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Explanatory	Note		
	
Japanese	terms	are	Romanised	in	the	Hepburn	system	with	macrons	used	to	show	long	vowels.		
	
I	follow	the	Japanese	convention	for	personal	names	giving	the	family	name	first	and	the	given	name	
last.	In	most	cases	I	have	adopted	the	convention	of	referring	to	people	by	their	family	names	with	
the	suffix	‘‐san’	(the	Japanese	gender‐neutral	equivalent	to	‘Mr’,	‘Mrs’,	etc.),	for	example,	Matsumoto‐
san.			
	
In	the	parts	of	the	thesis	focusing	on	Denmark,	I	have	adopted	the	convention	of	referring	to	people	
by	their	given	names.	The	use	of	surnames	is	limited	to	such	a	use	by	the	informants	themselves.			
	
I	 have	 created	 psudonyms	 for	 the	 names	 of	 most	 persons	 to	 protect	 their	 confidentiality	 and	
anonymity.	Each	company	and	institution,	as	well	as	some	people	have,	however,	preferred	to	be	
called	by	their	real	names.		
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Chapter One: Introduction 
 

When the Japanese professor of robotics Hiroshi Ishiguro took the floor at a conference meeting in 

Copenhagen in September 2010, he looked proud and triumphant. The conference had centred on 

human-robot interaction and had gathered several of the leaders in the field from Japan, USA and 

Europe. Professor Ishiguro captivated his audience. ‘This is our future,’ he stated convincingly as he 

displayed an animated picture on the large screen behind him: humans and robots walking the streets 

together. Known for his creation of robots that can ‘pass’ as humans, today, Professor Ishiguro was 

presenting his newest robotic invention: a child-sized teleoperated robot, ‘Telenoid’, taking the form of 

a small imperfect depiction of a human body. Designed to add an element of realism to long-distance 

communication by recreating the physical presence of a remote person, Telenoid was made to mediate 

communication between two people spatially separated. As the voice and movements of the robot’s 

operator would be transmitted through the robot’s embedded speakers and motors, Telenoid was to 

function like a telephone with a human face and body to speak to. ‘The most important question is,’ 

continued Professor Ishiguro, ‘how much human likeness does a robot need to have in order for it to 

be accepted as a human?’ 

Three years later, in June 2013, a pair of Telenoid robots arrives in Denmark. As part of a 

business collaboration between a Danish consultancy and Professor Ishiguro’s laboratory in Japan, the 

aim is to test and determine how well the robot manages to help older and disabled people address 

their physical and emotional needs. Telenoid had already carved out a role on this terrain in Japan, 

seemingly taking part in the so-called ‘robot army’ (Hornyak 2006: 9), marching from university 

laboratories, corporate research centres and toymakers into people’s private homes and daily lives 

around the world. This newly designed robot was just about to make its appearance, for a period of 

time at least, almost daily in parts of the Danish health care sector.   

This was something Karen came to realize a couple of months after Telenoid’s arrival in 

Denmark. Karen lived down the hall from the room Telenoid had come to occupy at the nursing home 

where she lived. She had been at the nursing home for several years and had often told me that she felt 

bored: ‘Nothing really happens here. No fun or anything.’ When Karen first saw Telenoid, she was 

delighted. ‘Now I have something to do. You are indeed a peaceful little fellow and you are not going 

anywhere. You are not busy and we can talk about anything.’  

 

         

 

These fragments from my field notes speak to the main concern addressed in the following pages, 

namely the diffusion of a human-looking, anthropomorphic, robot, named Telenoid in contemporary 
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Japan and Denmark. This thesis will follow the trajectory of Telenoid as it moves through space and 

time from its laboratory in Japan to enter the daily life of older1 and disabled2 people in Danish 

healthcare institutions. In contrast to widely discussed political issues such as legislation, economic 

advantages and public attitudes towards the introduction of technology in healthcare, this study deals 

with the experiences of people who are introduced to robots and encouraged to evaluate and use them 

in their daily lives. The research also focuses on the tenacious attempts of the Japanese roboticists to 

carefully structure and plan the processes related to making anthropomorphic robots capable of 

transcending the laboratory, and the fundamental questions regarding living and non-living things this 

process brings about. Above all, it is about the journey of a Japanese technical device that comes to be 

deployed in Danish institutions to care for elderly and disabled people. What meanings and practices 

could explain its movement from hand to hand and place to place? How do social relations shape its 

movement and how does it in turn shape those social relations? These questions are the starting point 

for the following text. 

In various anthropological studies of science and technology much has been written about the 

difficulties in migrating technologies from one place to another (cf. Mol & de Laet 2000). For instance, 

Madeleine Akrich (1992) has shown how the transport of a photoelectric lighting kit from France, 

where it is made, to Africa, where it is supposed to be used, is hindered because its functioning 

depends on a non-standard type of plug that is not available in its place of arrival. Similarly, 

anthropologist Antina von Schnitzler (2013) demonstrates how prepaid meters, measuring electricity 

and water, do not travel smoothly from Britain to South Africa. As they are set to automatically 

disconnect users in cases of non-payment, they are rather bypassed by people in acts of resistance 

(von Schnitzler 2013: 687; see also Morita 2013; Nielsen & Jensen 2013; Akrich et al. 2002)3. 

Stories like these bear a striking similarity to the trajectory of Telenoid. Indeed, the difficulties 

involved in Telenoid’s travel would surely have been one of the topics most frequently discussed 

during everyday conversations in the laboratory. In fact, the unusual thing about Telenoid was that it 

was not initially developed for the healthcare sector. Rather, the robot was the product of a particular 

take on the emerging field of telepresence robotics within which an anthropomorphic artefact is 

                                                        
1 Denmark has, like most other countries, accepted the chronological age of 65 years, as a definition of an older 
person. At this age one is therefore entitled to public welfare services targeted elderly people. See World Health 
Organization, http://www.who.int/healthinfo/survey/ageingdefnolder/en/  
2 In Euro-American discourse, the term ’disability’ implies a loss of a needed competence or qualification, 
suggesting a lack of power to perform a given thing (Ingstad & Whyte 1995: 7-8).  In Scandinavian  discourse, the 
notion of loss is underlined by the response to disablity, rehabilitation, focusing on defining disabled people as 
equal citizens for whom the state has responsibility. Therefore the Danish welfare state is obliged to ensure help 
to disabled people in order for them to participate on equal terms in society (ibid).  
3 An exception from studies documenting the difficulties involved when technology migrates from one context to 
another is Annemarie Mol and Marianne de Laet’s (2000) study of the fluidity of the Zimbabwe Bush Pump. 
Specifically, Mol and de Laet discuss how the pump’s travel is excempt from difficulties because its workings and 
boundaries (i.e. what the pump really is), change over time and space.  
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expected to serve as a substitute for a remote operator by offering him or her the opportunity of 

material embodiment at a distant location. Yet, after a series of unexpected moves, Telenoid ended up 

in the arms of a group of older people where, to much surprise, it aroused a fascinating infatuation. In 

order to take advantage of the situation, however, it became clear that a series of redefinitions of the 

robot had to be made. Consequently, whether having lunch in the canteen, preparing trials with the 

robot, or smoking a cigarette on the terrace outside the laboratory, roboticists were constantly 

considering and negotiating the means of modifying the robot’s shape, its appropriate size and weight 

or the diverse reactions the robot elicited when encountering people in settings outside the laboratory.  

Similar comments could be heard when the robot arrived in Denmark. In essence, Telenoid was 

not imported because consultants had a clear idea of how to put it into use in the Danish healthcare 

sector. On the contrary, Telenoid materialized in the Danish healthcare sector because the consultants 

saw the robot as an opportunity to establish important collaborative ties with the Japanese roboticists. 

‘This is a research project where we have an open and curious approach to what might work’, stated, 

Jens, project manager in the consultancy before receiving Telenoid. ‘We really wanted to work 

together, so now we must try to identify some scenarios where people can benefit from it. Telenoid is 

one of those kinds of technologies where we cannot automatically predict its potential so we must see 

what we can get out of it’.  

Besides making me realize the amount of effort required to keep Telenoid moving, so to speak, 

by striving to modify the robot’s physical shape and by searching for social issues for which the robot 

could potentially provide a solution, these comments have also led me to one of my central arguments, 

namely that the robot was less an object than a process; it was a becoming – not an entity. To put it 

differently, the robot was constantly and reciprocally in the making as it transcended its laboratory to 

enter the daily lives of people around the world. This was so for various reasons. Indeed, it was not 

only the case that roboticists modified the physical shape and functionality of the robot in response to 

a set of requests when Telenoid was put into use, as we shall see in Chapter Four. Since consultants 

were left unsure of the particular role and purpose of the robot, they attempted to make such roles 

and purposes emerge through concrete acts of testing it. In other words, as the robot moved between 

sites it is also handled in a variety of ways, re-modified and transformed into various forms and uses 

as roboticists and consultants try to make it fit a Danish context of care. Thus, even if technology often 

connotes straightforward, rational, mechanistic usage (Mol et al. 2010), this study confirms that in 

social life it is more likely to be absorbed and moulded into the practical environments by negotiations, 

modifications, tinkering and improvisation (Rubow 2014; Mol & de Laet 2000; Akrich 1992; Langstrup 

2014). This implies that an analysis of Telenoid is tied to a discussion of the ways in which it 

continuously behaves differently to what its designers initially intended and thus clearly changes 

purpose and functioning in actual use ‘to the point where its original function may be lost altogether’ 
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(Ingold 1997: 119). To understand the trajectory of Telenoid, I suggest, one must look at how it 

emerges in a myriad of ways through particular interactions.  

Prospects of advancement of technologies have historically been met with a mixture of 

amazement and concern about the direction that humanity and technology seem to be taking (Ihde 

2002: 21). Utopian visions about the freedom, progress and betterment of individual and social life 

that technologies will bring have thus been opposed by a counter-discourse depicting dystopias, 

replete with warnings about the consequences for society of ‘technology gone wild’ (Lock 2002b: 246; 

cf. Ihde 2002: 111-113). Put differently, technology seems to become a double-edged sword, depicted 

as both creator and destroyer: an agent of optimism and hope, and at the same time of fear, anxiety 

and the destruction of culture (Lock & Nguyen 2010: 20). Robots designed to help people in need of 

care are no exception. While the promises heard most often in Denmark, concern improvements in 

efficiency in the public sector where fewer younger people would be available to care for a rising 

number of older people with chronic diseases and disabilities (cf. Ertner 2016; Hasse & Wallace 2014), 

dystopian images of ‘care turned cold’ (Pols 2012: 11; cf. Schwennesen 2016a), on the other hand, 

depict technology as rational and instrumental replacements of human care and love. Although usable 

and functional, such technologies, it is feared, will not provide tender human attention and care (Pols 

& Moser 2009: 160).  

Yet, unfolding a story about the ways in which the creations of robotic researchers become real 

conditions in the daily lives among people in need of help, reveals that sometimes, in some situations 

and for some people, relations between users and technologies can indeed be caring, affective, and 

social (cf. Mol et al. 2010; Pols & Moser 2009). This does not mean that the introduction of robots into 

care practices is commonly accepted by everybody, but rather that robots may be perceived as sense-

making if they are performing within specific familiar value spheres such as ‘helping others’ or 

‘providing care’. Although the decision to introduce robots into practices of care can indeed be 

accompanied by dystopian views, the actual use of Telenoid is often experienced as a mixture of 

amazement and excitement for the people involved. Among staff members in the institutions, it was 

evident that technology even came to be seen as offering important devices that could provide them 

with the ability of caring in new and better ways. For instance, as a young staff member from the 

nursing home where Telenoid was introduced told me: ‘At first I thought that it was unworthy to use 

robots for our residents, but when I saw what it could do for them and for us, I changed my mind. I 

must admit that the robot is quite fantastic.’ At the same time, however, even if the staff came to be in 

favour of technology, the area still raises ethical issues that are part of daily life, not just in the 

institutions but also among consultants and roboticists, where questions of ethical concern were 

constantly raised. Is it acceptable to introduce robots that people come to treat as living beings? Is it in 

order to encourage people to become emotional towards robots?  
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This has led me to one of my main arguments, namely that the introduction of robots into 

practices of care sets up a complex interplay of concern and anxiety on one hand and amazement and 

excitement on the other. Following this idea, the starting point of understanding the movement of 

robots is that they are always more than simply a matter of ‘cold’ technology surrounded by fear and 

anxiety. In some situations and for some people, they also simultaneously foster enchantment, which 

unfolds not only in those specific situations in which Telenoid is used, but also in those stories 

circulating among people and presented in public at conferences and in the media. Another important 

point is that, as enchanting and amazing as using Telenoid can be, most consultants and staff members 

in Denmark play an active role in shaping these capacities in the robot. In order to enchant and amaze, 

Telenoid depends not just on its design and performance, but also on dedicated people who structure 

its use in particular ways. ‘When the honeymoon is over and the ordinary day returns’, I was told by a 

consultant, ‘the technology often falls asleep or dies because people lose their interest in it’. In that 

sense, I argue, technology gains and loses impetus not just as a matter of how it is crafted and made, 

but also in relation to shifting degrees of support and dedication from the people and the conditions 

involved in its emergence. It is this complexity, fragility and interdependence of robots that drive my 

interest in the following.  

Drawing empirical and analytical attention to the practical handling of robot technology and its 

importance to both developers in Japan and its users in Denmark, I show my interest in how people 

engage with the technology, what the technology realizes, what it makes people do, and the effects it 

has on its destination. Hence, some parts of this thesis focus on how such technology is conceived and 

created in the laboratory. Other parts show how it assumes other uses and meanings than planned and 

expected when encountering its users. The question about the relationship between robots and their 

place of departure and arrival is investigated through a number of processes at each station on 

Telenoid’s journey: the efforts to develop and modify the robot’s shape and (commercial) purpose in 

the laboratory in the Kansai area of Japan; consultants’ encounters with Telenoid as it arrives in 

Denmark; Telenoid’s entrance into the daily lives of staff members and residents in a nursing home as 

well as of developmentally disabled people and staff in an activity centre in Denmark; and finally 

consultants’ and roboticists’ evaluation of the robot. The thesis also examines the political and 

professional debate in Denmark and Japan. Even if the political and professional debate takes place 

outside the laboratory and institutions, its visions of improving efficiency, health and quality of life for 

people in need of help through technology affects the experiences of Japanese roboticists and Danish 

consultants, staff, residents and developmentally disabled people.  

In the following sections I present an overview of the methodological and analytical themes that 

have dominated research on robots, thus locating this thesis and its contribution to the field.  
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Methodological Diversity 

The very study design of this thesis resonates with the trend of ‘multi-sited’ fieldwork, which 

encourages anthropologists to move beyond the bounded field site in order to deal with the 

interconnected world system (Marcus 1995). Yet, moving across the different sites throughout 

Telenoid’s journey, I soon came to feel haunted by a sense of incompleteness. I felt unable to fully 

uncover each site and I gradually realized that the strategy pursued entailed a loss of detail (cf. Candea 

2007). In dealing with this methodological issue I found inspiration in Matei Candea’s (2007) critical 

take on multi-sited fieldwork and his appeal to ‘making the cut’ (Candea 2007: 174) by ‘recognizing 

the value of limitation’ (ibid: 180). Ghassan Hage (2005) makes a similar point when he dismisses 

multi-sited research, proposing instead that multiple localities can be seen as ‘a single geographically 

discontinuous site’ (Hage 2005: 463). Hage argues that when studying migrants who share a unifying 

culture across a number of global locations, multi-sitedness is less helpful than a notion of a single 

geographically discontinuous site. The fieldwork conducted for this thesis was multi-sited in the sense 

that I followed Telenoid’s journey from Japan to Denmark but similarly came to remain focused on one 

specific site: the ways in which conceptions and social relations shape – and are being shaped by – the 

movement of Telenoid. In that sense, I purposively excluded certain elements, moments, people, 

words and concepts from the analysis of each site the robot moved through (cf. Candea 2007).  

 

The Meaning of Applied Anthropology 

This thesis is a product of an applied anthropological programme. Whereas traditional Ph.D. 

programmes have their primary focus on contributing to the basic research within a scientifically 

defined disciplinary field, an applied Ph.D. has to combine academic interest with commitment to put 

knowledge into use in order to solve practical problems (Willigan 2002). Broadly stated, this means 

that there are stakeholders who stand to gain from the project. Being engaged within the field of 

applied anthropology has meant that I have spent a great deal of time and resources in exploring and 

situating my research agenda within the work of Hiroshi Ishiguro Laboratory – the Japanese robotic 

laboratory developing Telenoid – and the Danish Technological Institute - an independent, non-profit 

institution with the mission, among others, to assist private companies and the public sector to 

develop and implement technological solutions in the Danish public sector - hosting the consultants 

responsible for testing Telenoid in Denmark. Although I was employed as a Ph.D. student at the 

Department of Anthropology at the University of Copenhagen, prior to my employment my project 

was discussed and defined in collaboration both with the consultants and roboticists as part of a large 

application to the Danish Council for Strategic Research4 (Strategisk Forskningsråd) in the Ministry of 

                                                        
4 The Danish Council for Strategic Research closed down in April, 2014 and ’strategic research’ is now part of 
Innovation Fund Denmark.  
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Higher Education and Science. The overall aim of this application was to design and implement a range 

of technologies for what the project referred to as ‘patients’, i.e. people who had already been in 

contact with the healthcare system. When the project, named Patient@home, received a six years’ 

funding in 2012 from the Danish government, it was the largest of its type in Denmark which 

contained a number of different sub-projects5, including the one which focused on Telenoid.    

The project focusing on Telenoid had as its overall goal to 1) provide new insights into the 

integration of Telenoid into the health care system in Denmark; and 2) develop a service model for the 

robot that described how the robot could possibly be used; for whom and with what effect. In order to 

do so, the roboticists were required to produce a set of Telenoid robots to be tested, while consultants, 

on the other hand, were to plan and carry out tests on Telenoid’s effects on the health of patients, 

including introducing Telenoid to the staff involved, and providing assistance during the test period. 

Once the tests had been completed consultants were to collect specific data for the fulfilment of a 

‘Welfare Technological Assessment’ (VTV) intended to provide an evaluation of the robot that 

documented its effects on its users and the institutions, as we shall see in Chapter Nine. An important 

aim of the project was thus not simply to evaluate Telenoid’s effects on Danish healthcare but to 

contribute to commercializing the robot by identifying its application in the healthcare sector. In short, 

there seemed to be a common orientation among consultants and roboticists towards Telenoid as a 

case for further refinement and commercialization, and a shared understanding that this should be put 

forward by establishing a project in which roboticists - engaged in the scientific development of 

robotic technologies - would be provided with the opportunity of testing their robot in Denmark.  

Consequently, the requirement was that my research would thematically fall within the overall 

objectives of the project in a ‘useful’ way. In other words, I was expected to produce anthropological 

knowledge about the introduction of Telenoid into healthcare that was useful in relation to the 

consultants’ work on testing and evaluating the robot’s role and on developing the service model that 

could eventually lead to the integration of Telenoid into the Danish healthcare. Given the significant 

belief in and emphasis on the value of anthropology, both roboticists and consultants considered my 

project relevant because they saw in it the possibility of practical documentation: my empirical 

accounts of users’ responses to Telenoid and of the work related to using the robot could be used to 

modify the robot’s design and functionality, and to develop more detailed descriptions of how to 

commercialize Telenoid in practice.    

With this starting point, I see my fieldwork as a part of those ethnographies that are to be used 

not only by the anthropologist but also by the informants who learn and gain knowledge from it 

(Engelke 2009: 10). This is in sharp contrast to a tradition in anthropology in which anthropologists 

are supposed to influence as little as possible on the practices studied (cf. Baarts 2003). In this study, 
                                                        
5 For more information on Patient@home: http://www.patientathome.dk 
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roboticists and consultants were attentive to my presence as a researcher, involving me and my 

observations to form their project: both roboticists and consultants expected concrete suggestions 

from me and used me as an instrument to form, affect and evaluate the trials in Denmark. During the 

tests of Telenoid in Denmark, for instance, I became responsible for supporting the staff in their daily 

use of the robot on the one hand, and reporting and discussing results and complications with 

consultants on the other. This way of sharing observations and insights with my informants at the 

same time resulted in responses that were usable in my reflections and analysis, for instance when 

roboticists fed me ideas and concepts conceptualizing the nature of the robot, as we shall see in 

Chapter Three.  

 

The Ethnographic Field: Access, Position, Ethics and Data 

My ethnographic exploration of the trajectory of Telenoid meant that I conducted fieldwork in five 

different sites where the robot was in the hands of particular types of actors, moving between persons 

in certain kinds of social relations. Whether they had to do with crafting robots and building strategies 

in the name of technology, or whether they were more related to trying to make technology work on a 

practical level, these sites were products of conscious efforts to introduce technology into the 

healthcare sector. These sites each had their unique combination of social and structural elements and 

consisted of different roles, functions and positions, which created a social reality that I studied and 

which I participated in.  

 

1. The Hiroshi Ishiguro Laboratory  

My fieldwork started with a formal collaboration with Hiroshi Ishiguro Laboratory (HIL6), a robotic 

laboratory affiliated with the Advanced Telecommunications Research Institute International (ATR7) 

in the Kansai region of Japan. At ATR approximately 250 researchers are employed at the institute’s 

eight laboratories each engaged in fields such as neuroscience, robotics and wireless communication. 

The particular approach of HIL was to develop so-called humanoid robots i.e. robots that meet two 

criteria: they have to have a body that resembles a human (head, arms, torso, legs) and to act like a 

human in environments designed for the capabilities of the human body, such as an office, hospital or 

house (Robertson 2010: 15). The aim of the roboticists was to make these humanoid robots capable of 

‘Living together with Humans in the Real World’, as they themselves put it at their webpage8, through 

a number of robotic projects.  From 2010 and onwards, Telenoid was developed and tested. I was part 

of HIL and conducted fieldwork there from January 2013 to April 2013.  

                                                        
6 See http://www.geminoid.jp/en/index.html 
7 See http://www.atr.jp/index_e.html 
8 See www. hil.atr.jp/en/index.html 
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HIL provided full access to the type of work I wanted to look at and despite their workload the 

twenty-five roboticists were all forthcoming and generous with their time and interest in my project. 

As a significant gesture I was given my own office space on the first day of my arrival; care was taken 

to see that I received my own password to the computer systems; I was invited when the roboticists 

visited local nursing homes to test Telenoid; I participated in work discussions during social 

gatherings; I was given access to reports; and I was often invited to comment on draft reports and 

research papers. I always felt included and the openness and the degree to which these scientists 

shared their passions and doubts about their work with me has given me access to a large quantity of 

data that leave them quite vulnerable to critique and mean that I am responsible for managing the task 

of presenting their work and concerns in a way that respects their openness and generosity. I found 

their work extraordinarily interesting, and I hope some of that originality is reflected in this thesis.  

My role and functions at HIL all, in different respects, helped to prepare for shipping Telenoid to 

Denmark. In the laboratory it was quite easy for me to find a place in the work. The roboticists were 

used to having both national and international interns and students from the schools of engineering 

and from social sciences with whom they had collaborated before. They were therefore in many ways 

in the habit of articulating the grounds and visions for their work. My role was precisely that of an 

internal researcher taking an active and participatory role in discussing the design of Telenoid and 

setting up trials with the robot. I also participated in testing Telenoid in nearby nursing homes and I 

participated in demonstrations of Telenoid. Finally, I spent many days practising to set up Telenoid 

and understanding its technical system, in order to assist consultants in Denmark afterwards. In this 

way, I continued to gain insight into the development of Telenoid at HIL and my participatory role was 

in so many ways fruitful for my study. Indeed, had I only had access to the reports, and not the work 

practices of the roboticists, it would have left me with the impression that robotic work was mostly a 

technical task. But by participating in the laboratory work and socializing with the roboticists I 

realized that they also had detailed knowledge about how Telenoid was enmeshed in social life. 

Furthermore, access to the reports only would have left me unaware of the ways in which Telenoid 

was made tangible not just through different technical tools, models, trials and modifications, but also 

through ancient stories of spirits and animism, as we shall explore in Chapter Three. 

I spent almost every day (and evening) in this period in the company of the roboticists as they 

worked either in the laboratory, carried out field trials with Telenoid in nearby local nursing homes, or 

took me to visit museums, seminars and conferences. The majority of my data from the laboratory 

were gathered through participant observation consisting of daily field notes from meetings, 

conversations and discussions between roboticists; notes from field trials in the nursing homes; field 

notes from assembling, programming and demonstrating Telenoid; field notes from attending social 

events (dinner, outings and exhibitions); and finally field notes on the conversations between 
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roboticists and myself. Audio-recorded data include fourteen interviews with roboticists who were 

involved in developing not just Telenoid but also other kinds of anthropomorphic robots in the 

laboratory; recordings of six interviews with managers, staff members, volunteers and residents in 

nursing homes involved in the roboticists’ field trials; and two recorded interviews with roboticists 

from two different laboratories in Japan. I interviewed key informants in the laboratory several times 

during my stay. Furthermore, data from Japan and the laboratory includes roboticists’ research papers, 

public presentations, newspaper articles, advertisements, television programs, policy reports and 

other promotional materials on the visions of and experiences with healthcare technologies in Japan. 

Those covered the period from 2012 to 2016.  

Following up on my previous exposure to Japanese during my research in 2009 among another 

group of Japanese roboticists who were developing Paro, a robot in the shape and size of a baby harp 

seal developed for elder care (Leeson 2010), I took language lessons before my fieldwork in 2013, and 

continued these during my stay in Japan. However, although I acquired some language skills, I never 

learned enough to conduct a complex conversation in Japanese, which proved to be a considerable 

weakness to the empirical side of my research. I never got over the feeling of constantly missing 

crucial issues in everyday discussions in which people spoke only Japanese. In the laboratory, however, 

the language problem seemed less present than in the nursing homes we visited. Given the number of 

international researchers in the laboratory, the language spoken there was often English and most 

roboticists had no difficulties in speaking English in my presence even when not addressing me 

directly. On the contrary, when visiting the nursing homes I often relied on the help from roboticists’ 

translation in order to grasp the entire content of a given conversation.  

 

2. The Danish Technological Institute 

When Telenoid was shipped to Denmark, I assumed a role of participant observer among the three 

consultants - Lisbeth, Pernille and Stine - allocated the job of testing the robot at the Danish 

Technological Institute (DTI9). The consultants’ goal in DTI was to ensure that new knowledge and 

technology can be translated into value for consumers in the form of new and improved technological 

products. The strategy was first and foremost to bridge what they described as a gap between private 

companies that develop new technologies and their users. Many technologies, they claimed, are 

hampered by this gap, which ultimately results in the emergence of technologies that are not suitable 

for or adaptable to their end-users. DTI had therefore specialized in testing and evaluating a range of 

technologies – from robotic feeding devices and pet robots to rehabilitation robots and advanced 

wheelchairs – in collaboration with private companies and municipalities in order to make the 

technologies fit and contribute positively to the Danish healthcare system. During my fieldwork it was 
                                                        
9 See http://www.teknologisk.dk 
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this challenge of making Telenoid suitable for a Danish healthcare system that was the consultants’ 

overall goal.   

Thanks to my previous fieldwork in 2009 and because I had been working with healthcare 

technology in the health and care administration in the municipality of Copenhagen prior to this study, 

several of my informants in DTI had known me for a long period of time before the start of this project. 

I was expected mainly to participate as an active discussion partner and helper during my fieldwork 

among the consultants. This meant both doing fieldwork among the consultants as they met to plan 

and evaluate their work with Telenoid as well as at the nursing home and activity centre when they 

met managers and staff members to enrol them in the project of testing Telenoid. Accordingly, 

consultants would ask me how I thought the trials with Telenoid could be structured or how I thought 

the robot could potentially play a role in the healthcare sector. My contribution in these areas became 

part of my daily participation in meetings to plan project activities and coordinate the engagements of 

participating institutions. Indeed, I was expected to employ my knowledge in order to make a 

difference and to adopt the role of an active co-creator of the field I at the same time had set out to 

study. Before the start of field trials in Denmark, for example, I was asked to clarify the robot’s purpose 

and functionality, and during the trials I was expected to assist when the robot was used in the 

institutions. Moreover, I was expected to share my observations at the institutions with the 

consultants when finalizing their evaluation of Telenoid’s effect on practices of care. I thus became an 

informal part of the project team, partaking in developing and reflecting on the project as it emerged 

and concluded. I was part of the project team at DTI from September 2012 to December 2012 and 

again from May 2013 to April 2014.  

In addition to field notes and tape recordings of the meetings between consultants planning field 

trials with Telenoid, my material includes a total of six interviews with four consultants; notes from 

consultants’ meetings with three roboticists accompanying Telenoid as it arrived in Denmark; field 

notes from consultants’ meetings with managers and staff in three nursing homes and one activity 

centre; notes from consultants’ practical preparations before carrying out field trials with Telenoid; 

field notes from consultants’ interviews with managers, staff, nursing home residents and disabled 

people when evaluating Telenoid’s role in the institutions; and notes from consultants’ presentation of 

their final evaluation of Telenoid at a major international conference. Finally, my material contains 

field notes from my ongoing conversations with the consultants during the entire period of my 

fieldwork.  
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3. Benediktehjemmet: The Nursing Home 

My affiliation in Benediktehjemmet10 came about as a result of the consultants’ work of enrolling 

municipal participants in the project of testing Telenoid, as I shall explore in Chapter Five. The nursing 

home, which formed part of the local municipality’s mandate to organize care for the aged11, was a 

residential living environment (leve- og bomiljø) accommodating approximately forty-eight residents. 

In an attempt to improve the physical surroundings both for residents and employees, such 

environments have gradually been replacing the traditional nursing homes since the early 1990s 

(Kofod 2008: 11). One overall intention has been to establish more room for the individual layout of 

flats for the elderly. Consequently, whereas the traditional nursing homes, typically built in the 1970s, 

provide residents with small one-room flats situated along a corridor hosting approximately thirty 

residents, it is the privacy of the residents that guides a residential living environment (ibid: 11). In the 

case of Benediktehjemmet, residents are thus accommodated in small groups of eight residents, each 

living in a two-roomed flat with a small kitchen, lavatory and bathroom, leading on to the communal 

kitchen and living room. Furthermore, Benediktehjemmet had just recently expanded its profile to 

focus on using new technological solutions for the benefit of the residents and the staff.   

My access to the nursing home was provided when the consultants and I asked the manager if I 

could follow their tests of Telenoid. I was immediately given permission and encouraged also to 

participate in the daily life of the institution. Subsequently I was invited to every meeting that 

concerned the Telenoid tests and even though it was not the staff members themselves who had given 

me permission to participate in their work, they all welcomed me to conduct my fieldwork with them. 

Having plenty of time at my disposal turned out to be an important element in negotiating my position, 

not just among staff members but also among residents. Staff members would ask me kindly to do 

what they themselves could not, but wanted to, do: chat with residents over a cup of coffee, take 

someone for a walk, or simply sit talking with someone if they so preferred. Unlike the staff with their 

workloads, I could spend a whole day talking to one of the elderly residents and it turned out to be 

thanks to this facility that I came to be appreciated not just among staff but also among residents. They 

often told me how they valued the time I spent listening to them, something many missed in the 

company of those staff members whom they appreciated but also thought too busy, as we shall see in 

Chapter Six. While this information could have framed the foundation of many interesting 

dissertations, it taught me that the context into which Telenoid was introduced was full of dilemmas 

and controversies. Analytically this means that the ways in which people engage with Telenoid are 

heavily influenced by their experiences of being busy and under pressure of time. In fact, it taught me 

                                                        
10 See https://www.fredensborg.dk/borger/senior-og-pension/pleje--og-aktivitetscentre/benediktehjemmet-i-
fredensborg 
11 Compared with the UK and the US, for instance, where the majority of the care facilities are privately 
administered, the municipalities run the vast majority of care facilities in Denmark (Kofod 2008).  
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that among staff, for example, Telenoid often came to be deployed as a much-needed tool, not just to 

provide room for otherwise missing conversations, but also to improve staff members’ own 

communication and interaction with residents, as we shall see in Chapter Six and Chapter Seven. The 

hours of talking to residents also provided me with opportunities to observe the relationship between 

the older person and the staff members respectively. The latter entered the older person’s home to 

undertake, for instance, cleaning, provide medicine, deliver laundry or to provide physical care. My 

participation in the daily life thus provided me with insights into the social relations, daily routines 

and social manners Telenoid eventually encountered and it helped me frame the nature of the 

questions I eventually posed during my interviews with people. 

Additionally, I have been a consistent part of Telenoid testing.  For example, I have been directly 

involved in using the robot, reflecting on insights and reactions, and have given public presentations of 

the results together with the staff12. I have also helped staff with technical problems – to the extent 

that I could – and I have participated in staff members’ meetings with their manager and colleagues on 

the presence of the robot in the nursing home. Furthermore I have spoken to each resident 

immediately after their interaction with the robot. These experiences have generated much data on 

human-robot interactions and, not least, the nursing home has provided a professional context to 

discuss the very idea of using robots in the healthcare sector at all. 

Hence, the data I gathered from Benediktehjemmet was rich, involving not just field notes and 

audio recordings of people’s actual use of Telenoid but also their working routines and daily life in the 

institutions, including care work; conversations between staff members, between staff members and 

residents, and between residents. The data also include an interview with the manager; seven 

interviews with seven staff members; two group interviews with four staff members; and six 

interviews with five residents. Finally, they contain numerous recordings of my conversations with 

staff members and residents. I was part of the daily life in the nursing home from October 2013 to 

April 2014. 

The particular position I was offered – together with the fact that my fieldwork was undertaken 

among people in a vulnerable position, owing to their status as elderly people, many of whom had lost 

the ability to remember recent events – implied that not every one of the residents was aware of my 

role as an anthropologist. I handled this ethical problem of research content (Hammersley and 

Atkinson 1995: 264) by introducing myself as an anthropologist when entering into conversation with 

residents. Given that even fully-informed informants tend to forget about the anthropologists’ reasons 

when rapport has been build (ibid: 264-265), I continually – often daily – reminded residents about 

                                                        
12 The Danish television program, ’TV2 Lorry’ ran a programme on the robot and the Danish tabloid magasin ‘Her 
og Nu’ published an article on the robot’s encounter with the Danish Princess Benedikte on a visit to the nursing 
home during the trials with Telenoid. 
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my role. Furthermore, all residents in the unit where I did my fieldwork as well as the residents from 

other units who were introduced to the robot more than once, were informed orally and in writing13 of 

the purpose of my project. This document was sent out to the residents’ relatives. In this description 

residents were asked for their informed consent when they had had time to discuss my description 

with their relatives or with the personnel. All residents and relatives gave their informed consent, 

allowing me in some cases also to use photographs and video recordings. 

 

4. Aktivitetshuset Københavnsvej: The Activity Centre 

Alongside my work in the nursing home, I followed the daily life in an activity centre14 for 

developmentally disabled people, which was the second institution that became enrolled in the project. 

Like the nursing home, the activity centre formed part of the local municipality’s mandate to organize 

care and support for elderly and disabled citizens and was thus structured around a range of activities 

that the centre offered its users to engage with in order to develop and strengthen their motor, social 

and communicative competences. The goal of the centre was to enhance life for adults suffering from 

developmental disabilities and each of the twenty-four people who daily visited the unit of the centre 

where Telenoid came to be introduced, was therefore referred there from the municipality. While 

some had been given a specific diagnosis, such as autism or Down syndrome, the vast majority had no 

diagnosis apart from being categorized as a ‘citizen’ with reduced physical or mental ability. 

