flow of 

ideas about communication that occurs between the different discourses under 

discussion. 

In exploring communication theory this thesis draws upon Robert T. 

Craig’s description of the field of communication studies, in particular the 

traditions of communication that he identifies in a paper from 1999, 

“Communication Theory as a Field”.63  Craig divides the field of communication 

into seven traditions: rhetorical, concerned with all forms of discourse; semiotic, 

studying the use of signs for intersubjective mediation; phenomenological, 

considering the experience of otherness in authentic relationships; cybernetic, 

describing communication in terms of information processing models; 

sociocultural, considering social and cultural contexts and the production and 

reproduction of social order; sociopsychological, concentrating on the context of 

subjective reactions to expression, interaction and influence; and critical, 

concerned with the development of reasonable and rational discourse.64 

                                            

62 Csicsery-Ronay, “The SF of theory.” 

63 Robert T. Craig, “Communication theory as a field,” Communication Theory 9, no. 2 (1999): 
119-161. 

64 Ibid., 132–149. 
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 There are, of course, other ways to divide up conceptions of 

communication theory, some of the most developed that are discussed in this 

thesis being those of John Durham Peters and Amit Pinchevski.  In Speaking into 

the Air, Peters provides a historical analysis of communication theory and its 

development in his critique of “the dream of communication as the mutual 

communion of souls” and his attempt to reclaim “a way of thinking that avoids 

both the moral privilege of dialogue and the pathos of breakdown”.65  Peters’ 

discussion invokes some similar categories to that of Craig, although his 

historical focus makes his definitions more fluid than those Craig develops.  

From the 1920s, Peters suggests, five visions were present: “communication as 

the management of mass opinion; the elimination of semantic fog; vain sallies 

from the citadel of the self; the disclosure of otherness; and the orchestration of 

action”.66  He also identifies “communication as information exchange” arising 

out of more recent discourses of science and technology.67  In contrast, 

Pinchevski describes four “traditional” theories – communication as: “influence”, 

“a system of control”, “culture” and “critical discourse” – all of which, he 

suggests, are unable to support an ethical stance towards the other.68  Instead, 

Pinchevski argues “that the ethical possibilities in communication do not 

ultimately lie in its successful completion but rather in its interruption“, an idea 

that he draws from phenomenological theory based on Emmanuel Levinas’ 

ethics of the self-other encounter.69 

In my own analysis of communication theory I concentrate on Craig’s 

traditions of communication, because, while “they offer distinct ways of 

conceptualizing and discussing communication problems and practices”, Craig 

emphasises the importance of exploring a “dialogue” between them in an 

attempt to more “fully engage with the ongoing practical discourse (or 

metadiscourse) about communication in society“.70  This thesis therefore engages 
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with the work of Peters and Pinchevski through the lens of Craig’s traditions, a 

move which is possible because both Peters’ and Pinchevski’s own 

understandings of communication theory can be linked with Craig’s 

classification with reasonable ease.  Considering human-robot interactions using 

Craig’s traditions therefore enables the analysis presented in this thesis to 

complicate Peters’ and Pinchevski’s critiques of traditional theory, and to draw 

out spaces for otherness within a broader range of communication theory, other 

than that of the phenomenological tradition upon which Pinchevski in particular 

focuses. 

The analysis of theory in this thesis considers six of the traditions that 

Craig identifies: cybernetic, semiotic, sociopsychological, sociocultural, critical 

and phenomenological.  It could therefore be charged with having neglected the 

rhetorical tradition.  However, as Stephen Littlejohn and Karen Foss note, 

drawing upon Craig’s categories in their discussion of communication theory, 

since it has “shifted from a focus on oratory” (and therefore the use of spoken 

language) to cover the use of “every kind of symbol”, the rhetorical tradition has 

a part to play in all communication theory.71  While Littlejohn and Foss have 

chosen to identify particular theories with the rhetorical tradition, they also note 

that “theories placed in the rhetorical tradition could well fit within other 

traditions, and there is considerable overlap between the rhetorical tradition and 

others”.72  While the rhetorical tradition concentrates its attention on the skill of 

the message producer playing to an audience, this thesis is more concerned with 

emphasising the complex interplay that occurs between communicators, even as 

messages are being formulated and presented.  Thus, where concerns arise 

within this thesis that are considered within the rhetorical tradition, for example 

discussions relating to the relative importance of logic and emotion in persuasive 

communication, the rhetorical perspective is considered implicitly as part of a 

consideration of the sociopsychological and sociocultural traditions which share 

these concerns. 
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Craig suggests that, while there are many different theories of 

communication, each of the traditions he identifies “derives from and appeals 

rhetorically to certain commonplace beliefs about communication while 

challenging other beliefs”.73  In this way, the theoretical traditions question one 

another’s basic assumptions and concerns at some times, while at others they 

offer support for one another.  Therefore, by considering various communication 

situations from the perspective of a number of these traditions, two things are 

possible.  The first is the interrogation of some of the basic assumptions upon 

which each tradition’s understanding of a given situation is based, those 

assumptions relating to a preoccupation with commonality and sameness being 

of particular interest to this thesis.  The second is the identification of various 

ways in which theories from different traditions can be understood to work in 

support of one another in certain settings, in some cases such that otherness can 

be more readily accepted as part of the communicative process. 

In suggesting such syntheses, and in drawing out the links between 

various traditions in particular narrative contexts, I am not seeking in any way to 

develop one ‘grand theory’ of communication.  I am also concerned not to 

suggest that some theories are better than others, even in light of my insistence 

that otherness has a valued place in the communication process.  Instead, the 

juxtaposition of theoretical traditions enables a reappraisal of the place of 

otherness and difference within many of the traditions, even theory that some 

scholars, such as Pinchevski, have strongly critiqued as unquestionably ‘violent’ 

to the other. 

The importance of the phenomenological tradition 

The place of otherness and difference is most clearly a central part of the 

phenomenological tradition of communication theory.  Theories within this 

tradition are focused upon the development of ethical communication with the 

other, and therefore with the view that difference is an integral part of 

communicative processes, as opposed to a difficulty that must be overcome in 

order for successful communication to occur.  However, the focus and 
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understandings of this tradition also make it the most difficult to bring into 

proximity with others in the field.  As Craig notes, “[p]henomenology, from a 

rhetorical point of view, can seem hopelessly naïve or unhelpfully idealistic in 

approaching the practical dilemmas that real communicators must face”.74  

Extending this observation, it seems reasonable to suggest that an appraisal of the 

phenomenological tradition as somewhat impractical and naïve might be shared 

more generally from the perspective of all other communication traditions that 

focus upon success, whether in terms of passing information accurately, 

influencing others or creating social cohesion. 

It is also noticeable that scholars who write about the phenomenological 

tradition tend to use emotive examples to illustrate the ‘call’ of the other from a 

position of need.  This strategy emphasises that the self is in a position of 

responsibility, having a choice over whether to take an ethical stance towards 

the other.75  These discussions of communication are therefore distanced from 

the more usual everyday concerns of communicators.  In contrast, although they 

are placed as others, the robots discussed in this thesis are not emotive in the 

same sense as a sick child, for example.  In addition, although these robots in 

themselves are not everyday objects, examples of their communication with 

humans are clearly positioned within this space.  Thus, the use of robot 

illustrations offers various ways to draw out phenomenological concerns, in 

particular relating to ethics and responsibility, within contexts describing 

communication that might take place as part of everyday life.  An analysis of the 

phenomenological tradition through human-robot examples therefore opens up 

ways to value phenomenological ideas alongside more familiar, or traditional, 

conceptions of communication in those situations.   

Craig also argues that “from a phenomenological point of view” rhetorics, 

and I would also suggest, many other traditions, “can seem unduly cynical or 

pessimistic about the potential for authentic human contact”.76  Pinchevski’s 
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work in particular can be associated with such a phenomenological perspective, 

since it suggests not only that traditional communication theory suffers from a 

“conceptual blindness” to otherness, but also that, as a result, it is overtly violent 

to the other.77  Craig notes that “[w]hen rhetoric and phenomenology are 

combined, the result is typically an antirhetorical rhetoric in which persuasion 

and strategic action are replaced by dialogue and openness to the other”; or, 

sometimes “a hermeneutical rhetoric in which the roles of theory and method in 

communicative practice are downplayed”.78  However, if one doesn’t try to 

combine theories, but rather analyses interactions from many perspectives, then 

the picture that emerges is somewhat different.  Such an approach helps to draw 

out the broader possibilities of each communicative situation, by considering 

communicators and their relationships in ways that preserve otherness and 

difference, even while acknowledging the partial connection that develops. 

It is the non-humanoid robots discussed in this thesis, with their overtly 

recognisable differences from humans, that are particularly helpful in separating 

phenomenological ideas of the ‘call of the other’ away from contexts stressing 

human need, and towards a more general sense of the importance of otherness 

in encounters.  In particular, robots that are created as part of art installations can 

be understood to push the boundary of what constitutes communication.  Such 

robots are designed in part to entertain visitors, but they also raise questions 

relating to the possibilities of encounters with very different and unexpected 

others.  There is less of a sense that such machines must communicate clearly 

and directly with their visitors, combined with more openness to the expectation 

that different people might interpret the robots in very different ways from one 

another.  In the context of art installations there is therefore an understanding 

that the wide range of reactions non-humanoid robots might provoke is 

desirable.  

Robots designed as part of art installations are generally placed in more 

open social settings, such as art galleries or building foyers, than the robots 
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created in scientific laboratories.79  Such open spaces, where exhibitions run 

over a period of weeks or months, offer tremendous possibilities for exploring 

many people’s reactions to the exhibited robots, although it can also be difficult 

to collect detailed information over such long periods of time.  However, enough 

responses have been collected in relation to both the Autonomous Light Air 

Vessels and the Fish-Bird project, two robotic art installations discussed in this 

thesis, to enable a consideration of how these robots push the boundaries of 

‘traditional’ understandings of communication, while also illustrating 

phenomenological ideas about the ethical encounter between selves and very 

different others.80 

The analysis of encounters between humans and non-humanoid robots 

developed in this thesis draws upon Emmanuel Levinas’ phenomenology, in 

particular his conception of the ‘face to face’, where the alterity of the other is 

retained even as it is brought into proximity with the self.  While for Levinas, the 

face to face was used only to refer to encounters between humans, this thesis 

extends the concept to consider human-robot interactions.  In making this 

extension an emphasis is placed on the way in which Levinas’ conception of the 

face does not refer only to the physical face, but can also be linked with bodily 

expression.  Thus, the conception of the Levinasian face not only provides a way 

to theorise the impact of overt otherness when humans encounter non-humanoid 

robots, but also raises the importance of nonverbal communication to support 

the idea that communication is more than the transmission of information in 

spoken and written language. 

The possibilities of non-humanoid robots are not only explored in art 

installations.  Indeed, it should be acknowledged that the Fish-Bird project, while 

exhibited as art, was developed by an artist in collaboration with a group of 

roboticists.  An openness to broader understandings of communication has also 

been embraced in the case of AUR, the robotic desk lamp designed at 
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Massachusetts Institute of Technology.  AUR’s ability to communicate with a 

human participant in experiments was developed through a detailed 

consideration of various theories relating to the creative art of acting, with a 

particular focus on the importance of bodily expression in communication.  A 

consideration of non-humanoid robots in both artistic and scientific contexts can 

therefore be seen to emphasise the importance of nonverbal signs, as well as the 

meanings produced by the dynamic movements of self and other in response to 

each other.  Human interactions with these non-humanoid robots illustrate 

processes of communication that are not reliant on reciprocity and the 

production of dialogue, and also do not specify a telos of successful information 

exchange or communion.  Rather, they work in less tangible ways that might 

nonetheless enable self and other to work together towards a common goal. 

Communication as more than spoken or written language 

Craig acknowledges that “all communication theories are relevant to a 

common practical lifeworld in which communication is already a richly 

meaningful term”.81  Recognising the richness behind the term ‘communication’ 

is particularly important to this thesis, because my goal of re-positioning 

otherness in communication, including from the perspectives offered by 

communication theories outside of the phenomenological tradition, relies on an 

appreciation of the importance of nonverbal communication.  Therefore the 

conception of communication as a “triple audiovisual reality” consisting of: 

language; paralanguage, the production of expressive sounds; and kinesics, 

including facial and bodily expressions as well as body movement as a whole, is 

of central importance to the argument in this thesis.82   

It is necessary to develop the argument that nonverbal communication is 

an important aspect of communication processes as a whole, because of the way 

in which nonverbal communication is often undervalued.  The difficulty of 

analysing the importance of nonverbal signs can be drawn out from the story of a 
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horse known as Clever Hans.  This horse was initially trained to count by tapping 

his hoof on the ground.  Then, as his training continued, it seemed that Hans was 

able to tap out the answers to mathematical calculations and, by using an 

alphabet coded into hoof taps, even to answer other questions, whether 

presented verbally or in writing.83  However, following an investigation into 

Hans’ abilities, it was discovered that he was in fact attending to the body 

language of the humans around him, reading their nonverbal signals as a means 

to know when to stop tapping his hoof.  It was also clear that the crowd, and 

indeed his owner and trainer, given their positive reaction to the incredible 

spectacle of a horse that showed “an intelligence beyond that of many human 

beings”, were unaware that they were in fact providing the answers themselves, 

through their spontaneously produced nonverbal cues.84  The misunderstanding 

over Hans’ abilities was uncovered when an experimenter and the trainer each 

whispered numbers to the horse.  Since neither the trainer, nor the experimenter, 

nor anyone in the audience knew both numbers, and therefore the answer to the 

sum, the surrounding nonverbal cues for the correct answer were removed and 

Hans simply did not know when to stop tapping. 

There are a number of ways in which this story can be analysed.  It is, for 

example, tempting to concentrate on the sense in which Hans was unveiled as 

not so clever after all, unable to count or to answer questions on his own without 

human cues to give him the answer.  From this perspective, “the Clever Hans 

syndrome” becomes a “cautionary tale in animal communication research about 

the dangers of projecting ourselves onto animal subjects”.85  In particular, it 

stresses the fact that Hans was unable to understand the verbal questions he was 

asked, let alone being able to perform mathematical calculations.86  However, 

from another perspective the story draws attention to the way in which humans 

constantly produce nonverbal messages, although they often are not fully aware 
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of these bodily signals.  In spite of this general lack of awareness, such nonverbal 

messages would seem to offer valuable ways to communicate, and it is also clear 

that one can learn to read them, whether one is a human, or a horse, or indeed 

something entirely other. 

While Peters notes that “Clever Hans supplies the classic scenario of 

miscommunication: a smooth interaction that, it turns out, has radically different 

meanings for each participant”, it is therefore also possible to view the situation 

as an illustration of excellence in nonverbal communication, admittedly not 

planned but rather emergent.87  The story of Clever Hans offers an “example of 

how what we think we are communicating may be very different from what we 

are actually communicating”.88  It could be argued that the humans were 

communicating the correct answer to the horse very precisely, and that the horse 

was extremely clever, or at least gifted in nonverbal communication, to pick up 

on their signals.  From my perspective, what is in some ways most important 

about this example is that it suggests that the lack of a shared spoken or written 

language does not mean that communication between humans and non-humans 

is impossible: nonverbal signs are a particularly effective way for humans and 

non-human others to communicate. 

It might seem a little odd to have told the story of a horse in the 

introduction to a thesis that is predominantly about humans communicating with 

robots.  However, given my interest in nonverbal communication it should be 

acknowledged that much of the historical and current research into the use of 

nonverbal signs and body movement is to be found in animal research.  

Therefore, this thesis draws upon the ideas from such research in assessing the 

communication of certain robots, in particular those that are non-humanoid.  My 

argument does not seek to suggest that animals are like machines, or that 

machines are like animals.  Instead, it is focused purely on elucidating the 

methods used by diverse communicators to interact in meaningful ways.  

Something that I suggest can facilitate interactions between overtly different 

communicators is the careful use of a level of anthropomorphism and/or 
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zoomorphism.  In part this consideration is driven by the way that within social 

robotics, the ascription of human or animal characteristics, whether of form or 

behaviour, to non-human others is accepted as important in the facilitation of 

meaningful human-robot interaction.  Although some might argue that this 

approach risks falling foul of “the dangers of projecting ourselves onto animal 

subjects”, my argument suggests that it is possible to adopt a ‘tempered’ 

approach.  While a level of projection is unavoidable, and is, I would suggest, 

the only way to understand others, it is nonetheless important to remain 

constantly aware of the other’s otherness and the value of that difference.89 

The path from humanoid to non-humanoid robots in communication 

Throughout this thesis I concentrate on articulating ways to position 

otherness positively from the perspective of many different communication 

theories, as opposed to critiquing some theories and validating others.  My 

analysis considers human-robot communication, initially concentrating on 

interactions with humanoid robots, and later moving to discuss non-humanoid 

robots.  Chapter one considers the development of humanoid robots in fiction 

and in fact, drawing out the ways in which the communication of such robots 

can be examined using Craig’s traditions of communication theory.  The fictional 

robots discussed in this chapter include: Rossum’s robots from Capek’s play R. 

U. R.; Asimov’s creation, the Bicentennial Man; and Data from Star Trek: The 

Next Generation.  Additional insight is provided by the examination of real-life 

robots: Jules, a realistic humanoid head designed by David Hanson for the 

Bristol Robotics Laboratory; and Kismet, created by Cynthia Breazeal at 

Massachusetts Institute of Technology, an expressive robotic head designed as a 

caricature (as opposed to following the path of realism).  While the main focus of 

this chapter is upon the cybernetic and semiotic traditions of communication 

theory, the sociopsychological, sociocultural and critical traditions are also 

discussed.  The consideration of humanoid robot examples in this chapter leads 

to an exploration of the different ways in which each of these traditions positions 

reason and emotion as important in the process of communication.  Although 
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the creation of humanoid robots as communicative others would seem to 

illustrate the elimination of difference quite overtly, a deeper analysis emphasises 

the ways in which their otherness is still an important presence.  In particular, 

through considering how various communication theories act in support of one 

another, it is possible to argue that in some contexts these robots demonstrate a 

positive positioning of difference in communication with humans.  

Chapter two acknowledges that, even in light of the possibilities suggested 

in chapter one, many traditional communication theories can nonetheless be 

understood to link the idea of communication success with valuing commonality 

over difference, since the drive for shared understanding is taken as the central 

goal of communication from the perspective of these theories.  This chapter 

explores ways to destabilise some of these assumptions, in particular in the 

context of the cybernetic and semiotic traditions.  A reconsideration of the 

humanoid robots introduced in chapter one, in particular Data, offers more 

complex arguments in support of otherness in communication, by introducing 

the idea that misunderstanding, ambiguity and emergence are a positive and 

important part of communication processes that are not only based in 

commonality and understanding.  The discussion also considers the way in 

which some scholars have related a cybernetic-semiotic perspective on 

communication with the disembodiment of information, an understanding that 

does not value the body in communication.  However, the analysis of humanoid 

robot examples, and the way in which their design is related to ideas of 

anthropomorphism, is then used to reposition the body as central to 

communication, while further complicating the idea that sameness, in terms of 

humanlike form, is an essential requirement for successful communication. 

Chapter three builds on the idea that embodiment and communication 

are linked, and considers the importance of nonverbal communication in more 

detail.  The introduction of non-humanoid robots, first in partnership with 

humanoid robots, and then communicating on their own using a variety of 

nonverbal channels, is central to the argument, which is illustrated by references 

to C-3PO and R2-D2 from Star Wars.  This chapter formalises the understanding 

of multichannel messages using Poyatos’ conception of a “triple audiovisual 
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reality” of communication.90  In addition, the consideration of C-3PO and R2-D2 

identifies the importance of their having a historical and cultural context, along 

with memories and shared experiences, in support of more complex 

communication with humans.  The discussion in this chapter therefore considers 

these robots from the perspectives offered by the sociopsychological and 

sociocultural traditions of communication.  It also takes the opportunity to 

reassess the cultural contexts of the humanoid robots introduced in chapter one.  

In particular, I argue that while both humanoid and non-humanoid robots are 

often regarded as limited in various ways against an adult human standard, they 

are also open to assessment from a more positive perspective which frames them 

as different, as opposed to deficient. 

Chapter four turns to consider real-life non-humanoid robots developed 

as art installations in order to consider how the phenomenological tradition 

theorises the encounter between self and other.  In particular, this chapter argues 

that robots can reveal Levinasian faces in encounters with humans.  The 

importance of proximity, distance and interruption in communication, as 

explained within the philosophy of Levinas, Blanchot and Derrida, are key to the 

discussion in this chapter.  Two versions of the Autonomous Light Air Vessels 

(ALAVs) installation, overtly non-humanoid blimp-like robots, emphasise the 

impact of overt otherness in interactions, while allowing an analysis of the 

processes through which people try to understand them as other beings.  The 

Fish-Bird project consists of two wheelchair-like robots that interact with one 

another in the context of an impossible love affair, as well as interacting with 

their human visitors, through movement and the production of printed fragments 

of text.  In contrast with the ALAVs, the impact of Fish and Bird results in part 

from the juxtaposition of a seemingly familiar form, the wheelchair, with the 

robots’ unusual and surprising autonomous abilities.  An analysis of the ALAVs 

together with the Fish-Bird project takes the idea of communication beyond the 

transmission of information or the development of shared social understanding to 

articulate a broader idea of what constitutes communication in terms of 
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encounters between very different communicators.  In particular, the 

communication of these robots is drawn out with reference to Fernando Poyatos’ 

combined understanding of verbal and nonverbal communication.  A 

consideration of the ALAVs and the Fish-Bird project draws attention to the ways 

in which non-humanoid robots are sometimes read using anthropomorphic and 

zoomorphic cues, but in such a way that these perceptions are tempered by a 

continual recognition of the robots’ overt otherness. 

Chapter five develops the argument of chapter four in order to place 

phenomenological ideas into a more ‘practical’ framework, with the particular 

aim of explaining the continuation of communication after the initial moment of 

the face to face encounter.  This chapter suggests that human-robot interactions 

can be considered in light of Haraway’s conception of ‘companion species’ 

relations.  Extending Haraway’s companion species analysis to consider humans 

and robots leads to the appraisal of their communication through the dance 

metaphor, with a conception of communication as it occurs in dynamic systems.  

These ideas suggests a broader significance to nonverbal communication, 

beyond the expression of isolated signs, and into a dynamic system within which 

the self and other’s movements in relation to one another create communication 

and build their relationship. 

Chapter six looks to a far future in which humans and non-humanoid 

robots coexist, to see how communication between humans and non-humanoid 

robots might support long-term relationships.  This chapter draws upon human-

robot relations in Banks’ Culture novels, with a focus upon human interactions 

with Culture drones, autonomous non-humanoid robots of roughly human-level 

intelligence whose bodies produce coloured and patterned expressive auras.  

These drones are therefore sophisticated examples of ‘emotional’ robots, and 

their expression auras offer a more complex communication than was possible 

by mimicking ‘basic’ human emotions in a robotic face.  An analysis of the long-

term interactions that develop between humans and machines in the Culture 

raises questions relating to the importance of familiarity and trust in relations, 

while also emphasising the continued presence of strangeness and interruption.  

In addition, Banks’ novels provide an opportunity to reconsider ideas of power 

asymmetries in human-robot interactions, since while in present day societies 
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robots are assessed against human standards, within the Culture, a society that is 

largely under the control of intelligent machines, the situation is somewhat 

different. 

My conclusion summarises the central arguments that have been 

articulated by considering communication theory in light of human-robot 

interactions.  In particular, it reiterates the importance of considering more than 

one tradition of communication theory in developing arguments for the 

importance of difference in communication.  Although this thesis has analysed 

interactions between humans and robots, the conclusion notes that space for 

otherness in communication is not only important in order to promote effective 

human-robot communication, but also in communication between all different 

kinds of selves and others.  Finally, I note the relevance of this thesis in 

addressing some of the questions and anxieties that have been raised in recent 

scholarship concerned with the future of human-robot relations. 
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Chapter 1 

Creating robotic selves 

The ultimate quest, the Grail of many roboticists today, is to build a 
humanoid robot.1 

The origins of robots as artificial humans 

The term ‘robot’ was originally used in 1920 to refer to the artificial 

humans in Karel Capek’s play, R. U. R. (Rossum’s Universal Robots), although 

Karel gave credit for the development of this new terminology to his brother 

Josef.2  In Capek’s play, a character called Rossum designs and builds robots that 

appear, externally at least, to be almost exactly like humans.  These robots have 

been created to take the place of human factory workers, thus freeing their 

human counterparts from the drudgery and danger of manual labour, a goal that 

is still used in real-life to justify research into all kinds of robotics.  In R. U. R. the 

physical similarity between the robots and humans is explained by suggesting 

that the robots are constructed from a material that is “just the same as living 

tissue despite being, chemically, quite different”.3  Indeed, the humans and 

robots in Capek’s play are so similar that there are times when confusion arises, 

as the robots are mistaken for humans and vice versa. 

While it isn’t possible to distinguish clearly between humans and 

Rossum’s robots based only on their appearance, the play does clarify that, at 

least in their original form, the robots are unable to feel pain, and also lack any 

emotions.  Capek’s stage directions therefore ask that the actors should make the 

robots seem “slightly mechanical in their speech and movements, blank of 

expression, fixed in their gaze”.4  However, it is important to note that in spite of 

their rather staid behaviour, Rossum’s robots still retain their humanlike abilities 

to act upon, and respond to, spoken orders and gestures, as well as being able to 
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read written instructions.  They are therefore presented as the ultimate workers, 

easily instructed and able to perform all manual tasks that are asked of them 

without ever complaining.  However, as the story unfolds, the ability to sense 

pain is added to their design as a means to alert them to situations that might 

damage their fragile organic bodies.  In addition, towards the end of the play a 

range of emotions begin to emerge in the robot characters.  How and why this 

occurs is left rather unclear, although it does transpire that a few robots were 

built with a “level of irritability”, because this was understood as a way of 

“making them into people”.5  In the conclusion to Capek’s play the robots rebel 

against and eventually overcome their human masters, and it is by virtue of their 

becoming able to relate to one another emotionally that the robots survive and 

replace humanity in the world. 

The robots in R. U. R. can be understood as “surrogates for an exploited 

(and alienated) proletariat” drawing attention to the cultural division in place 

between factory workers and the privileged ruling classes in Capek’s own 

society.6  From this perspective, Capek’s play is an example of the way in which 

science fiction, while set in an imagined future, often provides an opportunity to 

comment on a present day situation.  As Thomas Disch notes: 

[t]he SF device of substituting robots for human workers allowed 
Capek to express … the moral truth that the industrial system 
treated human laborers as though they were machines, sowing 
thereby the seeds of an inevitable and just rebellion.7 

The basis of this reading is made all the more plain when one considers that the 

Czech word ‘robota’ from which the term ‘robot’ is derived, means ‘forced 

labour’, and thus links the existence of the robot factory worker, and therefore 

the human factory worker, with that of the slave.  Capek’s description of 

Rossum’s robots draws attention to the sense in which a slave’s positioning as 

human is questioned, such that their feelings and emotions are regarded as 

superfluous.  However, the description of the first robots in R. U. R. can also be 
                                            

5 Ibid., 61–62. 
6 Robert Philmus, Visions and Re-visions: (re)constructing Science Fiction (Liverpool: Liverpool 
University Press, 2005), 103. 
7 Thomas Disch, The Dreams Our Stuff Is Made of: How Science Fiction Conquered the World 
(New York: Free Press, 1998), 8–9. 
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understood to initiate many more general areas of discussion that relate to the 

separation of the robot from the human as a new kind of other, as opposed to a 

symbol representing the oppressed worker.   

It is clear that, from the very beginning, the word robot has been 

associated with human form, although Rossum’s robots, constructed as they are 

from some kind of living tissue, would seem very different from the machinelike 

robots that are now more commonly envisioned in science fiction and created in 

robotics laboratories.  In spite of their unusual construction, it should be noted 

that even for Rossum’s robots there is some confusion over how their particular 

embodiment should be categorised.  Within the play the robots are often referred 

to as machines, and they are understood to be “mechanically much better” than 

humans and therefore excellent workers.8  In contrast, in an article for The 

Saturday Review, Capek was intent on arguing that R. U. R. was actually about 

the creation of artificial men “in the chemical and biological, not the mechanical 

sense”.9  This comparison, between the descriptions in R. U. R. itself and 

Capek’s article describing the play’s aim, exemplifies the way in which the 

categorisation of the robot as either a complex inorganic machine, or 

alternatively a form of artificial biological creation, can become easily confused. 

When Capek made his distinction between artificial and mechanical he 

seems to have tried to draw a boundary line between the mechanical bodies of 

machines and the humanlike bodies of Rossum’s robots, based on the latter’s 

construction from organic components.  However, it can be argued that such a 

distinction is very hard to uphold in light of both dualist and materialist 

philosophical traditions, in which all bodies, including organic human bodies, 

are to be regarded as machines.  As Mary Midgley points out, since the 

seventeenth century “machine imagery” has become a pervasive interpretive 

framework supporting the tendency “to see ourselves, and the living things 

around us, as pieces of clockwork”.10  This mode of thinking therefore brings 

humans, animals and machines into proximity, whether the mind is considered 

                                            
8 Capek, R. U. R, 11. 
9 Karel Capek, “The Meaning of R. U. R.,” The Saturday Review (London, July 21, 1923). 
10 Mary Midgley, The Myths We Live By (London: Routledge, 2004), 1. 
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to be separate from the body or not.  In addition, as will be considered later in 

this thesis, attempts to create a clear distinction between humans and machines 

in terms of the organic versus the inorganic have only been further complicated 

by the figure of the cyborg and its close integration of machine and organism to 

form a single being.11  

It would also seem from Capek’s description of Rossum’s robots that, 

whether they are understood as artificial humans or as machines, the way that 

they learn to “speak, write and do arithmetic” and their prodigious memories for 

information, places them as ‘thinking’ and thus as having a kind of ‘life’ in a 

similar sense to that discussed by Sherry Turkle in relation to computers.12  This 

conception of machine, or artificial, ‘life’ means that another possible barrier 

between robots and humans is brought into question.  However, as Turkle notes 

for computers, “what makes people unique is the kind of life computers don’t 

have: an emotional life”, an idea that is reflected in the way that the eventual 

creation of irritable robots in R. U. R. is understood as an attempt to make them 

more like people.13  R. U. R., and its intelligent robot workers, can therefore be 

read as an exploration of the importance of feelings and emotions in a 

consideration of the problematic boundary between the artificial and the real, 

the machine and the human.14  The play’s narrative ultimately suggests that if 

robots were able to develop emotions, and therefore feelings for one another, 

they might then be able to replace humans in the world.  In this way, it stresses 

the value of emotion as a positive aspect of human agency, as opposed to 

relegating it to second place behind rational thinking. 

From my perspective, in whichever way R. U. R. is analysed, the play is 

significant because of its exploration of the assumption that robots should be 

given human form and highly developed human communication abilities in 

                                            
11 Donna Haraway, “A Cyborg Manifesto: Science, Technology and Socialist-feminism in the Late 
Twentieth Century,” in The Cybercultures Reader, ed. David Bell and Barbara M. Kennedy 
(London; New York: Routledge, 2000), 291–324. 
12 Capek, R. U. R, 16. 
13 Sherry Turkle, The Second Self: Computers and the Human Spirit, MIT Press ed. (Cambridge, 
Mass.: MIT Press, 2005), 63. 
14 This theme is also explored in older myths and stories, such as those relating to the 
construction of golems. 
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order to make them most useful as workers.  What is particularly important to 

this thesis is the way in which interrogating the boundary between humans and 

robots also provokes a complex consideration of the ways in which they are 

expected to communicate with one another across this shifting barrier.  In 

addition, Capek’s robots raise questions relating to the value and importance of 

emotion in human-robot communication as well as in communication more 

generally. 

From artificial humans to mechanical humanoid robots (and back again) 

As has already been mentioned, once use of the term robot spread 

beyond Capek’s work, it became more closely associated with the very sense of 

the mechanical that Capek had denied.  In fiction, robots were increasingly 

described as humanoid machines constructed from metals and other inorganic 

materials, although their mechanical bodies were sometimes overlaid with 

artificial skin in order to take on a more realistic humanlike appearance.15  

Stories about robots continued to explore the theme of freeing humans from 

performing manual labour, often resulting in robot rebellion and sometimes in 

the eventual destruction of humankind, as in Capek’s play.  Even the alternative, 

in which there was no robot rebellion, was often still fraught with violence as 

humans were described as becoming dissatisfied, regarding robots as a threat to 

their livelihoods.16 

In spite of their specific differences, these stories dealing with robots at 

work continued to perpetuate the assumption that human form was a 

requirement to enable robots to carry out what were once human tasks 

effectively.  This is notably the case both in the fictional work and the 

speculative essays of Isaac Asimov, a scientist and writer whose conception of 

robots and robotics has remained influential.  Although Asimov did write some 

                                            

15 Isaac Asimov’s robots often seem to be overtly mechanical and metallic in construction, 
although even he wrote about a robot’s adoption of increasingly humanlike characteristics in The 
Bicentennial Man.  The replicants, in Phillip K. Dick’s Do Androids Dream of Electric Sheep?, are 
probably the most famous robots of a form so humanlike that specialist tests are required to 
recognise them as other-than-human. 

16 The Terminator series of films are exemplars of the former scenario, while Asimov’s stories 
often explore the latter scenario; for example The Bicentennial Man experiences violence at the 
hands of humans when leaving the safety of his home environment. 
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stories about non-humanoid robots, for example the robotic cars in the short 

story Sally, he was fascinated by the idea of making machines in human form.17  

For example, in his essay, The Friends We Make, Asimov explains that his 

narratives are largely concerned with the human desire for a servant of a similar 

level of intelligence, a worker that is tireless, strong, contented and never bored.  

There are therefore obvious similarities between Asimov’s machinelike robots 

and the fictional Rossum’s artificial humans.  In Asimov’s opinion, as in 

Rossum’s, human form and specifically an average sized body, is an essential 

attribute to enable a robot to operate as an effective worker in an environment 

already tailored to humans.18  

Asimov’s conception of robots as machines constructed from inorganic 

materials, and the idea that their humanlike form lends itself to working in the 

human environment is also mirrored in discussions about real-life robots.  One 

of the clearest real-life archetypes of this type of humanoid robot design is 

Honda’s bipedal walking machine, ASIMO. 

 
 

Figure 1: ASIMO (Honda) 

                                            
17 Isaac Asimov, The Complete Robot (London: Voyager, 1995), 19–40. 
18 Capek, R. U. R, 12; Isaac Asimov, Robot Visions (New York: ROC, 1990), 417–419.  Asimov 
originally wrote this essay in 1977, and this may explain why the idea that making human 
environments more broadly accessible to all human individuals, including for example those 
people who access spaces using wheelchairs, was ignored in his work.  However, from the 
perspective of this thesis it is important to acknowledge that such developments would also 
support non-humanoid wheeled robots.  
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The reasoning behind the design of this robot is clearly stated on Honda’s 

website: 

The robot’s size was chosen to allow it to operate freely in the 
human living space and to make it people-friendly.  This size 
allows the robot to operate light switches and door knobs, and 
work at tables and work benches.19 

While the resonances between Asimov’s writing about robots and Honda’s 

reasons for ASIMO’s design stated here are clear, the makers of ASIMO insist that 

their robot was not named after the science fiction writer. 

It should be noted that in reality ASIMO is considerably more limited in 

its abilities than Asimov’s fictional robots, often being precisely programmed to 

follow a script, as opposed to reacting flexibly to its perception of the 

surrounding world.  The development of ASIMO has taken over a decade, and 

most of this time has been spent in trying to perfect its walking, running and 

stair-climbing abilities.  Publicity information regarding ASIMO suggests that its 

design enables it to work freely in human workplaces and homes.  However, in 

spite of its long development period, its ability to adapt and to move flexibly in 

constantly changing real-life environments, as opposed to in controlled 

laboratory or demonstration conditions, is still fragile.  Therefore, while Honda’s 

websites contain a number of videos showing ASIMO’s successful completion of 

tasks, there is also a selection of amateur videos on the Internet that record some 

of the moments when ASIMO has failed, including, for example, falling on 

stairs.20  The concentration on developing its movement capabilities also means 

that other aspects of ASIMO’s design have been somewhat left aside.  For 

example, ASIMO does not appear to understand and respond to more than a few 

human voice instructions.  Rather, it is humans that are in general required to 

react to and accommodate ASIMO’s scripted actions, and during its public 

appearances the illusion that this robot can interact in flexible humanlike ways 

may therefore be best understood as supported by the actors with which it shares 

the stage. 

                                            
19 http://world.honda.com/ASIMO/technology/concept.html (accessed 11/06/2008). 
20 Honda’s website: http://world.honda.com/ASIMO/ (last accessed 03/2011); ASIMO falling is 
shown in the video: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VTlV0Y5yAww (last accessed 03/2011). 
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Therefore, while in science fiction the icon of the sophisticated and 

communicative humanoid robot has become familiar, such designs have proved 

very hard to realise fully in real life.  This leads some roboticists to argue against 

the pursuit of humanlike form, to suggest that more specialised machines would 

be both easier to build and prove to be more reliable and successful when 

tailored to work in particular contexts.21  Broadly this has been demonstrated in 

practice by industrial robot design, for example on car assembly lines and in 

automated warehouses.  These industrial robots are not humanoid, and while 

some may be described as ‘robotic arms’, their movements and abilities are very 

different from those of the human arm.  However, it is also clear that the drive to 

make humanoid robots is based on more complex reasons than simply enabling 

robots to work in human physical environments.  Towards the end of his essay, 

The Friends We Make, Asimov states that: 

if we are to take on thinking partners – or, at the least, thinking 
servants – in the form of machines, we will be more comfortable 
with them, and we will relate to them more easily, if they are 
shaped like humans.22 

Here, Asimov adds a new perspective to his argument for humanlike form, that 

of the need to support comfort and familiarity in interaction.  In particular, he 

stresses the assumption that the more closely humans are to work with machines, 

whether to give them orders or to cooperate with them in teams, the more like 

humans the machines need to become.  Asimov extends this concept even 

further, as he considers the possibility of humans living more closely with robots, 

suggesting that “[i]t will be easier to be friends with human-shaped robots than 

with specialized machines of unrecognizable shape”.23  Thus for Asimov’s 

humanoid machines, as for Rossum’s artificial humans, one of the key 

                                            
21 Igor Aleksander and Piers Burnett, Reinventing Man: The Robot Becomes Reality (London: 
Kogan Page, 1983); J. Trevelyan, “Redefining Robotics for the New Millennium,” The 
International Journal of Robotics Research 18, no. 12 (1999): 1211–1223; Olivia Solon, “There Is 
No Point Making Robots Look and Act Like Humans,” Wired, March 30, 2011, 
http://www.wired.co.uk/news/archive/2011-03/30/humanoid-robots.  
22 Asimov, Robot Visions, 419. 
23 Ibid.  The somewhat uncomfortable juxtaposition of the idea of ‘robots as servants’, and ‘robots 
as friends’, is possibly a product of the era in which Asimov’s essay was written, but these 
incompatible perspectives are still present in discussions of present day robot designs. 
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assumptions is that providing commonality of form, with an emphasis on the 

specific goal of supporting familiar communicative abilities, will facilitate easier 

and more successful human-robot interactions. 

While ASIMO’s designers have in the main concentrated their efforts on 

enabling the robot’s bipedal movement, it is important to note that they have 

also made ASIMO an adept mimic of many human hand and arm movements.  

This robot is able to wave and to shake hands with ease, and in this way its 

humanlike form becomes tailored towards supporting communication with 

humans, as well as enabling its movement around the world.  There is also a 

tremendous potential for emotional expressiveness in ASIMO’s hands and arms.  

However, this robot’s body movement is not overtly used to express emotional 

content.  Indeed, there is no discussion of emotion as important in ASIMO’s 

character on the Honda website, and in all versions its ‘face’ has remained 

immovable and partially obscured by a tinted visor.  Therefore, although its 

recorded speeches may contain some emotional content, this robot’s design does 

not indicate a sense that the expression of emotions is regarded as important in 

the operation of the robot or in its interactions with humans.   

 In Asimov’s stories and essays, as has been noted for Capek’s play, a 

somewhat confusing relation between robots and ideas about emotion is still 

evident.  Asimov does not discuss emotion in any detailed way in his essay, The 

Friends We Make, but his statement that robots should be contented in their 

work, and never bored, would seem to imply that a lack of emotion, as opposed 

to any ability to feel and express emotion, would be more important in the 

design of robot workers.  The assumptions of Capek’s Rossum would therefore 

seem to live on, and since the mechanical nature of Asimov’s robots offers its 

own protection against damage, any sensation of pain would also seem 

redundant.  As suggested above, similar assumptions would seem to be at work 

in the design of ASIMO in real life. 

It is therefore notable that within Asimov’s science fiction stories 

references to the emotions of robots, such as Andrew in The Bicentennial Man, 

often appear.  For example, Andrew’s actions towards the children of the family 

for whom he is a servant are described as “those which in a human being would 
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have been called the result of fondness”.24  While Andrew’s emotions are a 

constant presence in the narrative, his ability to express them is somewhat 

hampered by the “smooth blankness to his face”.25  For much of the story, this 

fictional robot’s face therefore mirrors ASIMO’s blank face in real life, and 

Andrew’s ability to express his emotions is limited to using body movements and 

tones of voice.  As the story progresses he learns to shake his head in 

disagreement and his voice is able to show the impatience that he cannot 

express through his face.26  By the end of The Bicentennial Man, Asimov 

integrates Andrew’s emotion, that has been present throughout, with the robot’s 

ability for facial expression, when Andrew is finally described as able to smile.27  

It would therefore seem that, while Asimov’s speculative essay The Friends We 

Make does not overtly value the ability of robots to express emotions in any way, 

in spite of positioning them as potential friends, his stories constantly question 

this idea, placing emotional expression in terms of body movement, tone of 

voice and, in the end, even facial expression as an important aspect of human-

robot relations. 

While ASIMO’s designers have concentrated on engineering a machine 

capable of humanlike gesture and bipedal movement, for many roboticists this is 

not understood to be the most important aspect of humanoid robotics research.  

Therefore, although it is unlikely that ASIMO will ever be able to smile in the 

same way as The Bicentennial Man, there are other humanoid robots under 

development in real life that are more clearly influenced by the idea that 

emotional expressiveness is an essential part of communication between humans 

and robots.  The focus of some roboticists has turned in particular to the face 

and, moving beyond ASIMO’s rather blank visor, they are intent on making 

robots that are facially expressive in humanlike ways.  This research therefore 

draws more upon the idea of revealing the underlying emotions of the robots that 

                                            
24 Ibid., 248. 
25 Ibid., 245. 
26 Ibid., 264 & 278. 
27 Ibid., 290. 
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Asimov describes in his fiction, as opposed to his vision of real-life robot workers 

that can never be bored. 

There are two broadly different pathways that have been followed to 

build humanoid robots with expressive faces: one results in robots that are 

designed to look as much like humans as possible, whereas the other involves 

the production of what can be thought of as cartoon-like human faces.  A real-

life example of a robot created to look as human as possible is Jules, designed 

and built by an American company, Hanson Robotics, for researchers at the 

Bristol Robotics Laboratory (BRL) in the UK.  Although Jules’ embodiment only 

consists of a head and neck, the photograph below shows how realistic this has 

been made to look. 

 
 

Figure 2: Jules (Bristol Robotics Laboratory) 

Jules’ skin is made of a lightweight material called ‘frubber’, which is designed to 

be flexible enough to allow motors in the face to act like human facial muscles 

producing human-like expressions, blinking and lip-syncing with speech. 

David Hanson, founder of Hanson Robotics, is one of the most voluble 

proponents of designing robots to mimic living humans as closely as possible, as 

shown by the vision statement from the Hanson Robotics website. 

Hanson Robotics realizes biologically-inspired robots, that is, 
machines that behave like living creatures.  Specifically, we seek 
to model the behavior and movements of people in robots that act 
and react virtually indistinguishably from their human 
counterparts.  Our social robots are capable of mimicking not just 



48 

human emotions and facial expressions, but eye contact, face 
recognition, and naturalistic spoken conversation.28 

Hanson expects his robots to “evolve into socially intelligent beings, capable of 

love and earning a place in the extended human family”, although having met 

Jules in ‘person’ I think it is clear that there is some way to go before these goals 

are realised.29  Not only does Jules’ status as a disembodied head and neck cause 

some problems for the goal of being indistinguishable from humans; in addition, 

there are more subtle technical difficulties with precisely mimicking human 

facial movements.  As Peter Jaeckel, one of the researchers working with Jules at 

the BRL, notes: 

[t]here are still limitations of the available physical system, such as 
a lack of features/muscles (independent eye lids), limitation of 
features’ range (jaw), misalignment of humans’ and the robot’s 
features.30 

In addition, Jaeckel acknowledges that although frubber is a flexible and realistic 

skin-like material, “more skin flexibility is still desirable, especially around the 

cheek areas for more expressiveness”.31  In spite of these difficulties, the goal of 

this branch of robotics is still to continue to make “better, even more expressive 

and realistic heads in future”.32  In line with this goal, the research focus at the 

BRL concentrates on improving Jules’ ability to be trained in making humanlike 

facial movements from videos of expressions provided by actors.  Although the 

Hanson robotics website states that it is possible to “have a natural, interactive 

conversation with Jules”, examples of Jules’ interactions with humans would 

seem to have been scripted thus far, in similar ways to those of ASIMO.  

Therefore, while Jules could be described as an ‘emotional robot’, it is difficult to 

argue that he is doing more than pulling the appropriate faces in time to the 

speech with which he has been programmed. 
                                            

28 Quotation taken from the Vision section of the Hanson Robotics website, 
http://hanson.robotics.com/vision.html, accessed 18 October 2008.  Unfortunately, this website 
is no longer available. 
29 Ibid. 
30 P. Jaeckel, N. Campbell, and C. Melhuish, “Facial Behaviour Mapping - from Video Footage to 
a Robot Head,” Robotics and Autonomous Systems 56, no. 12 (December 2008): 1048. 
31 Ibid. 
32 Ibid. 
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It may well be that the difficulty of building machines like ASIMO or Jules 

leads researchers to focus on particular design problems.  Therefore, while 

ASIMO’s developers have concentrated on recreating humanoid body 

movement, researchers working with Jules have concentrated on producing an 

expressive facial performance of communication. There are however a few 

examples where collaborations have enabled the two lines of research to be 

combined, as seen in the creation of the Albert Einstein Hubo robot in 2005.  

This robot has a Hanson robotics’ Albert Einstein head, which has been grafted 

onto a humanoid robot body, HUBO, created at the Korean Advanced Institute 

for Science and Technology (KAIST).  The HUBO has similar abilities to ASIMO, 

and therefore while Albert Hubo can walk around and make humanlike facial 

expressions, this robot remains limited in similar ways to ASIMO and Jules, and 

its performance is still very reliant on the humans with whom it is interacting.  In 

addition, mounting this type of head, which aims to be as realistic as possible, 

onto what is a clearly machine-like bipedal body, would seem to produce a 

somewhat disturbing result.  All of these real life robots are therefore still just 

steps on the way to what has been described as the ‘Holy Grail’ of robotics: the 

fully autonomous humanoid robot.33  

Interrogating one future of humanoid robotics 

It is only in fiction that robots have reached a level that enables a more 

complete interrogation of the perceived future benefits of humanoid robot 

design, in which humanlike body movement and facial expressiveness have 

been combined with an ability to converse flexibly in human language.  This 

therefore leads me to consider Lieutenant Commander Data, an officer on the 

Starship Enterprise, as a means of interrogating at least one possible future of this 

pathway in humanoid robotics.34 

                                            
33 Rodney A. Brooks et al., “The Cog Project: Building a Humanoid Robot,” in Computation for 
Metaphors, Analogy, and Agents, ed. C. Nehaniv, vol. 1562 (Berlin; Heidelberg: Springer, 1999), 
52; Menzel and D’Aluiso, Robo Sapiens, 18.  
34 In the television series Star Trek: The Next Generation (ST:TNG) and the related feature films. 
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Figure 3: Data (Star Trek: The Next Generation) 

Data is described as a highly sophisticated android: a humanoid machine in the 

main constructed from electrical and electronic components.  He combines the 

ability to gesture and move in more humanlike ways than seen in ASIMO, with a 

face that is capable of mimicking human expressions even more precisely than 

that of Jules.  However, unlike ASIMO and Jules, Data is fully autonomous and 

therefore able to work alone or as part of a team in the same way as any other 

member of the crew.  Data is described as having a ‘positronic brain’, 

terminology taken directly from Asimov’s descriptions of robots, and his 

behaviour is bound by an ‘ethical program’, a concept that draws on Asimov’s 

definition of the three laws of robotics.35  His character can therefore be seen to 

have close links with some of Asimov’s creations, in particular The Bicentennial 

Man.36  Indeed, it has been argued that Star Trek: The Next Generation 

(ST:TNG) provides a more faithful screen adaptation of the central robot 

character, than the film, Bicentennial Man, that was based directly on the story.37  

Data’s construction is described as so complex and original that only his creator, 

Dr Noonien Soong, is said to completely understand how he works.  However, 

                                            
35 “1. A robot may not injure a human being or, through inaction, allow a human being to come 
to harm.  2. A robot must obey the orders given it by human beings except where those orders 
would conflict with the First Law.  3. A robot must protect its own existence except where such 
protection would conflict with the First and Second Law” (Asimov, Robot Visions, 424.) 
36 Ibid., 245–290. 
37 Sue Short, “The measure of man?: Asimov’s Bicentennial Man, Star Trek’s Data, and being 
human,” Extrapolation 44, no. 2 (2003): 209. 
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as Data’s name suggests, he would seem best regarded as a technologically 

advanced, embodied, computer system.  Data’s ‘brain’ is shown as being 

composed of silicon chips and other electronic components, and he can run self-

diagnostic programs when he feels there may be an error in his circuitry.38 

Data is portrayed as being very nearly human in appearance, although the 

makers of ST:TNG have defined some physical anomalies, such as his rather 

unusual eye colour, and the metallic sheen to his skin, the latter being 

particularly noticeable in the first series.  In addition, Data has some quirks in his 

behaviour that set him apart; for example, he rarely uses verbal contractions, 

saying ‘is not’ instead of ‘isn’t’.  The difference between Data and humans most 

explored in many of the series’ storylines is his lack of emotion.  While this 

might be understood to set Data apart from the real life example of Jules, in fact 

Data is perfectly capable of mimicking humanlike facial expressions, and does 

so throughout the series.  This may have something to do with the difficulty for a 

human actor of consistently appearing as an emotionless robot, but it is more 

likely included to demonstrate that, while Data cannot feel emotions, he can 

learn the appropriate human emotional responses to different situations.  It is 

important to acknowledge that for many of ST:TNG’s fictional stories to work 

Data must be almost indistinguishable from humans, while also remaining 

recognisably other-than-human in appearance, behaviour and ability.  This 

ambiguity in understanding Data is demonstrated by the way that human 

characters sometimes seem to forget that Data is different from them.  For 

example, Commander Riker makes an unsuccessful attempt to open a jammed 

door, before eventually stepping aside to allow Data, with his superior strength, 

to open the same door with ease.39  In addition, there are a number of occasions 

on which Data has to remind other characters that he does not have any 

feelings.40  Data does eventually develop his own emotions and feelings in a way 

                                            
38 This aspect of Data’s construction becomes most clear in the film Generations, although there 
are other points in various episodes, for example “Phantasms”, ST:TNG Season 7, Episode 6, 
where Geordi connects Data’s neural network, or brain, to the ship’s holodeck so that the rest of 
the crew can see his dreams.  In “Schisms”, ST:TNG Season 6, Episode 5, Data completes a self-
diagnostic test. 
39 “Hide and Q”, ST:TNG Season 1, Episode 9.  
40 “The Ensign of Command”, ST:TNG Season 3, Episode 2.  
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that makes his character even more humanlike and also reinforces his relation 

with Asimov’s Bicentennial Man.  However, as will be discussed later in this 

chapter, Data’s emotional development is portrayed as fraught with difficulties in 

ways that raise some important ideas about the interplay between emotion and 

reason, whether it is considered in relation to machines or to humans. 

In spite of Data’s differences from humans, in particular his lack of 

emotion explored in the earlier narratives, he experiences very few difficulties in 

communicating with, working amongst and being accepted by the human, and 

humanoid alien, members of the starship crew.41  While Data’s design and 

communicative ability place him well beyond the scope of current robotics 

projects, he is a valuable fictional example because he draws together the work 

of real-life roboticists on ASIMO and Jules with the futuristic vision of Isaac 

Asimov.  In many ways Data can be regarded as an exemplar of the branch of 

humanoid robotics that attempts to create robots that look indistinguishable from 

humans.  Stories about Data therefore offer the opportunity to interrogate further 

the assumptions behind humanoid robotics research, in particular those relating 

to aspects that have not yet been perfected, such as the ability to communicate 

autonomously using language, facial expressions and body movement.  As I 

explore below, Data’s communication, in particular the way that it is described 

as ‘humanlike’, can be understood to be based in particular conceptions of 

communication theory and ideas about how communicative acts can be judged 

as successful. 