Furthermore, most were physically well-functioning15. Generally, all lived in housing facilities for 

people with developmental disabilities and they would go to the activity centre during the daytime for 

five days a week. For reasons of brevity, I will use the term ‘citizen’ throughout this thesis whenever I 

refer to some of the disabled people from the activity centre. The term, which formally refers to a 

person entitled to public welfare services, was commonly used among staff members when referring 

to the users of the centre. Similarly, I became aware that the disabled people used the term themselves 

when referring to each other16. When I apply the term in the following, it will thus figure alongside the 

term ‘resident’ referring to the older people in the nursing home. In each case, I will make explicit who 

the citizen or resident in question is when necessary.  

My role in the activity centre was very similar to that in the nursing home. I was given 

permission to participate in the daily life and my presence was largely appreciated among the staff, 

who often told me how they could ‘always use a pair of extra hands’, as one of them put it. I therefore 

spent numerous hours participating in the daily activities whether drawing, doing pottery and 

                                                        
13 See appendix I for written information on the project and for informed consent (in Danish) 
14 See http://www.handicap.nu/generel-information/mellemgruppen 
15 Those citizens with significant physical disabilities were grouped in another unit in the activity centre.  
16 One example is the following expression which was provided to me by Matthias, a man whom we shall meet 
several times in the forthcoming chapters, ’many of the other citizens feel like me, you know’. 
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woodwork, playing games and going for walks. On their call, I also visited several of the users of the 

centre many times in the housing facilities where they lived. This provided me with a broader 

impression of their daily lives and experiences. I also took an active role in using Telenoid. Hence, I 

participated in staff members’ discussions of whom to introduce the robot to and reflections on the 

results. I also helped them to write down their experiences with the robot. They were obliged to hand 

the notes to the consultants afterwards, but they nevertheless struggled to do so because of lack of 

time. In the activity centre I once again assisted with technical problems and participated in meetings 

about the robot. This allowed me to have insight into how staff members as well as citizens 

experienced being asked to test Telenoid. The data I gathered from the activity centre involved not 

only field notes and audio recordings of their actual using of Telenoid but also staff members’ working 

routines and daily life in the institutions, including numerous conversations between staff and the 

citizens. Importantly, it contains also numerous field notes and recordings of my own conversations 

with staff and all of the citizens in the unit where I did my fieldwork. The material also includes an 

interview with the manager of the activity centre; two interviews with the two staff members in the 

unit where I carried out my fieldwork; and seven interviews with six of the citizens. I was part of the 

daily life in the activity centre from July 2013 to April 2014. 

In contrast to the nursing home, I never found that those in the activity centre forgot who I was. 

This did not mean, however, that everyone was fully aware of the purpose of my stay and I therefore 

spent numerous hours explaining in detail about my project and the purpose of my questions and 

participation in their everyday life in the centre. As in the nursing home, I also informed all concerned 

in writing17 of the purpose of my project. When possible the notice was sent to relatives and posted in 

housing facilities. All those relevant gave their informed consent, allowing me in some cases to use 

photographs and video recordings as well. 

 

5. The Political Agenda 

 Throughout my project, a significant part of my fieldwork was participation in activities focused on 

exploring the various conceptualizations and applications of technology for the healthcare sector. 

These included participating in numerous conferences and seminars on technology, and visiting 

municipalities, government agencies and non-profit organisations to interview them about the 

introduction of technologies into practices of care in Denmark. Additionally, I constantly monitored 

comments and discussions on the topic in the media. I also visited a number of other nursing homes 

and activity centres engaged in testing or using technology in Denmark. I have interviewed the 

following persons once: a medical officer; a dementia coordinator; civil servants from twelve 

municipalities who were formulating policies on the use of technology for care; a civil servant from the 
                                                        
17 See appendix II for written information on the project and for informed consent (in Danish). 
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National Board of Social Services (Socialstyrelsen); a civil servant from the Local Government 

Denmark (KL); a civil servant from the Danish Disability Council; The Danish Council of Ethics; and 

EGV Foundation. Apart from this I have collected newspaper articles, a large number of Danish public 

reports and political strategies on healthcare technology. 

 

Anthropology Takes up the Study of Robots  

Over the past couple of decades a growing body of literature has emerged in the social sciences, 

focusing on robots developed for the healthcare sector. Below I present the most important themes for 

the purpose of my study and explain how this research relates to or distances itself from the existing 

work.  

In much of the literature on robotic technologies, the ways in which certain theories, cultural 

ideas and representations of users are involved in the making of robots in laboratories around the 

world have served as a dominant analytical starting point (Neven 2011; Richardson 2010; Richardson 

2015; Richardson 2016; Robertson 2007; Robertson 2010; Wagner 2010; Shea 2014; Vidal 2007; 

Glaskin 2012; Helmreich 1998; Suchman 2007). Many authors use the work from science, technology 

and society studies (STS) as a point of departure, with a particular interest in the co-shaping of 

knowledge, technology and society, and thus the ways in which ‘users’ and ‘user-scenarios’ are 

configured and scripted into the machine (Suchman 2007; Neven 2011). In his studies of a Dutch robot 

developed to keep older people mentally active and preserve their cognitive health, Luis Neven (2011), 

for example, demonstrates how engineers devise representations of the prospective older user of the 

technology and integrate, or ‘write’, those representations into the design of the robot. This inscription 

is, in turn, intended to become one of the determinants for the success of that technology. Other 

anthropologists demonstrate how science and technology researchers claim to produce neutral copies 

but instead embed cultural constructions of gender (Robertson 2010), sexuality (Helmreich 1998), 

emotion and empathy (Glaskin 2012), and models of disability (Richardson 2010) in their artefacts. 

Stefan Helmreich (1998) argues, for example, that computer science laboratories’ experiments in 

creating artificial life are influenced by models of gender, race, class and sexuality, and while scientists 

themselves might think they are creating a neutral double, they are in fact implicated in reproducing 

models of life that are consistent with their cultural hegemonies. This study builds on this large body 

of work to investigate the ways in which roboticists’ dreams and ambitions feed into the machines 

they create. As we shall see in Chapter Three, these dreams and ambitions are particularly related to 

acts of crafting robots that possess the capacity to transmit and convey the human presence of their 

operators, by what I choose to call an extension and abstraction of the human body.  

Roboticists’ efforts to design a robot shape to which humans will respond have also been 

explored in numerous studies (Glaskin 2012; Vidal 2007; Richardson 2015; Robertson 2010). In his 
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study of the connection between religion and robots, Denis Vidal (2007) demonstrates, for example, 

how one of the aims of human-robot interaction research is to identify the necessary characteristics 

robots need to display or to possess to facilitate sociability and partnership with humans (Vidal 2007: 

918). One of the findings to emerge from these studies has been a positive assessment of 

anthropomorphism, the attribution of human qualities to nonhumans, as an efficient register through 

which humans establish social relations with robots. Roboticists are convinced, Vidal for example 

argues, that an important means of facilitating comfortable interaction with robots, is to create robots 

that humans will respond to as if they are human (ibid: 919; Glaskin 2012: 71). Consequently, the 

design of socially interactive robots is predicated, to a large extent, on creating emotion-like responses 

in robots and designing robots that humans will anthropomorphize, regardless of whether the 

machines appear in human, animal, or other forms (Glaskin 2012: 71). This study adds insights into 

these findings by analyzing how roboticists struggle to identify a robot shape that encourages people 

to interact with it. However, my study also differs from the ones above because it does not aim to 

argue that roboticists strive towards developing robots that people respond to as if they were living 

beings. On the contrary, their aim is to shape the robots in such ways that they can pass as specific 

human beings. In developing this argument I draw on recent anthropological studies of ‘techno-

animism’ in Japan (Allison 2006; Jensen & Blok 2013; Richardson 2016). The broader point made in 

these studies is that spirits, robots and animals co-habit in the world in ways that ignore boundaries 

between human and nonhuman realms, thus allowing robots to become imbued with life and agency 

(Jensen & Blok 2013: 85; cf. Robertson 2007).  

Another relatively large body of literature has dealt with robot technology in relation to the 

socio-political context of the country. Jennifer Robertson (2007) studied, for example, how Japanese 

politicians aim to tackle the rapidly ageing Japanese population and reverse declining birthrates, by 

emphasizing the central role household robots will play in stabilizing the family. In the article Robo 

Sapiens Japanicus: Humanoid Robots and the Posthuman Family (2007), Robertson argues that new 

robot technologies are being deployed to reify traditional values, such as the patriarchal extended 

family and socio-political conservatism (Robertson 2007: 381). Selma Sabanovic (2014) describes the 

ways in which roboticists invoke culture to legitimize and provide possibilities for social acceptance of 

their work. She argues that robotic scientists are not only developing mechanical hardware and 

mathematical codes, but are also negotiating among social, technical, and cultural constrains while 

constructing robots as cultural subjects in social robotics discourse (Sabanovic 2014: 342). Other 

studies have shown how robot technologies are seen among politicians as promising solutions to deal 

with the problems of ageing European countries (Pols 2012; Turkle 2011; Ertner 2016; Lassen 2014; 

Wagner 2010; From 2015; Hasse 2015; Hasse 2013; Ballegaard 2011; Schillmeier & Domènec 2010; 

Hasse & Wallace 2014) and how robotic researchers themselves see the coming of an ageing society as 
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the driving impetus for their research (Wagner 2010; Sabanovic 2008; Richardson 2015). This study 

adds insights to the socio-political dimensions of robots by analyzing the historical and socio-political 

context of the Japanese robot trade, which is, I argue, seen as imbued with potentiality to wrestle a 

number of social and economic challenges. The study also analyzes the ways in which such context 

relates to the roboticists’ work. While I acknowledge that political discourses are indeed taken into 

consideration among roboticists and transferred into the making of robots, this study does not aim to 

argue, however, that such awareness is the driving force for their work. In fact, political discourses of 

the ageing society are only gradually coming to infuse the lived realities of robotic practices in the 

laboratory, leading also to a range of professional compromises and negotiations to be taken.  

In science, technology and society studies, there has long been a keen interest in the origins and 

distribution of technologies (Hasse 2013: 83). There is, however, ‘an almost total disregard for the 

social consequences of technical choice’, writes Cathrine Hasse with reference to Langdon Winner in 

an article on the introduction of robots in Danish healthcare (Hasse 2013: 83). This thesis follows 

recent studies, which have tried also to attend to what technological devices may mean for people who 

eventually come to engage with them. Much of the literature on this topic positioned technology in 

opposition to human care and contact (cf. Pols 2012: 25; Pols & Moser 2009; Schwennesen 2016a; 

Schwennesen 2016b). Whereas human care is affective and comforting, technology, it is claimed, is 

cold, rational and functional. A central concern expressed in this literature is that technology will 

replace human contact among people who are already deprived of such. When considering whether 

robots could take over caring tasks from humans without sacrificing quality of care, Robert Sparrow 

and Linda Sparrow (2006), for example, paint a dreadful image of an alienated old woman, detached 

from the world, but surrounded by machines. Apart from the fear that technology will dehumanize 

care by monitoring people’s health conditions and dispensing medication, but without providing 

human contact and attention, Sparrow and Sparrow argue, that machines can only perform certain 

well-defined tasks and will not help fulfil more extensive human needs. Furthermore, they claim, 

machines do not really care for people and certainly do not love them. Since machines cannot have 

feelings or express empathy, they can only take over the instrumental parts of care (cf. Pols 2012: 25).  

The fear of dehumanizing technology has recently been questioned by a growing body of 

literature on the use of technologies in healthcare (Pols and Moser 2009; Mol et al. 2010; Ertner 2015; 

Schwennesen 2016a; Schwennesen 2016b). Jeanette Pols and Ingunn Moser (2009), for example, 

analyze the social and affective relations established in interactions between medical technologies and 

their users. The researchers question what they refer to as a common dichotomy between ‘warm care’ 

and ‘cold technology’ (Pols & Moser 2009: 159) by showing instead how relations between users and 

technologies can be warm, caring, affective and profoundly social. This study is motivated by similar 

concerns, in the sense that it seeks to engage with the sociality of robots, especially in relation to 
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questions about what social and affective relations are formed around these technologies. Yet, 

although Jeanette Pols and Ingunn Moser call for more research into the development and use of 

healthcare technologies, it is worth noting, as does Marie Ertner (2015) in her studies of the design of 

healthcare technologies, that work within STS focuses only rarely on the creation of healthcare 

technologies (Ertner 2015: 41). In other words, like most studies of material culture deal primarily 

with ‘finished objects and what happens as they become caught up in the life histories and social 

interactions of the people who use, consume or treasure them’, as Tim Ingold has claimed (Ingold 

2013: 7), the overwhelming focus within STS has been on technological artefacts that have already 

been put to use (Ertner 2015: 41). In contrast, this thesis focuses on a technology in the making. This 

means that its form and purpose are still indefinite, and only slowly taking form through processes of 

modification, negotiation and circulation.  

In a further approach to questions about the relations between technology and its users, Lucy 

Suchman (2007) investigates how humans interact with computers and how in this process humans 

and computers both configure each other. In this literature there is a vibrant discussion about this 

sociality, what it entails and what is actually human. The work of Sherry Turkle (2011) on social 

relations between robots and humans, and of Donna Haraway (1991) on cyborgs is also central here. 

We shall return to these issues at a later point in this dissertation, to see on the one hand how 

roboticists in this study aim to create cyborg figures; and on the other hand, to illuminate how the 

robot in some particular circumstances morphs into a trusted friend, with its own distinct personality 

among its users in Denmark.  

A final body of literature that I want to introduce here is interested in the disenchanting and re-

enchanting effects of robots (Bennett 2011; Suchman 2007; Aupers 2002; Allison 2006). The view of 

robots as enchanting is expressed, for example, by Jane Bennett (2001), who argues that robots are 

figures of hybridization that operate as a modern form of magic and a potential site of enchantment 

(Bennett 2011: 98). Bennett draws on Bruno Latour, who rejects tales of disenchantment by arguing 

that the magical and the fabulous positively abound in modernity. Indeed, Latour argues, the hundreds 

of hybrids and crossings – that is, frozen embryos, sensor-equipped robots, gene synthesizers – 

populating the world can inspire the kind of life-affirming wonder that we officially reserve for 

unadulterated nature (ibid: 98). From Japan, Anne Allison (2006) likewise suggests that robots 

continue to re-enchant the everyday world because they ‘come in a diversity of forms, from dolphins 

and ants to crabs and trees’, and thereby contribute to ‘building the world from a bricolage of assorted 

and interchangeable (machine/organic/human) parts where familiar forms have been broken down 

and reassembled into new hybridities’ (Allison 2006: 13). These studies run against the grain of Max 

Weber’s (1946) thesis of the rationalization, secularization and, above all, the disenchantment 

accompanying capitalism and modernism. In this sense these studies offer an alternative version of 
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modernism and capitalism according to which all areas of human experience are not understood as 

less mysterious i.e. knowable, predictable and manipulatible (cf. Jenkins 2000). Indeed, as Steve 

Aupers (2002) argues, even scientists in the fields of artificial intelligence and artificial life, known as 

some of the most rational and advanced sections of society, find themselves to be enchanted by the 

technological environment they create. These scientists, Aupers argues, are confronted with an 

autonomously behaving environment that they can no longer completely comprehend and understand, 

and therefore come to experience as mysterious and wondrous. This study suggests that even though 

robots have had the ability to enchant, they can gain, lose and re-gain their enchanting capacity 

through certain social processes pertaining to their development and use.  

   

Analytical Framework 

One of the ambitions of the present thesis is to cast light on the relationship between technology and 

society, materiality and sociality. Historically, anthropologists’ understanding of this relationship has 

been influenced largely by an axis of duality supporting the assumption that there is a difference 

between the immaterial and the material world (cf. Chua & Salmond 2012; Henare et al. 2007: 2). 

More recently, however, scholars have strived to dissolve distinctions between persons and things 

(Gell 1998), humans and machines (Haraway 1991; Suchman 2007; Rabinow 2011), humans and 

nonhumans (Latour 1993; Latour 2005) and things and concepts (Henare et al. 2007).  

Being concerned with questions of humans and robots, this dissertation builds on this body of 

work as it engages in attempts to describe, resolve and explain such dichotomous relations. Below I 

present the most important themes for the purpose of this study and explain how this research relates 

to or distances itself from the existing scientific work. Inspired by recent attempts to study material 

things as inextricably embedded in the social fabric, the stance taken towards robots in this 

dissertation is therefore that they are embedded in social relations, and can be understood only within 

this relational matrix, as one aspect of human sociality (Ingold 1997: 107).  As such, they are always 

moulded and reworked by the environments in which they are put to use. The point is, as 

anthropologist Cecilie Rubow (2014) put it, ‘that even though “technology” sounds clearly self-

contained, demarcated, and advanced, in everyday practice (…) they are malleable, flexible, or 

sometimes simply fluid’ (Rubow 2014: 90; cf. Mol & de Laet 2000).   

   

Analytical Moves 

This thesis considers the paths of robots from laboratories in Japan to nursing homes and an activity 

centre in Denmark. In that sense this study differs from the above-mentioned studies on robots which 

focus either on the activities taking place in the laboratory (Richardson 2010; Richardson 2015; 

Glaskin 2012; Sabanovic 2008; Robertson 2010; Suchman 2007; Wagner 2010; Akinori 2010) or on 
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the conditions arising as the robot in question encounters staff (Hasse 2013; Hasse 2015; Hojer-Bruun 

2015) or older and disabled persons in their daily lives (Turkle 2005; Turkle 2011; Pols & Moser 

2009; Pols 2012). The study also consequently touches upon the concept of circulation, a central 

theme within anthropology and social science in general. Since the influential work of Bronislaw 

Malinowski (1920) on the ceremonial exchange and integrative capacity of valuables in New Guinea, 

and Marcel Mauss’s (1950/1990) work on gift exchange and the linking of persons with objects, 

anthropological research has acknowledged that things accrue histories as they move from person to 

person and place to place (Hoskins 1998: 206).   

In his introduction to the anthology The Social Life of Things (1986), Arjun Appadurai in 

particular, made this point to draw attention to the ways in which things are not fixed signs being 

traded, gifted or sacrificed. Appadurai expounds on the Marxist model of the commodity to focus 

instead on the trajectory of a thing whereby what he names the ‘commodity situation’ (Appadurai 

1986: 13) specifies only one moment in a thing’s overall life history. Things should be studied, he thus 

argued, as ‘things-in-motion’ that accumulate ‘social lives’ (ibid: 5) as they acquire and lose value, 

change in significance, become non-exchangeable or return to commodity status throughout their 

existence. He suggested that it is,  

 
… through the analysis of these trajectories that we can interpret the human transactions and 

calculation that enliven things. Thus, even though from a theoretical point of view human actors 

encode things with significance, from a methodological point of view it is the things-in-motion that 

illuminates their human and social context (Appadurai 1986: 5).  

 

Analyzing the shifts in the identity of things created by trajectories that take them through different 

‘regimes of value’ (Appadurai 1986: 4) thus reveals that things move in and out of a wide range of 

identities. Igor Kopytoff’s (1986) contribution to the same book focused these questions on particular 

things and proposed the notion that they have biographies because each thing is a ‘culturally 

constructed entity endowed with culturally specific meanings and classified and re-classified into 

culturally constituted categories’ (Kopytoff 1986: 68). In other words, Appadurai and Kopytoff share 

an important assumption: things are not only creatively transformed in their production, where they 

become the outcome of the action of a producer, but are made and re-made in a wider chain of 

relations. As Appadurai (2006) put it in a later comment on the social lives of things, ‘all things are 

congealed moments in a longer social trajectory’ (Appadurai 2006: 15),  

 
… today’s gift is tomorrow’s commodity. Yesterday’s commodity is tomorrow’s found art object. 

Today’s art object is tomorrow’s junk. And yesterday’s junk is tomorrow’s heirloom. Furthermore, 

any and all things can make the journey from commodity to singularity and back. Slaves, once sold 
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as chattel, can become gradually humanized, personified, and reenchanted by the investiture of 

humanity. But they can also be recommoditized, turned once again into mere bodies or tools, put 

back in the marketplace, available for price, dumped into the world of mere things (Appadurai 

2006: 15).  

 

The view of objects as shifting through different use- and value-regimes during their life histories has 

inspired a number of different approaches to material culture across the social sciences (Epp & Price 

2010; Hoskins 2006; Daniels 2001a; Suchman 2005; Thomas 1991; Whyte et al. 2002; Appelgren & 

Bohlin 2015). Following on from this work and a related body of literature that concerns itself with the 

movement of things and transnational commodities (Tsing 2005; von Schnitzler 2013; Mol & de Laet 

2000; Akrich 1992; Horst & Miller 2006), this study will follow Telenoid all the way into the daily lives 

of older and disabled people in Denmark, providing evidence that the meanings and practices 

surrounding the robot are diverse and variable. As we shall see, in each station of its journey Telenoid 

becomes harnessed to various and distinct ideas and visions as it moves from Japan to Denmark, from 

roboticists to consultants, and from consultants to staff members, residents and citizens. Indeed, 

rather than one distinctive logic ruling the whole system of provisioning Telenoid, I suggest that the 

various phases of its trajectory should be perceived as more autonomous stages. In that sense, 

distribution is not determined by production, and similarly what happens to Telenoid in its use is not 

merely a product of the previous stages of production and distribution (cf. Akrich 1992; Daniels 

2001a).  

Even though Appadurai’s and Kopytoff’s idea of things having social lives and cultural 

biographies have proved influential and has sensitized scholars to the variable and socially embedded 

nature of the value and meaning of things through their different life phases, its attention to how 

things shift between different value regimes has also been criticized for being useful primarily as a 

method (Chua & Salmond 2012). In that sense, the idea encourages us to track things through shifting 

social contexts rather than simply establishing criteria for the commodity as a thing, but leaves largely 

unquestioned precisely the character of the meaning and value. Another issue raised in the accounts 

by Appadurai and Kopytoff concerns the agential capacities of the things in motion (cf. Appelgren & 

Bohlin 2015: 149.). In their study of household objects within an American family, Amber Epp and 

Linda Price (2010) point out, for example, that Kopytoff and Appadurai fail to theorize the role of a 

given thing’s agency (Epp & Price 2010: 882; cf. Pinney 2005). Rather, things tend to remain passive, 

accumulating history and forming biographies, as they are accorded meaning by persons in social 

interactions and transactions. As noted by Marilyn Strathern (1990) and others (Henare et al. 2007; 

Thomas 1999), one effect of this procedure is that material things are reduced to the social relations 

and meanings in which they are embedded. In other words, this approach does not address the 
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significance of the materiality of things in influencing the kinds of social relations of which they can be 

a part.  

The roboticists and consultants, staff members, residents and citizens in this study, however, do 

not only devote time to interpreting robots. On the contrary, they are far more concerned with the 

effects robots elicit and the network of relations that they mediate as well as the ways in which to 

handle and use robots in dealing with specific issues in their daily life. Hence, rather than attending 

solely to different interpretations of Telenoid, I also explore how people engage with the robot through 

a range of different practices that bring the robot into being; as well as the ways in which the robot in 

turn shape new social contexts and social relations between people. While Epp and Price seek 

primarily to overcome the role of object agency by exploring the agency of a household object from an 

actor-network theory perspective (Epp & Price 2010: 832), I find this alternative less convincing in the 

context of this study. Although the proposal of a theory according to which everything is portrayed as 

a network of hybrid entities that breaches the divide between human and nonhuman actors, at first 

seems inspiring in relation to the emergence of anthropomorphic robots  which themselves seem to 

blur distinctions between humans and nonhumans (Suchman 2007; Haraway 1991; Richardson 2015: 

26)  I nevertheless find this theoretical stance unrewarding here. Despite the fact that actor-network 

theory directs us to acknowledge the agency of things, it also tends towards a stance that denies the 

different properties that the human and the nonhuman contribute to the hybridized form (Knappet 

2005: 32). As Andrew Pickering (1995) argues, Bruno Latour’s actor-network theory overlooks the 

fact that things and people do not necessarily play the same role in social interactions. They possess 

different properties, he argues, and should therefore not be regarded as equivalent in the sense 

proposed by Latour. As Pickering put it, 
 

As agents, we humans seem to be importantly different from nonhuman agents like the weather, 

television sets, or particle accelerators (…). More precisely, the idea that, say, human beings can 

be substituted for machines (and vice versa) seems to be a mistake. I find it hard to imagine any 

combination of naked human minds and bodies that could substitute for a telescope (…) or for a 

machine tool, or for an atom bomb (or for penicillin, heroin,…). Semiotically, these things can be 

made equivalent; in practice they are not (Pickering 1995: 15). 

 

This is an insightful observation in regard to this study where people often emphasized how the robot, 

due to its physical properties, became valuable in social interactions precisely because it did not act in 

the same manner as they did. 

Furthermore, although it is often argued that developments in robot technology have all but 

abolished the boundary between nature and culture, humans and things, much in the manner as 
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Latour proposes (Suchman 2007; Haraway 1991; Richardson 2015: 26), this study, by contrast, cuts a 

rather different tranche through the theoretical territory approached by such analysis. As we shall see 

throughout this study, whereas roboticists indeed strive to create a robot that comes to convey human 

presence, the dichotomy between person and thing nevertheless exists in many concrete 

investigations into how people have come to relate to the robot. In that sense, I agree with 

anthropologist Michael Jackson (2002), who argues that such theoretical views do not reflect universal 

experience and do not ‘take into account the numerous contexts in which doubt, anxiety, or 

powerlessness tend to make people dread such erasures of the line between themselves and others, or 

themselves and machines’ (Jackson 2002: 336). In this respect, even if this study does not accept the 

position that things and people are always equally agents in a world where boundaries between 

humans and machines have become abolished, it nevertheless agrees that it is essential to describe the 

active part they play in people’s lives. It is these qualities that I want to capture in the chapters that 

follow.  

The thesis employs the idea of tracing the careers of material things as they move through 

different settings, and the idea of looking at the ways in which they both transform and are 

transformed by the contexts through which they move, to structure the thesis. Each chapter therefore 

builds on an ethnographic description of Telenoid in a specific place in Japan and Denmark. The thesis 

as a whole is thus structured as a journey along which each chapter shows Telenoid in the hands of 

particular types of actors, moving between people in certain kinds of social relations. Chapter Two 

takes the perspective of the strategists and decision-makers in Japan and Denmark who attempt to 

construct a robot-trade. Chapter Three and Chapter Four give weight to the roboticists in the 

laboratory in Japan. I then focus on the consultants who plan the test of Telenoid in Denmark in 

Chapter Five, before turning attention to those who use them in Chapter Six, Chapter Seven and 

Chapter Eight. The thesis ends at the final stop on Telenoid’s journey: in formal evaluations and public 

recognition of its presence in the Danish healthcare sector in Chapter Nine. Each chapter raises a 

slightly different analytical approach in the study of robots because, as Alfred Gell (1998) notes, the 

characteristics and efficacy of things is at once tied directly to their particular contexts, and not 

reducible in any determinate way to the artefact itself. In other words, as things and persons act on 

their milieu and each other in the context of social relations, a slightly different analytical approach 

must be considered at each stop on Telenoid’s journey. In the course of the journey, then, theoretical 

discussions and comparative material from other places are brought in to develop the main point put 

forth. While I shall mention the work of these authors briefly below, they will be discussed at greater 

length as they make their appearance. As each issue unfolds, it comes to overlap with some of the 

others. I hope in this way to provide a sense of coherence, without forcing material and analytical 

concepts into one tight theoretical paradigm (cf. Whyte et al 2002: 14).  
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The Strategists and Decision-Makers: Collaborating on a Robot Trade 

The journey of Telenoid has its point of departure in those decision-makers and strategists in Japan 

and Denmark who plan and direct the movements of robots from distant locations. Providing an 

overview of the context of the Ph.D. project, Chapter Two shows how assumptions about efficacy, 

innovation, progress and betterment of individual and social life all play into the trade in robots for the 

Japanese and Danish healthcare sector. One analytical issue emerges clearly in connection with the 

analysis of robots in the hands of decision-makers and strategists, namely that the policy for robots for 

the healthcare sector in many ways markets technology as embedded with positive potentiality 

(Taussig et al. 2013). The ‘techno-fantasies’ assigned to the robot, noted several years ago by Don Ihde 

(2002), suggest that decision-makers and strategists in both countries fantasize ways in which to 

reach beyond social problems and physical limitations by means of technologies created in utopian 

imaginations (Ihde 2002: xiii). This insight leads on to a critical examination of the notion that robots 

hold a special positive place in Japan whereas the West fears them (Schodt 1988; Hornyak 2006; 

Kaplan 2004; Kitano 2006).  

 

The Roboticists: Making and Corresponding  

In Chapter Three and Chapter Four I turn away from political techno-fantasies to consider Telenoid in 

the hands of roboticists in the laboratory in Japan. Chapter Three takes the theme of building Telenoid 

and unfolds it to show the ways roboticists carry out their work. I seek to develop an argument about 

acts of building telepresence robots, which transfer and convey the human presence of their operators 

that points how its construction is composed of two distinct dynamics, which I call extension and 

abstraction. In developing this argument through the empirical investigation of roboticists’ mode of 

shaping Telenoid, I draw on several recent anthropological works on artefacts as extensions of people 

(Gell 1998; Kondo 1990; Haraway 1991) and on shaping artefacts as mimetic abstractions of the 

human body (Bailey 2007; Willerslev 2007; Frazer 1922/1993; Taussig 1993). I show how Telenoid is 

eventually made to act with a ‘dual nature’ (Willerslev 2004) as both human and nonhuman, 

occupying the space in between these two separate categories, in order to do its manipulating work as 

a ‘technology of the imagination’ (Sneath et al. 2009).  

Extension and abstraction are the dynamics that ideally structure the very practical work of 

Telenoid. Yet they are problematized when Telenoid transcends the laboratory and encounters people 

in its daily life. Here people find the robot’s abstract shape disturbing and somewhat strange, and the 

roboticists realize that the extension failed from the users’ perspective. Put differently, most often no 

one is aware that Telenoid is teleoperated from a distance by someone else. This insight leads on to 

the next analytical problem, that of modification of Telenoid’s physical shape and purpose. In Chapter 
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Four this is illustrated in the case of residents in a Japanese nursing home who encounter Telenoid as 

part of the roboticists’ trials. During these encounters roboticists realized that a re-definition of the 

robot had to be made. I analyze these attempts at re-defining the robot’s shape and purpose as a way 

of ‘corresponding’ (Gatt & Ingold 2013) to those needs and problems observed. Yet such 

correspondence is problematized because the re-definitions that have to be made go against the 

scientific ambitions of the roboticists in the laboratory.  

 

The Consultants: Improvising 

The next stop on Telenoid’s journey is its arrival in Denmark. Chapter Five sets out the history of the 

consultants, who receive Telenoid as a basis for discussing the issue of ‘friction’ (Tsing 2005) and 

‘improvisation’ (Ingold & Hallam: 2007). Through a description of consultants’ first encounters with 

the robot and their discussions about how to proceed with testing it in the Danish healthcare sector, I 

argue that confusion, scepticism and doubt about the dynamics of extension and abstraction are 

brought into the core of the consultants’ collaboration with the Japanese roboticists. I talk of this as a 

site of ‘awkward engagement’ (Tsing 2005) in which different ideas and practices meet and clash in 

the co-construction of a ‘robot technology based care’ (Wagner 2010). This, in turn, leads to acts of 

improvisation as the consultants – despite their doubts in the robot’s capacity to engage people in 

social relational interaction  nevertheless attempt to enrol stakeholders in testing the robot in 

Denmark. Throughout the chapter I draw on Anna Tsing’s (2005) work on friction in collaborative 

engagements and Tim Ingold and Elizabeth Hallam’s (2007) ideas about improvisation as a way of 

working things out as one goes along.  

 

The Users: Entrapping Encounters, Ritualized Enchantments and Moments of Disaffecting Engagements     

This part of the thesis considers Telenoid in the hands of its users: staff, residents and citizens in the 

nursing home and activity centre that eventually became enrolled in the project of testing the robot. 

Chapter Six investigates the form reactions take when staff members first encounter Telenoid during 

the consultants’ introductory meetings in the institutions. This is discussed in relation to 

anthropological theories of entrapment, or, more precisely, the capacity of technology to entice and 

seduce people through appealing to their specific qualities and preferences (Gell 1996; Miller 2000). I 

argue that although Telenoid’s capacity to entrap staff members truly questions the dynamics of 

extension and abstraction, it nevertheless positions the robot as an intriguing and appealing creature. 

This insight leads on to discussion about deception. The materiality of Telenoid makes it an attractive 

tool in the effort to give care, because it de-personifies rather than extends the presence of the staff 

member who tele-operates the robot. But de-personification is a tricky matter because it deceives 
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residents and citizens into engaging with a robot that they do not know or remember is teleoperated 

by someone else.  

In Chapter Seven, I investigate how Telenoid then morphs into a ‘technology of enchantment’ 

(Gell 1992) among staff members because it proves capable of seducing citizens and residents. The 

chapter describes how the robot asserts itself in particular processes of daily care in the institutions. I 

argue that through acts of ‘ritualization’ (Bell 1992; Bell 1997) and the creation of ‘heterotopies’ 

(Foucault 1986), Telenoid turns into a desirable stranger (Simmel 1908/1999; Simmel 1978) among 

citizens and residents who come to engage with the robot in affectionate and confessional ways. 

Although this creates a space where boundaries between human and nonhuman realms are ignored 

and robots are treated as persons with life and agency (Allison 2006; Jensen & Blok 2013; Richardson 

2016; Robertson 2007), I also argue that this concurrently leads to acts of ‘purification’ (Latour 1993) 

of categories of human and nonhuman among staff members who try to counter Telenoid’s deception 

by reminding people about its mechanical nature.  

The disaffecting and discomforting capacity of Telenoid is the theme of Chapter Eight. The 

chapter gives voice to citizens, residents and staff members, who reveal their concern about Telenoid’s 

troublesome nature in various ways. The chapter discusses Bruno Latour’s (1996) conceptualization 

of technology as relying upon a solid network of dedicated and affectively committed actors who care 

for it.   

 

Evaluations and Public presentation: Valuing  

Chapter Nine finally turns to the number of responses among roboticists and consultants to the use of 

Telenoid in the institutions. I argue that while Telenoid failed its test in many ways in the consultants’ 

final evaluation of the project, the robot was nevertheless simultaneously wrapped in tales of success 

allowing for a positive interpretation of it. In their evaluation of Telenoid, consultants recognized that 

various sorts of frictions (Tsing 2005) arise when the robot is brought together with different 

practices of care. However, they also concurrently create what I refer to as ‘non-frictional moments’, 

highlighting the robot’s enchanting character and allowing for a convincing success story to be told.   
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Chapter Two: Trading and Collaborating   
 

Introduction 

On 3 March, 2014, Berlingske Tidende, one of the largest Danish national newspapers, announced that 

the Danish Prime Minister Helle Thorning-Schmidt was visiting Japan to launch a new strategy, which 

should boost exports and attract more Japanese investment to Denmark (Berlingske Tidende 2014). 