Most of Data’s responsibilities on the Enterprise are concerned with 

research, information retrieval, processing and analysis, as might be expected in 

his role of Science Officer.  However, an important part of such work, as is true 

in the case of human scientists, is the ability to communicate the results and 

conclusions to others.  In general, Data seems to have few problems in this 

respect, although he is often unusually precise in what he says, using a 

systematic approach in his interactions and showing a particular concern to 

                                            
41 One of the issues of using science fiction examples is the presence of humanoid alien 
characters who are sometimes portrayed as having very different communicative abilities to that 
of ‘Earth’ humans.  However, in the case of ST:TNG the humanoid aliens appear to communicate 
in very familiar humanlike ways.  
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provide detailed and accurate information.  The portrayal of his communicative 

acts stresses the importance of factual information, logic and objective rational 

argument.  In this sense, Data can be understood as a paradigmatic product of 

the Age of Enlightenment, and of all traditions that follow its valorisation of 

objectivity, scientific precision and the statement of fact.  It follows from this that 

possibly the most appropriate communication theories with which to consider a 

machine like Data are particular readings of the cybernetic and semiotic 

traditions, those that focus on the precision coding of information, followed by 

its accurate transmission or exchange.  

The cybernetic tradition has its foundations in the work of scholars such 

as Claude Shannon and Warren Weaver, Norbert Wiener and Alan Turing, being 

drawn out of and feeding back into research into systems and information 

science, artificial intelligence and cognitive theory.  The driving philosophical 

assumptions behind this tradition are concerned with materialism, rationalism 

and functionalism, the result being theory that regards all communication in 

terms of information processing and exchange within systems.42  Of course, 

Data’s construction as an embodied computer system serves to link his design 

with cybernetic theory, and with what is known as the cybernetic tradition of 

communication, even more closely.  As Robert Craig notes, the cybernetic 

tradition shares some common ground with the other communication traditions 

he identifies, including the semiotic tradition.  For Craig, this similarity is based 

on the way that semiotics collapses “human agency into underlying or 

overarching symbol-processing systems”. 43  A similar link, between semiotic 

communication as a means to “purge semantic dissonance”, and cybernetic 

communication as a process of “information exchange”, is also made by John 

Durham Peters.44 

However, I would suggest that if one is to explain human communication 

as a process of information transfer or exchange, then it is useful to interweave 

                                            
42 Robert T. Craig, “Communication Theory as a Field,” Communication Theory 9, no. 2 (1999): 
141. 
43 Ibid., 142.  Here Craig cites work by Cherry (1966), Eco (1976) and Wilden (1972). 
44 John Durham Peters, Speaking into the Air: a History of the Idea of Communication (Chicago; 
London: University of Chicago Press, 1999), 12 & 24. 
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semiotic and cybernetic theories of human communication even more closely 

than either Craig or Peters.  Semiotic theory describes human communication in 

terms of the use of particular signs whose meaning is shared between 

interlocutors.  It can therefore be argued that such intersubjective understandings 

of signs provide the means by which information is coded and decoded, and 

therefore accurately conveyed, in cybernetic models of the process of 

information exchange in human communication.  In discussing human 

communication, and also communication with Data as a sophisticated 

humanlike machine, it is therefore suggested that a combined cybernetic-

semiotic theory can be seen at work. 

When communication is understood as this type of cybernetic-semiotic 

process, judging the success of communication becomes closely linked with 

measuring the accuracy in transferring meaning from one interlocutor to the 

other.  Success in these terms therefore depends on the clarity of the information 

itself, the quality of its coding using intersubjective signs and the reduction of 

extraneous information, referred to as ‘noise’ in cybernetic theory.  For some 

roboticists the development of humanoid robots, while complex and difficult, is 

therefore justified as a means of reducing the level of difference between humans 

and robots.  The assumption is that this reduction of difference is of paramount 

importance in supporting more successful human-robot communication by 

enabling the use of familiar human codes or signs, including facial expressions 

and body movements.  Of course, it should also be acknowledged that, from the 

perspective of the semiotic tradition, a humanoid robot like Data shares the same 

problems with developing and using intersubjective signs as any human.  

However, ST:TNG story lines often imply that Data can be regarded as a 

formidable communicator, because he can learn any new language for which 

the grammatical rules and vocabulary are available. 

Data’s ability to accurately collate, analyse and disseminate many 

different kinds of information in familiar humanlike ways, can therefore be 

understood to make him a near perfect human-computer interface from the 

perspective of this cybernetic-semiotic model of communication.  Data is 

positioned differently from Capek’s robots in that his lack of emotion is valued, 

in this instance not in placing him as a worker or a slave, but instead in placing 
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him as the ultimate rational thinker and communicator.  This is made particularly 

clear when Captain Picard, who holds Data’s emotional control in great positive 

regard, remarks that he wishes that he and the rest of the crew “were all so well-

balanced”.45  From this perspective, emotions are clearly regarded as a form of 

‘noise’, which from a cybernetic-semiotic perspective needs to be reduced as far 

as possible in order for successful information exchange to occur. 

This cybernetic-semiotic understanding of communication, focused on 

reason as opposed to emotion, lends itself to a consideration of the interplay 

between computer code and language, such as that explored by N. Katherine 

Hayles in My Mother was a Computer.  In particular, a positive appraisal of 

Data’s lack of emotion can be linked with Ellen Ullman’s comments relating to 

computer systems programming, to which Hayles refers.  Ullman notes that 

computer programming strips the emotion out of communication and systems, 

and concludes that, in the end, “a computer program has only one meaning: 

what it does” such that “[i]ts entire meaning is its function”.46  As will be 

discussed in greater detail in chapter two, Ullman’s comments can also be linked 

with the way in which cybernetic-semiotic understandings of communication 

have a tendency to overlook the possibilities of ambiguity or undecidability in 

human language, also consigning these to the category of noise.47  From the 

perspective of this chapter, it is most important to note that Data’s precision, and 

tendency to rely on reason as opposed to any emotional content, can be 

understood to produce a form of human language that has to an extent been 

‘machine coded’.  However, Data’s abilities still lead Craig to draw the 

conclusion that, from the perspective of the cybernetic tradition, Data “might be 

truly the most ‘human’ member of the Enterprise crew”.48  Craig’s comment 

emphasises the way that cybernetic, and therefore also cybernetic-semiotic, 

theories of communication are able to regard Data as “most ‘human’”, even in 

                                            
45 “Datalore”, ST:TNG, Season 1, Episode 12.  
46 Ellen Ullman, “Elegance and Entropy”, quoted in N. Katherine Hayles, My Mother Was a 
Computer: Digital Subjects and Literary Texts (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2005), 48. 
47 Briankle G. Chang, Deconstructing Communication: Representation, Subject, and Economies 
of Exchange (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1996), xi; Hayles, My Mother Was a 
Computer, 47–48.  
48 Craig, “Communication Theory as a Field,” 141. 
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the absence of humanlike emotional expression.49  Thinking of Data in this way 

therefore validates the importance of reason, mind and language over emotion, 

face and body in humans and human communication. 

In addition, it would seem that the concentration in Data’s 

communication on the importance of rational thinking and reason over anything 

else, also opens his communication to analysis from the critical tradition of 

communication theory.  Theories within this tradition are concerned with 

identifying “[a]uthentic communication”, as communication that strives to go a 

step further than the cybernetic-semiotic idea of transmission or exchange, 

insisting that communication should have “a built-in telos towards articulating, 

questioning, and transcending presuppositions that are judged to be untrue, 

dishonest or unjust”.50  This sober view of communication as reasonable, 

productive discourse that results in coordinated action is linked with the work of 

Jürgen Habermas and his argument that only rational discourse can result in 

meaningful consensus.51  Although decisions on the Starship Enterprise may 

ultimately be the responsibility of Captain Picard, in regularly seeking the advice 

of his officers the importance of rational discourse, and in particular Data’s role 

within this discourse, is also evident within the narratives. 

It is clear that, while Data might strive to understand emotion, the 

description of his character and communication style leaves no place for 

emotion as a part of his reasoning or decision-making processes.  This therefore 

makes him a vivid illustration of the way in which western philosophical and 

scientific thinking separate emotion from reason.  Alison Jaggar notes that within 

these traditions “emotions usually have been considered as potentially or 

actually subversive of knowledge”.52  Data’s placement both as the science 

officer and as an emotionless robot conforms to a vision of modern science in 
                                            

49 Ibid. 
50 Ibid., 147. 
51 Jürgen Habermas, Theory of Communicative Action, trans. Thomas McCarthy, 2 vols. (Boston: 
Beacon Press, 1987). Cited in Peters, Speaking into the Air, 20–21; Amit Pinchevski, By Way of 
Interruption: Levinas and the Ethics of Communication (Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania: Dusquene 
University Press, 2005), 62.  
52 Alison Jaggar, “Love and Knowledge: Emotion in Feminist Epistemology,” in Gender Body 
Knowledge: Feminist Reconstruction of Being and Knowing, ed. Alison Jaggar and Susan R. 
Bordo (New Brunswick: Rutgers University Press, 1992), 145. 
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which objective universal knowledge has been separated from emotional feeling, 

attitudes and preferences.53 

In a similar argument to that of Jaggar, the neuroscientist Antonio 

Damasio also draws out the way that “both philosophy and the sciences of mind 

and brain” have not easily accepted any value in studying emotion and feeling.54  

While the science of the nineteenth century, such as the work of Darwin, Freud 

and James, produced extensive writing on the subject of emotion, this research 

became sidelined in the twentieth century, when emotion became regarded as 

being too subjective, elusive and vague to be reliably studied under laboratory 

conditions.55  Twentieth century science can therefore be seen to follow the 

philosophical decision to value reason over emotion, accepting the idea that 

objectivity is both to be desired and also possible to attain.  Damasio’s own 

research however, as presented in Descartes’ Error, supports the idea that: 

reason may not be as pure as most of us think it is or wish it were, 
that emotions and feelings may not be intruders in the bastion of 
reason at all: they may be enmeshed in its networks, for worse and 
for better.56 

Damasio does not see “emotions and feelings as the intangible and vaporous 

qualities that many presume them to be”, and instead explains how “[t]heir 

subject matter is concrete”.57  His theories of emotion have influenced various 

roboticists, in particular those at Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT) 

including Rodney Brooks and Cynthia Breazeal, who both cite his work in their 

research.58  Therefore, while western perspectives are predominantly associated 

with the idea that knowledge depends upon the application of reason, as 

                                            
53 Ibid., 146. 
54 Antonio Damasio, The Feeling of What Happens: Body and Emotion in the Making of 
Consciousness (New York: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1999), 38. 
55 Ibid., 38–39. 
56 Antonio Damasio, Descartes’ Error: Emotion, Reason, and the Human Brain (New York: 
Penguin Books, 2005), xvi. 
57 Ibid., 164. 
58 Brooks cites Damasio in papers and in his book, Robot: the future of flesh and machines, 
Breazeal also cites Damasio in her papers and in her book Designing Sociable Robots.  It would 
therefore seem that Damasio’s work was influential in the development of the robots Cog and 
Kismet at MIT, and continues to have a place in more recent robot designs. 
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opposed to any emotional evaluation, the development of real-life robots 

relocates emotion both as part of their communication and also within their 

processes of reasoning and decision making. 

Any attempt to compare and contrast the various discussions of emotion 

and feeling is complicated by the use of varied definitions of these terms, as well 

as the application of different classifications of levels or types of emotion or 

feeling.  The complexities that result from these differences are evident in 

discussions about real-life robot designs, as well as in the ways in which robots 

are described in fiction.  For example, Data’s expression of emotion without the 

presence of underlying feelings illustrates Damasio’s division of emotions as 

externally expressed, and thus visible to others, from feelings, which he 

describes as the “inwardly directed and private” thoughts “engendered by those 

emotions”, only available to others through a process of introspection and 

description.59  This understanding, that emotions are externally expressed and 

feelings internally processed, also influences real life discussions in robotics.  As 

Arbib and Fellous explain, “as we have no criterion for saying that a robot has 

‘feelings’, we will seek here to understand emotions in their functional 

context”.60  It is therefore not surprising when their book, Who needs emotions?  

The brain meets the robot, draws together many perspectives relating to the 

provision of emotions and emotional responses in robotic design as opposed to 

discussing feelings.  In this work, emotions are understood not only to support 

expression and communication in social situations, as seen most clearly in Jules 

and Data, but also in terms of driving the underlying decision making processes 

of some robots, an aspect that is explored later in this chapter in the design of a 

robot called Kismet. 

In terms of embedding emotion as a part of making decisions it becomes 

clear that roboticists are currently focused on working with ideas relating to 

innate drives and instincts.  For example, one set of such drives from biological 

research is commonly and somewhat amusingly referred to as the four Fs: 

                                            

59 Damasio, The Feeling of What Happens, 36. 

60 M. A. Arbib and Jean-Marc Fellous, “Emotions: From Brain to Robot,” TRENDS in Cognitive 
Science 8, no. 12 (2004): 554. 
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feeding, fighting, fleeing and reproduction.  While ideas of hunger might be 

replaced with the need to access an electricity supply, and sex-drive does not yet 

apply to real-life robots at least, these drives are indicative of the level of 

emotion most commonly considered in robotics.  In contrast, Jaggar excludes 

these “automatic physical responses and nonintentional sensations, such as 

hunger pangs” from her discussion entirely, and Damasio refers to them as 

primary emotions, he himself being most interested in the formation of more 

complex secondary emotions that arise as connections are made between 

objects, people or situations and primary emotional responses.61  In terms of 

communication, it is difficult to draw a line between the primary and secondary 

emotions, since even an individual’s instinctual expressions can form an 

important part of their communication. 

While the considerations of emotion and feeling are very different 

between these scholars, they all express some sense in which strong emotions 

can be detrimental to one’s ability to communicate or to reason.  Arbib in 

particular has misgivings about developing robots whose reasoning function 

might be adversely affected by strong emotional responses, his suggestion being 

that we should “[b]eware the passionate robot”.62  Arbib and Fellous also argue 

that emotions can sometimes be inappropriate, suggesting for example that “if 

one is caught in a traffic jam, anger can easily set in, but anger in this case has 

no apparent usefulness”.63  They thus question how the brain is able “to 

maximize the benefits of emotion yet minimize its occasional 

inappropriateness”.64  Damasio, while embedding more complex emotions as 

well as drives and instincts into his theory of the importance of emotion in 

reason, also tempers his explanation, suggesting that: 

                                            
61 Jaggar, “Love and Knowledge,” 148; Damasio, Descartes’ Error, 131–134.  
62 Michael A. Arbib, “Beware the Passionate Robot,” in Who Needs Emotions? The Brain Meets 
the Robot, ed. Jean-Marc Fellous and Michael A. Arbib (Oxford; New York: Oxford University 
Press, 2005), 333. 
63 Arbib and Fellous, “Emotions,” 554. 
64 Ibid. 
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[a]t their best, feelings point us in the proper direction, take us to 
the appropriate place in a decision-making space, where we may 
put the instruments of logic to good use.65 

The idea that emotions can become too strong or be inappropriate, 

clouding reason and judgement, is also played out in fiction when the 

relationship between Data’s thoughts and his emotions becomes complicated by 

the story line relating to the ‘emotion chip’.  This is a silicon chip that can be 

inserted into Data’s computer-like ‘brain’ to enable him to feel, thus giving a 

basis for his emotional expressions.  Shortly after the emotion chip is installed, 

Data and his human friend and colleague Geordi La Forge are sent to investigate 

a situation on a space station.  As they examine the station, Data begins to show 

signs that all is not well, beginning to laugh uncontrollably and eventually he 

collapses as the emotion chip overloads his neural net.  Unfortunately, Geordi 

and Data then come under attack, and Geordi is knocked out while Data is left 

crippled with fear as he is threatened with a disrupter (a gun-like weapon).  

Data’s fearful response is such that when an opportunity arises to rescue Geordi 

he is unable to act.66  This fictional example would therefore seem to illustrate 

Arbib’s discomfort with the “passionate robot” and the idea that emotions are 

useful guides for reasoning, but must be kept under control.67  In line with this 

understanding, Data’s use of the emotion chip is only portrayed as being 

beneficial once he can fully control its effects, switching it on and off at will. 

Considering Data’s communication therefore draws out the idea that it is 

both possible, and desirable, to strive for a perfect level of communication, one 

in which ideas are coded in language such that they can be transmitted from one 

person to another accurately.  While this perfect coding and transmission may 

require some level of human emotion as a social support, it is reason that is 

placed as the fundamental key to this process throughout, even when the 

emotion chip is installed in Data.  However, this conception is very different 

from that of real-life roboticists such as Hanson, who stress their interest in 

emotion as a vitally important aspect of the way that a robot might communicate 

                                            
65 Damasio, Descartes’ Error, xvii. 
66 Star Trek: Generations, directed by David Carson (Paramount Pictures, 1994). 
67 Arbib, “Beware the Passionate Robot,” 333. 
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usefully with humans.  Furthermore, in addition to being able to express 

emotions, the design aspect focused on in the development of Jules, some 

roboticists argue that robots also need to be able to read emotions when 

interacting with humans.  This design decision is particularly well illustrated by 

the work of Breazeal at MIT, whose robot Kismet was developed specifically to 

test the ways that a robot can be made to understand, and react to, the emotional 

content in human tones of voice, expressions and gestures.  It is Kismet’s ability 

to read human emotional cues, as well as to respond to them with facial 

expressions and tone of voice, which demonstrates how Breazeal has drawn 

upon some of Damasio’s central ideas, in particular those that bring emotion and 

reason together. 

An alternative conception of the humanoid robot 

While Data is characterised as being largely accepted by the crew of the 

Starship Enterprise, and by many of the other humans and aliens that they meet, 

the same is not yet true of robots that have been designed to look as much like 

humans as possible in real life.  For example, Jules remains a somewhat 

problematic humanoid, startling and unnerving to catch sight of on a desk in the 

laboratory.68  Having shown video footage of Jules to a number of people, it is 

clear to me that this robot provokes a range of reactions.  Some are very 

impressed by the robot’s facial expressions, but the majority are uncomfortable 

with the thought of sharing a room with Jules.  The difficulties raised by the near-

realism of robots such as Jules are often related to a concept described as the 

‘uncanny valley’.  This theory, developed by roboticist Masahiro Mori in 1970, 

owes much to Sigmund Freud’s definition of the uncanny as “that class of the 

terrifying which leads back to something long known to us, once very familiar”.69 

                                            
68 An observation made during my visit to the Bristol Robotics Laboratory, and a feeling shared 
by Peter Jaeckel in conversation. 
69 Sigmund Freud, “The Uncanny (1919),” in Fantastic Literature: a Critical Reader, ed. David 
Sandner (Westport Conn.: Praeger, 2004), 76. 
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Figure 4: Graph of the Uncanny Valley70 

The theory is usually illustrated by the above graph, which shows that 

with increasing human likeness comes increasing familiarity, up to a sharp drop-

off point where the human likeness reaches a level such that a still doll is 

perceived as corpselike and a moving robot is perceived as zombielike.  Mori’s 

theory is considered by some to be particularly important in robot design 

because, as shown by the graph, the effect is generally understood to be far more 

pronounced for moving robots than for still mannequins.  The prediction of this 

theory is therefore that a very humanlike robot such as Jules, because it still has 

small flaws in its appearance or behaviour that give it away, will be perceived by 

humans as eerily unpleasant, rather than attractive and interesting. 71   

Mori’s theory is only accepted by some researchers; others argue that 

there is as much evidence against the hypothesis as can be cited in its support.  

Indeed, Hanson, in justifying his design decisions, has developed an alternative 

theory and instead proposes that the aesthetic impact of the robot is more 

important than any other factors in its acceptance by humans. 

If the illusion of life can be created and maintained, the uncanny 
effects may be mitigated.  It may be that any level of realism can 

                                            
70 This is a simplified version of the graph provided with the translation of the original paper.   
Masahiro Mori, “The Uncanny Valley,” trans. Karl F. MacDorman and Takashi Minato, Energy 7, 
no. 4 (1970): 33–35. 
71 Ibid. 
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be socially engaging if one designs the aesthetic well.  This, in 
effect, would represent a bridge of good aesthetic, which inspires 
us to name the revised theory the path of engagement (POE).72 

For Hanson then, the problem is simply that Jules is not yet designed in such a 

way that the robot’s aesthetic value consistently supports a path of engagement, 

something which I am sure Hanson would argue could be overcome in future 

designs. 

However, while Hanson has no qualms about creating lifelike robots such 

as Jules, other designers do not share his drive to make robots that are virtually 

indistinguishable from humans.  Researchers, such as Breazeal at MIT, have 

chosen instead to create robots in ways designed to avoid Mori’s ‘uncanny 

valley’ completely.  Kismet, for example, is a robot that is clearly not human, but 

nonetheless is able to mimic human-like facial expressions.  As such, Kismet is a 

good example of the alternative pathway to humanoid robot design, in which a 

cartoon-like face is created.  Kismet’s stylised features and reliance on their 

controlled movement to produce humanlike expressions to draw people into 

interactions could also be understood to place this robot as similar to bunraku 

puppets, which Mori notes also appear to overcome the uncanny valley 

problem. 

 
 

Figure 5: Bunraku puppet 
                                            

72 David Hanson, “Exploring the Aesthetic Range for Humanoid Robots,” in Towards Social 
Mechanisms of Android Science (presented at the ICCS/Cog-Sci, Vancouver, B.C., Canada, 
2006), 42. 
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Mori suggests that the very stylised humanlike appearance of these 

puppets, together with the skill of the puppeteers in controlling their humanlike 

movements, allow them to sit on the right hand side of the valley, as shown on 

the graph.  Thus bunraku puppets, and also robots like Kismet, are considered 

able to elicit a more positive response from people in seeing them as humanlike, 

without the sense that they are corpselike or, even worse, undead zombies.  It 

does also seem likely that the reading of bunraku puppets as humanlike is further 

supported by their placement on stage, acting out stories.  However, as will be 

discussed, Kismet’s experimental interactions can also be placed within the 

context of acting out particular situations with human participants. 

 
 

Figure 6: Kismet (MIT Museum) 

Although Kismet’s construction might seem to make this robot very 

different from Jules, the similarities between Breazeal’s goals for her robots and 

Hanson’s, quoted earlier in this chapter, are striking: 

For me, a sociable robot is able to communicate and interact with 
us, understand and even relate to us, in a personal way. It should 
be able to understand us and itself in social terms.  We, in turn, 
should be able to understand it in the same social terms – to be 
able to relate to it and to empathize with it.  Such a robot must be 
able to adapt and learn throughout its lifetime, incorporating 
shared experiences with other individuals into its understanding of 
self, of others, and of the relationships they share.  In short, a 
sociable robot is socially intelligent in a humanlike way, and 
interacting with it is like interacting with another person.  At the 
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pinnacle of achievement, they could befriend us, as we could 
them.73 

In particular, both have a focus on building robots that are socially intelligent in 

such a way as to support friendships with humans.  In addition, Kismet as a 

robotic head and neck is restricted by the current limitations of real-life robotics 

in a similar way to Jules.  In spite of these similarities, the responses of human 

participants in experiments with Kismet indicate that this robot provokes much 

less of an uncanny effect than Jules. 

Both of these streams of research, one producing near-realistic humanoid 

robots, and the other producing robots with caricatures of human faces, are no 

longer simply concerned with enabling robots to operate in a physical world 

designed for humans.  Instead their designs are based on the assumption that 

sharing humanlike expressions of emotion is essential to support human-robot 

sociability, which itself is linked with the perceived need to make robots that are 

able to communicate with humans in ways that are more subtle and emotionally 

aware.  However, while similar, the efforts of the design teams for Jules and 

Kismet have been differently focused.  As mentioned earlier, in designing Jules, 

appearance has been of prime importance, and facial expressiveness helps to 

make this robot look as humanlike as possible.  In contrast, Kismet’s designers 

have simplified the task of producing expressions somewhat through use of the 

cartoonlike face, and have therefore been able to concentrate their efforts on 

programming Kismet to perceive the emotions of humans in conversation.  

Although this robot does not follow the same design path as Jules, and is 

sometimes referred to as a “robotic creature”, it is nonetheless a form of 

humanoid robot.74  This is made clear when Breazeal states that she aims to 

build robots that are “socially intelligent in a human-like way” making humans 

feel that they are “interacting with another person”.75  She argues that since 

“humanoid robots share a similar morphology with humans” they might well be 

“capable of receiving, interpreting and reciprocating familiar social cues in the 
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74 Ibid., 51 & 60. 
75 Ibid., xi. 
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natural communication modalities of humans”, and her research has been 

designed to investigate this idea.76 

Breazeal clarifies that her research focus in building Kismet was “to 

explore dynamic, expressive, pre-linguistic, and relatively unconstrained face-to-

face social interaction between a human and an anthropomorphic robot”.77  She 

is therefore particularly interested in the passing of affective content via the 

prosodic cues contained in speech (tone, rhythm and intensity) and also using 

humanlike facial expressions.  In spite of the move away from creating a robot 

capable of producing well-developed human language, her work still provides a 

sense of the robot as part of a turn-taking dialogue as Kismet “babbles” its turn, 

in the same way as a baby or small child.78  This robot’s design is therefore no 

longer based solely on the idea that a robot must be able to communicate 

effectively in cybernetic-semiotic terms, as was the case with Data.  Instead, 

Kismet is described by Breazeal as a “sociable robot”, and therefore lends itself 

as an example in a consideration of humanoid robots that relates their design to 

the sociopsychological and sociocultural traditions of communication.79  As will 

be discussed, an analysis of Kismet’s design and communication draws upon and 

reinforces the way in which these social conceptions of communication can be 

understood to advocate the need for commonality between human and robot in 

order to support successful interactions. 

Humanoid robotics and communication theory 

Craig describes the sociopsychological tradition as theorising 

communication in terms of “a process of expression, interaction and influence”.80  

For example, within this tradition, Lasswell models communication as a process 

about which researchers should be asking: “Who?  Says what?  In which 
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channel?  To whom?  With what effect?”81  This understanding has much in 

common with cybernetic theories for which communication is a process of 

information transfer between a source and a receiver.  The link is particularly 

clear when considering the ‘hypodermic needle’ theory of Berlo, and also 

Schramm’s ‘magic bullet’ theory, both of which described the media as a source 

of communication, which was able to influence and alter the behaviour of 

individuals in an audience with ease.  However, as Lasswell’s description 

suggests, more recent thinking separates sociopsychological and cybernetic-

semiotic ideas by a more careful analysis of how exactly successful 

communication is supported.  In the main, the differences between the theories 

are concerned with the question of effect.  Sociopsychological theory now 

suggests that the reception of any message, and therefore its effect on the 

receiver, is mediated by psychological predispositions such as attitudes and 

beliefs, as well as the receiver’s current emotional state.  Thus the semiotic 

precision of the message and the reduction of extraneous noise are no longer 

enough to ensure successful communication.  Instead, from a sociopsychological 

perspective the success of communication is also dependent on the message’s 

influence on receivers in light of their predispositions. 

Data, whose communication focuses on cybernetic-semiotic excellence, 

demonstrates some ability to read social cues from others, but his reactions are 

shown as rather limited, and while Jules might one day be regarded as a 

sociopsychological communicator, his current ability to read the communication 

of others for emotional content would seem to be restricted.  It is therefore 

Kismet’s design that most clearly draws on sociopsychological theory, 

acknowledging the importance of individual personalities, and the value of 

making an attempt to read the emotional cues of others as a vital aspect of 

communication before providing an appropriate emotional expression of one’s 

own in response.   

Unlike Jules, for Kismet, as a caricature of a human face, the problem of 

producing a ‘natural’ humanlike expression is removed.  The nature of Kismet’s 

                                            
81 Harold D. Lasswell, “The Structure and Function of Communication in Society,” in The 
Communication of Ideas: a Series of Addresses (Institute for Religious and Social Studies, 1948), 
37–52. 
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face means that humans interacting with it do not expect its expressions to be 

subtly nuanced or exactly like their own.  However, Kismet is nonetheless 

perceived as needing to produce clearly recognisable humanlike expressions 

based on what is the most commonly identified set of ‘basic’ emotions: 

happiness, sadness, anger, fear, disgust and surprise, with the addition of a 

seventh, resting or neutral expression, for Kismet.82  This set of expressions is 

often identified with the work of Paul Ekman, whose research, along with that of 

various others, supports the existence of a set of basic emotions that can be 

“recognized from facial expressions by all human beings, regardless of their 

cultural background”.83  The production of a set of clearly defined expressions is 

understood to make recognition of the expression as easy as possible for any 

human participant interacting with the robot.  Kismet’s design therefore 

illustrates a reliance on a different level of commonality from that of Jules.  

While not appearing to be realistically humanlike, Kismet’s expressions are 

instead based on an idea that humans share expressions in common, between 

one another and across cultures.  

Experiments in which Kismet and human participants interact include 

those where humans are asked either to praise or to scold the robot, exaggerating 

their tones of voice as if Kismet was the infant it is designed to mimic.  From 

video footage, available on the MIT website, Kismet would seem to be successful 

both in reading each human’s intent, and also in influencing their subsequent 

response through its expressions of happiness on praise and sadness on 

scolding.84 However, while there would seem to be a common sense level at 

which this production of basic emotions should work, James Russell does note 

that experiments on facial expression recognition only show that the choice of 

                                            
82 Cynthia Breazeal, “Emotion and Sociable Humanoid Robots,” International Journal of Human-
Computer Studies 59, no. 1–2 (2003): 129.  Kismet’s design is based on the most common set of 
‘basic emotions’, in this case those identified by Paul Ekman, plus the addition of a neutral 
resting expression. 
83 James A. Russell, “Is There Universal Recognition of Emotion from Facial Expressions? A 
Review of the Cross-cultural Studies,” Psychological Bulletin 115, no. 1 (1994): 102.  As Russell 
explains, the basic sets identified by different researchers sometimes vary; for example ‘contempt’ 
is occasionally added to the set. 
84 http://www.ai.mit.edu/projects/sociable/movies/affective-intent-narrative.mov  Most recently 
accessed in January 2010. 
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emotion-expression pairs is better than chance.85  In addition, the context in 

which certain expressions are produced is also important, and thus a smile, 

which may indicate happiness in one context, might instead be related to 

embarrassment in another.86  In this way Russell questions the level of 

commonality found between situations and cultures, opening the possibility that 

Kismet’s design might be somewhat flawed, or at least needing more subtlety in 

its execution if it is to work outside of the laboratory.  As will be discussed in 

later chapters, some people who have met with Kismet found this robot difficult 

to interact with in any convincing way. 

The above discussion highlights the importance of this robot’s ability not 

only to express itself, but also to be able to perceive the affective states of those 

humans with which it interacts.  It also draws attention to the way that this 

robot’s success is in part supported by being given a particular position within a 

familiar human social structure: as an infant or young child.  The sociocultural 

tradition broadly describes communication as a “symbolic process whereby 

reality is produced, maintained, repaired, and transformed”.87  Communication 

within this tradition is regarded both as depending upon and reproducing the 

existing order of a social and cultural environment, and also as offering the 

possibility to produce new sociocultural patterns.  Interactions with Kismet have 

been clearly designed to follow a particular relationship structure, in which 

Kismet takes the role of infant, and the human participant is caregiver.  Breazeal 

argues that this helps to make Kismet’s limitations (in speech, nuanced 

expression and movement) more easily acceptable to humans.88  It also 

encourages human participants to exaggerate their tones of voice and facial 

expressions, as they would when talking to a young child.89  As mentioned 

above, this exaggeration helps Kismet to pick up on the affective cues in the 

                                            

85 Russell, “Is there universal recognition of emotion from facial expressions?” 134. 

86 Ibid., 123. 

87 James Carey, Communication as Culture: Essays on Media and Society (New York: Routledge, 
1992), 23. 

88 Breazeal, Designing Sociable Robots, 51. 

89 C. L. Breazeal and Lijin Aryananda, “Recognition of Affective Communicative Intent in Robot-
directed Speech,” Autonomous Robots 12, no. 1 (2002): 87. 
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dialogue, allowing it to provide its own expressive responses appropriately.  The 

social and cultural positioning of Kismet has therefore been carefully chosen to 

support this robot’s communication, and as the dialogues with Kismet unfold 

they continually maintain the infant-caregiver relationship.  In addition, the fact 

that Kismet is clearly recognisable as a robot transforms the conception of this 

relationship somewhat, by demonstrating that the participants in such exchanges 

need not be human, but it does still suggest that the robot needs to be 

humanlike. 

Roboticists such as Breazeal, and her doctoral supervisor at MIT, Rodney 

Brooks, understand the functionality and performance of their robots to rely on 

the extent and nature of their ability to sense and perceive the external world.  

Such robots are described as ‘situated’, because as opposed to relying upon their 

own internal models of the environment around them, they are “embedded in 

the world” and their real-time ability to perceive their surroundings directly 

influences their behaviour.90  When discussing humanoid robots Brooks takes 

this a step further when he argues that “[h]umanoid form is important both to 

allow humans to interact socially with the robot in a natural way and to provide 

similar task constraints”.91  This assumption is reinforced in a recent article 

reviewing a large number of varied robot designs, which states that in order “[t]o 

interact meaningfully with humans, social robots must be able to perceive the 

world as humans do”.92  There are two ideas within these statements.  The first is 

broadly based in what has already been considered above, that commonality, in 

terms of the use of humanlike form, is understood to support successful human-

robot interaction from the perspective of a number of different communication 

theories.  The second relates more closely to the idea of commonality in terms of 

the ways in which humans and robots can be regarded as being situated in the 

world, suggesting that there is a need to share similar perceptual senses in order 

to interact meaningfully.  Therefore, while robots might be situated in the world 

in novel ways and thus have the ability to offer their own very different 

                                            

90 Rodney A. Brooks, Robot: The Future of Flesh and Machines (London: Penguin, 2003), 51–52. 

91 Brooks et al., “The Cog Project,” 57. 

92 Terrence Fong, Illah Nourbakhsh, and Kerstin Dautenhahn, “A Survey of Socially Interactive 
Robots,” Robotics and Autonomous Systems 42 (2003): 155. 
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perceptions of the world in working partnerships, roboticists including Brooks 

and Breazeal instead focus on creating robots that are physically, through their 

form and their senses, and socially, through their faces and expressions, situated 

in as similar a way to humans as possible. 

This chapter has explored the various ways in which many science fiction 

authors and real-life roboticists embrace the assumption that humanlike form, 

including in many cases the provision of an expressive humanlike face, is the 

most effective way to support working and social relations between humans and 

robots.  It was suggested that this assumption was, at least in part, founded in 

understandings of communication that place an emphasis on the idea that some 

level of commonality between interlocutors is essential for successful 

communication to occur.  As has been made clear, this assumption is embraced 

whether communication is understood in terms of cybernetic-semiotic processes 

of information transfer or exchange, critical understandings of the importance of 

rational discourse, sociopsychological attempts to persuade or influence others, 

or sociocultural conceptions of the production and reproduction of shared social 

understandings about the world.  In addition, however, it is also worth noting 

that, by valorising the importance of commonality in supporting a vision of 

communication success, the creation of humanoid robots also perpetuates 

specific understandings of the communication traditions discussed here. 

In subsequent chapters, my aim is to interrogate the assumption that 

situating robots with humanlike form, and providing robots with humanlike 

senses and emotions, is the only way to build robots that can “interact 

meaningfully” or “interact socially … in a natural way” with humans.93  This 

thesis suggests that rather than concentrating on the need for commonality, and 

the idea that human-human communication is solely founded in the similarities 

between what are often diverse human individuals, that difference is an essential 

ingredient.  Most important is the suggestion that, instead of valorising the 

assumption that there is one way of knowing the world, many more possibilities 

are offered by embracing the idea that numerous situated knowledges both exist 

                                            

93 Ibid.; Brooks et al., “The Cog Project,” 57. 
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and are valuable.94  For example, thinking about cybernetic and semiotic theory 

in the ways outlined above focuses on the concept of precision coding as a 

communicative activity, while overlooking the way that human communication 

can be regarded as intrinsically ambiguous, and historically and culturally 

contextual.  As will become clear in the next chapter, there are other ways of 

conceptualising the communication traditions that have been introduced in this 

discussion of humanoid robots.  In particular, as these theories of 

communication are unpacked in more complex ways, the idea of what 

successful communication is, and how it comes about, can be understood in 

terms that are more open to valuing the differences between interlocutors, as 

opposed to their commonalities. 

 

                                            
94 Donna Haraway, “Situated Knowledges: The Science Question in Feminism and the Privilege 
of Partial Perspective,” Feminist Studies 14, no. 3 (1988): 575–599. 



73 

Chapter 2 

Interrogating conceptions of sameness, success and code 

Come and see the violence inherent in the system.1 

Traditional communication theories are largely about the reduction 
of difference or the transcendence of difference, and consequently, 
the elimination of difference.2 

The problem of communication, otherness and difference 

John Durham Peters suggests it was in the late nineteenth century that 

communication acquired “its grandeur and pathos as a concept” with the 

coining of the words “‘solipsism’ in 1874 and ‘telepathy’ in 1882”.3  As Peters 

notes, both terms “reflect an individualist culture in which the walls surrounding 

the mind were a problem”.4  For solipsism the walls were “terrifyingly 

impermeable”, whereas for telepathy they were “blissfully thin”.5  While Peters’ 

division of theories of communication into groups is slightly different from my 

own, his work clarifies the tension in communication theory between the idea 

that communication can and should aim to bridge the distance between one 

individual and another, and the idea that this distance is ultimately an 

unbridgeable chasm.  All of the communication traditions discussed in the 

previous chapter can be understood to suggest that commonality, whether in 

form, behaviour, language, or some combination of these aspects, offers the 

means to create a bridge between communicators. 

This description of the “problem of communication” can be related to the 

philosophy of Emmanuel Levinas, as Peters himself notes.  Levinas is described 

by Peters as one of “the most influential thinkers about communication” in 

                                            

1 Monty Python and the Holy Grail, directed by Terry Gilliam and Terry Jones  (Sony Pictures, 
1975). 

2 Amit Pinchevski, By way of interruption: Levinas and the ethics of communication (Pittsburgh, 
Pennsylvania: Dusquene University Press, 2005), 65. 

3 John Durham Peters, Speaking into the air: a history of the idea of communication (Chicago; 
London: University of Chicago Press, 1999), 5. 

4 Ibid. 

5 Ibid. 
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recent times.6  In particular, Peters is clearly drawn to Levinas’ suggestion, in The 

Other in Proust, that it is only when communication is “sought as a fusion”, such 

that “[o]ne begins with the idea that duality must be transformed into unity, and 

that social relations must culminate in communion”, that communication comes 

to bear “the mark of failure or inauthenticity”.7  Peters also critiques “the dream 

of communication as the mutual communion of souls” and the “pervasive sense 

that communication is always breaking down”.8  In particular, he argues that if 

communication is “taken as the reduplication of the self (or its thoughts) in the 

other” then it “deserves to crash, for such an understanding is in essence a 

pogrom”, an organised massacre, “against the distinctness of human beings”. 9  

Peters is not the only communications scholar to question the way in 

which basing understandings of communication theory on commonality leaves 

little space for the other.  In his book, By Way of Interruption: Levinas and the 

Ethics of Communication, Amit Pinchevski offers a precise critique of four 

“traditional conceptions of communication”, which can be clearly linked with 

the traditions drawn from Craig that I discussed in the previous chapter in 

relation to the development of humanoid robots.10  Therefore, while the previous 

chapter identified cybernetic-semiotic, critical, sociopsychological and 

sociocultural traditions, these can be broadly mapped onto Pinchevski’s 

categories of communication: “as a system of control”, “as critical discourse”, 

“as influence” and “as culture”.11  Pinchevski’s arguments are specifically 

focused on clarifying the “conceptual blindness imposed by an unwillingness or 

inability to acknowledge otherness within the gamut of communicational 

phenomena”.12  He therefore draws out the ways in which traditional theories’ 

                                            
6 Ibid., 20. 
7 Seán Hand, ed., The Levinas reader (Oxford: Blackwell Pub., 1989), 164.  Peters also quotes 
from this piece of Levinas’ writing, although his exact choice of words for the citation is different 
from my own (Peters, Speaking into the air: a history of the idea of communication, 21). 
8 Peters, Speaking into the air, 1. 
9 Ibid., 21. 
10 Pinchevski, By way of interruption, 65. 
11 Ibid., 27–62. 
12 Ibid., 29. 
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descriptions of communication can be understood to support the elimination of 

otherness and difference, resulting in a level of ‘violence’ to the other.13 

In summary, Pinchevski sees violence arising from traditional 

communication theory whether this theory is associated with the clarity of a 

system’s communication channels and the successful transmission of the 

message sender’s intent (cybernetic-semiotic); the insistence that rational 

discourse is the only path to agreement (critical); the use of persuasion to 

manipulate and force another to take a particular point of view 

(sociopsychological); or, the idea that communication offers a means to include 

or exclude someone from a social group or a society (sociocultural).14  His 

overall appraisal of these traditions of communication theory is that they “are 

largely about the reduction of difference or the transcendence of difference”, and 

the eventual “elimination of difference”.  The idea of communication as “a great 

equalizer” is viewed from within any of these theoretical perspectives as highly 

beneficial.15  However, Pinchevski does not agree, and through his specific 

critiques of traditional communication theories he comes to a similar conclusion 

to that drawn out by Peters’ more historical argument, that a level of violence 

against the other is an unethical and undesirable element of all of these 

understandings of communication.  

In contrast with Pinchevski, Peters offers a more optimistic appraisal of 

traditional theories of communication theory when he suggests that it might be 

possible “to renounce the dream of communication while retaining the goods it 

invokes”, with the aim of finding “an account of communication that erases 

neither the curious fact of otherness at its core nor the possibility of doing things 

with words”.16  Peters’ suggestion is to set aside the need for reciprocity, and 

therefore the valorisation of ideal communication as dialogues based in “the 

capacity to communicate on an even footing”, and instead to revisit the concept 

                                            
13 As would be expected from the title of his book, Pinchevski also draws on Levinas’ writing in 
making his argument, including the text I have quoted from above that was also cited in Peters.  
Pinchevski uses an alternative translation by Michael Smith to be found in Emmanuel Levinas, 
Proper Names, trans. M. B. Smith (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1996). 
14 Pinchevski, By way of interruption, 29–62. 
15 Ibid., 65. 
16 Peters, Speaking into the air, 21. 
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of communication as dissemination, since it offers the chance to “meet others 

with some fairness and kindness”.17  However, while Peters clarifies that “[o]pen 

scatter is more fundamental than coupled sharing”, he nonetheless regards it as 

“the stuff from which, on rare splendid occasions, dialogue may arise”, a 

comment which suggests that dialogue retains its position as an exceptional form 

of communication.18  While Peters remains sensitive to the idea of valuing 

difference between interlocutors, he clearly does not conclude that 

communication is impossible: that interlocutors are so divided by their 

differences that they cannot come to understand one another at all.  Instead, by 

embracing a pragmatist approach drawn in the main from John Dewey, Peters is 

encouraged to characterise communication “as the project of reconciling self 

and other”.19 

While this is a positive way to proceed in considering communication 

and otherness, Peters’ formulation would seem to be undermined somewhat by 

the ease with which dissemination can be understood to favour the most 

powerful voice, as well as the relatively fine line between “reconciling self and 

other” and the “mutual communion of souls”.20  My unease with Peters’ 

argument is shared by Pinchevski, who notes that, “[w]hile communication may 

indeed bring about reconciliation, prescribing it as an end”, as Peters does, 

“confuses one possible result with the ultimate result”.21  Pinchevski is 

particularly concerned that, once communication is given the goal of 

reconciliation, it becomes easy to lose sight of the way in which, far from 

jeopardising the whole process, the irreducible difference between 

communicators is the reason that communication occurs at all.22  The question 

that remains, therefore, is whether it is possible for irreducible difference to be 

acknowledged as a presence even when working with the traditions of 

communication theory that have been discussed thus far.  Pinchevski would 

                                            
17 Ibid., 62. 
18 Ibid. 
19 Ibid., 9. 
20 Ibid., 9 & 1. 
21 Pinchevski, By way of interruption, 243. 
22 Ibid. 
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seem to argue that it is only at the limit of communication understood in any 

traditional sense, the point at which it is interrupted or at which it breaks down, 

that otherness has space to assert its presence.  However, by considering the 

details of Pinchevski’s critiques, in light of the human-robot interactions 

discussed in the previous chapter, it is possible to show that the interplay 

between different communication traditions complicates the positioning of 

otherness in these examples.  As opposed to a simple demonstration of violence 

against the other, at times, otherness and difference are positively 

accommodated, although there is nonetheless a sense in which this positioning 

is accomplished only in support of understanding, and thus, reconciliation. 

The development of humanoid robots has, at least in part, been shown to 

stem from the application of what Pinchevski describes as “traditional” theories 

of communication, and the idea that a robot’s ability to communicate with 

humans is supported by humanlike design in form and behaviour.23  In 

humanoid robot design, both Pinchevski’s conception of the “elimination of 

difference”, and Peters’ idea of the “the reduplication of the self”, would seem to 

occur in a literal sense, being particularly well illustrated by Data in science 

fiction and Jules in real life.24  The designers of these robots have done their best 

to remove the differences between their robots and humans, and in the case of 

Data the process of becoming more and more human is described as having 

been programmed as a goal for his day-to-day learning.  Kismet’s design follows 

the alternative path of creating a humanlike caricature, but the assumptions 

behind this robot’s facial expressions and ability to respond to different tones of 

voice are also linked with the aim of producing humanlike communication.  

Nevertheless, while the designs of these humanoid robots are a result of the 

pursuit of commonality and sameness, the details of their interactions with 

humans, together with their broader social and cultural positioning, highlight a 

level of otherness that is retained, and also suggest that this otherness is 

positively appreciated. 

                                            
23 Ibid., 65. 
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Pinchevski suggests that when communication is understood as a system 

of control, within the cybernetic-semiotic tradition, the clarity of the channels 

through which information is conveyed and the idea that the sender’s intentions 

can, and must, be imparted clearly to the receiver become all-important.25  The 

goal of success in such systems therefore has a tendency to place otherness and 

difference as noise, as something that must be eliminated for information 

transmission to occur successfully.  However, in the case of Data this appraisal 

of communication as a cybernetic-semiotic system that is violent to the other is 

somewhat obscured.  In particular, my consideration of Data’s communication 

on the Enterprise has emphasised the way in which the alterity of his precision is 

more easily understood in the ST:TNG narratives to place him in a positive light, 

in terms of his cybernetic-semiotic excellence, as opposed to resulting in any 

violence against his otherness.  The only noise that Data introduces, with the 

exception of the specific storyline relating to the emotion chip, is the use of over-

precision, which is not always appreciated by the other members of the crew.26 

A positive appreciation for Data’s otherness, in terms of his logic and 

precision, is also supported by Star Fleet’s respect for rational discourse as the 

most effective communication offering a path to agreement and truth.  Therefore, 

while Pinchevski notes that the critical tradition’s insistence on rational discourse 

is a possible source of violence to anyone other than the most rational 

individual, this bias towards rationality works in Data’s favour.  Instead, the most 

obvious violence in ST:TNG is towards those who are less rational, for example 

basing their discourse on more emotional traits.  Violence towards Data’s 

otherness only becomes a notable presence when his inability to control the 

emotion chip is quite clearly regarded as an unacceptable by-product of his 

desire to be more human.  In addition, the lack of acceptance of Data’s brother 

Lore, whose emotional outbursts and contrary nature place him as a dangerous 

outsider, also demonstrates the way that cybernetic-semiotic and critical 

traditions when considered together build a strong and self-perpetuating 

structure.  Data’s communication, valorised because of its cybernetic-semiotic 

                                            
25 Pinchevski, By way of interruption, 46. 
26 ”Where No One has Gone Before,” ST:TNG, Season 1, Episode 5. 
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quality, is seen as producing the ultimate level of rational discourse.  The 

cybernetic-semiotic and a critical perspectives illustrated in this analysis of Data 

can therefore be understood to support the idea that communication should 

consist of rational exchanges with the aim of supporting understanding and 

agreement between interlocutors. 

In addition, shared understanding can also be identified as the goal of the 

sociopsychological tradition, although the message, while it still needs to be 

clear, does not always need to be rational: it is enough if it is sufficiently 

persuasive to influence the other.  In this case, Pinchevski focuses on what is a 

more obvious violence, inherent in the idea that the originator of the 

communication has the power to influence, persuade and possibly even to 

manipulate the other.  This would seem to be demonstrated in communication 

with Kismet, whose reaction when talked to with a scolding tone is one of abject 

sadness, although in the experiments there is no rational reason for this reaction 

since the robot has done nothing wrong.  However, it should be noted that while 

persuasive power in this relation might seem to be clearly positioned with the 

human participant, Kismet’s sad response, conveyed without the use of human 

language, is so dramatic that it visibly influences the human participants in their 

turn.  While Data was placed within a cultural setting that could be linked with 

the critical tradition, here it is the sociocultural positioning of the robot and 

human, as child and caregiver, that plays an important role in framing 

communication with Kismet, such that both human and robot are able to 

influence each other’s response.  As will be discussed in the next chapter, which 

focuses more closely on the sociopsychological and sociocultural traditions, 

while the framing of this robot as a small child is important to the understanding 

of its persuasive communication described above, there are also other ways to 

consider Kismet that offer a more complete respect for this robot’s otherness. 

The possibilities of misunderstanding, ambiguity and emergence 

What can be drawn from thinking through Pinchevski’s critiques with 

humanoid robot examples is that, while his central argument relates to the need 

to introduce new theory that bypasses the unavoidable elimination of difference 

that he sees in traditional communication theories, there is also a sense in which 
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all of these traditions valorise the idea of conveying or sharing a particular 

understanding as part of this process of elimination.  Levinas’ discussion of the 

idea of communication as transmission draws together some of the arguments 

above, and also provides another perspective on the idea of understanding.  In 

particular, Levinas suggests that 

communication is not reducible to the phenomenon of truth and 
the manifestation of truth conceived as a combination of 
psychological elements: thought in an ego – will or intention to 
make this thought pass into another ego – message by a sign 
designating this thought – perception of the sign by another ego – 
deciphering of the sign.27 

For Levinas, it is the “risky uncovering of oneself” to the other, which has already 

occurred before this process, that is far more important, and his ideas relating to 

the initial encounter between self and other will be discussed in chapter four.28  

As he continues his critique, Levinas also draws attention to the way that, when 

communication models are based on such a description of the transmission of 

ideas from one to another, the underlying assumption is that the problem of 

communication “amounts to the problem of certainty, of the coinciding of self 

with self, as though coinciding were the ultimate secret of communication, and 

as though truth were only disclosure”.29  It is the idea of “coinciding self with 

self” that, as Peters and Pinchevski clarify, supports the idea of commonality as 

the only basis for successful communication in such a way as to leave no space 

for otherness and difference.30 

However, Levinas suggests that not only the idea of ‘coinciding’ one with 

another, but also the very conception of  ‘truth’, might be considerably more 

complex than has been assumed, and in this way he destabilises the foundations 

of both cybernetic-semiotic and sociopsychological theory.  Indeed, once truth is 

in question the critical tradition’s call for rational discourse also becomes 

considerably more difficult to realise.  Instead, Levinas argues that the 

relationship between self and other “is also a resignation ... at the risk of 
                                            

27 Emmanuel Levinas, Otherwise than being, or, beyond essence (Hague: M. Nijhoff, 1980), 48. 
28 Ibid. 
29 Ibid., 119. 
30 Ibid. 
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misunderstanding ..., at the risk of lack of and refusal of communication”.31  For 

Levinas, therefore, 

[c]ommunication is an adventure of a subjectivity, different from 
that which is dominated by the concern to recover itself, different 
from that of coinciding in consciousness; it will involve 
uncertainty.32 

Levinas’ critique, suggesting as it does that communication is not reducible to a 

simple process of transmission, still leaves space for communication described as 

information exchange, albeit space within which the ideas of truth, 

understanding and agreement remain in question. 

This brings me to the work of another scholar, Briankle Chang, whose 

arguments focus in particular on questioning understanding as a basis for 

communication success.  In Deconstructing Communication, Chang interrogates 

the way in which modern communication theories valorise sameness over 

difference, suggesting that the semantic core of ‘commonality’ in the word 

communication is one thing that leads to an emphasis “on the common sharing 

of material or symbolic wealth, on social intercourse, mutual exchange, or the 

imparting of feelings and thoughts to one another”.33  His work therefore clearly 

resonates with that of Levinas, Pinchevski and Peters.  However, an important 

aspect of Chang’s critique of modern communication theories is that he 

highlights, more clearly than either Peters or Pinchevski, the ways in which these 

theories tend to assign a far greater value to “understanding and the 

determination of meaning over misunderstanding and undecidability”.34  

Therefore, Chang’s arguments are particularly relevant in light of the theme 

relating to understanding that was drawn out of Pinchevski’s critiques (by 

analysing human interactions with humanoid robots), and is also central to 

Levinas’ appraisal of communication as transmission. 
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exchange (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1996), xi. 
34 Ibid. 
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More broadly, Chang notes that everyday experiences of communication 

emphasise the way that “within any given language the words used and the 

meanings of the words used change from one discourse to another and from one 

moment to the next”.35  This suggests that even within a particular language a 

piece of communication that seems at first to be a mistake, a miscommunication, 

might quickly become recognised either as an ambiguity that offers a more 

subtle understanding, or as the emergence of a completely new way of 

expressing something.  Chang’s understanding of communication would 

therefore seem reasonable in its desire to move beyond theory which, as Chang 

clarifies, Joao Natali has argued is undermined by its 

blindness to the complex interaction among language (the 
medium), the message, the subject (sender/receiver), and their 
sociosemiotic environment (the context). 36 

As Natali suggests, it is this blindness that “causes communication theorists to 

reify understanding as the ideal, the telos, and the norm of communicative 

activities”.37  In contrast, Chang embraces the importance of misunderstanding 

and undecidability, when he offers a conception of communication as “Babel-

like, a destinal sending”, rather than as a form of “organized exchange”.38   

It should be emphasised that although Chang’s characterisation of 

communication as ‘a destinal’ sending might sound similar to Peters’ conception 

of communication as dissemination, for Chang reconciliation should not be the 

goal of communication.  Instead, as Pinchevski explains, Chang has clearly 

concluded “that the stakes of communication lie beyond its success and 

completion”.39  Therefore, as opposed to characterising particular theories or 

models used to describe communication as intrinsically closed to the other and 

ideas of difference, it is rather the telos, which admittedly such theories and 

                                            

35 Ibid., 184. 

36 Ibid., 174. 

37 Ibid. 

38 Ibid., xii. 

39 Pinchevski, By way of interruption, 19. 
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models make so easy to accept, that causes the problem.40  It is the desire for 

perfect or complete communication, based on the conception of a perfectly 

shared code, that needs to be discarded in order to be open to the other’s 

otherness and the possibilities that this offers.  Chang manages to bypass a 

reliance on this telos in understanding communication, such that his conception 

of ‘a destinal’ sending offers a way to defuse much of the violence seen by 

Pinchevski as a part of all traditional communication theories.  Indeed, the 

discussion of Chang’s work above does much to suggest that even ideas about 

communication that are still based on an understanding of code, transmission 

and exchange, can be of use if their goalposts are moved away from valorising 

commonality and understanding, and towards a process in which 

misunderstanding and difference have a positive standing.  

Chang draws on the work of Natali who, in “Communication: A Semiotic 

of Misunderstanding”, argues that communication theory is too selective in 

regarding only some social relationships as paradigms of communication.  Natali 

notes that this leads to the exclusion of certain important phenomena, such as 

misunderstanding, because these “do not qualify as proper objects of inquiry” for 

communication research.41  Chang relates this idea of misunderstanding to the 

negative view of noise, found in communication models such as that of Shannon 

and Weaver, as extraneous information and therefore something that must be 

reduced or overcome in order to ensure communication success.42  However, I 

would argue that misunderstanding and undecidability are even more closely, 

and still negatively, associated with the idea of some level of unexpectedness in 

the coding of messages themselves.  To locate misunderstanding as anything 

other than negative within a cybernetic-semiotic theory of communication, for 

example, requires a reconsideration of such theory by extending the perspectives 

offered by Chang.  If it is possible to do this then maybe cybernetic-semiotic 

models can also be understood in ways that are not irretrievably violent to the 

                                            
40 Something that is also suggested by Pinchevski, when he notes that Peters’ idea of 
dissemination along with the conception of dialogue he critiques suffer from the same problems 
as each other, because of the goal of reconciliation that they share (By way of interruption, 17). 
41 Chang, Deconstructing communication, 174. 
42 Ibid., 175. 
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other, a possibility that is not explored by Pinchevski.  In particular, it seems 

worth exploring two separate concepts: ‘ambiguity’ (arising in the main from 

semiotic theory) and ‘emergence’ (arising from cybernetics), and their relation to 

Natali’s and Chang’s conceptions of misunderstanding. 

The importance of ambiguity, and the complexity and subtlety that being 

able to understand signs in more than one way can produce, is drawn out in the 

consideration of computer code and human language offered by N. Katherine 

Hayles in My Mother was a Computer.  Hayles’ work is particularly relevant 

because it explores complex ideas about both the similarities and the differences 

between conceptions of code and language.  It is easy simply to overlook the 

positive nature of ambiguity, because it introduces the potential for a level of 

misunderstanding that is easily regarded as undesirable from a perspective that 

understands communication in terms of successful information exchange.  

However, Hayles draws from the work of Ellen Ullman to highlight the ways in 

which the ambiguities found in the semiotic codes of human languages, in her 

example English, can be used to “invent poetry, to try to express things that are 

very hard to express”.43  As Ullman goes on to explain, this form of ambiguity 

and the subtlety it offers is not found in computer coding, where “a computer 

program has only one meaning” and the need to relay precise instructions 

outweighs the need to express human concerns.44  Hayles’ and Ullman’s 

argument is that ambiguities and complexities, while they may indeed cause 

misunderstanding, also support a richness of communication that a perfect 

cybernetic-semiotic code, as seen in computer programs, cannot. 

In addition to this, the theory of emergence, which arises within 

cybernetics itself, suggests that new and unexpected behaviours can result from 

the interactions between the components of a system.45  While often overlooked 

in discussions of the cybernetic tradition of communication, Craig notes that 

some communication theorists do attend to the way that new meanings emerge 
                                            

43 N. Katherine Hayles, My mother was a computer: digital subjects and literary texts (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 2005), 48.  This quotation is from an interview with Ullman 
conducted by Scott Rosenberg. 
44 Ibid. 
45 N. Katherine Hayles, How we became posthuman: virtual bodies in cybernetics (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1999), 223–225. 
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during interactions between interlocutors.46  The advent of new, and unexpected, 

meanings might again give rise to moments of misunderstanding.  However, they 

would also seem to offer the opportunity for communication to develop and 

adapt to new contexts and situations in useful ways that are not controlled by the 

message producer, and therefore do not follow the standard teleology of 

communication as a process of successful information transfer or exchange. 

These ideas about code and language, and a more positive positioning of 

misunderstanding, ambiguity and emergence can be linked back to the example 

of Data, a cybernetic machine whose excellence as a cybernetic-semiotic 

communicator has been noted.  As already described, Data strives for precision 

in all he does, and yet he also wants to become more human.  The following 

interchange, where Data attempts to tell Geordi (a human member of the 

Enterprise crew) a joke, provides a useful insight into the ways in which 

misunderstanding can be an important and valuable part of an act of 

communication. 

DATA 
A man goes to a store to buy some kidneys.  He says to the 
shopkeeper, “I’d like a pound of kidleys please.”  The shopkeeper 
says, “You mean kidneys, don’t you?”  The man says, “I said 
kidleys, diddle I.” 

GEORDI 
(Pause) 

It’s too old, and you didn’t tell it very well. 

DATA 
How do you know when something is funny? 

GEORDI 
It’s not explainable, you just do. 

DATA 
Perhaps it is you Geordi, includling the kidleys I’ve told six 
hundred sixty-two jokes, and you have not… 

GEORDI 
(Laughing) 

Includling the kidleys, now, see, that’s funny. 

                                            
46 Robert T. Craig, “Communication theory as a field,” Communication Theory 9, no. 2 (1999): 
142. 
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DATA 
(Somewhat put out) 

It was not meant as a joke.  The tongue slipped.47 

Now, regardless of the question of whether a humanoid robot of Data’s calibre 

would have a tongue that could slip, this interchange raises a number of 

important points.  The initial telling of the joke has an archetypal cybernetic-

semiotic form.  The turn taking is clear between the man and the shopkeeper, 

and the joke itself is based on an attempt to correct what seems to be a 

mispronunciation, to avoid a possible misunderstanding.  In addition, Data’s 

precision as a robot is evident in the rather dead-pan way he tells the joke, and is 

further emphasised by the fact that he knows he has now attempted, 

unsuccessfully, to tell “six hundred sixty-two” jokes.  However, the interchange 

between Data and Geordi is in itself far more fluid, in particular when Geordi, 

without waiting his turn, interrupts Data with laughter at the unexpected 

introduction of the phrase “includling the kidleys”.48 

As Data clarifies, what he said was not meant as a joke, but in spite of this 

misunderstanding, or maybe more accurately because of this misunderstanding, 

Data manages to fulfil his original goal of making Geordi laugh.  Indeed, this 

miscommunication could therefore be regarded as one of Data’s most successful 

pieces of human communication.  Data’s success can be read as a moment 

based in the ambiguity of whether he was joking or not, and it can equally well 

be understood as a moment of emergence, in which a new and humorous phrase 

has arisen from the ashes of an old joke.  It is somewhat ironic that this 

interchange results from Data’s pursuit of his goal to become more human, 

specifically his exploration of humour.  While the original joke somewhat cruelly 

relies on making fun of the unusual way in which the man buying the kidneys 

speaks, the new joke may be more amusing precisely because it is spoken by a 

humanoid robot whom few people would expect to make such a ‘mistake’. 

                                            
47 Transcribed from a DVD recording of “Code of Honor”, ST:TNG, Season 1, Episode 3.  
48 It should be acknowledged that here, not only does Geordi interrupt Data, but the interruption 
is also an emotional response.  This exchange therefore also lends itself to analysis using 
Pinchevski’s ideas about communication, as well as placing emotion as part of the 
communicative process.  I will therefore return to the importance of interruption in chapter four, 
when I discuss the phenomenological tradition of communication in more detail. 
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Data’s attempt to tell a joke also highlights the way in which theory that 

focuses on explaining communication in terms of rule-based processes of 

information exchange may miss many other important aspects of 

communication.  As Hayles and Ullman discuss, the richness of communication 

is about more than information being passed from one person to another.  Peters 

also suggests that “the attainment of communicative goods can never be easy or 

formulaic” and, while it is worth allowing information exchange its place, many 

acts of communication instead rely on “dumb luck, personality, place, and 

time”.49  The success of a joke in particular is often understood to depend on 

both its context and its timing, and as Geordi explains to Data it is often not 

possible to identify exactly why something is funny. 

Computer code, human language and the idea of disembodied communication 

While considering the differences between code and language draws out 

the richness imparted by ambiguity and emergence, it is difficult to overlook the 

way in which cybernetic-semiotic theory also lends itself to seeing the 

similarities between ideas about human languages and computer codes.  As 

Hayles notes, computer codes have come to be understood as languages in 

which the rules that govern how signs can be used to make meaning are simply 

more precise than those found in the majority of human languages.  This type of 

understanding relies on analytical perspectives that focus on breaking down both 

speech and writing into their constituent parts in order to understand how 

meaning is conveyed.  It can be argued that such analytical perspectives are 

flawed, because they only consider language in the laboratory as opposed to in 

the real world.  They therefore take language out of its historical and cultural 

context, and regard meaning as universal, as opposed to based in specific spatial 

and temporal situations.  Indeed, as will become clear in subsequent chapters, 

from my perspective there is considerably more to human communication than 

the successful transmission of information. 

However, it may be unsurprising that roboticists are drawn to think of 

communication in these terms.  From their scientific perspective, cybernetic-

                                            
49 Peters, Speaking into the air, 30. 
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semiotic theory is both historically and pragmatically appropriate as a guide for 

the design of robots and their communication with humans.  This may be largely 

because of the scientific community’s familiarity with the action of breaking 

complex systems down into well-defined elements and processes as a method of 

research.  Such analytical techniques are also vital in robotics, along with the 

reverse process of building up complex systems from a number of simple 

component parts.  These techniques can be seen at work, from the construction 

of the physical machine and the programming of its behaviour in computer 

code, to the formal assessment of the success of such projects in quantifiable 

experimental terms.  Whether analysing or synthesising systems, the roboticist’s 

attention is also focused on providing robots with useful functionality.  For 

example, the robots in Capek’s play, as well as ASIMO and Data, illustrate their 

designers’ initial decisions to disregard emotion, seeing it as unnecessary to the 

creation of a functional working machine.  In real life, the idea of introducing 

emotions into robots is regarded by only some designers as important.  As was 

mentioned in chapter one, in keeping with Captain Picard who holds Data in a 

positive regard as the most ‘well-balanced’ member of the crew, writers like 

Michael Arbib question whether designing emotional robots is really a good 

idea.50   

In spite of the arguments already considered in this chapter against 

conceptions of communication as purely the successful transfer of information 

using perfect coding structures, cybernetic-semiotic theory has historically, and 

seems still, to encourage the pursuit of this goal.  When the possibility of a 

perfect code, perfect transmission and success is accepted then it does not only 

support the desire to increase the commonalities between selves and others: it 

also makes it possible to argue for a more radical position in which bodies and 

embodiment are no longer a meaningful part of communication at all, but are 

instead regarded as a form of noise.  It is therefore useful to explore the 

resonance between Hayles’ description of the way in which “information lost its 

                                            
50 “Datalore”, ST:TNG, Season 1, Episode 12.  The Captain states “I only wish we were all so 
well-balanced” in reference to Data’s emotional control; Michael A. Arbib, “Beware the 
passionate robot,” in Who needs emotions? The brain meets the robot, ed. Jean-Marc Fellous and 
Michael A. Arbib (Oxford; New York: Oxford University Press, 2005), 333-384.  
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body” and Peters’ suggestion that “[c]ommunication has become disembodied”, 

taking the opportunity to consider the ways in which robotics works with or 

against these ideas.51 

Both Hayles and Peters broadly relate the loss of the body to the 

development of information technologies, which enable communication across a 

distance without physical or visual contact.  Peters focuses on exploring the 

work of Alan Turing, in particular his conception of a test, the aim of which is 

firstly to see whether a man and a woman can be distinguished from one another 

purely by their communication, and then to see if a machine can be similarly 

distinguished or whether it can effectively mimic human intelligence.  The most 

important aspect of the test to consider here is that the interlocutors are hidden 

in sealed rooms and connected with the outside world only via teleprinters.  This 

situation therefore “rules out sight, hearing, and touch as ways to know another 

body”.52  Peters notes that Turing’s theories therefore encourage the assumption 

that humans and machines can communicate intelligently when “all signs of 

embodiment“ are repressed.53  This conception of communication is interesting 

in the context of robotics, because it makes it possible to argue that, while a 

robot might have a body in order to complete a task in the world, its form might 

have no relevance for its ability to communicate.  Indeed, humanoid robots were 

certainly not a part of Turing’s vision for the future; he dismisses androids, 

expressing the hope “that no great efforts will be put into making machines with 

the most distinctively human, but non-intellectual characteristics, such as the 

shape of the human body”.54  Nevertheless, as is clearly shown by the examples 

considered thus far, many roboticists do not agree either with Turing’s 

conception of communication, or with his suggestions for robot design.  Instead 

they place the form of the robot, and its ability to express itself with its body and 

face, as having great value to its communication. 

                                            
51 Hayles, How we became posthuman, 2; Peters, Speaking into the air, 228.  
52 Peters, Speaking into the air, 234. 
53 Ibid., 234. 
54 Ibid., 235. Quoting Andrew Hodges, Turing: The Enigma, (New York: Simon and Schuster, 
1983), 420. 
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However, ideas similar to Turing’s can be cited throughout the history of 

cybernetics research and Hayles, for example, concentrates on analysing the 

discussions that took place at the Macy Conferences on Cybernetics.  In 

particular, she notes that an “emphasis on information technologies foregrounds 

pattern/randomness and pushes presence/absence into the background” resulting 

in “a systematic devaluation of materiality and embodiment”.55  While Hayles 

and Peters use different examples, their lines of argument have a similar basis in 

interrogating the assumption that information can be perfectly coded and 

transmitted, without the presence of a particular body, or even the presence of a 

body at all.  It might seem that these ideas, based as they are in rather abstract 

cybernetic-semiotic and information systems theory, are somewhat removed 

from the experience of everyday communication.  Hayles herself immediately 

moves to question whether information could ever become disembodied by 

focusing on the way that the secretary for the Macy Conferences would have had 

a very much more grounded understanding of communication than some of the 

attendees.  In particular, Hayles stresses the embodied action necessary to 

organise the conference and to ensure its findings were circulated broadly.56 

Repositioning bodies as important, but questioning their form 

Examples of robots from fiction and in real life clearly do not support this 

way of thinking about communication as disembodied, emphasising instead the 

importance of bodies.  For example, it is notable that a machine like Data, 

understood as an imagined pinnacle of cybernetic achievement, has a body at 

all, let alone a body that is so humanlike in form and behaviour.  This pattern is 

mirrored in real-life machines such as Jules, and to an extent Kismet, and here it 

should also be noted that researchers have placed an emphasis on enabling the 

emotional behaviour of the robots.  The presence of the robot, the form of its 

body and the way that it moves are seen as important, not just in terms of 

controlling how that robot can sense and manipulate the world around it 

physically, but also because these various aspects enrich the ways in which it 

might communicate with humans.  Robots can therefore be understood as an 
                                            

55 Hayles, How we became posthuman, 48. 
56 Ibid., 80–83. 
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antidote, provided by cybernetics itself, to the suggestion that disembodiment is 

a further step along the path towards communication success. 

Chang’s perspectives on communication also have an important place in 

this discussion about the relevance of embodiment to communication.  His 

thinking is in some ways substantially different from that of Pinchevski and Peters 

by virtue of his particular understanding of the relationship between 

phenomenology and modern communication theory.  Chang suggests that 

“[p]henomenology has often been thought to provide an alternative to positivist 

mainstream communication theory and research”, and indeed is used in this way 

by both Peters and Pinchevski.  Instead, Chang asserts that phenomenology’s 

influence is far more widespread than this, in that it provides: 

the very foundation of modern theories of communication, a 
pretheoretical platform shared by both the positivist-empiricist and 
the interpretive-critical approaches in media and communication 
studies.57 

In particular, his work contains a detailed consideration of the phenomenology 

of Husserl, and this is of particular interest here because it offers another 

perspective from which to theorise the importance of bodies and the 

development of humanoid robots. 

Chang explains that, for Husserl, it is the resemblance between one body 

and another that enables what he describes as a process of ‘pairing’ through 

which “one understands something new and unfamiliar by analogy with 

something already known and familiar”.58  This process is furthered by the 

recognition of “bodily expressions as indicative signs and through what might be 

called the ‘anthropological principle of concordant behavior’ that the being-

status of the other is verified”.59  Chang’s analysis of Husserl therefore suggests 

that the recognition of another being, and the possibility of understanding that 

being, is supported initially by the resemblance of its form to the self, and further 

by a continuous demonstration of “harmonious behavior”.60  Such ideas are 

                                            
57 Chang, Deconstructing communication, xvi. 
58 Ibid., 23. 
59 Ibid., 25. 
60 Ibid. 
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clearly represented in some of the statements about humanoid robots considered 

in the previous chapter, and return the focus of this discussion to the form and 

movement of these robots, as opposed to concentrating purely on their use of 

language. 

However, Chang also recognises potential problems with this process of 

pairing, questioning whether Husserl’s theory suggests that a “healthy white 

middle-aged bachelor” would be able to recognise a “deformed pregnant black 

teenager”.61  In terms of human-robot interactions, Chang’s argument raises the 

question of exactly what, or who, humanoid robots are designed to look like and 

how this might alter communication with them.  So, if one builds a robot that 

resembles a white Caucasian male, will this limit the range of situations in which 

such a robot would be expected to communicate successfully, or is any form of 

humanness sufficient?  Whether Husserl’s conception of pairing raises a general 

problem for all occasions on which one meets a somewhat different other, or 

whether it only applies to interactions between specific, markedly different, 

individuals, is unclear, since he offers no means of defining the “minimal level of 

similarity between the two bodies being paired”.62  Chang is unsatisfied with 

pairing as a foundation for intersubjectivity, and notes that, while he did use this 

idea as a basis for considering more complex intersubjective phenomena, even 

Husserl was aware that there was a fundamental problem with the assumption 

that form and behaviour in support of the analogy between oneself and the other 

is sufficient to assume that one can understand the other.63 

It is important to note that in spite of this issue, the creation of humanoid 

robots suggests that an idea of pairing is still an attractive basis on which to 

support communication.  While robots such as Data and Jules would seem more 

obviously to stress the importance of sharing similar form with humans, robots 

such as Kismet exemplify a belief in the importance of sharing both form and 

behaviour.  Kismet is clearly not designed to look as humanlike as either Jules or 

Data, and this not only helps it to avoid the ‘uncanny valley’ effect, but also the 

                                            
61 Ibid., 26. 
62 Ibid. 
63 Ibid., 25–26. 
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machine-like aspects of its appearance mean that it cannot be easily categorised 

as white or indeed as male or female.64  In spite of this, its cartoon-like face and 

its ability to read people’s behaviour and to behave in humanlike ways allows it 

still to offer a recognisable level of humanness.  In particular, as described in 

chapter one, the communication of this robot has been closely linked with its 

production of what some have identified as basic human facial expressions.  This 

behaviour, in combination with its positioning in an infant-caregiver 

relationship, would seem to work reasonably well in supporting communication 

with Kismet, although there is some question over the generic nature of the basic 

emotional expressions it produces. 

However, the idea of pairing and the sense of deriving an easy 

understanding based on an analogy between self and other, can be regarded 

both as the result of, and resulting in, the elimination of difference between self 

and other, and thus also as bypassing, as opposed to attending to, the 

importance of undecidability and misunderstanding in communication.  As 

might be expected, while Levinas also engages with Husserl’s phenomenology in 

his early work, he seeks to move beyond any idea of pairing in his later 

discussions of the ethical relation between self and other.  In particular, Levinas 

argues that being has been identified with knowledge, such that “the multiplicity 

of reality ends up referring to a single being and where, through the miracle of 

clarity, everything that encounters me exists as coming from me”.65  From a 

Levinasian perspective, concepts such as pairing are inherently reliant on an idea 

of understanding the other in terms of the self, thus resulting in the 

“reduplication of the self” (to use Peters’ phrase) and the “elimination of 

difference” (the conclusion of Pinchevski).66  In contrast, Levinas suggests instead 

that while self and other do need to come into proximity for communication to 

occur (and here, as will be explored more fully in subsequent chapters, Levinas 

does not mean only physical proximity, but rather is possibly suggesting that for 
                                            

64 Sherry Turkle et al., “First encounters with Kismet and Cog,” in Digital media: transformations 
in human communication, ed. Paul Messaris (New York: Peter Lang, 2006), 303-330.  Turkle 
notes that, although Kismet is often seen as more “feminine”, some children still thought of this 
robot as male. 
65 Hand, The Levinas reader, 164. 
66 Peters, Speaking into the air, 21; Pinchevski, By way of interruption, 65.  



94 

communication to occur there is a need to attend closely to the other), the 

distance, and the related difference, that remains between them is the reason that 

communication occurs at all.  For Levinas, arguing that a process such as pairing 

must be the basis for intersubjective understanding and further communication 

means that “[t]he breakdown of communication” becomes “the breakdown of 

knowledge”.67  By embracing pairing one “does not see that the success of 

knowledge would precisely abolish the proximity of the Other”, a proximity that 

retains a level of difference between self and other that Levinas regards as 

essential because it “opens up the horizons of social existence”.68 

The term ‘pairing’ is not used either by roboticists or by others who study 

the interactions between their robots and human participants.  Instead, scholars 

such as Kirsten Dautenhahn and Sherry Turkle tend to describe people’s 

understanding of these robots as relying on a process of anthropomorphism or 

anthropomorphisation.69  It is important to note that these observations are made 

in spite of the fact that scientific evaluations of anthropomorphism are often 

negative, because attributing human characteristics to non-humans is seen as 

bypassing the objective stance that scientists strive to attain.70  Indeed, academia 

more generally seems to display a similar reaction in regarding any attempt to 

discuss anthropomorphism, its possibilities and effects, as “intellectually 

unsound”.71  In part, this negative view of anthropomorphism may be related to a 

desire to support an unambiguous separation of humans from animals and 

machines.  However, in discussions relating to social robotics the propensity of 

humans to ascribe human characteristics to non-human others is accepted as 

important in the facilitation of meaningful human-robot interaction.  This 

positive orientation towards anthropomorphism therefore sets social robotics 

apart from other disciplines. 

                                            
67 Hand, The Levinas reader, 164. 
68 Ibid. 
69 Kerstin Dautenhahn, “The art of designing socially intelligent agents: science, fiction, and the 
human in the loop,” Applied Artificial Intelligence 12 (1998): 573–617; Turkle et al., “First 
encounters with Kismet and Cog.”  
70 Brian R. Duffy, “Anthropomorphism and the social robot,” Robotics and Autonomous Systems 
42 (2003): 180.  
71 Vicki Hearne, Adam’s task: calling animals by name (New York: Akadine Press, 2000), 10. 
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As Turkle notes, both the robot’s form and its behaviour help to support 

the level of anthropomorphism that people use in interactions with Kismet, and 

similar effects can be seen in interactions with Jules, and of course in fiction with 

Data.  These robots, while differing from one another in the details of their 

appearance, are all broadly created as humanoid and can thus also be described 

as anthropomorphous robots.  It is possible that the drive to build humanoid 

robots can also be positioned as an attempt to overcome what some perceive as 

the unsound nature of anthropomorphism, to support it more strongly as an 

appropriate way to think about these expressive humanlike robots.  For example, 

Kismet’s expressive face may have been designed as a means for Breazeal to 

“avoid the ‘shallowness’ and ‘cheating’” that Dautenhahn argues is a problem 

with “approaches to believability that merely take advantage of the 

anthropomorphizing tendency in humans”.72  

It can also be argued that these humanoid robots, by virtue of the design 

decisions of roboticists, force humans to follow a particular course of interaction, 

one that is in keeping with the high level of anthropomorphism they provoke.  

This causes Turkle to note that rather than being “evocative objects”, in a similar 

way to computers as discussed in The Second Self, such robots are more easily 

thought of as “relational artifacts”.73  This is because relational artifacts do not 

“invite projection”, the trait identified for evocative objects, but rather “demand 

engagement” and, in the case of humanoid robots, the specific demand is that 

people should relate to them as human.74  When humanoid robots are placed as 

relational artifacts, the way in which they are less about evoking a range of 

interpretations and responses, and more about actively facilitating only one 

particular understanding and mode of interaction, is made clear.  The decision to 

control interactions with robots in this way is made because, by provoking a 

particular understanding of the robot as humanlike, it is hoped that interactions 

with it will be easier and more meaningful for more people.  Therefore, it can be 

                                            

72 Dautenhahn, “The art of designing socially intelligent agents,” 574. 

73 Sherry Turkle, The second self: computers and the human spirit, MIT Press Edition. 
(Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 2005), 27; Turkle et al., “First encounters with Kismet and Cog,” 
315.  

74 Turkle et al., “First encounters with Kismet and Cog,” 323. 
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argued that by creating humanoid robots, roboticists are attempting to reduce 

uncertainty, and the misunderstanding it might cause.  As opposed to that 

already discussed in this chapter with relation to language, this reduction of 

uncertainty and misunderstanding operates in relation to bodies and behaviour 

more broadly. 

The problem that I see with robots such as Kismet is not only that they 

force people to interact with them as somehow humanlike, but also that they are 

limited by this design decision, because it is difficult to create an 

anthropomorphous robot that is also able to use novel ways through which to 

sense its surroundings and to communicate; instead, such a robot is limited to 

being like a human.  An anthropocentric perspective that views humans as the 

pinnacle of evolutionary progress might also view being humanlike as the 

pinnacle of robotic development.  Indeed, as has already been noted, the 

development of humanoid robots is seen by some as the ‘holy grail’ of robotics.  

However, taking this perspective overlooks both the difficulties of creating robots 

in humanlike form, and also the possibilities of creating robots that have very 

different ways to view and communicate about the world from humans.  

A more subtle assessment of embodiment 

In addition, more detailed explorations of embodiment and its effect on 

everyday communication may also indicate some further stumbling blocks for 

humanoid robots in terms of understanding them as supporting unproblematic 

humanlike communication behaviour.  Alphonso Lingis in The Community of 

those who have Nothing in Common suggests that, within rational cybernetic-

semiotic frameworks, verbal communication becomes a process of “hearing 

streams of sounds as words and phrases” while the “particular timber, pitch, 

volume, and tonal length of the words being uttered” is pushed into the 

background.75  From the discussion in this chapter, I would also suggest that 

signs such as body movements and facial expressions, while they are often 

deemed less important than the information held by those streams of sounds, are 

                                            
75 Alphonso Lingis, The community of those who have nothing in common (Bloomington: 
Indiana University Press, 1994), 77. 
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also valuable to any process of communication.76  Lingis continues to note that 

even written communication becomes a process of “seeing patterns as writing” 

and pushing aside “the particular color, penmanship, and typeface, of the visible 

patterns”.77  Communication itself therefore becomes a process for which 

success relies on developing “these skills in eliminating the inner noise in signals 

and in dematerializing vision and audition”, because “[t]o eliminate the noise is 

to have successfully received the message”.78  While Lingis is mainly concerned, 

as are Pinchevski and Peters, with raising the question of whether 

communication must be linked with commonality, the wording of his 

explanation also brings this discussion back to the way that arguments for shared 

codes and the importance of information are often extended to suggest that 

communication, even that between humans, becomes more successful the more 

completely it is disembodied. 

However, Lingis then provides a description that highlights a detailed 

sense of the body’s communicative additions to acts of verbal communication. 

The one who understands is not extracting the abstract form out of 
the tone, the rhythm, and the cadences – the noise internal to the 
utterance, the cacophony internal to the emission of the message. 
He or she is also listening to that internal noise – the rasping or 
smoldering breath, the hyperventilating or somnolent lungs, the 
rumblings and internal echoes – in which the message is 
particularized and materialized and in which the empirical reality 
of something indefinitely discernable, encountered in the path of 
one's own life, is referred to and communicated.79 

In this description Lingis is clearly concerned with the presence of human bodies 

and the ways that they can be understood to influence messages as they are 

spoken.  Setting aside Capek’s fleshy robots, the inorganic construction more 

regularly used in robotics might be understood to limit the richness with which 

robots can communicate in these particular humanlike ways.  I would therefore 

suggest that this presents another problem for situating robots as humanlike in a 

                                            
76 While this chapter already contains evidence for the importance of facial expressions and body 
movements, this idea is developed further in subsequent chapters. 
77 Lingis, The community of those who have nothing in common, 77. 
78 Ibid., 77 & 81. 
79 Ibid., 91. 
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sense that moves beyond their external form and their more obvious behaviours.  

Indeed, the story of Data’s joke draws attention to an anomaly relating to the 

idea of such a robot’s tongue slipping.  From Lingis’ perspective on the subtlety 

of the effect of human embodiment on communication, humanoid robots might 

therefore be seen as located in an awkward position, with outwardly human 

appearance, but lacking sufficiently detailed human embodiment to carry off 

their mimicry completely effectively.  It is possible that this lack of the subtle 

effects of embodiment may contribute somewhat to the uncanny effect of robots 

like Jules, whereas Kismet suffers less because it is not as realistically humanlike 

in its design. 

Considering the detailed embodiment of humans, and its effect on 

communication, also raises another limitation in the reasoning used to support 

the design of humanoid robots to reduce misunderstanding, one similar to that 

already suggested by Chang in his critique of pairing.  This is related to the way 

in which exploring the idea of commonality between humans and humanoid 

robots, in particular from the perspectives offered by communication theory, 

highlights the presence of a number of levels upon which such commonality can 

be understood to exist.  There is the sense in which commonality is valued as 

important in interactions between robots and humans, such that robots are built 

to mimic a particular conception of generic human form and behaviour.  This is 

seen, for example, in Kismet’s use of a set of facial expressions to signal each of 

its basic emotions.  However, human communication research is actually more 

often concerned with a different level of commonality, one which breaks down 

the idea of generic human form and behaviour, and instead focuses on the need 

for commonality between individuals to support successful human-human 

communication.  The discussion presented in this chapter suggests that this latter 

concern is of great importance, such that otherness may be better understood as 

being about the difference between “’me’ and ‘not me’”, and thus the differences 

between individuals, as opposed to the differences between categories of being 

whose precise identification may be beset with problems.80  In spite of the 

                                            
80 Peters, Speaking into the air, 4.  Quoting from William James, The Principles of Phsychology, 
(1890; Chicago: Encyclopaedia Britannica, 1952), 187. 
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intentions of roboticists in designing humanoid robots, issues for such robots can 

therefore be understood to arise in the same way as the differences between 

individual humans introduce some ‘difficulty’ into human-human 

communication.  It is therefore to be expected that interactions between humans 

and humanoid robots will encounter similar ‘problems’ relating to these 

individual differences between interlocutors.  If it is accepted that a level of 

difference will always be a presence it then becomes increasingly important that 

instead of understanding differences in terms of ‘difficulty’ – as ‘problems’ to be 

overcome – they should instead be regarded more as possibilities or 

opportunities.  This chapter has suggested ways in which misunderstanding and 

undecidability, ambiguity and emergence, offer this type of positive perspective 

on difference.  Embracing this perspective is important in supporting openness in 

human-human communication situations, but it might also suggest that instead 

of concentrating on designing humanoid robots, to communicate with humans 

‘as easily as possible’, the way is open for the creation of robots that are less 

predicated on their mimicry of human form.   

Making space for more radical others 

The discussion of robots presented in this chapter is in keeping with 

Natali’s desire, cited in Chang, that communication theories should attend “to 

the complex interaction among language (the medium), the message, the subject 

(sender/receiver), and their sociosemiotic environment (the context)”.81  The 

analysis of the effect of Data’s positioning within the crew of the Enterprise, and 

Kismet’s place as an infant in an infant-caregiver relationship, raised some 

important ideas about the interrelationships between different communication 

traditions and identified some ways in which these traditions support one 

another.  In addition, the example of Data’s joke drew out the complexity of an 

actual moment of communication, between specific interlocutors who share 

experiences, including a history of communicating with one another.  This 

example also helped to illustrate the way in which traditional communication 

theories can be destabilised, lessening the sense that commonality is all 

                                            

81 Chang, Deconstructing communication, 174. 
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important, and questioning whether the telos of communication must be 

measured in terms of success through understanding, as opposed to an openness 

to misunderstanding, ambiguity and emergence.  The discussion therefore 

offered ways to fulfil Peters’ request for “an account of communication that 

erases neither the curious fact of otherness at its core nor the possibility of doing 

things with words”.82  Following on from this, the concern of the second half of 

this chapter was to broaden the discussion beyond a consideration of words and 

language, to identify more clearly the importance of embodiment in 

communication. 

Although human communication is often thought of as heavily invested in 

the use of language, while human interactions with machines such as computers 

seem to devalue the body and lead to a concentration on disembodied 

information exchange in language or code, human-robot interaction repositions 

embodiment as important for communication.  Of course, the development of 

humanoid robots specifically to support interactions with humans is most clearly 

linked with the understanding that successful communication is based on 

commonality, sameness and the elimination of difference as much in 

embodiment as in language.  To explain the strength of this link it should be 

noted that an exploration of robotics, cybernetic systems theory and cybernetic-

semiotic theory in communication highlights the complex ways in which ideas 

seem to have flowed, and continue to flow, between these areas of research.  

Lingis, for example, notes that: 

Computer technology, driven by the pilot-industries of the military-
industrial complex, places top priority on transmitting the message 
as effectively, efficiently, and effortlessly as possible.  It is 
computer technology that shaped and forms contemporary 
communication theory.83 

However, I think it is also easy to see from the discussion presented here that the 

conceptions of communication theory that connect successful communication 

with the idea of understanding have then worked back around the circle to 

influence robotics researchers in their development of humanoid robots.  The 

                                            
82 Peters, Speaking into the air, 21. 
83 Lingis, The community of those who have nothing in common, 104. 
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movement of ideas does not stop there, as humanoid robot design, the discourse 

about this technology and debate about robots in science and science fiction 

come to influence understandings of everyday human communication.  It seems 

likely that continuing to build and discuss robots in ways that valorise human 

form over all other possible forms increasingly obscures the possibilities of 

otherness and difference more generally, and perpetuates the assumption that it 

is only the aspects people have in common that enable successful 

communication in human societies.  As Hayles explains, the circulation of 

influence is such that “what we make and what (we think) we are coevolve”.84 

Other scholars have also acknowledged this type of circular flow and 

have come to a similar conclusion.  Smith notes that in Lyotard’s view 

technoscience, of which robotics is a part, “not only ignores communicability 

(which is nonempirical, alogical, nonrational, and so on) it actually contributes 

to its obliteration”.85  This is very unfortunate and relevant here, because as 

Lyotard says “[t]he result is that forms (of Otherness) which may have otherwise 

presented themselves for our contemplation, either recede (are forgotten) or are 

never actually presented”.86  This process of obliteration, by virtue of a 

preoccupation with the empirical, logical and rational side of traditional 

communication theories, would seem to be well illustrated by the proliferation of 

humanoid robots as opposed to non-humanoid robots when these machines are 

designed to interact with humans.  However, the discussion in this chapter has 

also suggested that, in spite of the aims of humanoid robot design, otherness in 

communication cannot simply be eradicated by creating humanoid robots, 

because it remains a strong presence in the differences between individuals, 

even between human individuals.  More importantly, the argument here is that 

such differences become a valuable part of communication, once 

misunderstanding and undecidability are seen as meaningful as opposed to 

problems that must be overcome.  The idea that otherness is therefore still going 

                                            
84 Hayles, My mother was a computer, 216. 
85 Andrew R. Smith, “The limits of communication: Lyotard and Levinas on Otherness,” in 
Transgressing discourses: communication and the voice of the other, ed. Michael Huspek and 
Gary P. Radford (Albany, New York: State University of New York Press, 1997), 341. 
86 Ibid. 
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to be present, even as designers seek to develop the perfect humanoid robot, and 

the sense in which this otherness can be regarded as having a positive influence 

on communication, encourages me to consider instead the possibilities of non-

humanoid form in robots designed to interact with humans.   

Fortunately, the obliteration of communicative non-humanoid robots, 

which Lyotard suggests is the end result of the circulation of ideas in 

technoscience, has not been complete.  I am therefore able to move on to 

consider the possibilities of these other-than-human robots, which can be 

understood to push the limits of ‘normal’ conceptions of communication and 

therefore suggest ways in which communication need not be about eliminating 

otherness.  Indeed, from the perspective offered by Lingis, it might be the case 

that an overtly non-humanoid robot would be more likely to be accepted as so 

unfamiliar that its embodiment would add new and very different nuances to its 

communication.  However, an alternative perspective on communication is 

required if one is to understand how human interactions with such robots work.  

In particular, it is necessary to accept that expressiveness need not be about 

humanlike form and behaviour, and also that anthropomorphism needn’t really 

be anything like pairing. 

The next chapter is therefore concerned with developing a more complex 

explanation of the way in which nonverbal signs provide a form of 

communication that does not rely on commonality in any simple sense.  This, 

together with an acknowledgement that the behaviour shown even by non-

humanoid robots is often sufficient to support anthropomorphism, suggests that 

non-humanoid robots are able to communicate and to interact with humans.  As 

I have already explained, designing robots with humanlike form is understood by 

some scholars to validate the anthropomorphic response they engender in 

humans.87  Indeed, from this perspective, the anthropomorphism of non-

humanoid robots might be considered inappropriate or even inherently 

undesirable.  In contrast, this thesis argues that, while humanoid robots lend 

themselves to unquestioning anthropomorphism, retaining an incentive to 

question one’s anthropomorphic response is of vital importance in 

                                            
87 Dautenhahn, “The art of designing socially intelligent agents,” 574. 
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communicating with others if one is to remain aware of the other’s differences, 

and also the value of those differences.  This perspective leads me to consider 

the possibilities of communicative non-humanoid robots in more detail in the 

next chapter, to draw out a sense in which a level of anthropomorphism of these 

robots is important to support human-robot interactions, but only alongside a 

continued appreciation of their differences. 
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Chapter 3 

Non-humanoid robots as communicative others 

The task is to recognize the creature’s otherness, not to make it 
over in one’s own likeness and image.1 

Communicating with C-3PO and R2-D2 

This chapter extends the range of my discussion to consider non-

humanoid as well as humanoid robots through an analysis of the fictional 

representation of both forms of robot in the Star Wars films.  The humanoid C-

3PO (3PO) and the decidedly non-humanoid R2-D2 (R2) play central roles in the 

films I discuss here, my main focus being on the original three Star Wars 

episodes, A New Hope, The Empire Strikes Back and Return of the Jedi.2  This 

chapter takes these humanoid and non-humanoid robot examples and draws out 

the way in which exploring their verbal and nonverbal communication opens up 

a position for otherness even in those traditions of communication that 

Pinchevski, for example, has identified as ‘violent to the other’.  In this chapter, 

an analysis of the close relation between emotion and nonverbal communication 

in non-humanoid, as well as in humanoid, robots moves the discussion away 

from the sense in which Kismet and Jules were designed to support their 

communication with human-like facial expressions.  Instead, non-humanoid 

robots such as R2 are shown to communicate and express in their own ways, 

appropriate to their specific forms and communicative abilities, such that the 

consideration of communication in this chapter is moved beyond the narrow 

idea of pairing discussed in chapter two.  In particular, arguments in support of 

the possibilities of human interactions with non-humanoid robots are found to 

rely upon a more nuanced consideration of processes of anthropomorphism and 

its effect on human responses to non-humanoid robots. 

                                            
1 John Durham Peters, Speaking into the air: a history of the idea of communication (Chicago; 
London: University of Chicago Press, 1999), 31. 
2 Star Wars Episode IV: A New Hope, directed by George Lucas (Twentieth Century Fox, 1977); 
Star Wars Episode V: The Empire Strikes Back, directed by Irvin Kershner (Twentieth Century Fox, 
1980); Star Wars Episode VI: Return of the Jedi, directed by Richard Marquand (Twentieth 
Century Fox, 1983). 
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C-3PO is a fictional humanoid robot that is one of the main characters in 

the Star Wars films.  He is described as being a “protocol droid”, and is therefore 

one of the humanoid robots that act as translators or interpreters between the 

many languages used throughout the Star Wars universe.3  In addition to working 

with languages, 3PO is also well versed in the rules and regulations, and the 

niceties, of the many cultures using those languages.  Therefore, as a protocol 

droid, 3PO can be understood as an expert communicator in both cybernetic-

semiotic and sociocultural terms.  As well as translating the language of life 

forms, which is seen most clearly when he is briefly employed as the interpreter 

of Jabba the Hut in the film Return of the Jedi, 3PO is also able to provide 

translations between humans and machines.4  3PO describes himself as working 

in “human-cyborg relations”, and early on in A New Hope he sells his skills in 

the binary language of “vaporators” in an effort to ensure that Luke Skywalker’s 

uncle buys him.5  As the film develops, 3PO’s contribution to human-machine 

relations becomes most clearly identified with his ability to translate the longer 

speeches of R2-D2, a different class of robot described in the films as an 

“astromech droid” or an “astro-droid”.6 

Unlike the protocol droids, these droids are non-humanoid robots that 

service and repair all different kinds of machinery, including star ships.  The 

astromech droids, R2 included, do not speak using a human language, but 

instead produce their own language that consists of a range of electronic noises 

that 3PO is able to interpret for the other characters.  Many different examples of 

both protocol and astromech droids are shown at work in various scenes in the 

films, but in the same way that 3PO is the only protocol droid to play a major 

speaking role, R2 is the only astromech droid whose character is fully developed 

by the storylines. 

 

                                            
3 Star Wars Episode IV: A New Hope. 
4 Star Wars Episode VI: Return of the Jedi. 
5 Star Wars Episode IV: A New Hope.  Although it is never explained, I assume that, since they 
are living in a desert, a vaporator is a piece of equipment that possibly captures and/or purifies 
water for household or farm use. 
6 Ibid. 
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Figure 7: C-3PO and R2-D2 (Star Wars) 

It is possible to draw a number of parallels between 3PO’s expertise and 

that of Data in ST:TNG, with whom he shares a similar communicative ability.  

In my first chapter, I suggested that Data’s cybernetic-semiotic ability meant that 

he could be understood to act as the ultimate human-computer interface.  While 

the ST:TNG stories occasionally capitalise on Data’s ability to learn any 

language, 3PO, by virtue of his status as a protocol droid and universal 

interpreter, is even more overtly established as an interface that works at the 

boundary between humans and all different kinds of other.  The suggestion that 

Data and C-3PO can work as translators between humans and aliens, as well as 

between humans and machines, supports the cybernetic-semiotic view that these 

various communicative situations share much in common.  However, the design 

of these robots also draws attention to the way in which such theory assumes 

that, in order to be understood by humans, communication is best supported by 

a humanlike interface.  In particular, such an interface is assumed to include the 

robot’s ability to use human language, such that it can be a partner in 

conversation.  Although there is also some emphasis on the use of human-like 

expressions or gestures, this is subsidiary to the cybernetic-semiotic perspective 

that values the use of language above other communicative signs.  For this 

reason, 3PO can be regarded as a successful communicator even without an 

expressive face.   
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In contrast with the placement of Data and 3PO as expert cybernetic-

semiotic communicators, it is unclear how easily R2’s language of beeps and 

other noises could ever be understood fully by humans.  R2’s inability to speak 

any form of humanlike language means that he cannot be regarded as skilled in 

cybernetic-semiotic communication with humans.  Such an understanding of 

communication therefore tends to suggest that the presence of 3PO is essential 

for the interpretation of R2’s communications.  From a cybernetic-semiotic 

perspective the two droids can therefore be understood to work well as a team, 

R2 being the more practical and effective worker, while 3PO enables its 

successful communication with humans.  However, while the droids are often 

shown working together, this is certainly not always the case.  Indeed, R2 plays a 

major and independent role in the rebel alliance’s fight against the empire.  The 

actions and role of R2-D2 therefore continually raise the question of how such a 

decidedly non-humanoid astromech droid’s communicative abilities can support 

its seemingly vital role throughout the Star Wars films. 

To explain this apparent mismatch, between R2’s production of 

nonhuman language instead of human-recognisable words, and the droid’s 

importance to the rebels’ plans, it should first be noted that while 3PO translates 

R2’s electronic beeps for humans, he always speaks to R2 using human 

language.  R2 may not be able to produce speech, but clearly understands 

human language with ease.  This demonstration of R2’s ability to understand in 

this way helps to explain how easily the droid is charged with carrying out 

specific missions, and knows of detailed rebel plans, about which 3PO often 

knows nothing.  One of the most striking examples of this happens at the very 

beginning of A New Hope when Princess Leia gives R2 a message for Obi-Wan 

Kenobi.  R2 proceeds to evade the enemy forces by leaving in an escape pod, 

and then locates Obi-Wan and delivers the vital request for help, while 3PO just 

tags along and remains completely unaware of R2’s mission, only learning the 

details at the same time as the audience as the story unfolds.7  This pattern is 

repeated when Leia, Lando, Luke, Chewbacca, 3PO and R2 set out to rescue 

Han Solo from Jabba the Hutt at the beginning of the third film, Return of the 

                                            
7 Ibid. 
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Jedi.  Once again, R2 seems to be aware of the complete plan, while 3PO has 

been told the basic details, but thinks that he and R2 have simply been sent as 

Luke’s messengers, as opposed to being offered to Jabba as gifts, thus placing 

them in position for the final moment of rescue and escape.8  From these stories 

it would seem that R2 has a far more important and trusted role to play in the 

resistance than its humanoid counterpart.  This positioning of R2, as an essential 

member of the resistance team, stands out in stark contrast with the assumption, 

made by many real-life roboticists, that robots with non-humanoid form, 

movement and communication ability would be less valuable as workers in 

human-robot teams.  As will be discussed in more detail below, R2’s importance 

can also be analysed in relation to the ways in which the characters and 

personalities of these robots are understood from their portrayal in the films. 

So far this discussion has concerned a cybernetic-semiotic sense of 

communication and has placed a particular emphasis on the transmission of 

information using speech.  As already explained, this viewpoint frames R2’s 

communication with humans as very limited.  It is, however, worth noting that 

the process of communicating with R2, through a combination of direct speech 

and 3PO’s translation, is circumvented as various humans around the droids 

begin to seem able to understand R2 directly.  Luke in particular initially relies 

on 3PO’s translation, but he soon becomes able to understand R2’s language of 

beeps for himself.  In addition, when Luke and R2 fly together in a spaceship R2 

accesses the screen interfaces of the star ship, and thus seems able to write 

messages to Luke and read his replies.9 

While this level of effective two-way cybernetic-semiotic communication 

with R2 is only applicable to the fictional world of Star Wars, it is nonetheless 

notable that the creators of these stories have at least imagined the development 

of non-humanoid machines that can communicate with humans, using both 

human language and a ‘machine language’ of their own.  In spite of its fictional 

setting, it is worth noting that there is a resonance between the way in which a 

relatively small number of people are able to understand R2’s communication 

                                            
8 Star Wars Episode VI: Return of the Jedi. 
9 Star Wars Episode V: The Empire Strikes Back. 
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directly, and the specialised skill that enables some programmers, fluent in 

assembly code or machine language, to program computers at a low level.  The 

use of machine language in real life can therefore be understood to bring some 

programmers closer to using what could be described as the native tongue of the 

computer microchip, binary code.  The majority of people use high-level 

computer programming languages, languages that show similarities with human 

languages and rely on other programs called compilers or interpreters to translate 

them into a form that computers understand.  In a similar way, most humans in 

Star Wars rely on 3PO’s translations in order to understand R2. 

Nonverbal communication and otherness 

Setting aside understandings of communication that involve transmission 

of information using language, there are many varied examples of human 

interactions with R2 depicted throughout the films which suggest that humanlike 

form, and an ability to speak humanlike language, is not always a requirement 

for communication sufficient to support coordinated action.  It is clear that other 

forms of communication do occur between R2 and the human characters, and 

the film provides an illustration that provokes the idea that similar levels of 

communication could also support real-life working relations (although it is less 

clear whether in real life a human would come to regard a droid like R2 as a 

companion in the same way that Luke clearly does in the films).   

R2, who seems to prove essential to the survival of the resistance fighters 

on many occasions, is generally understood to be an exemplary robot figure, 

both within and also outside the fictional context offered by Star Wars.  Jim 

Morris, the founder of Carnegie Mellon’s educational outreach activity, The 

Robot Hall of Fame, explains that 

R2-D2 represents our highest hope for what robots might do for 
humans.  He performs countless services and saves the lives of 
humans many times.  He seems to understand technology deeply 
and responds to human needs unerringly.  He does not try to 
imitate humans or compete with them.  He’s all robot!10 

                                            
10 http://www.robothalloffame.org/r2d2.html sidebar quotation.  It is important to note here that 
Jim Morris has decided that R2 is male.  This is not made clear in the films, and I have therefore 
not assigned R2 with a gender in this discussion. 
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In the context of this chapter, this statement supports the idea that R2 is an 

important example of a non-humanoid fictional character that can communicate 

and work with humans.  It is particularly relevant that Morris stresses the 

importance of R2 not trying “to imitate humans” and thus being “all robot”, since 

one of my concerns is to argue that the differences between humans and robots 

can be regarded as important, as well as in various ways useful.  It is therefore 

vital to retain these differences within what must also be a communicative 

partnership. 