The Prime Minister was photographed very obviously shaking hands with ASIMO18, one of the world’s 

perhaps best-known Japanese anthropomorphic robots, to illustrate the point: collaboration with 

Japanese research corporations and businesses on robotics was important in order for Denmark to 

become prominent in ‘welfare technology’. This article followed a previous announcement in Kristeligt 

Dagblad, another of the Danish national newspapers, which informed its readers that older people in 

Denmark had become what the article called ‘guinea-pigs’ for testing a range of different technologies 

that emerged from project collaborations between private businesses and municipalities (Kristeligt 

Dagblad 2012). So-called welfare technologies and robots, the article stated, were becoming a central 

part of older people’s daily life, whether one approved of it or not.  

Before going into this aspect of our story, this background chapter serves to provide a historical 

and socio-political outline of the Japanese robot trade and the type of relationships and perspectives 

that have unfolded in its wake. In order to understand the ethnography from my fieldwork and the 

arguments of the dissertation, an overview of this history and context is provided. Below I present the 

broader socio-political and historical factors related to the distribution of robot technologies in Japan, 

before focusing in on the history and context of testing and introducing technology into practices of 

care in Denmark. I show that certain events and stories, notably enacted by politicians and decision-

makers in both countries, stage robots as much-needed and innovative tools loaded with positive 

potential to overcome a range of societal and economic challenges. This is rooted in social, cultural and 

historical patterns that come to shape the ways in which acts of testing technology are carried out in 

Danish care institutions today and consequently also how these are orchestrated and experienced by 

the roboticists and consultants, staff, citizens and residents involved. Besides providing a description 

of these broader socio-political and historical factors in both Japan and Denmark, this chapter also 

serves to unfold how these utopian visions of robots challenge the common notion that robots hold a 

special positive place in Japanese culture, whereas the West fears them (Kitano 2006; Kaplan 2004; 

Hornyak 2006; Schodt 1988). Finally, the chapter presents the current state of technologies in the 

Danish healthcare sector. 

 

                                                        
18 ASIMO (Advanced Step in Innovative Mobility) is produced by Honda (Richardsson 2016: 114).  



 34 

A Historical and Socio-Political Outline of the Japanese Robot Trade 

As shown in the introduction to this thesis and in the newspaper articles above, strategies and visions 

for advanced technology and robotics in Denmark often begin with reference to Japan. In some sense, 

this is hardly surprising. Indeed, in the 1980s, Japan was named the ‘Robot Kingdom’ (Schodt 1988) to 

mark its global leadership in industrial robots and its status as a mechatronic empire whose unrivalled 

flagships are robots (Allison 2006: 56). Today, the country is ahead in robotics in many respects, with 

the largest numbers of robots per worker of any country in the world (Richardson 2016: 121). Below I 

present the broader socio-political factors that are related to the manufacturing and distribution of 

robot technologies in Japan and that ultimately gave form to the circulation of Telenoid.   

The story of advanced technology and robots originated during Japan’s foreign occupation when, 

announcing Japan’s surrender to the Allies on the 15th of August 1945, Emperor Hirohito emphasized 

that the Japanese people should now ‘strive for the progress of science and technology, which were 

our greatest deficiency in this war’ (Morris-Suzuki 1994: 161). Affected by severe damage on Japanese 

cities however, about a quarter of the country’s factories and infrastructure was destroyed and many 

of Japan’s research laboratories were damaged. By 1948, however, the Japanese authorities were 

beginning to reconstruct the basis of technology policy, and in that year, an Agency of Industrial 

Science and Technology was set up under the Ministry of International Trade and Industry (MITI) 

(ibid: 165). The agency took over control of the various central research laboratories and was to play a 

pivotal role in the development of MITI’s postwar policies on industrial technology.  

According to Tessa Morris-Suzuki (1994), two factors are often singled out for attention, in an 

effort to understand Japan’s industrial growth during the years following the Occupation (ibid: 166). 

The first is Japan’s access to foreign, and in particular American, technology. The second is the 

government and in particular MITI. Thus, as the world economy entered a boom in the late 1950s, 

Japanese firms were able to import American technology in the rapidly growing machinery, electrical 

and chemical sectors. Imported technology was not a substitute for but a complement to local research 

and development and between 1952 and 1958 the number of researchers employed by private 

companies more than doubled. In the beginning, this reflected not so much the growth of very large 

research laboratories, but the fact that many companies were establishing small laboratories or 

research divisions to acquire and adapt technology (ibid: 166 ff.). In addition, ministries such as MITI 

stepped in directly, setting up committees, think tanks and research groups to spread technological 

know-how, and the government used public corporations like NHK (the Japan Broadcasting 

Corporation) and NTT (Nippon Telegraph and Telephone) to act as intermediaries in the transmission 

of technological ideas from one private enterprise to another (ibid: 186). Public research laboratories 

also made their technical know-how available to private firms to exchange ideas on leading-edge 

technologies. Thus, Japan’s post-war technological strength was built in part on the strong links 
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between individual private enterprises, and between government and industry, thus creating a basis 

for ongoing exchange of ideas (Morris-Suzuki 1994: 207). 

As MITI notes in a report of 1980, the ultimate aim was to transform Japan from being ‘a nation 

built on trade’ to being ‘a nation built on technology’ (ibid: 211). Subscribing a policy of ‘technological 

nation building’ (gijutsu rikkoku) (ibid: 211) the government focused on the research and 

development of original technologies to remake the country as an industrial power. The message was 

that Japan, as a small, overcrowded and resource-poor nation, had only one means to assure its place 

as a trading nation in the modern world economy: developing the technological knowledge and 

creativity of its people and thereby producing goods that were desirable and competitive in the export 

marketplace (ibid: 211, cf. Allison 2006: 56).Thus transformation of imported raw materials into high-

tech manufactured goods for export was at the center of national policy and became the heart of 

Japan’s new key industry in the 1970s and 1980s. As a consequence of this and due to the country’s 

massive installations of industrial robots in the period after the war, by 1986 Japan housed as much as 

60 percent of the world’s entire population of industrial robots, which, at the time, was more than four 

times the number in the United States, which had invented them (Allison 2006: 56). Through this 

domination of the industrial robot market, Japan became internationally known as the ‘Robot 

Kingdom’ (Schodt 1988) in a time characterized by a sense that the twenty-first century was to be 

Japan’s century; an era in which its approach toward technology – especially manufacturing 

technology – would usher in a bright new age. Hence, in the years between the 1950s and the new 

millennium, Japan underwent what Anne Allison (2006) refers to as the ‘Japanese miracle’ with an 

economy that doubled in size every seven years (Allison 2006: 67). Yet, in the 1990s Japan’s economic 

bubble burst and the country entered years of decline that surprised everyone by its duration (ibid: 

236). However, at the beginning of the twenty-first century, Japan still remained an economic 

superpower, and the world could still admire its technology, whether innovations in green technology 

or consumer items such as digital cameras, laptop computers and high-resolution television sets, the 

goods for which ‘Japan has become recognized as a world-class producer since the late 1960s’, as 

Allison explains (Allison 2006: 62). Furthermore, in the world of industrial robots, in both number and 

application, Japan remains far and away the leader, even today where robots are used in practically 

every industry in Japan (Wagner 2010; Richardson 2016).  

 

The Present-Day Robot Trade for the Ageing Society  

How appropriate, then, that this marketplace of industrial and consumer technology should also be the 

home of the new generation of robots that are now increasingly taken up as a possible route to 

overcoming the changes in demography on a global scale. Indeed, in the context of falling birth rates 

and a rapidly ageing population, Japanese politicians are now clearly promoting so-called ‘next-
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generation robots’ (Wagner 2010: 132) marketed specifically to solve demographic challenges and 

health issues on a global scale. Within the context of a country with the oldest population in the world 

these robots are envisaged as devices that eliminate labour shortage in the industry and service sector, 

while becoming home-helpers and lifestyle assistants for the elderly population (Wagner 2010; 

Sabanovic 2008; Robertson 2007).  

In contrast to their counterparts in the manufacturing industry, a special feature of the next-

generation robots is that they belong to a class of new technologies that communicate and make 

responses when addressed by human beings (Hasse 2013). While some of these technologies have an 

instrumental and practical focus – they give baths, dispense medication and lift people out of bed – 

others are commonly referred to as ‘social robots’ (Hasse 2013: 79) that roboticists try to create in 

certain ways, which enable them to interact socially and emotionally with people in everyday 

environments (ibid: 79). Sherry Turkle (2011) gives the example of the Japanese robot ‘Wandakun’, 

which was developed in the late 1990s as a fuzzy koala that responds to being petted by purring, 

singing, and uttering a few phrases. After a year-long pilot project that provided nursing home 

residents with the robot, results demonstrated that older people became attached to the robot, cared 

for it and enjoyed its company. Encouraged by such experiments, Turkle explains, Japanese 

researchers thus began to look for robotic companionship as a remedy for the indignities and isolation 

of age, and since then a range of social robots to provide companionship has emerged. In both 

Denmark and Japan, the most famous example might well be the baby seal robot ‘Paro’, which was 

imported to Denmark from Japan in 2007 to provide companionship and relaxation among people 

with dementia in nursing homes (Hasse 2013; Hasse 2015; Leeson 2010).  

As mentioned above, within these categories of robots, a field of special interest is the elderly 

care sector, because it includes an increasing number of elderly people who will need support in daily 

tasks and care in the near future. In her studies of the goals pursued by Japanese politicans in order to 

tackle the increasingly ageing society, Jennifer Robertson (2007) argues that Prime Minister Shinzo 

Abe’s visionary blueprint in 2006 for remaking Japanese society by 2025, with the aim of reversing the 

declining birthrate and accommodating the rapidly ageing population, in particular emphasizes the 

central role that robots will play in stabilizing core institutions, such as the family, and in securing the 

stability both of the Japanese economy and Japanese social institutions (Robertson 2007: 369). 

Robertson shows how, through three ‘science fiction stories’, the blueprint aims to promote a society 

and lifestyle dependent on robots by describing how involving robots in the family’s life can increase 

the number of women working outside the home in the future. Since the launch of the blueprint, which 

at the same time earmarked 26 billion US Dollars for distribution until 2017 to promote the industry 

of robot technology (ibid: 391), the country’s demographic challenges have been placed on the agenda 

as causing specific challenges that robots might help to address. In this context, robots adapted for 
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welfare and domestic uses are seen by politicians to be both an economic and social boon: the perfect 

solution for ageing seniors and overburdened staff members preferred over foreign laborers because, 

unlike migrant workers, robots have no cultural differences (Robertson 2007: 372; cf. Jenike & 

Traphagen 2009: 254) and would be ‘easier to accept for the Japanese society than invited foreign 

workers’ (Wagner 2010: 135).  

The economic prospects of such robots for elder care have led to a strategic governmental 

promotion of robot technology going back to 2002. According to Cosima Wagner (2010), in 2001 the 

Japan Robot Association (JARA) and Japan Machine Federation (JMF) published a joint report entitled 

‘Technology strategy for creating a “robot society” in the twenty-first century’ on the future market 

potential of the robotics industry (Wagner 2010: 135). The report presented an impressive growth 

forecast, leading to large amounts of money now invested in the research and development of robots 

for care, forecast to represent in this century what Japanese automobiles did in the last (Robertson 

2007: 373; Schodt 1988). In particular, the Ministry of Economy, Trade and Industry (METI) supports 

the development of robots as a key growth industry in the twenty-first century, and Japanese 

companies such as Honda, Mitsubishi, and Toyota have committed themselves to the advancement of 

robotics technologies to the point at which interactions between humans and robots run smoothly and 

robots are able to fulfill roles in the everyday life, elder care, entertainment and maintenance sectors 

(Sabanovic 2008; Wagner 2010). In one of its reports of February 2015 METI announced that within 

five years ‘more than 100 cases of support to put medical care-related equipment using robot 

technology will be implemented’ (Ministry of Economy, Trade and Industry 2015: 64), while at the 

same time ‘the risk of staff members’ suffering a backache will be lowered to zero by using nursing 

robots for helping the aged transfer’ (ibid: 64). As stated in their description of the achievement of 

what the report refers to as a ‘robot revolution’ (ibid: 9): 

 
There will be routine collaboration between robots and human of all ages from children to seniors. 

Robots will help release humans from cumbersome tasks and enrich interaction for a higher 

quality of life than ever. In addition, taking full advantage of robots for greater safety, comfort and 

attractiveness of a community will contribute to the formation of a highly attentive and 

convenient community that humans alone may not come by. In particular, routine operation of 

robots in the actual scenes of medicine and nursing care in the ever-progressing ageing society 

with declining birth rate will enable provision of advanced medical care that used to be 

impossible or quality nursing service with lesser burden which will bring about a deeper 

appreciation for robots by each individual (Ministry of Economy, Trade and Industry 2015: 9). 

 

As this statement indicates, robots should be enlisted to help by being not only better than nothing, 

but better than humans in an ageing society of Japan. Yet, despite the governmental visions and 
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sketches of a future Japanese society within which robots assist in various aspects of daily life, market-

ready robots are still rare (Wagner 2010: 141). Returning to the METI report of February 2015, 

although the report points out a number of measures to be taken on a broader societal scale within the 

next five years in order to facilitate the so-called robot revolution (Ministry of Economy, Trade and 

Industry 2015: 61 ff.), it is specifically emphasized in the nursing and medical fields not just how the 

introduction of what the report calls ‘nursing robots’ (ibid: 68) should contribute to the ‘mitigation of 

burdens and enhancement of efficiency of nursing work performed by nursing workers’ (ibid: 68). The 

report also highlights how research and development should be directed towards ‘low-price robotic 

nursing equipment that can actually be used’ (ibid: 68). Indeed, as the report sums up the current 

status within robotics, ‘many expensive, advanced robots, such as humanoid robots, have been 

developed (…). Nevertheless, it can be easily anticipated that such a humanoid cannot be purchased by 

and spread to nursing sites with poor financial power’ (ibid: 68). Consequently, the report concludes 

that METI will specifically support attempts towards introducing robots on the market.  

These statements express a clear recognition of what Cosima Wagner (2010) described in her 

analysis of the governmental visions of robots in Japan, namely that market-ready nursing robots for 

senior consumers are still rare (Wagner 2010: 141). Whereas there are a lot of ideas and prototypes, 

she argues, much in accordance to the indications in the report above, there are still very few 

commercial products. Consequently, as illustrated in the report above, emphasis is now placed on 

facilitating the grounds not just for research into robotics, but also for the actual application of robots 

within care institutions and society as a whole. As will become clear in Chapter Three and Chapter 

Four, the laboratory in this study presents a good case of how a primary focus on developing 

humanoid robots as research is affected by an increasing wish to create robots that can be applied in 

those areas of society where the demand for them is explicitly articulated. Furthermore, in a Japanese 

context of promoting the robot trade on a global scale, testing and modifying robots to fit into a Danish 

healthcare sector is a prestigious hallmark, also as Denmark is internationally known for its welfare 

system (Ugebrevet A4). However, as we shall soon see, the turn towards marketing robots specifically 

for society, rather than for research alone, is complicated and full of personal compromises and 

negotiations to be taken.  

Nevertheless, although robots are just now becoming market-ready, the robot industry is, as we 

have seen above, the platform on which the Japanese state has based much of its national budget 

(Robertson 2007: 23). Accordingly, many studies have critically examined the state’s restructuring of 

elder care towards a more technological approach to caring for the aged. In their studies of Japanese 

elder care, Brenda R. Jenike and John W. Traphagen (2009), for example, argue that technology plays a 

key role in transforming core cultural concepts in Japan, such as filial piety and respect for the elderly. 

Since 2000, Japan, they argue, has been undergoing a:  
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 … major restructuring of elder care in which there has been a move away from the hands-on, 

family-centred experience of elder care associated with the idea of ‘warm contact’, to a more 

distant, institutional, and technological approach to caring for the aged (Jenike & Traphagen 2009: 

255).  

 

Along with these changes, Jenike and Traphagen suggest, elder care has been increasingly 

commoditized, moving away from viewing older people as deserving respect or filial piety and care 

within the family household to institutionally centered support in nursing homes (ibid: 255). In other 

words, elders and their families have become consumers in a growing market of robotic technologies 

designed to help people maintain their independence as they age not within the family household but 

alone or in nursing home institutions. In such a context, Jenike and Traphagen conclude, ‘the filial child 

may no longer be able to co-reside with his or parents, but may set up Internet monitoring devices so 

the elderly living alone can be in regular touch – even if that “touch” is not as warm as it once was’ 

(ibid: 256). As shall become clear in coming chapters, it is exactly such scenarios that the roboticists in 

this study touch upon when modifying Telenoid to fit caring for the old. Yet, in contrast to the 

argument put forward by Jenike and Traphagen, roboticists do not consider their robots as providing a 

less warm and human contact. On the contrary, the robots are envisaged to do just that.  

Much in accordance with Traphagen and Jenike, Jennifer Robertson (2007) takes a critical stance 

towards the Japanese state’s emphasis on robots when she suggests that the state’s blueprint for what 

she refers to as a ‘posthuman family’ (Robertson 2007: 390) in which all aspects of social family life 

converge with machines has the potential to turn into a dystopian scenario for Japanese society. As the 

first country, Robertson argues, to attempt to organize and orchestrate society around automation and 

thus the advent of social robots that will compensate for the declining and ageing population and make 

replacement migration unnecessary, Japan crafts itself as a ‘technologically closed country’ (gijutsuteki 

sakuko) continuing the isolationist policy of the Tokugawa shogunate, which effectively closed off 

Japan to the rest of the world between the early seventeenth and late nineteenth century (ibid: 391-

392). Furthermore, although robots are envisaged as offering exceptional convenience to the Japanese 

people, she argues, such convenience is followed by the state’s surveillance over every aspect of the 

individual (ibid: 393): ‘with their built-in web servers and live video feeds, household robots are part 

of one of the fastest-growing markets in Japan: surveillance and observation’ (ibid: 393).   

The criticisms notwithstanding, in the above description of the Japanese situation it is clear that 

Japanese politicians have promoted the robot industry, by allocating large amounts of economic 

resources and political attention to the area. As a result, the country became a leader on the global 

scene of robotics. Here robots are a result of specific political practices that have placed them as 

central actors in rebuilding the nation and overcoming demographic challenges facing the country. 
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Furthermore, as illustrated in the introduction to this thesis and this chapter, the engagement in a 

practice fuelled by visions of producing market-ready robots is also apparent when we turn to 

Denmark, where international collaborations heralding the search for a better ability to turn the public 

sector service system into a technology-based one of its kind is present. In the following section our 

focus therefore now turns to Denmark, where international collaboration with Japan on the 

development and commercialization of robots for the healthcare sector is explicitly taken up as a 

possible answer to the question of how to face the various challenges confronting yet another ageing 

society (Hoff 2011: 29). As we shall see, it is such focus on collaboration that provides the 

infrastructure that leads eventually to the arrival of Telenoid in Denmark. In particular, I am to 

foreground two main features related to the context of testing (Japanese) technology in the Danish 

healthcare. The first is related to visions of improving people’s self-reliance and improving efficiency 

in the public sector. The second is ideas about international partnerships and user-driven innovation. 

As I shall argue below, these socioeconomic and political elements are entangled and used to stage a 

particular version of robots in Denmark as innovative tools loaded with the potential to improve the 

healthcare sector.  

 

The Need for Robots in Denmark 

When Prime Minister Helle Thorning-Schmidt visited Japan in 2014 to sign an agreement for the 

collaboration on robots, it was certainly not the first time the countries had done so. In 2010, the 

Prime Minister at the time, Lars Løkke Rasmussen, signed an agreement with the Japanese Prime 

Minister, Toyokoo Hatoyama, on collaboration on robot technology (Fyens Stiftstidende 2010). Later, 

in June 2013, the central government presented its plan for economic growth, ‘Denmark at work – 

Plan for growth in health and care solutions’ (Danmark i arbejde. Vækstplan for sundheds- og 

velfærdsløsninger), which emphasized how international collaborations with Japan and China should 

be formalized in cooperation agreements in order to ‘strengthen research and development as well as 

technology exchange in the field of robot and welfare technology solutions’ (The Ministry of Business 

and Growth 2013: 52 my translation). As stated in the strategy, whereas Japan has ‘strong expertise in 

robot technology which they would like to develop further, Denmark is an attractive test-market for 

new technologies and user-driven innovation’ (ibid: 52 my translation).  Indeed, it seemed to be clear 

that whereas Japan was seen as driver for the commercial potential of the technological solutions, 

contributing with concrete technological devices, as Telenoid for example, Denmark was, on the other 

hand, characterized as a ‘test-market’, invited to provide access to users and to make sure that 

technological solutions would be directed to users’ needs.  

This emphasis on Denmark as a test-market for new kinds of technologies, takes as its starting 

point the growing pressure on the Danish healthcare sector (Ballegaard 2011: 23) in continuing to 
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guarantee an expansive public sector, with provision of free health care and free public education in a 

range of public institutions such as nurseries, kindergartens, after-school care, schools, hospitals, and 

nursing homes. Denmark is generally described as a social democratic welfare state in which the 

government traditionally levies high taxation in order to support an expansive public sector providing 

free health care and public education (Christiansen 2013: 23). Yet, as in Japan, demographic 

developments predict an ageing population that will be in greater need of healthcare services, and 

tend to be hospitalized for longer periods of time than other age groups while at the same time, the 

generations entering the workforce are diminishing (The Agency for Digitisation 2013a). This means 

that there is expected to be a labour shortage in the public sector when it comes to providing the 

necessary services for the growing numbers of people who will need help (ibid). The problem, as 

described in policy documents, is that this change poses severe challenges to the Danish welfare 

society and to public healthcare in particular (Ertner 2016: 2).  

Given these concerns, a variety of initiatives have been taken in order to pursue alternative ways 

of managing healthcare. Some initiatives seek to prevent chronic illness, loneliness and health 

conditions related to unhealthy lifestyles that cause intensive needs for care, whereas others aim to 

support elderly people in managing their illnesses themselves. In both cases, the healthcare system 

should be relieved of taking charge of these tasks (Ertner 2015: 13). Furthermore, technology is 

assumed to hold out a promising solution to the main concern: to save money on healthcare while 

maintaining the same level and quality of services provided (The Prime Ministers Office 2011). Before 

describing the technologies envisaged and how they have come to assert themselves in a number of 

projects launched in Denmark to test and provide technological solutions to deal with the challenges of 

the ageing society, I will first present the state’s portrayal of such a society in which technologies play 

a key role.  

 

A Portrayal of a Technologized Society 

In 2013, the regions and local municipalities, together with the Danish government, agreed upon the 

visionary blueprint ‘Digital Welfare’ (Digital Velfærd) for revitalizing Danish society by 2020, by 

promoting a digital and technological lifestyle (The Agency for Digitisation 2013b). In this lies also the 

expectation that technology will rationalize and improve the welfare services provided by the 

municipalities for its citizens, primarily by empowering elderly and disabled people in order ‘[…] to 

live more autonomously and with greater quality of life’ (The Agency for Digitisation 2013b: 3). In this 

perspective, technologies are to be understood not only as ensuring and improving people’s self-

reliance and quality of life, but also as reducing costs and restricting public healthcare services. 

According to the Danish Agency for Digitisation, technology can maintain or even increase the quality 

of service while reducing expenditure by assisting users in their daily lives and ensuring a more 
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efficient provision of public sector services (ibid). Thus, using technology is believed to reduce 

pressure on the healthcare system while improving people’s quality of life and work environment. The 

Agency of Digitisation defines the overall ambition of digital welfare as follows: 
 

With digital solutions we can provide welfare services in new, more efficient and effective ways. 

New technology and digital welfare solutions have already empowered many elderly people to 

live more autonomously and with greater quality of life. Therefore, we must actively seize the new 

possibilities in order to rethink welfare services and to make everyday life easier for the 

individual (The Agency of Digitisation 2013b: 3). 

 

In this perspective, then, technology means new possibilities in regard to the citizen, the public 

employees and the public services in general. Technology is invested with expectations to provide the 

individual citizen with the opportunity to actively use the resources they already have. Rationalizing 

that self-reliance equals increasing quality of life, the state moreover emphasizes that the transition to 

digital welfare services should underpin an ongoing development in the public sector whereby welfare 

services are not provided to citizens. On the contrary, they are increasingly provided in collaboration 

with citizens (Ertner 2015). Furthermore, with the use of technology public employees will be able to 

solve their tasks faster and more easily freeing up time and resources for other welfare services (ibid).   

Such visions are also formalized in a range of municipal strategies throughout the country. 

Through their provision of care facilities and the allocation of assistance, local municipalities thus 

provide a range of strategies to increase the use of welfare technology in the healthcare sector. The 

municipality of Copenhagen, for example, has formulated a strategy called, ‘New ways for Health and 

Care’ (Nye veje til Sundhed og Omsorg), focusing specifically on welfare technology and emphasizing its 

capacity to improve citizens’ quality of life, render services more efficient and prevent physical 

attrition among staff members (City of Copenhagen 2013: 25). Similarly, in the course of my 

interviews with civil servants in health and care administrations in Danish municipalities in late 2013 

and on the basis of the growing literature of official strategies on technology produced in the 

municipalities, I came to conclude that technology was indeed envisaged to play a central role in 

relation to health care. As a civil servant from one municipality told me, technology was a way to 

‘secure the future for the elderly- and disability care sector’: 

 
We cannot deny that it is all about saving and efficiency. It’s not exactly as if the resources in this 

area are getting bigger, is it? We know that the number of elderly people is increasing, and we also 

know that we probably won’t have the money or the possibility of retaining the number of staff 

that we have today, so it’s all about finding the technology that can take over and release labour, 

for example, by making some of the citizens who have been used to receiving help in their home 
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more self-reliant or to carry out a service faster, for example by using a ceiling lift so that there 

will only be need for one staff member instead of two to move a citizen. It does not mean that the 

more soft values such as improving citizens’ quality of life and a better working environment are 

not there anymore. Not at all. It just means that we rarely initiate something and launch 

something on a large scale unless there is some form of savings in it. This is one of the ways in 

which we can secure the future of the elder- and disability care sector. So this is our manifesto on 

welfare technology.  

 

As we have already seen, the focus on reducing pressure on the healthcare system through technology 

is generally legitimized with reference not only to the economy of the municipality but also to citizens’ 

own well-being. Here, questions of enhancing people’s self-reliance through the use of technology was 

not just about saving resources but also about increasing their quality of life. ‘Who wants someone else 

to wipe them behind?’, a civil servant for example asked me rhetorically during an interview. ‘No one! 

All of us prefer to be able to manage by ourselves. Ever since we were a child we have wanted to be 

self-reliant and this doesn't just disappear because we get old. This is what gives us quality of life’. 

Similarly, as the then chairman of The National Board of Health and Welfare (Socialstyrelsen), Torben 

Buse, commenting in the administration’s magazine in 2013 on the launch of Digital Welfare, said, ‘I 

think you can see a change in the direction of people wanting to take care of themselves for as long as 

possible. Welfare technology can lead to a much higher degree of self-reliance amongst the elderly, and 

it is good for both the economy and the individual person’ (The National Board of Health and Welfare 

2013: 12, my translation). 

The emphasis on the self-reliant elderly people has a lot in common with current policy 

discourse on so-called ‘active ageing’ (Ertner 2015: 30) and the series of corresponding efforts to 

make elderly people more active through various initiatives. Indeed, some years before Telenoid 

arrived in Denmark, a transition from so-called ‘passive care’ to ‘active care’ was undertaken within 

Danish elder care (ibid: 30). The nature of the policy shift, Marie Ertner argues (2015) in her analyses 

of the introduction of welfare technologies into Danish healthcare, was to ‘replace care practices that 

imply doing care for the elderly with practices that would motivate the elderly to care for themselves to 

the degree possible’ (ibid: 30). As we have seen, the discourse on active ageing has been particularly 

tied to technological developments of technologies for elderly. Thus, even though digital technology 

has occasionally been criticized for its pacifying effects on users (Ertner 2015; cf. Morelli 2007), in this 

perspective, technological solutions are seen not only as a way of facilitating access to services, but as 

empowering in and by themselves. Indeed, as Cathrine Hasse and Jamie Wallace (2014) point out in 

their studies of the emergence of welfare technology in Danish healthcare, these technologies are 

envisaged to create a context within which technology are supposed to empower people who would 
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no longer be dependent on staff members. On the contrary, people are now expected to take 

responsibility for their care into their own hands (Hasse & Wallace 2014: 95). 

Recently, several scholars have identified attempts by Western governments, including the 

Danish, to turn towards various forms of empowerment and community involvement (Christiansen 

2013; Du Gay 1996; Newman et al., 2003). Here, the state explicitly supports the agenda of enabling 

citizens to take control of their own lives and existence, seeing the citizen also as a resource in the 

facilitation of public services (Christiansen 2013: 154; Hasse & Wallace 2014: 95). As Jesper 

Christiansen (2013) points out in his studies of how the concept of innovation introduces new 

approaches to public development in Denmark, ideas of what he refers to as ‘responsibilitization’ and 

empowerment have in particular been the subject of anthropological studies, criticising the state’s 

attempt to further self-governance among vulnerable citizens. The emphasis on the deployment of 

these terms as strategies of governance, prompted Aradhana Sharma and Akhil Gupta (2006) to talk 

about yet another example of what they referred to as ‘the neoliberal “unloading” of public services 

onto empowered and “responsibilized” selves and communities’ who can take care of their own 

welfare and govern themselves (Sharma & Gupta 2006: 21).   

In her studies of the introduction of welfare technologies in the Danish healthcare sector, Ditte-

Marie From (2015) seems to share this perspective. She argues that strategies of digital welfare in 

Denmark ‘translate human welfare into a sense of independent, burden-free, and self-reliant human 

care’ (From 2015: 56). Following Loader, Hardey and Keeble (2009), From argues that digital welfare 

ought to be seen in the light of neo-liberal policies, aiming to reinforce the individual’s role in society, 

from being a part of the community to becoming a customer in the public welfare system (ibid: 55). 

Thus, with the aim of increasing individual autonomy and diminishing the number of citizens who are 

a burden either to society or to the family, welfare technology transfers the responsibility of health 

care from the institutional systems to the individual.  

Introducing technology as a main provider of public services is not just envisaged to have an 

impact on individuals, as indicated above. Various studies have also shown how technology does 

indeed come to play a key role in people’s daily lives (Hasse & Wallace 2014; Pols 2012; Pols & Moser 

2009; Ballegaard 2011; Langstrup 2014). In her studies of the ways in which the Japanese robot harp 

seal, Paro, contributed to change in nursing homes in Denmark, anthropologist Cathrine Hasse (2015), 

for example, demonstrates how the robot not only required staff to extend their notion of what it 

means to be a professional practitioner giving emotional responses to old people. The staff also 

wanted to reject the presence of the robot, which required them to devise new plans and schedules for 

its use (Hasse 2015: 282). In Chapter Seven and Chapter Eight I will reveal the elaborate work and 

experiences of staff, residents and citizens engaged in using technology. For now, however, I will 

address the ways in which the development of new welfare services and technologies are pursued 
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through a number of innovation projects launched to provide technological solutions to deal with the 

challenges of the ageing society.  

 

International Partnerships and User-Driven Innovation 

When the central government presented its plan for economic growth, ‘Denmark at work – Plan for 

growth in health and care solutions’  (The Ministry of Business and Growth 2013) it was emphasized 

that Denmark is an attractive test-market for new technologies, as we saw earlier. During my 

fieldwork I realized that common to the strategies on welfare technology is that most of them have 

indeed been construed around the goal of testing technologies in various government-funded projects 

realized in the public sector. So, for example, the strategy, Digital Welfare, referred to above, 

emphasizes how the public sector should ‘engage users more closely in the development of new 

solutions’ in order for ‘digital welfare solutions’ to ‘create real value for the individual’ (The Agency of 

Digitisation 2013b: 5): 

 
In forthcoming years, the public sector must continue to test and evaluate strategically selected 

technologies. Promising solutions will be tested in demonstration projects or in a large scale. This 

will provide the basis for future decisions on the dissemination of new solutions (The Agency of 

Digitisation 2013b: 12). 

 

In this perspective, testing and evaluating technologies seem to be highly prioritized in order to gain 

insights and knowledge about ‘future solutions’ that ‘will make life easier, for example for people with 

disabilities, and make people more self-reliant’ (ibid: 12). At the same time it is emphasized how such 

strategic effort will provide private businesses with the opportunity to collaborate with the public 

sector on the development of solutions with clear sales potential, both nationally and internationally. 

‘If there are no solutions on the market, it is possible to test the solutions at one of the test facilities in 

the municipality of Copenhagen’, it is for example stated in the strategy ‘New ways for Health and Care’ 

provided by the municipality of Copenhagen (City of Copenhagen 2013: 23, my translation), before it is 

concluded that:  

 
(…). First and foremost it is for the benefit of the citizens, and, at the same time, it enhances the 

possibilities of technological solutions and experiences from projects in the municipality being 

transformed into solutions, which can be exported. The municipality of Copenhagen must develop 

an innovative and entrepreneurial environment, which is attractive for both students and 

employees who have a good idea. For existing companies, the test facilities are the beginning of 

business development and new markets (City of Copenhagen 2013: 25). 
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According to the municipality, testing a given technology supposedly contributes positively in 

qualifying its contribution and value in the healthcare sector. Besides helping citizens by increasing 

their self-reliance, safety, and quality of life, such tests would also contribute to processes of 

commercialization and business. 

Glancing through the various strategies on welfare technology one is left with the impression 

that the majority of municipalities around the country follow suit (see for example Næstved 

Municipality, Roskilde Municipality 2015, Local Government Denmark 2016). Consequently, a number 

of projects – including the one leading to the arrival of Telenoid – attempting to gain knowledge about 

the potentials of a given technology before introducing it on a larger societal scale, have piled up 

around what might best be described as an increasingly ‘projectified’ country, to borrow a term from 

Susan R. Whyte, Michael A. Whyte, Lotte Meinert and Jenipher Twebaze’s (Whyte et al. 2013: 143) 

description of how a Ugandan landscape comes to be overrun with HIV programmes. In the course of 

my interviews with civil servants employed in health and care administrations in municipalities 

around the country, I came to conclude that testing and developing technology in projects of various 

kinds were a common and routinized practice wherever I went. ‘Of course, it is all about identifying 

what kind of needs and challenges the citizens have and then try to find and develop technologies’, 

stated one civil servant from a large municipality. ‘We are constantly testing all kinds of different 

technologies’, stated another. ‘This gives us some good experience because the staff and the citizens 

themselves are helping to choose what technologies they consider relevant in their daily life’. Thus, 

whereas the nature of the technologies involved varied, common for most of the projects is that 

technology is rarely just implemented. On the contrary, technologies are most often developed, tested 

and modified in accordance to those needs and challenges at play in a context of municipalities 

prioritizing cooperation with private partners that could develop solutions meant to address problems 

of a certain relevance.  