Previous chapters have suggested that traditional communication theories 

are most often interpreted as requiring humanlike form to support the 

development of successful communicative partnerships.  This may explain why, 

as Johnson, Feltovich and Bradshaw note in their 2008 paper, “R2 Where Are 

You?”, the translation of the non-humanoid conception of the robot helper 

illustrated by R2-D2 into real life has been slow.  In this paper, Johnson et al. 

also note that “robots from science fiction suggest how effective simple robots 

can be in interaction with humans, even with meager capabilities”; thus these 

roboticists would appear open to the idea that human-robot interaction is not 

dependent on designing robots with humanlike form.11  I have already begun to 

argue above that R2’s depiction in Star Wars places the droid as a vital member 

of the resistance team.  However, in my experience, this openness to the 

potential of non-humanoids is not easily embraced in robotics laboratories.  For 

example, Cynthia Breazeal, whose robot Kismet was discussed in the first two 

chapters, is adamant that the provision of a humanlike face is the most effective 

way to develop a level of social communication between humans and robots.12  

Indeed, it is in some ways rather frustrating that this is the case given her 

                                            
11 Matthew J. Johnson, Paul Feltovich, and Jeffrey M. Bradshaw, “R2 Where are you? Designing 
robots for collaboration with humans,” in Workshop on Social Interaction with Intelligent Indoor 
Robots (presented at the ICRA 2008, Pasadena, CA: ICRA, 2008), 12.  I am sure it is safe to 
assume here that the authors intended to associate the idea of “meager capabilities” with the 
robot side of the interaction, as opposed to the human side. 
12 Kismet is not the only example of this design decision.  Following Kismet was Leonardo, 
another ‘sociable robot’ described on their website as a ‘highly expressive’ humanoid, although 
this robot’s furry exterior made me think of it more as an expressive creature than a human.  Most 
recently they have started to work with a class of robots they call "MDS", 
Mobile/Dexterous/Social robots, stylised humanoid robots that have shed their furry skins but still 
retain expressive humanlike faces. 
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acknowledgement that one of her inspirations for creating sociable robots was 

watching the characters of C-3PO and R2-D2 in the Star Wars films.13 

It is therefore refreshing when Johnson et al. argue that, in the films, R2 

made up for its “lack” of speech, facial expressions and humanlike gestures very 

effectively by providing “other behavior displays that although non-human, still 

conveyed the appropriate meaning”.14  In contrast to perceiving a need for faces 

on robots, their paper focuses instead on the idea that, in order for a robot to be 

able to work with humans, its design must be driven by a clear sense of the 

collaborative requirements of situations in which it will eventually operate.  

While acknowledging that it might well be particularly useful to be able to give a 

robot such as R2 spoken instructions, their argument relies on the fact that it is 

possible to read the response of such a robot, even in the absence of human 

language, from the sounds it makes, as well as its ‘body’ movements and ‘head’ 

positions. 

This thesis therefore argues that, rather than just trying to do “things with 

words”, which John Durham Peters suggests is an essential aspect of 

communication, it is also vital to accept a broader sense of communication for 

which nonverbal as well as verbal signs are valuable, in a far more embedded 

way than was found through the analysis of Data, Jules and Kismet.15  In 

particular, it is useful to draw on Fernando Poyatos’ conception of the “triple 

audiovisual reality” of communication, “what we say, how we say it, and how 

we move what we say”.16  For Poyatos, a researcher into the subtleties of 

simultaneous translation, communication consists of: verbal language, speech 

itself; paralanguage, non-verbal voice qualities, modifiers and sounds used to 

                                            
13 C. L. Breazeal, Designing sociable robots (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 2002), xi. 
14 Johnson, Feltovich, and Bradshaw, “R2 Where are you?” 12. 
15 Peters, Speaking into the air, 21. 
16 Fernando Poyatos, “The reality of multichannel verbal-nonverbal communication in 
simultaneous and consecutive interpretation,” in Nonverbal communication and translation: new 
perspectives and challenges in literature, interpretation and the media, ed. Fernando Poyatos 
(Amsterdam; Philadelphia: J. Benjamins, 1997), 249. 
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support meaning; and kinesics, the body language of face, eye and hand 

movements, and also overall body movements, postures and manners.17 

If R2’s communication is analysed in terms of Poyatos’ conception of 

paralanguage and kinesics, as opposed to concentrating wholly on language, it is 

easier to see how this robot can act as an effective colleague and companion.  

Early in the film A New Hope, 3PO and R2 have been taken by Jawa traders 

while trekking across the Tatooine desert, as R2 attempts to find Obi-Wan 

Kenobi in order to deliver Princess Leia’s message.  Luke Skywalker and his 

Uncle Owen need to buy some new droids, and 3PO is swiftly chosen, along 

with a different model of astromech droid.  As 3PO and the other droid move off, 

R2 shuffles from side to side, producing plaintive beeps.  Then, when the other 

astromech droid malfunctions, R2 takes the chance to attract attention by 

beeping loudly and bobbing up and down.  After a short altercation, and some 

encouragement from 3PO, R2 is picked as a replacement and is able to join its 

humanoid companion.  However, as the scene ends and 3PO suggests that his 

friend should be grateful, R2’s paralinguistic response clearly expresses that it is 

most unimpressed with this idea.18  This example begins to demonstrate the way 

in which movement and sounds provide cues to support coordinated action with 

R2, as this robot is able to draw attention to itself when required by use of sound 

and body movements.  In addition, and as will be discussed in more detail later, 

reading R2’s communication in this and other situations gives film viewers the 

sense that the droid’s emotions play a role in the decisions it makes, as well as 

being a major part of its communication. 

Poyatos’ theories were developed from research into the intricacies of 

meaning making in situations where interpreters provide simultaneous 

translations.  Within Poyatos’ framework, although R2 does not produce a verbal 

language easily understood by humans, it does use both paralanguage, in the 

form of non-verbal sounds that nonetheless support meaning, and also kinesics, 

communication through the body language of its head and whole body 

                                            
17 Ibid.; Fernando Poyatos, New perspectives in nonverbal communication studies in cultural 
anthropology, social psychology, linguistics, literature, and semiotics (Oxford; New York: 
Pergamon Press, 1983), 175–178. 
18 Star Wars Episode IV: A New Hope. 
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movements, in ways that humans can interpret.19  Poyatos’ theory emphasises 

that even C-3PO, as an interpreter, should pay attention to the nonverbal signals 

that support R2’s electronic speech.  In addition, and more important to this 

thesis, it helps to explain the way in which R2’s paralanguage and kinesics 

provides meaning that can be understood by humans even without 3PO’s help.  

The cues that R2 produces through sound and movement, paralanguage and 

kinesics, indicate where its attention is focused at any particular time and thus 

provide information about both what it is doing and what it might be about to do 

next. While Johnson et al.’s view of R2 is that, “with all of its inadequacies, this 

little idealized hero was a team player and exemplified the level of 

interdependent capability needed for robots to be effective and accepted as our 

assistants over the long term”, it can be argued instead that R2 communicates 

quite effectively in a very different, as opposed to ‘inadequate’, way in 

comparison with humans.20   

A robot like R2 has communicative capabilities, in the form of what might 

be termed ‘embodied communication’, sufficient to provide acknowledgement 

of instructions and understandable feedback on its progress even without the 

ability to produce humanlike speech.  Chapter two noted that humanoid robots 

in both fiction and fact resist the idea that communication can take place 

successfully as a wholly disembodied process of information transmission.  The 

example of R2 further emphasises this point, while also suggesting that an 

acknowledgement of the importance of paralinguistic and kinesic signals, in the 

absence of humanlike language, offers a way to understand how such non-

humanoid robots are able to communicate with humans, while also retaining 

space for their otherness to be an important part of their communicative 

relations. 

The discussion above, although it refers to a more holistic understanding 

of communication involving the use of both verbal and nonverbal signs, is still 

somewhat tied to elements of a cybernetic-semiotic theory.  There remains a 

focus on the use of signs, although in this case nonverbal signs, to transmit 

                                            
19 Poyatos, “The reality of multichannel verbal-nonverbal communication in simultaneous and 
consecutive interpretation,” 249. 
20 Johnson, Feltovich, and Bradshaw, “R2 Where are you?” 12. 
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pieces of information in the way that many cultures, although not all, understand 

a shake of the head to mean ‘no’.  Therefore, by considering nonverbal 

communication in the terms suggested by Poyatos, a space is made, even within 

cybernetic-semiotic theory, for the existence of communicative others that are 

overtly different from humans.  I noted in my second chapter that Levinas and 

scholars that draw upon his work, such as Pinchevski and Lingis, describe the 

cybernetic and semiotic traditions of communication as defining processes that 

depend on the presence of commonality and sameness for successful 

information exchange.  From the perspective of these scholars, such models can 

therefore be understood as violent to the other.  However, I argue that attending 

to the complexity of nonverbal communication signs begins to offer a way in 

which even a cybernetic-semiotic model can be understood to allow some space 

for the overtly different other to communicate, without being forced into a 

position of sameness.  In addition, although the examples I have discussed above 

are concerned with interactions between R2 and others in fiction, the droid’s 

paralanguage and kinesics can be read not only by other characters within the 

narratives, but also by the films’ audiences, even though the non-humanoid R2 

clearly retains a level of otherness at all times.  It should also be stressed that 

while the discussion of nonverbal communication offers opportunities for 

otherness to be respected in this way, its possibilities are still in some ways not 

fully appreciated in the work of Johnson et al.  This is clear from their framing of 

the communicative otherness of R2 in terms of “meager capabilities” and the 

observation that the robot R2 must overcome “all of its inadequacies” in order to 

work with human colleagues.21 

Reconsidering sociopsychological and sociocultural traditions 

The range of expression available in the nonverbal communication of a 

non-humanoid robot such as R2 also extends the possibilities of 

sociopsychological and sociocultural conceptions of communication, which 

have less to do with information transmission, and more to do with either 

influencing others or sharing reactions to and understandings of situations in the 

surrounding world.  Therefore, in addition to providing the level of 

                                            
21 Ibid., 12. 
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communication needed to support coordinated action, R2’s communicative 

capabilities can also be understood to provide the droid with a means of 

connection with those around it.  In keeping with Johnson et al.’s description of 

robots designed to take part in collaborative working environments, it is as part 

of the team that the droids thrive.  In this sense, 3PO and R2 can be understood 

as positioned in a working environment in a way that shares some similarities 

with Data on the Enterprise.  The droids are accepted as team members by those 

working with them, and their skills and abilities are recognised and appreciated 

by all those around them.  It is important to note that this level of acceptance by 

the human team surrounding them would seem to apply to both the humanoid 

3PO and the non-humanoid R2 equally.  However, I have argued that the 

acceptance of Data, with his high level of precision and general lack of emotion, 

is in part supported by the way in which Star Fleet’s culture values rational 

discourse, and thus can be linked with the tenets of the critical tradition.  In 

contrast, C-3PO and R2-D2 are less obviously rational and are more often read 

as emotional, but this is valued in the context of the rebel alliance in Star Wars, 

in which emotion is more clearly situated as important.  The driving force behind 

the rebels is the desire to overcome the empire, and this has within it an 

emotional element associated with fighting to overcome oppression and to win 

freedom for all.  

Yet, outside the close-knit team of which they are a part, the droids’ status 

is often shown to be far more problematic.  For example, it is made clear that 

“their kind” is not welcome at the Cantina in Mos Eisley spaceport in A New 

Hope, and the droids have to be left outside while Luke and Obi-Wan negotiate 

passage with Han Solo.22  There is therefore a sense that, as was true for Data, 

not all humans appreciate the presence of these robots.  In addition, in the same 

way as their acceptance into the team applies to both droids, their exclusion 

from the cantina indicates the same level of ill feeling towards both humanoid 

and non-humanoid robots.  There is no indication here that 3PO is more 

acceptable within this space than R2.  It is also worth noting that, while there is a 

suggestion of violence in the situations that both Data and the droids face 
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outside of their respective teams, often a threat of physical violence, this is 

somewhat different from the violence that Pinchevski discusses with relation to 

traditional theories of communication. 

In a similar way to that discussed in relation to cybernetic and semiotic 

theory, scholars such as Pinchevski also critique the reliance on sameness found 

within sociopsychological and sociocultural theories.  In particular, Pinchevski 

argues that the sociopsychological use of persuasion to manipulate others into 

sharing a particular point of view, or the sociocultural reliance on norms, which 

include or exclude from social groups, are violent to the other in their aim to 

eliminate difference.  However, as discussed in relation to Kismet in chapter two, 

the droids in Star Wars, while being valued members of a team retain, in their 

own particular ways, both their differences from humans and also from each 

other.  The communication and collaboration, both in sociopsychological and 

sociocultural terms, that take place within their team-working environment 

would seem not only to accept, but also to come to rely on, the possibilities 

those differences introduce.  Thus, while these communication traditions can be 

violent towards others, for example forcing a particular viewpoint or 

conformation to particular social norms, this does not preclude the coexistence 

of situations in which the opposite is true.  In the rebel team of Star Wars a 

specific setting develops that warmly accepts and accommodates both the 

humanoid 3PO and the non-humanoid R2. 

In explaining the basis for this level of accommodation, it may well be 

relevant that the rebel team does not just consist of human and robot characters.  

As Christopher Deis notes, Luke in particular shows that he has no problem 

interacting and working with many different kinds of aliens, and therefore it is 

perhaps unsurprising that he is able to express the same sense of equality in his 

dealings with R2-D2 and C-3PO.  For some humans it is clear that the robots, 

while being accepted as valuable team members, are also simply “machines that 

are interchangeable”.23  Luke, on the other hand, is clearly only interested in 

working with R2 and 3PO, this difference in attitude being illustrated when a 

                                            
23 Christopher Deis, “May the Force (not) be with you: ‘race critical’ readings and the Star Wars 
universe,” in Culture, identities, and technology in the Star Wars films: essays on the two trilogies, 
ed. Carl Silvio and Tony M. Vinci (Jefferson N.C.: McFarland & Co., 2007), 88. 
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technician offers to provide Luke with a new R2 unit to replace R2-D2 after the 

droid has been damaged in an attack on Luke’s X-wing spacecraft, this offer 

being immediately refused: 

CHIEF 
This R2 unit of yours seems a bit beat up. Do you want a new one? 

LUKE 
Not on your life! That little droid and I have been through a 
lot together. (To R2) You okay, R2?24 

Even from this short exchange it is clear that Luke values R2 as an individual, 

with a specific history and set of experiences.  Indeed, for Luke, it would seem 

that R2 has become a unique and irreplaceable companion.   

The very high level of Luke’s acceptance of the droids is juxtaposed 

against the occasionally strained relationship between the droids themselves, 

although in spite of this 3PO and R2 more often seem almost inseparable.  In 

particular, 3PO’s attitude towards R2 is betrayed by his often somewhat 

patronising treatment of the smaller droid, patting its head, refusing to take its 

ideas seriously and telling it off when R2 does anything that can be understood 

to break any rules.  3PO, as a protocol droid, is not only well versed in the rules 

and hierarchies of many cultures, but also seems rather obsessed with enforcing 

them.  However, 3PO’s assumptions about the limitations of R2’s capabilities 

sometimes land the team in trouble, an example being when he ignores R2’s 

repeated ‘interjections’ that it knows how to mend the hyperdrive engine in the 

Millennium Falcon, Han Solo’s spaceship.  The human team members become 

desperate, needing a working hyperdrive in order to evade the enemy forces, 

and 3PO’s inaction eventually forces R2 to abandon its work of reassembling the 

damaged humanoid to fix the ship himself, leaving 3PO to hop somewhat 

angrily after him.25  Although cybernetic-semiotic theory might suggest these 

robots are a perfect team, it would seem that their sociocultural relation does not 

always support their successful collaboration.  Given occurrences such as this it 

is, arguably, unsurprising that the films also regularly portray R2 expressing a 

sense of frustration with 3PO.  At these moments, R2’s paralanguage becomes 

                                            
24 Transcribed from Star Wars Episode IV: A New Hope. 
25 Ibid. 
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inflected with tones that express a sense of urgency, impatience and annoyance.  

R2’s irritated sighs and rudely blown raspberries in response to its humanoid 

counterpart are aspects of the droid’s communication that are most clearly 

presented for the audience to interpret for itself.  The same is also true of R2’s 

doleful sighs, which are easy to understand as expressions of sadness or loss.  

The meaning of R2’s paralinguistic communication in these situations is self-

evident, and no translation is either forthcoming or necessary. 

From this analysis it is clear that R2-D2 is an emotionally expressive robot 

even without a humanlike body or facial expressions.  In addition, C-3PO is also 

understood to be an emotional robot from the very moment he appears, 

demonstrating quite clearly what it is possible to convey as a humanoid robot 

without an expressive face.  For example, 3PO’s arms and hands are often 

thrown in the air as an expression of his fear or horror at a certain situation, 

while his facial expression remains set.  Indeed, 3PO would seem to be 

constantly beset with worry.  It might seem somewhat ironic that Data, a robot 

with an extremely expressive humanlike face, is described as not, at least 

initially, able to feel or to express emotions of his own, only to be overcome 

when the emotion chip overloads his neural net.  In contrast, 3PO’s level of 

emotions can also be understood to make him a target of Arbib and Fellous’ 

negative appraisal of the embedding of strong emotion in robot design, discussed 

in chapter one, as he is often almost overcome by his nervous and fearful 

responses, and therefore actively tries to avoid dangerous situations.26  The 

clarity with which 3PO expresses his emotions also means that he is easily read 

as a personality who needs to be dealt with carefully if he is not to panic, this 

offering a possible reason why he is often kept in the dark about rebel plans, 

even plans that involve his participation. 

While Alison Jaggar, whose ideas about emotion were also introduced 

earlier in this thesis, acknowledges that strong emotional feelings can cloud 

judgement, the furious, extremely sad or those in love being oblivious to aspects 

of their situation, she is wary of explanations in which emotions are embraced as 
                                            

26 Michael A. Arbib, “Beware the passionate robot,” in Who needs emotions? The brain meets the 
robot, ed. Jean-Marc Fellous and Michael A. Arbib (Oxford; New York: Oxford University Press, 
2005), 333-384; M. A. Arbib and Jean-Marc Fellous, “Emotions: from brain to robot,” TRENDS in 
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useful only to provide an “indispensible motive power” that must be “channelled 

appropriately”.27  Jaggar thus provides a more open perspective from which 

emotions are judged as “appropriate if they are characteristic of a society in 

which all humans (and perhaps some nonhuman life, too) thrive, or if they are 

conducive to establishing such a society”.28  An important part of this 

consideration is the acceptance of what she describes as “outlaw emotions”, 

those emotions that are proscribed in a particular context, but which may 

promote awareness that there is something wrong with the way in which such 

situations are being generally understood.29  Jaggar therefore offers a less 

restrictive way to view emotions as valuable or appropriate than either Arbib and 

Fellous, or even Damasio, whose work on emotion has been cited by various 

roboticists in real life.  From Jaggar’s perspective there is a sense in which, while 

some might think that 3PO’s fear makes him a liability, others would point out 

that he is a loyal and valued companion and that his fears might be regarded as 

important in helping to temper others’ enthusiasm, given that, once placed in a 

dangerous situation, the films show he can still be trusted to complete a mission.   

It is important to note that R2-D2 can also be regarded as an example of a 

robot that would seem to epitomise a positive sense of emotional ability and 

communication.  As already described, R2 clearly demonstrates the ways in 

which non-humanoid robots can express emotions very effectively through the 

use of sounds, body and ‘head’ movements.  In addition, the droid’s behaviour 

in various situations also shows the embeddedness of emotions in its actions, in 

terms that resonate particularly well with Damasio’s arguments about the 

interlinking between reason and emotion in humans.  R2 acts in ways that 

support its character as both courageous and dependable even in the face of 

considerable danger, but the droid also attends to “outlaw emotions”, in 

particular its fears.30  The response of fear in a resistance fighter might be 

regarded as inappropriate by a scholar such Arbib.  However, the alternative 
                                            

27 Alison Jaggar, “Love and knowledge: emotion in feminist epistemology,” in Gender body 
knowledge: feminist reconstruction of being and knowing, ed. Alison Jaggar and Susan R. Bordo 
(New Brunswick: Rutgers University Press, 1992), 145. 
28 Ibid., 161. 
29 Ibid. 
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perspective, more in line with Jaggar’s ideas, is that such fear offers an important 

guide to action in situations of danger.  For example, in The Empire Strikes Back, 

R2 is charged with looking after Luke’s ship and supplies when they crash land 

on the planet Dagobah.  After a short time, the droid abandons its post in order 

to find Luke, a decision that the film suggests is at least in part driven by a fear of 

noises in the swamp, but also possibly by a concern for Luke’s safety.  R2’s 

unease and subsequent decision results in the droid’s discovery that its 

companion is safe, and that they will be staying on Dagobah for some time with 

Yoda, while Luke is trained as a Jedi.31 

The way in which R2’s unease when left alone in the swamp can be read 

by the audience supports my suggestion that the aspect of R2-D2’s 

communication most readily understood, not only by other characters in the 

films, but also by the audience, is the emotional content.  It would seem clear 

from this observation that R2-D2 is an ‘emotional’ robot, whose emotion is 

conveyed very effectively through paralanguage and kinesics, in the absence of a 

humanlike face.  Reading R2’s communication and behaviour in this and other 

situations gives film viewers the sense not only that the droid’s emotions play a 

role in the decisions it makes, but also that the complexity of this processing 

supports an understanding of R2 as a developed character or personality, both 

vulnerable and courageous. 

Emotions, personality and individuals 

The characters of all of these fictional robots, Data, C-3PO and R2-D2, 

can therefore be seen to depend to an extent on the emotions they seem to 

express.  Even Data’s somewhat awkward expression of emotion still results in 

his character being met with sympathy, both within the narratives of ST:TNG 

and also by television and film audiences.  In the case of R2 and 3PO emotion is 

embedded in both their communication and behaviour from the very first 

moment they appear, and there is no question that emotions are an important 

part of the perceptions and actions of these robots within their fictional world.  In 

addition, no questions are raised over the ways in which human characters 

assume that they have feelings.  These robots seem to be comparatively easy to 
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repair, but Luke still asks “You okay, R2?” in a tone that would seem to be 

interested in eliciting more than a no-nonsense report of the physical damage 

sustained. 

The films’ narratives therefore support a sense in which both C-3PO and 

R2-D2 have “fully developed personalities that have emotional value to the 

characters and which prove invaluable to the Rebel Alliance in its triumph over 

the empire”.32  Deis even goes so far as to suggest that the droids are “the 

emotional centre of the Star Wars saga”.33  The ability of these robots to express 

and seemingly also to feel emotions can not only be understood to support the 

development of friendships with other characters in the films, but also draws the 

attention and empathy of the films’ audiences.  Communicating with these 

robots involves a sense of their character or personality; the communication with 

them is more valuable because they are understood to be individuals that have 

opinions and emotions of their own.  In addition, there is no acceptance of the 

idea that humanlike emotions are somehow more complex, more valuable or 

more accessible in comparison with the emotions of an overt other such as R2. 

As has been suggested above, the high level of emotional expression 

shown by both 3PO and R2 may be the reason that Breazeal became “absolutely 

captivated and fascinated by the two droids” when she watched Star Wars, 

noting that “their personalities and their antics made them compelling 

characters, far different from typical sci-fi robots”.34  She “actually cared about 

these droids, unlike the computer HAL, from Arthur C. Clarke's book 2001: A 

Space Odyssey, whose cool intelligence left [her] with an eerie feeling”.35  In the 

creation of Kismet we see that Breazeal has attempted to captivate and fascinate 

using an expressive humanlike face, and also aims to promote feelings of caring 

in humans interacting with the robots by accentuating her robot’s childlike 

nature.  However, it is interesting to consider more closely the relationship 

between Kismet, the resulting real-life design, and the robots that Breazeal 

suggests were a source of inspiration.  In particular, it is useful to draw out a 
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more complex understanding of R2’s nature as a non-humanoid robot that 

provokes humans to care about its fate, in order to compare this with the result 

of Breazeal’s decision to focus on exploring the captivating nature of a 

humanlike face and childlike robot. 

In what could be regarded as a similar way to R2, Kismet does not 

normally produce recognisable human words.  Instead Kismet both perceives 

human tones of voice, and responds to them as appropriate using a sound that 

Breazeal describes as “babbling”.36  This description of Kismet’s vocalisations is 

most often used to position the robot as a child, as this type of babbling is 

associated with young children as they begin to experiment with language.  

Breazeal’s focus with Kismet was therefore to provide what was understood to be 

a pre-linguistic form of speech, concentrating in particular on the passing of 

affective content via prosodic cues (tone, rhythm and intensity), and turn-taking 

dialogue.37  It can be argued that this pre-linguistic communication is not the 

same as that seen in R2.  In Star Wars, R2 is better understood simply to be 

speaking in a different language, as opposed to an undeveloped form of human 

language.  This is the reason behind my decision to consider R2’s 

communication using Poyatos’ descriptions of paralanguage and kinesics in 

comparison with Breazeal’s exploration of prosody in Kismet’s design.  Although 

there is often some overlap between definitions of ‘paralanguage’ and those of 

‘prosody’, in general prosody is more closely associated with human voices, and 

the rhythm, tone and stress used in the production of speech.  In contrast, 

paralanguage is more commonly associated with noises that are made as 

communications that are separate from speech.38  This leads scholars such as 

Poyatos to regard paralanguage as a form of nonverbal communication and, 

from this perspective, it can be produced even by those who do not speak a 

human language.  The communicative sounds made by animals and, as argued 

                                            
36 It should be noted here that in some experimental conditions interactions with Kismet involved 
human participants in try to teach Kismet certain words, for example their names.  However, the 
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expressions in response to various situations. 
37 C. L. Breazeal, “Regulation and entrainment in human-robot interaction,” International Journal 
of Experimental Robotics 21, no. 10-11 (2002): 884. 
38 Winfried No ̈th, Handbook of semiotics (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1990), 247–
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here, machines can therefore be considered to be a form of paralanguage, and 

for this reason the concepts of paralanguage and kinesics would seem 

particularly useful in promoting a clearer understanding of the effect of the 

noises and body movements produced by communicative non-humanoid 

machines.  It may be unsurprising that Breazeal places her emphasis instead on 

the idea of prosody, because this further reinforces Kismet’s position as an infant 

that is only just beginning to learn to speak.  In contrast, a consideration of 

paralanguage is important in this thesis because it more clearly stresses that non-

humanoid others can be communicative in their own ways, as opposed to 

placing their communication as deficient when measured against the 

communication of human adults. 

It is possible to understand R2 as situated in a childlike position similar to 

that of Kismet.  R2’s short stature is a starting point for this, but the idea is 

reinforced by the way in which 3PO regularly adopts a scolding tone when 

talking to R2.  Of course, unlike Kismet, whose reactions to tones of voice are 

designed to indicate its compliance on being told off, R2 often ignores 3PO’s 

comments and sometimes gives him a quite obviously rude response.  This may 

mean that R2 is therefore more easily located as a naughty child, cheeky and on 

occasion badly behaved.  This sense of R2 is further enforced by the way that it 

runs away from the farm, having persuaded Luke to remove its restraining bolt.  

However, this placement as a child would limit the understanding of R2 in the 

same way as Kismet is sometimes thought of as limited by its childlike 

positioning, lacking the complexity of character to maintain the interest of some.  

As Peter Menzel notes, “Cynthia’s Kismet was as cute as any baby I have ever 

played with … but I was ready for a smarter robot after fifteen minutes”.39  In 

fact, this attitude also betrays a particular stance towards children as much as 

anything else, a perspective that sees them as less developed, less able and less 

interesting than adults.  There are many more accepting perspectives of children 

that could be more fruitful in communication with Kismet, in the same way that 

they are with human children, although it could be argued that Kismet’s framing 

is such that the traditional perspective of talking down to children seems easier 
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to follow than these alternative, and far more respectful perspectives.40  In 

comparison, R2 generally commands more respect from most of the Star Wars 

characters, possibly, as noted above, with the exception of 3PO. 

Jutta Weber also develops a critique of Breazeal’s work through her 

analysis of the assumptions behind the design decisions made in creating Kismet: 

One of these assumptions is that our technologies become more 
complex and that the user needs to handle these technologies in a 
familiar way.  This affordance is interpreted as the need for 
interfaces that resemble those of Human-Human interaction.  The 
interfaces of new commercial applications are modelled with 
regard to (gender)stereotypical social relations, which rest on the 
anthropomorphisation and personification of machines as infantile 
and helpless creatures, while roboticists as well as users are 
modelled as caregivers.  Users are manipulated (with baby 
schemes, etc.) to [invest] time in the ‘education’ of their own 
personal service robots.  Gender and other stereotypes are used to 
standardise the human-robot interaction, thereby reproducing and 
reinforcing existing stereotypical social behaviour (like nurturing, 
etc.).  This concept of Human-Robot interaction exploits the 
readiness of the user to compensate for the deficiencies of 
machines.  Humans are adapting to the machine and are investing 
additional work to make sense of the machinic behaviour.41 

Weber would therefore probably be unsurprised that Menzel was not drawn in 

for long by Kismet’s personality of “an infantile and helpless” creature.42  

However, it should be noted that Weber’s analysis above is also shaped by a 

traditional perspective towards children as deficient in comparison with adults.  I 

would argue that the idea of deficiency in the robot presented in Weber’s 

critique, and more broadly in human-robot interaction research itself, is an 

unfortunate result of deciding to judge such machines, in the same way as 

suggested by certain perspectives of children, against an idealised adult human 

standard.  This judgement, in a similar way to traditional communication 

                                            
40 These perspectives on parenting and education, contrasting the placement of children as less 
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trends in human-robot interaction,” Information, Communication and Ethics in Society 3 (2005): 
216.  Note that in this quotation I replaced the use of “investigate” with “invest”, since it seems 
very likely that this was a typographic error in my copy of this text. 
42 Ibid. 
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theories, could therefore be regarded as violent to the other.  A viable alternative 

would be to introduce the idea that, instead of being deficient, the machine can 

be regarded as different.  It would seem possible that the design decisions for 

Kismet, which set the machine up as humanlike, make it difficult to see this 

robot as an other that should be respected for what it does as opposed to 

disrespected for what it lacks.  This can be contrasted with the way that R2 

continually subverts the idea that he is deficient, and this allows the droid’s 

character to develop as it becomes more and more clearly valued as a capable 

co-worker as well as a strong character that can act independently of others.  

Another scholar who has written about Kismet is Lucille Suchman, who 

notes that no-one in the party with whom she visited the lab “was successful in 

eliciting coherent or intelligent behaviors from it”.43  In contrast with Weber, 

Suchman takes a more positive approach and, rather than focusing on the robot’s 

deficiency in communicating with the visitors, she suggests instead that Kismet 

should be reframed “from an unreliable autonomous robot, to a collaborative 

achievement made possible through very particular, reiteratively developed and 

refined performances”.44  She therefore stresses the way in which “Kismet’s affect 

is an effect not simply of the device itself but of Breazeal’s trained reading of 

Kismet’s actions and her extended history of labors with the machine”.45  

Suchman further notes that this training works both ways and therefore that 

“Kismet’s apparent randomness attests to the robot’s reliance on the performative 

capabilities of its very particular ‘human caregiver’”.46  This analysis of Kismet 

emphasises that while the video footage of Kismet from MIT’s website provides 

evidence of Kismet’s interactions with a large number of people, there would still 

seem to be some issues with this robot’s ability to read anyone who comes into 

the lab.  This may lend credence to Weber’s critique, in that those who are 

reluctant to speak in ‘motherese’ and treat the robot from a traditional 

perspective as an infant, may experience difficulty interacting with the robot.  In 

                                            
43 Lucille Suchman, Human-machine reconfigurations: plans and situated actions, 2nd ed. 
(Cambridge; New York: Cambridge University Press, 2007), 246. 

44 Ibid. 

45 Ibid. 

46 Ibid. 
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addition, it suggests that history and shared experience can be an important part 

of communication with even such a humanlike robot, something that has already 

been suggested for the non-humanoid R2, where its range of communication 

with Luke increases as a level of familiarity develops between the characters.  

The development of long-term relations between humans and robots is 

considered in more detail in chapter six. 

From pairing to a broader conception of anthropomorphism 

The juxtaposition of Data, Kismet, C-3PO and R2-D2 in this discussion 

demonstrates the complexity that destabilises assumptions about what features 

make a robot a communicative and valuable member of a human-robot relation.  

Most importantly, it would seem that humanlike form is not necessary to make 

such relations communicative, and while most of these examples are fictional, 

the audiences of the films and television programmes discussed here also 

develop a strong sense of these robots as characters with which they might also 

wish to communicate.  The emotional abilities of 3PO and R2 in fiction, and 

Kismet in real life, might be seen to illustrate the particular ways in which such 

robots are able to engender feelings of care, responsibility and friendship in 

humans.  However, Data evokes similar feelings in the human characters on the 

Enterprise, as well as in the audience, even in narratives that occur before the 

emotion chip enables his feelings and emotional expression.  In addition, while 

some assume that a humanlike expressive face, even a cartoonlike face as found 

in Kismet, is essential in an emotional robot, 3PO’s very expressive 

communication, in spite of his impassive face, undermines this idea.  The need 

for a humanlike face is then further brought into question when the non-

humanoid R2’s emotional and expressive communication is considered.  

In particular, the ways in which the humanoid 3PO and non-humanoid 

R2 are able to work effectively as part of a team that relies on their specific skills 

and abilities further emphasises the misgivings that Chang raises in terms of the 

Husserlian process of pairing as a basis for successful communication.  The 

presence of R2 as a valuable team member resists the idea that the ability to 

communicate with another relies on an understanding based in bodily 

resemblance and the recognition of harmonious behaviour.  Instead, there is 
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more of a sense in which a level of anthropomorphism plays a part in human 

relations with R2, the most clearly non-humanoid robot that has been considered 

here.  As was discussed in the previous chapter, Kismet, as a humanoid, or 

anthropomorphous, robot is specifically designed to promote an 

anthropomorphic response in humans.  I have suggested that some scholars 

regard Kismet’s humanlike form as necessary to overcome scientific and 

academic misgivings related to anthropomorphism, since this response is 

engineered so carefully as the desired outcome of interactions with Kismet.  

Instead of anthropomorphism being discarded as an inappropriate way in which 

to understand such a robot, it is framed as the only possible path to 

understanding, and thus the correct path. 

In contrast, what is seen with R2-D2 is a more open level of 

anthropomorphism through which human emotions and thoughts are being 

ascribed to what is clearly a non-humanoid machine.  It is therefore possible that 

this process is, from a scientific and academic perspective, more easily labelled 

as unsound, since this robot’s non-humanoid design does not imply that it 

should be read in this way, or indeed that it can only be read in this way.  As 

mentioned in the previous chapter, Dautenhahn argues that it is important to 

avoid simply taking advantage of the tendency of humans to anthropomorphise 

pretty much anything that moves and can be perceived as having intentions.  

However, as well as suggesting that the creation of robots with humanlike form 

and behaviour supports a justified anthropomorphic response, she also focuses 

on the importance of embedding robots in the social world in a similar way to 

that which applies to humans.  In particular, she places emphasis on the way in 

which “[s]torytelling, empathy, historical grounding (autobiography), and 

‘ecological grounding’ in an environment are identified as factors relevant to the 

way humans understand the (social) world”.47  From this perspective, it therefore 

seems reasonable to argue that an anthropomorphic response to R2 is well 

founded, even though this robot is non-humanoid, because R2 is so clearly 

embedded in sociocultural and historical ways with humans such as Luke 

Skywalker.  Indeed, when related to their historical and social grounding there 

                                            
47 Kerstin Dautenhahn, “The art of designing socially intelligent agents: science, fiction, and the 
human in the loop,” Applied Artificial Intelligence 12 (1998): 574. 
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seems no reason not to suggest that an anthropomorphic response is just as 

appropriate in R2’s case as in the humanoid 3PO’s. 

While this argument works well for R2, when situated within the context 

of the Star Wars films, there may still be some questions relating to how R2, or a 

robot like R2, should be understood in real life, if, as Johnson et al. suggest, such 

a robot was created to work in teams with humans.  Nonetheless, in spite of 

scientific and academic reservations, there would still seem to be a level at 

which anthropomorphism would offer a pragmatic way through which to shape 

one’s interactions with even a non-humanoid machine.  Indeed, the overtly non-

humanoid nature of a robot such as R2 may be of vital importance, since it 

draws attention to difference, even while its expressive nature encourages an 

anthropomorphic response.  A consideration of R2 therefore opens up the 

possibility of what might be termed a tempered approach to anthropomorphism, 

which allows the attribution of human traits to non-humanoid others in order to 

support partial understandings, while insisting on the importance of remaining 

constantly aware of the level of difference that nonetheless remains.  The 

production of a tempered anthropomorphic response offers a means to 

understand how communication occurs, in situations where the difference 

between communicators remains a valuable presence. 

In some ways, the example of R2 is problematic when trying to explore 

the possibilities of otherness and difference in communication.  This is because, 

although this robot is clearly non-humanoid and thus operates as an overtly 

different other that is nonetheless communicative in the various ways that I have 

discussed here, R2 has also become a very familiar figure even for those who are 

not Star Wars fans.  It is therefore possible that R2 can be thought of as the 

archetypal non-humanoid robot companion, as is the case for Johnson et al., but 

once positioned in this way R2’s otherness is somewhat obscured by its 

familiarity.  I am therefore concerned that, while all the arguments about 

communication discussed in this chapter relate to the idea of increasing the self’s 

respect for difference and otherness, they don’t state strongly enough the idea 

that if one eliminates the other’s difference then that difference is no longer 

available either to be appreciated or to be learnt from. 
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In order to consider further the importance of the other’s difference, and 

the possibility of communicating while this difference remains a clear presence, 

the next chapter considers the development of non-humanoid robots in real life.  

These real-life examples continue to support an exploration of the ways in which 

even robots that are very different from humans can both attract human attention 

and communicate their intention and emotion through various means.  

However, the robots discussed in the next chapter are not familiar figures, and 

their radical otherness, in both appearance and behaviour, supports the 

argument of the next chapter, which concentrates on examining them from the 

perspective of what has been termed the phenomenological tradition of 

communication.  In particular, chapter four turns towards Levinasian ideas about 

the encounter between self and other as a way to broaden the understanding of 

otherness as part of a communicative relationship.  It therefore embraces 

Levinas’ proposal that communication should be regarded as “an adventure of a 

subjectivity”, as something that “will involve uncertainty”.48  As Pinchevski 

explains, within this framework encountering the other promotes an idea of 

communication which is very different from prevalent conceptions that effective 

communication depends upon using familiar channels, sharing a language and 

codes of behaviour, and adhering to the same rules of discourse.49 

While Levinas’ criticisms of particular conceptions of communication are 

clear, developing a practical understanding of the alternatives he values, based 

as they are on uncertainty and an unbridgeable distance between self and other, 

can be more difficult.  The explanations of communication drawn out of 

phenomenological theory sometimes seem idealistic and inapplicable to the 

dilemmas of everyday communication; in particular, they are often illustrated 

with extreme examples designed to stress the emotive ‘call’ of the other, which 

provokes the self to take responsibility for the other.  Levinas himself describes 

the other as having “the face of the poor, the stranger, the widow, and the 

orphan”, and Lingis continues the theme through his discussion of the 

community that forms in relation to “the naked one, the destitute one, the 

                                            
48 Emmanuel Levinas, Otherwise than being, or, beyond essence (Hague: M. Nijhoff, 1980), 120. 
49 Amit Pinchevski, By way of interruption: Levinas and the ethics of communication (Pittsburgh, 
Pennsylvania: Dusquene University Press, 2005), 239. 
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outcast, the dying one”.50  Andrew Smith suggests that “[f]acing a homeless child 

afflicted with AIDS might be considered a paradigm case of an alterity that 

demands, even though the child does not speak the demand”.51 

However, the ideas relating to the importance of nonverbal signs 

discussed in this chapter, and the complexity and subtlety they introduce into 

considerations of emotional expression, suggest that an analysis of human-robot 

interactions might be useful in drawing out a different, and less emotive, 

understanding of phenomenological communication.  In particular, the next 

chapter concentrates on interactions between humans and overtly non-

humanoid robot examples that have been created in robotics laboratories and 

artists’ studios in real life, because while these robots reveal their level of radical 

otherness in a very different way from a sick child, they nonetheless elicit a 

response from their human visitors.  A consideration of human interactions with 

non-humanoid robots therefore lends itself to developing a more everyday 

understanding of the way in which a phenomenological perspective on 

communication works.  In addition, the more traditional theories of 

communication will also be revisited once more in relation to these real-life 

robots, to locate the ways these theories can continue to be reassessed such that 

they become more open to the otherness and difference of such overtly strange 

robots.  The very marked strangeness of the robots in the next chapter leads to 

the suggestion that interactions with their radical otherness offer the chance to 

come into contact with many new perspectives from which to perceive and 

understand the world. 

                                            
50 Emmanuel Levinas, Totality and infinity (Pittsburgh: Duquesne University Press, 1969), 251; 
Alphonso Lingis, The community of those who have nothing in common (Bloomington: Indiana 
University Press, 1994), 12.  
51 Andrew R. Smith, “The limits of communication: Lyotard and Levinas on Otherness,” in 
Transgressing discourses: communication and the voice of the other, ed. Michael Huspek and 
Gary P. Radford (Albany, New York: State University of New York Press, 1997), 332. 



132 

 
 



133 

Chapter 4 

Face to face with robotic others 

Communication is an adventure of a subjectivity, different from 
that which is dominated by the concern to recover itself, different 
from that of coinciding in consciousness; it will involve 
uncertainty.1 

The phenomenological tradition 

This chapter continues to consider non-humanoid robot examples, but the 

main focus here is on robots that have been created in real life.  While an 

analysis of R2-D2’s communication has shown that it might be possible to work 

with non-humanoid robots, as I have already explained many roboticists 

continue to argue that, in order to communicate effectively with humans, their 

robots need in some way to be humanlike in form.  However, not all designers 

embrace this perspective, and this chapter therefore turns to consider the 

creations of various artists who, while they sometimes collaborate with 

researchers in robotics laboratories, are more interested in exploring the 

boundaries of human-machine interaction through non-humanoid robotic art 

installations.  Two real life examples in particular – the Autonomous Light Air 

Vessels (ALAVs) created by Jed Berk and Nikhil Mitter, and the Fish-Bird Project 

designed and built by the artist Mari Velonaki in collaboration with the team of 

roboticists at the Centre for Social Robotics in Sydney – are considered below.  

Analysing the ways in which these robots can be understood to communicate 

with humans supports the argument, in contrast to Chang and in line with 

theorists such as Craig, that a phenomenological tradition of communication can 

be identified and that it is particularly useful in drawing out the ways in which 

communication with non-humanoid robots might take place.  

In chapter two, I discussed Chang’s contention that phenomenology can 

be understood to support all communication theory, in particular as a basis for 

the development of a level of intersubjective understanding.  However, Chang’s 

placement of phenomenological ideas as the basis of all communication theory 

                                            
1 Emmanuel Levinas, Otherwise than being, or, beyond essence (Hague: M. Nijhoff, 1980), 120. 
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does not preclude the existence of a more complex phenomenological tradition 

of communication theory itself.2  Craig identifies this tradition as theorising 

communication in terms of “dialogue” or the “experience of otherness”, and 

links it with the work of Husserl (as Chang does), but recognises its diverse 

theoretical expansion mentioning Buber, Gadamer and Rogers in his overview.3  

However, as is considered later in this chapter, the production of dialogue is 

sometimes understood to be reliant on equality and reciprocity between 

communicators, and thus becomes connected with the presence of commonality 

or sameness in their relation.  From the perspective offered by this thesis, and its 

interest in developing ways to value otherness in communication, rather than 

linking the phenomenological tradition with dialogue it would seem more 

correct to link it with the ‘possibility of dialogue’, a conception that is drawn out 

in the way that other communication scholars, including Peters and Pinchevski, 

consider the work of theorists such as Heidegger and Levinas.4  Peters, for 

example, suggests that the phenomenological tradition of communication is 

based on Heidegger’s contention that communication “is never anything like a 

transportation of experiences, such as opinions and wishes, from the interior of 

one subject into the interior of another”.5  As Peters clarifies, within this tradition, 

communication “does not involve transmitting information about one’s 

intentionality; rather, it entails bearing oneself in such a way that one is open to 

hearing the other’s otherness”.6  As such theory is developed further, it becomes 

increasingly concerned with conceptions about “the constitution of relationships, 

the revelation of otherness, or the breaking of the shells that encase the self”.7 

                                            
2 Briankle G. Chang, Deconstructing communication: representation, subject, and economies of 
exchange (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1996), xvi. 
3 Robert T. Craig, “Communication theory as a field,” Communication Theory 9, no. 2 (1999): 
138. 
4 John Durham Peters, Speaking into the air: a history of the idea of communication (Chicago; 
London: University of Chicago Press, 1999), 20–21; Amit Pinchevski, By way of interruption: 
Levinas and the ethics of communication (Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania: Dusquene University Press, 
2005).  
5 Peters, Speaking into the air, 16.  Here Peters is quoting from Martin Heidegger, Sein und Zeit 
(1927; Tübingen: Niemeyer, 1962), 162. 
6 Ibid., 16. 
7 Ibid., 16–17. 
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The phenomenological tradition is also of particular relevance to my 

argument because of the parallels that can be drawn between the consideration 

of the complex relationship between reason and emotion developed within this 

thesis, and the way phenomenological theory suggests that “the dualisms of 

mind and body, subject and object” should be set aside.8  This chapter continues 

to question such polarisations, and the place of emotion in communication 

between humans and the non-humanoid robots discussed here will again be an 

important theme.  As Craig clarifies, “phenomenology challenges the semiotic 

notion that intersubjective understanding can be mediated only by signs”.9  The 

central argument of the phenomenological tradition of communication theory is 

rather that it is “important to acknowledge and respect differences” a vital aspect 

of the discussion below, and a contention of this thesis more generally.10 

A consideration of interactions with non-humanoid robots is useful in 

providing new ways to visualise these phenomenological ideas as well as 

supporting more complex interpretations of the other traditions of 

communication already discussed in this thesis.  In particular, this chapter 

develops conceptions of communication that draw upon the writing of Levinas 

concerning the encounter between self and other.  It is suggested that Levinas’ 

philosophy, while it was originally written only with humans in mind, can be 

extended to consider non-humans in such encounters.  Levinas’ ideas are 

particularly relevant because they are clearly associated with what can be 

termed synchronous communication, as illustrated here by interactions that 

occur between humans and robots as they attempt to communicate in the same 

temporal and spatial setting.  This chapter also considers the relation between 

Levinas’ ideas and those found in Blanchot’s reading and extension of Levinas’ 

thought.  The central foci of their theories are somewhat different, Blanchot 

being more concerned with writing, or in Levinas’ terms the ‘Said’, whereas 

Levinas himself values more highly what he describes as the ‘Saying’, that is 

                                            

8 Craig, “Communication theory as a field,” 138. 

9 Ibid., 139. 

10 Ibid. 
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communication that occurs in the presence of the other.11  In spite of this 

difference in focus, however, their thoughts on the importance of difference in 

the relation between self and other also share many similarities.  Pinchevski 

discusses the resonances between Levinas’ and Blanchot’s writing on self-other 

relations, arguing that the possibility for an ethical relation between self and 

other is founded in the interruptions or breaks in communicative acts that the 

differences between them introduce.12  The focus of this chapter, on encounters 

between humans and non-humanoid robots, also acknowledges the similarities 

between Levinas’ and Blanchot’s thinking. 

However, in The Infinite Conversation, Blanchot’s engagement with the 

theory that Levinas formulated in the work, Totality and Infinity, provides some 

valuable new insights, in particular offering an alternative understanding of the 

separation of self and other that remains even when they are brought into 

proximity during a moment of encounter.  Employing the broad idea of 

communication as a triple audio-visual reality developed in the previous 

chapter, in particular stressing the importance of the body in communication, the 

discussion below explores the importance of acknowledging the interplay 

between two effects of otherness in communication.  The first of these is drawn 

from Levinas’ conception of the interruption in Saying, which Blanchot also 

discusses in similar terms; the second is drawn from Blanchot’s description of the 

interruption in being, which extends and emphasises Levinas’ idea of the 

distance between self and other as a more definitive starting point for 

communication and the ethical relation.13 

The various senses in which self and other can be considered to be 

separated, while also being in proximity as they communicate, are illustrated 

throughout this chapter with descriptions and discussions about interactions 

                                            
11 Developments in modes of communication over a distance, in particular those using Internet 
technologies, where bodies and faces can now play a part as well as voices, mean that Levinas’ 
theories might be extended to consider synchronous communication even between those not 
sharing the same physical space.  However, in this thesis I am more concerned with the core of 
his thinking as it relates to a physical face to face encounter. 
12 Pinchevski, By way of interruption, 96–101. 
13 Levinas, Otherwise than being, or, beyond essence; Maurice Blanchot, The infinite 
conversation (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1993); Emmanuel Levinas, Totality 
and infinity (Pittsburgh: Duquesne University Press, 1969).  
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between humans and non-humanoid robots.  These human-robot relations, in 

which otherness is overtly represented, work further to destabilise the 

assumption that only commonality can support successful communication.  

Extending the arguments of the previous chapter, this chapter promotes the idea 

that otherness can be an accepted part of a process that nonetheless supports 

communication between one being and another.   

The Autonomous Light Air Vessels 

The Autonomous Light Air Vessels (ALAVs) are small groups of robots that 

have been designed as art installations by Jed Berk and Nikhil Mitter.  These 

flying robots interact with one another and with the general public, and have 

been presented in two separate versions, the first appearing in 2005 followed by 

a new, larger flock that has been on display since 2006.  Each ALAV is 

constructed from a blimp-shaped helium filled balloon, with an electronic 

controller and pair of small propellers mounted underneath.  Although these 

machines are very different from the other robots already discussed in this thesis 

they are nonetheless regarded as examples of robotic technology.  Indeed, in 

some ways the ALAVs are more clearly placed as autonomous robots than other 

machines that are more universally recognisable as robots, such as ASIMO.  

 
 

Figure 8: The ALAVs Version 1.0 

It is important to realise that these robots, while the basic nature of their 

behaviours and actions are programmed, decide when to produce certain 

responses based on their own real-time perceptions of the surrounding world.  
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Interactions with the ALAVs are therefore not scripted in the same way as they 

are with ASIMO and Jules, and in this sense they share some similarities with 

Kismet.  As shown on the previous page, version 1.0 consisted of a small flock of 

three ALAVs named Flipper, Bubba and Habib.  This flock of ALAVs moved 

around their installation space, remaining constantly aware of one another’s 

position while searching for food.  If they were not close enough to one another 

for too long then they called out by making a sound produced by a mobile 

phone vibrator amplified against their helium-filled balloon bodies.  Their calls 

were reminiscent of whale song, and were described as a “nervous shout” by 

their creators.14  The other ALAVs reacted to this call by moving towards the 

robot that had become isolated, as if to provide some form of ‘comfort’.  When 

the ALAVs came into close proximity with one another they would then perform 

a flocking ‘dance’, in which each robot spun around and made repeated calls.  

The behaviour of these robots meant that human visitors to the version 1.0 

installation became quickly aware of the way that they were connected as a 

group such that they appeared to acknowledge, even ‘enjoy’, one another’s 

presence.15  The original installation of ALAVs can therefore be characterised as 

a small flock of inquisitive, but seemingly quite tentative and nervous, creature-

like robots. 

An important aspect of the installation was that the humans and robots 

were able to share the same space, and move around one another freely.  Berk 

and Mitter explain that their aim was to develop “an interactive system” to which 

people were introduced “as part of the ecology”.16  The direct interactions 

between people and ALAVs in Version 1.0 of the installation focused on 

providing visitors with a ‘food source’ for the robots, and this took the form of a 

fibre optic lamp (as shown in the image on the next page). 

                                            
14 Information taken from the website: http://www.alavs.com/, accessed September 2009. 
15 This description of the ALAVs acknowledges its anthropomorphic (or possibly, as will be 
discussed later, zoomorphic) terms with inverted commas.  While such a reading of these robots’ 
behaviours might not be regarded as scientific or even academic, it does seem to provide a 
pragmatic way to help readers to picture them.  
16 Information taken from the website: http://www.alavs.com/, accessed September 2009. 
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Figure 9: Feeding an ALAV 

The food source attracted the ALAVs and supported a basic form of interaction 

between the ALAVs and humans, also enabling the humans more easily to see 

the ALAVs up close.  While this feeding action might have encouraged an 

understanding of the ALAVs as creatures, it should also be noted that the feeding 

process, while bearing some similarity to allowing people to take birdseed into 

an aviary or sugar solution into a butterfly enclosure, was also somewhat 

unusual and unique.  Once positioned above the lamp an ALAV would indicate 

that it was feeding by flashing a blue light on its underside in time with the lamp 

food source, which had also begun to flash.  Once ‘full’ the ALAV would show a 

red light, and would drift away.  Feeding the ALAVs allowed humans to interact 

more closely with the robots as more than simple observers, encouraging them 

to take an active part in the installation and bringing the seemingly nervous 

robots closer to their visitors.  Berk and Mitter indicate that the success of the 

original ALAVs project relied on its “ability to captivate a wide audience”.17  

The ALAVs, while being considerably less complex, can be understood as 

communicative in ways that share some similarities with R2-D2.  Their 

paralanguage, for example, consists of the whale-like noises that they make as 
                                            

17 Ibid. 
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they explore, and in addition, their movements, or kinesics (to use Poyatos’ 

terminology), are also such that they give the robots a recognisable and 

consistent character.  The behaviours of these robots have been designed to 

support the sense that they have emotions and feelings.  As suggested by Fellous 

and Arbib’s work, discussed in earlier chapters, the embedding of emotion into 

the design of these robots can be seen to work on two levels, both of which can 

be understood to enable these robots as communicative.  The first is evident in 

the way that their somewhat tentative movements around humans, together with 

the feeding action, seems to indicate the presence of basic drives and 

motivations such as fear and hunger.  The idea of modelling these types of drives 

and motivations certainly played a part in the design and programming of the 

behaviour of these robots, but more importantly the emotional basis of their 

behaviour is also perceived by visitors as they spend time in the installation 

space.  Their behaviours influence the ways in which visitors read the characters 

of the ALAVs, and their gentle movements mean that while they are understood 

to be strange enough to be disconcerting, they are not normally thought of as at 

all threatening.  For example, one visitor describes them as “kind of scary”, but 

that same visitor still thinks that they are “absolutely awesome”.18  In addition, 

on a second and more complex level, the robots also directly express various 

emotions, although in common with R2-D2 this expression is through a 

combination of paralanguage and kinesics.  Particularly noticeable are their 

anxious ‘shouts’ of fear or sadness when isolated, and their joyful dances when 

they are reunited.  All of these nonverbal communications support the various 

ways in which visitors interpret these robots.  In particular, the care that these 

robots seem to express towards one another, in moving close to an isolated 

member of the flock, encourages people to understand them as feeling others, as 

opposed to unfeeling objects. 