In Denmark, the legitimacy of the agenda of technology testing seems to be bound up with the 

basic perception that user-driven innovation is the promising way to develop new kinds of 

technologies. In this understanding, reforms and legislation are no longer enough to drive the needed 

changes (Christiansen 2013: 11). Instead, as Christiansen (2013) argues, innovation ‘has to happen at 

the heart of public services; in the ways the state runs schools, day-care centres, nursing homes, 

hospitals and the other service-providing facilities which citizens rely on and interact with in their 

everyday lives’ (Christiansen 2013: 11). Or put in another way, an increased focus on user-driven 

innovation means that public ‘services and systems are being rethought on the basis of a qualitative 

understanding of the experiences that interacting and engaging with public service systems create 

among citizens and other actors of society’ (ibid: 25). Whereas innovation, Christiansen claims, is 

‘often perceived as a way of conceptualizing positive progress driven by new ideas, products, services 
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or systems, thus enabling solutions that meet new requirements or societal needs’ (ibid: 24), user-

driven innovation specifically implies an emphasis on the role of users (Ertner 2015: 27-28) and is 

seen as a way of making sure that the technology in question has value and is created in accordance 

with users’ needs and acceptance (ibid: 27-28). Indeed, the processes of user-driven innovation are 

driven by processes of exploration aiming towards addressing the public problem in new ways 

(Christiansen 2013: 25; Lex 2013; Vaaben 2013). This exploration assures not only access to the needs 

of users, but consequently also the opportunity for private - in this case, Japanese - partners to develop 

an attractive and useful device that does not fail when put to use. Indeed, when developed with users 

and in accordance with their needs, such failure is, it is rationalized, avoidable. Without early and 

ongoing user involvement, it seems, it is difficult to ensure usability (cf. Suchman 1994).  

According to anthropologist Nana Vaaben (2013), the emphasis on user-driven innovation 

marks a shift in the public sector towards conceptualizing users not just as consumers, but equal 

partners with whom to ‘co-create’ future welfare solutions (Vaaben 2013: 11; cf. Lex 2013). Yet, as 

illustrated in various anthropological studies of user-driven innovation and public services (Vaaben 

2013; Ertner 2015; Lassen 2014; Christiansen 2013; Lex 2013), this model of user-driven innovation 

often fails to live up to the high expectations. However, the expectation persists that positive results 

will arise from user-driven innovation and lead to a series of distributed benefits, such as successful 

technologies that meet citizens’ needs and challenges, and has indeed been adopted as a model in 

government policies and by funding bodies to such a degree that user-driven innovation has been 

described as a typical trait of the approach to public innovation in Denmark (Christiansen 2013: 25; 

Ertner 2015: 26).  

As indicated above, ideas about testing and developing technologies in accordance with users’ 

needs often relies on public-private partnerships. This means that several projects are construed 

around the collaboration between public and private sectors along with research institutions (Ertner 

2015: 24), brought together to collaborate on developing solutions at once beneficial and 

commercially profitable to all partners. As should already be clear by now, the travel of Telenoid was 

primarily furthered by international partnerships and a focus on user-driven innovation. Indeed, the 

project brought together research institutions (the laboratory, University of Copenhagen and DTI) and 

the public sector (a nursing home and an activity centre) with the ambition of making Telenoid 

suitable for and adaptable to its potential Danish users, as we saw in the introduction to this thesis. 

Within this partnership, the laboratory, on the one hand, contributed with concrete technological 

devices to be tested; the Danish research institutions were to identify relevant needs among potential 

users of the technological device; and finally the public partners provided access to users. While such 

setup clearly denies what Lucy Suchman (1994) has called ‘the myth of the lone creator of new 

technology on the one hand, and the passive recipients of new technology on the other’ (Suchman 
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1994: 22) it also suggests that there is no distinct boundary between technology design and use 

insofar as roboticists, in order to develop their robot with any integrity, must do so in relation to the 

specific settings in which it is to be used. As we shall see throughout this thesis, although such 

boundary crossing has apparently turned citizens into guinea pigs who now live their daily lives in an 

‘exploratorium’, as the article from Kristeligt Dagblad stated previously (Kristeligt Dagblad 2012), 

most people who came to test Telenoid thought it was exciting and meaningful to take part in such 

experiments. Similarly, among managers of the institutions it was even evident that engaging in 

projects of testing technology was a prestigious and admired way to become what they described as 

the most innovative in the country. ‘Welfare technology is in at the moment’, a manager stated in an 

interview. ‘We are all competing to win the space race within welfare technology and consequently to 

become Denmark’s lighthouse in the area of welfare technological innovation’. Whereas we shall 

explore further how managers associated their decision to participate in Telenoid testing with being 

acknowledged as innovative in Chapter Five, for now it is sufficient to say that in these practices 

robots are turned into innovations recognized by politicians, civil servants and managers as directly 

linked to allowing prestige and acknowledgement (cf. Hasse 2015; Hasse & Wallace 2014: 96; Hojer-

Bruun 2015) and to improving the healthcare provided.    

 

Welfare Technologies 

As should be clear by now, ‘welfare technology’ is the umbrella term used most often in Denmark to 

refer to those technologies – including Telenoid – that are tested in public-private collaboration and 

supposedly implemented in the daily life of people. Up to this point, I have used the term without 

much introduction. However, as welfare technology is regarded as a powerful tool for assisting the re-

organization of the healthcare sector, as described above, it is important to discuss what the term may 

imply.   

Welfare technology was first coined in 2007 to refer to technologies that provide or assist 

citizens with services and products (Ertner 2015: 8). Combining the words ‘welfare’ and ‘technology’ it 

is generally said that ‘welfare technology is the technology we use to improve the services provided by 

the welfare society and make them more efficient’ (Nordic Centre for Welfare and Social Issues 2010: 

7). Hence, welfare technology is generally conceptualized as a way of rationalizing and improving the 

welfare services provided by the public sector and is thus seen as among decision-makers as a 

promising solution to problems not only in elderly care but also among other users of public services, 

such as citizens with chronic diseases and disabilities of various kinds (Ertner 2015; Hoff 2011).  

Today the term is commonly applied as a generic category broad enough to include both 

advanced digital technology and robots, and simple tools. Indeed, as long as it assists personnel and 

citizens in regards to specific ‘welfare services’, as a civil servant told me in an interview, welfare 
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technology can range from ‘a bath sponge to an advanced robot’19. At this particular point then, 

welfare technology comes, for example, in the shape of simple devices for putting on and taking off 

support stockings; bidet toilets with integrated washing, blow drying and possibly a lift seat for help 

with sitting and standing; personal emergency alarms with GPS locator for people with dementia who 

wander off; smart home technologies that makes it possible to control functions in the home, either 

automatically or by remote control; medication reminder with alarm and nurse notification; telecare 

devices for which carers use new communication tools such as webcams, electronic monitors, email 

and websites to interact with patients, transmit data and provide instruction; and telemedicine 

technologies, which have been developed in order to reduce physical contact with doctors and nurses, 

and hence, to reduce the time and resources spent on the patient’s transportation (cf. From 2015: 54).  

In the name of welfare technology, a series of robots finally came to pervade the Danish 

healthcare sector. The term ‘robot’ has a long history dating back to the Czech playwright R.U.R 

(Rossum’s Universal Robots), premiering in Prague in 1922 (Robertson 2010: 15). Deriving from the 

term robota, which means forced labor or slave, today robots are generally conceptualized as 

autonomous or partially human controlled, thus semi-autonomous, devices (ibid: 15). According to 

Jennifer Robertson (2010), in practical usage a robot is ‘an aggregation of different technologies – 

sensors, software, telecommunications tools, motors and batteries – that makes it capable of 

interacting with its environment’ (Robertson 2010: 15)20. In Denmark, the work on robots took 

different directions. Some work was, for example, being done on testing exoskeletons, which can 

enhance the strength of weak limbs or help staff with heavy lifting using biosensors, mechanics and 

advanced control systems. Likewise, robot vacuum cleaners were increasingly being implemented 

around the country to automatically relieve carers from having to vacuum older people’s homes and 

nursing homes (Nordic Centre for Welfare and Social Issues 2010). Robotic feeding devices that enable 

people with impairment in arms and hands to feed themselves were even explicitly highlighted in the 

‘Digital Welfare’ strategy as a technology to focus on in the municipalities (The Agency for Digitisation 

2013a). Not least, the robot seal Paro had been widely introduced for dementia sufferers in nursing 

homes across the country (Hasse 2013; Hasse 2015).  

As mentioned in Chapter One, and as I shall explore in further details in Chapter Three and 

Chapter Four, Telenoid was not initially made as a welfare technology to be used in healthcare sectors 

around the world. In fact, it was made as a so-called telepresence technology to investigate scientific 

questions of how to create anthropomorphic robots that transmit and convey human presence, as 
                                                        
19 In this respect, the term covers not just digital, but also analog technology, an insight that has also particularly 
been emphasiszed within the framework of science, technology and society (STS) studies (Ballegaard 2011: 33).  
20 According to Katie Glaskin (2012) the autonomy of a robot, however, does not mean that it is capable of acing 
‘outside the programming parameters that have been set for it; rather, that it “has considerable control over its 
sensory inputs and the ability to choose actions based on an adaptive set of criteria rather than too rigidly 
predesigned a program”’ (Arbib 2005: 371 in Glaskin 2012: 70). 
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Professor Ishiguro told us in the introduction to this thesis. I shall return to the issue of making such 

robots when I analyze the roboticists’ attempts to shape Telenoid in ways that make it capable of 

transmitting and conveying human presence, in Chapter Three. For now it is sufficient to conclude that 

when arriving in Denmark it was this landscape of welfare technological approaches the robot became 

enmeshed in as consultants and roboticists strived to identify its capability of forming part of those 

welfare services provided in the Danish healthcare sector. As we shall see throughout this thesis, 

despite the fact that Telenoid was never initially intended to work in this manner, it gradually 

morphed into an emotional and therapeutic tool when encountering people outside the laboratory.  

 

Techno-Fantasies  

The notion that robots hold a special positive place in Japanese culture, whereas the West fears them, 

is well established in popular discourse and scholarly writing (Schodt 1988; Kaplan 2004; Hornyak 

2006; Kitano 2006). As Mark Coeckelbergh (2010) argues in his critical examination of attitudes 

towards robots in Japan and in the West, Japan is often referred to as a place where people are ‘loving 

the machine’ (cf. Hornyak 2006). To illustrate his point, Coeckelbergh provides the example of an 

article in ‘The Times’ headlining ‘Japan: the Nation that Loves Robots’ while claiming ‘to say that the 

Japanese are fervent about robots is a great understatement’ (Coeckelbergh 2010: 59). This stands in 

sharp contrast to the West, so it is claimed, influenced by a strong narrative that gives expression to a 

sentiment summarized by Frederic Kaplan (2004) as ‘the Frankenstein Syndrome’: robots are 

presented as frightening agents working for the destructing of humanity (cf. Richardson 2016: 113). In 

contrast to Japan, it is thus argued, robots present what has been called a ‘category boundary problem’ 

(Coeckelbergh 2010: 64) since they lie on the boundary between human and nonhuman. 

The answers usually provided to the question why Japan is, apparently, more acceptable of 

robots are manifold (cf. Coeckelbergh 2010). References are, for example, made to the history of 

robots in Japan where, in the Edo period (seventeenth to nineteenth century) mechanical dolls 

(Karakuri) were made and used to serve tea and have created a unique propensity for accepting 

artificial imitations of the human being. Similarly, as machines were made to rebuild the nation, as 

Anne Allison (2006) argues, after the Second World War, ‘robots also became the tropes and fantasies 

of the postwar era by which Japanese crafted a new imaginary of the state and themselves’ (Allison 

2006: 56). The history of Japanese popular culture is also often mentioned in accounting for the 

popularity of robots in Japan (Coeckelbergh 2010: 60). Whereas in the West, a range of science fiction 

stories as Terminator and Surrogates show examples of robots that are destroying humanity to assure 

their supremacy (cf. Richardson 2016), it has been argued that the story told in Japanese popular 

culture have helped to construct a positive view of robots as friends or companions that live side by 

side in harmony with humans (cf. Wagner 2010; Allison 2006; Richardson 2016; Robertson 2010). The 
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character Tetsuwan Atomu (Astro Boy) is a central point of reference in this regard (Allison 2006; 

Robertson 2010). The manga series was published from 1951 to 1968 and featured what Allison 

(2006) describes as ‘a lovable boy-robot who was a gentle-hearted and reassuring a superhero as he 

was futuristic and scientifically advanced’ (Allison 2006: 51). As the story originated during Japan’s 

foreign occupation and period of national construction, when acts of building the state through 

technology, as mentioned above, was central to national policy to remake the country as an industrial 

power (ibid: 56), the robot boy, who was spending his time fighting enemies of various sorts, became a 

‘national idol’ among postwar Japanese (ibid: 59). Today, the robot is privileged with cult status and, 

as Jennifer Robertson argues, it has helped creating ‘an image of robots as cute, friendly and 

humanlike, characteristics that currently inform the thriving humanoid robotics industry’ (Robertson 

2010: 2).  

Finally, explanations of robot popularity in Japan usually make reference to Japanese religions 

(Coeckelbergh 2010: 61). Shinto traditions, for example, hold that nature and culture are intricately 

entangled, with human beings, animals, plants, gods and matter mutually constitutive of each other 

and participating in an immanent field of relations (Karlein 2015: 364). Because the distinctions 

between entities are blurry, boundary crossings are common features in Shinto narratives holding that 

vital energies (kami) can inhabit ‘trees, streams, rocks, insects, animals, and humans, as well as human 

creations, like dolls, cars, and robots’, as Jennifer Robertson explains (Robertson 2007: 377; cf. Kitano 

2006; Allison 2006). Thus, within the Shinto world, Robertson continues, robots are living things and 

are therefore also part of the natural world, which is not external to the social word of human beings 

(Robertson 2007: 377).  

Recently, however, critical studies of robotics in and outside Japan challenge the assumption 

that the Japanese public is peerlessly accepting of robots in contrast to the West (Coeckelbergh 2010; 

Wagner 2010). As Coeckelbergh (2010) explains, this is often done with reference to studies 

highlighting how the Japanese are not as positive towards robots as stereotypically assumed or with 

studies documenting that there are also friendly robot characters as well as animistic tendencies in the 

West (Coeckelbergh 2010: 62), as we shall also see in Chapter Seven. Furthermore, other studies of 

robotics in Japan suggest that the presentation of robots as prevalent in social life is the product not of 

actual encounters between robots and people but of continuing efforts by the government and 

industry to encourage widespread acceptance of robots in public (Wagner 2010).  

Adding on to this body of work, I want to suggest that this chapter provides further insights to 

the critique of the notion that robots hold a special place in Japanese culture, whereas the West fears 

them. Hence, as this chapter has shown, Japan is by no means the only country that embraces the 

figure of robots in its political discourse. Together, the historical trajectory from Japan and the two 

strands, self-reliance and efficiency and international partnerships and user-driven innovation in 
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Denmark, profoundly shape the welcoming grounds for an infrastructure of Japanese robot trade. This 

is an infrastructure within which, I argue, robots are staged in different ways whether as national 

saviours or innovative tools loaded with positive potential to overcome a range of societal and 

economic challenges. Hence, as we have seen, in public representations and governmental strategies in 

both Japan and Denmark, it is said that providing the grounds for an infrastructure of robots has the 

potential to wrestle the ageing societies; enhance the abilities of particular individuals; improve 

efficiency in the public sector and create important future markets.  

As noted by Karen-Sue Taussig, Klaus Hoeyer and Stefan Helmreich (2013), technology often 

becomes imbued with potential (Taussig et al. 2013: S3). In particular, they argue, potentiality serves 

as a central and guiding concept in the life sciences, in medical practices, and in social policy related to 

these endeavours (ibid: S3). Here potentiality, which is understood as that which does not yet exist, is 

articulated as ’a hopeful idiom through which to imagine the benefits of new medical interventions’ 

(ibid: S4). Although the authors do not include robotic technologies in their argument it might be apt 

to say that these are equally imbued with a sense of potentiality. Despite the fact that the imaginary of 

caretaker robots has been said to show that we no longer have the time and will to care for the elderly 

(Turkle 2011), the visions articulated throughout this chapter seem to be premised on disrupting the 

negative aspects of life – for example injury and ageing – through new robotic interventions. In that 

sense, the political discourses on robots have much in common with what Margaret Lock and Vinh-

Kim Nguyen (2010) argue has been a central belief ever since the Enlightenment thinking in Europe 

and North America, namely that developments in science and technology were explicitly associated 

with progress and betterment of individual and social life (Lock & Nguyen 2010: 19). Don Ihde (2002) 

has characterized this history as including the full range of desires and imaginations where people 

fantasize ways in which to move beyond social problems and physical limitations by means of 

technologies created in utopian imaginations (Ihde 2002: xii). In this mode of techno-fantasy, Ihde 

argues, technologies become people’s idols and means to overcome finitude (ibid: xiii).  

As we have seen throughout this chapter, politicians and decision-makers both in Japan and 

Denmark certainly seem to share the view that progress and betterment are inherent to technology. 

Technological innovations are pursued in the hope of managing and curtailing demographic challenges 

in society and are indeed expected to change the forms of human social life, as we have seen above. In 

this context, robots are embraced as helping hands or companions to engage with humans. In other 

words, it is not only in Japan but also in Denmark that robots are staged in a positive light. This was 

also obvious when Telenoid eventually became recognized in the Danish media as a ‘cuddle robot’21 

(krammerobot) that can lighten people’s moods, as we shall see in Chapter Nine. Yet, although utopian 

                                                        
21 See https://www.dr.dk/nyheder/viden/tech/video-krammerobot-goer-hjerneskadede-sebastian-glad 
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visions of robots in the political discourse on robots in Denmark challenge the common assumption 

that people in the West notoriously fear the figure of robots, this does not mean that everybody 

accepts them. In contrast, it seems to be clear that in some circumstances some people still express 

concern and anxiety when confronted with robots in their daily life. In the early 2000s, for example, an 

intense debate featured in the Danish media about whether robot technology should be considered 

helpful or whether it was undermining human care. Indeed, the tone was confrontational, revealing 

that while politicians and decision-makers in particular raised utopian promises to support the care of 

an ageing population, others found the idea of technology in care practices very disturbing. In its 

report on social robots made to become companions for people and to engage with humans on a 

cognitive and emotional level (cf. Hasse 2013: 82), the Danish Council on Ethics (2010) stated, for 

instance, that ‘the concern is that social robots will replace, rather than support, human contact’ (The 

Danish Council on Ethics 2010: 10, my translation). Similarly, in 2013 the Dane Age Association, a non-

profit organization working for the protection of senior citizens’ rights and interest in Danish society, 

argued in an article in the Danish newspaper ‘Politiken’ that although the organization acknowledged 

that technology could ‘support human contact and care’, they nevertheless feared that welfare 

technology was increasingly taking part of a larger ‘saving exercise’ (Politiken 2013, my translation).  

Hence, different imaginings of robots simultaneously pervade the landscape of robot narratives 

which seems to be caught up in an unjust and conflictive nature. Indeed it seems clear that utopian 

visions about the improvement that technologies will bring are rarely entirely hegemonic. On the 

contrary, most often they are opposed by a counter-discourse depicting dystopias, as Lock and Nguyen 

(2010) argue, ‘replete with warnings about the consequences for society of technology gone wild’ 

(Lock & Nguyen 2010: 21). In fact, Lock and Nguyen argue with reference to Bryan Pfaffenberger that, 

‘as seen through a Modernist lens, technology is depicted as both creator and destroyer; an agent of 

future promise and at the same time of culture’s destruction’ (ibid: 21). As we shall see throughout this 

study, such simultaneous concern and openness towards technology seemed persistent among people 

who encountered Telenoid in daily life and came to see it not just as a destroyer but also as a creator in 

human social relationships of care.  

With that, it is appropriate to move on to the analytical discussions of Telenoid’s journey, 

beginning with investigating how roboticists proceed when they build the robot. The next chapter will 

take us further into this particular process.  
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Chapter Three: Making 
 

Introduction 

On a late Friday afternoon in January 2013, I walked slowly along the corridors of the laboratory with 

Isozumi-san, philosopher and roboticist, while admiring recently initiated research projects, some of 

which had already materialized in anthropomorphic robot shapes. It was my first tour through the 

laboratory and Isozumi-san seemed eager to tell me about the robots developed there. Although the 

grey and brown walls were covered with posters of robotic projects displayed for decoration and 

information, Isozumi-san himself recalled the main characteristics of most of the robots that had been 

built in the laboratory. While moving through the combination of open-planned and closed offices 

provided for the leader of the laboratory and the secretary, Isozumi-san made me aware that the 

robots developed here were made to convey and transmit human presence (sonzai-kan). Acting like 

telephones with a human-looking body and face to speak to, the robots were commonly made for a 

person to operate them from a distance via the Internet. The robot then copies whatever the operator 

does and says. As I gradually discovered, crafting a human-looking robot did not simply constitute a 

symbolic process whereby robots were made as humans so as to represent them. Rather, 

anthropomorphic robots were made in an effort to manipulate the world around them. ‘We believe 

that the communication and emotional attachment will be better and more natural if we can feel the 

human presence in the robots’, Isozumi-san reminded me. ‘So we are trying to create the situation 

where people feel real human presence in the robots. That is, a situation where the robots do not only 

transfer the operator’s thoughts, sayings and image, but where they transfer him or her. They should 

transfer his or her presence so that the robot becomes its operator and thereby more than a thing’. 

That afternoon, what caught my attention was neither confined to the ambitious nature of the 

work nor the fact that robots were made to serve as the new generation of older communication 

media like the telephone or Skype by transferring and conveying human presence during conversation 

in such manner that both the operator and the human interlocutor interacting with the robot should 

feel that ‘they are conversing in a natural fashion with someone directly in front of them’, as Isozumi-

san told me. What caught my attention was the peculiar ways in which the roboticists set about 

realizing this scenario. During our tour Isozumi-san showed me the line of anthropomorphic robots, 

which were sensibly wrapped in a ‘soft silicone skin similar to the human skin’, as Isozumi-san had it. 

They were also made either in the exact image of particular individuals or as abstract 

anthropomorphic figures. ‘One approach is to make a copy of an existing person’, Isozumi-san 

explained to me, ‘but such robots sometimes become too scary and uncanny to people. Therefore we 

have begun to make the robots more minimal where we extract crucial elements of the human body 



 56 

instead. So we want to know, how much of the human body is necessary for transmitting and 

conveying our presence? Do we need the ears, the eyes, the mouth or the legs?’ 

After arriving in the laboratory I soon realized that the place required a shift in perspective. It 

was one of several laboratories in Japan today engaged in the activity of making robots heralding the 

ultimate realization of a long-cherished Japanese dream: the creation of human-like robots that will 

live among us and help us in our public places, department stores, private homes and health care 

sectors (Sabanovic 2008; Schodt 1988; Robertson 2007). In the laboratory, robots were no longer 

objects of suspicion, scepticism and fear, as dystopian warnings claimed such robots to be in Chapter 

Two. Quite the contrary, robots were rather presented and envisioned to assure the convenience and 

wellbeing of their would-be buyers. Fully convinced that humans and humanoid robots would soon 

walk the streets together, the roboticists dreamed of a future ‘robot-society’, I was told, in which 

robots become truly integrated, not just for factory automation but as replacements for someone’s 

physical presence.  

As the vignette from my field notes above demonstrates, the distinction between humans and 

nonhumans marks a relationship that has been extensively explored, not only by anthropologists, but 

also by their research subjects (cf. Suchman 2007: 241). Consequently, by taking a starting point in the 

exploration of such relations, this chapter will show how the making of robots is related to specific 

attempts to make them capable of influencing their users to treat them as if they are engaging not with 

dead matter, but with living persons who enter into a social, affectionate and emotional relationship 

with them. For the roboticists I got to know in the laboratory, human presence was not solely specified 

as a human condition. In fact, as I would gradually come to understand, the source of human presence 

was located also outside human beings in the surrounding world whether in things, nature or robots. 

While other anthropological studies (Vidal 2007; Shea 2014; Glaskin 2012) have indeed argued that 

even industrial robots in Japan are made with faces because an important means of facilitating 

comfortable interaction with robots is to create robots that humans will respond to as if they are 

human, my interviews with the roboticists featuring in this study revealed an incredible urge to 

conceptualize their work in anti-dualistic terms. To them, whenever a robot managed to make people 

experience it as conveying human presence, it did not represent human presence, but possessed 

human presence. In contrast to a European or American world view, where ‘people have trouble 

accepting things and robots as living beings and persons with a soul’, as Professor Ishiguro, leader of 

the laboratory, once told me during one of our conversations, in Japan, human presence could come 

into being in material things in their relation with people. In fact, as I would gradually come to 

understand, the roboticists’ work was not concerned with creating an illusion of human presence, but 

a reality in which robots came to possess human presence. 
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The fact that robots are indeed often described as taking up significant positions as persons and 

living things in a Japanese territory resolutely ignoring boundaries between human, spiritual and 

mechanical beings (Jensen & Blok 2013) testifies to the ambitions of the engineers who build them. In 

her article on the emergence of humanoid robots in Japan, Jennifer Robertson (2007), shows that in 

historical and present time, robots are regarded as and referred to as persons – not as if they were 

persons, but as persons (Robertson 2007: 376). Along these lines, Shinto animism holds that the 

boundaries between the human and nonhuman word are vague and interchangeable. Here robots are 

living things possessing personhood and are, in that sense, very much a part of the natural world (ibid: 

376). A similar point is made by Anne Allison (2006) who, under the term ‘techno-animism’, 

summarizes how Japanese narratives make spirits, robots and animals co-habit in the world in ways 

that ignore boundaries between human and nonhuman realms (Allison 2006: 21). This ease with 

mixing advanced technologies and spiritual capacities suggests, Allison argues, that Japanese social life 

is deeply influenced by what she calls an ‘animist unconscious’ (ibid: 13) within which toy figures and 

robots share the distinct property that they are imbued with life and agency. From this perspective, 

Japan offers an example of a modern, capitalist society in which, although rational thinking and science 

inform people’s everyday lives, many also fill the gaps between the known and the unknown with 

myth and magic (Allison 2006: 12; cf. Ohnuki-Tierney 1984; Jensen & Blok 2013). As Inge Daniels 

(2001a), for example, points out in her studies of Japanese kitchen utensils (shamoji) embodying 

spiritual capacities, although many deities disappeared after the Japanese industrial revolution at the 

end of the nineteenth century, because there was no longer a reason for their existence, other deities, 

such as those linked with prosperity in business and fortune, have gained in popularity (Daniels 

2001a: 20).  

While one could get the impression that all things Japanese are imbued with aliveness all the 

time, this is not the story I want to tell here. In fact, the roboticists told me, quite the opposite was true. 

They were not convinced that people attribute human and spiritual qualities to everything in the world 

around them all the time. For example, in the process of identifying a human-looking robot shape with 

the capacity of conveying human presence, the roboticists had found that the combination of 

particular body parts, such as torso, head, and facial expressions, increased the robot’s capacity to 

convey human presence and elicit empathy from its user. Without these particular forms, people did 

not necessarily experience robots as persons. On the contrary, the distinction between human subjects 

and nonhuman objects was much more readily drawn. Throughout my fieldwork, then, I found that 

one particular question haunted many of the roboticists in the laboratory as they searched for a way to 

assemble an anthropomorphic form that would be recognized by humans as possessing human 

presence: When exactly does the human presence of robots emerge? To borrow from Alfred Gell 
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(1998), the interesting question was ‘what a thing must be or do to count as “animate” or 

“anthropomorphic”’ (Gell 1998: 121).  

In the following, I unfold the processes in which roboticists attempt to constitute human 

presence in robots through the analysis of two concomitant dynamics, which here I call extension and 

abstraction. According to the Concise Oxford Dictionary, extension literally refers to the process of 

adding a part to something to enlarge or prolong it. In relation to the construction of robots, I will 

show how robots are made to become a meaningful extension of the operator’s presence. I suggest 

that this practice should neither be interpreted as a symbolic process whereby robots are made to 

represent their human operators, nor as a process of dehumanization in which the operator’s human 

physical qualities are removed and taken over by a new identity, reshaped in the image of a robot. 

Rather, I argue, this practice is concerned with creating a specific condition in which a person extends 

itself outwards through objectifications in space and time (Gell 1998; Kondo 1990). I argue that by 

extending the presence of their human operator, robots are made to come to acquire the same status 

as sense organs, being incorporated within the bounds of the operator’s body, simultaneously 

moulding into a cyborg (Haraway 1991). As we shall see, I thus take the ideas related to the making of 

robots to constitute a particular material medium that is essentially to be understood as an extension 

of the person.   

The second dynamic to explore in this chapter, is the ways in which roboticists attempt to 

allocate the operator’s human presence to their robots by crafting them as abstractions of the human 

body. As we shall see, I take this process of abstraction to constitute a particular mimetic process 

(Taussig 1993) whereby abstract versions of the human body are made in order to capture and 

embody the presence of a human being, while at the same time in some aspects remaining different. 

Thus, while the roboticists aim to capture and embody the presence of a human being in their robots, 

by making them appear human, they are at the same time aware that a robot carries the capacity of 

becoming either scary or stressful to their human interlocutors the more human it becomes. As we 

shall see, crafting robots as incomplete copies of a human, therefore, is a way of attempting to 

incorporate and embed a certain degree of human-ness into robots in order to make them assume the 

character and presence of a human being, while at the same time maintaining a distance from their 

human model. I shall argue that what the roboticists strive for is to create a robot that acts in-between 

identities with ‘a dual nature’ (Willerslev 2004: 638): as both a human and nonhuman creature that, in 

turn, comes to do its manipulating work as a ‘technology of the imagination’ (Sneath et. al. 2009).  

With this in mind we return to the tour through the laboratory with Isozumi-san. In this chapter 

I draw on ethnography from the laboratory for understanding the making of anthropomorphic robots, 

and to provide an introduction to the laboratory context in which, I argue, dynamics of extension and 

abstraction are played out. 
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The Extension of Human Presence 

While moving from the area of the laboratory floor where the offices were located, Isozumi-san 

opened one of the secured doors and asked me to enter the room. ‘This is one of the rooms in which 

we make and test our robots’, he said. Although there were no windows, the light in the ceiling 

revealed the amount of activity carried out here. A range of huge computer screens was positioned at 

tables around the room; a vast number of cameras were placed to observe us from the ceiling and a 

huge open shelf filled with tools was hidden behind the door. Robot parts were stacked in 

compartments with wires, leads, cables, circuit boards, transistors, screens and a range of human-

looking clay figures, and body parts were filling the rest of the space. ‘Let me just check whether the 

cameras are off’. Isozumi-san made a brief pause while logging on to one of the computers. ‘We 

shouldn't disturb if someone is in the middle of an experiment’. Having concluded that this was not the 

case his attention was drawn to a huge knife and a hypodermic needle placed at a table. ‘Don't be 

afraid’, Isozumi-san laughs. ‘The knife is in plastic and there is nothing in the hypodermic needle. We 

use the tools to test the feeling of presence in our experiments’. I might have looked like a big question 

mark because Isozumi-san continues: ‘We test whether the person who operates the robot gets the 

feeling of being the robot. I mean… It is a bit difficult to explain but you will learn… By sticking the 

knife or the hypodermic needle into the robot while it is operated by a person sitting in another room 

we can test whether the operator feels this himself. In his own body’.  

During my fieldwork it gradually became clear to me that the range of different 

anthropomorphic robots in the laboratory represented different approaches to the common goal of 

transferring human presence to a distant place. As a group of central actors in the emerging field of 

telepresence robotics, the roboticists were fully engaged in attempts to create robots that would offer 

a remote operator the opportunity of material embodiment at a distant location. Hence, rather than 

developing robots capable of performing their task autonomously from human beings, the roboticists 

developed robots that could be teleoperated from a distance. Through a laptop and a headset the head 

motion and voice of an operator were relayed to the robot, placed at a distance, which then expresses 

them while interacting. In his study of Professor Ishiguro’s work, Yuji Sone (2013) explains how 

Professor Ishiguro did not initially set out to develop teleoperated robots. On the contrary, he made a 

series of autonomous robots made in the image of various Japanese women (see also Robertson 2010). 

Yet, during the early stages of his work, Sone explains, Professor Ishiguro realized that these robots 

were unsuccessful because they could interact with people only in particular situations. According to 

Sone, the problem was that in a noisy environment, the robots’ microphones would pick up sounds 

randomly and the system was incapable of recognizing the voice of the person with whom the robot 

was communicating. In order to develop a robot that could hold conversation with a human, Professor 
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Ishiguro therefore decided to create robots that could be teleoperated from a distance (Sone 2013: 

687).  

By the time of my fieldwork, such technology is applied in different contexts. As Timo Karlein 

(2012) explains, telepresence robots on the one hand provide experts with a device to work in remote 

settings like disaster sites or in telemedicine and –surgery (Karlein 2012: 1). On the other hand, they 

are an attractive field of research in undertakings of a more social nature, such as attending business 

meetings or visiting relatives in another city (ibid: 1). In the laboratory, roboticists specifically 

envisioned their robots to be used for the latter application. And so their robots were initially made to 

act as a telephone with a human-looking body and face to speak to. The idea was that such robots 

would offer an improvement on telecommunication because they project more than just the images 

and voices of humans: they project their physical presence.  

Even if the history of telecommunication is a progression of finding new ways to overcome 

distance by technological means, as Karlein argues22 (ibid: 1), what seemed surprising to me was the 

fact that the roboticists were so engaged in creating a communication tool supposed to transmit the 

physical presence of humans. Why not use a cell-phone for communication across distance? Or even 

better, Skype? Yet in the accounts of roboticists, the idea of using humanoid robots was obvious. 

Rationalizing that the human brain is ‘wired’, as they said, for face-to-face communication and 

therefore poorly equipped for having what they often referred to as a ‘natural’ interaction with 

mechanical looking robots or telephones, the roboticists believed that robots and tools for 

communication should be human-looking. By looking human, Isozumi-san once explained to me, 

robots would thus become capable of ‘enabling people to act in the same comfortable way towards 

robots as they do towards humans’ and creating the ‘feeling of easiness, friendliness and trust in 

communication’. Indeed, as another of the roboticists once put, ‘our brain is designed and wired to 

speak to humans therefore we want to speak to humans. None of us prefer to speak to these kinds of 

things [telephones]’.  

As the case with the knife and the hypodermic needle above shows, what the roboticists were 

seriously striving for was a series of sensory experiences related to the transferring of the operator’s 

presence. In other words, one should get the feeling of owning the robot body while operating it from 

a distance. As Banu-san, a young woman in the laboratory explained to me during one of our 

conversations:  
 

Our purpose is to create the situation where the operators come to feel that they are the robot 

they are operating. All of this is about the feeling of having ownership over the robot’s body. This 

                                                        
22 Timo Karlein provides the example of the hand-written letter diminishing the dimension of space by 
connecting two distant persons in mind (Karlein 2012: 1) 
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is a psychological phenomenon happening in the operation of the robots, and this phenomenon is 

very important in our research because basically the whole concept of telepresence arises from 

this phenomenon. That is that while you are operating the robot, if you are having the feeling that, 

okay this robot represents me and I feel like I own this robot body, this helps you to imagine 

yourself in the place of the robot, which we call ’the transfer of presence’. You feel like being there. 

 

In this case, one should not feel as though he or she is simply interacting with a technological medium 

that gives access to a remote environment. Rather, as Banu-san explained, it was to become a bodily 

experience in which the user feels as though he or she is really there, being touched, spoken to and 

interacted with. I often asked the roboticists if they, like Banu-san, thought that this phenomenon 

could actually occur, and all of them were not only fully convinced that this was the case but had also 

experienced it themselves. Such experiences were often shared in the laboratory as part of their 

research on the phenomenon of telepresence and expressions such as, ‘I felt it when he touched the 

robots arm’ or ‘I felt so strange when she kissed me (ie. the robot)’, were common.  

If we widen this discussion of transcending the human body through robots among the 

roboticists in Japan, we detect similar scenarios in many discussions about embodiment suggested by 

technologies and material objects around the world. Through the Internet, people’s reach extends to 

global sites (Ihde 2002); through things, people act by distributing parts of their personhood (Gell 

1998), and in the social worlds of Melanesia a common way in which things function is as extensions 

in time and space of the social life of a person or a lineage (Strathern 1998; Munn 1986). In Art and 

Agency, Alfred Gell (1998) in particular provides an analytic position on the extension of persons 

through things. Inspired by Marilyn Strathern’s work on the partible nature of persons in Melanesia 

and her analysis of the ways on which things stand in for persons in rituals and exchange contexts, Gell 

argues that things expand people’s capacity to act (Gell 1998: 20-21). Gell argues that rather than 

being an expression of individual will, actions and effects should instead be understood as a 

consequence of mediated, social and material practices. Putting forth his argument, Gell argues that 

the person is not confined to the limits of the physical body, but is effectively made up of a ‘spread of 

biographical events and memories of events, and a dispersed category of material objects, traces, and 

leavings, which can be attributed to a person and which, in aggregate, testify to agency’ (ibid: 222). As 

he put it:  

 
… almost all Marquesan art was attached to the human body (e.g. tattooing, adornment). 

Moreover, the art that was not intrinsically part of the human body (e.g. weapons, canoes, 

furnishings of houses etc.) was conceptually treated as if it were. Thus, a chief’s canoe was part of 

his body, had a personal name which was one of his own set of names, if injury was done to it, 

injury was done to him, and so on (Gell 1998: 168). 
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So for Gell, the reach of one’s person can be extended via things, which, then, become agents in so 

much as they provide an extended form of human agency23 (Gell 1998: 9, see also Leach 2007: 173-

174).  

As we have seen above, the roboticists purposively aim to make their robots capable of working 

as bodily extensions of the distributed agency of their human operators. The robots are, in other 

words, purposively construed to extend human presence and affect others remotely. In Japan, as has 

been documented by several recent studies, such interconnectedness of persons and the material 

world can be seen in many domains and is often described as a process of extension. In her studies of 

artisanal idioms of work in Tokyo, anthropologist Dorinne Kondo (1990), for example, describes how 

the machines people use come to be experienced as parts and extensions of themselves (Kondo 1990: 

245-246). When arguing that machines, in that sense, partake of the same world as humans, Kondo 

cites a series of unpublished field notes of Matthews Hamabata, who has researched on family 

enterprises manufacturing Japanese liquor:   
 

The odd thing is: all three managers felt that there was a special spiritual presence in all of their 

machines; and they stressed over and over again that their major concern was the maintenance of 

their machines (…). But it wasn't a love of machinery as machinery, but of machinery as some 

kind of spiritual extension of themselves: kikai o migakeba, kokoro mo migakimasu (if you polish 

the machines, you are polishing your heart) (…). For them, machines were extensions of 

themselves as spiritual beings, as creators of things, things of high quality (Hamabata in Kondo 

1990: 245). 

 

Machines, then, are considered to be extensions of human beings, Kondo concludes, among people 

who emphasise their connectedness to nature, tools, and machines (Kondo 1990: 246). What I find 

particularly valuable in Kondo’s account is her insightful observation that human beings and machines 

partake of the same world and that the machines people use can be thought of as parts of themselves 

(ibid: 246). As might be apparent by now, this argument is equally relevant as regards ideals and 

experiences among roboticists in contemporary Japan. Roboticists held that robots were not to be 

viewed as representations of one’s physical presence. Following the point of Gell (1998), robots were 

rather seen to become concrete parts and extensions of one’s own body when using them. Hence, 

                                                        
23 Putting forth his argument, Gell distinguishes between ‘primary’ and ‘secondary’ agents (Gell 1998: 20). From 
this perspective, whereas the possession of intentionality by thinking persons makes them primary agents and 
thus initiators of agentive sequences, things nevertheless have a secondary agency (ibid: 20); even if an artwork, 
a mine, a car or a trap lacks intentionality it can nevertheless have an effect on other people. Hence, in the 
capacity of bringing forth a series of agentive sequences, primary agents can activate the secondary agency of 
things, which then, enable and extend the person’s intentional agency. In other words, for Gell, things embody a 
mediated form of agency, providing a medium through which people can affect others remotely.  
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although the transferring of presence through robots might be regarded as a capacity to leave one’s 

own body behind to merge with the machine (Nye 2007: 223), it is perhaps better understood as a 

form of extending oneself through things that come to acquire the status as sense organs, being 

incorporated within the bounds of the body. With no intention of describing such extension as a 

condition in which the mind moves to another body, the roboticists explicitly conceptualized their 

robots as extensions of their bodies instead. Isozumi-san summed up the point nicely one day during 

lunch:  

 
I wonder if you understand this point, which is related to the tradition where we separate the 

body and the mind. It might be easier for you to understand our robots within this tradition, I 

guess, where we believe that our minds are apart from our bodies. Based on that idea our robots 

could be bodies to which our soul could be transmitted because our mind can be separated from 

our body. But that is not what I am thinking about. I am not thinking about this traditional 

dualism. Please imagine that our minds cannot exist without our bodies. They are unified. This 

means, that when we operate our robots our minds can be transmitted to the robot, while at the 

same time remaining in our bodies. This phenomenon is called telepresence. So you have to think 

like this: it is kind of an extension. 

 

Thus, through the process of operating robots, one extends oneself outwards in space through a robot 

that becomes part of ones body and therefore also more than a thing, as Isozumi-san explained in the 

introduction of this chapter. Here the human body becomes inseparable from its robotic extension in a 

way that not only makes evident the absence of the split between the body and mind otherwise 

proposed by René Descartes and playing a dominating part of Euro-American imaginaries (cf. Viseau & 

Suchman 2010: 33). The entanglement between operator and robot also points towards the 

emergence of what feminist philosopher Donna Haraway (1991) singles out as an emblem of our time 

– a ‘cyborg’. Thus, the roboticists’ ambitions to create specific moments of human extension would be 

good examples of what Haraway describes as the (post)modern body, which is not a natural, biological 

organism, but rather a blurred hybrid of organic and inorganic, biology and technology, human and 

nonhuman, male and female components.  

According to Kondo, the extended self finds its expression within a Japanese context of Shinto 

animism that allows people to perceive natural and material formations as inhabited by spirits (kami) 

(Kondo 1990: 246). As Kondo argues, the residence of kami in tools that workers use means that 

workers acknowledge their connectedness to their tools and machines, also giving the same thanks 

and greetings to the machines as they would give to colleagues, friends, and costumers (ibid: 246). 

This recognition of tools and machines participating in the human domain and becoming invested with 
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a certain spirituality was also recognized among the roboticists, as Isozumi-san stated during one of 

our conversations: 
 

As much as we deeply believe that Telenoid is part of our embodiment or at least that material 

objects can be subjects, I think we can feel that other objects, such as a robot, can be part of our 

embodiment. This is related to animism, which is present in Japan.  

 

Yet among the roboticists in this study, processes of extension relied not only on conditions within 

which operators believed that things can become subjects and parts of oneself. In contrast, the 

roboticists were fully engaged in realizing the robot’s capacity of providing experiences of extension 

by shaping the materiality of their robots in particular ways that possessed the capacity of binding 

their human operators. Put somewhat differently, while Gell notes how the ancient Greeks attempted 

to harm their enemies by inscribing the name of their victim together with the words ‘I bind, I bind’ on 

a piece of lead (Gell 1998: 102), the creation of robots, as we have already seen, must likewise manage 

to bind the presence of their operator in some way. However, what binds the being of the operator is 

not so much naming, I argue, but rather the establishment of human likeness in the robots. Thus, by the 

time of my fieldwork, it was widely held among the roboticists that in order for a robot to become an 

extension of its human operator it should also move, speak and look like its operator. The question 

remained, however, to what degree such likeness should be made. Remembering the words of 

Isozumi-san in the introduction of this chapter, one approach towards realizing this scenario was to 

make exact copies of particular persons, while another strategy was to create abstract versions of the 

human body. With this in mind we move back to the laboratory and continue our tour with Isozumi-

san, in order to address this issue and explore how the constitution of extended personhood is equally 

conditioned by specific ways of shaping robots.  

 

The Crafting of Human Extensions 

Isozumi-san might have sensed the feeling of discomfort gradually sneaking up on me while observing 

him standing there in front of me with a knife and a hypodermic needle in his hands. He quickly 

replaced the tools on a pile papers before asking me to follow him to where a white curtain divided the 

end of the room in two. ‘Take a look’, Isozumi-san said as he pointed to the curtain. Appreciating this 

invitation I slowly took a look, only to become surprised once again. ‘This is Professor Ishiguro’s twin’. 

Isozumi-san smiled after observing my reaction. ‘His robot copy. What do you think?’. While it was not 

the first time I heard about this robot, it was certainly the first time for me to meet it. Named Geminoid 

HI-1, ‘H’ and ‘I’ being Professor Ishiguro’s initials, the robot was sitting in an office chair, glancing at 

me as I entered. Although Isozumi-san without doubt found it amusing to observe my reactions, he 
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never forgot that I was there as an attentive listener. ‘Its steel body is made from casts taken of 

Professor Ishiguro’s body and its hair is plucked from Professor Ishiguro’s own head. Also, its clothes 

are exactly the same as Professor Ishiguro is always wearing. Black’. Indeed, the robot wore nothing 

but black clothes: a black shirt, black trousers, black shoes and a black windbreaker jacket. Its hands, 

neck and face were wrapped in a silicone skin, displaying what seemed to be every detail in a human’s 

skin and its brown eyes looked stunningly similar to Professor Ishiguro’s. While the robot was not 

moving at this instance of our meeting, Isozumi-san told me that Geminoid HI-1 could imitate 

Professor Ishiguro’s body and facial movements and reproduce his voice when controlled by a motion-

capture interface. Thus, if Professor Ishiguro tilted his head and said something the robot would follow 

suit. Software, I was taught, would read the movements and expressions of the operator and transmit 

them to tiny actuators under the robot’s synthetic skin. Relying on pressurized air, these actuators 

made movements, as human muscles do, and were inserted into fifty sites in the robot’s body, thirteen 

in the face alone. These would allow for subtle expressions, such as wrinkles appearing in the brow 

and the cheeks moving slightly when smiling. ‘We should take a picture of your first meeting’, Isozumi-

san said, and found his telephone. ‘Can you stand there next to it?’ I am still more or less stunned but I 

do as I am told.  

I never ceased to be amazed by the equivalence between Professor Ishiguro and his robot twin. 

And as I learned more about the process of making and operating the robot, it seemed to be a perfect 

example of the type of sorcery that James Frazer calls ‘sympathetic magic’, whereby ‘the magician 

infers that he can produce any effect he desires merely by imitating it’ (Frazer 1922/1993: 11). 

Frazer’s idea of sympathetic magic would claim that a robot becomes equivalent to its operator by a 

combination of similarity and contiguity. Thus Frazer argued that magic rests upon a fallacious ‘Law of 

Sympathy’ according to which things that are alike or have been in contact are assumed to influence 

each other at a distance. The classical example of this magical logic is the attempt to harm an enemy by 

first fashioning, then destroying a likeness of the victim that may also incorporate exuvia such as hair 

or nail clippings from the victim, thus illustrating both principles of sympathetic magic, similarity and 

contact.  

Adopting this analytical perspective to the case of anthropomorphic robots, the roboticists’ 

replication of Professor Ishiguro in a robot copy seems to comply with the logic that the human model 

is incorporated into the robot’s machinery in order for it to assume its character and presence, thus 

becoming not so much a representation as an extension of Professor Ishiguro himself. Establishing an 

association between the robot and its model, through contact (hair, clothes and voice) and similarity 

(movements and body shape), as illustrated above, the robot copy indeed entertained a metonymic 

relationship with that body, from which it physically borrowed its shape. From the perspective of 

Frazer, the robot copy thereby come to partaking of the original body’s very essence and acquiring the 
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properties of the original to such a degree that it indeed had influence over Professor Ishiguro, his 

maker, himself. Hence, as Sone (2013) also points out in his study of the work of Professor Ishiguro, 

the roboticist not only found himself needing to compete with his robot twin, which kept its 

youthfulness and forced him to have cosmetic surgery done on his face in an effort to approximate the 

youthfulness of the Geminoid (cf. Sone 2013: 692). He also felt compelled to develop new versions of 

the robot that were up to date with his own ageing appearance24. Moreover, as Professor Ishiguro 

explained to me in an interview, while operating the robot from a distance he felt that his presence 

was transferred to a remote location through the robot. This affords him an extra remote body, which 

enables him to reach remote places. ‘You actually start to accept the robot body as your own body’, 

Professor Ishiguro told me. ‘Because it looks like me and it does the same things as I do. It becomes 

myself. It becomes my body. There is no difference. When someone touches the robot, I can even feel 

this myself’. While Professor Ishiguro thus felt like having sensual and bodily experiences through his 

robot body, what underlies these stories is the fact that the robot supposedly manipulates its operator 

by taking on a human appearance, movement and speech. As Professor Ishiguro says above, it is 

because the robot imitates his human appearance and movements that such extension occurs. Taking 

on the bodies of humans, therefore, accords a robot the potential for binding its human operator and, 

in turn, become an extension of that human being.  

As we have seen, it was indeed this capacity of robots, as copies of human beings, to borrow 

from the powers of the original by acting together with and borrowing from its visual aspects, that was 

highly strived for in the laboratory. The capacity of borrowing from the power of the original was 

believed to be central to the robot’s ability to facilitate natural communication by adding human 

presence to the conversation. In my fieldwork I realized, however, that while the optimal scenario was 

that the physical materiality of the robots had undergone a transformation to become a meaningful 

extension of the operator, there was an important element of risk involved when designing robots in 

this way. Thus, the imitation was not something that could be done easily because it involved the risk 

of becoming too human and thereby either frightening and scary or burdensome and stressful to its 

human interlocutors. I will illustrate this point below. 

When the roboticists began to test the Geminoid robot among different interlocutors, they 

gradually realized two things. First, too much humanity added to the robot made communication 

through the robot too similar to human face-to-face communication, which the roboticists described as 

stressful and burdensome because, as one of them told me, ‘one cannot hide’. In other words, the 

roboticists discovered that whenever a robot managed to make someone feel that it was its human 

operator in an absolute sense, the communication could potentially become stressful and burdensome. 

This was seen as a problem because the robot was supposed to encourage ‘relief’, as I was explained, 
                                                        
24 By the time of my fieldwork, Professor Ishiguro had made three updated versions of his robot copy.  
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during communication in much the same manner as when communicating through telephones and e-

mail. As Matsumoto-san, one of the roboticists who had been working with Professor Ishiguro for 

several years, once told me, while it was indeed the aim to create robots that could transfer and 

convey the human presence of their operators, this should be done while maintaining a certain degree 

of distance from that person: 

 
One of the main purposes of speaking through our robots is to give people relief and encourage 

them to speak more honestly and straightforward. When people grow up it becomes much harder 

to speak frankly with each other. Many people have difficulties in communicating with each other 

and express their feelings to each other. Do you understand? When you were a child, you wouldn't 

hesitate to say something to your friend but after you have grown up, you have to think about a 

lot of things: Is it appropriate to say this? Can I keep speaking for so long time? Is it okay for me to 

speak right now? There are a lot of such kinds of things. Especially Japanese people tend to care 

about such things. So breaking those kinds of things… We need different kinds of tools to get rid of 

the stresses that we feel daily and be freed from various kinds of rules and morals so we can 

speak more freely. I mean, tools like the SMS or telephone that allow us to speak more indirectly 

because it can give relief and lower the barriers between us, I think. So in that sense, people can 

say something more freely because it removes the barrier. That would be important to people.  

 

What Matsumoto-san is (perhaps) saying, then, is that stress and rules are features of face-to-face 

communication, which create barriers between people who cannot express themselves freely and 

honestly. Consequently, tools to mediate people’s communication allow them to speak more freely and 

indirectly, as Matsumoto-san explains above. As this quote shows, roboticists like Matsumoto-san 

emphasized the capacity of their robots to provide and maintain a certain amount of distance during 

conversation and engagement.  

This balance between engagement and distance within relations between people communicating 

through robots seems to echo what anthropologist Matei Candea (2010) has written about human-

animal relationships. In his analysis of the ways in which behavioural biologists observe the daily lives 

of meerkats in the Kalahari Desert, Candea argues that living with animals may mean cultivating a 

mutual detachment rather than engagement alone, as a mode of interaction (Candea 2010: 254-255). 

Observing the relations that biologists establish with the meerkats they studied, Candea thus describes 

how biologists engaged in practices not just of engagement. For example, biologists were trained not 

to touch the animals, because this would disturb the meerkats’ natural life and sociality, and they 

believed that keeping distance to the animals was seen as way to ensure the kind of objective data 

gathered. At the same time, Candea also observes various practices among the biologists signalling an 

engagement with the animals. They tried, for example, to prevent meerkats from accidents; they gave 
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them names; interacted with them and provided care. The aim for biologists was thus to balance 

between engagement and detachment. Rather than considering detachment as forestalling social 

relations, Candea consequently concludes, detachment is a particular form of engagement, an ‘aspect 

of relationship (not its negation)’ (Candea 2010: 254). In other words, engagement and detachment 

are mutually constitutive of the social relation (see also Candea et al. 2015; Korsby 2013; Soffer 2014).  

As I shall discuss again in later chapters, the capacity of Telenoid to provide both engagement 

and distance during conversation indeed came to serve as a capturing effect among staff members in 

Denmark. For now, however, returning to Matsumoto-san’s statement above, I want to suggest that 

roboticists in particular conceptualized their robots as specific tools by which people, i.e. both 

operators and people encountering the robots, could retreat to a space that is more comforting than 

the one provided in face-to-face communication. Seen in this light, roboticists set out to make their 

robots capable of mutually cultivating both detachment and engagement as a mode of interaction. 

Indeed, according to roboticists, establishing distance during the communication was a means of 

creating the very ground for attachment and engagement between people because they became 

relieved, less stressed and burdened during the conversation. As we have seen, in order to do this, the 

robot concurrently had to maintain a certain degree of difference from their human operators, thereby 

preventing them from becoming their operators in an absolute sense.  

Returning to the issue of crafting robots in the image of human beings, roboticists also found 

that the robot, besides becoming stressful and burdensome when mirroring the human body too 

closely, possessed the capacity of becoming scary and frightening to many of its interlocutors (cf. Sone 

2013: 693). Indeed, the more human the robot looked, the more jarring any unnatural movements 

appeared. Hence, while the roboticists often emphasized how important it was that robots should look 

and behave like humans so that people could engage naturally with them, these procedures sometimes 

went wrong and the robot turned into what seemed more like a zombie or an animated corpse. 

Sometimes, for example, a screw or a light would reveal itself through the soft skin covering the 

mechanical parts of the robot or the roboticists would find that the skin did not fit the mechanical 

skeleton of the robot, resulting in its eyes being partly covered. At other times, only the mouth moved, 

the facial expressions did not change much or the body would shake. In each case, the roboticists 

concluded that it had become what they spoke of as ‘uncanny’: with its jerky humanlike appearance 

and movements, it looked like a zombie, provoking a strange, eerie feeling that interfered with 

people’s appreciation and attachment. 

As Jennifer Robertson explains in her studies of Japanese robotics (Robertson 2007; Robertson 

2010), Masahiro Mori is the scientist generally credited for having drawn the attention of roboticists 

to this response at the beginning of the 1970s. He argued that while a certain degree of human 

appearance seemed effectively to facilitate the interaction between robots and human beings, the 
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outcome would be negative if an attempt was made to build robots that mirrored the appearance of 

human beings too closely. Robertson (2007) neatly sums up the basic argument of Mori, when she 

explains that ‘a thing, like a prosthetic hand, that looks very real but lacks the feel and temperature of a 

“living hand” creates a sense of the uncanny or sudden unfamiliarity. Conversely, robots (…) who has 

only a general resemblance to the human body but who speaks and gestures like humans, generates a 

sense of familiarity’ (Robertson 2007: 373). From this perspective, Mori thus recommended that 

roboticists save the metallic properties of robots in order to hinder any creepy experiences among 

their interlocutors and also to forestall any cognitive-emotional confusion among humans (ibid). 

According to this argument then, an element of difference from the human body is crucial to 

safeguarding the robot against presenting as uncanny and frightening. While most roboticists 

internationally have followed the advice of Mori by deliberately designing their machines with their 

mechanical nature on display (Robertson 2007: 373; Vidal 2007; Richardson 2015) or, as I have 

argued elsewhere (Leeson 2010), as animals such as baby seals with which human beings are less 

familiar than cats and dogs and therefore less capable of detecting uncanniness, the roboticists in this 

study decided to bypass the uncanniness of human-looking robots, through an abstraction of the 

human body (cf. Sone 2013: 693). Hence, rather than binding the presence of its human operator by 

way of exact replication, as we saw in the Geminoid robot, the roboticists now aimed towards realizing 

this scenario by way of creating an abstract version of the human body. The Telenoid robot, which was 

yet another robot for me to meet on my tour with Isozumi-san, was one attempt at creating the 

abstraction that would bind the presence of its operator without simultaneously causing a condition of 

the stressful or uncanny.  

 

Abstraction: Similarity, Difference and Imagination 

‘It is Telenoid that I focus on in my work’, Isozumi-san said while guiding me through the corridors of 

the laboratory. Opening yet another secured door, he entered a room quite similar to the one we had 

just left. One of the major differences was that in this room the walls were covered with posters telling 

the audience about Telenoid’s technical features and encounters with a range of different interlocutors. 

In the midst of it all, placed in a stand, almost imperial, was Telenoid itself. A rudimentary and abstract 

anthropomorphic figure only partially resembling the human body. Its white torso was small, like a 

young child, with a bald head and stumps instead of arms, hands and fingers. The robot’s body had no 

legs but ended instead in something that looked a little like a short mermaid tail. The robot’s 

abbreviated face had narrow brown eyes and a small mouth, but no eyebrows, ears or nostrils. Indeed, 

as Fukuzawa-san, one of the chief roboticists engaged in the process of shaping the robot, told me on 

another occasion, any ‘non-neutral’ and ‘gender-specific’ features, such as beard and breasts, had been 

removed. While fixed in a standing posture and therefore incapable of walking around the room, 
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Telenoid was, like the Geminoid robot, supposed to be remote-controlled via the Internet by a human 

operator. From various posters placed on the wall next to Telenoid, one is taught that the latest 

version of the robot is a 50 cm, 3.5 kg heavy figure with a ‘soft and pleasant body’ that can be 

controlled remotely via the Internet. Equipped with actuators that made it possible to render facial 

expressions and gestures that the robot’s operator performs remotely, Telenoid – a name coined from 

‘Tele’ as in telephone and teleoperation, and the Latin ‘-oid’, which refers to similarity - would imitate 

the operator’s head and lip movements, while transmitting his or her voice. Moreover, by pushing a 

few buttons the operator made the robot simulate a hug. Hence, users can speak together via the robot, 

which, as a poster put it, ‘can effectively transfer people’s presence’ and supposedly, then, engage 

people more than if communicating via mail, telephone and Skype. In regards to the shape of the robot 

one is informed25 that:  

 
The Telenoid was designed to appear and to behave as a minimalistic human; at the very first 

glance, one can easily recognize the Telenoid as a human while the Telenoid appear as both male 

and female, as both young and old. By this minimal design, the Telenoid allows people to feel as if 

an acquaintance in the distance is next to you. Moreover, Telenoid’s soft and pleasant skin texture 

and small, child-like body size allows one to enjoy hugging and communicating with it easily.  

 

One image on the vast amount of posters shows an elderly Japanese woman sitting opposite Telenoid, 

one of her hands touching its cheek, as in an intimate conversation. Underneath is an image of another 

woman holding Telenoid in two outstretched arms. The position seems to resemble a mother’s caring 

interaction with her child.  

On the face of it, Telenoid’s ‘minimal design’, as it is referred to above, bears some resemblance 

to anthropological studies that highlight how a minimalist aesthetic ideal pervades the social 

landscape of Japan (Daniels 2001b: 206). In her analysis of Japanese homes, anthropologist Inge 

Daniels, for example, argues that the prototypical and idealized minimalist Japanese house and 

building has its roots in the Tokugawa (1600-1868) residence of the elite and is the result of an 

aesthetic of simplicity inspired by Zen Buddhism (ibid: 207). This values a minimum of decoration and 

homes void of objects and things. Similarly, in their analysis of Japanese perceptions of nature, Arne 

Kalland and Pamela J. Asquith (1996) demonstrate how ideals of minimalism exist among artists in 

Japan, who strive for simplifying diversity in their art: 

 
Not only is diversity reduced and simplified. At times also the quantity is deliberately reduced to a 

minimum. As when Toyotomi Hideyoshi, the sixteenth-century warlord and national unifier, 
                                                        
25 This piece of information is also provided at the laboratory’s webpage, 
www.geminoid.jp/projects/kibans/Telenoid-overvew.html  
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wanting to celebrate the profusion of morning glories in a tea master’s garden, came to the tea 

ceremony only to find that the master Sen no Rikyu had cut all the flowers, leaving a single one in 

a vase on the ceremonial shelf (lee 1984: 92). Another well-known story is the use of a single 

camellia flower in the Ikenobo School of flower arrangement. In 1816 the fortieth master of the 

school instructed that only six and a half leaves should be left, the others should be removed to 

reveal the pure essence of the flower. His successor went further: only three and a half leaves 

should be left (Kalland & Asquith 1996: 96).  

 

Although the roboticists in this study often told me how they tried to locate what they referred to as 

the ‘essence of human presence’ i.e. the essential human elements for conveying and transferring 

human presence, by simplifying the human body in building Telenoid, they did not do this simply to 

work in accordance with an artistic aesthetic Japanese ideal. In other words, the roboticists did not 

create Telenoid in the image of a minimal human body, as illustrated above, just to represent the 

essence of the human body. They did so in an effort to manipulate the world around the robot in 

particular ways. This manipulation was, I shall argue, directly aimed at tricking people by means of 

their own incomplete image. Let me elaborate on this point.  

Within anthropology, abstracted or distorted versions of real things marked by a lack of realism 

have recently been analyzed as magical objects and discussed under the rubric of ‘mimesis’ (Pedersen 

& Willerslev 2012: 475; Bubandt & Willerslev 2015: 17), a term famously described by anthropologist 

Michael Taussig (1993). In his book, Mimesis and Alterity (1993), Taussig characterises mimesis as ‘the 

nature that culture uses to create second nature, the faculty to copy, imitate, make models, explore 

difference, yield into and become Other. The wonder of mimesis lies in the copy drawing on the 

character and power of the original, to the point where the representation may even assume that 

character and that power’ (Taussig 1993: xiii). Taussig draws his notion of mimesis from Frazer’s 

ideas of sympathetic magic, when proposing a model of mimesis that involves both copying and 

sensuous contact. He argues that Frazer’s notion of the copy in magical practices is compelling in its 

power to affect ‘the original to such a degree that the representation shares in or acquires the 

properties of the represented’ (ibid: 47). According to Taussig, then, to mimic somebody or something 

is to be sensuously filled with that which is imitated, yielding to it, mirroring it bodily (ibid: xiii, cf. 

Bubandt & Willerslev 2015).  

As anthropologist Rane Willerslev (2004) points out in his studies of Siberian hunters and their 

imitation of prey animals, what is valuable about Taussig’s coupling of sympathetic magic with 

mimesis is that he shows how mimicry’s magical powers reside in its capacity to incorporate 

someone’s or somebody’s otherness while at the same time remaining the same (Willerslev 2004: 

639). Hence, mimesis ‘plays the trick of dancing between the very same and the very different’ 

(Taussig in Willerslev 2004: 639); ‘between the real and the really made-up’ (ibid: 639). In the 
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laboratory this means that mimesis is present as a practice related to the principle that if robots are 

made as abstract versions of a real human they will capture and embody the presence of a human 

being, while in some aspects also remaining different. In the words of Willerslev, the manipulating 

power present in Telenoid’s imitation of the human body is made to rest in its capacity ‘to incorporate 

its “Otherness” while in some profound sense remaining the same’ (Willerslev 2004: 639), thus 

retaining some nonhuman physical qualities, which identify the robot as a being of a special class who 

looks and act in a manner similar to, but not altogether identical with, its human operator. Hence, 

although the basic movement of mimesis is towards similarity, Telenoid must also incorporate a 

certain degree of difference in order to assume the human presence of its model without becoming 

either stressful and burdensome on the one hand or scary and frightening on the other, by failing to 

establish detachment and distance. 

Thus, what the user of Telenoid should recognize in the robot is not that it mirrors its operator’s 

physical being in any exact replica, but rather that it becomes what could be called a ‘technology of the 

imagination’ (Sneath et al. 2009) by way of its minimal design. Let me illustrate this point by returning 

to the posters above. While the posters emphasize the human characteristics of the robot (fingers that 

caress, eyes that seek contact, arms that hug, a face that has expression and a body that has weight, 

height, movement and gestures), they also point towards the robot’s minimal material characteristics 

that allow it to be interpreted as either male or female, young or old. As Professor Ishiguro explained 

to me when I asked him about the minimal shape of Telenoid, the robot is made to delegate certain 

imaginative competences to its users: 

 
I wanted to give some space for people to use their imagination so my question was, what 

happens if the robot is made in a minimal human shape? Probably, I thought, people will have an 

imagination about the person who speaks through Telenoid by only hearing the voice [of the 

operator] and they will probably project that imagination onto the robot.  

 

In other words, Telenoid was intended to work as a somewhat blank sheet, only suggesting a human 

form onto which people were allowed to project their own subjective images of people with whom 

they might be in dialogue.    

The processes by which imaginative effects develop have been increasingly discussed in 

anthropology in recent years (Sneath et al. 2009; Fuglerud & Wainwright 2015) and have even come 

to be ‘enjoying an emerging vogue’ (Robbins in Fuglerud & Wainwright 2015: 12). While one can argue 

that the topic of imagination traditionally is separated from debates revolving around materiality 

(Meyer 2015: 161), recent ethnographies have taken the question of the materiality of the imagination 

into consideration (Sneath et al. 2009; Fuglerud & Wainwright 2015). In her studies of religion and 
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media in Southern Ghana, Birgit Meyer (2015) demonstrates, for example, that the imagination is not 

limited to processes within the mind, but is fed by concrete material forms to which people relate with 

their senses (Meyer 2015: 162). Likewise, in an introduction to a special issue of Ethnos, David Sneath, 

Martin Holbraad and Morten Axel Pedersen (2009) propose a view of the imagination ’as an outcome 

rather than a condition’, the point being that the imagination is not ’a holistic backdrop that conditions 

human activities by providing, say, the “horizon’ of their meanings”’ (Sneath et al. 2009: 19). On this 

note, the authors call for examining the specific social and material means through which imagination 

is moulded and brought into being (ibid: 5). While examples in this issue includes, among others, how 

numbers are a source, and therefore also becomes a technology of imaginative effects in China 

(Stafford 2009) or how electric light and the political narrative of state modernism together created 

a ’technology of the imagination’ (Sneath 2009), other studies demonstrate, for example, how material 

structures such as museums are not simply ’storehouses of the past’. On the contrary, each of them 

work as a ‘technology of the imagination’, allowing its visitors to imagine potential futures 

(Bjerregaard 2015: 80)26.  

As we have seen above, for the roboticists included in this study, the capacity of stimulating 

human imagination should come by way of abstract representation. Indeed, remembering the words of 

Professor Ishiguro, the ‘minimal human shape’ should ideally possess the capacity of making people 

project their image of the person speaking onto the robot. In order to understand how this can be 

achieved, we might take a clue from archaeologist Douglass W. Bailey (2007). He has shown that the 

fact that some elements of the human body are not included in an anthropomorphic figurine critically 

warps the relationship between the observer and the representation and radically alters the 

observer’s understanding and comprehension of the object (Bailey 2007: 118). The brevity that comes 

with abstract representation forces the viewer beyond the information that is provided, Bailey argues, 

and the abstraction of a miniature figure therefore demands that the spectator draw inferences. 

Essential here is that a person gazing at a figurine is drawn to thinking of what is not there, what has 

been left out. According to Bailey, then:  

 
In their absences the missing components release the viewer from the restrictions of a set 

meaning; the viewer is thus freed to imagine and provide his or her own feelings and emotions. 

These absences provide the real stimulus for thought (Bailey 2007: 119).  

 

                                                        
26 The capacity of things to act as carriers of thought, more broadly, has been examined by a range of recent 
anthropological studies. Susanne Küchler (2005) argues, for example, that ’thought can conduct itself in things’ 
(Küchler 2005: 225). Similarly, Morten Axel Pedersen (2007) draws attention to the ways in which certain 
artefacts such as shamanic robes and spirit vessels enchance Darhad shamans’ abilities to think certain things 
(Pedersen 2007: 142). Indeed, as Nigel Thrift has put it, ’thought is bound up with things: it is through things that 
we think and act’ (Thrift 2000: 220 in Chua & Salmond 2012: 110).  
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In that sense, by way of their abstract representation, the robots are, to paraphrase Bailey, supposed 

to release people from a set meaning and free them ‘to imagine and provide his or her own feelings 

and emotions’ (Bailey 2007: 119). Contrary to the figurines in Bailey’s study, however, people should 

not be drawn to thinking of what is not there and what has been left out of the abstraction. On the 

contrary, the voice of Telenoid’s operator aims to guide and direct the imagination in particular 

directions. Thus the roboticists believed that listening to the voice of a particular person would evoke 

a feeling of familiarity in the robot, guiding the interlocutor’s imagination in particular directions, and 

consequently enhancing the projection of an image of that person onto it.  

Such subtle structural workings of Telenoid convincingly, I think, substantiate Alfred Gell’s claim 

that specific artefacts can be described as ‘mind-traps’ (Gell 1998: 253). Gell’s argument is built on the 

idea that different modes of artistic creation are connected to certain ways of manifesting agency, thus 

initiating thoughts and responses in others. According to Gell, art objects are ‘difficult’ objects because 

they are difficult to possess in an intellectual sense (ibid: 24). Art objects, Gell demonstrates, are the 

result of technical virtuosity and complexity, which creates ‘a certain cognitive indecipherability’ that 

tantalizes the viewer when struggling to comprehend the piece of work (ibid: 95). According to Gell, 

then, art objects are the result of a type of ‘agency which is essentially indecipherable’ (ibid: 71) and, it 

is precisely because works of art are good at ‘entrapping the onlooker in their thought-process’ (ibid: 

253) that they can best be considered mind-traps:   

  
So in fact we just mentally resign ourselves to just not quite understanding these complex 

relationships, we write them in as “beyond our ken”. We experience this as a kind of pleasurable 

frustration; we are drawn into the pattern and held inside it, impaled, as it were, on its bristling 

hooks and spines. This pattern is a mind-trap (Gell 1996), we are hooked, and this causes us to 

relate in a certain way to the artefact which the pattern embellishes (Gell 1998: 80). 