Berk and Mitter achieved two central goals in their creation of this robotic 

installation.  First, they made the robots captivating, such that they were able to 

attract and retain the attention of their visitors; and second, they allowed human 

                                            

18 Quotations taken from the subtitles to the full video of ALAVs 1.0: 
http://www.alavs.com/videos/video_full.html, accessed September 2009. 
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visitors and ALAVs to share the same physical space, such that robots and 

humans moved freely around one another in contexts that encouraged close 

interactions.  These two concepts, of captivating presence and physical 

proximity, also play a central role in Levinas’ theory of the encounter between 

self and other, and this suggests that phenomenological accounts of 

communication drawing on Levinas’ philosophy may be useful in theorising the 

ALAV-human interactions.  At the same time, analysing human-ALAV 

interactions supports an interrogation of some of Levinas’ assumptions, in 

particular those that relate to the ability of non-humans to take part in 

meaningful encounters with humans. 

Levinas and the encounter between self and other 

One of Levinas’ central concerns is to describe how communication can 

take place between self and other, while maintaining the alterity of the other and 

avoiding any reduction to an idea of sameness.  Levinas therefore works with a 

conception of communication that is not purely based in commonality, or even 

the desire to foster increased commonality.  He instead theorises encounters 

between the self and other in which they maintain an irreducible ‘distance’ from 

each other, even as they come into proximity.19  Levinas therefore offers a 

radically different conception of self-other relations than those suggested by 

traditional communication theories, where the success of communication is most 

often understood to be based in the commonalities that are self-evident or can be 

easily uncovered between self and other.  Instead, as Pinchevski explains, “[i]t is 

precisely in the irreconcilable difference of alterity”, which sets the other apart 

from the self, “that Levinas founds the fundamental relationship with the 

Other”.20  Thus, the “relation to the Other qua Other is for Levinas the very 

beginning of, and the ultimate condition for, communication”.21 

Human-ALAV interactions would seem to illustrate this conception of an 

encounter quite clearly.  Visitors are able to enter the installation space, and 

humans and ALAVs therefore come into close proximity as they move around 

                                            
19 Levinas, Totality and infinity, 47–50. 
20 Pinchevski, By way of interruption, 71. 
21 Ibid. 



142 

one another.  The ALAVs are perceived as captivating and strange, they attract 

the attention of their visitors and may interact with them directly in the presence 

of the food source.  However, there is in addition an irreducible distance, 

understood in Levinasian terms, that remains a constant presence between 

humans and ALAVs, by virtue of the clearly non-humanoid nature of the robots.  

Further, it can be argued that it is the strangeness of these robots, only fully 

appreciated as people come into close physical proximity with them, that drives 

their visitors’ enthusiasm and desire to observe them and also to interact with 

them. 

Levinas continues to develop his theory by defining the meeting of self 

and other as “the face to face”.22  In the moment of encounter the other is 

therefore understood to become accessible to the self through a ‘visage’ or ‘face’.  

Of course, this conception might be assumed to present some difficulty for the 

ALAVS.  Although in some installations eyes do seem to have been drawn onto 

the robots, in general it seems that these machines do not have well-defined 

faces.  It might therefore seem more possible to consider robots like Data, Jules, 

Kismet, Data and C-3P0 in these terms, and possibly also R2-D2, who has a 

reasonably well-defined ‘face’ section to his cylindrical body.  However, the lack 

of a clearly defined physical face is less of a problem than it might seem.  While 

it is sometimes assumed that the terms ‘visage’ or ‘face’ are used with reference 

to physical faces, in particular human faces, Levinas should rather be understood 

to use them to refer to a more transcendent property of the other.23  Levinas 

suggests that 

[y]ou turn yourself towards the Other as toward an object when 
you see a nose, eyes and a forehead, a chin and you can describe 
them.  The best way of encountering the other is not even to notice 
the colour of his eyes.24 

                                            
22 Levinas, Totality and infinity, 79–81. 
23 Colin Davis, Levinas: an introduction (Cambridge, England: Polity Press, 1996), 46. 
24 Emmanuel Levinas, Ethics and infinity, 1st ed. (Pittsburgh: Duquesne University Press, 1985), 
85–86. 
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Instead, the conception of the Levinasian face encapsulates “[t]he way in which 

the other presents himself, exceeding the idea of the other in me”.25  Levinas also 

draws attention to the way in which “the whole body – a hand or curve of the 

shoulder – can express as the face”.26  It is therefore clear that the ‘face’ is not a 

set of features that are seen or recognised; rather, the ‘face’ of the other is 

revealed to the self in such a way as always to exceed any idea of the other that 

the self has formulated.27  The Levinasian face is therefore not simply a physical 

face; it is rather a means of describing something much more elusive through 

which the other is revealed to the self while maintaining its integrity and alterity.   

The pertinent question then is not whether these robots have recognisable 

physical faces, but rather, if they are expressive in ways that reveal themselves as 

others, such that they are able to command the attention of their visitors.  

Judging by the videos of the installations available online the idea of being 

captivating, of attracting and retaining the attention of people, would certainly 

seem to be a goal that the ALAVs successfully achieve for many visitors.  In 

addition, rather than looking at the ALAVs as passive objects, the movements of 

the robots, and the sounds they make while interacting with one another and 

with humans, encourage people to encounter them as strange and thought-

provoking others.  Indeed, quotes from visitors to the installation indicate a 

number of ways in which these robots are understood.  While, as already 

mentioned, some visitors find the robots slightly scary, others are obviously 

unperturbed by the robots, finding them instead to be “vulnerable and funny at 

the same time”, even “lovable”.28  People have noted links with ideas in science 

fiction, one saying, “all my SF books try to get [this] kind of feeling”, and there is 

a sense that their experiences reading fiction might inform their real-life 

encounter with these robots.29  It is also likely that each ALAV can be understood 

to have a distinct personality, given that one has been described as being “a little 

                                            

25 Levinas, Totality and infinity, 50. 

26 Ibid., 262. 

27 Ibid., 50–51. 

28 Quotations taken from the subtitles to the full video of ALAVs 1.0: 
http://www.alavs.com/videos/video_full.html, accessed September 2009. 

29 Ibid. 
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dim-witted and sort of losing its mind”.30  These varied understandings that 

emerge from encounters with the ALAVs resonate with Levinas’ suggestion that 

while others reveal ‘faces’, these do not need to be physical faces, and can in 

fact be constituted by the movements of whole bodies.  From this perspective, 

the revelation of ‘face’ is understood to be reliant on whatever aspects of an 

entity are expressive, revealing both emotion and also possibly a level of 

character or personality. 

The difficulty with extending Levinas’ theories to non-humanoid others 

However, while the above discussion provides support for analysing 

human-robot interactions in the terms laid out by Levinas, it is important to 

acknowledge that Levinas himself would have been likely not to regard any of 

the robots discussed thus far as ‘others’ in the sense he adopts in his philosophy.  

In “Is Ontology Fundamental?”, Levinas himself asks: “Can things have a face?  Is 

not art the activity that lends faces to things?  Does not the façade of a house 

regard us?”31  While he does not come to a firm conclusion, suggesting that 

“[t]he analysis thus far does not suffice for an answer”, he is clearly sceptical and 

wonders “if the impersonal march of rhythm does not substitute itself in art ... for 

the face”.32  Levinas’ ethical philosophy is based on his conception of the “face 

to face” occurring between beings, where “[t]he being is the human being … 

accessible as a face”.33  Therefore, even the faces of animals, the behaviour of 

which is in some ways evident in the behaviour of the ALAVs, are not formally 

accepted by Levinas as being able to take part in a face to face encounter.  

Levinas suggests that while “[o]ne cannot entirely refuse the face of an animal”, 

in animals “[t]he phenomenon of the face is not in its purest form”.34  As 

Christopher Diem notes, aside from Levinas’ insistence that only humans can 

take part in the ethical encounter, his philosophy in itself “does not require of the 

                                            
30 Ibid. 
31 Emmanuel Levinas, “Is ontology fundamental?,” Philosophy Today 33, no. 2 (1989): 128. 
32 Ibid. 
33 Ibid., 127. 
34 Tamra Wright et al., “The paradox of mortality: an interview with Emmanuel Levinas,” in The 
provocation of Levinas: rethinking the other (London; New York: Routledge, 1988), 169. 
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ethical relation an other who can reciprocate”.35  In part, this is because Levinas’ 

description of “the ethical relation does not presuppose the capacity for linguistic 

articulation”.36  Therefore, the face of the other “does not have to speak” in order 

to make its appeal for recognition, “[w]hich means that the non-human could 

not be ruled out on the basis of an inability to converse with us”.37  Levinas’ 

theory can therefore be understood to leave some space for the possibility of 

non-human others to take part in an ethical communicative relation.  Indeed, 

there are moments within his own writing which indicate that answering the 

question of whether non-humans can be thought of as others in Levinasian terms 

is considerably more complex than it seems from the above quotations. 

In particular, “The Name of a Dog, or Natural Rights” is an essay in which 

Levinas draws together a discussion of the holocaust and ideas about animal 

rights issues.  Within this piece of writing Levinas describes the brief period of 

time when Bobby, a stray dog, enriched his life and the lives of other prisoners of 

war incarcerated with him in Nazi Germany.  He explains that all the people 

with whom the prisoners came into contact treated them as subhuman.  

However, the stray dog, Bobby, that arrived at the camp one day “would appear 

at morning assembly and was waiting for us as we returned, jumping up and 

down and barking in delight”.38  Levinas suggests that for Bobby, unlike the 

humans that dealt with the prisoners, “there was no doubt that we were men”.39  

In spite of Levinas’ statement that animals do not present a face “in its purest 

form”, to the reader of this story it might well seem appropriate to describe 

Bobby’s encounters with the prisoners, and his joyful recognition of them, in 

terms of the ‘face to face’.  Levinas’ description of this particular human-animal 

encounter certainly seems to complicate the question of whether an animal can 

be thought of as revealing a face.  As David Clark notes, “Levinas’ experience of 

                                            
35 Christian Diehm, “Facing nature: Levinas beyond the human,” Philosophy Today 44, no. 1 
(2000): 52.  I return to consider the broader implications of the idea that the other is not required 
to reciprocate later in this chapter. 
36 Ibid., 53. 
37 Ibid. 
38 Emmanuel Levinas, Difficult freedom, trans. Seán Hand (London: The Athlone Press, 1990), 
153. 
39 Ibid. 
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Bobby is informed by conventional assumptions about animality that make it 

impossible for him straightforwardly to attribute dutifulness to a creature that is 

not human”.40  In addition, it is vital to acknowledge that Levinas’ account, set as 

it is in a Nazi prisoner of war camp, is most strongly concerned with establishing 

an ethical point relating to the treatment of humans.  In spite of the way that the 

dog Bobby can be understood to have provided a respite from the “numbing 

inhumanity” of life in a Nazi labour camp, it may therefore have been difficult 

for Levinas to suggest, given the context about which he was writing, that Bobby 

should be accepted as a being.41 

However, the assumptions that guide Levinas in denying the face of the 

animal also relate to the fact that he accepts without question the division 

between ‘humans’ and ‘animals’.42  He therefore separates any idea of a human 

face, from that of an animal face, and sets up the human face as the standard by 

which the purity of the animal face should be measured and found lacking.43  

Although, as I have acknowledged, Levinas’ thinking is in part a response to life 

in a prisoner of war camp, this is nonetheless a somewhat problematic move, 

since Levinas’ ethics is concerned with respecting otherness, yet he decides on 

the basis of what can be regarded as arbitrary categories, separating humans and 

animals, that only human otherness is worthy of this respect.  Thinking back to 

the previous chapter, the way in which animal faces are here being seen as 

lacking when compared with the human standard can be seen to share many 

similarities with the way in which robots have been framed by some 

researchers.44   

                                            
40 David Clark, “On Being ‘the last Kantian in Nazi Germany’: Dwelling with animals after 
Levinas,” in Animal acts: configuring the humans in western history, ed. Jennifer Ham and 
Matthew Senior (New York: Routledge, 1997), 165–166. 
41 Ibid., 165. 
42 Ibid., 179. 
43 Ibid. 
44 An example of this placement is found in Matthew J. Johnson, Paul Feltovich, and Jeffrey M. 
Bradshaw, “R2 Where are you? Designing robots for collaboration with humans,” in Workshop 
on Social Interaction with Intelligent Indoor Robots (presented at the ICRA 2008, Pasadena, CA: 
ICRA, 2008), 7-12.  A similar issue can be seen in Kismet’s placement as a child, although this is 
further complicated by differing viewpoints referring to whether children and their 
communication should be regarded as deficient, or more respectfully as different, in comparison 
with that of adults. 
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Given the importance to my thesis of arguing that robots can reveal 

Levinasian faces it is useful to consider the way in which Donna Haraway’s work 

complicates the boundaries between humans, animals and machines.  In “A 

Cyborg Manifesto”, Haraway first emphasises that “the boundary between 

human and animal is thoroughly breached”, because “nothing really 

convincingly settles the separation of human and animal”.45  In particular, she 

notes that “[l]anguage, tool use, social behaviour [and] mental events” are no 

longer regarded as solely present in humans.46  So, while Levinas may have been 

subject to the need to protect the category of human from the impurity of the 

animal, “many people no longer feel the need for such a separation”.47  

However, what is most important from my perspective is the way that Haraway 

moves on to consider another “leaky distinction” that can be seen to exist 

“between animal-human (organism) and machine”.48  In particular, she notes 

that while machines were once “not self-moving, self-designing [or] 

autonomous” this has changed in the late twentieth century, and Haraway 

suggests that a stage has been reached where “our machines are disturbingly 

lively, and we ourselves frighteningly inert”.49  In the manifesto, Haraway does 

not defend these boundaries, but rather uses their collapse to enable her 

introduction of the cyborg figure, whose very existence requires these 

boundaries to be broken.  Haraway proposes that “we are all chimeras, 

theorized and fabricated hybrids of machine and organism.  In short, we are 

cyborgs”.50  In addition, Haraway’s consideration of the blurred boundaries 

between humans and animals, and also between human-animals and machines, 

lends its support to the suggestion of this thesis that it is both possible and useful 

to consider robots as beings that can take part in Levinas’ face to face encounter. 

                                            
45 Donna Haraway, “A Cyborg Manifesto: science, technology and socialist-feminism in the late 
twentieth century,” in The cybercultures reader, ed. David Bell and Barbara M. Kennedy 
(London; New York: Routledge, 2000), 293. 
46 Ibid. 
47 Ibid. 
48 Ibid. 
49 Ibid., 293 & 294. 
50 Ibid., 292.  
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Levinas’ opinion of Bobby, contrary to the ideas of Haraway above, is that 

he has “neither ethics nor logos” and Clark notes that this has “the curious effect 

of rendering him lifeless while still somehow remaining ‘alive’”.51  Clark argues, 

that from Levinas’ perspective, which holds Bobby as “[s]ignalling dutifulness 

without actually knowing or speaking this obligation”, it is appropriate to think 

of Bobby as a cyborg as opposed to a sentient creature.52  Given Haraway’s 

argument relating to cyborgs above, this is a particularly relevant observation, 

although it should be noted that Haraway herself would certainly regard cyborgs 

as sentient beings.  I would suggest instead that Bobby is probably more 

appropriately compared with the figure of the robot, since these machines are 

more easily related to the sense in which Levinas’ understanding of animals, as 

Clark suggests, likens them to Cartesian machines.53  This idea is also supported 

by H. Peter Steeves’ discussion of Levinas’ encounter with Bobby in the essay, 

“Lost Dog, or, Levinas Faces the Animal”.  Steeves clarifies that,  

for Levinas, the barking was a signifier without a signified, not a 
choice, not a duty, but an inevitable manifestation of his lowly 
being – a Cartesian Kantianism: input = see a man; output = bark 
and jump.54 

Here the use of the terms ‘input’ and ‘output’ serves to link Bobby even more 

closely with the idea of a programmed computer, and thus a robot.  Levinas 

considers the duty in the dog to be programmed, such that it simply reacts in a 

particular way to humans, rather than entertaining the idea that a dog can 

thoughtfully respond to a situation, and thus reveal itself, and its face as an other, 

through its physical presence and behaviour.   

 However, Clark offers a compelling alternative to Levinas’ conception of 

Bobby when he asks, 

what is Bobby doing when, by Levinas’ own moving account, he 
so gaily greets the prisoners and recognizes them as ‘other,’ that is, 

                                            
51 Levinas, Difficult freedom, 152; Clark, “On Being ‘the last Kantian in Nazi Germany’,” 190.  
52 Clark, “On Being ‘the last Kantian in Nazi Germany’,” 190. 
53 Ibid. 
54 H. Peter Steeves, “Lost dog, or, Levinas faces the animal,” in Figuring animals: essays on animal 
images in art, literature, philosophy, and popular culture, by Mary Sanders Pollock and Catherine 
Rainwater (New York; Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2005), 23. 
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as ‘men’?  More: what is ‘language’ if it is not the wagging of a tail, 
and “ethics” if it is not the ability to greet one other and to dwell 
together as others?55 

Here Clark draws attention to the importance of nonverbal communication, a 

central theme in my discussion of non-humanoid robots, and he goes on to 

argue that this dog’s presence and communicative greeting “obliges us to 

reconsider what we think we mean by logos, ‘animal,’ and, of course, ‘we’”.56  

As I have already noted, Levinas’ conception of the face to face acknowledges 

the possibilities of the other’s non-linguistic appeal for recognition from the self, 

although he nonetheless insists that ethical relations are only possible between 

humans.  In contrast, for Clark, Bobby clearly does have a ‘face’ that is revealed 

through his nonverbal behaviour in greeting the prisoners.  The consideration of 

the ALAVs above – their nonverbal communication and the effect of their 

presence on visitors – encourages me to extend Clark’s argument to suggest that 

such robots are also able to reveal Levinasian faces. 

It is, however, important to note that the ALAVs, as manmade machines, 

clearly are programmed to produce certain behaviours or reactions.  Drawing 

out the similarities in their behaviours with that of animals in order to extend 

Clark’s argument about animal faces to such robots does, therefore, introduce 

the possibility of arguing in the opposite direction, that animals are ‘simply’ 

complex machines.57  Indeed, this sense of ‘programmed behaviours’ can in 

many ways be just as easily applied to humans, whose behaviour in various 

situations could be regarded as unthinkingly constrained by adherence to a 

societal programme.  It should be acknowledged that these unsettling ideas 

cannot simply be refuted.  It will always be possible to work the argument over 

the similarities between humans, animals and machines in both directions, such 

that humans and animals are regarded as machinelike, or machines are 

understood as somehow ‘lively’.  However, making these connections between 

humans, animals and robots through a consideration of programming, does not 

                                            
55 Clark, “On Being ‘the last Kantian in Nazi Germany’,” 190–191. 
56 Ibid., 191. 
57 This has certainly been a concern raised during some of my presentations relating to this 
material. 
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mean that they are the same as one another.  In this chapter, the focus is on 

developing the suggestion that, just because Levinas would not have entertained 

the idea of either animal or machine faces, does not mean that this 

conceptualisation cannot be considered in light of Haraway’s, Clark’s and 

Steeves’ arguments above.  In addition, the sense in which all of these faces are 

radically different from one another is of central importance to my argument. 

It is also vital not to overlook the way in which, once situated in a 

particular environment, the programming of the ALAVs is such that, as 

individuals, they actively and autonomously exhibit certain behaviours 

depending on the circumstances being played out in their surroundings.  It is 

their presence in a particular spatial and temporal context, and the interactions 

they take part in within that context, both with one another and with human 

visitors, that enable them to reveal a ‘face’ such that they demand attention.  

Considering the way that faces can be understood as revealed through ALAV 

behaviour helps to explain the effect that encountering the ALAVs has on 

humans, and in addition provides new ways to theorise the communication that 

might occur between humans and robots such as these.  For example, one of the 

things that becomes particularly evident is that the emotional content of 

communication, both when it is expressed directly and when it is perceived to 

exist in support of certain behaviours, is central to the self’s recognition of the 

other as a potentially communicative being as opposed to as an object, and that 

this can be related to the idea that these others reveal a Levinasian face.  In 

addition, the perception of underlying emotions is also of relevance in 

explaining people’s anthropomorphic and zoomorphic responses to robots. 

Distance/interruption: tempering anthropomorphism and zoomorphism  

 The argument above supports the continued extension of 

phenomenological understandings of communication to human-robot 

interactions.  From a Levinasian perspective, therefore, the ALAVs illustrate the 

way in which the self encounters the other as a being that cannot be fully or 

completely comprehended.  However, in an attempt to understand them the 

robots are clearly zoomorphised by some visitors; for example, one chose to 
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describe these robots as “virtual, non sea whales”.58  This particular response 

was probably supported not just by the flock-like, equally well understood as 

pod-like, nature of the installation, but also the whale-like sounds being made 

and the dances that take place when the robots are close together.  Some visitors 

have a more anthropomorphic response; as mentioned earlier, for example, one 

noted not only that “[t]he blimps have personality (and names)”, but also that 

one of them is “a little dim-witted and sort of losing its mind”.59  Finally, there is 

the case where another visitor noted the similarity between the ALAVs and the 

descriptions within some science fiction narratives.60  What can be drawn out 

from this type of comment is that humans encountering the ALAVs attempt to 

understand them and categorise them in whatever way helps them to support 

their interactions with the robots. 

The process through which people attempt to partially understand the 

ALAVs is somewhat similar to the processes undertaken in relation to R2-D2.  In 

the same way as R2, the ALAVs resist being understood through a conception of 

Husserlian ‘pairing’, and instead encourage their visitors to undertake a more 

complex search for some level of familiarity or partial understanding.  The 

ALAVs, however, as described above, would seem to be open to many 

interpretations, some zoomorphic, some anthropomorphic and some that are 

based in science fiction descriptions.  What is most important about all of these 

processes is that, while a level of familiarity is expressed through each of these 

interpretations, it is subject to continuous reappraisal, because these robots 

cannot, for example, be un-problematically categorised as ‘like whales’.  Also, 

even though the feeding action brings to mind the feeding of birds or butterflies 

in captivity, the actual process of feeding, the synchronised flashing of lights, the 

use of the coded colours turning from blue to red once the robot is replete, 

clearly identifies this feeding action as somehow unique and different from any 

other that the humans may have experienced before.  The Levinasian ‘distance’ 
                                            

58 Quotations taken from the subtitles to the full video of ALAVs 1.0: 
http://www.alavs.com/videos/video_full.html, accessed September 2009. 
59 Comment from Julian Bleeker on the article about the ALAVs at http://we-make-money-not-
art.com/archives/2006/01/-using-natures.php 
60 The similarity between ALAVs and science fiction descriptions is something that I consider in 
more detail in chapter six. 
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between the ALAVs and their visitors is preserved as the robots constantly raise 

questions that unsettle any attempt to understand them fully through the 

descriptions of science fiction, zoomorphic or anthropomorphic responses.  

Interactions between humans and ALAVs therefore illustrate the idea of 

‘tempered anthropomorphism’ that was introduced in the previous chapter, and 

indeed also draw attention to the possibility of a similarly ‘tempered 

zoomorphism’. 

Given the radical alterity of robots such as the ALAVs it is also useful to 

consider the way in which Blanchot extends Levinas’ thought to offer an account 

of the self-other encounter within which difference is even more decisively 

embedded.  In The Infinite Conversation, Blanchot draws on Levinas’ work in 

Totality and Infinity in laying out his description of three different ways in which 

the relation between self and other can be defined.  The first two of Blanchot’s 

relations are based upon similar critiques of traditional communication theories 

as those articulated by Levinas.  As Pinchevski clarifies, Blanchot’s first relation is 

one which perceives the other “as a function of the Same”, to be subsumed into 

the same structure, an idea that can be related to the sense in which others are 

placed in terms of the structural ideas of a process that are found within the 

cybernetic-semiotic and the sociopsychological traditions.61  In contrast, 

Blanchot’s second relation is described by Pinchevski as a relation of 

“coincidence and participation”, relying on a fusion of the self and other into a 

unity that “transcends both”, thus relating to the sociocultural insistence that the 

other must become a part of the prevailing culture and society.62 

The relation between humans and ALAVs is not open to an easy appraisal 

from either of these perspectives.  There is some level of structured exchange, for 

example, in the feeding signals and the movement away from the food source 

once the process is finished.  People and ALAVs are also brought together in the 

particular social and cultural context of the art installation.  However, it would 

seem more obvious that it is the differences between people and ALAVs that can 

be understood to drive the interactions between the two.  Thus, a consideration 

                                            
61 Pinchevski, By way of interruption, 97. 
62 Ibid. 
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of what occurs when humans visit these robots is more easily understood from 

the perspective of what Blanchot describes as the “relation of the third kind” for 

which maintaining the difference between those taking part is the essential 

characteristic.63  Blanchot clarifies that “what ‘founds’ this third relation … [is] 

the strangeness between us”, and therefore his third relation can be understood 

to have much in common with Levinas’ conception of the face to face.64  In 

contrast with Levinas, for Blanchot “it will not suffice to characterize” this 

strangeness “as a separation or even as a distance”; instead, it should be thought 

of as “[a]n interruption escaping all measure”.65  This sense of interruption – 

which Blanchot describes as “an interruption of being” – would seem to describe 

the relation that forms between humans and ALAVs very well, dependent as it is 

upon the insurmountable differences between them.66 

There is a relation between this sense of interruption proffered by 

Blanchot, and the conception of interruption that Pinchevski draws out of 

Levinas’ distinction between the ‘Said’ and the ‘Saying’.  Levinas’ definition of 

the Said can be broadly related to the idea of the message in traditional 

communication theory, since it consists of the ideas, information or knowledge 

that an interlocutor is trying to convey in language.67  The Saying, on the other 

hand, can be regarded as an amalgamation of what is Said with the way that it is 

said, to whom it is said, as well as the broader temporal, spatial, cultural and 

historical setting for the moment of exchange.  As Levinas explains, “Saying 

states and thematizes the said, but signifies it to the other … with a signification 

that has to be distinguished from that borne by words in the said”.68  Pinchevski 

clarifies that for Levinas, “communication is irreducible to the circulation of 

information” because it also involves “an unrepresentable relation, contact or 

touch”.69  Therefore, while it might be argued that the Said could also 

                                            

63 Blanchot, The infinite conversation, 68. 

64 Ibid. 

65 Ibid. 

66 Ibid., 77. 

67 Pinchevski, By way of interruption, 10. 

68 Levinas, Otherwise than being, or, beyond essence, 46. 

69 Pinchevski, By way of interruption, 11. 
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encompass the distinctive signs used in nonverbal communication, it also seems 

reasonable to consider that much of what is conveyed by nonverbal means 

constitutes the very “relation, contact or touch” of the Saying to which 

Pinchevski refers above.70  In the case of the ALAVs, it could be suggested that 

their communication consists of precisely those elements of the Saying that are 

not a part of the Said.  Indeed, there are only a few aspects of the 

communication between humans and ALAVs that result in information being 

conveyed, a possible example being the red light indicating the end of the 

feeding process.  Pinchevski’s discussion of the Saying and the Said can therefore 

be understood to emphasise the importance of the body and its presence in the 

Saying.  However, it is also important to acknowledge that, for Levinas, and also 

for Pinchevski, the most important aspect of the Saying is that “[t]his signification 

to the other occurs in proximity”.71  Thus, any interruption in the Saying is 

closely linked with the concept of the face to face encounter, and particularly 

with the distance between self and other or, as Blanchot describes it, the 

interruption of being. 

Nevertheless, it also seems reasonable to explore a simpler understanding 

of the possibility for interruption present in the Saying that occurs, as Blanchot 

notes, because the discourse of self and other “is composed of sequences that 

are interrupted when the conversation moves from partner to partner”.72  In this 

way, Blanchot links interruption with turn-taking in dialogue.  However, thinking 

back to the example of Data telling a joke in chapter two, it seems that a related, 

but more potent form of interruption in dialogue, is actually revealed when an 

interlocutor simply cannot wait for a turn.  Geordi’s laughter, as Data’s ‘tongue 

slips’ to produce a new and unexpected instance of the joke he has just made a 

rather formulaic attempt to tell, is an unexpected interruption of the Saying, one 

that also breaks the turn-taking structure.  This moment is an important part of 

the communication that takes place between Data and Geordi, and it 

emphasises the possibilities of misunderstanding, as was discussed in chapter 
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two.  However, it also draws attention to the possibility for the other to interrupt 

the Saying, and thus to alter the course of communication.  In addition, the laugh 

stresses the importance that paralanguage can have in introducing such a break 

in dialogue.  In this particular case, the paralinguistic interruption, even as it 

occurs in the Saying, nonetheless draws attention to the broader differences 

between self and other, and thus again to the interruption in being.  In Data and 

Geordi’s case the interruption caused by Geordi’s laugh serves to emphasise 

Data’s difficulty with emotion in contrast to his human companion. 

Talking to the ALAVs in version 2.0 

There is little evidence of this type of interruption in Saying for the ALAVs 

discussed above because there a clear dialogue does not develop between the 

robots and human visitors, either in nonverbal terms or using language.  

However, the situation does change somewhat in the second version of this 

robotic installation.  The ALAVs in version 2.0 are similar to those in version 1.0, 

only the flock is larger, and the bodies of the robots are transparent, so that their 

signal lights cause their bodies to glow in the now more often darkened 

installation space.   

 
 

Figure 10: The ALAVs Version 2.0 

The behaviours from version 1.0 also apply in version 2.0, but a new way to 

interact with the ALAVs, involving the use of mobile telephones, has also been 
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introduced.  Visitors to the installation can telephone the ALAVs’ number to hear 

a spoken message asking them to declare whether they are ‘friend’ or ‘foe’, and 

then to indicate if they would prefer to interact with the ‘group’ as a whole or 

with an ‘individual’ member.  The behaviour of the ALAVs alters depending on 

responses to further questions and in some cases the movement of the human.  

The version 2.0 robots are unnamed, with the exception of ‘Odd Ball’, the ALAV 

that takes part in one-to-one interactions with human visitors when the 

‘individual’ option had been chosen.  The dialogues between humans and 

ALAVs are under very tight control, revolving around single word answers (for 

example: ‘friend’, ‘individual’) to recorded questions, to work within the 

parameters offered by the voice recognition system being used. 

ODD BALL 
Howdy. I'm the one pulsing bright green. They call me Odd Ball. 
Don't be shy, come closer. 

(Odd Ball: Wait 15 seconds) 

Can you tell me how tall you are in feet and inches? For example, 
say five seven. 

PERSON 
Five feet and six inches. 

(Odd Ball: a. Adjust height level appropriately, 
b. Log height data for courtship behaviour) 

ODD BALL 
How old are you? For example, say thirty. 

PERSON 
Thirty-two. 

(Odd Ball: Log age data for courtship behaviour) 

ODD BALL 
I think you are female, is this correct? Answer yes or no. 

PERSON 
Yes. 

(Odd Ball: Log gender data to courtship behaviour) 

ODD BALL 
From where I'm from, this is our traditional courtship dance. I've 
heard I'm quite the stud. Thank you for helping me better 
understand how we can live together in a shared habitat. I hope 
we meet again. Goodbye. 
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(Odd Ball: a. Perform courtship dance, 
b. Return to autonomous movement)73 

The aims for version 2.0 of the ALAV installation would seem to be 

slightly different from those for version 1.0.  Berk and Mitter explain that the plan 

was always to increase the size of the flock in the new version.  In addition, they 

were also interested in increasing the level of interaction between people and 

the ALAVs, and the use of mobile telephones as an additional interface was 

introduced to reinforce the idea of the ALAVs as “networked objects that 

communicate the concept of connectivity among people, objects, and the 

environment”.74  It was hoped that by having spoken conversations with the 

robots people would feel that they had built closer relations with them.  

However, from viewing the videos of interactions with the ALAVs in version 1.0 

and 2.0, I would argue that something was lost in version 2.0, such that the 

ALAVs were more immediately captivating in their original incarnation.  It is 

possible that the introduction of speech in version 2.0, linking back to language 

use as a traditional way of drawing a dividing line between humans and animals, 

serves to constrain people’s zoomorphisation of the robots.  In addition, while 

the ALAVs’ use of language might be understood from a cybernetic-semiotic 

perspective to increase people’s communication with them, it might have had 

the side effect of drawing attention away from the engaging and novel nonverbal 

communication of these robots, thus obscuring their otherness. 

It can also be argued that the level of scripting in these exchanges reduces 

any possibility of interruption.  In some ways, the Saying that occurs between 

humans and ALAVs is thus confined, through its scripted nature, to being more 

easily associated with Levinas’ conception of the Said.  This interaction in 

speech therefore does not really add to the encounter between human and ALAV 

in Levinasian terms.  Instead, it may even be understood to reduce the impact of 

their nonverbal paralinguistic and kinesic communication, thus emphasising the 

ways in which their communication can be compared with, and found deficient 

against, a human standard.  Therefore, the ALAVs in version 2.0 may be less 
                                            

73 This is a possible course for a conversation with the ALAVs constructed from the flow diagrams 
detailing their speech and behaviour on the website: www.alavs.com. 
74 Information taken from the website: http://www.alavs.com/, accessed September 2009. 
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clearly understood as a new ‘species’ with their own language.  Indeed, the 

contrast between the two versions of the installation is similar to the contrast 

between Kismet’s babbling (understood as pre-linguistic, rather than as a 

different language) and R2-D2’s use of sounds, which is more clearly placed as 

his own language.  Although human-ALAV interactions offer a useful illustration 

of some aspects of the idea of interruption, in order to consider the concept in 

more detail it is useful to consider the very different, and more complex, use of 

language and kinesics in the Fish-Bird project, another art installation involving 

non-humanoid robots. 

A more developed dialogue with The Fish-Bird project 

The Fish-Bird project has been the result of a long-term collaboration 

between the artist Mari Velonaki and roboticists Steve Scheding, David Rye and 

Stefan Williams, at the Centre for Social Robotics, part of the University of 

Sydney’s Australian Centre for Field Robotics.  This robotic art installation 

consists of two autonomous robots in the form of wheelchairs, which interact 

with one another and also with their audience when people decide to enter the 

installation space.  

 
 

Figure 11: The Fish-Bird Project (Centre for Social Robotics) 

The robots have slightly different personalities from each other, and can be 

understood to communicate in two ways.  The first is kinesic and relies on their 

movement, which is attuned to the positions and movements of the other robot 

and any human visitors.  The second is through fragments of written text, which 
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are produced using miniature thermal printers, and dropped onto the floor.  Each 

robot produces notes using a different handwriting “assembled from digitized 

bitmaps of the glyphs”.75   

These robots have been carefully programmed to allow them to make 

subtle movements, some of which have also been linked into choreographed 

sequences as they move around each other.  Each wheelchair has been given an 

individual personality, based on two characters from a Greek myth, Fish and 

Bird.  In keeping with their ancient namesakes the modern day Fish and Bird 

have fallen in love, “but cannot be together due to ‘technical’ difficulties”.76  The 

robots have also been given seven patterns of behaviour, linked to the seven 

days of the week, and these alter their development of “artificial ‘emotional’ 

states” in reaction to their perceptions of the movement of the other robot and of 

humans that enter the installation.  Each robot’s emotional state not only informs 

the way that it moves but also alters the choice of text for printing.77  

When they are together without visitors the robots take part in a constant 

stream of interaction with each other, indicated both by their movement and 

their choice of printed texts.  These texts are personal messages from one robot 

to the other and are taken from donated love-letters, the works of the poet Anna 

Akhmatova or a text written by Velonaki herself.  When a visitor enters their 

installation space the interaction between Fish and Bird is interrupted and the 

robots turn towards the person that has entered.  Visitors are therefore 

understood to “disturb the intimacy of the two characters”.78  Thus the Fish-Bird 

project demonstrates, more clearly than the example of the ALAVs, the sense that 

the moment of encounter and interruption can be understood to occur both for 

humans, as they enter the installation space and are greeted by the strange 

robots, and also for the robots, as the humans disturb their conversation.  The 

people visiting are interrupted, in the sense used by Blanchot, because of the 

                                            
75 Mari Velonaki et al., “Shared spaces: media art, computing, and robotics,” Computers in 
Entertainment 6, no. 4 (2008): 6. 
76 Ibid., 5. 
77 Fish-Bird Project website: http://www.csr.acfr.usyd.edu.au/projects/Fish-Bird/index.htm. 
78 Mari Velonaki and David Rye, “Human-robot interaction in a media art environment,” in 
Workshop: What do collaborations with the arts have to say about HRI? (presented at the HRI, 
Osaka, 2010), 3, hri.willowgarage.com/workshops/HRI2010/downloads/Velonaki.pdf. 
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way that these seemingly familiar objects act in an unfamiliar way as they turn to 

‘face’ the humans entering their space.  There is a clear acknowledgement of the 

human’s entry shown through the robots’ movements.   

The clarity with which the robots Fish and Bird can be understood to turn 

to ‘look’ at entering visitors returns this discussion to the idea of the face, and the 

gaze of the other.  In fact, these robots do not have eyes; information about the 

presence and movement of people is provided by cameras at the corners of the 

installation space and wirelessly transmitted to the robots.  However, their form 

offers a clear idea of the direction in which they are facing, and thus as their 

attention transfers to a visitor, they are interpreted as ‘looking’ by virtue of their 

orientation.  Fish and Bird, more clearly than the ALAVs, therefore lend 

themselves to analysis in light of Derrida’s consideration of the animal gaze, in 

particular his thoughts expressed in “The Animal that Therefore I am (More to 

Follow)”.  In this address, Derrida describes an encounter with his cat and 

through this description explores his dissatisfaction with the philosophy of 

Levinas and others in their conception of encounters with nonhumans. 

As was the case earlier in this chapter, the nonhuman that Derrida 

considers is the animal other.  However, his description of the gaze of his cat 

offers another way to think about the revelation of otherness that occurs without 

entering into dialogue, and this is relevant in understanding the perceptions of 

humans when robots such as Fish and Bird turn to ‘face’ them.  In particular, 

Derrida suggests that: 

there are those texts signed by people who have no doubt seen, 
observed, analyzed, reflected on the animal, but who have never 
been seen seen by the animal.  Their gaze has never intersected 
with that of an animal directed at them … If, indeed, they did 
happen to be seen furtively by the animal one day, they took no 
(thematic, theoretical, or philosophical) account of it.  They neither 
wanted nor had the capacity to draw any systematic consequence 
from the fact that an animal could, facing them, look at them … 
and in a word, without a word, address them.  They have taken no 
account of the fact that what they call animal could look at them 
and address them from down there, from a wholly other origin.79 

                                            
79 Jacques Derrida and David Wills, “The animal that therefore I am (more to follow),” Critical 
Inquiry 28, no. 2 (2002): 382. 
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Here Derrida is referring to the work of “Descartes, Kant, Heidegger, Lacan and 

Levinas”, and he notes that while “[t]heir discourses are sound and profound … 

everything goes on as if they themselves had never been looked at … by an 

animal that addressed them”.80  In contrast, Derrida’s experience of an encounter 

with his cat is “that nothing will ever have done more to make [him] think 

through this absolute alterity of the neighbour” than when he was “under the 

gaze of a cat”.81  It is suggested that, while the presence of a robot such as Fish 

or Bird is very different from that of a cat, the sense in which people can feel that 

they have drawn a robot’s attention is nonetheless arresting. 

When entering the Fish-Bird project installation space visitors experience 

the sense that they intersect their gaze with the perceived ‘gaze’ of the robots, as 

Fish and Bird turn to face them.  Although Fish and Bird do not look at their 

visitors in anything resembling the same way that Derrida’s cat gazes at him, 

their movement is enough to suggest that their attention is directed upon their 

visitors.  In turning to face people Fish and Bird appear to “look at them … and 

in a word, without a word, address them”, and it is this action which would 

seem to set the stage for further interactions between robots and humans.82  

Velonaki describes this “first stage of engagement” between the humans and the 

robots as a “state of ‘Interest’”.83  By interpreting the initial meeting of robots and 

humans using the frame offered by Derrida, this first stage of engagement can be 

understood more precisely, as the moment in which visitors recognise the robots 

as examples of “absolute alterity”, which at the same time retain the ability to 

communicate with humans from this position of difference.84 

In fact, the interactions with Fish and Bird were designed not only to be 

“intuitive, and nonthreatening” but also to be in some way “natural”, and this 

was linked with the idea of “the machine having a physically embodied 

‘persona’”.85  Therefore, in part the wheelchair design was chosen because of the 

                                            
80 Ibid., 383. 
81 Ibid., 380. 
82 Ibid., 382. 
83 Velonaki and Rye, “Human-robot interaction in a media art environment,” 5. 
84 Derrida and Wills, “The animal that therefore I am (more to follow),” 380. 
85 Velonaki et al., “Shared spaces,” 2. 
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sense that the emptiness of the wheelchair, as an “object that almost perfectly 

frames the human body”, draws attention to the absence of a person.86  

However, it is interesting that in all five countries where the robots have been 

exhibited visitors have “reported that they were attracted to the robots not 

because of the way that they looked, but because of the way that they 

behaved”.87  Thus, as Derrida suggests above, it therefore seems that these robots 

first address the human visitors by their movement, orienting themselves such 

that they are face to face with people.  There would seem to be no conclusive 

evidence that people are thinking about Fish and Bird as wheelchairs, or that 

they are experiencing a “person through the perception of what is not present”.88  

Rather it seems that they are concentrating on attempting to interact with what is 

present, the wheelchairs themselves.  In addition, while Velonaki does indicate 

that some visitors “tended to interpret some of the robots’ actions in terms of 

their own prior experience with people or animals” it seems that the need to 

zoomorphise these robots may be less marked than with the ALAVs.89 

Another important aspect of Derrida’s analysis of encounters with animals 

is his focus on an individual animal, and its actions in a given temporal and 

spatial context.  Derrida is at pains to note as he describes his encounter with the 

cat on a particular morning in his bathroom, that he is talking about a specific 

“little cat”.90  Thinking about encounters with Fish and Bird, it seems that their 

individual personalities also play an important role in how they are perceived by 

human visitors.  Bird is more outgoing as “the wheelchair that first approaches 

an audience member”, whereas Fish “tends to hang back and observe, and is 

less likely to approach a person directly”.91  The movements of the robots 

therefore offer an insight into their individual personalities or characters.  In 

addition, even though these robots’ behaviours are programmed as explained 

above, and in a similar way to the ALAVs, each individual visitor’s interaction 

                                            
86 Ibid., 5. 
87 Velonaki and Rye, “Human-robot interaction in a media art environment,” 5. 
88 Velonaki et al., “Shared spaces,” 6. 
89 Velonaki and Rye, “Human-robot interaction in a media art environment,” 5. 
90 Derrida and Wills, “The animal that therefore I am (more to follow),” 374. 
91 Fish-Bird Project website: http://www.csr.acfr.usyd.edu.au/projects/Fish-Bird/index.htm. 
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with these robots will take its own particular course.  Derrida describes his cat as 

an “irreplaceable living being”, a being that is able to “encounter” him, and this 

encounter convinces Derrida that in the cat is “an existence that refuses to be 

conceptualized”, an other.92  Derrida has a very different response from Levinas, 

whose account of Bobby’s encounters with the prisoners shows him to be 

“[u]nable not to anthropomorphize Bobby”, but whose subsequent theorising 

demonstrates his inability to think of Bobby as more than a “mere” animal.93 

Derrida’s comments have resonances with the way in which R2-D2 

becomes such an important individual to Luke, one that could not be replaced 

with another less damaged R2 unit.  In addition, Fish and Bird also fall into this 

category of ‘irreplaceable’ individuals and, while they do not live in the same 

way as animals, as Haraway suggests they would still seem to be somehow 

“lively”.94  These robots have been carefully designed to be able to show 

intention and mood through their speed and direction of movement.  For 

example, “[a] robot indicates dissatisfaction or frustration during interaction … 

by accelerating to a distant corner, where it remains facing the walls until its 

‘mood’ changes”.95  Wheelchairs are normally objects that require interaction in 

order to fulfil their purpose, either being propelled by the effort of the person 

sitting in the chair, by someone pushing the chair or by the presence of someone 

controlling a motorised system.  Fish and Bird, however, subvert this accepted 

understanding of the wheelchair as passive, because of the way that they propel 

themselves, and cease to move at all if they are pushed or sat upon.  This may 

well make their seeming ‘aliveness’ even more arresting, and may add to the 

way in which their movements are understood as intentioned and meaningful.  

Velonaki suggests that dialogues are able to develop between the robots 

and humans as the wheelchairs move around based on their ‘perception’ of the 

“body language of the [human] participants”, who then proceed to react in their 

                                            
92 Derrida and Wills, “The animal that therefore I am (more to follow),” 378–379. 
93 Clark, “On Being ‘the last Kantian in Nazi Germany’,” 167 & 168. 
94 Haraway, “A Cyborg Manifesto,” 294. 
95 Velonaki and Rye, “Human-robot interaction in a media art environment,” 3. 
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turn to “the body language of the robots”.96  She describes this “second stage of 

engagement” as “Exploration”, because visitors become active participants “by 

moving with and sharing the same physical space with the wheelchairs/robots” 

and beginning to experiment with possible ways to interact with Fish and Bird.  

Visitors try various strategies including “making sounds such as clapping their 

hands or talking with a variety of different intonations to attract the attention of 

the robots”, although they soon discover that “physical proximity to the 

wheelchairs and manner of movement, changes of body stance, hand and arm 

gestures” are more effective.97   

Fish and Bird’s communication also complicates and blurs Levinas’ ideas 

about the Saying and the Said because of the way in which their Saying is 

produced as written notes, and thus closely linked with the idea of the Said. 

While the notes themselves cannot be interrupted during their production, 

interruption is nonetheless clearly present here as the choice of subsequent notes 

is altered.  This is particularly evident when Fish and Bird cease to exchange 

personal messages and start to talk about trivialities such as the weather when a 

person enters the installation space.  These robots can be understood to use a 

similar strategy to people in the presence of a stranger, falling back on trivial talk 

as a means of dissipating an uncomfortable silence.  As the notes fall to the floor 

the Saying of the robots can be understood to change into what has been Said.  

This record of their ‘speech’ to one another is always fragmentary and there is no 

record of the narrative structure of the interchange between the robots.  

However, since this action allows visitors to see the messages that have been 

produced before they arrive they may still become aware that their presence has 

not only altered the movement of the robots but also the nature of the texts 

produced. 

If the dialogue that emerges through the movements of visitors and the 

robots in this way results in the robots becoming ‘comfortable’ with the visitors, 

then Fish and Bird may begin to reveal their more intimate thoughts in printed 

messages once more.  In addition to writing notes to one another, they also 

                                            
96 Velonaki et al., “Shared spaces,” 6. 
97 Velonaki and Rye, “Human-robot interaction in a media art environment,” 5. 
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begin to write notes for the humans.  This results in what Velonaki describes as 

the “third stage of engagement”, “Emotional Involvement”, as visitors are drawn 

in by the notes that may even contain “requests to set the wheelchairs free”.98  

Velonaki observes that: 

[o]f the 163 participants … interviewed, 160 stated that they felt 
empathy for Fish and Bird caused by the messages that they 
received from the robots. All participants chose to take their 
messages with them when leaving the installation space, as a 
memento of their encounter with Fish and Bird.99 

Although it is clear that the notes produced by the robots are of great importance 

in this emotional engagement, it should be stressed that, as was the case for the 

ALAVs, their movement also provides a great deal of support for the empathic 

response of visitors.  Communication within the Fish-Bird project can therefore 

be understood to rely on the sense in which the interruption in being is 

supported both by the initial face to face encounter that occurs as visitors enter 

the installation, as well as that provoked by the sense of interruption in Saying, 

here indicated as the robots change their topic of conversation in response to 

strangers.  Although the relationship between the robots and their human visitors 

does not develop over many days, as is the case for the fictional relationship of 

Luke and R2 for example, there is a sense in which they do become more 

familiar with one another.  This is particularly well-illustrated as the robots begin 

to talk more intimately in the presence of the humans.  However, even as the 

sense of the other as a stranger is lessened, it is important to note that difference, 

and therefore otherness, still remains in this relation between humans and 

wheelchair-like robots.  It might be argued that this is the case only because the 

interruption in being between them is so marked, and therefore a question is 

raised with reference to how clearly a sense of otherness can remain as self and 

other become increasingly familiar to each other, such that the other is no longer 

regarded as a stranger, although also possibly not yet as a friend.  This question 

will be considered in the next two chapters, however it is notable that an initial 

exploration of this question can be drawn out by making a comparison of 

                                            
98 Ibid. 
99 Ibid. 
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Levinas’ (and therefore many aspects of Blanchot’s) conception of the self-other 

encounter with that of Buber’s description of the I-Thou relation. 

Human-robot dialogue and Buber’s I-Thou relation 

As Robert Bernasconi notes, “[t]he proximity between Martin Buber and 

Emmanuel Levinas which is so striking to the external observer was not always 

so apparent to Buber and Levinas themselves”.100  There were a number of ways 

in which Levinas sought to separate his own thinking from that of Buber, 

although at times Levinas’ critique is based on a reading of Buber that it has been 

suggested Buber would not identify with himself.101  Nonetheless, in arguing for a 

separation of his own thought from that of Buber’s, Levinas makes some useful 

points about the self-other relation he describes in the face to face.  Two of 

Levinas’ reservations about the I-Thou relation are particularly relevant to this 

analysis of human-robot interactions, although in some ways the first would 

actually seem to suggest that Buber’s I-Thou formulation might be more open to 

the idea of the relation between humans and robots than the face to face itself.  

This is because, as Levinas notes, Buber’s I-Thou relation can be used to “unite 

man to things as much as man to man” and it might therefore seem to be an 

ideal way in which to characterise human-robot interactions.102 

As Buber explains, when one considers a tree for example, one “can 

classify it in a species and study it as a type in its structure and mode of life” and 

throughout this process “the tree remains [one’s] object”.  From this perspective 

the human studying the tree, and the tree itself, are said to be in an I-It relation.  

However, Buber suggests that if one has “both will and grace” one can “become 

bound up in relation” to the tree during the process of consideration, such that 

“[t]he tree is now no longer It” and has instead become a Thou. 103  In a similar 

way, the robots that have been discussed here can be studied as objects, 

                                            
100 Robert Bernasconi, “‘Failure of communication’ as a surplus: dialogue and lack of dialogue 
between Buber and Levinas,” in The provocation of Levinas: rethinking the other, ed. Robert 
Bernasconi and David Wood (London; New York: Routledge, 1988), 100. 
101 Ibid., 103.  Bernasconi notes that Derrida suggests this in the essay “Violence and 
Metaphysics”, Writing and difference, trans. Alan Bass (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1978). 
102 Levinas, Totality and infinity, 68.  
103 Martin Buber, I and Thou, 2nd ed. (London: Continuum, 2004), 14. 
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composed of mechanical and electronic parts, as well as the programs that make 

them move.  When considered in this way a robot is, in Buber’s terms, an It.  

However, it is also possible, indeed it might be far easier than with a tree, for a 

relation to develop with such a communicative robot that instead recognises it as 

a Thou. 