 

Elsewhere Gell (1992) links this ability of objects to entrap viewers in their thought-process to what 

he calls a form of ‘enchantment’, arguing therefore that art objects may be conceived as ‘technologies 

of enchantment’ (Gell 1992). I shall return specifically to the issue of Telenoid’s enchanting capacity in 

Chapter Seven. For now, however, I will dwell on what Janet Hoskins has said when commenting on 

Gell’s work, namely that it suggests that ‘objects that challenge our senses or our comprehension have 

the most powerful effects on ours imagination’ (Hoskins 2006: 86). It is exactly this capacity of 

working on the imagination and thus entrapping the interlocutor of Telenoid in his or her thought-

process that the roboticists aim to create through the robot’s abstract shape. However, unlike Gell’s 

artworks, Telenoid is not primarily to be understood as a mind-trap because it most likely creates 

blurry areas in cognition due to its incomprehensible character. On the contrary, the entrapment 
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should flow from the abstraction of design, providing a real stimulus of imagination and thereby 

capturing attention in specific ways that simultaneously cultivate mutual detachment and engagement, 

intimacy and affection, among people. Indeed, noted in our previous discussion of detachment and 

distance, the robot should not convey human presence in any absolute sense because this would 

potentially create a space for stressful or uncanny experiences. Therefore, when Telenoid mimics the 

human body to make its users perceive it as possessing the human presence of its operator while 

concurrently creating distance to the human presence thereof, it is made to act, I suggest, with a ‘dual 

nature’ (Willerslev 2004: 639): as both nonhuman and human. Below I will elaborate on this argument.  

 

The Dual Nature of Robots 

In northern Siberia, Willerslev (2004) argues, it is common among Yukaghir people to imitate the prey 

they set out to hunt and kill. The aim of the hunters is to make the elk convinced that the hunters are 

not humans but in fact elk, because then the elk will supposedly not run away. On the contrary, if the 

hunter does a convincingly and vivid performance of an elk, the animal will approach the hunter to be 

killed (Willerslev 2004: 641). According to Willerslev, however, taking on the body of another species 

is full of risk because the hunter could lose his own original species’ identity and soul, consequently 

becoming an elk (ibid: 638). Therefore transforming oneself into another species can only be done for 

short periods of time. As Willerslev explains: ‘This [transformation] is not something that can be done 

easily, because it involves an experience of deeply felt anxiety of self-alienation (…). Thus, an element 

of self-awareness or reflexivity is crucial to safeguarding oneself against being carried away by an 

alien body’ (ibid: 638). Consequently, imitating an alien body share what Willerslev calls a ‘double-

negation’: ‘the person is not the species he is imitating, but also he is not not that species’ (ibid: 638).   

Whereas Willerslev’s account describes how human actors go about approximating a nonhuman 

identity, the case of Telenoid rather illuminates a nonhuman actor, which is approximating a human 

identity. In both cases, however, the point is that both hunter and robot strive towards taking up a 

position in-between identities by simultaneously acting as human and nonhuman in order to influence 

their surroundings in particular ways. While for Telenoid, to act in-between these two identities, 

stimulates imagination, it is also a highly complex task. If Telenoid becomes too nonhuman by way of 

its abstract figure or by displaying its mechanical nature, it might have difficulties in binding human 

presence and people, then, might have difficulties imagining it to be its human operator even if the 

operator’s voice serves to guide the imagination in that direction. If, on the other hand, it becomes too 

human it will create the condition of stressful face-to-face communication or provoke uncanny feelings. 

The roboticists therefore needed to make sure that the robot is neither too nonhuman nor too human, 

but somewhere in-between or both at once. In other words, the success of the robot resides in its 

ability to act as a ‘double agent’ (ibid: 639) whereby, ideally, Telenoid is not to be human; yet it is also 
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not not to be human. Among roboticists, dynamics of abstraction became one way to realize this 

scenario and they were therefore constantly engaged in acts of testing the effects of adding to or 

removing from the abstract human shape, specific body parts as a nose, ears or a set of fingers.  

In the course of my fieldwork I realized that viewing Telenoid through the lens of duality, i.e. 

acting in-between identities, seems to echo what has been argued in the book series Wabotto no Hon, 

written by roboticists from Waseda University in Japan to introduce humanoid robots and their 

research to the public (Sabanovic 2014: 357). Here robots refer to ‘a third existence… between that of 

a living creature and that of a nonliving creature’, ‘machines with hearts’ that are ‘no longer pure and 

simple machines’ but ‘are considered as having a life similar to that of human beings’ (ibid: 357). Yet, 

among roboticists in this study, Telenoid should not simply be viewed as a figure possessing what 

could be described as a third existence cohabiting as a social agent alongside humans, although not 

necessarily acting as their social equals, as the notion suggests. Rather than simply coming to have a 

life similar to that of human beings, Telenoid should come to preserve a specific life of human beings, 

i.e. that of its human operator, they maintained. Hence, even when Telenoid was made to act as a 

double agent by means of abstraction, this was not done simply with a view to enhance the robot’s 

capacity of transmitting and conveying the human presence of literally every person around the world 

without simultaneously creating stress or uncanniness. Paradoxically, when making Telenoid, 

roboticists are also simultaneously concerned with how to best prevent the robot from turning into 

every person around the world during the interaction. In other words, while the robot in its very 

design indeed is made as a blank sheet that should possess the capacity of turning into every person 

around the world without provoking uncanniness and stress, it should also possess the capacity of 

closing down such possibilities, so to speak, during interaction. Put differently, Telenoid should also 

differentiate itself as conveying a specific human presence: that of its human operator. Hence, it is only 

by identifying ways of limiting a vast amount of connections to human presences that Telenoid can 

come to transmit and convey the specific human presence of its operator. Yet, the paradox was that the 

methods of limitation (namely by making robots exact copies of their human operators) carried the 

risk of disturbing the robot’s dual nature by making it too human, as we saw earlier, thereby creating 

stress and uncanniness during the interaction. Instead, roboticists relied on binding the operator’s 

presence in the robot by means of his or her voice, thus guiding people’s imagination in particular 

directions. Accordingly, the roboticists believed that listening to the voice of a particular person would 

evoke a feeling of familiarity in the robot, guiding the interlocutor’s imagination in particular 

directions, and consequently enhancing the projection of an image of that person onto it. 

The roboticists’ concern in drawing boundaries between human presences, so to speak, seems to 

bear some resemblance to Marilyn Strathern’s (1996) idea that rather than tracing connections 

without an end, one must look towards those occasions and events where connections come to an end 
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and where networks are thus cut in order to actualize specific forms. Taking a critical stance towards 

the concept of network, Strathern thus argues that transactions such as marriage (Strathern 1996: 

529), or claims of ownership of a patent (ibid: 524), work precisely by limiting endlessly expanding 

networks. Marriage, for example, defines the point at which networks of blood must be seen to come 

to an end; and as regards to claiming ownership of a patent, Strathern states that ‘social networks here 

are long, patenting truncates them’ (ibid: 524). Networks, in short, must be cut in order to be 

productive. In the context of this analysis, the voice of the operator is a good example of a technique 

for cutting the network, thereby coming to differentiate the human presence of the robot as its human 

operator’s. Indeed, while the abstract shape of Telenoid serves to allow people to imagine the robot to 

be whomever they wish, the voice of the operator serves to function as the point at which imagination 

must be seen to come to an end. Thus, Telenoid both connects to a range of different human presences 

and differentiates between them through abstraction and cutting. Yet, as we shall see in the following 

chapter, such techniques for cutting the network, i.e. for specifying the robot’s humanness, do not 

always do their job properly. Indeed, as will become apparent, in spite of the voice of its operator, the 

robot did not differentiate itself as its human operator but as a range of other persons when 

encountering people in their daily life.    

 

Making 

This chapter has focused on the ways in which roboticists aim to make robots capable of transferring 

and conveying human presence. I have argued that while this work draws on animistic elements and 

models of nonhuman personhood, the making of robots that transfer and convey human presence 

plays specifically with dynamics of extension and abstraction. I have shown that Telenoid is 

intentionally made to work as a physical extension of its human operator. This implied, I argued, that 

the robot should act with a dual nature, as both nonhuman and human, in order for it to possess the 

manipulating power of incorporating the presence of its operator while in some profound sense 

remaining different. This is closely connected to the robot’s capacity of mutually cultivating both 

detachment and engagement as a mode of human interaction. It is also a way to safeguard the robot 

against becoming uncanny and frightening to people. Accordingly, as we have seen, Telenoid was 

made as an abstraction of the human body, allowing the robot to work as a mind-trap that 

simultaneously encourages and cuts human imagination. What this chapter has demonstrated is thus 

that the robot’s capacity to transfer and convey the human presence of its operator sets up a complex 

interplay of human bodily abstraction on one hand and extension on the other. By setting up this 

complex interplay, roboticists strive towards making Telenoid capable of transmitting and conveying 

the human presence of its operator without concurrently causing anxiety, fear and stress during the 
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conversation. In this way, the roboticists speculated, Telenoid could add an element of realism during 

long-distance communication and improve people’s conversation.  

 The next chapter will look at the practices of corresponding, which is another important 

aspect of the activities in the laboratory. Empirically, it will explore what happens when the roboticists 

introduce Telenoid to potential would-be buyers outside the laboratory. As we shall see, in the 

roboticists’ experience, the robot is not simply transcending the laboratory to travel smoothly into the 

everyday life of people. Rather, its journey is full of obstacles and it gradually became clear to the 

roboticists that a modification of the robot’s material shape and a redefinition of its purpose had to be 

made. The following chapter is therefore devoted to an investigation of the many ways in which 

roboticists negotiate and make such modifications and redefinitions. 

 

 

 
 

  



 79 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 80 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  



 81 

Chapter Four: Corresponding and Modifying   
 

Introduction 

After a full day spent visiting a local nursing home hosting the roboticists and their trials with Telenoid, 

Isozumi-san and Matsura-san accompanied me back to the laboratory in Isozumi-san’s car. As 

frequently happened on such occasions, they reflected on today’s trial with the robot. ‘Telenoid seems 

too heavy and difficult for most of the residents to hold by themselves for more than a few minutes’, 

Isozumi-san says from the front seat. Matsura-san agrees. ‘Yeah. It’s a problem. One of the residents 

was just about to drop Telenoid on the floor’. Just before descending to the parking lot of the 

laboratory, Isozumi-san supplemented his comment: ‘Did you hear what the director of the nursing 

home asked me?’ He stopped the car and told us that the use of Telenoid was further complicated by 

people’s failures to understand the purpose of the robot. ‘Every time I meet the director he asks, why 

don't you change the design of Telenoid so that it becomes cute (kawaii)? He has so many difficulties in 

understanding the purpose of developing Telenoid even though I explained so many times’. I asked 

Isozumi-san how he would usually expound such an issue, which prompted a detailed description: 
 

Well, I tell him that Telenoid was not developed specifically to elderly care, but for investigating 

the transference of the presence and essence of human beings, but that we are now investigating 

in the effects of Telenoid to the elderly people and those with dementia, so we need your help. 

Every time I explain it to the director he says, okay, but when we visit the next time, he asks me 

the same question once again. He just don't seem to grasp it. 

 

In her studies of Japanese roboticists, Selma Sabanovic (2008) argues that the political envisaged of 

new roles for robots as companions and staff members for the ageing society, as described in Chapter 

Two, means that a particular task of roboticists is to incorporate concerns about social issues into 

research in robotics, which, in turn, lead to combining the scientific dream of developing ever more 

advanced humanlike technologies and the roboticists’ commitment to producing functional objects 

that are useful to and desired by society (Sabanovic 2008: 2). This chapter takes its point of departure 

in these arguments and aims to describe how roboticists in this study strive to combine their scientific 

dream of developing robots that transfer and convey the presence of human beings with their evolving 

ambition of turning the robot into a desirable tool to be used in practices of elder care. As indicated in 

the extraction from my field notes above, the roboticists included in this study quickly realized that the 

actual process of their introduction was beset by problems. Hence, as the robot was not initially made 

for the healthcare sector, they gradually realized that it was not only difficult for people, like the 

manager above, to grasp the idea and purpose of Telenoid. Most older people also found the robot too 
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heavy, difficult and awkward to hold and people gradually began to request a whole list of 

amendments: make it smaller, make it bigger, make it cuter, improve the software, make the eyes 

move, make the head move in all directions, make the skin cleanable, or take off the leg part.  

From the very beginning, then, the roboticists realized that the robot had to redefined. In this 

chapter I therefore aim to describe the work that goes into making Telenoid functional and socially 

acceptable in preparation for its move out of the laboratory and into practices of healthcare. I shall 

argue this work unfolds in two different, but interrelated ways. First, it is concerned with modifying 

the robot’s material shape. Second, it is related to identifying and describing those issues to which the 

robot could eventually offer a solution. I will go into the details of a long-term trial carried out with 

Telenoid in a couple of local Japanese nursing homes and in which I participated during my fieldwork, 

in order to provide insights into how such material modifications and definitions of problems are 

carried out among roboticists as they attempt to make their robot fit a context of elder care.  

I begin by venturing into the series of requests from would-be buyers among whom Isozumi-san 

and Matsura-san tested Telenoid while I was doing fieldwork in the laboratory. As I shall argue, the 

great majority of these requests were to do with a need to modify the robot’s material shape which 

conflicted with the dynamics of abstraction, described and analyzed in the previous chapter. While the 

roboticists gradually realized that the requests would eventually lead to what could be called practices 

of specification and personification of the robot, potentially disturbing its capacity of becoming a 

technology of the imagination by way of its abstract shape, they also found themselves caught in a 

range of negotiations when deciding whether to follow specific needs among users or keep to their 

own intuitions and ideas. I then proceed to analyze the work of modification as a process of identifying 

and describing a series of social and emotional problems the robot could potentially solve. As I shall 

argue, this practice illustrates how, in analysing the case of Telenoid, one cannot assume a causal 

relation between problem and solution. Rather, ‘solutions and problems emerge at the same time’ 

(Svendsen 2004: 3) as Telenoid becomes harnessed and anchored to new ideas and visions. 

Theoretically speaking, I see the roboticists’ work as attempts to ‘correspond’ (Gatt & Ingold 

2013) to the circumstances and entanglements of people and environments within which Telenoid 

becomes enmeshed when transcending its laboratory. In doing so, I draw on Caroline Gatt’s and Tim 

Ingold’s (2013) use of correspondence, where ‘to correspond with the world (…) is not to describe it, 

or represent it, but to answer to it’ (Gatt & Ingold 2013: 144). Correspondence thus refers to 

answering to the flow of events with interventions and responses. It is, Gatt and Ingold argue, to move 

forward with people in the pursuit of their dreams and aspirations rather than dwelling on their past 

(ibid: 145). In the context of robotics, this correspondence typically involved working in attention to 

socio-political narratives that stage robots in particular ways, and with people in the nursing homes 

where Telenoid was tested. As we shall see, roboticists constantly attempted to modify and re-invent 
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their robot and its role in accordance to those needs and problems observed. Yet I underline that it 

should be understood as attempts. Correspondence is not always easy to practice, and depending on 

the different views of the people involved, is not always successful.  

 

From Abstraction to Specification and Personification 

‘So what do you think about this version of Telenoid, Christina-san? I took off its tail’. Appreciating the 

roboticist’ interest in my opinion, I walk towards Inoue-san, an engineer in his mid-forties. Known as 

the ‘genius’ in the laboratory, the one who turned Professor Ishiguro’s dreams into reality, Inoue-san 

is also a hardworking and ambitious man, always the first to arrive in the laboratory in the morning 

and the last to leave at night. While responsible for constructing the hard-and software of the robots, 

he also assists the technical programming and trials carried out by the students in the laboratory, 

writes research papers, participates in conferences, prepares experiments, and writes guidelines for 

the use of the robots. Inoue-san’s working space is crammed with Telenoid robots. Some wear a hat. 

Others have long eyelashes. Inoue-san is carefully leaning over one of them, inspecting the dense 

network of red and black wires, actuators and motors before struggling to cover the mechanical parts 

of its head and body in a soft silicone skin. He is wearing his long white coat, which makes him look 

more like a medical doctor than an engineer. His toolbox is wide open, and various tools lie strewn 

about on his table. Pointing towards the robot, Inoue-san looks at me, expecting an answer. I hesitate 

before saying that I think it looks nice without its tail section. Inoue-san then explains:  
 

I have tried to re-design the tail of Telenoid because Isozumi-san and Matsura-san found that it 

made the robot too heavy and difficult for the older people to sit with and hold by themselves. So 

now I have to design something else that makes it easier. I also tried to make it easier for people 

to hold by adding a small waist. Off course, that is very difficult because it easily turns the robot 

into a woman, right? It is really a difficult part. 

 

Whereas the overall ambition of the roboticists was that some day Telenoid would be sold as a 

telecommunication device superior to telephones, Skype solutions and other telecommunication 

technologies, due to its telepresencing capability described in the previous chapter, by the time I 

arrived to do my fieldwork, the roboticists had found that the robot received a more or less reserved 

welcome from users at the various sites in which it had been tested. Most people who came to meet 

the robot thought the robot was, what the roboticists referred to as ‘scary’ and ‘strange’ and expressed 

no need to speak with it. During the trials, however, Matsumoto-san, Matsura-san and Isozumi-san, 

who were in charge of studying the reactions the robot provoked, had discovered that after a series of 
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unforeseen moves it ended up in the arms of a group of older people for whom it had not been 

destined but where, to much surprise, it aroused a more positive response.  

Professor Ishiguro and his team of roboticists gradually decided not to refuse this potential of 

the robot. Indeed, they had not only realized that the demographic challenges facing countries on a 

global scale posed what they saw as a severe social problem. They also navigated within the context of 

roboticists in Japan struggling to meet an increasing political pressure on turning ideas and prototypes 

into commercial market-ready products for older consumers in Japan, as described in Chapter Two. 

They began therefore to look for technical solutions to the demographic crisis and, like a number of 

roboticists from laboratories throughout Japan (Wagner 2010; Robertson 2007; Robertson 2010; 

Sabanovic 2008; Leeson 2010), they decided to set off a series of field trials in local Japanese nursing 

homes in order to figure out how the robot should look and behave when deployed in an elder care 

context. What if their robot might provide the perfect product for ageing seniors and overburdened 

young staff members? What if those family members who barely had the time to visit their older 

relatives could use Telenoid for long-distance communication?  

As the situations of Isozumi-san, Matsura-san and Inoue-san illustrate above, the act of making 

Telenoid capable of transcending the laboratory first of all involved a series of modifications of its 

material shape. The robot was not only too heavy and difficult for older people to hold. Many others, 

including the manager mentioned above in the introduction, found that Telenoid also seemed to lack 

cuteness. Consequently, the roboticists decided to transform the original technology in a number of 

ways to become attractive and meaningful to its interlocutors. Besides modifying Telenoid’s tail 

section to make it easier to be held, as illustrated above, I observed, for example, how they 

transformed the armpit of the original Telenoid in order to make its arms more flexible and thus 

capable of ‘giving a bigger hug’, which the roboticists found was much appreciated by the older users. 

Moreover, to make the robot capable of interacting in a more lifelike and active manner, and with 

more than one person at a time, they made the robot’s neck section more flexible so that it could move 

its head from side to side. This, the roboticists said, would improve its capability to capture attention 

and interest. The roboticists also changed the robot’s skin-like covering into a sturdy material in order 

to prevent it from getting too dirty and they removed a camera initially placed in Telenoid’s forehead 

to make it lighter. Finally, to improve the robot’s capability of transmitting the operator’s voice, 

importantly serving to specify its human presence by cutting imagination, as we saw in the previous 

chapter, roboticists added a couple of additional microphones which would enable older people to 

hear the operator’s voice more clearly. 

From my analytical perspective of correspondence, this work can be seen as attempts to answer 

to the world of politicians calling for market-ready robots to be produced for the ageing society, on the 

one hand, and consequently also for the everyday life of the people among whom their robot was 
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introduced, on the other (Gatt & Ingold 2013: 144). Following Gatt and Ingold, these practices open up, 

so to speak, the roboticists’ perception of what is happening on the political scene so that they, in turn, 

can respond to it and consequently begin introducing Telenoid to the elder care sector. As indicated 

above, while some of the roboticists’ answers to the worlds of the nursing home residents - 

materialized in concrete modifications of the robot’s shape - were quite straightforward, I realized, 

however, that others had a more complicated nature. Indeed, some modifications carried with them 

the potential for the abstract shape of Telenoid to become what we might call specified and 

personalized. As Inoue-san significantly states above, for example, the difficulties in making the robot 

both lighter and easier to hold resided not in any technical complications, but in the risk of turning the 

robot into a woman. Hence, according to roboticists, while it would indeed make it easier for people to 

hold the robot by adding a small curve to the robot’s sides, this also carried the risk of being 

interpreted as a woman’s waist. While this effort to re-design Telenoid without simultaneously 

gendering it seems to follow the logic of preventing the robot from turning into a specified and 

personalized figure, it also points towards the importance of protecting the dynamic of abstraction in 

the laboratory. During my fieldwork I observed several such incidences. On one occasion, for example, 

I observed how attempts at hiding the set of wires and microphones accompanying the robot were 

simultaneously related to a similar type of risk, that of coming to personalize and specify the robot’s 

abstract shape during the process. In this case, acts of hiding wires and mechanical devices were 

important to prevent people from stepping on them and to prevent the robot from becoming too 

nonhuman, and thereby a disturbance to natural interaction among people who are wired to relate to 

others humans, as we saw in the previous chapter. But these acts also possessed the risk of 

personalizing the robot’s shape as when adding curves in Telenoid’s sides. This became obvious to me 

one day when Isozumi-san proudly showed me his final and practical solution to the problem of the 

wires and microphones: a blue school bag for the robot to wear. Yet, although the bag’s job description 

was simple, i.e. to conceal wires and microphones, when he tested Telenoid later that day in the 

nursing home, Isozumi-san quickly realized that it disturbed the robot’s abstract shape. As he 

disappointedly put it to me: 

 
People thought Telenoid was a schoolboy today. You know, I made the bag to prevent Telenoid 

from looking rather mechanical when displaying its wires and microphones on the floor around it. 

But the blue bag made people associate it with a small boy instead. I guess it is better than 

associating Telenoid with a machine, but it complicates its minimal design.  

 

Isozumi-san mentions some very important issues in the understanding of the work that goes into 

making Telenoid functional and socially acceptable as it prepares to transcend its laboratory. His 
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recognition that the task of hiding Telenoid’s wires and microphones in order to prevent it from 

turning into a machine must equally avoid acts that would potentially personalize and specify it points 

to the very core of the work: to protect the dynamic of abstraction. In other words, acts of 

practicalization should not lead concurrently to acts of personalization and specification, but rather 

stage the robot as occupying a somewhat strange place in between human and nonhuman identities, 

as described in the previous chapter. The delicate balance to help the robot maintain its human-like 

character and prevent it from becoming personalized and specified was a prominent task among 

roboticists in the laboratory those days. On another occasion I learned, for example, that the task of 

designing a function that would warn users when the battery was about to expire was complicated by 

the fact that the technical solutions to the problem risked turning the robot into either a girl or a toy-

like machine. Hence, whereas Inoue-san had decided to add a pink light into the robot’s cheeks that 

would blossom whenever the robot needed to be charged, Isozumi-san and Matsura-san speculated 

that while this would ideally be interpreted by Telenoid’s users as a general human characteristic of 

‘shyness’, it could also highlight the robot’s mechanic nature or signal feminine features in Telenoid. As 

Isozumi-san put it to me when explaining his doubts about the solution:  

 
By using light I feel that Telenoid becomes more toy- or machine-like. It is very interesting to use 

light because it can indicate specific emotions, as for example shyness when it blossoms, but I am 

not sure it is necessary… as I said, I feel Telenoid becomes more like a toy or a machine or a girl, 

actually. 

 

And so, as the roboticists’ efforts to create an emotion-like response in Telenoid whenever it needed to 

be charged were in accordance with their efforts to make their robot applicable in practice and with 

their overall attempts to design Telenoid in such a way that humans would readily respond to it as a 

human and so feel comfortable during interaction, such efforts also carried the risk of technologizing 

or personalizing the robot itself. Bearing in mind the roboticists’ constant efforts to transform the 

machine into a social being capable of transferring and conveying the human presence of its operator, 

the work of designing solutions that would help Telenoid maintain its life-like character is in some 

sense not surprising. Yet, as the cases above illustrate, finding these solutions is not straightforward 

because they not only need to preserve Telenoid’s lifelikeness. They need to preserve a specific 

lifelikeness, that is, of its human operator coming into being by way of abstraction and the operator’s 

voice guiding human imagination.  

It is in such circumstances that a school bag and a set of lights come to work as a technique for 

cutting the network (Strathern 1996), i.e. for specifying the robot’s humanness in much the same 

manner as the voice of the operator. Contrary to the use of the voice, however, such cutting was not 
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directed towards specifying the human presence of Telenoid’s operator but towards the presence of 

someone else. As we saw in the previous chapter, whereas the dynamic of abstraction serves not to cut 

human imagination but to make imagination proliferate and hybridize and thereby prevent Telenoid 

from immediately presenting itself as a specific singular person causing either stressful or uncanny 

interaction, techniques for cutting human imagination are at the same time much needed in order for 

the robot to turn into its human operator in a non-absolute sense. Indeed, since Telenoid should 

eventually convey the human presence of specific persons during its interaction with people, what 

should ideally cut human imagination and thereby specify the robot’s humanness, is the voice of its 

human operator. Consequently, whenever the robot becomes too personalized and specified in its very 

design, it loses its capacity of turning into its human operator because such personalization cuts 

imagination in the very process of design, not of use. In other words, acts of personification not only 

possess the risk of making the robot too human and thereby stressful and uncanny, as we saw in the 

previous chapter. They also seemed to work as a technique for cutting the imagination in particular 

ways that specified the human presence of the robot as somewhat different from its human operator, 

not necessarily in an uncanny and stressful way, but nevertheless in a manner that disturbed its 

capacity to morph into its human operator, as Isozumi-san stated above. 

During my fieldwork, the roboticists discussed such phenomena under the term ‘hybrid-

presence’. As Isozumi-san made clear to me, hybrid-presence was highly problematic for the whole 

idea of Telenoid. He explained: 

 
Telenoid becomes a different character from the operator and the robot itself. Telenoid could be 

both robot and operator, melted together, or something may be added to the presence of the 

operator or the Telenoid itself. The point is that no matter what, Telenoid becomes a whole new 

creature. It is a situation where Telenoid does not become its operator at all. So hybrid-presence 

is a problem because the whole concept of Telenoid is exactly to transmit human presence in 

remote locations.  

 

As this quote shows, Isozumi-san problematizes hybrid-presence because it disturbs the initial 

purpose of Telenoid, i.e. transmitting and conveying the human presence of its operator. Indeed, even 

if the phenomenon of hybrid-presence did not disturb Telenoid’s capacity to act in-between identities 

as it was supposed to do, neither of these identities was related specifically to its human operator. On 

the contrary, the robot morphed into a ‘whole new creature’, conveying neither the presence of a robot 

or operator.    

While we shall return to these issues throughout the next chapters, it is sufficient here to sum up 

that due to the issue of hybrid-presence, the practical solutions of using a bag to hide the robot’s 
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mechanical features, for example, were gradually left aside only to be replaced by hard work to 

improve the technical side of the robot so that its microphones became integrated in the robot itself 

and in technical devices to be placed almost unnoticed in the room. Similarly, the roboticists struggled 

to add a somewhat discreet light in the robot’s cheeks that would not gender the robot or turn it into a 

toy. That was the only way roboticists could correspond to the world in the nursing homes: not by 

making compromises with but protecting Telenoid’s abstract shape, thereby preventing the robot 

from differentiating its human presence from its operator’s presence by means of its very design.   

 

Questions of Cutification  

Over the course of my participation in the roboticists’ trials with the robots, I gradually realized that 

while the potential for abstraction to turn into specification and personalization were continually 

being monitored carefully by the roboticists, the abstraction itself also turned out to possess the 

capacity of becoming unappealing and unattractive to people. Hence, as pointed out in the 

introductory quote from Isozumi-san, the dynamics of abstraction seemed to create other kinds of 

problems for the robot when transcending the laboratory to encounter older people, staff members 

and nursing home directors: they often thought that the robot needed to look cute. Indeed, as 

Matsumoto-san exlained when I spoke to him about the process of modifying Telenoid to fit a social 

context of elder care, the roboticists were struggling to navigate between protecting the abstract shape 

of Telenoid on the one hand, and turning it into a more practical robot, as illustrated in the previous 

section, and a more appealing creature that people would accept as a partner to interact with, on the 

other: 

 
One day we added eyelashes, eyebrows and a wig to the robot as part of our field trials in the 

nursing home. The interesting part was that it made the older residents react so differently to the 

robot. It was very interesting to us because people changed their perception so much. They 

became very positive and they thought that the robot was much cuter. But I don't think we will 

change the design permanently. Professor Ishiguro didn't like it because he thought it made the 

robot look like a woman. In his opinion the robot should be made in a neutral shape so that people 

can imagine it to be anyone they wish. Its features should enable it to become anyone. When we 

suggested him to remove the legs of the robot it took such a long time for him to accept it, and we 

are actually still really struggling to redesign it in a way he likes. He has a really strong aesthetic 

sense and he always complains when we make changes. “Why did you do that? It doesn't look 

good”. But if people are supposed to use the robot in their everyday life, we need to change it so 

that they will appreciate it. So that’s our job. To do lots of field trials, posing suggestions and 

eventually, sometimes, if we are lucky, we are allowed to change bits and pieces of the robot.  
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Matsumoto-san painted a compelling picture of the process of simultaneously protecting the dynamics 

of abstraction and modifying the robot’s shape to fit people’s presumed appreciation. With eyelashes, 

eyebrows and hair roboticists could, in principle, transform the robot into a cute and appealing 

creature in response to the wishes and needs present among people in the nursing homes. One could 

pause here briefly and attempt to situate this activity of personification and specification within the 

body of research about the so-called ‘cute craze’ grafted around lines of merchandise in Japan (Allison 

2006: 16; Allison 2009). Researchers in Japan as well as abroad have portrayed a craving for cuteness 

and cute characters as a typical Japanese trait (Allison 2006: 89). A characteristic advocate for this 

discourse is the anthropologist Anne Allison (2006), who argues that the Japanese tendency for 

designing cute goods has found its expression in multiple cultural forms, as toys, backpacks, lunch 

boxes, clothes, theme parks, telephones, key rings and icons promoting everything from 

neighbourhood meetings to government campaigns (ibid: 16). Although, Allison argues, cute 

characters were originally targeted at young girls, cuteness gradually exploded into a national 

obsession and in the 1980s, commercial businesses started to adopt cute characters in promotional 

advertising (ibid: 90). According to Allison, this was because ‘cute characters are appropriated as 

symbols for personal, corporate, group, and national identity’ and are ‘associated with childhood and 

childlike experiences: innocence, dependence, and freedom from the pressures of an adult world’ 

(ibid: 90). In the domain of robotics, a similar argument can be found. Hence, robots must not only be 

functional. They must also be attractive and are therefore often crafted in a ‘cute cartoonish way’ (Shea 

2014: 44) or gendered, personalized and made childlike (Robertson 2010; Richardson 2016: 115) in 

order to increase their aesthetic appeal and establish the machine as non-threatening and cute 

(Richardson 2015: 13). 

As indicated in Matsumoto-san’s statement above, whereas the abstract shape was not 

necessarily appealing to people because of its lack of cuteness, it was nevertheless the result of 

Professor Ishiguro’s scientific dream of transmitting human presence through robots, and therefore, as 

Matsumoto-san explained, also difficult to change or modify. Hence, while the roboticists sometimes 

told me that they believed that transforming Telenoid into a cuter robot would be effective in regard 

to converting the robot into an appreciated and meaningful device, Professor Ishiguro did not accept 

every single suggestion proposed by the team of roboticists. Thus, an important point to note from the 

statement by Matsumoto-san above is that while Professor Ishiguro was indeed eager to tell me about 

the systematic ways in which his team of roboticists tested the robot in nursing homes to get inputs to 

the transformation of its appearance and performance, often such practices of correspondence failed. 

Professor Ishiguro’s ‘strong aesthetic sense’, as Matsumoto-san explained, and his ambitions of 

crafting an abstraction of the human body that worked as a technology of the imagination by way of its 

minimal design, as described in the previous chapter, thus posed a set of limitations to the team’s 
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modifying of the robot body. Consequently, they found themselves struggling continually to create the 

kind of authority that would convince Professor Ishiguro to change the design of the robot in such a 

way that it could become functional and acceptable to its would-be older users in society.   

Despite the presence of evidence from field trials, for example, the team was only able to 

generate the authority that would convince Professor Ishiguro himself when their suggestions were in 

agreement with his personal aesthetic preferences and scientific ambitions of creating a robot that did 

not, by its very shape, cut the network – to stay in Strathern’s terminology – but rather functioned as a 

blank paper with the potential to become any person in the imagination of its user, as we saw earlier. 

Hence, given what he called his ‘artistic intuition’ and scientific ambition of investigating how little 

humanity robots need to be able to represent human presence, Professor Ishiguro found it difficult to 

accept changes in the robot’s appearance, he told me one day during lunch. He found many of the 

transformations of the robot by the team troublesome and he often explained how they interfered 

with the laboratory’s scientific ambitions of crafting a neutral and minimal robot that could extend the 

human presence of any person around the world. Thus, Professor Ishiguro’s decision not to add 

certain features to the robot was an attempt to preserve a certain dynamic surrounding the robot body 

that left no confusion as to whether this robot worked as an abstraction of the human body, possessing 

the potential to become any person in the eyes of its user. Having a team of roboticists adding a too 

obvious waist, a couple of eyelashes, a schoolbag, a wig, and some clothes, for example, would disturb 

perceptions and understanding of the robot for people who thus would not be freed to imagine 

whomever they will in the robot.  

Whereas correspondence refers to being in dialogue and accordance with the flow of events 

(Gatt & Ingold 2013: 145), the cases above seem to illustrate how such correspondence is not always 

easy to establish. Indeed, the roboticists involved in the process of modifying Telenoid had different 

views about how to answer to the situation in the nursing homes, and while many wanted to move 

forward with people in the pursuit of their aspirations, others were driven by different motivations as 

well. This became obvious in yet another situation to which we shall now turn. 

 

Problems of Extension 

Meanwhile roboticists encountered yet another problem to add in their mobilization of arguments 

against Professor Ishiguro’s reluctance to changing Telenoid’s abstract appearance. Whereas the 

above-mentioned cases were related to older nursing home residents’ and staff members’ encounters 

with the robot, this problem, however, concerned the operators’ experiences of Telenoid and the 

robot’s capacity for extending its operators during conversation. Indeed, in the course of my fieldwork 

Isozumi-san and Matsura-san realized that due to Telenoid’s abstract shape many operators had 

difficulty in identifying themselves with the robot, thus coming to experience it as an extension of 
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them. ‘Telenoid is similar to our own body but the shapes and appearances are also quite different so 

it makes it difficult for many people to feel that it is oneself’, explained Isozumi-san. While the 

roboticist here points to the process of coming to identify with the robot as an important element in 

establishing a sense of extension, he also highlights how the robot simply seems to be too different 

from its operator for such identification and, consequently, extension to occur. Returning to our 

discussion of mimesis in the previous chapter, Telenoid’s attempt to capture and embody the presence 

of its human operator, while in some regards also remaining different in order to avoid creating 

experiences of stress and uncanniness among its interlocutors, seemed to have failed. Indeed, for 

many operators, Telenoid simply lacked the similarity that, according to the roboticists, would foster 

identification with it. In other words, while the shape of Telenoid was made to act with a dual nature, 

thereby preventing people from coming to feel either uncomfortable or stressed when encountering 

the robot, it also problematized one of the very purposes of Telenoid: to work as an extension of its 

operator.  