 This openness to objects can therefore be contrasted with Levinas’ 

reservations over whether anything other than a human can reveal a face, 

suggesting that Buber’s philosophy might provide an easier means of accepting 

robots as taking part in self-other relations.  However, another aspect of Levinas’ 

critique of Buber poses something of a problem for this easy acceptance of 

robots as Thou.  This stems from the way in which, although Buber 

acknowledges that the tree “has to do with me, as I with it – only in a different 

way”, he still insists that the I-Thou “relation is mutual”, such that “[m]y Thou 

affects me, as I affect it”.104  As Pinchevski explains, Buber therefore argues that 

“[g]enuine responsibility only exists where there is real responding”, and 

therefore the self-other relation of the I-Thou is most easily understood as 

symmetrical, relying on the presence of both reciprocity and equality.105 

From the discussion in this chapter, it would seem that interactions 

between ALAVs and their visitors would not fulfil Buber’s requirement for this 

relation, because of the marked lack of symmetry in the response between the 

humans and the robots.  Even the interactions with Fish and Bird, while more 

complex, would not seem to demonstrate this sense of reciprocity and equality 

to any great degree.  There is a level of responsibility demonstrated here on both 

sides, in the way that both visitors and robots are in a sense interrupted by one 

another’s presence.  This is then followed by a shared attempt to negotiate past 

this interruption.  However, the overt difference of the robots from humans, and 

the ways in which they are able to communicate, also emphasises the idea that 

while they reciprocate on some level, there is no sense of equality between robot 

                                            
104 Ibid., 15 & 20.  It should be clarified that in other translations Buber is understood to say, 
“[r]elation is reciprocity”: see Martin Buber, I and Thou, 3rd ed. (Edinburgh: T & T. Clark, 1970), 
58 & 67. 
105 Martin Buber, Between man and man, trans. R. G. Smith (Boston: Beacon Press, 1955), 16.  
Quoted in Pinchevski, By Way of Interruption, 75. 
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and human.  The ‘dialogues’, or ‘conversations’, which some visitors can be 

understood to have with Fish and Bird however, would seem to indicate that 

some humans are drawn in by the robots such that they try to gain their ‘trust’.106  

This can be seen to illustrate Levinas’ idea that concern for the other is expressed 

in the way that visitors seem to take some responsibility “both for and to the 

Other: for the Other’s fate, and to his or her address”.107  While the robots 

respond in their own way to the humans, it would be difficult to argue that they 

reciprocate in equal terms.  Rather than resonating with Buber’s I-Thou, this 

interaction would instead seem best described as an example of Levinas’ 

“provocative speculation that the ethical relation is asymmetrical: one is 

responsible for the Other before and beyond being reciprocated by an equivalent 

concern – responsibility is my affair, reciprocity is the Other’s”.108 

The next chapter moves on to consider a very different and more dynamic 

perspective on interactions between beings, one which provides an alternative 

means of understanding how selves and others, whose differences remain clearly 

defined, can interact closely, even to support sophisticated working relations.  As 

I suggested at the end of the third chapter, the explanations of communication 

drawn out of phenomenological theory can sometimes seem idealistic and 

inapplicable to the dilemmas of everyday communication; they are often 

illustrated with extreme examples designed to stress the emotional ‘call’ of the 

other, which elicits the self’s responsibility.109  In contrast, entertaining the 

possibility for robots to reveal Levinasian faces has opened up a less emotive 

discussion of the phenomenological encounter, one in which even as 

strangeness abates, otherness is nonetheless retained as a strong presence.  Much 

of the discussion has focused on ideas of nonverbal communication, both 

paralinguistic and kinesic, although this has also been seen in combination with 

some level of semiotic communication whether verbal (as in the case of the 

                                            
106 Velonaki uses both of these words, dialogue and conversation, in her discussion of the 
communication that takes place between the robots, and with people that visit the installation. 
107 Pinchevski, By way of interruption, 75. 
108 Ibid., 9. 
109 This point was illustrated with references to the writing of Pinchevski, Lingis, Smith and 
Levinas himself. 
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ALAVs in version 2.0) or textual (in the Fish-Bird project).  These channels, 

nonverbal and semiotic, have been described as working together to support a 

level of dialogue, or conversation, while the difference between self and other 

remains an overt presence.   However, considering otherness in interactions has 

emphasised that ethical relationships between selves and others are 

asymmetrical, as opposed to equal and reciprocal, and the ensuing discussion 

therefore explores questions relating to asymmetry and balance between 

interlocutors as they engage in dynamic interactions. 
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Chapter 5 

From communicating about relationships to communicating about 
the world: robots as ‘companion species’ 

‘Incredible!’ breathed Arthur, ‘the people … !  The things … ?’ 
‘The things,’ said Ford Prefect quietly, ‘are also people.’ 
‘The people …’ resumed Arthur, ‘the … other people …’1 

Cyborgs, dogs and robots 

As discussed in the previous chapter a broad concern for 

phenomenological theory, and in particular a focus for Levinas, is always to 

acknowledge the difference between the self and the other.  While the 

conceptions of the ‘cyborg’ from Haraway’s work and the ‘posthuman’ from 

Hayles’ both serve to bring humans into close proximity with machines 

including robots, the maintenance of a sense of difference is also an important 

part of these ideas.2  Hayles, for example, notes that when the difference 

between human and machine is retained, a posthuman perspective makes it 

possible to propose the development of “a dynamic partnership between humans 

and intelligent machines”, an idea that is also present in Haraway’s work relating 

to the figure of the cyborg.3  However, in her more recent research Haraway has 

turned to animals, in particular exploring how humans and dogs are able to work 

as partners through her conception of “companion species” relations.4  While 

she sees the cyborg as offering possibilities in the role of a companion species, 

because this figure raises questions about “histories, politics, and ethics”, it 

seems that she now wants more clearly to stress the existence of difference over 

sameness in the development of relationships between humans and others.5  For 

                                            
1 Douglas Adams, The restaurant at the end of the universe (London: Pan Books, 1980), 83. 
2 Donna Haraway, “A Cyborg Manifesto: science, technology and socialist-feminism in the late 
twentieth century,” in The cybercultures reader, ed. David Bell and Barbara M. Kennedy 
(London; New York: Routledge, 2000), 291-324; N. Katherine Hayles, How we became 
posthuman: virtual bodies in cybernetics (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1999).  
3 Hayles, How we became posthuman, 288. 
4 Donna Haraway, “Cyborgs to companion species: reconfiguring kinship in technoscience,” in 
The Haraway reader (New York: Routledge, 2004), 295-320. 
5 Donna Haraway, The companion species manifesto: dogs, people, and significant otherness 
(Chicago: Prickly Paradigm Press, 2003), 21. 



172 

Haraway, “the beauty of dogs” is that they are “not about oneself”.6  Haraway’s 

arguments would therefore seem to be consistent with a Levinasian concern for 

the alterity of the other, and an understanding that interactions need not rely on 

an assimilation of the other to the same.  It is a similar concern that leads me to 

consider non-humanoid robots within the frame offered by Haraway’s theories, 

with a focus on the contention that robots need not be humanoid in order to 

provoke meaningful interactions with humans.  In a literal sense, and in an echo 

of Haraway, it is non-humanoid robots that can most easily be identified as “not 

about oneself”, unlike the humanoid robots discussed earlier in this thesis.7  

However, this chapter suggests that, while the sense in which overt others draw 

attention to difference is important, the ways in which such robots are 

understood as communicative are connected with various levels of 

anthropomorphism and zoomorphism.8  Thus, although this chapter agrees that 

thinking about others as not being about oneself is important, in that it 

continually advocates the value of difference, there is nonetheless a level at 

which even questionable similarities or commonalities should be considered as a 

means to support partial connections and communications between self and 

other.  

In terms of communication theory, this chapter focuses on conceptions 

that consider the dynamic nature of communicative situations.  This draws on 

the idea developed in the previous two chapters, that communication should be 

regarded in terms that consider more than spoken or written language, because 

nonverbal paralanguage and kinesics have important roles to play.  In wishing to 

explore further the ways that sounds and movement, as opposed to human 

language, support communication it is perhaps unsurprising that research and 

writing about animals continues to feature in this chapter, given that the subjects 

of such research support an attendance to all aspects of nonverbal 

communication.  As will be explained, considering communication in terms of 

                                            
6 Ibid., 11. 
7 Ibid. 
8 As noted in the introduction to this thesis, while discussions of anthropomorphism in particular 
are sometimes thought of as intellectually unsound, both anthropomorphism and zoomorphism 
are considered in a more positive light in the field of social robotics. 
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dynamic systems offers a way to continue to respect the difference between self 

and other, while providing a means to examine the development of 

communication as part of longer term relations that occur beyond the moment of 

encounter discussed in the previous chapter.  This perspective on 

communication also articulates with Haraway’s description of companion 

species relations, and helps to explain how meaning is made in situations where 

partners who are very different from each other strive to learn how to complete 

joint tasks together over a period of time. 

Dynamic communication with Fish and Bird 

As suggested at the end of the previous chapter, while Velonaki describes 

interactions with Fish and Bird as resulting in dialogues or even conversations, 

there are alternative explanations for their communication.  In particular, it is 

worth focusing on the way in which the reliance on a nonverbal kinesic 

communication channel in the Fish-Bird project, together with the production of 

notes as opposed to spoken language, promotes an understanding of 

communication which is less about turn-taking in dialogue, and more about a 

continuous process in which signs overlap, even as they are produced by the 

participants.  This setting aside of turn-taking rules, however, does not mean that 

the participants are not paying attention to one another; instead, the moments of 

attention and response occur in a more dynamic and flowing way.  As Haraway 

suggests, the result is that this kind of “embodied communication is more like a 

dance than a word”.9  Haraway illustrates this understanding in part with 

examples from the work of Barbara Smuts; in particular Smuts’ observations of 

greeting rituals in baboon society and, closer to home, communications taking 

place with her dogs.  In agreement with Haraway’s suggestion, Smuts herself 

describes her relationships with her dogs as “a perpetual improvisational dance, 

co-created and emergent, simultaneously reflecting who we are and bringing 

into being who we will become”.10  Smuts’ description in particular draws upon 

                                            
9 Donna Haraway, “Encounters with companion species: entangling dogs, baboons, 
philosophers, and biologists,” Configurations 14, no. 1 (2006): 111.  Also in Donna Haraway, 
When species meet (Minneapolis; London: University of Minnesota Press, 2008), 26. 
10 Barbara Smuts, “Between species: science and subjectivity,” Configurations 14, no. 1 (2006): 
115. 
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the work of Shanker and King, who suggest that the “dance metaphor”, and the 

“dynamic systems paradigm” that underpins this description of communication, 

have become prevalent in a number of areas of communication research, citing 

ape language research, nonverbal communication research and infant 

development research.11  However, the dance metaphor is also an appropriate 

way to explain Fish and Bird’s communications, both with each other and with 

human visitors.  Not only have these robots been programmed with “the 

capability to perform detailed ‘choreographed’ sequences” as part of their 

movements, but there is also a clear sense of dance present more broadly in the 

patterns that humans and robots make as they move around one another in the 

installation space.12 

Shanker and King identify the central concerns of the dance metaphor as 

“co-regulated interactions and the emergence of creative communicative 

behaviors within that context”.13  This perspective on communication therefore 

concentrates more on the interaction, and the development of the relationship, 

than on the individual participants.  In particular, Shanker and King draw upon 

the work of Alan Fogel, who has developed a conception of co-regulation as a 

process that “occurs whenever individuals’ joint actions blend together to 

achieve a unique and mutually created set of social actions”.14  Fogel stresses 

that “[c]o-regulation arises as part of a continuous process of communication, 

not as the result of an exchange of messages borne by discrete communication 

signals”.15  It is therefore only possible to consider co-regulation from a 

perspective which understands communication as consisting of information 

moving in a “continuous process system” – or “dynamic system” to use Shanker 

and King’s terminology – as opposed to a “discrete state system”.16 

                                            
11 Stuart G. Shanker and Barbara J. King, “The emergence of a new paradigm in ape language 
research,” Behavioral and Brain Sciences 25 (2002): 605. 
12 http://www.csr.acfr.usyd.edu.au/projects/Fish-Bird/Background.htm last accessed 03/2011. 
13 Shanker and King, “The emergence of a new paradigm in ape language research,” 605. 
14 Alan Fogel, Developing through relationships: origins of communication, self, and culture (New 
York: Harvester Wheatsheaf, 1993), 6. 
15 Ibid. 
16 Ibid., 65; Shanker and King, “The emergence of a new paradigm in ape language research,” 
605. 
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Drawing on the descriptions of communication within this thesis, it is the 

cybernetic-semiotic conception of communication that is most easily placed 

within a discrete state system.  In such a system “there are senders and receivers” 

and “[t]he purpose of communication is for the sender to alter the behavior of 

the receiver by transmitting informative messages”.17  In contrast, as Fogel 

clarifies in a more recent paper, in a dynamic system: 

[w]ords, gestures, and expressions can be altered in their shape, 
intonation, size, explicitness, duration, clarity, force, and on many 
other dimensions depending upon the ongoing and simultaneous 
flow of communicative actions.18 

Robots such as Fish and Bird, and the ALAVs, in their interactions amongst 

themselves and with human visitors can be understood to demonstrate this type 

of “ongoing and simultaneous flow of communicative actions”.19  Although they 

do not use “[w]ords, gestures, and expressions” in the same ways as humans, 

they nonetheless express themselves through their own forms of language, 

paralanguage and kinesics.20   

This idea of simultaneity, which supports the presence of overlapping 

messages during communication, would seem very different from the idea of 

taking turns, with which communication is more often associated.  Indeed, much 

of the discussion about communication in this thesis relies, sometimes to a lesser 

and sometimes to a greater extent, on the idea of a structured development of 

dialogue between interlocutors.  The robots Data and Kismet in particular are 

described as careful to adhere to turn-taking rules in conversation with humans, 

and this can be understood to support the sense in which they are ‘polite’ in their 

attendance to others.  While Kismet’s design stresses that the use of turn-taking 

rules acts as a means of embedding this robot in a particular sociocultural 

context, more generally the idea of a structured dialogue is most clearly linked 

with the cybernetic-semiotic tradition.  It would therefore seem telling that the 

                                            

17 Fogel, Developing through relationships, 65. 

18 Alan Fogel, “Dynamic systems research on interindividual communication: the transformation 
of meaning-making,” The Journal of Developmental Processes 1 (2006): 13. 

19 Ibid. 

20 Ibid. 
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areas of research which Shanker and King identify as using the dance metaphor 

are all those in which nonverbal communication is seen as a key part of the 

communication taking place.  As has been illustrated above, with the brief 

consideration of Fish and Bird’s communication from this perspective, it seems 

that the dance metaphor can also be useful in considering human-robot 

communication. 

Shanker and King suggest that “[t]he shift from the transmission metaphor 

to a dance metaphor represents … a fundamental shift in communications theory 

from an information-processing to a dynamic systems paradigm”, although 

within the responses to their paper some critics argue that the dynamic systems 

paradigm is, in fact, compatible with information processing theory.21  Shanker 

and King seem to associate information processing only with what Fogel terms a 

“discrete state system”.22  However, the cybernetic tradition, and its 

characterisation of communication as information processing from sender to 

receiver, also suggests that “’[m]eaning’ consists of functional relationships 

within dynamic information systems”.23  This is because some theory in the 

cybernetic tradition not only considers the importance of feedback from receiver 

to sender within complex systems, but also identifies a place for the emergence 

of new information or behaviour within a system as a whole.24  Thus, rather than 

setting up the dynamic systems paradigm as a replacement for the discrete state 

paradigm, it would seem better to regard them, as Fogel does in more recent 

work, as reflecting “different points of view of the observers and different 

processes of engagement with the data: one more quantitative and the other 

more qualitative”.25  

The idea that both models can be used to understand the same interaction 

in different ways is illustrated in the case of Fish and Bird, and there are 

                                            
21 Shanker and King, “The emergence of a new paradigm in ape language research,” 607; and the 
response to this paper, Kuczaj, Ramos & Paulos, “Dancing on thin ice,” 629-630. 
22 Fogel, Developing through relationships, 65. 
23 Robert T. Craig, “Communication theory as a field,” Communication Theory 9, no. 2 (1999): 
134. 
24 Ibid., 142. 
25 Fogel, “Dynamic systems research on interindividual communication,” 13. 
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instances when Velonaki’s consideration of the dialogue or conversation 

between the robots and humans is clearly an appropriate way to understand their 

communications.  For example, the position of sender and receiver is evident as 

the written texts are produced, although the meaning of the texts themselves is 

often cryptic.  A record of the sender of each note is also retained even once 

they are left on the floor, because of the unique ‘handwriting’ used by each 

robot.  In addition, some movements, such as the initial turning of the robots 

towards the human visitor who enters their space, can be understood as a 

message demonstrating the robots’ shift in attention onto the person.  In these 

situations it can be argued that information is being transmitted from a sender to 

a receiver; the information, its source and the recipient are overtly present, 

although the information may not always be decoded with ease.  However, it is 

also clear that the movements of the robots around one another, and around 

humans, as well as the history of messages on the floor, promote a different idea 

of communication in the installation space as a constant flow of continually 

altering co-regulated expression.  Understanding communication within a 

dynamic system such as this “requires a completely different conceptualization 

of information that is not fixed in advance and not ‘transmitted’”.26  Instead, from 

this perspective, “information is created in the process of communication”, and 

“meaning making” becomes an emergent outcome of the “process of 

engagement” between humans and robots.27 

What is particularly important about dynamic systems approaches to 

understanding communication is that “[r]esearch on the dynamics of meaning-

making admits to an inability to know completely (since behavior is changing in 

the very act of observing and conceptualizing)”.28  This sets it apart from 

traditional communication theory, and the assumption that to know the other 

and the other’s behaviour completely is the ultimate goal of successful 

communication.  As Fogel notes, the idea of attaining complete knowledge of 

the other is related to western philosphical ideas that Levinas describes as 

                                            
26 Ibid., 14. 
27 Ibid. 
28 Ibid., 11. 
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“totalizing”.29  In contrast, the admission of dynamic systems research, that such 

complete knowledge of the other is forever elusive, can be linked to various 

phenomenological theories of communication, including those drawn from 

Levinas’ ethical philosophy.  Dynamic systems models, and their descriptions of 

inter-individual communication, are open to the idea that such communication 

will always be “infinitizing”, with the result that one cannot “completely know 

another person or completely describe behavior”.30  

Communicating about relationships 

What has not yet been clarified in this discussion is what it is that can be 

said to emerge from the dances between participants.  In her own analysis Smuts 

describes the “embodied communication” that takes place with her dogs as 

being a critical part of an “inter-species language”, suggesting that while “speech 

sometimes plays a role”, her experience and the research of others “suggests that 

dogs often respond more to human body language and tone of voice than to the 

words themselves”.31  Smuts stresses that 

[m]eaning in interactions like these does not reside in the specific 
behaviours shown, nor does the interaction refer to something ‘out 
there’ in the world.  Rather meaning is mutually constituted, 
literally embodied as two individuals’ behaviours (‘the parts’) 
combine to create something new (‘the whole’).32 

In this way, she therefore emphasises that she sees “embodied communication” 

as referring “to interactions whose meaning lies more in such emergent 

properties than in the lower-level, individual actions of the participants.”33  As 

was suggested in the previous chapter, attending to the complexity of nonverbal 

communication as it flows between participants draws attention to the meaning 

that emerges, as opposed to what might be thought of as, quite literally in the 

                                            
29 Ibid.  Here Fogel is referring to Emmanuel Levinas, Totality and infinity (Pittsburgh: Duquesne 
University Press, 1969). 
30 Fogel, “Dynamic systems research on interindividual communication,” 11.  In his use of the 
term “infinitiizing” Fogel again refers to Levinas, Totality and infinity. 
31 Barbara Smuts, “Embodied communication in non-human animals,” in Human development in 
the twenty-first century: visionary ideas from systems scientists, ed. Alan Fogel, Barbara J. King, 
and Stuart G. Shanker (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2008), 136–137. 
32 Ibid., 137. 
33 Ibid., 137–138. 
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case of Fish and Bird, the ‘programmed’ reactions of the participants. 

Haraway’s analysis of Smuts’ research results in the conclusion that the 

embodied communication she describes “is communication about relationship, 

the relationship itself, and the means of reshaping relationship and so its 

enacters”.34  This shows a resonance with Peters’ argument that for the 

phenomenological tradition communication is “about the constitution of 

relationships, the revelation of otherness”.35  In her development of this idea, at 

times Haraway becomes more concerned with the dance and the relationship 

itself, such that she seems largely to set aside the participants, and the revelation 

of their particular otherness.  For example: 

those who are to be in the world are constituted in intra- and 
interaction.  The partners do not precede the meeting; species of 
all kinds, living and not, are consequent on a subject- and object-
shaping dance of encounters.36 

Some of her readers, Smuts included, have chosen to focus on this idea that 

beings do not precede their relation with one another.37  In describing her 

relationships with her dogs, Smuts emphasises the way that “they challenge our 

tendency to think of individuals as primary, and relationships as secondary 

phenomena that are ‘caused’ by the actions of individuals”.38  She suggests that 

in such situations “it is impossible to understand an individual’s behavior outside 

the nexus of their most important relationships”.39 

Some theorists see an advantage in considering the primacy of the 

relation in this way.  For example, Sara Ahmed points out that: 

[i]f we think of the encounter as sociality – that ‘being’ only 
emerges through and with others – then we can think about how 
                                            

34 Haraway, When species meet, 26. 
35 John Durham Peters, Speaking into the air: a history of the idea of communication (Chicago; 
London: University of Chicago Press, 1999), 16–17. 
36 Haraway, When species meet, 4.  A similar statement, “[t]he partners do not precede their 
relating; all that is, is the fruit of becoming with”, is also present in Haraway’s paper “Encounters 
with companion species,” 99.  She also states that “[b]eings do not pre-exist their relatings” in 
Haraway, The companion species manifesto, 6.  It is this latter phrase to which Smuts refers 
(below, footnote 37) 
37 Smuts, “Between species,” 115. 
38 Ibid., 123–124. 
39 Ibid., 124. 
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meetings between particular others do not necessarily presuppose 
a meeting between two already constituted beings.40 

Ahmed’s concern is with Levinas’ references to the other as “the poor, the 

stranger, the widow, and the orphan”.41  In particular, she suggests that “the 

figure of the stranger is an effect of the processes that imagine ‘it’ can either be 

taken in, welcomed or expelled in the first place” as opposed to “the one whom 

we might welcome in an ethical encounter (by not grasping)”.42  As she clarifies, 

“the recognition of strangers is a way of assimilating the unassimilable”.43  

Ahmed therefore argues that focusing on the relation, instead of the self and 

other as individuals, supports understandings of ethical meetings with others in 

which they are not thematised as ‘the other’.  In some ways, an understanding of 

communication that places such an emphasis on the relationship over the 

enactors of that relation seems to be well-illustrated by interactions with Fish and 

Bird.  These robots have no memory of their encounters with humans that might 

alter the course of their next meeting.  They are therefore unable to remember a 

person who returns to visit them again on another day, and this suggests that the 

relation between humans and these robots must be developed wholly within the 

period of interaction.  

Another thinker for whom the relation would seem to hold more 

importance than the relata is Buber, whose separation of I-Thou from I-It 

relations was introduced in the previous chapter.  Buber argues that “I become 

through my relation to the Thou; as I become I, I say Thou”; for Buber, therefore, 

“[a]ll real living is meeting”.44  Thus the I-Thou would seem to have much in 

common with Smuts’ description of her relationship with her dogs, for example, 

and with the reading of the Fish-Bird project I have just given.  However, as 

Bernasconi notes, Levinas, in his critique of Buber, worries that if the relation is 

given priority in this way, then this suggests “something like a dissolution of the 

                                            
40 Sara Ahmed, Strange encounters: embodied others in post-coloniality (London; New York: 
Routledge, 2000), 143. 
41 Levinas, Totality and infinity, 251. 
42 Ahmed, Strange encounters, 141 & 140. 
43 Ibid., 141. 
44 Martin Buber, I and Thou, 2nd ed. (London: Continuum, 2004), 17. 
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terms in the relation”.45  In other words, while it remains reliant on the material 

bodies of participants to constitute the embodied communication, a perspective 

that ascribes priority to the relation over the self and other also struggles to retain 

a sense of the history and memories of those bodies between one moment of 

relation and the next.  If the partners do not precede their meeting, then how 

clearly can they be separated and thus considered as other to one another? 

In contrast, Levinas insists that “the Other is absolute within the relation” 

and thus “absolved from it”, while the self is in its own way separated from the 

relation by virtue of its “responsibility for the Other”.46  From my perspective, 

which seeks to emphasise and explore the presence of differences between 

participants, it would seem that individuals and their histories are vital aspects of 

communication and the development of relationships.  Ahmed’s concerns might 

therefore seem to raise some issues, since I also want to avoid any sense in 

which the other is assimilated into the self.  However, she recognises that, even 

as the other is described in a particular way, “there is always a left-over, there is 

always something that exceeds the recognition of an other as either friend or 

stranger”.47  In contrast with Ahmed, for whom this left-over would not seem to 

protect the other from assimilation, I would argue that these aspects of the other 

that cannot be fully comprehended in terms of “friend or stranger” are the very 

aspects that protect them from being assimilated in any way.48 

Levinas’ preoccupation with difference also shares common ground with 

Iris Marion Young’s concern to “develop an account of the nonsubstitutable 

relation of moral subjects” in which “[e]ach participant in a communication 

situation is distinguished by a particular history and social position that makes 

their relation asymmetrical”.49  The argument of this chapter, in a similar way to 

                                            
45 Robert Bernasconi, “‘Failure of communication’ as a surplus: dialogue and lack of dialogue 
between Buber and Levinas,” in The provocation of Levinas: rethinking the other, ed. Robert 
Bernasconi and David Wood (London; New York: Routledge, 1988), 103. 
46 Ibid. 
47 Ahmed, Strange encounters, 141. 
48 Ibid. 
49 Iris Marion Young, “Asymmetrical reciprocity: on moral respect, wonder, and enlarged 
thought,” in Intersecting voices: dilemmas of gender, political philosophy, and policy (Princeton, 
N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1997), 39. 
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that of Young, therefore draws more strongly upon Levinas’ insistence that the 

self-other relation must be considered to be asymmetrical, as opposed to Buber’s 

I-Thou relation, which is more closely associated with reciprocity and equality, 

as well as the primacy of the relation over the relata.  

In spite of their limited memories, it is important to note that to an extent 

even Fish and Bird overcome their apparent lack of history, because their 

personalities are framed by the Greek myth from which their characters have 

been developed.  In addition, a short-term history of each day for these robots is 

formed as many of their messages to one another and to visitors gradually build 

up on the floor of the installation.  The characterisation of these robots as 

separated lovers, and the sense of their conversations strewn on the floor, has 

been enough to encourage people to return to the installation, to ask curators 

about the robots and to find out if the relationship between Fish and Bird has 

progressed.50 

Nevertheless, the simplicity of human encounters with Fish and Bird, 

placed within a particular narrative myth and based on only a short-term history, 

can be contrasted with the development of a human-robot relationship over 

time, as occurs between Luke Skywalker and R2-D2 in Star Wars.  For Luke and 

R2, it is a combination of their individual histories and long-term memories of 

their shared experiences that is depicted as an important part of the development 

of their ability to work well as a team.  The strong and unique relationship they 

form is the basis for Luke’s reluctance to part with R2 in exchange for a newer 

and less damaged R2 unit.  The interactions between R2 and Luke therefore 

emphasise more strongly the importance of the relata, the individuals taking part 

in the interaction, than an analysis of encounters with Fish and Bird.  In 

particular, it would seem to be shared histories – experiences and memories of 

those experiences – in addition to the course of each individual encounter that 

are understood as important in developing ways to get along with other beings 

over time, whether machine, animal or human (or something in between). 

                                            

50 This was discussed in conversation with Mari Velonaki at the Centre for Social Robotics in 
2007. 
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It is therefore important that, while parts of her writing seem to value the 

relation above all else, in many other places Haraway clarifies the importance of 

the history and situatedness of the participants, as well as the value of the 

relationships they enact. 

[A]ll the actors become who they are in the dance of relating, not 
from scratch, not ex nihilo, but full of the patterns of their 
sometimes-joined, sometimes-separate heritages both before and 
lateral to this encounter. All the dancers are redone through the 
patterns they enact.51 

In this statement the presence of the participants as individuals is made clear; 

they are not created in the relation, rather the relation is filled with them, their 

histories and their experience.  Here, Haraway suggests that they will be redone 

during the interaction, but I would argue instead that they may be redone, since 

every interaction offers a level of choice over the extent to which the participants 

become involved and altered in the dance of relating.  It should also be noted 

that Smuts, while she draws repeatedly on Haraway’s idea that “beings do not 

pre-exist their relatings”, also still retains a clear sense of the self and other in 

terms of their individuality.52  For example, she stresses the importance of “the 

individuality of each dog”, noting that in the process of communicating about 

their relation it becomes clear that “each individual has a unique personality” 

such that the existence of the unique individual “becomes more salient, 

phenomenologically, than the fact that she or he is a dog, a chimpanzee, or a 

cow”.53  Smuts therefore suggests that, in order to communicate, “we must 

recognize and relate to the animal as an individual.  In other words, to use ‘the 

philosopher’s idiom’, the animal must get a face”.54  While the previous chapter 

argued that a Levinasian face could be revealed by an animal or a robot during 

the moment of encounter between self and other, this chapter suggests that the 

continued exploration of the self-other relation, developed through a process of 

                                            
51 Haraway, When species meet, 25. 
52 Smuts, “Between species,” 115 & 124. 
53 Ibid., 124 & 125.  
54 Ibid., 125 note 17.  Here Smuts refers to Haraway’s consideration of self-other encounters in 
Derrida and Levinas (Haraway, “Encounters with companion species,” 109.) 
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dynamic communication, can be understood to act as an extension of the initial 

revelation during the moment of encounter between self and other. 

Human and non-human persons as social subjects 

Most of the robots that have been discussed in this thesis can be regarded 

as individuals.  Data and Jules, being the most humanlike robots represented in 

this discussion, assert their identity in similar ways to humans, through 

appearance and behaviour.  Data’s position as an individual, because of the 

existence of his identical brother Lore, relies upon differences in their 

personalities.  Jules is identified from other similarly humanlike robots produced 

by Hanson by his unique facial features.  In some ways, Kismet’s individuality is 

also a result of its facial features.  However, Kismet is also assured of this status 

because it is the only robot of this kind that has ever been built, and therefore 

cannot be thought of as one of a ‘species’ group of robots.  In contrast, the 

ALAVs are placed more clearly as part of a group.  In version 1.0, each of the 

three robots in the flock was identified as a different character by name and 

behaviour.  This situation changed in version 2.0, where the undifferentiated 

larger flock was a more obvious presence, and the robot called Odd Ball was set 

apart as available for individual interaction. 

In a similar way to the ALAVs, Fish and Bird would seem to be members 

of a group, since their appearance defines them both as ‘wheelchair-like’ robots.  

However, while operating as a pair, they are also quite clearly defined as 

individuals identified by their upholstery colour, ‘handwriting’ and patterns of 

behaviour.  Their links to a myth also place them as entities that are irrevocably 

separated from one another, and their names similarly identify them in 

taxonomic terms as a fish and a bird, and thus very different from one another.  

However, it is their personalities that are the most important aspect of their 

uniqueness, and these only become noticeable as they emerge through the ways 

in which the robots move, in relation to one another and also in relation to their 

human visitors.  As Smuts explains, it would seem that the recognition of non-

human others as individuals, and the perception of their ‘faces’, develops 

through an ongoing process of communicating and interacting with them. 

Smuts extends her ideas by explaining that she experiences “individuals 
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of many other species first and foremost as persons”, with the important 

clarification that 

[i]n the language I am developing here, relating to other beings as 
persons has nothing to do with whether or not we attribute human 
characteristics to them. It has to do, instead, with recognizing that 
they are social subjects, like us, whose idiosyncratic, subjective 
experience of us plays the same role in their relations with us that 
our subjective experience of them plays in our relations with 
them.55 

Smuts’ description of her interactions with animal others as persons is very 

careful to separate her understanding of this process from an anthropomorphic 

response, since she argues that it “has nothing to do with whether or not we 

attribute human characteristics to them”.56  In spite of this insistence, Smuts’ 

writing about her dogs does indicate a level of what many people would 

consider to be anthropomorphism.  For example, she explains that “instead of 

issuing ‘commands’” to her dog, Safi, she “experimented with simply talking to 

her conversationally, as [she] would with another human”.57  She notes that Safi, 

“developed the habit of looking inquiringly at [her] when [they] encountered 

novel situations” and talks about the way that Safi learned to “trust” her, leading 

to the development of a “mutually respectful relationship” between dog and 

human.58  Smuts also describes her other dog, Bahati, as “politely trying to get 

[her] attention”.59   

Smuts’ descriptions resonate with the writing of Vikki Hearne, another 

researcher into human-animal relations, who more openly acknowledges the 

way in which anthropomorphism, and the descriptions of animal behaviour that 

it supports, can help humans and animals to work together more effectively.  

Hearne’s research was driven by her interest in the “highly anthropomorphic, 

morally loaded language” that trainers use to talk about animals, because it 

seemed to be “part of what enabled the good trainers to do so much more than 
                                            

55 Barbara Smuts, “Living with animals,” in The lives of animals, by J. Coetzee (Princeton  N.J.; 
Chichester: Princeton University Press, 2001), 118. 
56 Ibid. 
57 Smuts, “Embodied communication in non-human animals,” 119. 
58 Ibid., 119–120. 
59 Ibid., 120. 
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the academic psychologists could in the way of eliciting interesting behavior 

from animals”.60  For Hearne, the implication was that the communication 

between humans and animals was more effective when the humans used 

anthropomorphism in thinking about their animal’s behaviour.  From Hearne’s 

perspective, stating that a working dog “knows her job” and is thus capable of 

being “responsible” is simply the use of a terminology that, while it may be 

based in unapologetic anthropomorphism, is the only form of description “that 

makes sense of the situation”.61  It is clear that the form of thinking described by 

Hearne is closely related to Smuts’ thinking about her dogs.  However, it is 

possible that Smuts simply does not think of this as anthropomorphism because 

her research supports a very strong sense of animals as social subjects that live in 

complex societies.  Smuts has therefore decided that it is appropriate to consider 

that understanding human language and being able to inquire, trust, respect and 

be polite, are actions that animals can perform just as well as humans. 

From the perspective of this thesis, and its focus on human-robot 

interactions, this understanding of animals as social and communicative in 

complex ways is important because it supports the possibilities of zoomorphism, 

as well as anthropomorphism, in analysing human interactions with machines.  

As discussed in chapter one, researchers designing robots to interact with 

humans, such as Breazeal and Hanson, tend to assess social ability as 

predominantly a human trait, and thus embrace the goal of producing humanlike 

sociable robots.  In part, they are encouraged to do this because they want to 

increase the level of anthropomorphism that their robots support, and they 

understand this as mainly operating in terms of the ascription of human form and 

behavioural characteristics.  However, if one embraces the possibilities of 

animals as social subjects, as Hearne, Smuts and Haraway clearly do, then 

zoomorphism becomes a valuable means of understanding the behaviour, 

personality and communication of non-humanoid robots.  From this perspective, 

it would seem possible to argue that, while the personality and character of 

robots is an important part of the way in which people interact with them, this 

                                            
60 Vicki Hearne, Adam’s task: calling animals by name (New York: Akadine Press, 2000), 6. 
61 Ibid., 9 & 14. 
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personality and character need not only be associated with humanlike form.   

Indeed, the non-humanoid robots introduced in more recent chapters 

support a range of interpretations based in both zoomorphism and 

anthropomorphism, with the balance of these approaches depending on their 

human visitors’ prior experiences with humans, animals and even ideas about 

other non-humans, which may be drawn from science fiction and thus are 

maybe strictly a different kind of ‘morphism’.  In particular, the ALAVs were 

interpreted by visitors in terms that drew upon humanlike emotions and 

behaviours, ideas about whales and descriptions of aliens in science fiction.  Fish 

and Bird offer a good illustration of the more complex development of a 

synthesis of zoomorphic and anthropomorphic interpretive techniques.  Their 

names overtly relate them to animals and, while it is clear that neither is 

modelled on its namesake, their tentative movements, and cautious reactions to 

any abrupt motion of others in their space, could be interpreted as resembling 

the likely reactions of these animals in similar situations.  However, their use of 

language in written notes complicates this zoomorphism, and draws the sense of 

their being animal-like into close proximity with behaviour more easily 

understood as humanlike.  It is also important to note that, in amongst this 

interpretive response, they still remain clearly machine-like. 

The discussion in chapter two explored the way in which Turkle has 

developed the idea that robots designed to interact with humans, such as Kismet, 

are “relational artifacts”.62  Unlike the computer, which Turkle regards as an 

“evocative object”, these artifacts do not simply “invite projection”; they instead 

“demand engagement”; in a sense forcing humans to interact with them.63  It was 

argued that humanoid robots lose their ability to evoke a wide range of 

interpretations and responses, because their design has focused on promoting 

only one way to understand them, as humanlike.  In contrast, it seems that non-

humanoid robots offer more subtle possibilities as partners in interaction.  They 

are still relational artifacts in that they actively encourage engagement, but such 

                                            
62 Sherry Turkle et al., “First encounters with Kismet and Cog,” in Digital media: transformations 
in human communication, ed. Paul Messaris (New York: Peter Lang, 2006), 315. 
63 Ibid., 323. 
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robots also facilitate many varied interpretations of their behaviours and 

communicative actions, and can therefore also be understood as evocative 

objects.  This openness is valuable, because it places non-humanoid robots in a 

similar communicative position to humans when a phenomenological 

perspective is embraced.  In addition, what may be most important about non-

humanoid robots, such as Fish and Bird, is that they are so clearly different from 

humans and animals.  This means that while anthropomorphism and 

zoomorphism may provide useful ways to engage with their behaviour, the 

validity of these understandings is also continuously in question, because the 

robots are so obviously also machines.  As Haraway notes, Hearne, in her 

discussion relating to trainers and their animals 

defends lots of so-called anthropomorphism, and no one more 
eloquently makes the case for the intention-laden, consciousness-
ascribing linguistic practices of circus trainers, equestrians, and 
dog obedience enthusiasts.  All the philosophically suspect 
language is necessary to keep the humans alert to the fact that 
somebody is at home in the animals they work with.64 

However, as Haraway then stresses: 

[j]ust who is at home must permanently be in question.  The 
recognition that one cannot know the other or the self, but must 
ask in respect for all of time who and what are emerging in 
relationship, is the key.65 

This idea of not being able to “know the other” can be usefully linked back to 

Levinas’ philosophy of the face to face encounter, which describes the face as 

“[t]he way in which the other presents himself, exceeding the idea of the other in 

me”.66  Levinas thus describes encounters during which “[t]he face of the Other 

at each moment destroys and overflows the plastic image it leaves”.67  It should 

therefore be recognised that the idea of the robot, its character or personality and 

behaviour that humans interacting with it formulate, often using a process of 

anthropomorphism or zoomorphism or both, is always a ‘work in progress’.  This 

                                            
64 Haraway, The companion species manifesto, 49–50. 
65 Ibid., 50. 
66 Ibid.; Levinas, Totality and infinity, 50. 
67 Ibid., 50–51. 



189 

idea, the human’s partial knowledge of the robot other, is “permanently in 

question” as the robot’s revelation of itself, through its Levinasian face, “destroys 

and overflows the plastic image it leaves” and thus demands constant re-

evaluation.68 

Companion species and communicating about what’s ‘out there’ 

 The discussion of communication above is mainly concerned with how 

dynamic systems theory can be understood to explain the ways in which 

relations are developed through interaction.  In addition, Smuts’ analysis of her 

relations with dogs has drawn out the importance of regarding the other in these 

interactions in some sense as a ‘person’, without considering the other to be 

human (when it is not).  The robots that have been discussed in this chapter can 

be understood to present themselves as non-human persons, or social subjects, 

such that relationships with them develop to some extent past the moment of 

encounter.  However, while they offer various new ways of envisioning human-

robot interaction it might also be possible to argue that encounters with these 

robots can be understood as similar to what might be described as ‘just’ human-

animal interactions.  This might then be taken to suggest that these interactions 

could not support any form of sophisticated collaboration between human and 

robot in partnership. 

It is therefore important to note that theorists such as Haraway argue that 

interactions between humans and animals can be rich, functional and valuable.  

In particular, this perspective is to be found in her conception of ‘companion 

species’ and the possibilities of their relationships with humans.  While Haraway 

has concentrated in the main on exploring human relationships with dogs, the 

intention of this chapter is to extend some of Haraway’s theory with particular 

reference to human interactions with non-humanoid robots.  But is it possible to 

consider robots as companion species, since the word species suggests that this 

term refers only to human-animal interactions?  While the names Fish and Bird 

link these wheelchairs with their animal counterparts, and the ALAVs have been 

called a “transitional species”, this naming might be understood to be a bit of a 

                                            
68 Haraway, The companion species manifesto, 50; Levinas, Totality and infinity, 50–51.  



190 

joke, or simply artistic licence at play.69  However, Haraway herself argues that 

“the ontology of companion species makes room for odd bedfellows” and 

overtly includes “machines” in her list.70  In addition, Haraway’s contention that 

“[c]ompanion species take shape in interaction” works well with the 

consideration above of interactions with robots from the perspective of the 

dynamic systems paradigm and the dance metaphor.71  Unlike humans and dogs, 

humans and robots cannot be said to have co-evolved over a long period of 

time.  Nevertheless, while they have no evolutionary basis, human-robot 

relations can still be considered as relatively well developed, since the robots 

under discussion are specifically designed to take part in interactions with 

humans. 

It therefore seems reasonable to consider robots as companion species, 

using this theory to extend the sense in which the encounters and interactions 

which take place between humans and nonhuman others can develop into 

situations which support the formation of working relationships.  An important 

part of this move is to resist Smuts’ suggestion that embodied communication 

does not “refer to something ‘out there’ in the world”, and instead to consider 

the ways in which embodied communication offers a means not only to support 

the relationship between self and other, but also to refer to external objects and 

processes.72  Companion species theory offers a means of transferring the ideas 

about human-robot communication discussed above into the everyday 

environment. 

Haraway develops her conception of the term companion species in part 

through a consideration of her own relationship with her dog Cayenne.  

Haraway describes this particular human-dog relationship as supporting complex 

communications such that she and Cayenne can be understood to be “training 

each other in acts of communication [they] barely understand”.73  This process of 

                                            
69 On the website: http://www.alavs.com/ 
70 Haraway, “Cyborgs to companion species,” 307. 
71 Ibid. 
72 Smuts, “Embodied communication in non-human animals,” 137. 
73 Haraway, The companion species manifesto, 2. 
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training results in their becoming “constitutively, companion species”.74  

Haraway considers their companion species relationship as a situation in which 

she and Cayenne are “significantly other to each other, in specific difference”.75  

The idea of significant otherness would seem to relate to Smuts’ contention that 

the other “must get a face” for the process of embodied communication to work 

in creating and describing relationships.76  The stress on the concept of “specific 

difference” also links back to the ideas of irreducible difference and interruption 

to be found within the philosophies of Levinas and Blanchot discussed in the 

previous chapter.77  Haraway is interested in how “people rooted in different 

knowledge practices ‘get on together,’ especially when an all-too-easy cultural 

relativism is not an option, either politically, epistemologically, or morally”.78  

She suggests that answers to this type of question can only be found in actual 

practice, which takes difference (as significant otherness) seriously, and to this 

end she considers the relationship that develops between handler and dog in dog 

agility training and competition, specifically the relation between herself and her 

dog Cayenne.79 

Dog agility is like an assault course for dogs.  Each competition consists of 

a set of obstacles, over and through which the dogs run, jump and weave, 

adhering to certain rules with the aim of getting the fastest time.  Only their 

‘handlers’, the human members of each companion species team, see and walk 

the course before the contest.  While dogs learn what is required to complete 

each particular obstacle, through training and repetition at home and in low-

level competitions, they are completely reliant on their handlers for directions in 

order to take all obstacles at speed, in the correct order and in the correct 

direction for each new course they are asked to run.  Only a few words are used 

as commands between human and dog, and much of the communication 

depends on each of their body positions relative to the obstacles on the course.  

                                            
74 Ibid. 
75 Ibid., 3. 
76 Smuts, “Between species,” 125 note 17.  
77 Haraway, The companion species manifesto, 3. 
78 Ibid., 7.  Here Haraway cites Helen Verran, Science and an African Logic. 
79 Ibid. 
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When watching dog agility contests the dance metaphor again seems 

immediately appropriate.  The human and dog can be seen to look for one 

another’s positions and gestures constantly as they move together amongst the 

obstacles.  However, while the agility dance shares similarities with the dances 

of humans with Fish and Bird, the sense that information is being exchanged 

between dog and handler is more noticeable.  This communication is not only 

about their relationship, but also about the course that is being run, and therefore 

is about something ‘out there’ in the world, contrary to Smuts’ view above. 

Robots as companion species 

In thinking about human-robot communication from a companion species 

perspective, as illustrated above by the dog agility example, it is useful to 

consider a robot designed to interact with humans as a teammate in completing 

joint tasks.  AUR, sometimes described as a “collaborative lighting assistant”, 

was designed and built at the MIT Media Lab by Guy Hoffman.80 

 
 

Figure 12: AUR (MIT Media Laboratory) 

This robot was developed as a means for Hoffman to investigate ways of moving 

from human-robot interactions that are typically “unintuitive, restrictive and 

limited to a rigid command-and-response structure” to interactions involving a 

                                            
80 Description from: http://web.media.mit.edu/~guy/aur/  
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“fluency of joint action” similar to that shown in many human-human 

interactions, and indeed in the human-dog interactions of agility teams discussed 

above.81  Hoffman argues that robots must “display a significantly more fluent 

meshing of their actions with ours, if they are truly to enter our daily lives in a 

socially meaningful manner”.82  In contrast with his thesis supervisor, Cynthia 

Breazeal, whose robot Kismet has already been discussed, what is notable about 

Hoffman’s work is that he does not assume that such “fluent meshing” is reliant 

on a robot’s humanlike form.83  Instead, he is committed to building robots that 

embed an autonomous ability to carry out tasks with humans into familiar 

workplace tools, such as desk lamps; hence the development of AUR. 

The robotic desk lamp, AUR, is able to react to vocal commands as well 

as human movements and gestures (enabled by the human’s use of a special 

glove and headband to help the robot easily locate the hand, head and head 

orientation of the human participant).  When a human and AUR are set a task to 

complete the robot is able to learn, at the same time as the human learns, what is 

required to complete the task.  Therefore, if a task is repeated, it is increasingly 

able to anticipate what is required, allowing it to act appropriately with less and 

less human direction.  AUR was designed with two particular conceptions in 

mind to drive its ability to support “fluent joint action”.84  The first of these was 

the idea that a level of anticipation, both about “world states” and about “the 

actions of a collaboration partner”, is vital in supporting effective collaboration 

between individuals who have been asked to carry out a task together.85  The 

second was the idea that “repetition, practice and rehearsal” is a valuable 

technique to improve the fluency of a team in carrying out a task.86  In light of 

the previous two chapters’ consideration of nonverbal aspects of communication 

it is also particularly pertinent that one of Hoffman’s aims with AUR was to 

                                            
81 Guy Hoffman, “Ensemble: fluency and embodiment for robots acting with humans” (Ph.D., 
Massachusetts Institute of Technology, 2007), 23. 
82 Ibid. 
83 Ibid. 
84 Ibid., 25. 
85 Ibid., 24–25. 
86 Ibid., 25. 
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consider the ways in which “co-located partners’ nonverbal behaviour” is of 

particular importance in enabling “joint action fluency”.87 

A set of experiments, in which AUR and a human participant collaborated 

together to perform a simple task, was carried out at the Media Laboratory as a 

means to test the ability of humans and AUR to work together effectively.  There 

were three stations, or lecterns, and the aim was for the human to direct the 

robot using voice commands, body and hand movements such that AUR turned 

to each of the stations in the correct order.  Once facing the station the robot was 

then asked by the human participant to change its lamp colour according to a 

written instruction hidden underneath one of a set of covers on each station.  In 

one experimental series each lectern always required the same colour to be 

shown, whereas in the other a different colour was required each time that 

lectern came into play.  The robot had two different modes of operation, the first 

called ‘reactive’ and the second ‘fluency’.  In neither mode was the robot 

programmed with any prior information about the task.  In the reactive mode, 

the robot followed the human’s body movement, hand gestures and voice 

commands, relying entirely on the human participant for all instructions required 

to complete the series of tasks.  In the fluency mode, programming that allowed 

the robot to learn the task for itself was activated.  During the fluency experiment 

human and robot gradually learnt the complex series of instructions together, 

such that they began to work better as a team.  The lamp anticipated what 

actions came next in the sequence, as did the human, and therefore fewer and 

fewer voice commands and movements were needed on the part of the human 

to complete each section of the task. 

 The process of completing the experiments with AUR shares much 

common ground with dog agility competitions, although dog agility contains a 

far more complex series of different tasks.  In both examples, it is the human 

participant that receives the instructions and is therefore responsible for directing 

both dog and robot.  However, in a similar way to the practice through which 

dogs learn how to complete each individual task at home, in the fluency mode 

AUR was able to learn the station-colour combinations where these were 

                                            
87 Ibid., 26. 
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repeated in one version of the experiment.  In addition, in both dog agility and 

when working with AUR, it is the continued repetition of running courses, or 

completing each iteration of the experiment, that enables humans and 

dogs/robots to understand more accurately each other’s nonverbal 

communication.  In the fluency mode, AUR becomes able to respond more and 

more quickly, to less and less obvious hand movements, as the human 

participant signals which lectern is next in the sequence. 

Two groups of human participants were asked to take part, one group 

working with the robot in reactive mode and the other in fluency mode.  The 

people in each group were unaware that AUR had two different modes of 

interaction.  The results of the experiment demonstrated “a significant 

improvement in team performance under the FLUENCY condition”.88  In 

addition, “subjects in the FLUENCY condition rated the robot’s contribution to 

the team significantly higher than subjects in the REACTIVE condition”.89  Thus, 

in the fluency mode, not only did the team’s performance improve as the task 

repeated, as both human and AUR became more familiar with the steps, but also 

the human participants were aware of the positive contribution of the robot’s 

learning and anticipation to the team’s performance.   

The communication seen to occur between AUR and the human 

participants in each of its two modes can be used to illustrate the difference 

between a dialogue that involves strict turn-taking rules (reactive mode) and a 

more dynamic style of discourse (fluency mode).  Whichever mode is in use, the 

human’s communication with AUR involves the use of voice and body 

movement.  However, AUR’s communication is based entirely on its 

movements, and it can therefore be understood to illustrate Johnson et al.’s 

suggestion that “asking a robot to ‘turn left’”, or in the case of AUR to ‘come 

here’, “does not need an acknowledgement” if the requestor is in a position to 

                                            
88 Ibid., 127.; Guy Hoffman, “Achieving fluency through perceptual-symbol practice in human-
robot collaboration,” in Proceedings of the 3rd ACM/IEEE International Conference on Human 
Robot Interaction (presented at the HRI, Amsterdam, The Netherlands: ACM, 2008), 5; Guy 
Hoffman and Cynthia Breazeal, “Effects of anticipatory perceptual simulation on practiced 
human-robot tasks,” Autonomous Robots 28, no. 4 (2010): 412.  
89 Hoffman, “Ensemble,” 142; Hoffman and Breazeal, “Effects of anticipatory perceptual 
simulation on practiced human-robot tasks,” 419.  
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“observe the robot turning”.90  The movement of the robot is enough to 

communicate that it has understood the instruction.  The expressiveness of 

AUR’s movement depends to an extent on the way its body structure is read by 

the human participant.  Therefore, although Hoffman has not created this robot 

with the aim of supporting an anthropomorphic or zoomorphic response it is 

nonetheless possible to perceive this robot as having a face, head and neck.  In 

this sense, AUR shares much in common with the lamps in the short animation 

Luxo Jr. created by Pixar.91 

Although many animations of inanimate objects have been made, most 

alter the objects to make them more obviously alive, for example with the 

addition of a cartoon face.92  However, in Luxo Jr., the animation of the two 

angle-poise lamps does not require the addition of expressive faces to convey the 

story.  The lamps have been animated in a way that is consistent with a real 

lamp’s physical mechanical properties, although they are able to move their 

whole bodies around by springing into the air.  They possess physical ‘faces’ and 

‘heads’ by virtue of their bulbs and the surrounding lampshades, and their angle-

poise ‘bodies’ are also enormously expressive.  The story of the short film is 

communicated in a variety of ways through the ‘body’ language and ‘head’ 

movements of the lamps.  In particular, their gaze direction is very clear and 

easily understood through the direction of the beams of light produced by their 

‘faces’.  The lamps are therefore an excellent example of simple mechanical 

objects that move in such a way as to communicate thoughts and feelings 

without the need for either language or human expressions.93  Although AUR’s 

design is not quite as flexible as the angle-poise lamps in Luxo Jr., this robot’s 

‘head’ and ‘face’ still draw the attention of the human participants, such that they 

                                            
90 Matthew J. Johnson, Paul Feltovich, and Jeffrey M. Bradshaw, “R2 Where are you? Designing 
robots for collaboration with humans,” in Workshop on Social Interaction with Intelligent Indoor 
Robots (presented at the ICRA 2008, Pasadena, CA: ICRA, 2008), 10. 
91 Luxo Jr., directed by John Lasseter (Pixar, 1986). 
92 For example, the Walt Disney film, Beauty and the Beast, in which china and cutlery are given 
faces, as well as being able to sing and dance. 
93 It should be noted that the emotions of the lamps are also communicated by both 
paralinguistic sounds, and through the music that accompanies the animation. 
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consistently look to the lampshade, and sometimes into the shade as they work 

with it to complete the joint task.94  

In the reactive experiment the human moves and asks the robot to ‘come 

here’ indicating the station with a hand movement.  The robot turns to face the 

indicated station, and waits for the colour command from the human, for 

example ‘red’.95  There is a strong sense in which communication in this mode 

follows strict turn-taking rules, allowing the human to direct the robot at every 

stage.  In reactive mode, only the human is able to learn the task and therefore 

the efficiency gain of the team over time relies on the human beginning to ask 

the robot for the light colour as it is moving to the correct station, rather than 

waiting for it to complete the movement.  Watching the human and robot 

complete the task in reactive mode, it becomes clear that the way the robot 

always waits its turn to respond with the action the human requests makes the 

experiment rather tedious to complete.  As Johnson et al. suggest, “[a]lthough not 

necessarily essential to collaboration, in order for the interaction to be natural 

and acceptable to humans, the robot teammates will need to exhibit some 

learning”.96 

This idea of the importance of learning is illustrated by what occurs when 

AUR operates in fluency mode and is able to learn the sequence of events for 

itself.  In this mode the instructions of the human and the responsive actions of 

the robot initially follow a turn-taking style in a similar way to the reactive mode.  

However, as the robot begins to anticipate what it is about to be asked to do, the 

flow of the interaction changes, becoming faster and more seamless.  In fluency 

mode the dimensions, “shape, intonation, size, explicitness, duration, clarity, 

force”, of the human’s verbal and nonverbal signals alter in response to the 

                                            
94 This is shown in the video of the experiments: 
http://techtv.mit.edu/collections/tonot/videos/497-anticipatory-perceptual-simulation-for-a-
robotic-teammate.  It could be argued that the physical ‘face’ of these lamps is actually not as 
expressive as the movement of their bodies.  They are therefore good examples of the way in 
which a Levinasian face can be revealed by bodily expression. 
95 This description of the experiments is based on the video: 
http://techtv.mit.edu/collections/tonot/videos/497-anticipatory-perceptual-simulation-for-a-
robotic-teammate. 
96 Johnson, Feltovich, and Bradshaw, “R2 Where are you?” 9. 
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anticipation level of the robot.97  Gradually the human need not ask the robot to 

‘come here’, or ask for a particular colour of light: the human’s movements 

become enough of an indication in themselves.  Watching the video of the 

experiment in fluency mode therefore draws attention to the ‘dance’ of the robot 

and the human, which becomes more noticeable as the experiment progresses 

and their movements are increasingly attuned to each other such that their 

communicative actions overlap.  In fluency mode, AUR’s communication with 

humans is more easily understood from a dynamic systems perspective, and 

therefore lends itself to consideration in terms of the dance metaphor.   

Theories of acting and expression in robotics 

It should be noted that Hoffman drew his inspiration for the fluency 

design from a very different source than dynamic communication theory, instead 

working from a consideration of various theories and methodologies associated 

with the creative art of acting.  Hoffman suggests that 

acting method has undergone a significant revolution in the early 
20th century, moving from what was essentially a symbol 
processing approach (for example, the DelSarte system of 
expression) to an embodied methodology (at the core of the 
Stanislavski system).98 

It should be clarified that in many ways the term “embodied methodology” can 

be understood to apply equally well to the acting theory that arose from the 

ideas of Delsarte, as to the more recently developed Stanislavski system, since 

both relate to the use of face and body to communicate emotion.99  However, 

the driving force behind the choice of body movements of actors from each 

school is very different, and it is this difference to which Hoffman is referring as 

“a significant revolution” above.100  Delsarte’s system provided “an elaborate 

analysis of facial and bodily gesture”, identifying these movements as signs that 

                                            
97 Fogel, “Dynamic systems research on interindividual communication,” 13. 
98 Hoffman, “Ensemble,” 155. 
99 Here I use what seems to be the more common way of writing Delsarte’s name, dropping 
Hoffman’s use of the capital ‘S’. 
100 Hoffman, “Ensemble,” 155. 
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could “be understood as a language”.101  Delsarte’s is therefore a semiotic theory, 

although one relating to nonverbal language, since it suggests that “an audience 

does not intuit a character’s emotion, but recognizes it through a process of 

signification”.102  Such a theory suggests that actors should be able to “learn the 

appropriate pose to communicate pity, despondency, or pride”, in the 

knowledge that ”the audience comprehends emotions by recognizing their 

signs”.103  It might be suggested that this idea of using a standardised system of 

common bodily ‘signs’ is particularly well-illustrated in the facial expressions of 

Kismet.  There is certainly a sense in which this robot was designed to produce 

basic expressions that could be recognised by people visiting the laboratory or 

taking part in experiments with the robot.  

In contrast, the Stanislavski method is understood as a psychological 

theory of acting because it concentrates “on the means by which an actor 

produces signs of emotion”, and therefore on the idea that actors must think 

through a character’s motivation based on their own experiences.104  As Hoffman 

notes, there are some problems with portraying the robot AUR in this way, since 

it doesn’t have a large bank of its own experiences on which to draw.105  

However, more importantly for the design of this robot, Stanislavski’s theory and 

training methods place an emphasis on the need for actors to be responsive to 

one another and to work together as an ensemble.106  In particular, Hoffman 

notes that such theory often stresses the importance of “the space between the 

two actors”, quoting Sonia Moore’s insistence that actors “must coordinate 

[their] behavior” and provide a “continuous inner and external reaction to each 

other”.107  Having decided how his or her character is motivated, each actor is 

then expected to respond to the other actors in the scene according to that 
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motivation.  This places an emphasis on the development of a relationship 

between actors on stage, as opposed to an exact reproduction of scripted words 

and actions.  

Hoffman argues that this “significant revolution” in acting method 

resonates with changes in cognitive science and also artificial intelligence 

research, where roboticists, such as Brooks, have suggested that embodiment is 

vital to the creation of intelligent machines.108  I would suggest that it is not only 

a focus on embodiment that is important in marking the change in acting method 

and in artificial intelligence research, but also the importance of the body being 

situated, such that it is able to perceive and respond to the environment as it 

changes, as opposed to following a predefined script or map.109  AUR’s design 

can be seen to rely on these principles of embodiment and situatedness, since 

this robot responds to its human partner, looking for guidance from hand and 

voice signals, altering its response as the human, and in fluency mode as AUR 

itself, learns the sequence of colours and movements required to complete the 

experiment. 

The ideas that emerge from Stanislavski’s acting theory would seem to 

resonate with ideas of dynamic systems and the dance metaphor, in particular 

the sense in which “meaning making” is understood to emerge from the “process 

of engagement”, whether this is for humans acting together on stage or film, or 

for humans and robots in laboratories, art galleries or other spaces.110  There are 

also links between the idea of attention and responsiveness to other actors within 

this acting theory and Fogel’s understanding of co-regulation arising “as part of a 

continuous process of communication”.111  In addition to these similarities, a 

consideration of acting theory draws more attention towards the interplay 

between rehearsal and improvisation that can be observed in companion species 

relationships such as those between handlers and dogs in agility teams, and 

between humans and AUR.  In both cases, practice or rehearsal plays an 
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important part in learning about the task and in learning about one another’s 

abilities and strengths, whereas improvisation offers the possibility for the team 

to adapt flexibly to changing circumstances.  

While theories of acting method and theories of communication have 

separate paths of development, the resonance between them suggests there is 

similarity between the revolution Hoffman recognises in acting method, and the 

shift in paradigm that Shanker and King suggest has occurred within some areas 

of communication studies.  In particular, Hoffman’s interest in applying what he 

felt was the “embodied methodology” he associates in particular with 

Stanislavski, and his attendance to “the technical physicality of behaviour” and 

the “conventions of nonverbal communication” has similarities with Smut’s 

description of embodied communication.112  However, I would also draw 

attention to the way in which Hoffman’s design of AUR indicates that both 

Delsarte’s and Stanislavski’s ideas have a part to play.  Hoffman explains that in 

designing AUR it was important that the robot supported “readability of 

expressive behavior”, a requirement that might be seen to be drawn from 

Delsarte’s semiotic theory linking body movement and emotional expression.113  

In addition, Hoffman’s design also allows the robot’s behaviour to emerge as part 

of the process of balancing its response to the commands of the human 

participant against what it has learned about the task, an idea drawn from 

Stanislavski.  This therefore suggests, in a similar way to Fogel in his comparison 

of the dynamic systems and the discrete state systems paradigms, that these 

acting theories need not be set up in opposition to each other, such that 

Stanislavski’s ideas are described as the basis for a revolutionary new acting 

theory.114  Instead, both the semiotic theory of Delsarte and the dynamic theory 

of Stanislavski have played a part in the design of AUR, as well as aiding 

peoples’ understanding of the robot’s communication.  

As has already been mentioned, Hoffman acknowledges that it is difficult 

for robots to amass personal experiences and memories, suggesting that this 
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might compromise their expressive abilities.  In addition, he also recognises that, 

from the perspective of the Artificial Intelligence community, “artificial agents 

will never be intelligent until they are able to accumulate experience and 

memories over a prolonged period of time”.115  However, although AUR may not 

be able to develop a long-term personal history, experiments indicate that the 

personality of this robot, and an associated sense of its intelligence, is developed 

even with only a modicum of experience accumulated over the relatively short 

span of an experiment.  As Hoffman explains, in spite of the difficulty of arguing 

for personality and intelligence in robots: 

experience shows that even the most simple combination of an 
underlying desire and affective state modulating the otherwise 
straightforward functional behavior of the robot significantly 
changes the way people interact with the robot, attributing a much 
higher degree of ‘understanding’ and ‘realism’ to the inanimate 
object.116 

Hoffman argues that developing a level of “robot personality” is valuable in 

creating expressive robots that can communicate with humans, an insistence that 

can be linked back to Smut’s description of her relationships with dogs, and the 

importance of her understanding of each dog as a unique social subject with a 

specific personality.117  The effect of AUR’s personality, together with the 

perception that it is an intelligent robot, is particularly well-illustrated by the 

answers provided by participants in response to the open-ended questions in 

Hoffman’s post-experiment survey.  This anecdotal evidence provides possibly 

the most revealing evidence pertaining to this discussion of humans and robots 

becoming “companion species” to one another through anthropomorphism, 

zoomorphism and an understanding of communication that is both dynamic and 

attentive to the importance of bodies and their expressiveness as well as 

language. 
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Interrupting dynamic exchanges: trust, responsibility and asymmetry in relations 

Even when it was simply reacting to the human’s orders, AUR caused one 

participant to remark, “[t]here were a few moments when I felt like I was 

interacting with a being that was more alive… [than a] machine”.118  However, 

the ability of AUR to anticipate both the task and the instructions was most often 

appreciated by those participants in the fluency experiment, one of whom 

stressed their “sense of relief when it just did what I was about to tell it to do”.119  

Indeed, AUR’s abilities clearly led some participants to zoomorphise the robot. 

i did not perceive it as human but more as kind of a thing, possibly 
an animal.  i think this might have to do with the fact that i was 
asked to give it short commands similar to the ones given to 
animals.120 

This comment emphasises the similarity between working with AUR and dog 

agility competitions during which human team members use similarly short 

commands to direct their dogs around the course.  In contrast, some participants 

felt that they developed a relationship with the robot that was more clearly based 

in anthropomorphism.  For example, one person suggested, “[b]y the end of the 

second sequence, we were good friends and high-fived mentally after the task 

was done”.121  Another participant noted, “i would love having a robot as a 

teammate to perform any task”.122  However, this person was also worried by 

their reactions to AUR. 

[M]y fear is seeing how easily and fast i grew affectionate to it and 
wondering if i’ll ever have the need for it to have true (!) feelings 
for me.123 

Many participants clearly felt their responsibility towards the robot quite 

strongly, suggesting that the robot was better at the task than they were, and also 
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expressing regret that their mistakes might have slowed their “teammate” 

down.124 

 From these comments it would seem that while humans initially regarded 

AUR as an object, a common desk lamp, in fluency mode they soon become 

surprised and impressed by the way that the lamp remembered what it had been 

asked to do previously, and anticipated what it was likely to be asked to do next.  

By the end of the fluency experiments the human participants felt that they had 

formed a team, a working partnership with the robot.  Indeed, some participants 

even expressed feelings of “respect”, for the robot’s memory and ability to 

anticipate new moves intelligently, and finally “trust”, because as a team their 

performance at the task consistently improved by working together.125  The most 

telling representation of this trust is to be found in a video showing what occurs 

when, towards the end of one of the task sets, the human apparently makes a 

mistake and misdirects the lamp to the wrong station.  The lamp does a double-

take; that is, it turns the way it ‘thinks’ it should go, and then turns back to ‘look’ 

at the human.  The human sees the double-take, expresses confusion, and then 

makes a correction.126  Through this momentary act of ‘body language’ it appears 

that AUR shares its knowledge of the situation, and the human trusts its 

understanding over his own, realises and corrects his mistake. 

This momentary error can be compared in some respects with Haraway’s 

description of an error in an agility run, a moment when she and her dog 

Cayenne completely lose contact with one another. 

In a nanosecond, we came apart, literally, and each went a 
different way.  We each stopped instantly, no longer on the same 
course, and looked at each other with a blatantly confused look on 
her dog and my human face…  I swear I heard a sound like Velcro 
ripping when we came apart.  We were no longer ‘whole.’  I 
turned on time, in the right spot, and had all my parts technically 
correct; Cayenne turned well and correctly too.  Then, we just lost 
each other.  Period…  I swear Cayenne and I both heard the 
Velcro ripping when our cross-species conjoined mind-body, 
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which we are when we run well, came apart…  She looked 
abandoned, and I felt abandoned.127 

The sense of interruption which is nonverbally expressed by human and AUR, 

and above by Haraway and Cayenne, clearly share some aspects in common.  

However, the interruption between human and dog is not corrected, because in 

this instance it is not clear who was right and who was wrong, or indeed 

whether either participant was correct.  This interruption therefore resulted in a 

complete breakdown in their dynamic communication. 

In contrast to Haraway’s experience, Hearne describes an occasion when 

she was training a dog called Gunner on a scent trail that had been laid by her 

daughter Colleen: 

As I work on tracking, the dog is taught not only to follow a scent 
but to retrieve objects dropped by the track layer.  The track was 
plainly marked for me, since there was still dew on the ground and 
Colleen’s footsteps showed clearly. … Suddenly Gunner 
abandoned the trail and began bounding to the left, toward some 
bushes about eighty-five feet away.  I decided, as humans tend to, 
that I knew more than the dog about what was going on.  I shouted 
angrily and tried to halt him with pressure on the harness, but he 
kept on merrily (he always looked merry), to my intense 
aggravation, and emerged from the bushes with a stuffed toy 
Colleen had been for some days mourning the loss of.128 

While the human working with AUR recognises his mistake quickly, possibly 

because of the nature of the task, here the human is sure that the dog is not 

attending to the job at hand.  In this example, Hearne did not trust Gunner, 

instead suspecting his motives in heading towards the bushes.  However, as 

Hearne notes, Gunner proved her wrong, and in the process reminded her that 

dogs are capable of taking responsibility for the completion of a task according 

to their training.129 

What is most important in comparing these occurrences is that they 

illustrate the way in which sameness, which is assumed to be the fundamental 

building block of communication in traditional theory, can be replaced by a 
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similar reliance on achieving fluency in dynamic systems approaches, whether 

based on dance metaphors or acting theory.  While the ripping apart of Haraway 

from her dog Cayenne does indeed indicate that there are some interruptions 

from which there can be no recovery, AUR’s double-take, and Gunner’s decision 

to retrieve Colleen’s toy from the bushes, stress that moments of unexpectedness 

and uncertainty can be read as communicating more in a brief moment than is 

communicated throughout a longer period as part of smoothly co-ordinated joint 

action.  There is clearly a need to realise that even within dynamic frameworks, 

which may well be more open to otherness than static systems, communication 

success can become such a strong goal that the idea of a break – an interruption 

– is once again seen only as a problem to be solved, as opposed to a moment in 

which something very important is communicated.   These examples of 

interruption also emphasise the importance of the participants, as well as the 

relation itself, in communication, and offer a way to understand how questions 

relating to responsibility, reciprocity and asymmetry in such relations are 

negotiated when performing a joint task. 

The discussion of human-robot and human-dog relations presented here 

focuses on the development of ideas of ethical communication, in the sense that 

the otherness present between team members is acknowledged and respected.  

One of the vital things to recognise is that these teams, both in terms of dog 

agility and experiments with AUR, rely on the co-ordination of two very different 

skill-sets.  In both cases the reliance is on the human’s ability to understand and 

communicate instructions both verbally and nonverbally to a partner with 

different skills, which the human cannot match.  In the case of dogs, it is their 

running, jumping and scent-tracking abilities, and for AUR, it is the lamp’s ability 

to produce light of different colours, and maybe also to remember more 

accurately the sequence of movements and colours required to complete the 

task.  As Paul Patton notes in relation to human-animal partnerships, the division 

of labour and expertise results in there being “an ethical dimension to the 
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training relationship that relates to the fact that it is an interspecies 

relationship”.130  Patton remarks that 

[o]ne of the most appealing features of Hearne’s defense of training 
is her insistence that this involves relations between beings that are 
unequally endowed with capacities for language, for hearing and 
scent discrimination, or for movement and kinesthetic sensation.131 

The relations between humans and animals/machines discussed above therefore 

draw attention to the asymmetry that results in the relation between self and 

other because of their “specific difference” from each other.132  This form of 

asymmetry is related to, but is also different from, the asymmetry characterised 

earlier in this chapter via Young’s insistence on the importance of each 

participant’s “particular history and social position”.133  Patton points out that, in 

order for human-animal relations to be taken seriously, they “cannot be regarded 

as incomplete versions of human-human relations”; instead they “must be 

regarded as complete versions of relations between different kinds of animals”.134  

Following on from this, I would therefore argue that human-robot relations 

should be regarded as complete versions of relations between humans and 

machines. 

The negotiated asymmetry discussed above, shown in the 

acknowledgement that the unequal endowment of skills does not mean that 

either dogs or robots have little to offer humans with whom they are working in 

teams, is complicated by the strong presence of a complex power relation 

through which humans almost always maintain control.  Hearne’s experience 

with Gunner indicates that in this case the dog forced the human to take notice 

of the old scent trail he had discovered, and AUR’s double-take is sufficient for a 

human that has worked with the robot for a period of time to take note and 

correct his mistake.  Nonetheless, overarching these specific moments is the 

human’s controlling position, which introduces its own level of asymmetry into 
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these relations.  In the case of robots, the level of control is made very clear as it 

is played out in the way that the robots are switched on or off by humans, 

although in the case of Fish and Bird they have to be caught first (a process that 

involves herding them into a corner such that the switch under the wheelchair 

seat can be operated).135  However, if the communication that develops through 

the dynamic interaction between human and dog, or human and robot, is ethical 

then, as Hearne’s assessment of Gunner and the positive result of AUR’s double-

take demonstrate, the respect that the self develops for the other’s difference and 

ability enables that other to take a powerful role of its own, to correct the course 

of the team’s progress such that a joint task is completed successfully. 

Although the partnerships between humans and dogs, and those between 

humans and robots, share these asymmetries (due to the unequal endowment of 

certain skills, differences in history and social positioning, and complex power 

relations) the perception of the value of the skills of working dogs, and therefore 

an acknowledgement of their importance, is far more widespread.  For example, 

while Hearne writes about the skills of tracking dogs, Scott Lithgow describes the 

abilities of herding dogs and there would also seem to be strong evidence that 

dogs are still the most effective way to locate explosives and bombs.136  In the 

case of robots, however, there is still some question over how useful their skills 

are in completing tasks in the real world, when recent reports note that 

roboticists are only now beginning to explore the abilities of robots to complete 

simple tasks, such as autonomously identifying and folding shirts.137  Therefore, I 

might draw a comparison between a tracker dog’s use of its nose, and a search 

and rescue robot’s use of infrared cameras or heat sensors, in carrying out tasks 

for which humans are not suited.  However, this would be undermined by the 

way in which the autonomy of search and rescue robots is limited by the 
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technical constraints of moving around complex real-life environments.  Indeed, 

they are most often teleoperated, only operating autonomously when they are 

out of radio contact with their human controllers. 

For this reason, the next chapter considers some far-future examples of 

non-humanoid robots from the science fiction of Iain M. Banks.  These robots, or 

drones, are an integral part of a human-machine society known as the Culture.  

Moving on to consider these fictional examples enables this thesis to consider a 

future populated by fully autonomous robots, unlimited by technical constraints.  

The Culture’s drones can therefore be understood as a non-humanoid equivalent 

of the humanoid robot, Data.  Banks’ description of Culture society permits a 

more detailed consideration of the possibilities of long-term relations between 

humans and robots, as they become colleagues and even friends.  It also opens 

up a more nuanced discussion of the importance of negotiating asymmetry in 

human-robot interactions, since the power relation that exists between humans 

and drones is the reverse of that existing between humans and robots in real life. 
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Chapter 6 

Communication, ethics and responsibility as radical otherness 
becomes more familiar 

‘[M]ethod’ is not what matters most among companion species; 
‘communication’ across irreducible difference is what matters.  
Situated partial connection is what matters. … Respect is the name 
of the game.1 

Friendship … passes by way of the recognition of the common 
strangeness … speaking to us, [friends] reserve, even on the most 
familiar terms, an infinite distance, the fundamental separation on 
the basis of which what separates becomes relation.2 

Humans and machines in the Culture 

In the same way that has already been noted for their humanoid 

counterparts, science fiction provides the most elaborate and sophisticated 

examples of communicative non-humanoid robots.  This chapter therefore 

moves on to consider the far-future vision of Iain M. Banks in his science fiction 

novels about the Culture, a society in which humans and intelligent machines 

coexist.  Examining relations between humans and machines in Banks’ Culture 

society adds depth to the suggestion that robots, in particular non-humanoid 

robots, are able to reveal Levinasian faces in encounters.  In addition, an analysis 

of the communication of drones, a particular kind of Culture machine, continues 

to support my argument that communication more easily retains a place for 

otherness when it is understood as a triple structure within which language, 

paralanguage and kinesics all have important roles to play in a dynamic process 

of meaning creation.  The fictional interactions analysed in this chapter see the 

emotional expression of machines reaching a more complex level than has been 

illustrated by the robots discussed in previous chapters, further emphasising my 

contention that emotion, as well as reason, is valuable in communication. 

In the Culture, humans and many different types of non-humanoid 

embodied artificial intelligences interact with one another in many different 
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social and cultural settings.  Culture society can therefore be read as a 

compelling description of the kind of “dynamic partnership” that Hayles suggests 

might arise in a future where the differences between humans and machines are 

retained.3  While the interactions between humans and non-humanoid robots 

already discussed in this thesis position otherness between communicators in a 

number of ways, most of them only illustrate relations that develop over a short 

period of time.  Although interactions between Luke Skywalker and R2 lead to 

the development of a long-term connection between human and machine, their 

relationship is portrayed as unusual within the context of the Star Wars universe 

when a technician assumes that Luke would prefer to replace the damaged R2 

with a new droid.  In contrast, within the Culture, relationships between humans 

and machines are expected to develop over extended periods. This chapter 

therefore considers the ways in which both communicators themselves, and their 

relationships with one another, change and develop as a result of the 

communication that occurs during long-term interactions. 

Banks’ Culture narratives clearly portray intelligent machines as unique 

personalities, and humans and specific machines are regularly described as 

colleagues, companions and even friends.  This chapter therefore interrogates 

Asimov’s claim, first introduced in chapter one, that “[i]t will be easier to be 

friends with human-shaped robots” as opposed to with “machines of 

unrecognizable shape”.4  In addition, it questions Breazeal’s assumption that 

interactions with sociable robots must be “like interacting with another person” 

to enable such robots to “befriend us, as we could them”.5  In contrast, Banks’ 

novels offer a very different vision of friendship between humans and overtly 

non-humanoid robots.  These overt others communicate using a combination of 

humanlike and non-humanlike codes, ranging across all of Poyatos’ channels.  

Interactions between humans and machines in the Culture therefore suggest that 

by understanding communication as multifaceted, it is possible to articulate 

ways in which commonality and strangeness can coexist alongside one another, 
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providing space for otherness and difference even as communicators become 

increasingly familiar with one another.  A consideration of the communication 

between humans and machines in Banks’ novels therefore allows this chapter to 

locate otherness and difference in interactions between friends, colleagues and 

companions, as well as between strangers.  This supports the idea that an ethics 

of the face to face, and the respect for otherness in communication it promotes, 

can be maintained beyond the initial moment of encounter and into the long 

term, as relations between self and other develop over time. 

This is important because, from the phenomenological perspectives 

offered by Levinas and Blanchot, there is some question over whether alterity 

can be retained past the moment of encounter, in particular as familiarity 

between self and other develops.  However, the examples discussed in this 

chapter highlight not only the differences that are present between the bodies, 

and therefore also between the nonverbal expressions, of humans and machines 

in the Culture, but also the interruptions in language, and the related 

interruptions in being, that arise in interactions between humans, drones and 

ships that are positioned as colleagues, companions or friends.  The argument 

supporting the presence of otherness even between friends continues to draw 

upon Haraway’s conception of interactions between companion species, since 

the relationships that both Haraway and Smuts describe with dogs are long-term 

commitments.  Both authors clearly feel that they have become the closest of 

companions with their dogs, and yet also acknowledge that difference remains a 

persistent aspect of the relation, and the communication, between them. 

Before moving on to consider the machines of the Culture in more detail, 

it is important to note that Banks’ novels not only introduce futuristic machines, 

but also describe a society populated by humanoid beings who are considerably 

different from Earth humans.  A Culture human’s body shape can be altered, 

either subconsciously or at will, becoming more stocky over a period of days in 

response to an increase in gravity or altering more dramatically over a longer 

period of time in response to the desire to change sex.  In addition, Culture 

humans can extend their lives well past current real-life limits, and sometimes 

also choose to be ‘stored’, and then awoken at some date in the future, or when 

a particular set of circumstances arise.  Their bodies can be regrown if they are 
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injured, and many Culture humans back-up their personalities and memories on 

a regular basis in case they are mortally wounded, such that they can be restored 

into a newly grown body.  However, Culture humans are, in other respects, still 

described in such a way as to be very familiar, in particular in their general form, 

thoughts, emotions and use of verbal and nonverbal forms of communication.  

Throughout the rest of this chapter they are therefore usually referred to simply 

as human, although where specific aspects of their being – for example their 

longevity – might be understood to alter their communication or relation with 

the machines around them, these possible effects are made clear. 

As I have already indicated, human characters in the Culture live within a 

society that also includes embodied artificial intelligences of various kinds.  The 

artificial intelligences, or ‘Minds’, of the Culture can operate at a huge range of 

levels of sentience and intelligence (although these attributes are measured 

according to unspecified and quite possibly undefinable scales).  Some Minds 

are non-sentient workers, some are sentient and described as having a human 

level of intelligence, this most often being the level at which the machines Banks 

describes as ‘drones’ operate.  In addition, some Minds have a far higher level of 

intelligence, and these are usually found in charge of spaceships, as well as 

running the various kinds of habitat within which humans and drones live.  

Indeed, such Minds largely control all aspects of the Culture society.  It is, 

however, worth noting that although they are called ‘Minds’ they are always 

associated with some form of physical body, whether by virtue of their being in 

control of a ship or habitat, or whether they are situated as a drone existing 

alongside humans.  Banks’ description is therefore of a society that is controlled 

by highly intelligent embodied Minds, where non-sentient machines work to 

maintain habitats while humans and sentient drones enjoy lives during which 

they can pursue any physical or scholarly pursuits they choose.  In addition, 

some humans, drones and ships are involved in a specific organisation, called 

Contact, which observes and sometimes initiates interaction with other beings 

and civilisations outside the Culture. 

In the examples of interactions with non-humanoid robots that have 

already been discussed in this thesis, humans maintain control in the relation, 

and robots are sometimes thought of as lacking in comparison with a human 
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standard.  One of my concerns has therefore been to suggest that the otherness 

of such robots, rather than being regarded as a limitation, should instead be 

regarded as a level of difference that offers useful new ways to perceive and to 

work within the world.  Therefore, in a similar way to humans working with 

dogs, humans in teams with robots should focus on finding effective ways to 

utilise the very different strengths of both human and robot.  This was seen to an 

extent in the potential of human partnerships with AUR, although only in the 

context of an experimental task.  In contrast with this type of real-world scenario, 

in the Culture it is machines that have far more power and control over many 

situations, and from a human perspective this reversal makes the need to find 

ways to notice and to value both machine and human strengths more urgent (the 

human partners being more often placed in a position of weakness).  It is perhaps 

unsurprising that Banks provides a number of situations where human 

intervention is important, and where human skills come into their own.  While it 

is possible to regard this as betraying an anthropocentric need to justify the place 

of humans as important, from the perspective of this thesis it might also be 

understood to describe a society that has embraced otherness and is concerned 

to make appropriate use of the particular abilities of human and machine 

individuals. 

The sentient, non-humanoid, autonomous machines known as drones in 

the Culture each have a unique appearance and personality, and the importance 

of individual personalities is also illustrated by other Culture Minds that are 

embodied as spaceships.  The drones and ships can therefore be thought of as 

far-future examples of non-humanoid robots, and Banks’ novels offer an 

intriguing perspective on the problems and possibilities of communication 

between humans and such robots.  While the examples below involving 

communication between a human and a ship make sophisticated use of 

language and paralanguage, drones, as I will explain in more detail, are able to 

express themselves using all three aspects of Poyatos’ triple structure of 

communication.  Regardless of how comfortable (or not) one is with the sense in 

which the Culture is portrayed as a utopian society controlled by machines, a 

consideration of the communication between human and non-human members 

of Culture society offers an opportunity to reflect upon some further ideas about 
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communication that may have been obscured by the limitations of the robotic 

technologies discussed thus far.  In particular, Culture machines reintroduce the 

sense of cybernetic-semiotic excellence, thus far most clearly discussed in terms 

of humanoid robot examples, such as Data from ST:TNG.  However, the 

communication of drones also introduces subtle new forms of expression that 

extend the discussion of nonverbal communication further than has been 

possible with non-humanoid examples such as R2-D2, the ALAVs, Fish and Bird, 

and AUR. 

The examples of communication between humans and drones discussed 

in this chapter are taken from one particular Culture novel, The Player of Games.  

The narrative of this book is particularly relevant to my argument because the 

characters of two drones are described in some detail, emphasising their very 

different personalities and relationships with the central human character.  It is 

important to acknowledge that taking these examples from a novel, as opposed 

to from film or television, may alter the way in which drones, as non-humanoid, 

communicative machines, are portrayed.  For example, in Banks’ description of 

the Culture society humans and machines share a spoken and written language.  

In addition, the voices of drones are described as providing nuanced tones and 

paralinguistic sounds similar to that of humans, supporting references to the 

subtleties and emotions behind their utterances.  In these ways, the modes of 

communication used by drones support Banks’ creation of a science fiction 

world in which humans and non-human machines interact in such a way that 

can be conveyed clearly in a written narrative.  In contrast, it might be difficult to 

write a novel about a robot like R2-D2, with its reliance on nonverbal 

communication and its own language of sounds, rather than any form of human 

language.  However, as will become clear, Banks’ written narratives also 

embrace the opportunity to explore ideas relating to more unusual forms of non-

verbal communication in drone characters, in particular involving their bodily 

expression of emotions.  In addition, analysing different sections from the 

narrative of The Player of Games provides a sense of how the emotional 

underpinnings of relationships between particular humans and drones progress 

over time, supporting the formation of long-term relationships. 
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Drone communication 

The Player of Games is in the main a story about the Culture human, 

Jernau Morat Gurgeh, the ‘player of games’ of the title.  Gurgeh is an expert in 

many different games, playing exhibitions and competitions, as well as writing 

scholarly articles and providing occasional university guest lectures.  Gurgeh is 

bored with his life.  His expertise has reached a level such that it is difficult for 

him to find a challenge, and the drone Chamlis Amalk-ney, a long-standing 

family friend, suggests that it could ask the Contact division whether there was a 

suitable assignment for the human.  It transpires that Contact is indeed interested 

in Gurgeh’s game-playing skills, and in a decision precipitated by the 

development of some unforeseen difficulties relating to another drone, Mawhrin-

Skel, he embarks on the two-year journey to the Empire of Azad.  Gurgeh’s task 

is to learn how to play Azad, the incredibly complex game from which the 

Empire takes its name, in order to act as the Culture’s representative in the 

tournament that decides who will be the next Emperor. 

The first interaction between Gurgeh and a drone in The Player of Games 

involves Mawhrin-Skel, when it abruptly accosts the human and suggests, 

somewhat insultingly, that Gurgeh has “run off” in an attempt to avoid a game 

challenge with a new player.  It is immediately clear that Mawhrin-Skel is adept 

at communicating with humans in spoken language, and as the narrative 

continues the language abilities of drones place them in a similar way to Data, as 

excellent cybernetic-semiotic communicators.  However, in stark contrast with 

Data, Banks’ description of Mawhrin-Skel clarifies that it is an overtly non-

humanoid machine. 

Mawhrin-Skel, the drone which had addressed him, was by far the 
smallest of the machines present; it could have sat comfortably on 
a pair of hands.  Its aura field held shifting hints of grey and brown 
within the band of formal blue.  It looked like a model of an 
intricate and old-fashioned spacecraft.6 

As Gurgeh’s interaction with Mawhrin-Skel continues, it would seem that the 

human and drone have developed a somewhat abrasive relationship, as each 

takes pleasure in irritating the other. 

                                            
6 Iain M. Banks, The player of games (London: Orbit, 1989), 9–10. 
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When Gurgeh starts to play the game with his opponent the drone settles 

on his shoulder and starts to hum.  It sets out quite deliberately to annoy and 

distract the human from the game upon which he is trying to concentrate.  

Gurgeh retaliates by tapping the machine on its casing until it retreats, rather 

than asking it to move away and be quiet.  Marwhin-Skel then continues to 

disturb the human, but from a distance, by mimicking the clicking noise of the 

game pieces being moved on the table.  As Gurgeh easily beats his opponent, 

finessing the final position into a wound-like pattern, the drone publicly 

undercuts the victory: 

‘Cheap trick,’ Mawhrin-Skel said, for all to hear.  ‘The kid was easy 
meat.  You’re losing your touch.’  Its field flashed bright red, and it 
bounced through the air, over people’s heads and away.7 

This interchange illustrates some of the ways in which the sophisticated voice of 

Mawhrin-Skel supports not only its use of language, but also the production of a 

range of paralinguistic sounds.  Banks describes drones as humming and 

murmuring, as well as using testy, bright and cold tones of voice at appropriate 

points in the narrative.8  The encounter between Mawhrin-Skel and Gurgeh 

suggests that drones have subtle ways of communicating using humanlike 

language and nonverbal expression, while also being decidedly non-humanlike 

by virtue of their bodily forms and flying movement. 

Of course, the communication of drones is further enhanced by the 

presence of auras, the futuristic energy fields that allow drones to express 

emotions using colours and patterns.  These aura fields clearly identify drones as 

overtly non-humanoid others, while also clarifying their status as emotional 

robots.  Judging by the meanings attributed to coloured auras throughout the 

Culture novels, Banks’ initial description of Mawhrin-Skel suggests that the drone 

is rather out of sorts, the shifting grey and brown patterns indicating that it is 

somewhat frustrated or displeased, while the blue band implies that it is only 

controlling these emotions in response to the formal nature of the social 

                                            
7 Ibid., 10. 
8 Ibid., 10–14 & 22. 
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occasion.9  Later, timed with the drone’s parting insult, its aura field makes a 

sudden change to red, and while this might easily be understood to indicate 

annoyance or anger, the actual meaning of the red aura field is confirmed later 

on in the narrative where, in response to a different situation, “Mawhrin-Skel’s 

fields glowed red with pleasure”.10  Having made its rude observation, the bright 

red flash can therefore be taken to indicate the delight that Mawhrin-Skel takes 

in delivering this insult, an interpretation that is further emphasised by its 

bouncing movement as it leaves the scene.  While their sophisticated aura fields 

set them apart, the floating and flying motion of these futuristic machines bears 

some resemblance to that of the ALAVs.  In particular, the movements of drones 

and ALAVs change in relation to their mood, and the ‘pleased’ bouncing flight of 

Mawhrin-Skel described above can be compared with the ‘joyful’ spinning 

movements of the ALAVs when they meet as a flock.   

As was considered in relation to the orientation of Fish and Bird, when 

they turn to ‘face’ their human visitors, Banks’ narratives also acknowledge the 

importance of knowing where a drone is ‘looking’ during human-drone 

interactions.  For example, when he meets and briefly interacts with an unnamed 

drone described as a half-metre “cube of skeletal components”, Gurgeh is led to 

wonder “which bits were its eyes”.11  Banks’ direct reference to eyes in this 

description is unusual, since drones are not described as possessing eyes 

elsewhere in the Culture novels.  Therefore, rather than suggesting that drones 

have humanlike eyes, it is instead more likely that Gurgeh’s discomfort signifies 

his wish to know where the other’s attention is directed.  The majority of Culture 

drones do provide this information, although they use a variety of means to do 

this.  In a similar way to Fish and Bird in real life, some drones are shaped such 

that their form and movement show the direction in which they are facing.  This 

                                            
9 Blue is explicitly linked with a sense of formality in the above quotation, but brown is decoded 
as displeasure only later in the narrative on page 10, while grey is described also as displeasure, 
this time being shown by a different drone, Chamlis Amalk-ney on page 12, and with frustration, 
again from Chamlis, on page 62.  As I note later in this chapter, from reading all of Banks’ 
Culture novels it is clear that drones use colours to identify emotions broadly in common with 
one another, although it is probably safe to assume that the exact colours and patterns in use 
would be slightly different depending on each drone’s individual preferences. 
10 Banks, The player of games, 46. 
11 Ibid., 101–102. 
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would seem to apply to the spacecraft-shaped Mawhrin-Skel when it turns in 

order to reply to something that has been said, suggesting that in spite of its lack 

of noticeable eyes it does possess a front and a back.12 

In contrast with Mawhrin-Skel, the drone Chamlis Amalk-ney, another 

character in The Player of Games, is of a completely different size and shape.  

Chamlis is described as “a metre and a half tall and over half a metre wide and 

deep, its plain casing matt with the accumulated wear of millennia”.13  This large 

drone has what is described as a “sensing band” and, given that this can be 

turned towards people as appropriate in conversation, it would seem to perform 

a function similar to human eyes, although it could provide very different 

sensory capabilities.14  Given the large size of Chamlis, the sensing band 

provides something specific upon which humans can focus when 

communicating with the drone.  It might therefore seem to act in a similar way to 

the ‘face’ of AUR’s lamp since, as I describe in the previous chapter, it is this 

which seems to provide a focal point for humans interacting with the robotic 

desk lamp.  This might not be so much of an issue for drones such as Mawhrin-

Skel, whose compact size means that the whole ‘face’ of the robot, as it turns to 

communicate, could easily be a comfortable area upon which to focus. 

 The orientation and movement of drones can therefore be understood to 

perform similar communicative functions to that of real-life robots such as the 

ALAVs, Fish and Bird, or AUR, to an extent indicating their mood, as well as 

where their attention, or ‘gaze’, is directed. I have already suggested that such 

real-life non-humanoid robots can be understood to reveal Levinasian faces 

through their expressive movements and other communicative abilities.  For 

example, R2-D2 and the ALAVs use movement and sound, while Fish and Bird 

use movement and written notes.  In all of these cases, the robots are able to 

present themselves as thought-provoking other beings through their expression of 

emotions and personalities, even in the absence of a physical humanlike face. 

                                            

12 Ibid., 15. 

13 Ibid., 11. 

14 Ibid. 
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The above analysis of the communication of drones clearly places them 

as capable of communicating using all three of Poyatos’ channels: language, 

paralanguage and kinesics.  In addition, while their use of language and 

paralanguage makes their communication in some ways humanlike, their 

kinesics, resulting both from whole body movements and from their production 

of coloured aura fields, emphasises their presence in Banks’ narratives as 

radically non-humanoid others that are able to express a full range of emotions.  

The communication of drones therefore supports the idea that they reveal 

Levinasian faces during encounters with others.  Importantly, the most 

expressive, and yet also the most overtly other, feature of drones is their coloured 

auras.  The use of such auras therefore supports both the ability of drones to 

reveal Levinasian faces, and also, because of the alterity they confer, helps to 

maintain a level of difference even during long-term interactions.  

Visualising auras as expressive ‘faces’ 

The visual displays provided by drone auras are sometimes used to 

complement a particular movement, for example the combination of a red aura 

with the bouncing motion of Mawhrin-Skel described above.  On other 

occasions the aura colours add depth or complexity to what a drone is saying.  

The use of coloured light in drones is more complex than in robots such as the 

ALAVs and AUR.  In addition, the interpretation of the coloured light of these 

real-life robots is not generally related to the idea of communicating the robot’s 

‘emotions’, but rather to the transmission of specific pieces of information.  The 

ALAVs use simple colour coding, a blue flashing light, to indicate that they are 

feeding, with the completion of this feeding process indicated when the light 

turns to red.  In addition, when he created a promotional video for the robotic 

desk lamp AUR, Hoffman showed the lamp using a focused beam of red light to 

draw his attention to the position of a particular pen for which he seemed to 

have been searching.  At other times, with a less focused beam, the translucent 

shade of this lamp extends the visibility of the coloured light such that it can be 

seen from all angles.  This attribute therefore offers AUR the potential to use 

single colours, and colour changes, as part of its broader communication, 

although Hoffman’s research did not explore this possibility in any great detail. 
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Even when AUR was cast in a play with two human actors, the 

communication of emotion and the interaction between robot and humans was 

in the main related to the lamp’s movement.  The lamp’s ability to make ‘eye 

contact’ with the other actors, by turning its ‘face’ towards them, was regarded as 

particularly important.15  Colour changes were occasionally used in response to 

certain cues, possibly the clearest link between colour and emotion being the 

use of blue for sadness, when combined with a lowered ‘head’ position.  This 

correlation between blue and sadness was likely drawn from the use of the term 

‘blue’ to mean ‘sad’ or ‘depressed’ in human language.  Any sense in which AUR 

might communicate its emotions through colours has therefore been based upon 

existing links between colours and emotions developed by humans. 

However, the sense in which colours can easily be decoded by humans 

as communicating emotions or moods is complicated by the way in which, 

although blue was linked above with sadness, it is also often linked with pleasant 

sensations of security, comfort and calm.16  For this reason, Cindy Bethel trialled 

the use of a pale blue light on a robot designed to help in assessing the injuries 

of people trapped in dangerous places difficult for other humans to enter.  The 

hope was that the light would help to elicit a calming effect on humans taking 

part in the experimental scenarios.  Although this may have been true in most 

cases, in support of research linking the colour blue with a sense of calm, it is 

worth noting that one of the one hundred and twenty-eight participants found 

the blue light to be “cold and uncaring” and would therefore “have preferred a 

warm yellow lighting effect”.17  The mapping between colours and emotions 

clearly does not follow a simple one-to-one relation, even in what seem to be 

relatively agreed cases such as blue.  Other colours, such as red, are open to 

                                            
15 Guy Hoffman, Rony Kubat, and Cynthia Breazeal, “A hybrid control system for puppeteering a 
live robotic stage actor,” in 2008 RO-MAN: The 17th IEEE International Symposium on Robot 
and Human Interactive Communication (Munich, Germany: IEEE, 2008), 358. 
16 Burgoon and Saine, 1978 cited in Michael Argyle, Bodily communication, 2nd ed. (London; 
New York: Methuen, 1988), 186; K. Warner Schaie, “Scaling the association between colors and 
mood-tones,” The American Journal of Psychology 74, no. 2 (1961): 271.  
17 Cindy L. Bethel, “Robots without faces: Non-verbal social human-robot interaction” (PhD, 
University of South Florida, 2009), 137. 
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even more debate, being linked in some contexts with anger, hostility and 

strength, and in others with excitement and love.18 

The use of colours to indicate emotions in real-life robots, even through 

AUR’s translucent shade, only gives a very basic idea of the appearance of drone 

auras in the Culture.  The energy field supporting a drone aura would be unlikely 

to be perceived as a smooth unvariegated surface, since it is also capable of 

revealing complex coloured patterns.  More importantly, the colours and 

patterns displayed by drones are better understood to constitute their own 

emotional language, as opposed to following any of the various human 

correlations between colour and emotion.  Rather than attempting to unpack the 

complexity of drone auras through existing robotic examples, a means of 

visualising the aura of a drone is more fully provided in cephalopods, the class of 

marine animals that includes squid, cuttlefish and octopus.  Chromatophores in 

the skin of these animals allow them to use colours and patterns to communicate 

with other individuals, as well as to provide them with camouflage.19  

 
 

Figure 13: Caribbean Reef Squid20 

An example of squid communication is shown in the image above, where two 

males are positioned on the left with a female on the right.  The left hand squid is 

                                            
18 Burgoon and Saine, 1978 cited in Argyle, Bodily communication, 186; Schaie, “Scaling the 
association between colors and mood-tones,” 271.  
19 J. A. Mather, “Cephalopd skin displays: from concealment to communication,” in Evolution of 
communication systems: a comparative approach, ed. D. Kimbrough Oller and Ulrike Griebel 
(Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2004), 193-214. 
20 James B. Wood, “Sepioteuthis sepioidea, Caribbean Reef squid”, The Cephalopod Page, at 
http://www.thecephalopodpage.org/Ssepioidea.php (last accessed 10/2011). 
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showing “the agonistic zebra, which consists of alternating dark and light bars”, 

here directed at the male in the centre.21  The central male is ‘double signalling’, 

making a similar agonistic signal back to the male on the left by also showing the 

zebra pattern on that side of its body, while signalling something apparently 

quite different to the pale coloured female on the right.22 

Although the colours and patterns of these squid seem reasonably easy to 

decode, in general “the classification of squid body patterns is not a simple task”, 

because “[e]ach chromatic component may be displayed alone, or combined 

with other components (simultaneously or in sequence) to generate the overall 

skin pattern of an individual”.23  From the descriptions of drone auras in Banks’ 

novels, it would also seem that while some drone colour codes are reasonably 

easily understood, in particular the single colours such as white for anger and the 

soft red of well-being, others, consisting of complex and changing colour 

combinations, are far more difficult to decode.  While it might be assumed that 

Culture humans are well versed in interpreting the simpler single-colour auras of 

drones, as well as being able to assess on some level the possibly ambiguous 

meanings of the more complex mixtures, the colours and patterns clearly need 

some translation for readers.  Indeed, Banks often ensures that, either directly, or 

through the thoughts or words of his characters, his descriptions of aura fields are 

at least partially interpreted for readers.  Even where this does not occur, readers 

of his novels become familiar with particular colours and their related emotions.  

Indeed, fan websites provide lists detailing the emotion-colour codes, although 

even these attempts to categorise them are complicated by the drones’ use of 

mixed colours to indicate mixed emotions.24  Drone aura fields therefore bear 

comparison with human facial expressions since, while both of these expressive 

surfaces can sometimes be easily read as clearly showing a single emotion, they 
                                            

21 Mather, “Cephalopd skin displays,” 206. 
22 R. A. Byrne et al., “Squid say it with skin: a graphical model for skin displays in Caribbean reef 
squid,” Berliner Geowissenschaftliche Abhandlungen 3 (2003): 32. 
23 Troy M. Jantzen and Jon N. Havehand, “Reproductive behavior in the squid Sepioteuthis 
australis from South Australia: ethogram of reproductive body patterns,” The Biological Bulletin 
204, no. 3 (2003): 290.  (In support of this, Jantzen cites Hanlon et al, 1994 and 1999, as well as 
Mather and Mather, 1994). 
24 Two examples of such sites are: http://zrajm.org/nerd/drone_colours.html and 
http://www.iainbanksfaq.co.uk/2008/12/what-are-various-emotion-colours-given.html. 
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often indicate far more complex states of mind, mixed emotions and 

ambivalence, which may not be so easily or correctly interpreted.   

The interpretation of cephalopod skin patterns in scientific texts is worded 

in ways that describe behaviour without reference to emotion or feeling, whereas 

Banks’ narratives quite clearly place the drones’ use of auras as expressions of 

the machines’ emotions.  However, in their more personal descriptions of these 

animals, scientists clearly identify the squid they have observed as individuals by 

giving them names and describing their unique personalities, behaviours and 

communication using anthropomorphic language, as the following description of 

the squid Caro, Sandman and Hard Times illustrates.25 

When Caro and Sandman got excited, Hard Times would go over 
and do a couple of aggressive Zebra displays, but no more, no real 
fight for her hand. Put plainly in anthropomorphic terms, Hard 
Times was a wimp.26 

What is of particular importance from my perspective is that observers of 

cephalopods do recognise and interpret, at least partially, the meanings of the 

coloured patterns used as communicative signals by these animals.  This 

interpretation is made possible, in spite of the signals’ complexity, by observing 

the animals over extended periods of time, and comparing the use of different 

patterns with body positioning and movement in particular social, spatial and 

temporal contexts.  It would seem that, if humans can learn to understand the 

visual language of cephalopods on some level – even in the absence of any other 

shared signals between human and animal – it should be possible for humans to 

communicate with machines which use sophisticated coloured auras, as 

suggested by Banks’ narratives.  Although the development of even a partial 

understanding of the complex aura field displays of drones might be expected to 

take some time, this process would obviously be supported by the drones’ 

parallel use of more familiar linguistic and paralinguistic expressions. 

                                            
25 From Hearne’s perspective, discussed in the previous chapter, this use of more relaxed 
anthropomorphic terminology and description may help scientists to understand these animals 
more productively while they are in the process of observing them, although they later formalise 
the language of their descriptions for publication in scientific journal articles and books. 
26 Taken from “Squid Soap Opera” at http://www.thecephalopodpage.org/squidsoap.php, where 
Jennifer Mather highlights the difference between scientific and more personal descriptions of her 
work in observing the mating behaviours of the Caribbean reef squid. 
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The ability of drones to reveal complex layers of emotion through their 

aura colours and patterns suggests that auras should be regarded as particularly 

important elements of drone ‘faces’.  This idea is further emphasised by the way 

in which their auras also allow them to produce specific body language signals 

that can be read as meaningful.  A particularly strong link with Levinas’ 

contention that a ‘face’ can be expressed by “a hand or curve of the shoulder” is 

provided by Banks’ description of “a drone shrug”, where “[t]he machine’s aura 

field dipped briefly to one side”.27  Furthermore, the complexity of drone auras – 

their shapes, colours and patterns – in combination with their nuanced speech 

and subtle movement, brings them face to face with other beings as clearly 

defined personalities in their own right.  The link between a Levinasian sense in 

which the face is revealed, and the importance of personality in this process, has 

been discussed in previous chapters through a consideration of communication 

between humans and animals, as well as between humans and robots.  

However, drones offer a more complete illustration of this idea.  For example, 

the drone Mawhrin-Skel makes full use of its expressive aura, revealing its 

Levinasian face alongside a somewhat petulant personality in its interactions 

with Gurgeh.  In addition, interactions with drones suggest ways to argue that the 

revelation of otherness, which Levinas situates in the moment of face to face 

encounter, can be extended over longer periods of time. 

Changing bodies and personalities in the Culture 

While all Culture drones are expressive, revealing emotions through their 

aura fields using common colour codes, their differing forms, behaviours and 

exact use of their auras set them apart from one another as unique individuals.  

The small, spaceship-shaped, and rather disaffected Mawhrin-Skel, for example, 

has a very different form and personality from that of the larger, more plainly 

shaped and well-spoken Chamlis Amalk-ney.  Banks explains that, “[a]s with all 

sentient Culture constructs”, the drone Mawhrin-Skel’s “precise character had 

not been fully mapped out before its construction”, and was rather “allowed to 

                                            
27 Emmanuel Levinas, Totality and infinity (Pittsburgh: Duquesne University Press, 1969), 262; 
Banks, The player of games, 18.  



227 

develop as the drone’s mind was put together”.28  Each of Banks’ examples of 

sentient, intelligent machines can therefore be understood as having developed a 

unique personality alongside a unique form during its creation.  The 

unpredictable development of drones is regarded as a means to ensure their 

individuality, a trait that Banks suggests is highly valued within Culture society.29  

One of the reasons that drones are so important to my consideration of 

difference is therefore because their bodies, minds and associated personalities 

can be understood to distinguish them from one another, as well as, even more 

radically, from humans.  This perspective supports the idea that differences 

between individuals are a continuous and valued presence in the Culture.   