Yet, speaking to Professor Ishiguro about this challenge again showed that he hesitated to 

change Telenoid’s appearance. Despite the fact that Professor Ishiguro had often described the 

similarity of his robot copy as an important reason for it to possess the capacity of extending his 

presence, as we saw in the previous chapter, he also confessed that processes of extension relied not 

only on similarity and the idea that material things can become human extensions. Professor Ishiguro 

gradually became convinced that extension relied also on two different but interrelated processes, 

which, I suggest, could be named engagement and adaption. First of all, while arguing against the idea 

of modifying Telenoid’s shape in response to the challenges the roboticists were facing, Professor 

Ishiguro argued that an operator would come to feel the robot as a bodily extension whenever 

interlocutors engaged with and acknowledged the teleoperated robot. Rationalizing that since such 

engagement required full attention to his or her robot-body, the operator would gradually come to feel 

the robot as his or her bodily extension even if it looked different from them. As Professor Ishiguro 

explained:  

  
We found that when people get accustomed to operating robots, the robot does not have to look 

and move exactly like its operator in order for them to feel that it is their own bodies. If only 

people sitting with the robot react towards it, then the operator feels that it becomes them. But if 

people ignore it, then the operator’s sense of extension is problematized. The thing is that when 

people talk to the robots and engage with them, the operator needs to pay attention to the robot 

body and thereby he or she comes to feel that the robot is their own body. 

 

From this perspective, what makes a robot equivalent to a person, then, would appear not to depend 

entirely on visually perceptible likeness and belief, as we saw in the previous chapter. Rather, in 
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Professor Ishiguro’s view, the equivalence between the robot and its operator is also produced by the 

fact that its interlocutors acknowledge and come to engage with it as a person. In other words, what 

binds the being of the operator is not only a certain amount of physical similarity and difference, as 

elaborated on in the previous chapter, but also the establishment of similar social relations around the 

robot, relations characterized by acknowledgement and engagement.   

Furthermore, according to Professor Ishiguro, extension relied on adaption. Admitting that 

Telenoid ‘might require more adaption’ than a robot copy would, Professor Ishiguro nevertheless 

explained that over time, when operators had become used to the robot, such differences between the 

operator’s appearance and the appearance of Telenoid would not be a barrier for the robot to come to 

extend its operator. Highlighting how adaptability was certainly also an issue in relation to operating 

his robot copy because, as he put it, ‘while the appearance is similar to mine the mechanisms of 

controlling the robot body is different from controlling my own body and the movements of my robot 

body are limited’, Professor Ishiguro explained how elements of difference in general did not hinder 

Telenoid’s capacity of capturing and embodying the presence of its operators. On the contrary, when 

operators became accustomed to acts of teleoperation, they would inevitably adapt to the robot and 

eventually come to experience it as an extension of themselves.  

This adaptation seems to represents what Maurice Merleau-Ponty (1945/2002) has described 

when giving the famous example of a blind man who uses a walking stick for manoeuvring in the 

world (Merleau-Ponty 1945/2002: 175-176). Over time, Merleau-Ponty argues, the blind man comes 

to familiarize with the stick in such manner that it becomes an extension of his own body: ’Once the 

stick has become a familiar instrument, the world of feel-able things recedes and now begins, not at 

the outer skin of the hand, but at the end of the stick’. And so it was, as Professor Ishiguro relied on 

such process of adaption - or familiarization to stay in the terminology of Merleau-Ponty - that he 

asked his team of roboticists not to modify Telenoid’s abstract appearance towards becoming more 

personalized and similar to the body of its human operator. Rather, he encouraged them to improve 

those features of the system that would advance the process of adaptability. This involved improving 

the interface so that it became easier to use, thus causing as few problems and inconveniences as 

possible. ‘It is when people forget that they are sitting somewhere else, in front of a computer, pushing 

buttons and wearing a headset, that they come to adapt to the robot and feel the robot body as their 

own body’, Matsumoto-san explained. ‘Therefore, the interface shouldn’t remind the operator too 

much of its presence. It should work’. The roboticists therefore improved the headphones so that they 

were much lighter, thereby allowing people to forget about its presence. During my fieldwork in the 

laboratory they also struggled to improve the interface so that it contained only a few buttons to 

operate the robot. In that sense, the roboticists set out to create a situation in which an operator 

should not feel as though he or she is simply interacting with a technological medium that gives 
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mediated access to a remote environment. In contrast, the operator should feel as though he or she is 

really there. For this to happen the technological devices, i.e. computer, headset and joystick that the 

operator uses should be largely unnoticed or ‘passed by in silence’, to use Jean-Paul Sartre’s often 

quoted expression when writing on the body (Sartre 1969: 330). For this to happen, devices should 

work smoothly, not reminding the operator of their existence.   

As described above, the roboticists aim to combine their scientific dream of developing robots 

capable of extending human presence with their ambition to make robots fit actual social contexts of 

everyday use by corresponding to the wishes and needs present in nursing homes (cf. Sabanovic 

2008). However, as we have also seen, this combination was not straightforward to achieve because it 

presented a clash between dynamics of abstraction on the one hand, and specification and 

personalization on the other. As a consequence Professor Ishiguro continually found himself faced 

with a professional dilemma: should he follow his personal artistic intuition and scientific goal, or 

should he prioritize his ambition of crafting useful robots for society? This example is remarkably 

close to a story recounted by Justin Lewis Bernstein (2013) about another robotic project in Japan. 

Although Japan’s ageing population is taken into consideration among roboticists working on a so-

called ‘exoskeleton’ that detects the electrical impulses of muscles and then amplifies them many-fold, 

Bernstein argues, the aim of allowing seniors full mobility in their ageing bodies through this robotic 

device, is not necessarily what researchers are most excited about (Bernstein 2013: 126). On the 

contrary, they are rather driven by more ‘fantastical visions’ of making humans capable of mutating 

‘into supermen in the near future’ (ibid: 126).  

At the time of my fieldwork, Professor Ishiguro seemed reluctant to give up his scientific dream. 

Instead, as illustrated in the cases above, he relied not only on the expectation that people would 

simply accustom themselves to the robot, which he refused to specify and personalize in such a 

manner that it lost its abstract nature. He also relied on the roboticists’ attempts to identify and 

describing certain problems in elder care, for which the robot provide a solution, as such an 

abstraction of the human body. It thus seems appropriate to now say more about how the roboticists 

go about their work of identifying and describing such matters of the robot’s use. Indeed, as we shall 

see below, it is not only the shape of Telenoid but also its initial purpose that has to be modified 

correspondingly when the robot transcends its laboratory. As I shall argue, this work not only 

illustrates that Telenoid seemed to figure as a solution in search of problems to solve. Furthermore, for 

roboticists, the work also involves harnessing their robot to new ideas and purposes in which it plays 

an essential role and becomes a moral imperative to use. They go about this in a particular way, which 

further illuminates the negotiations that have to be undertaken when attempting to correspond to the 

entanglements of people in nursing homes. To clarify this point, I turn to an ethnographic description 
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of a visit to the local nursing home and to the roboticists’ thoughts on the robot’s potential in that 

environment. 

 

The Solution that Needs its Problem 

Isozumi-san and I were standing at the back of the common room in one of the care units at the 

nursing home, admiring the various activities of eight residents and two staff members, when Toyoko-

san, an old wrinkled woman sitting in her wheelchair, suddenly approached the Telenoid robot. Her 

intensely smiling eyes gaze at the robot, placed in its stand next to the dining table. Toyoko-san finds it 

hard to make friends at the nursing home, Isozumi-san had told me previously, and she craves 

company in her daily life. She feels isolated, because the other residents’ severe dementia makes it 

difficult for her to communicate with them. Toyoko-san’s wrinkled hands are carefully stroking the 

robot’s cheek, as she looks it in the eyes, asking it how ‘he’ feels today. The robot, which is 

teleoperated by one of Toyoko-san’s staff members from another room, answers that it is indeed a 

good day today. ‘The sun is shining’, he says through the robot. Toyoko-san looks out the window, 

nods her head and agrees that the sun is indeed shining, before carefully placing her hands on the 

robot’s shoulders to give it a hug. She speaks directly to it, as to a little boy: ‘You are so cute. And you 

are pretty too’. She laughs as it moves its head to look her in the eyes. Whenever the staff member 

makes the robot bend its head, Toyoko-san imitates its moves. She sometimes makes funny faces at 

the robot as though to amuse it. The staff member laughs through the robot with perfect timing each 

time. At first, Toyoko-san seems delighted, happy to be sharing a moment. Then, suddenly a tear runs 

down Toyoko-san’s cheek. She quickly wipes her eyes before giving the robot yet another hug.  

According to Isozumi-san, this day’s session with Telenoid was good. A couple of hours later, 

Isozumi-san and I were sitting outside on the terrace of the laboratory when he explained to me that 

the residents indeed acted  ‘very naturally’ with the robot, thus speaking with it, caring for it and 

relating to it as a sentient and emotional being. Isozumi-san lit a cigarette and commented on Toyoko-

san’s reactions:  
 

She explained to me afterwards that she started to cry because Telenoid was so nice to her and 

talked to her. I think they had a very good communication but unfortunately she didn't 

understand that it was her staff member who spoke to her. She thought it was a small child. That 

happens a lot and I have come to think that maybe Telenoid’s purpose could be to put elderly 

people, who are always taken care of, in positions where they can take the role of helping and 

caring for the robot that they feel is a child. Also, I think that Telenoid has the potential to 

promote better understanding of elderly people. Even when the elderly person sitting with the 

robot doesn't realize that it is teleoperated by someone else, the robot can help to stimulate their 
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imaginations and then the staff member can enter their world. Telenoid could become a tool for 

understanding others. 

 

Despite the fact that roboticists often found that people encountering Telenoid experienced the robot 

as conveying human presence, as illustrated also in the case of Toyoko-san above, it is a characteristic 

of the roboticists’ identification and description of problems the robot could work as a solution to that 

they rest upon recognition of the fact that the older people generally do not realize that Telenoid is 

operated by a person they know. Hence, in my fieldwork I realized that the roboticists continually 

conceptualized the role of Telenoid in practices of care as being different from the one it could play as 

an extension of its human operator. While they often explained that the optimal scenario was one in 

which busy or distant family members, who cannot visit their parents in nursing homes too often, 

could use Telenoid to extend their presence to where the older parents are, the roboticists also came 

to recognize that this objective was hardly to be realized among older people who often had trouble in 

identifying the robot as its human operator.  

If we return to our discussion of the initial dynamics of abstraction in Chapter Three, it seems 

clear that in the case of Toyoko-san and the other older people Isozumi-san refers to above, Telenoid’s 

mimetic performance is indeed so convincing and lifelike that older people apparently take the robot 

for one of their kind. The older people are thus approaching Telenoid in ways indicating that the robot 

indeed came to act with a dual nature, not provoking moments of stress and a feeling of uncanniness, 

yet presenting itself as having a mind of its own. However, such presence was distinct from its human 

operator. In other words, the voice of the operator failed in binding the human operator in Telenoid as 

it was supposed to do by guiding the imagination of the human interlocutor in particular directions. 

Whereas the dynamic of abstraction works to the extent that it entraps interlocutors’ imagination, the 

failure to bind the operator by way of his or her voice means that the robot does not convey the 

presence of its operator. Rather, returning to the case of Toyoko-san above, the robot seemed to 

capture its audience also by way of an engaging self-movement that, in correlation with its abstract 

form, guided the imagination not towards the robot’s operator but towards a small child.  

Speaking to the roboticists about this issue revealed that they realized that it was older people in 

particular who had trouble identifying the operator’s voice, thereby experiencing the robot as him or 

her. Hence, whereas older people were the ones most accepting of the robot’s abstract human 

appearance, paradoxically enough it was also among them that the initial purpose of Telenoid was the 

most difficult to realize. As the roboticists explained, the paradox was that while older people, 

especially those with dementia, were accepting towards the robot’s appearance because they were 

‘living in an imaginary world’, as Isozumi-san once explained, they were also the ones who had most 

trouble in identifying the operator’s voice. This was due to their hearing loss, the roboticists 
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speculated, and a general inability to link someone’s voice to that specific person. In such 

circumstances, the robot was accepted and it encouraged imagination, as Isozumi-san explains above, 

but the voice of the operator failed to cut imagination, eventually preventing the robot from becoming 

its human operator.  

Nevertheless, the social practice of identifying issues the robot could address continued among 

the roboticists, the only change being in expanding to the robot’s role into more than a telepresence 

technology. Remembering the words of Isozumi-san above, rather than the robot being experienced as 

conveying the human presence of its operator, as according to its initial purpose, it might, by 

stimulating their imaginations, nonetheless play an important role. By morphing into a child, for 

example, the robot could adopt the role of someone in need of care, thereby reversing what the 

roboticists thought was the typical situation of an older person: the one in need of help. Or, again by 

stimulating imaginations, the robot might provide staff members with the opportunity of entering the 

residents’ inner world, thereby gaining insights into the older person who comes to express him- or 

herself differently while interacting with Telenoid. Hence, rather than giving up on the ambition of 

fitting the robot into elder care, the realization that the robot failed in conveying the human presence 

of its operator was gradually turned to the robot’s advantage.  

In her analysis of the creation of welfare technological prototypes in a Danish user-driven 

innovation project, Marie Ertner (2015) describes how the process ideally starts with an identification 

of the problem to be solved and analysis of its cause, on the basis of which the prototype is developed 

and tested by users (Ertner 2015: 135). According to this ideal narrative, Ertner argues, the 

technological solution follows a linear problem-solution plot as it emerges as a solution out of the 

problems identified, thus coming to perform as a solution for the users who are interested in buying it. 

Yet, as the cases with Telenoid illustrate above, this problem-solution plot is not based on a causal 

relation between problem and solution. Indeed, Telenoid was not invented as a response to a series of 

well-defined problems identified in the nursing homes. On the contrary, the appearance of Telenoid in 

Isozumi-san’s language above clearly shows how both ‘solutions and problems emerge at the same 

time’ (Svendsen 2004: 3). The roboticists attempted to reinvent a piece of telepresence technology 

into a technology that works as a solution to a series of identified problems in elder care. Hence, in 

contrast with ideas common in design and innovation about problems and users as antecedent to 

design (Ertner 2015: 135), it seems to be clear that the case of Telenoid implies a simultaneous 

(re)definition of both a problem and its proposed solution.  

In the following we therefore turn to a detailed examination of the status of those roles the 

roboticists identified for their robot in correspondence to the emerging events in the nursing homes. 

Primarily, I shall focus on the many different uses roboticists imagined for Telenoid when it was not 

working as intended, thus as conveying the presence of its human operator. I will argue that during the 
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process of re-modifying and re-inventing the role of the robot in correspondence to those social issues 

the roboticists identified during their work in the nursing homes, the roboticists came to position 

Telenoid at the interface between two different figures, i.e. as profoundly affectionate and relational. 

These two figures can be seen, I argue, to be the result of perspectives caught in images of technology 

as allowing people to do more and do things better. 

 

Visions of Enhancement: Affection and Relatedness  

‘Telenoid can help older people who feel that they have been thrown away in a nursing home to get 

back on their feet again’, said Banu-san, whom I met for a cup of coffee one day during my fieldwork. 

She was describing Telenoid’s role among older people in Japan in a slightly despondent but 

nevertheless enthusiastic tone. ‘Today, so many older people live isolated from the rest of their family 

and they feel very lonely, so for them, Telenoid can become like a new family member… like a small 

child that they can hug and talk to and show attention to’. Other roboticists were apparently of the 

same opinion. ‘Telenoid can be held and hugged so the elderly people can feel that they have [an] 

intimate relationship with others and be relaxed’, Fukuzawa-san once explained to me in an interview. 

Moreover, remembering Isozumi-san’s commenting on Toyoko-san’s reactions earlier in this chapter, 

‘I have come to think that maybe Telenoid’s purpose could be to put elderly people, who are always 

taken care of, in positions where they can take the role of helping and caring for the robot’.  

During my conversations with the roboticists on the topic of re-purposing Telenoid’s role in the 

healthcare sector, I quickly realized that if the robot was invested with any potential in this regard, it 

was first and foremost its capacity to play an affectionate and relational role that roboticists 

emphasized. This was evident in the language the roboticists used to describe Telenoid as caring and 

relaxing, for example, in the sense of making older people feel ‘cherished’ and ‘wanted’ by morphing 

into a small child that could be taken care of. Detailing, like Banu-san above, how older people are 

increasingly abandoned by their family members, who are supposed to be nurturing them and 

attending to their needs, the roboticists often told me how Telenoid could play a role not just by 

offering companionship but also by reversing the whole social situation of older people’s lives. Indeed, 

by providing support where traditional family roles and obligations have failed, they said, Telenoid 

was positioned as coming to act as a child, or ‘a new family member’, providing the opportunity for 

older people to feel cherished and appreciated.  

Whereas this bleak description of the abandonment of older people in nursing homes seems 

much in contrast to cultural ideals for old age in Japan, which have been described by various 

anthropologists as calling not only for ‘loving indulgence by family members, but also for an accepted 

dependence on the part of the elderly parent’ (Jenike & Traphagen 2009: 245), it also illustrates what 

has been described as a typical trait of robotics in Japan: that robots are made to engage affectionately 
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with people. In her analysis of visions and practices among Japanese roboticists, Selma Sabanovic 

(2008) argues, for example, that in circumstances of an increasing number of elderly that are being 

taken care of outside the family, robots, whether human-or pet-like, are imagined as being sensitive 

and affectionate and to ‘be there for us when we are feeling sad’ (Sabanovic 2008: 5). As indicated by 

Banu-san, Isozumi-san and Fukuzawa-san above, it is such affectionate relations that were 

increasingly highlighted as a goal to be achieved in older people’s interactions with Telenoid, coming 

to serve as a new kind of family member.  

Despite highlighting the affectionate relations between older people and Telenoid coming to 

serve as something of a family member, the roboticists also often highlighted its relational role among 

nursing home residents. First of all, the roboticists imagined that the robot might improve social 

relations between individuals who were communicating with each other through Telenoid. For 

example, while residents, they told me, sometimes dislike staff members and therefore hesitate to 

communicate with them, the roboticists thought that speaking to each other through Telenoid would 

stimulate communication because the staff member could act as other than themselves through the 

robot. ‘If people prefer to speak to Telenoid instead of staff members, the staff member can speak 

through Telenoid and their communication will then be improved and the relation between them will 

be changed’, as Matsura-san once explained to me. ‘This will improve their possibilities of caring’, he 

added on another occasion. This way of acting as an other through the robot was also conceptualized 

as a legitimate usage among family members and in situations in which the older person does not 

recognize their children. As Isozumi-san summed up: 

 
For example, the family members who are adults in real life, they can act as children through the 

Telenoid. They can act as other than themselves and that may help communication. Because the 

elderly cannot recognize the family member even if they are themselves. So the family member 

can take another role. That will make them feel cherished (ameru). So the family members might 

feel more cherished when the Telenoid promotes communication. They might feel that they have 

an intimate relationship that cannot be realized in face-to-face communication.  

 

The effect of Telenoid is therefore not only that of stimulating conversation. It is also its capacity for 

approaching certain social relationships differently that is highlighted among roboticists as they 

search for problems Telenoid could solve. Indeed, by changing the embodiment of the staff member or 

relative, the roboticists thought that Telenoid would be able to provide people with the opportunity of 

approaching the older person in different ways, thereby realizing aspects of intimacy and appreciation 

otherwise problematized during face-to-face communication, as Matsura-san and Isozumi-san stated 

above. ‘Family members feel that they can express themselves much more freely through Telenoid’, 
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stated Matsumoto-san when I spoke to him about this issue. ‘They become less emotionally affected 

when they speak through Telenoid than when speaking face-to-face’.  

As a further elaboration on our discussion of the robot’s capacity of cultivating distance during 

conversation and thereby preventing people from experiencing the stress and rules present in face-to-

face communication, as we saw in the previous chapter, we might now stretch this argument further. 

Although the statements above also highlight how Telenoid provides people with the possibility of 

retreating to a space that is more comforting than that provided in face-to-face communication 

because it promises distance during the conversation, as elaborated in the previous chapter, Matsura-

san and Isozumi-san indicate that such distance is cultivated because Telenoid maintains a certain 

degree of difference from its operator while simultaneously conveying its operators’ human presence. 

On the contrary, Telenoid comes to maintain a complete difference from its operator, offering him or 

her the opportunity of a change of embodiment, because the person encountering Telenoid is 

incapable of realizing that Telenoid is teleoperated by someone else. This situation, in turn, is 

conceptualized as one which improves their social relations, bringing even more intimacy and 

appreciation into the relation and making it easier to continue face-to-face communication and 

interaction afterwards. According to roboticists, in practice then, detachment and distance do not 

imply a gulf of separation, indifference or cold retreat from one another. On the contrary, detachment 

seemed to conform to Matei Candea’s (2010) elaboration on the term: ‘Although forms of engagement 

and detachment can curtail or truncate one another, they also extend one another and make one 

another possible’ (Candea 2010: 255). Indeed, as Isozumi-san creatively illustrated in his drawing 

below, the idea was that by changing the operators’ i.e. staff members’ and relatives’ embodiment, 

Telenoid could make it possible for them to approach the residents differently. That, in turn, would 

further communication and transform their social relation from what Isozumi-san describes as ‘dislike’ 

to ‘like’ in the following drawing:  
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An example from the world of cinema might serve as a further illustration of this argument. The 

scenario, which archaeologist John Knappett (2002) applies in his analyses of puppets, comes from the 

movie ‘Being John Malkovich’, directed by Spike Jonze. In this movie, a puppeteer discovers a secret 

portal that can take him inside the mind of movie actor John Malkovich, who appears to be unaware of 

this until one day the puppeteer realizes he can actually influence John Malkovich’s thoughts and 

actions. Over time the puppeteer is increasingly able to impose his own agency, and eventually John 

Malkovich’s body becomes a vessel for the expression of someone else’s agency. In the words of 

Knappett, John Malkovich’s body becomes a marionette that is, however, ‘less “honest”’ than most 

because there are no strings testifying as evidence of the contact with the puppeteer and the direct 

influence of this external agent (Knappett 2002: 114). 

Faced with the risk of taking this analogy between Telenoid and marionettes too far, I 

nevertheless want to suggest that when roboticists gradually come to conceptualize Telenoid as 

playing a role by way of conveying the presence of someone other than its human operator, they seem 

to stage Telenoid as a figure similar to John Malkovich: a body that is indeed a vessel for someone’s 

else’s agency (the operator) but that works without revealing the direct influence of this external agent. 

Even if there are strings that initially testify to the contact with the operator (puppeteer), these strings 

– the voice of the operator – are not sufficiently obvious for the robot’s interlocutors to comprehend. 

Hence, even if the actions performed by the robot are not referring to the robot’s own agency, since 

this is supplanted by the operator, they nevertheless come to be experienced as such: the robot does 

not become its operator, but someone else with a life and agency that did not relate to its human 

operator but to someone else.  

Speaking to roboticists about this capacity of Telenoid to improve social relationships between 

people by offering the operator another form of embodiment revealed a range of different suggestions 

about the robot’s role in this regard. Other roboticists added, for example, that by using Telenoid 

relatives could obtain new kinds of information about their parents, thereby getting to know them i.e. 

their life histories and inner worlds, better. In this regard, the roboticists often discussed how the 

robot might stimulate the older person’s imagination by way of its abstraction, and thereby provide 

new topics of conversation. Indeed, as Isozumi-san once stated, a family member who often ‘does not 

know what to talk to their older parents about, so when they visit the resident, they immediately go 

back home’ might be provided with new topics for conversation for the simple reason that Telenoid’s 

presence encouraged residents’ imaginative conversation. In other words, the roboticists thought that 

by way of working as a technology of imagination, as described in the previous chapter, Telenoid could 

create a space for understanding among relatives as well as staff members who, as operators of the 

robot, were thus given the chance of ‘entering the inner world’ of elderly people, as Isozumi-san put it 

previously. Indeed, as it was also stated in one of many research papers produced in the laboratory:  
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Telenoid has potential to promote better understanding of elderly people, even if their 

recognition of the operator is difficult, by helping operators stimulate their imaginations and 

enter their world. In short, Telenoid might become a useful tool for understanding the needs and 

desires of such seniors (Yamazaki et al. 2012: 435). 

 

So, through its ability to work as a technology of imagination and of changing an individual’s 

embodiment, the robot was staged as possessing the capacity of facilitating conversation, repairing 

and patching social relations, preventing people from withdrawing from contact with each other, and 

providing the opportunity of entering the inner worlds of others. As Matsura-san once put it, by 

becoming the key to developing people’s ‘communication style and channel’, Telenoid was 

conceptualized as having an effect both on behaviour and thoughts among people who came to 

imagine, communicate and socialize through it.  

From the description of the various re-inventions of the robot’s role above, it is clear that the 

numerous speculations evolved around ideas about the robot’s enhancing character. Thus, whether 

the robot’s role was conceptualized as affective or relational, the expectations assigned to it tasks that 

which the staff members, relatives and residents could not perform themselves. Telenoid was 

envisaged as a technology for the improvement of human functions and characteristics because of its 

capacity to provide something else than what is inherent in human face-to-face communication. In 

other words, it was because of its capacity for de-personifying its human operator and his or her 

relation to the resident in the nursing home that the roboticists envisaged the robot as becoming 

capable of playing a series of relevant roles. Whereas these ideas were formulated in correspondence 

to the daily life in the nursing home, as we have seen above, among roboticists, such new kinds of 

capacities in Telenoid were often premised on disrupting the negative potentials of life: social isolation, 

loneliness, ageing, and damaged social relations. In this regard, by anchoring the robot to potentials of 

providing affection and relationality, roboticists concurrently constructed Telenoid’s use as 

indisputably good. Matsura-san and Isozumi-san, for example, produce knowledge of how things 

should be done or even how they can be improved (Jöhncke et al. 2004: 388), and by their arguments 

they define and present Telenoid not just as useful, but also as morally righteous and undoubtedly 

good, in accordance with attempts to improve social and affectionate relations. Indeed, while various 

anthropological studies have argued that the idea of caretaker robots in Japan shows that people no 

longer have time to care for the elderly, or that the preference for robots in the healthcare sector and 

service industry is symptomatic of a society that does not want to increase immigration (Robertson 

2007; Sabanovic 2014; Wagner 2010; Jenike & Traphagen 2009), the roboticists in this study saw 
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robots as a moral imperative that should be put into use to improve the human condition in ways of 

which humans themselves were incapable. I illustrate this point with a few additional examples.  

That roboticists came to describe using Telenoid as an almost moral obligation became obvious 

to me in various ways. For example, during my fieldwork, roboticists often spoke of Telenoid as a 

robot that could – and therefore should – be used to improve the symptoms of dementia. They 

reasoned that since Telenoid would make people ‘more communicative and open’, as one of them put 

it, the robot would not only promote conversation among residents but would also consequently 

improve dementia as a condition. As Isozumi-san put it: 

 
By having more communication with others it is said that people can reduce their symptoms of 

dementia. So far we have found that the Telenoid encourages people with and without dementia 

to be more communicative and open. So right now we expect that the communication promoted 

by Telenoid can reduce the symptoms of dementia. We guess that it is the robot’s minimal design 

that allows them to put their own images onto Telenoid.  

 

In other words, the roboticists rationalized that Telenoid would be an appropriate tool for 

communication because it allowed people to imagine the robot freely, thereby making it easier on the 

residents to communicate with others. While dementia figured as a burden to family members and 

staff members, the roboticists said, these effects produced by Telenoid would indeed be beneficial. 

The moral obligation to use Telenoid was also obvious in relation to improve the work 

conditions for staff members. Throughout our conversations on this topic, the roboticists had 

emphasized themes related to stress among staff members who were often worn out at a very young 

age. They argued that Telenoid could serve to entertain residents while staff members were doing 

their jobs. ‘Staff members are so stressed in Japan and the number of staff is limited’, Matsumoto-san 

stated in one of our conversations. ‘If only volunteers or family members could speak to the residents 

through Telenoid, they could do this job instead of to staff members. The thing is that many staff 

members feel guilty because they do not feel that they have enough time to converse with the 

residents’. While Matsumoto-san here highlights how the issues of burned-out personnel – like those 

of social isolation, loneliness, and dementia - are not really being addressed by the roboticist seriously 

as a social or political problem but as a technological problem requiring a technological solution, other 

cases also illustrated how roboticists turned Telenoid into a moral obligation to improve social and 

individual situations. This became most obvious when roboticists encountered scepticism and 

suspicion among staff members and managers in the nursing homes who thought that Telenoid was 

somehow cheating residents who had trouble understanding that it was operated by someone else. 

According to roboticists, however, such dilemmas of deception were counterbalanced by the fact that 
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since robots might not only be better than no company but better than direct human company, it was a 

moral obligation to use them. As Isozumi-san put it: 

 
It is difficult the thing about cheating. I agree that there might be an ethical issue in using Telenoid 

especially for the elderly with dementia that tend to adapt to Telenoid easily. The question is if it 

is good or not to make them use Telenoid, because they see Telenoid as a human even though it is 

a robot. But the thing is… many people have difficulties in communicating with others, like their 

family members or staff members, and also they find it difficult to express their feelings to each 

other. They do not want to demand too much and they do not always say what they really mean. If 

we use robots instead of humans for that, it might be easier for people to communicate. I think it 

is important to find the way which promotes the new relationships among people with the use of 

technology. So the question is, how do we find the good way of stimulating communication 

between people with or though technology. You see, some people think it is best to communicate 

directly with people without technology. The technology, they say, will make people lose their 

feelings or emotions in communication. So we have to be careful but we also need to look at the 

merits too. If we find a way to improve communication between people with technology, then why 

is it bad? If we can find a way with technology that is superior to the current situation then we 

should! If technology is the best way, also in caregiving, we should develop it and use it.  

 

In legitimizing Telenoid, Isozumi-san here refers once again to the ways in which mediated 

communication may be better than direct human communication. Indeed, referring to the robot’s 

enhancing character Isozumi-san argues that Telenoid’s positive effects on people and their social 

relationships counterbalance the ethical issues it may also raise when people have difficulty realizing 

that they are engaging with a robot. In Chapter Five we shall return to the ways in which questions of 

ethics kept surfacing when Telenoid encountered practices of care in Denmark. For now it is 

important to note that the roboticists’ way of dealing with such questions revealed how Telenoid was 

staged as a moral imperative to put to use.   

 

Corresponding 

This chapter has suggested that an important element in the roboticists’ work is to correspond to the 

ways in which people react when encountering Telenoid in daily life. This correspondence is 

specifically related to modifying the robot’s shape and redefining the issues to which Telenoid could 

contribute a solution. But if corresponding to people’s reactions goes against the scientific and artistic 

goal of creating robots that work as an abstraction of the human body, then such correspondence is 

bound the fail. In the laboratory we have therefore seen that roboticists discuss and negotiate how to 

correspond to people’s reactions without concurrently coming to specify and personalize the abstract 
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shape of the robot – even if this shape is often experienced as strange and in lack of cuteness among 

people who encounter the robot. We have also seen how extension is important for the operator but 

unrecognized by the older people who encountered the robot. In other words, while Telenoid’s 

abstract shape stimulates the imagination the robot also concurrently fails to bind and extend its 

human operator. Therefore roboticists find themselves enmeshed in acts of redefining the robot’s 

initial purpose, adding to the robot’s role as more than a telepresence technology. Here Telenoid 

morphs into an affectionate and relational creature, promising to do its job not because it transfers 

and conveys the human presence of its operator but precisely because it does not do so.  

With this redefinition of the robot’s role in mind, it is time to turn to the next stop along 

Telenoid’s journey: its arrival in Denmark. While maintaining focus on the robot’s encounter with the 

daily life of residents in nursing homes, we shall also focus on the actions of roboticists and 

consultants in realizing their professional ambitions to launch their trials with Telenoid in Denmark. I 

have classified this analytically as a site of awkward engagements and improvisation. By focusing on 

the consultants’ first encounter with the Japanese roboticists and Telenoid, their discussions of how to 

proceed with Telenoid, and their attempts to enrol important stakeholders in testing the robot, the 

next chapter investigates how confusion and doubt about the robot lead to improvisation by way of 

working things out as one goes along. 
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Chapter Five: Improvising    
 

Introduction 

In a conversation about a month before taking delivery of five Telenoid robots in Denmark, project 

leader Pernille from the Danish Technological Institute, who was responsible for planning and running 

the tests and introduction of the robots together with her colleague Lisbeth, explained that in her view 

imagining the potentiality of Telenoid was the most challenging element:  

 
The part about imagining whom it should be used for and for what purpose is almost completely 

impossible. Why on earth should staff members or relatives communicate with older people with 

dementia through a small strange ghost? Why not use a telephone or Skype? People with 

dementia will never be able to figure out who speaks to them through something that looks like a 

ghost. And if we cannot provide them with the feeling that it is I who speak to them through the 

ghost, then why should we talk? Why should we communicate if they don't know that they are 

speaking with me? That is one big deception, you know. So how can the robot contribute during 

the communication then?  

 

In this Chapter I investigate how Telenoid transcends its Japanese laboratory to meet the group of 

Danish consultants responsible for testing it in the Danish healthcare sector. Importantly, my point is 

not to tell a story about resistance to robots. Rather, my goal is to show how people who are invited to 

tinker with technology and obliged to engage other people in such activities, want to engage with the 

technology but do not know how to do so. As we shall see, despite the fact that both Japanese 

roboticists and Danish consultants agreed that something good could be done through technological 

interventions in practices of care, this did not imply that the introduction of Telenoid in Denmark went 

smoothly. Rather, what Pernille said above reiterates a commonly held view among the consultants 

about the encounter with the robot, namely that it turned into a ‘zone of awkward engagement ‘ (Tsing 

2005: xi), bringing confusion, scepticism and doubt into the core of collaboration. Hence, what stopped 

the robot from moving smoothly into the Danish health care sector was not that it depended on a 

specific type of technological equipment that was not available in that context (cf. Akrich 1992). The 

robot rather depended on clear, but absent, ideas of how to use and proceed with it. Why should we 

use such robots to communicate with our older people, as Pernille asked me, and what would the 

benefits of such communication eventually be?  

This chapter will venture into this confusion, scepticism and doubt characterizing the 

consultants’ perspective by following a two-step argument. I take my point of departure in an 

ethnographic description of the series of situations that took place when the robots first arrived in 
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Denmark, and in which I participated in during my fieldwork. This introductory story illustrates an 

encounter between the Japanese roboticists and Telenoid on the one hand, and the Danish consultants 

and older nursing home residents in Copenhagen on the other. While they have met to launch their 

joint attempts to adjust, improve and identify new scopes of application for Telenoid in Danish elder 

care, I argue that the situations express how the roboticists’ strategies of attracting their audience did 

not succeed in making closer attachments between the robot and consultants. Rather, they highlighted 

the robot’s confusing nature, which the consultants came to perceive as hindering affectionate 

engagement, and potentially functioning as a technology of deception. Second, my argument is that 

this encourages a set of improvisatory moves among the consultants who, as part of their obligation 

towards their Japanese business collaborators, nevertheless strive to encourage stakeholders in the 

Danish healthcare sector to test the robot. Hence, in light of her confusion, scepticism and doubt 

towards Telenoid, Pernille also conveyed that it became crucial for the consultants to defy any strict 

planning of the trials with the robot. Thus, while the consultants would normally plan specifically 

beforehand among whom they should test a new technology and in which ways this should be done, in 

the case of Telenoid they gradually realized that, due to their lack of ideas and imagining of the robot’s 

role and potential, they had to avoid such planning. Instead, Pernille explained, they had to ‘feel one’s 

way’ (prøve os frem) and ‘practice free play’ (lave fri leg).  