However, Banks suggests that there is a “price to be paid for 

individuality”, since the personality produced by this unpredictable process 

might not be suitable to carry out the task for which it was created.30  For 

example, originally “designed as a Special Circumstances drone for the Culture’s 

Contact section”, Mawhrin-Skel was earmarked to work in the delicate and 

potentially dangerous situations that occur when the Culture is making contact 

with other civilisations.31  Unfortunately, its personality was deemed to be too 

“unstable, belligerent and insensitive” for the job.32  As such, this drone can 

therefore be seen as an example of precisely the type of emotional robot that 

Michael Arbib would prefer to avoid creating in real life.33  Even within the 

generally tolerant Culture, Mawhrin-Skel is “given the choice of radical 

personality alteration”, allowing it to stay within Contact but providing it with 

little control over its final personality, or the opportunity to live anywhere it 

chooses as a Culture citizen after undergoing a number of weapons and sensor 

alterations to bring it “nearer the level of a standard drone”.34  Faced with this 

                                            
28 Banks, The player of games, 14. 
29 Ibid. 
30 Ibid. 
31 Ibid. 
32 Ibid. 
33 Michael A. Arbib, “Beware the passionate robot,” in Who needs emotions? The brain meets the 
robot, ed. Jean-Marc Fellous and Michael A. Arbib (Oxford; New York: Oxford University Press, 
2005), 333-384. 
34 Banks, The player of games, 14. 
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choice, Mawrhin-Skel had “bitterly” decided to leave Contact.35  As the drone 

points out in conversation with Gurgeh: 

It was luck left me with a face that didn’t fit in Contact, it’s luck 
that’s made you a great game-player, it’s luck that’s put you here 
tonight.  Neither of us were fully planned, Jernau Gurgeh; your 
genes determined you and your mother’s genofixing made certain 
you would not be a cripple or mentally subnormal.  The rest is 
chance.  I was brought into being with the freedom to be myself; if 
what that general plan and that particular luck produced is 
something a majority – a majority mark you; not all – of one SC 
admissions board decides is not what they just happen to want, is 
it my fault?  Is it?36 

Mawhrin-Skel’s speech emphasises a number of important points relating 

to humans and machines within the Culture.  Of particular relevance here is the 

way in which the idea of personality and the term ‘face’ are drawn together in 

the drone’s statement that its face “didn’t fit Contact”.37  This use of the term face 

further emphasises the link between Levinas’ conception of the face as the 

revelation of otherness, and the sense in which the term face is also more 

generally applied to refer to someone’s personality or character.  In addition, the 

experience of Mawhrin-Skel would seem to indicate a drive for conformity in 

parts of the Culture, the choice it is offered indicating that its ‘face’ is unsuitable 

for Contact, while its body is incompatible with Culture society more generally.  

The alternative of “radical personality alteration” offered to the drone 

immediately brings to mind the violence against the other identified by 

Pinchevski in the sociocultural tradition’s drive for commonality.38  The story of 

Mawhrin-Skel’s development is therefore an indication that Banks’ Culture 

society would seem to have a somewhat uneasy relationship with the 

individuality and difference it purports to value.   

In addition, Mawhrin-Skel draws attention to the interplay of planning 

and chance in the development of both humans and machines in the Culture.  In 

                                            
35 Ibid., 14. 
36 Ibid., 52.  The acronym SC stands for Special Circumstances, the division of Contact that deals 
with particularly unusual and dangerous situations. 
37 Ibid. 
38 Ibid., 14; Amit Pinchevski, By way of interruption: Levinas and the ethics of communication 
(Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania: Dusquene University Press, 2005), 46–54.  
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the case of Culture humans, the developmental “genofixing” referred to by the 

drone is only a small part of what is possible using Culture technology.39  In fact, 

bodily alteration can be chosen at any time of life, as discussed in a more recent 

novel, Look to Windward, where the narrative clarifies the ease with which 

a new trend would start amongst opinion-formers for people to 
back-up and have their bodies wholly renewed or new ones 
regrown, or to have their personalities transferred into android 
replicas or some other more bizarre design, or … well, anything; 
there was really no limit.40 

Although this description implies the presence of an infinite and changing variety 

of human bodily forms in the Culture, it would be equally possible for such 

technology to result instead, as Sherryl Vint argues, in the society “eliminating 

bodily distinctions as a ground for social discrimination” amongst its human 

members.41  The possibility of unproblematic body alterations, and personality 

transfers from one body to another, suggests that embodiment has no affect on 

personality, and therefore that human bodies do not matter at all within the 

Culture. 

From Vint’s perspective, which focuses on the presence, importance and 

particularity of human bodies, Banks’ vision of Culture society is interpreted as 

striving to achieve “equality by erasing difference via positing the body and its 

experiences as irrelevant to subjectivity”.42  Her subsequent analysis of a number 

of Culture novels, however, supports her argument that “[u]nacknowledged 

disparity, not equality, is created when we erase bodily specificity from the 

social order”.43  Nevertheless, by focusing on the interactions between humans 

and machines in the Culture, this thesis finds it difficult to place difference as an 

‘unacknowledged’ aspect of the Culture.  Indeed, from this perspective it is 

virtually impossible to ignore the influence of human and drone bodies on their 

                                            
39 Banks, The player of games, 52. 
40 Iain M. Banks, Look to windward (London: Orbit, 2001), 12.  An example where this occurs is 
provided in another of Banks’ books, Excession, when at the end of the novel one of the central 
characters decides to upload his personality into an alien body, at least on a part-time basis.  
41 Sherryl Vint, Bodies of tomorrow: technology, subjectivity, science fiction (Toronto; Buffalo: 
University of Toronto Press, 2007), 87. 
42 Ibid., 23. 
43 Ibid. 
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communication, and therefore the revelation of their personalities, with 

difference most obviously introduced by the use of coloured auras by drones, in 

contrast with human facial expressions.  Even the brief analysis of the interaction 

between Gurgeh and Mawhrin-Skel above emphasises the explicit presence of 

asymmetry, not only in terms of their differences in form and expression, but also 

“in terms of the history each has and the social position they occupy”.44 

Although it may seem an uncomfortable suggestion from a political or 

social point of view, from a perspective concerned with ethical communication 

asymmetry is not regarded as something to be overcome, but rather as an aspect 

of communication that must be seriously considered since it offers the 

opportunity to respect the alterity of the other.45  As I have already argued in 

previous chapters, insisting that communication is, or must be, a site of equality 

supports a desire for commonality between self and other and thus the 

elimination of the differences between them.  It should also be noted that the 

asymmetry between self and other is not necessarily fixed.  Instead, an 

attendance to examples of communication between specific humans and 

machines in the Culture offers a productive way to consider the complexity of 

their relative social positioning, even in light of the obvious power asymmetries 

that place hyper-intelligent Minds in control of the habitats and ships, and even 

drones as more physically powerful than humans.  As will become clear from the 

analysis below, human interactions with drones can be understood to illustrate 

complex and changing asymmetries of power in response to particular social 

contexts, as communicators and their relationships change and develop over 

time. 

Dynamic relationships, changing communicators and asymmetry 

The relationship between Gurgeh and Mawhrin-Skel indicates that they 

each respect the other’s autonomy, although this respect is sometimes 

demonstrated by the careful attention they give to trading insulting comments.  

                                            

44 Iris Marion Young, “Asymmetrical reciprocity: on moral respect, wonder, and enlarged 
thought,” in Intersecting voices: dilemmas of gender, political philosophy, and policy (Princeton, 
N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1997), 41. 

45 As Iris Marion Young notes, concentrating on the “idea of a symmetry in [a] relation obscures 
the difference and particularity of the other position” (Ibid., 44.) 
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Their interactions can be understood to be based in maintaining a particular 

shared social understanding (albeit one rather different from the majority of those 

around them who are more often engaged in well-mannered conversation), 

relying as it does on a synergy between the drone’s rudeness and Gurgeh’s 

boredom with the excessive politeness that his position as a master game player 

elicits from most people.  This means that while their communication with one 

another can be situated within Craig’s sociocultural tradition, it also draws 

attention to a measure of flexibility within this conception that makes space for a 

level of subversion of more generally accepted norms in the social relations 

between particular individuals. 

It should be acknowledged that equality is a presence in this relation, but 

only in the sense that the machine and human acknowledge each other as 

sentient social subjects.46  In contrast, the power relation between human and 

drone is complex, the direction of its asymmetry being dependent on the specific 

social and temporal contexts of the communication described within the 

narrative.  For example, Gurgeh would seem to have the upper hand at the 

beginning of the novel.  As I noted earlier in this chapter, he drives the drone 

away from his shoulder with impunity when it distracts him during game-play, 

although the drone does continue to annoy him from a distance.  However, as 

the narrative progresses, interactions between Gurgeh and Mawhrin-Skel are 

portrayed in ways that indicate that the power in this relation oscillates between 

human and drone, with the drone regularly being placed as having considerably 

more control.  For example, later in the novel Mawhrin-Skel and Gurgeh discuss 

the possibility that the human might become the first person to win a “Full Web” 

victory, “the simultaneous capture of every remaining point in the game-space”, 

in the game Stricken.47  The drone suggests that Gurgeh should cheat in order to 

make the Full Web a certainty, explaining that its sensors can identify hidden 

pieces, and that it can therefore tell him where the remaining pieces of his 

                                            
46 Vint, for example, suggests that the recognition of “machine sentience … as constituting 
personhood” is a reason to see the Culture as “characterized by equality” (Vint, Bodies of 
tomorrow, 79.) 
47 Banks, The player of games, 48. 
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opponent are positioned.48  Mawhrin-Skel’s skilled manipulation of Gurgeh is 

evident in the conversation that follows, although it is unclear at this point 

whether it is simply trying to help the man to succeed, or whether it has an 

ulterior motive. 

Gurgeh has already admitted to the drone how much he would like to 

win the Full Web, and it is clear that he is torn between this desire, and his pride 

as a master game player who would only want to win fairly.  The drone plays on 

his desire, and reduces his feelings of guilt by suggesting that, since his opponent 

has almost certainly already lost, he is effectively doing her a favour by ensuring 

that the game is recorded as an historic match.  In the end, it would seem that 

Gurgeh’s biggest fear is that of being caught and losing his reputation, since he 

agrees to take the drone’s offer when it admits that the risk has already been 

taken; it has already scanned the game and has the information the human 

needs.49  The interaction between Mawhrin-Skel and Gurgeh during this section 

of the narrative can be understood from the perspective of the 

sociopsychological tradition of communication theory because of its persuasive 

form.  Importantly, the course of their interaction draws attention to the complex 

underpinnings of this tradition of communication theory.  In particular, the 

conversation stresses the dynamic nature of the interchange, as the drone offers 

counterarguments for each of Gurgeh’s misgivings in turn.  Therefore, even in its 

own rather undesirable and unethical way, persuasive communication can be 

understood to rely on the need to listen for, and attempt to take account of, the 

other’s own conceptions of the situation at hand. 

The information provided by the drone turns out not to be enough to 

enable Gurgeh to win the Full Web.50  However, this becomes less important 

once the drone’s ulterior motive for helping Gurgeh becomes clear.  Mawhrin-

Skel has recorded its conversations with the human, and therefore has enough 

evidence to blackmail him into supporting its case to be reinstated into 

                                            
48 Ibid., 51. 
49 Ibid., 50–53. 
50 Ibid., 53–54. 
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Contact.51  The drone makes an impassioned plea for help, describing its sense of 

having been “castrated, spayed, paralysed”, and as it does this it holds Gurgeh in 

a temporary state of paralysis such that he can better understand how helpless 

the drone itself feels.52  Although the drone was offered the choice of personality 

alteration or bodily alteration, implying that the removal of sensors and weapons 

from its body is not expected to change its personality, the distress that is 

expressed by the drone as it describes the bodily alterations it chose to undergo 

on leaving Contact suggests that these physical changes have deeply affected its 

character.  While the drone cannot contain its frustration and rage in response to 

its situation, its use of force unsurprisingly invokes very different feelings in 

Gurgeh that are more closely related to fear.  Marwhin-Skel is physically 

powerful at this moment, but nonetheless it is reliant on Gurgeh, and needs to 

convince him to speak on its behalf if it is to be allowed back into Contact.53   

Mawhrin-Skel is initially portrayed in The Player of Games as enjoying the 

reputation it has attained, as “a mischievous and contrary device” that is both 

“irascible” and “ill-mannered”.54  Its nature would seem to have attracted 

Gurgeh’s attention, and his thoughts about the machine indicate that, while it 

infuriates and irritates him, he appreciates the way in which its rudeness makes 

“a refreshing change from the awful politeness of most people”.55  The way in 

which the drone seeks out Gurgeh at social events would seem to indicate that it 

enjoys the company of the human, possibly because it feels that Gurgeh shares 

its boredom with adhering to polite social conventions.  Although Mawhrin-Skel 

is described as a comparatively “recent acquaintance”, it seems that the drone 

and human have known one another for about a year before the novel’s 

narrative takes place.  This length of time has clearly been sufficient for a 

complex relationship to have developed between them. 

Yet, it is hard to consider the relation between Gurgeh and Mawhrin-Skel 

as anything close to an ideal friendship.  Indeed, their relation can be understood 

                                            

51 Ibid., 56–61. 

52 Ibid., 58. 

53 Ibid. 

54 Ibid., 13 & 14. 

55 Ibid., 10–11. 
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as illustrating the two categories of lesser friendship defined by Aristotle in the 

Nicomachean Ethics.  From this classical perspective, towards the beginning of 

The Player of Games drone and human seem to be in a friendship based on the 

mutual pleasure they take in trading clever comments.  However, there is little 

question that their friendship has changed to one more obviously based on utility 

during the interactions where Mawhrin-Skel first entraps Gurgeh, by offering to 

help him to win the Full Web, and then blackmails him for his help in 

negotiating with Contact.  Aristotle described such friendship as “only 

incidental”, because as soon as either the pleasure or the utility of the relation is 

lost, then the friendship will dissolve.56  From Gurgeh’s perspective, the 

friendship has almost certainly ended once the drone has coerced him into 

speaking on its behalf, whereas Mawhrin-Skel, in trying to thank the human for 

his help, would seem to want their relationship to continue.   

Although friendships based on pleasure or utility may not place self and 

other in a stable relationship expected to stand many tests, it seems reasonable to 

suggest that Gurgeh and Mawhrin-Skel can nonetheless be characterised as 

“[s]ignificantly other to each other”, as Haraway describes is the case in a 

companion species relation.57  This sense of significance between them is 

associated, at first, with a respect for one another’s wit, and later, with a more 

political need to rely upon the other’s discretion.  Therefore, although the 

occasionally violent, and often acerbic, interactions between Gurgeh and 

Mawhrin-Skel would seem difficult to understand from the phenomenological 

tradition of ethical communication, idealised in Levinas’ face to face, there is 

nonetheless a sense in which their mutual respect remains a presence.  In 

addition, even while the drone is manipulating Gurgeh into doing as it wants, it 

communicates a level of desperation that resonates with Levinas’ description of 

the call of the other.  The situations described by Banks are complex and 

multilayered, and draw attention to the changing asymmetrical relation between 

drone and human over the course of the story.  It would certainly seem to be a 

                                            
56 Aristotle, The Nicomachean ethics, trans. David Ross (Oxford; New York: Oxford University 
Press, 2009), 144. 
57 Haraway, The companion species manifesto, 3. 
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mistake to characterise Gurgeh and Mawhrin-Skel, in any simple way, as equals.  

Instead, they have a more dynamic communicative relationship, such that their 

relative positions change dependent on the specific context of their interaction. 

The changing asymmetry that is present between Mawhrin-Skel and 

Gurgeh can be understood to illustrate the dual positioning of the other that is 

described when Levinas, somewhat confusingly, suggests that others have “the 

face of the poor, the stranger, the widow, and the orphan, and, at the same time, 

of the master”, thus situating them “in a dimension of height and of 

abasement”.58  This asymmetrical arrangement may be easier to understand in 

terms of Blanchot’s suggestion that “the space of communication is essentially 

non-symmetrical”, since “there is a kind of curvature of this space that prevents 

reciprocity and produces an absolute difference of levels between the terms 

called upon to communicate”.59  This description supports the understanding 

that the other is simply “not on the same plane” as the self.60  Thus, as Simon 

Critchley notes, for Blanchot “[t]he relation to the Other is neither positive nor 

negative in any absolute metaphysical sense; it is rather neutral”.61  However, 

Critchley takes care to emphasise that this “neutral” relation to the other “is not 

impersonal”.62  The sense in which the relation between Gurgeh and Mawhrin-

Skel is not impersonal is made very clear by the expressive nature of their 

interactions as their relative positions of power change over the course of the 

narrative. 

Although I have chosen to characterise the relation between Gurgeh and 

Mawhrin-Skel in terms of Levinas’ face to face encounter, this might be 

considered incompatible with their relation also being understood as a friendship 

that develops and changes over a period of time.  This is because Levinas and 

                                            
58 Levinas, Totality and infinity, 251. 
59 Maurice Blanchot, The infinite conversation (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 
1993), 56.  Later in this work, where he discusses this idea in more detail, Blanchot includes a 
note to indicate that the description of the “curvature of space” comes from Levinas, Totality and 
infinity, 291. 
60 Blanchot, The infinite conversation, 56. 
61 Simon Critchley, “Il y a - Holding Levinas’s hand to Blanchot’s fire,” in Maurice Blanchot: the 
demand of writing, ed. Carolyn Gill (London; New York: Routledge, 1996), 117. 
62 Ibid. 
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Blanchot seem to value the relation with the stranger over that with the friend, 

since it is in the initial encounter between strangers that alterity is most clearly 

revealed.  As Paul Davies notes, friendship is “presented as a secondary relation” 

in their work, and “Levinas seems to hold that the exclusivity of friendship serves 

to demote rather than to distinguish it ethically”.63  Levinas’ decision to value 

encounters with strangers over relations between friends is linked with his 

central concern: to ensure the face to face relation remains a fundamentally 

asymmetrical encounter, during which the difference of the other remains a 

presence even as the other calls for a response from the self.  Levinas therefore 

separates his own thinking from that of Buber, for whom the I-Thou relation is 

associated with reciprocity and equality, as a “dialogic relation, which reaches 

the other as Thou, as partner and friend”.64  However, as I have described in 

detail, the relation between Gurgeh and Mawhrin-Skel is not one that embraces 

either symmetry or reciprocity.  More importantly, the description of their 

interactions above highlights how these communicators, as well as the relation 

between them, are constantly changing.  The dynamic nature of their 

communication, and the way that, over the course of the novel, the ‘faces’ or 

personalities revealed by both drone and human alter, suggests that even as 

selves and others become somewhat familiar with one another, it is still possible 

for new differences to be revealed over time. 

In fact, the narrative development that is presented in The Player of 

Games provides a radical demonstration of the interruption that can occur, even 

when a level of familiarity has developed between self and other.  Marwhin-Skel 

achieves its goal and is reinstated within Contact, although with a new name, 

Flere-Imsaho, and a remodelled body, which includes a full array of sensors and 

weapons.  Flere-Imsaho is then immediately dispatched to accompany Gurgeh 

on his trip to the Empire of Azad.  Therefore, although Gurgeh is completely 

unaware, and the reader is not informed until the end of the book, the relation 

between the human and Marwhin-Skel does continue past the point where the 

human refuses to acknowledge the drone’s thanks.  The ‘new’ drone Flere-

                                            
63 Paul Davies, “Difficult friendship,” Research in Phenomenology 18, no. 1 (1988): 168. 
64 Levinas, Totality and infinity, 68. 
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Imsaho appears as a complete stranger to Gurgeh, and indeed to the reader, 

although the latter may suspect the twist in Banks’ story.  

This narrative turn once again links the drone’s personality and its bodily 

form, since Flere-Imsaho is considerably more polite and caring than Mawhrin-

Skel.  It could be argued that its reinstatement to Contact would go a long way to 

reduce its bitterness, but it also seems likely that its more positive demeanour 

stems from the fact that its new body, with all the sensors and weapons intact, is 

more to its liking.65  Taking on a new identity as Flere-Imsaho, by changing its 

bodily form and personality, allows the drone to present an entirely new ‘face’ to 

both Gurgeh and to the reader.  Gurgeh’s sense of his relationship with the ‘new’ 

drone does not develop beyond a sense of their travel as work colleagues, which 

seems in keeping with Gurgeh’s recent unsettling experience with Mawhin-Skel.  

However, Mawhrin-Skel/Flere-Imsaho, in continuing its long-standing 

relationship with the human, would seem to take this opportunity to express its 

care for Gurgeh, a reaction possibly related to its desire to thank him for his help 

in ensuring its reinstatement to Contact. 

In contrast with his complicated and radically changing association with 

Mawhrin-Skel/Flere-Imsaho, Gurgeh’s relationship with Chamlis Amalk-ney is of 

a more respectful and stable nature, and is thus more easily thought of as a 

different kind of friendship of the sort that Aristotle regarded most highly, 

between those “who are good, and alike in virtue”.66  Gurgeh and Chamlis have 

had a considerable length of time to develop their friendship, and Gurgeh is 

                                            
65 This link between its body and personality is reinforced when, on its arrival at the Empire, the 
drone is required to wear a disguise.  The large and old-fashioned casing it has been given is 
designed to obscure its small and technologically advanced body from the Empire, making it 
appear outdated, inefficient and thus non-threatening.  Flere-Imsaho’s distress and anger at 
having to wear what it sees as an unattractive and demeaning body is clearly expressed, such 
that its reaction at this point is the closest the drone comes to revealing its identity to Gurgeh and 
the reader.  The drone’s reaction certainly indicates that it does indeed care what it looks like, 
and that its bodily shape should be understood to alter its communication and the expression of 
its personality. 
66 Aristotle, The Nicomachean ethics, 145.  It should be noted that Aristotle considers this type of 
friendship as developing between virtuous men, leading Derrida to critique this idea of friendship 
in Politics of Friendship, in particular interrogating the way that Aristotle devalues friendship 
between men and women, and also friendship between women.  In this case I have therefore 
subverted Aristotle’s conception even more radically, by suggesting that humans and machines 
can attain this kind of relation.  However, this honorable and virtuous friendship is precisely 
what Banks’ narrative describes between Gurgeh and Chamlis. 
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described as having known this drone “all his life”, because “it had been a friend 

of the family for centuries”.67  Their relationship is therefore a good example of 

the way in which the long life-spans of both Culture humans and drones might 

be understood to facilitate the development of extended friendships.  The bond 

between Gurgeh and Chamlis is not based purely on pleasure or utility, and 

instead their relationship would seem to illustrate what Aristotle considers to be 

the ideal form of friendship, which he characterises in terms of equality.68   From 

Levinas’ perspective this positioning as equals in friendship precludes Gurgeh 

and Chamlis from the ethical face to face encounter, but I would argue that the 

details of their communication ensure that otherness retains a constant presence 

between them.  Most obvious are the differences in their physical form and 

kinesic expression, one being human and the other a drone.  They therefore 

share use of a common language and paralanguage, but while the human reveals 

his emotions through his facial expressions, the drone’s emotions are revealed 

through its aura field, using a very different code.  

However, another difficulty with considering friends as meeting one 

another face to face is suggested by Blanchot, in his consideration and extension 

of Levinas’ thought, when he identifies a broader problem by arguing that 

“[c]ompanions are not face to face”, because “they have in common the bread 

that they earn, share, and eat”.69  While Levinas expresses his concern that 

difference is eroded by ideas of equality and reciprocity, Blanchot draws 

attention to the loss of difference as commonality develops between self and 

other over time due to shared experiences and perceptions of the world.  The 

thinking of Levinas and Blanchot therefore contrasts strongly with Haraway’s 

understanding that companions are “[s]ignificantly other to each other”.70  In her 

description of companion species relations, Haraway draws on two meanings of 

the term ‘significant other’ to express the way in which companions become 

                                            
67 Banks, The player of games, 14. 
68 Aristotle, The Nicomachean ethics, 148. 
69 Blanchot, The infinite conversation, 60. 
70 Haraway, The companion species manifesto, 3. 
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important to one another, even as they continue to be irrevocably different from 

one another. 

The idea that companionship can exist alongside irrevocable difference is 

well illustrated by the changing relation between Gurgeh and Mawhrin-Skel.  In 

particular, the moment when the drone’s physical assault shocks and surprises 

the human contains a number of moments of interruption, which emphasise that 

their familiarity has limits by drawing attention to the continued presence of a 

distance between them.  In addition, while not so overt, there are also some 

moments between Gurgeh and Chamlis that indicate that, while they are 

positioned as close friends, they can nonetheless surprise each other.  This is 

particularly clear when Gurgeh explains to Chamlis that he is seriously 

considering leaving his home on the journey arranged by Contact to play Azad.  

This is a major decision, since the round trip to the Empire of Azad will take five 

years to complete.  As a worried Chamlis notes, “this just doesn’t seem like you, 

Gurgeh.  You’ve always been so … measured.  In control”.71  Gurgeh suggests 

that Chamlis’ comment makes him “sound like a machine”, although it is also 

clear that his action does constitute an unusual decision, one that is of course 

related to Mawhrin-Skel’s blackmail, about which Chamlis is unaware.72  

Chamlis clarifies that he is not comparing Gurgeh to a machine, but merely 

suggesting that he is normally “more … predictable than this; more 

comprehensible”, the idea of comprehension stressing the way in which friends 

are often assumed to know one another.73  However, while Gurgeh suggests that 

he is “only human”, as if this is a valid explanation for his sudden decision, 

Chamlis will not accept this excuse.74  In this way, their exchange emphasises 

that, while their differences as human and machine might be marked, it is their 

personalities as individual beings, as human and non-human person, with which 

Chamlis is more concerned.  The interaction therefore illustrates that even close 

friends can ‘interrupt’ one another, by doing or saying something unexpected.   

                                            
71 Banks, The player of games, 88. 
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74 Ibid. 
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The sense in which otherness remains a presence in this way, even 

between friends, is acknowledged by Blanchot in a publication dated a couple of 

years after The Infinite Conversation (where he argued that companions are not 

face to face).  In Friendship (l’Amitié), he suggests the contrary, explaining that 

friends “reserve, even on the most familiar terms, an infinite distance, the 

fundamental separation on the basis of which what separates becomes 

relation”.75  In this way, Blanchot therefore suggests that the difference and 

alterity between self and other can be negotiated such that companionship or 

even friendship is possible, while the distance or interruption of being still 

remains a constant presence between them.  As Bruns suggests: 

Speaking strictly, the relation between friends is a relation of 
neither identity nor alterity, neither one nor the other; or, in other 
words, it is a neutral relation, where the neutral is not, as Levinas 
thinks, a word for being but is rather, as Blanchot says, being’s 
interruption.76 

Bruns regards friendship as “a relation of strangeness into which both friends 

disappear”, arguing that in this relation neither the self nor the other can be 

identified.77  Identifying who is the self and who is the other in such relations 

may indeed be difficult, but I would nonetheless argue that friends always 

remain other to one another.  While they may become somewhat familiar with 

one another, it is nonetheless impossible to “completely know another person” 

when one considers communication as taking place in a dynamic system within 

which self, other and their relationship are constantly changing.78 

Difference between colleagues and friends even in the absence of kinesics 

One of the central arguments of this thesis is that embodiment – the 

expressiveness, and thus the communication that a particular form enables – is 

important.  However, it should also be acknowledged that the relations Banks 

describes between humans and machines suggest that the differences between 
                                            

75 Blanchot, Friendship, 291. 
76 Gerald L. Bruns, “Blanchot/Levinas: interruption (on the conflict of alterities),” Research in 
Phenomenology 26, no. 1 (1996): 149. 
77 Ibid., 148. 
78 Alan Fogel, “Dynamic systems research on interindividual communication: the transformation 
of meaning-making,” The Journal of Developmental Processes 1 (2006): 11. 
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colleagues and friends exist even when the differences in their embodiment 

cannot play a central role in their communication.  The Culture Minds that are 

embodied as ships, for example, are able to communicate with the human 

members of the society using their shared language, and as such they can be 

regarded as excellent cybernetic-semiotic communicators, in a similar way to 

Data in ST:TNG and, as I noted earlier, drones.  For drones bodily difference is 

an overt presence, while Data’s differences from humans are somewhat 

obscured by his humanlike appearance.  In the example that follows, the Culture 

Mind is that of a ship, and therefore, although it is embodied in non-humanlike 

form, the kinesics of that body are not available as a communicative channel 

during its interactions with Gurgeh, since the human is a great distance away, 

and communicating with it via a long-range signalling system.79 

As I have already explained, Gurgeh agrees to travel to a remote 

civilisation to take part in a game tournament.  The game, Azad, is tremendously 

complex and is played on many boards, and it has taken the whole of the two 

year journey from his home to the Empire of Azad for Gurgeh to familiarise 

himself with the boards and pieces, while practising his strategy by playing the 

game against the ship, the Limiting Factor.  During this time the ship and human 

become close colleagues; however, in spite of his extended period of training 

Gurgeh gets into difficulty playing one of the Azad boards relatively early in the 

competition.  He is in a seemingly impossible position with no chance of 

winning, or even gaining enough points to progress to the next round of the 

Azad tournament.  Although the Limiting Factor is waiting at some distance from 

the planet, at the request of the Empire, Gurgeh is able to contact the ship to 

discuss the situation.  Their conversation is therefore entirely carried by language 

and the paralinguistic cues from their tones of voice, as opposed to relying upon 

any additional kinesic elements. 

A desperate Gurgeh asks the ship whether there is any way out of his 

losing position in the game.  Instead of answering, the ship remarks that he is 

“more points behind than anybody who has ever come back to win in any Main 

                                            
79 It is worth noting that the bodies of such ships are almost always ‘hidden’, either because the 
humans with which they are communicating are positioned within them, or through the use of a 
long-range communication system. 
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Series game”, leading the other players to believe that he has “already been 

defeated”.80  Gurgeh, somewhat frustrated, presses the ship for a more direct 

reply, causing it to admit that there are many ways to retrieve Gurgeh’s position 

in the game, although “they are all unlikely, near impossible”.81  However, as it 

tries to continue its explanation Gurgeh interrupts the ship in mid-sentence to 

say “Goodnight”.82  The ship continues talking, suggesting that, while there is not 

enough time to go into any detail, it can give Gurgeh “a general idea what to 

do”, but Gurgeh has already stopped listening.83  The human cuts the ship off 

again, with a brief apology and an abrupt “Sorry, ship; goodnight” and switches 

off the channel.84  After a short interval, indicating that it is somewhat confused, 

the ship also signs off.   

In this interchange, Gurgeh interrupts the ship in a way that highlights that 

their communication is occurring in real time, and thus fulfils the requirements 

of Levinas’ description of the immediacy of the Saying.  While Gurgeh and the 

ship are not face to face in terms of sharing the same space with each other, their 

communication is nonetheless a form of Saying, since each of them may be 

interrupted by the other at any time.  Most notably, Gurgeh’s interruption in this 

dialogue suggests to the reader that what he was searching for from the 

discussion was not a definitive solution or set of moves from the ship, although it 

would seem that this is precisely what the ship has interpreted his question to 

mean.  Later, after Gurgeh has finished the game, having taken the lead against 

all the odds, he speaks to the ship again. 

The ship makes it clear that Gurgeh has played the game “better than it 

thought possible”, indicating that although it has spent two years teaching 

Gurgeh to play Azad, Gurgeh is still able to play the game in unexpected ways.85  

The ship then asks the human to clarify “why he hadn’t listened after it had told 

him it could see a way out”, Gurgeh’s reply being that all he “wanted to know 

                                            
80 Banks, The player of games, 146. 
81 Ibid. 
82 Ibid. 
83 Ibid., 146–147. 
84 Ibid., 147. 
85 Ibid., 151. 
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was that there was a way out”.86  The ship is clearly still somewhat confused, 

having assumed that Gurgeh’s refusal of its help was “a bad sign”, indicating that 

the human had “given up in [his] mind, if not on the board”.87  However, as 

Gurgeh tries to explain, his need was for “hope”, as opposed to “help”, a reply 

that emphasises a difference in personality between the human and the ship.88  

While the ship is surprised that Gurgeh did not want to discuss strategies when 

the game was at its most desperate point, it is clear that Gurgeh had confidence 

in himself, only needing to be given hope that expending his energy in trying to 

work out a successful strategy wasn’t a wasted effort.  The interruption of the 

Saying in the first exchange is explained in the second, and draws attention to 

the Levinasian distance between the human and the ship, even without an overt 

recognition of their bodily differences.  Put into the stronger terms offered by 

Blanchot’s extension of Levinas’ thought, the explanation of the interruption of 

dialogue highlights an interruption in being.  Although the relation between the 

ship and the human has become close, developing over an extended period of 

travel and training together, it would still seem that the ship does not completely 

understand the human, and cannot predict his needs. 

However, it should be noted that, even without knowing what it was 

doing, the ship provided Gurgeh with precisely the encouragement he needed: it 

gave him hope.  The ‘success’ of the communication that occurred here, 

measured in terms of its positive result, was therefore not based on knowing or 

understanding the other.  It could even be argued that instead the situation 

illustrates Peters’ idea that much communication relies on “dumb luck”.89  In 

addition, the result of the communication was that the ship was made aware of 

something about Gurgeh – his desire to play the game on his own terms 

although needing some encouragement that all was not lost – a revelation of 

difference between human and ship that the ship takes some time to digest.  

Their different attitudes towards, and understandings of, the game are once again 

                                            
86 Ibid. 
87 Ibid. 
88 Ibid. 
89 John Durham Peters, Speaking into the air: a history of the idea of communication (Chicago; 
London: University of Chicago Press, 1999), 30. 
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highlighted towards the end of the tournament when Gurgeh realises that the 

final game is over long before anyone else, including the hyper-intelligent 

Limiting Factor.  As Banks notes, Gurgeh “didn’t bother to tell it”, although 

“[h]e’d expected more of the ship”.90  There is therefore a sense in which The 

Player of Games emphasises the idea that partnerships between very different 

others can be very successful, such that even though the Minds are portrayed as 

super-intelligences, on some occasions the particular perspectives and abilities 

of humans are of similar or greater value. 

The situation between Gurgeh and the Limiting Factor brings to mind 

Hearne’s training relationship with her dog Gunner, discussed in the previous 

chapter.  During training Hearne guides this dog through tasks that develop his 

scent tracking skills, whereas in The Player of Games, it is the ship that takes 

responsibility for extending Gurgeh’s skills as a game player to encompass the 

complex new game, Azad.  However, once Gunner is following a trail, and 

Gurgeh is playing the game in competition, responsibility for the task has moved 

from human to dog, and from ship to human respectively.  Gunner surprises and 

annoys Hearne by disappearing off her daughter’s carefully laid track, only to 

return triumphant with the child’s lost toy.  In a similar way, Gurgeh surprises 

and perturbs the ship by refusing aid in a desperate losing situation, but is able to 

win the lead the following day by relying on his instinctual skills and his own 

strategies. 

These types of relation, based in ideas of training and working together, 

may or may not become friendships, but they are well-developed associations 

within which communicators become familiar with one another’s skills and 

abilities, while the differences between them remain a constant presence.  The 

balance of familiarity and difference in these training relations can be analysed 

from Haraway’s perspective on companion species, since they demonstrate that 

difference does not prevent the development of a relation, and may even help 

the relation to be more successful.  In particular, Haraway argues that “what 

matters most among companion species” is “‘communication’ across irreducible 

difference” and an acknowledgement of the value that lies in only being able to 

                                            
90 Banks, The player of games, 275–277. 
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achieve a “[s]ituated partial connection”, as opposed to a comprehensive 

understanding of the other.91  This vision of companions retains the position of 

otherness and difference, which Levinas locates as only clearly present between 

strangers, between the self and other even as they develop partial connections 

that place them as colleagues or friends.  Most important is the sense in which 

trust in the other’s ability develops in these relations, although, as is shown in 

Hearne’s relation with Gunner, and the Limiting Factor’s relation with Gurgeh, 

this may take some time to develop.  As Haraway emphasises, for such relations 

to reach their full potential, “[r]espect is the name of the game”.92   

Considering the communication between humans and the non-humanoid 

machines represented in Banks’ Culture novels draws out the idea that while 

difference is a clear presence, their communication is complex and supports the 

development of long-term relationships between them.  In particular, this chapter 

has stressed the way in which the subtleties of drone expression using aura fields 

provide drones with their own ‘language’ of emotional expression.  However, it 

would seem that the way in which drones also use verbal language and 

paralanguage supports the understanding of their auras by humans.  It is 

therefore suggested that considering the interplay between channels making up 

the triple structure of communication (language, paralanguage and kinesics) 

offers a means for interlocutors to translate those aspects of the other’s 

communication that may initially seem unfamiliar or confusing.  This structure 

also describes communicative situations in a way that stresses their multifaceted 

and dynamic nature, which supports the existence of commonality and 

strangeness alongside each other, their presence moving between the different 

channels of communication during the course of an interaction. 

In addition, the analysis of interactions between humans and drones in 

this chapter has continued to stress that even the cybernetic-semiotic, 

sociocultural and sociopsychological traditions of communication leave space 

for difference and otherness when one acknowledges the dynamic nature of 

communication.  The final example, of communication between Gurgeh and the 

                                            
91 Haraway, The companion species manifesto, 49. 
92 Ibid. 
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Limiting Factor, also drew attention once again to the importance of interruption, 

both in language and being, in retaining a sense of otherness between 

interlocutors even when bodily differences are not overtly represented.  

Analysing the dynamic relationships between particular humans and machines 

in the Culture has emphasised the way in which communicators and their 

relationships continually change and develop over time.  This idea of constant 

change supports the pursuit of ethical communication that values the alterity of 

the other even between friends (whose commonalities might be seen to 

undermine their differences).  Moreover, retaining the presence of difference 

between communicators inevitably suggests that their relationship will always be 

asymmetrical.  While asymmetry between individuals is often regarded as 

undesirable, from a perspective that places ethical communication within a 

dynamic framework the asymmetry between self and other is not fixed, but 

rather is complex and changing as responsibility for different situations shifts 

between communicators. 
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Conclusion 

We have to see the different maps as answering different kinds of 
question, questions which arise from different angles in different 
contexts. … The plurality that results is still perfectly rational.  It 
does not drop us into anarchy or chaos.1 

[A]ll ethical relating, within or between species, is knit from the silk-
strong thread of ongoing alertness to otherness-in-relation.  We are 
not one, and being depends on getting on together.2 

Recent calls to reconsider human-robot interaction 

My decision to consider robots in this thesis would seem to be very 

timely, because it addresses some of the questions raised in the recent research 

of other scholars.  For example, as I was writing the conclusion to this thesis 

Lucy Suchman published the paper, “Subject Objects”, in which she considers 

how “the figure of the Human” is “enacted in the design of the humanoid 

robot”.3  Suchman articulates a central concern, that the “discourses and 

imaginaries” relating to humanoid robots “will retrench received conceptions 

both of humanness and of desirable robot potentialities, rather than challenge 

and hold open the space of possibilities”.4  Her paper therefore asks if it is 

possible to “refigure our kinship with robots … in ways that go beyond narrow 

instrumentalism, while also resisting restagings of the model Human”.5  Suchman 

makes two suggestions, both of which have been taken up at length in this thesis.  

The first is her argument that communication “is a crucial site for 

reconceptualisation”, in particular when it is thought of “not as a medium 

through which an exchange of messages takes place” but instead as the name for 

“the ongoing, contingent, coproduction of a mutually intelligible socio-material 

world”.6  The second is the idea that a way of “avoiding the twin traps of 

categorical essentialism and the erasure of differences that matter is to attend 
                                            

1 Mary Midgley, Science and poetry (London; New York: Routledge, 2002), 82. 
2 Donna Haraway, The companion species manifesto: dogs, people, and significant otherness 
(Chicago: Prickly Paradigm Press, 2003), 50. 
3 L. Suchman, “Subject objects,” Feminist Theory 12, no. 2 (2011): 119. 
4 Ibid., 119 & 130. 
5 Ibid., 137. 
6 Ibid., 135. 
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closely to just how human–nonhuman relations are figured“.7  Suchman briefly 

introduces the possibilities of non-humanoid robots towards the end of her 

paper, arguing that communication between humans and such machines is 

“explicitly that of evocation and response between different, non-mirroring, 

dynamically interconnected forms of being”.8  Therefore, the research presented 

in this thesis already begins to address Suchman’s question relating to refiguring 

kinships with robots, in particular non-humanoid robots, centring its argument 

on a consideration of communication between humans and machines, but 

utilising a broader perspective on theory than that suggested by her paper. 

This attention to otherness, and a detailed consideration of 

communication between humans and robots, is also helpful in addressing Sherry 

Turkle’s anxiety, articulated in her new book Alone Together, that human 

relationships might be replaced by human interactions with sociable robots.9  I 

agree with Turkle that a problem is likely to be introduced when designers 

pursue the assumption that creating humanlike, or sometimes pet-like, machines 

is the best way to create robotic companions for humans.  As I have argued, it is 

likely that the drive behind these designs is tied up with the idea of eliminating 

otherness to make interactions successful.  The assumption is that such robots 

might provide easier companionship because they offer much of the sociability, 

with none of the difficulty, whether that is the difficulty of dealing with the 

judgements and changing personality of another human, or caring for the 

physical needs of a pet. 

Turkle’s research follows an ethnographic perspective that is less focused 

on communication and more on the ‘thingness’ of robots.  This leads Turkle to 

consider, for example, the sense in which sociable robots express emotions but 

do not have feelings, regarding them in a way as imposters.  However, attending 

more closely to the communication that occurs between humans and robots 

offers a new way to assess human-robot relations that provides some relief for 

Turkle’s anxiety.  In particular, by unpacking the possibilities of regarding robots 
                                            

7 Ibid., 137. 
8 Ibid. 
9 Sherry Turkle, Alone together: sociable robots, digitized friends, and the reinvention of intimacy 
and solitude. (New York: Basic Books, 2011). 
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as communicative machines that have their own form of ‘being’, expressing their 

own type of ‘liveliness’, this thesis suggests that non-humanoid robots might form 

new kinds of relation with humans, which do not need to be framed as mirroring 

human-animal or human-human interactions.  If the companionship of such 

robots is figured as something new and different, not as a replacement but rather 

as an addition, then this might be regarded as more ethically acceptable.  I 

would argue that it is therefore important for robot companions to be overtly 

other, and my thesis suggests that this is possible to achieve without negating 

their capacity to communicate with humans.  Indeed, my argument has been 

that the presence of alterity in relationships is a vital part of interaction itself, as 

well as offering the possibility of learning new ways to understand the world. 

Pluralism in communication theory and in practice 

The consideration of communication theory and interactions between 

humans and robots in this thesis has not been concerned with the need to 

develop one preferred way to think about communication in these (or any other) 

situations.  Instead, I have tried to establish a methodology that is open to 

analysing communication from cybernetic-semiotic, critical, sociopsychological, 

sociocultural and phenomenological perspectives.  An understanding of how to 

manage this diversity in communication theory can be drawn from Mary 

Midgley’s explanation of the importance of accepting pluralism in science.  

Midgley compares scientific theories with the multiplicity of different maps of the 

world, which may be designed to show, for example: population, climate, 

geophysical features or political boundaries.  As she notes, “[i]f we want to 

understand how this bewildering range of maps works, we do not need to pick 

on one of them as ‘fundamental’”.10  Instead a better strategy may be to try to 

find the relations between them, to show “why all these various maps are 

needed” and “why they are not just contradicting one another”.11  In the course 

of this thesis I have attempted to use this strategy in analysing communication 

between humans and robots, by embracing the perspectives of various different 

                                            

10 Midgley, Science and poetry, 82. 

11 Ibid. 
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traditions of theory, rather than analysing situations with the aim of deciding 

which theory best describes the communication taking place. 

 On some occasions the perspectives offered by the theories from the 

different communication traditions work together to support one another and 

reveal a broader understanding of a particular communicative context or event.12  

In contrast, on other occasions, considering a situation from more than one of 

these different perspectives produces diverse and incompatible understandings of 

the communication that occurs.13  However, as Midgley clarifies, rather than 

assuming that this incompatibility is a problem, “[w]e have to see the different 

maps as answering different kinds of question, questions which arise from 

different angles in different contexts”.14  From this perspective, rather than 

assuming that only one of the understandings is correct, it is important to realise 

that these communication theories attend to different questions about the same 

communicative situation.  An openness to considering more than one of these 

incompatible understandings can therefore offer a productive way to gain a 

better insight into the broader interpretive structures that surround an interaction, 

as well as the variety of possible meanings that can be drawn out of the 

communication that occurs. 

While the idea of ethical communication that avoids violence to the other 

might seem in itself a valuable enough goal, there are also practical reasons why 

retaining a positive sense of difference in communication is important.  In 

particular, this is because an attention to otherness in interaction provides the 

opportunity to retain the value of pluralism in communication practice as well as 

in communication theory.  Drawing on Midgley again, different communicators 

will be concerned with “answering different kinds of question”, their choice of 

question and the answers they provide being shaped by their own personal 

                                            
12 This was the case where I argued that Data’s cybernetic-semiotic excellence is easily embraced 
by the crew of the Enterprise, since their ideas of communication are based in the critical 
tradition’s advocacy for reasoned, rational discourse. 
13 This was shown in my assessment of Mawhrin-Skel’s manipulation of Gurgeh, as extreme 
persuasion exerted from a powerful position from the perspective of the sociopsychological 
tradition, or as the desperate call of the distressed other in need, drawn from the perspective of 
the phenomenological tradition. 
14 Midgley, Science and poetry, 82. 
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perspectives, which will depend upon many things, including their bodily form 

and the perceptions and expressions this form supports, their experience and 

history, and their social positioning.15 

The idea of plurality is also an important aspect of Donna Haraway’s 

“argument for situated and embodied knowledges”, which supports an 

understanding of the value of acknowledging and exploring the perspectives of 

different knowing subjects in developing richer understandings of the world.16 

Haraway suggests that it is possible for these different understandings to be 

communicated (at least to some extent) because 

[t]he knowing self is partial in all its guises, never finished, whole, 
simply there and original; it is always constructed and stitched 
together imperfectly, and therefore able to join with another, to see 
together without claiming to be another.17 

Within Haraway’s description of an unfinished self is an acknowledgement of 

the importance of regarding communicators as changing, an idea that is central 

to my conception of dynamic communication processes.  However, as I have 

argued in this thesis, from a perspective that seeks to retain otherness it is 

probably better to propose the development of only a “partial connection” with 

the other, as opposed to a “join”, since the latter tends to suggest a complete, 

and thus totalising, comprehension of the other’s perspective.18 

Otherness in communication between humans 

Haraway suggests that “all ethical relating, within or between species, is 

knit from the silk-strong thread of ongoing alertness to otherness-in-relation”, 

emphasising that otherness is a presence as much between humans, as between 

humans and animals or machines.19  Therefore, although this thesis has 

concentrated on analysing communication between humans and robots, its ideas 

                                            
15 Ibid. 
16 Donna Haraway, “Situated knowledges: the science question in feminism and the privilege of 
partial perspective,” Feminist Studies 14, no. 3 (1988): 583. 
17 Ibid., 586. 
18 The idea of “partial connection” is in Haraway’s more recent work relating to companion 
species, as opposed to the “join” suggested within her earlier paper on situated knowledges. 
19 Haraway, The companion species manifesto, 50 (my italics). 
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can be extended more generally to suggest ways in which otherness and 

difference can be valued between all different kinds of selves and others.  This is, 

for example, important from the perspective of scholars such as Amit Pinchevski, 

whose search for an ethical basis from which to analyse communication is 

particularly concerned with the ethics of human interactions with other humans. 

Geoffrey Bennington also suggests that otherness, difference and difficulty 

should have a more valued place in all human communication and offers two 

scenarios as examples.  In the first: 

Someone comes and says something.  Without really needing to 
think, I understand what is said, refer it without difficulty to 
familiar codes, would assign meaning and intention confidently if 
questioned about them, and possibly I even reply.  This situation of 
‘communication’, in its banality, is one in which nothing much 
happens: information may be transmitted, contact maintained, an 
order given and received, but nowhere is the established normality 
of language use or its associated ‘forms of life’ called into 
question.20 

This scenario illustrates a vision of easy communication, within which the 

presence of commonality or sameness between interlocutors is assumed to result 

in success.  This moment of communication can therefore be explained by 

recourse to basic understandings of the cybernetic-semiotic transmission of 

information, the sociocultural maintenance of social order, or the 

sociopsychological understanding of influencing others to do one’s will.  In this 

scenario difference may not be present, and it is certainly not overtly 

represented.  As Bennington remarks, nothing is “called into question” in this 

communication, and therefore it would seem that although an understanding 

may have been reached, it has not involved the development of a new way to 

see the world.21  In contrast, in the second scenario: 

Someone comes and says something.  This time I do not quite 
understand, or am not entirely sure of having understood.  
Something in what is said, or the manner of its saying jars, doesn’t 
quite fit, seems perhaps to break a rule or transgress a norm, be it 
phonetic, grammatical, semantic, sociolectal, paralinguistic, 

                                            

20 Geoffrey Bennington, Legislations: the politics of deconstruction (London; New York: Verso, 
1994), 1. 

21 Ibid. 
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behavioural.  Something appears to have been meant or intended, 
but I am less confident … about what exactly it is.  In this situation, 
something has happened: an event, however small, has occurred 
… an uncertainty opens up: maybe it isn’t just that this utterance 
breaks the rules – maybe this follows other rules, and if it does, 
might not those rules aspire to replace my own?  Maybe these rules 
are better rules?  Or is this a tricky attempt to talk me into 
something?22 

In this scenario, while the communication that takes place is still linked to the 

use of human language, the description also highlights the effects of nonverbal 

communication, and the presence of emotion and reason.  Within this moment 

of communication otherness is overtly placed, notably in ways that include the 

“paralinguistic and behavioural”.23  Bennington has described a dynamic 

situation, in which the triple structure of communication plays an important role.  

This is not an easy vision of communication, because it raises the presence of 

difference and the related difficulty in understanding others that is sometimes a 

part of interactions.  However, it seems that this difficulty and the presence of 

difference that causes it, rather than needing to be overcome, marks itself as 

important.  In this situation, questions are raised over the difference that has 

been brought to light, with the suggestion that “[m]aybe these rules are better 

rules”.24  This scenario offers the potential to “see together” with this other, to 

gain a new understanding of the world.25  I would argue that even if the rules are 

not better, at the very least they provide a different perspective which may have 

its own value. 

Communicating with robotic others 

The overall concern of this thesis has been to consider the possibilities of 

human-robot interactions in science, art and science fiction, with a focus on 

articulating ways to regard otherness and difference as valuable within 

communication.  In this study, the positioning of otherness in relations has relied 

upon the adoption of a broad conception of communication within which 

                                            
22 Ibid. 
23 Ibid. 
24 Ibid. 
25 Haraway, “Situated knowledges,” 586. 
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language, paralanguage and kinesics all play important roles.  This 

understanding supports the acceptance of non-humanoid robots as 

communicative and expressive in ways that allow them to reveal their alterity in 

encounters understood through Levinas’ conception of the face to face.  Within 

such encounters self and other meet in an asymmetrical relationship, this 

asymmetry being overtly present between humans and non-humanoid robots by 

virtue of their different forms, as well as the particular expressive communication 

codes that they use to reveal their personalities. 

The ethical relation of the face to face and the asymmetry this relation 

involves are most commonly associated with momentary encounters, in 

particular between strangers.  However, this thesis has argued that paying serious 

attention to the importance of bodies and nonverbal expression supports a 

practical understanding of communication as a dynamic embodied process 

through which meaning is created between communicators as they engage in 

overlapping interchanges that create shifting and partial connections.  It is 

therefore possible for communicators to reveal new and unexpected ‘faces’ over 

the course of long-term relationships, such that there is always a chance that 

they might interrupt one another.  When communication is understood in these 

dynamic terms, as continually open to interruption, it can be argued that a sense 

of otherness between communicators is always retained, even as they become 

colleagues, companions or friends.  These interruptions are valuable because 

they offer new insights into the other, while also reinforcing the other’s alterity.  

In addition, such interruptions may draw attention to new ways to see particular 

tasks, or the world more generally.  

Retaining the presence of otherness and difference between 

communicators in the long term suggests that relationships will always be 

asymmetrical.  Although asymmetry is often seen as something to be overcome 

within political and social discourses, from the perspective on communication 

developed in this thesis, asymmetry between communicators is a vital part of 

ethical communication practice.  Moreover, when communication is understood 

to take place within a dynamic framework – within which mind and body, 

reason and emotion, play important roles – asymmetry becomes a constantly 

changing aspect of the development of fluid and ethical relationships.  The ideas 
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of this thesis have been developed and illustrated with examples of human-robot 

interaction, but its contention is that otherness and asymmetry should be 

considered a valuable part of communication between all different kinds of 

selves and others. 
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