The present chapter will address this particular configuration of feeling feel one’s way and free 

play as a question of ‘improvisation’ in a situation in which the consultants in particular lacked ideas 

and doubted the initial purpose of the robot. According to the Concise Oxford Dictionary, to improvise 

is to create and perform spontaneously or without preparation. To improvise is also to produce or 

make something from whatever is available (Ingold & Hallam 2007). Hence, improvisation in a field of 

practice is concerned with finding ways of keeping going (Gunn & Clausen 2013: 174) and working 

things out as one goes along (Ingold & Hallam 2007: 1). In the anthology Creativity and Cultural 

Improvisation (2007) anthropologists Tim Ingold and Elizabeth Hallam argue that, ‘to improvise is to 

follow the ways of the world, as they unfold, rather than to connect up, in reverse, a series of points 

already traversed’ (ibid: 10). It is such improvisatory moves that are to be unfolded in the second part 

of the chapter. I will turn to a description of a meeting in Copenhagen between consultants and a 

nursing home manager to bring forth two interrelated ways of improvisation, each of which was 

central to the consultants’ dealing with their confusion and which included those creative solutions 

that made it possible to realize the tests of Telenoid, when the necessary ideas of how to do so were 

absent. Though I have participated in all three meetings the consultants held with different 

institutions in order to enrol them in the testing, it was in Copenhagen that I first became aware of the 

ways in which consultants handle their confusion by way of two interrelated modes of improvisation. 

The first involved improvising a target-group among whom a human-like machine could fit in and 
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satisfy a need. The second involved improvising a function of the robot. I argue that while this 

improvisation seeks to engage people in dialogue to explore and unfold potentials for improving 

practices of care with Telenoid, it also relies on motivating managers to engage with Telenoid by 

attaching it to ideas about becoming innovative, creative and playful.   

 

A Story about Robots 

On 24 June 2013, a couple of Telenoid robots arrived in a nursing home in Copenhagen. It was a sunny 

day and as they entered the yard, each stored in a huge hardshell suitcase and accompanied by three 

of the Japanese roboticists, Matsumoto-san, Isozumi-san and Matsura-san, they were welcomed by a 

small group of residents sitting outside having a cup of coffee. ‘What a commotion’ one of the older 

ladies said as the men bowed in almost complete synchronization to greet them. ‘Hello, hello,’ she 

continued as they passed to enter the building. Over the course of three days, the Japanese roboticists 

were in Denmark to launch their collaboration with, among others27, the Danish consultants. 

Throughout the days, the roboticists were not only eager to demonstrate the robot’s potential among 

residents in a nursing home, which had agreed upon hosting the roboticists and consultants 

throughout their kick-off launch. The roboticists had also prepared a cluster of information to be 

delivered to the consultants. When Isozumi-san took the floor to begin his presentation of Telenoid he 

was therefore armed with a series of PowerPoint slides to illustrate his declaim on the importance of 

introducing robots to elderly nursing home residents. Having reminded us that ‘in Japan and around 

the world we have an ageing and declining population that poses a need for new technologies to assist 

elderly people in their daily living’, Isozumi-san seemed eager to inform us about recent results with 

Telenoid. Expectation surrounded the robot as it faced us with its white torso, bald head, small mouth, 

shortened arms and legs and narrow brown eyes. In an atmosphere of excitement and solemnity 

Isozumi-san began.  

‘Two old ladies with dementia’, he said, ‘tried Telenoid last week and they were both very eager 

to hold it and kiss and hug it and they did not want to let it go again’. While discreetly scrolling through 

his presentation, Isozumi-san explained that the robot was made as a ‘telepresence technology 

supposed to project the physical presence of humans and not just their image and voice during long 

distance conversation’. From his words we learned about the technical functions of the robot, i.e. that 

it can be controlled via the Internet and that the operator can speak through the robot, which 

simultaneously transmits his or her bodily gestures. Isozumi-san consequently let us understand that 

                                                        
27 The consultants in this study were not alone in collaborating with the roboticists on testing Telenoid in the 
Danish healthcare. For more information on other projects on Telenoid in Denmark see,  
http://www.sosunord.dk/futurelab/robotteknologi/telenoid/ 
http://pure.au.dk/portal/da/projects/philosophical-and-transdisciplinary-enquiries-in-social-
robotics(79a4e6d6-c11b-417e-89c9-fc676a64c1da).html 
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we should imagine Telenoid to be a telephone with a body and face to speak to, originally made in 

2007 to investigate ‘whether it is possible to relate to a robot as if it was a human being’. Since then, 

the robot had been re-specified as a tool for relatives, staff members, friends or volunteers through 

which to talk to an older person who was sitting somewhere else with the robot, and consequently 

feeling the robot to be the person communicating through it. In Isozumi-san’s words, ‘family members 

and people in general are often too busy to visit older people very often. But visiting the elderly 

through the robot might provide companionship among older people living by themselves or among 

nursing home residents who often feel lonely and isolated’.  

More than just teaching us about a serious problem, Isozumi-san included the results of field 

trials that demonstrated a certain local knowledge of older people and nursing homes. After pausing 

briefly, Isozumi-san showed a picture of a beautiful, wrinkled old Japanese lady holding the robot in 

her arms. One of her hands touched its cheek, as in an intimate conversation. ‘Normally she does not 

communicate much in face-to-face interaction, but after we introduced Telenoid she began to speak 

much more than usual and she has a very natural conversation with Telenoid. Many people find it is 

easier and more comfortable to speak to Telenoid than real humans’, Isozumi-san explained. Referring 

to a set of scientific studies, he conveyed the importance of communication for the health of older 

people in general. Isozumi-san elaborated: 

 
As you might know, studies have shown that individuals living alone and those without any close 

ties have an increased risk for developing dementia. Moreover, it has been shown that behaviours 

such as wandering and verbal abuse towards staff members are reduced after conversations. So 

now we are curious to know whether Telenoid can reduce the symptoms of dementia and if 

Telenoid can affect the relationships between the elderly and those connected to them, for 

example their staff members or relatives who operate Telenoid. We have already found that 

Telenoid encourages older people to communicate more and be more open, so we expect that the 

communication promoted by the robot can have a positive impact.  

 

Before anyone could contemplate how wonderful this would be, Isozumi-san continued to the next 

slide of his presentation. He told us that ‘in Japanese nursing homes, the number of staff is limited and 

it is a really big problem for them when residents are anxious or aggressive’. Isozumi-san said that 

Telenoid had proven to be able to ‘calm people down’ and explained that the robot might have a 

positive effect on social relations between staff members and older people because it ‘can facilitate 

their discussion’. ‘In many situations’, Isozumi-san said, ‘people begin to imagine a lot of different 

things when they interact with Telenoid. They perceive it as a human or a child and they often speak 

about how it will grow up’. He continued with a series of questions of particular interest to the 

roboticists’ research on Telenoid’s entrance into the elder care sector. What is required for long and 
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lasting interaction with the robot? What kinds of people are adaptive to Telenoid? What types and 

levels of dementia can be improved with Telenoid? How are people’s stress levels eventually reduced 

after interacting with Telenoid? Finally, Isozumi-san concluded: ‘In general, depressive elderly reacted 

positively to Telenoid’. He looked up and asked somewhat rhetorically, ‘When residents lose their 

smiles, how can the caretakers then be satisfied with their job’?  

As already described, it was certainly not the first time Lisbeth and Pernille attended a 

presentation such as Isozumi-san’s; they had for years been engaged in various tests of technologies in 

the Danish healthcare sector. Wanting to help the consultancy in which they were employed to fulfil 

one of its declared goals, namely to provide advice in the implementation of welfare technologies 

which, in particular, may benefit elderly care, they were collaborating with a range of engineers and 

municipalities in introducing technologies into practices of care. Yet, in the case of Telenoid, its arrival 

was the culmination of months of confusing preparation. Despite their agreement to test Telenoid in 

Denmark and collect data for their evaluation of its entry into the Danish healthcare sector, they had 

been more than puzzled about specific ways of doing this. During my participation in their meetings 

preparing for the tests it gradually became clear that while their project manager, Jens, had decided to 

test Telenoid because of an ambition of wanting to establish a future business collaboration with what 

he described as some of the most ‘innovative’ roboticists engaged in some of the most ‘ground-

breaking’ work, Lisbeth and Pernille were now stuck with a robot they had little idea how to proceed 

with. What for Jens seemed to be an innovative and prestigious project characterized by what he 

described as an ‘open’ and ‘curious’ approach, seemed to be a confusing task for Lisbeth and Pernille. 

To them, Telenoid was not only the spookiest and weirdest robot they had been asked to test during 

their career. It was also posing a range of confusion due to lack of obvious roles it could play among 

older people and staff members in Danish elder care.  

In the early stages of the project, then, the problem lay in identifying how to test Telenoid in the 

Danish healthcare sector. Who should use Telenoid and for what purpose? How could Telenoid 

potentially contribute both in relation to the specific users of the technology and in relation to the 

services provided by the municipality? While these seemed to be fairly general questions to be 

considered whenever the consultants were about to evaluate a new technology, in the case of Telenoid 

the ideas and answers to these questions seemed to be missing. Indeed, as an extract from a much 

longer dialogue from one of our meetings before the arrival of Telenoid – and thus Isozumi-san’s 

presentation above - might help to illustrate, the robot not only seemed to be a solution in search of a 

problem to solve in a municipal setting in much the same manner as described in the previous chapter. 

Its role as an anthropomorphic telepresence robot in the Danish healthcare also provoked a great deal 

of confusion:  
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Pernille:  Who in our system is in need of company and could speak to their contact-person through 

Telenoid?  

Lisbeth:  That’s the thing. I have no idea. 

Pernille:  What about old people in the rural districts? They might not get that many visits from their 

relatives because they live so far away. Maybe Telenoid could be used there for communication 

with one’s relatives or regular home-helper? For personal security visits (tryghedsbesøg)? 

Lisbeth:  No, I don’t think so. The municipalities are giving up on such visits now so in that sense Telenoid 

would be a service-improvement. We need to think of ways to improve effectiveness.  

Pernille:  You are right.  

Lisbeth:  And why not just use Skype? Or the telephone? 

Pernille:  Because so many old people don't know how to use Skype. And Telenoid provides them with the 

opportunity of touching and hugging.  

Lisbeth:  Yes, it must be the hug that is Telenoid’s advantage.  

Pernille:  But then again… isn’t it a bit strange to hug and touch a robot that talks like your staff member? 

Why would I want to do that? It is not that we usually think that the citizen should have a hug or a 

kiss from their home helper.  

Lisbeth:  No, and seriously… old people and especially those with dementia will be scared out of their 

minds and they will find it extremely difficult to understand that their contact person is suddenly 

a ghost. They will be totally confused because they may be able to recognize the voice but not 

understand… I mean, why does it sound like my son even if doesn’t look like him? In that case it 

would have been better if they [the roboticists] had just made it look like a thing so that at least 

you would not get confused about the fact that it tries to look like somebody you know. People 

will never be able to imagine that it is the person who speaks through it. So you have to be really 

bright to project your ideas about the person who speaks through the robot onto Telenoid itself.  

Pernille:  Then this is what we have to examine. We must try to test if people are actually able to project 

images onto it and benefit from Telenoid in the long term. As it is we have absolutely no idea 

whether we should go for a ghost-like robot or Skype solution. Right now we are sceptical but 

Telenoid may nevertheless be of value, although we find it difficult to imagine at the moment. 

 

And so, incapable of imaging how Telenoid could be used as a telepresence technology among older 

people, Lisbeth and Pernille were left unsure of how to proceed with Telenoid. As illustrated above, 

the robot did not instantly convince them of its positive effects on the lives of older people nor about 

its potential to lift the burden on the public healthcare or support the work environment of staff 

members. Quite the contrary; Lisbeth and Pernille intuitively thought that the robot was strange, even 

creepy in its ghost-like appearance, and they did not buy into the concepts of older people’s needs 

being embedded in Telenoid’s design: that older people should want to engage with it and that it 

should be capable of working as a technology of the imagination in which older people projected their 
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own images of the person speaking to them through the robot, onto the robot, as we saw in Chapter 

Three. Furthermore, even if older people managed to imagine Telenoid to be its human operator as 

envisioned by the Japanese roboticists, Pernille speculates above, why would that be beneficial in 

relation to specific tasks to be solved in the healthcare sector? Indeed why not just speak through 

Skype, a much cheaper technology, rather than a technology that might generate the experience of 

telepresence? In other words, what benefits would be gained from the robot’s capacity to extend the 

human presence of its operator in a much more fundamental sense than other communication devices 

do when applied in communication between staff in the public sector of healthcare and the citizens 

entitled to those services? Caught up in a context in which efficiency and costs were given priority in 

regard to the use of welfare technology, as we saw in Chapter Two, Lisbeth and Pernille had difficulty 

in identifying those areas within which the robot could improve the efficiency of staff.  

Although the number of questions seemed to pile up over the course of our meetings, Lisbeth 

and Pernille were fully engaged in the task of identifying those issues in the municipalities which the 

robot could potentially contribute towards solving. Indeed, as illustrated above, constantly shifting 

roles between raising sceptical questions and attempting to provide clear answers, Lisbeth and 

Pernille did their best to define and determine Telenoid’s value and identity. As a result, when I 

returned from my fieldwork among the Japanese roboticists a couple of weeks before the arrival in 

Denmark of the robots themselves, and thus Isozumi-san’s presentation above, Lisbeth and Pernille 

arranged for us to meet once again. ‘You need to tell us what you’ve learned about the robot and its 

target-groups’, Pernille stated in her invitation. Yet, as we met I quickly realized that while the 

roboticists themselves had indeed spent hours explaining in great detail their own visions about the 

robot - also in regard to its transformation from being a telepresence technology to a technology for 

care, as described in the previous chapter - I nevertheless found it difficult to provide Lisbeth and 

Pernille with a clear picture of the robot’s purpose. In fact, the consultants were once again left in 

doubt when informed about the imagined role of the robot among nursing home residents, staff 

members and volunteers: that it should not necessarily convey the presence of its human operator, but 

rather play an affectionate and relational role precisely because it did not convey the presence of its 

operator:  

 
Lisbeth:  But how can it contribute apart from producing extra work and establishing an extra step in the 

direct communication between people? I don't understand…  

Christina:  What they [roboticists] are thinking is that Telenoid may be useful for some residents who say 

very little and do not communicate much. So the staff member can speak through Telenoid and 

then encourage another kind of conversation than they would be capable of when speaking to the 

residents in person.  
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Lisbeth:  Well okay… So they rationalize that because it is nonhuman and there is not much to be read from 

it, Telenoid can then make it easier for the person to express something verbally. If this is the 

needle in the haystack it is fine… for people who cannot read and get confused by all the signals 

that we humans express all the time. So maybe this is what Telenoid can do… get people to say 

something which they would not say to a real human being.  

Pernille:  In that case we have moved far since we talked about it the first time! It seems to me to be much 

more like a pedagogical tool than a telepresence technology.  

Lisbeth:  Yes. But I’ll bet that we have to introduce it to twenty different people before we meet a person 

who will show enthusiasm towards such a strange creature. But we’ll have to check it. In that case 

we would have to carry Telenoid around and see whether it can create a shortcut in the 

communication. The only problem as I see it then is that we end up cheating people that way. 

Because the problem is that there is a person sitting at the other end talking to them, but this they 

cannot figure out. That raises a series of ethical dilemmas.  

 

When consultants reflect on the characteristics of Telenoid in such manner as above, it could be 

argued that the project of testing the robot emerges as a zone of ‘awkward engagements’ (Tsing 2005: 

xi) in which roboticists’ assumptions rub up against the expectations of the robot’s new users. In her 

book Friction (2005), Anna Tsing uses the metaphor of friction to remind us that global connections do 

not slot into place without a process of what she refers to as ‘awkward engagement’ in which different 

worlds meet, mix and clash (Tsing 2005: xi). Tsing’s empirical work focuses on the forestry industry in 

Indonesia and the ways in which friction emerges when global flows of people, ideas, capital and 

politics are transformed as they enter the ‘sticky materiality of practical encounters’ (ibid: 1). Hence, 

friction occurs, Tsing suggests, as global flows encounter actors and institutions with different ideals 

and practices (ibid: 5):  

 
… a study of global connections shows the grip of encounter: friction. A wheel turns because of its 

encounter with the surface of the road; spinning in the air it goes nowhere. Rubbing two sticks 

together produces heat and light; one stick alone is just a stick. As a metaphorical image, friction 

reminds us that heterogeneous and unequal encounters can lead to new arrangements of culture 

and power (Tsing 2005: 5).  

 

In Tsing’s work, then, friction works against the idea of a world of unhindered flow and she shows 

instead how friction is somehow double-edged. On the one hand, friction slows things down or even 

stops them, while on the other hand friction is necessary for things to move. In sum, Tsing provides the 

argument that it is when the global flow of people, ideas, capital and politics materialize in the 

particular that friction occurs: ‘the awkward, unequal, unstable, and creative qualities of 

interconnection across difference’ (ibid: 4).   
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The metaphor of friction, I suggest, is helpful for grasping the consultants’ initial considerations 

regarding the introduction of Telenoid in Denmark. Looking at Lisbeth’s and Pernille’s considerations 

through the optic of friction shows us that in spite of the fact that the consultants embraced the idea of 

using robots as tools that may be able to ‘facilitate something verbally and communicative’, thanks to 

their capacity as an expressionless medium, friction occurs when Telenoid does not easily translate 

into Danish healthcare. Consultants not just doubted that people would even want to engage and 

interact with ‘such a strange robot’, as they put it. They also found it difficult to imagine a space for the 

robot in healthcare and they remained sceptical towards the idea of using Telenoid among people who 

were incapable of realizing that someone else was speaking to them through the robot. Recalling our 

discussion in the previous chapter on the robot’s failure to bind the presence of its human operator 

when encountering residents in the Japanese nursing home, the consultants were sceptical towards 

the fact that people might not realize that someone else was speaking to them through the robot. 

Contrary to the roboticists themselves, who were convinced that the robot’s positive effects 

counterbalanced the ethical issues, as we saw in the previous chapter, the consultants found the 

robot’s deceptive nature troublesome.  

It would appear, then, that Isozumi-san’s presentation proved to be effective and informative, 

articulating a particular problem-solution trajectory within which the robot’s affectionate and 

relational role was unfolded in a rather fantastical tale about its capacity to change a bleak situation 

into a better one. Hence, perhaps Isozumi-san’s talk even managed to transform the strange and 

deceiving figure of the robot into something more familiar and understandable. Indeed, in Isozumi-

san’s talk Telenoid is not simply introduced in relation to the articulation of a problematic situation 

concerned with ageing societies and bodies. We also learn that Telenoid is based on scientific studies 

of dementia and that the robot can improve a whole range of situations. However, as Isozumi-san had 

finished his presentation everything turned out to be just as confusing as before. Despite the efforts of 

Isozumi-san to introduce Telenoid in relation to the articulation of a problematic situation having to 

do with ageing societies and bodies experiencing a loss of social relationships, decreased 

communication skills, and increased chances of acquiring dementia, anxiety and depression, in order 

to be seen as a solution, much depended also on how well Telenoid itself performed during its meeting 

with the residents (cf. Ertner 2015). In other words, the fate of the technology did not rest entirely on 

its spokesperson’s giving shape and legitimacy to the project (cf. Akrich et al 2002: 217). If the 

technology itself did not do well, it remained nothing more than confusing and ambiguous material, 

causing frictions as it encountered ‘actors and institutions with different ideals and practices’ (Tsing 

2005: 5), as we shall now see as we return to the course of events following the arrival of Telenoid.  
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Non-Affectionate and Deceptive Appearance  

It is late afternoon when ninety-two-year-old Inge, in dress and silk shirt, comes to call on Telenoid, 

which moves a little as it bows its head to look her in the eyes. Inge is a tiny woman, who has been 

living in the nursing home for the past five years. She often participates in a variety of social activities 

arranged in her ward, and today is no exception. Hence, when her staff member Helle, accompanied by 

Lisbeth and Pernille who had been asked by the Japanese roboticists to arrange for a meeting between 

some of the residents and the robot, asked Inge if she wanted to meet a new Japanese robot visiting 

the nursing home, she gladly chose to participate. Comfortably seated in her cosy armchair, she is close 

to Telenoid, her directly facing the robot. Inge engages in a spirit of curiosity and good humour with 

the remote-controlled robot, being operated by her staff member, Helle, to speak with her: 

 
Inge:   Have you been to war? You look like you’ve been to war.  

Telenoid [Helle]:  [Laughs]. Do you like me?  

Inge:   Of course, I do. I wouldn't dare to say no. Where is your hair?  

Telenoid [Helle]:  I don't know. I never had any hair. May I give you a hug? [Moves its arms] 

Inge:   A hug? No thank you. I already had plenty of hugs today.   

Telenoid [Helle]:  Oh. Okay.  

Inge:   Are you a boy or a girl?  

Telenoid [Helle]:  What do you think?  

Inge:  You are neither yet, but you may manage to become so before the end of the day 

(før fyraften). You are pretty either way. And you don't have any wrinkles. But 

where is your hair? And your legs? Did you forget them at home? You need to get 

yourself some legs and some hands so that you can punch again.  

Telenoid [Helle]:  Yes.  

Inge:  Next time I pray to God, I will pray for some legs for you so we can go for a walk. 

And you need some nice clothes. A blue top would be nice. 

Telenoid [Helle]:  Thank you, Inge. But do you recognize my voice?  

Inge:   I am not exactly sure that I understand what you are saying?  

Telenoid [Helle]:  Do you recognize my voice? Do you know who speaks to you? 

Inge:   Do I know how to sing a song? Of course I do. [Inge begins to sing and Telenoid 

joins in] 

 

That afternoon, when I met Lisbeth and Pernille to wrap up our observations and thoughts on the 

coming process of testing Telenoid, I realized that the incident with Inge and the five other nursing 

home residents who had met Telenoid during the days had added to the consultants’ feeling that 

Telenoid was a strange robot, somewhat difficult to place in practices of care. In essence, Lisbeth and 

Pernille’s readings of Telenoid provoked particular interpretations of the robot’s appearance and 
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performance that in the end made it difficult for them to imagine a role for the robot in practices of 

care. Once again, these interpretations emphasized how, when incorporated into Danish healthcare, 

Telenoid generated frictions particularly in regard to the robot’s non-affectionate and deceptive nature.  

Let me therefore elaborate on this argument.  

In Chapter Four, I discussed at length how some of the roboticists responsible for introducing 

Telenoid into the Japanese nursing homes agreed about Telenoid’s strange and spooky look and often 

talked about how a personification of the robot, by dressing it in clothes, wigs and eyelashes, might be 

able to facilitate positive reactions towards it. However, as we also saw, such personification goes 

against the declared scientific attempts in the laboratory to create a robot that leaves no confusion as 

to whether it is an abstraction of the human body, possessing the potential to become any human 

operator in the experiences of its users. Concerns about Telenoid’s non-affectionate nature similarly 

played a significant role in the Danish consultants’ discussions. Much in accordance with the Japanese 

staff members and managers who made the roboticists consider whether to modify Telenoid’s shape 

to make it more attractive to people, the consultants were ambivalent about the effects of Telenoid’s 

appearance. Having observed a series of encounters between Telenoid and residents, they were 

concerned about the way the robot looked and how it was treated. ‘Its ghost-like appearance is a 

barrier, Christina’, stated Lisbeth, for example, during Inge’s interaction with Telenoid. ‘It hinders her 

engagement with it and prevents her from becoming intimate with it’. Like Lisbeth, Pernille described 

Telenoid’s difficulties with reference to its appearance. ‘It doesn't have that cute-factor that engages 

people and makes them care for it’, said Pernille during our conversation. ‘It lacks warm-heartedness 

(hjertevarme) that touches people’s hearts’. Without these elements, the consultants agreed, Telenoid 

lost its capacity to engage affectionately with people, as had been envisaged by the roboticists.  

Although the consultants, then, indeed questioned the appearance of Telenoid and thus its 

capacity to encourage affectionate engagement with people due to its lack of ‘cute-factor’, this did not 

mean that they categorically and principally rejected the very idea of robots designed to affect humans 

emotionally and socially. On the contrary, they not only seemed to agree with the roboticists that 

sometimes, with some technologies and for some people, relations between people and technologies 

can be warm, caring and affective in a positive manner. They also agreed that such affectionate 

relations between technology and its users might be beneficial in healthcare. Indeed, in spite of her 

doubt towards Telenoid, Lisbeth also admitted that: ‘some robots can provide intimacy. They can calm 

people with dementia and they can evoke something that we as humans may be incapable of. Such 

knowledge can be used afterwards by the staff in their work’. In the case of Telenoid, such effects, 

Lisbeth and Pernille speculated above, might have been brought to light if only the robot had been 

cuter. In that case, people would eventually have engaged with it in affectionate and caring ways that 

would ‘touch people’s hearts’.  
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First of all, this logic, I argue, not only suggests that there is space in Danish healthcare for robots 

purposively made to affect humans emotionally and socially. In common with the frameworks 

developed by anthropological theorists, particularly regarding their questioning of the common 

dichotomy between ‘cold’ technology and ‘warm’ care (Mol et al. 2010; Pols 2012; Pols & Moser 2009; 

Schwennesen 2016a; Schwennesen 2016b), the consultants in this study were indeed convinced that 

care was not restricted to the human domain. On the contrary, according to them some technologies 

allowed affective relations, creating a space for intimate conversation, confession and calmness. In 

addition, the idea that technology can provide intimacy, calm people and elicit thoughts and reactions 

that humans be incapable of, seemed to work on the assumption that where human capacities come to 

an end, i.e. for calming or stimulating demented or old people, technology might help to create a 

channel for contact, affection and open-minded conversation (cf. Moser 2011). This idea of working 

towards building a new connection and allowing people to share experiences, feelings and affections in 

other ways, shows a view that is quite similar to other approaches in contemporary practices of care. 

In the past decade, different so-called ‘therapeutic’ and ‘pedagogical tools’ such as music therapy, 

animal therapy, and dance have been mobilized in approaches to care both in and outside Denmark in 

the hope of building connection, breaking isolation, and allowing people to share in another 

experience (Moser 2011: 713). Such therapeutic tools work on the assumption that where words fail 

or are missing, music, dance and contact with animals, or indeed animal-like robots (Leeson 2010; 

Thodberg et al. 2015; Hasse 2013) can help to create a channel for contact, connection and 

communication by other means28 (cf. Moser 2011). According to Lisbeth and Pernille, such tools were 

necessarily important in order to change the existing care-environment in Denmark from being 

dominated by what they named a ‘medical paradigm’, whose primary purpose is to take care of 

people’s physical, rather than emotional, needs.  

We shall return to the issue of therapy and the desire among staff members to use robots in 

order to become capable of understanding the emotional aspects of residents and citizens, in Chapter 

Six. It is sufficient to say here that despite the fact that consultants seriously doubted the capacities of 

Telenoid in this regard, they nevertheless found that in some rare instances the robot did manage to 

engage its interlocutor affectionately. Despite apparent weaknesses in the appearance of the robot, the 

consultants realized that it was the privileged status of the operator that could actualize such 

circumstances as mentioned above. It was Lisbeth who first made me aware of this. We were rounding 

                                                        
28 A recent article in the Danish newspaper, Politiken, adressed this issue by informing its readers that Danish 
nursing homes are now arranging for parents to bring their babies to meet elderly nursing home residents. The 
idea is that babies will provide contact and communication with those residents whom the staff has difficulties 
approaching (Politiken 2016).  
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off the day at the nursing home when Matsumoto-san asked Lisbeth and Pernille whether they had any 

idea about who should be operating Telenoid when they began trials. Lisbeth answered: 

 
Well, it should no doubt be the staff members. The person should be competent and understand 

the brain damage and the individual sitting with Telenoid on the other end. Someone who 

understands who it is that is on the other end and knows how to communicate, because if the 

person doesn't have that competence the quality of communication or contact will not be very 

good or at best the same as otherwise.  

 

According to Lisbeth, when operated by a person who knew the interlocutor and knew how to 

communicate, the robot did have some potentiality, despite its unappealing appearance. In those cases, 

she further claimed when I spoke to her afterwards, the robot could engage people in intimate 

conversation. ‘In some cases it was obvious that the residents became different from what they usually 

were’, she argued. Lisbeth then continued:  

 
They said new things and they were actually imaginative and full of ideas and they showed new 

aspects of their personality. In that sense, the robot created a connection to the person’s real self 

or the person’s memory or mood. But I also think that we saw that some operators could not 

establish such connection. They didn't get through. They did not have the competences to 

communicate with the person and in such cases they could not create such connection through 

Telenoid either.  

 

What Lisbeth concluded, then, was that it was not only important how the robot looked and behaved. 

Its operators, by providing it with concrete words and phrases, were similarly to be considered of 

great significance for encouraging and maintaining engagement and intimacy. Hence, the consultants 

concluded, rather than the robot’s role relying solely on the imagination of the interlocutor, as the 

dynamics of abstraction subscribe, the robot also relied on the operators’ imaginative and ‘creative art 

of conversation’ (samtalekunst), as Lisbeth put it, to establish a space for affectionate and intimate 

engagement. In other words, the robot relied on a competent operator who, by using the robot, could 

establish connection to expressions, memories, and moods that were elsewise not brought forth. 

According to the consultants, in those cases the robot then certainly legitimized itself as a tool to be 

used among staff members by providing something other than what would be provided in their face-

to-face communication with the residents.  

Lisbeth and Pernille point here to a crucial issue, namely that objects never act on their own (cf. 

Mol et al. 2010) a point we shall return to in coming chapters. As the example above illustrates, effects 

require more than a physical form. They depend on human actors who, in this case, compensate for the 
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robot’s lack of cute and appealing appearance. Indeed, according to the consultants, Telenoid’s affect is 

an effect not simply of the device itself, which many found unappealing, but of its operator’s trained 

reading of the older person interacting with the robot. One could argue that Telenoid was never made 

to act autonomously as Telenoid’s teleoperated nature depends explicitly on its human operator, who 

speaks and interacts through it. Yet, what Lisbeth and Pernille emphasize is that the human operator 

can transform the robot into a more appealing creature. Thus, while we saw in the previous chapter 

how the robot could transform its operator into someone else by offering him or her another 

embodiment, we may now add that such transformation goes the other way as well. As Lisbeth 

highlights above, a skilled operator can transform the robot from an unappealing and unattractive 

figure into one that not only engages its human interlocutor but also stimulates ‘new things’ and 

connections to the person’s ‘real self’, as the consultants explained. Such power of the operator to 

transform the robot into an appealing figure that, in turn, actualizes otherwise un-realizable things in 

its human interlocutor, seems to suggest that interlocutor, operator and robot become capable of 

doing something they would be incapable of without one another. In the words of Paul Rabinow, they 

become an ‘assemblage’, ‘composed of pre-existing things that, when brought into relations with other 

pre-existing things, open up different capacities not inherent in the original things but only come into 

existence in the relations established in the assemblage’ (Rabinow in Strathern 2014: 4). Indeed, the 

robot becomes appealing thanks to its operator; the operator becomes capable of stimulating a 

different kind of conversation than elsewise, thanks to the robot; and the interlocutor become capable 

of expressing him- or herself in different ways thanks to the robot and the operator.   

Besides relying on the capacities of the operator to transform Telenoid into an appealing and 

attractive creature, in Lisbeth and Pernille’s experience its potential was complicated by the fact that 

they were both confirmed in their initial impression: none of the nursing home residents came to 

experience Telenoid as conveying the human presence of its operator. Indeed, as indicated in the case 

of Inge above, while stimulating imagination by way of its abstract portrayal of a human being and its 

engaging self-movement, but failing to bind the human presence of its operator, for many residents 

that day the robot turned into something completely different from its operator. In Chapter Three I 

described how the dynamics of abstraction were intentionally made to release the viewer from a set 

meaning and free that person to provide his or her own feelings and emotions, while gazing at and 

interacting with Telenoid. Following Alfred Gell (1998) and Marilyn Strathern (1996), I argued that 

Telenoid’s abstract shape was made to work as a ‘mind-trap’, capturing attention and stimulating 

imagination while the voice of the operator simultaneously should ‘cut’ the viewer’s imagination in 

particular ways. Hence, rather than being drawn to think of what is not there and what has been left 

out, as Douglass W. Bailey (2007) argued when describing the imaginative process of gazing at an 

abstract figurine, Telenoid should be imagined as its human operator. Yet, as the case of Inge 
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illustrates, whereas Telenoid certainly captures the mind of Inge it nevertheless fails in simultaneously 

binding the human presence of its operator. Following Bailey, Telenoid’s abstract shape instead drew 

Inge into thinking about what had ben left out, because she kept wondering why Telenoid did not have 

legs and hair. According to Lisbeth and Pernille, it was this incapacity to bind the human presence of 

its operator that posed a severe challenge. ‘None of them realized that it was their staff member who 

spoke to them’, Lisbeth replied when I asked the consultants whether they thought that the robot was 

currently working as an extension of its operator, as the Japanese roboticists initially wanted it to do. 

‘It’s no surprise really. How should they be capable of realizing that their staff member suddenly 

speaks to them through something that looks like a ghost?’ According to Lisbeth, this posed a serious 

problem. ‘It turns Telenoid into one big deception’, she continued. ‘This thing about being present in 

another form… I mean, that the operator can be present in another form is cheating. It is dishonest that 

you can sneak into their life histories and personality without their realizing that you are doing it, 

because you are present in another form’.   

In her work on the introduction of human-like robots into Danish older care, Nete Schwennesen 

(2016a) provides a contextual background for understanding the problem of deception in Denmark. In 

the public debate, she argues, human-like robots are described critically as creating an illusion in their 

users of having independent thoughts, feelings and empathy, which, in turn, manipulates people into 

caring for them as if they were living human beings. This turns the use of humanlike robots into an 

‘unethical deception’, Schwennesen argues (Schwennesen 2016a: 28), whereby older people are 

tricked into thinking that something which is in principle artificial can express real feelings. To Lisbeth 

and Pernille questions of deception were indeed an important and critical issue to engage with in their 

work. While they had been responsible for facilitating the entrance of the Japanese pet robot Paro in 

the healthcare sector in Denmark in 2007, Lisbeth and Pernille had also been caught in discussion with 

the Danish Council on Ethics (Etisk Råd) for Paro’s cheating and deceitful effects on weak elderly 

people who were not capable of realizing that Paro was nothing but a machine. Now, six years later, 

although Paro had been accepted in general and indeed also approved by the Danish Council on Ethics, 

as Lisbeth and Pernille told me, a general scepticism towards technology that ‘cheats’ people by 

pretending to be something it is not remained in the public debate and was to be considered whenever 

they were about to evaluate a new technology, hence the need to describe its potential in the Danish 

health care sector. 

Yet, according to Lisbeth and Pernille, the core element of deception in Telenoid and thus its 

ability to cause friction in a context of already existing healthcare practices within which the robot had 

somehow to fit, was not in its capacity of creating an illusion of life despite its artificial nature. The 

core element of deception was rather to be found in its capacity of presenting itself as someone else 

instead of its human operator, i.e. a child or another person even though it was basically nothing but 
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its human operator. Recalling our previous discussion on the dishonesty of marionettes in Chapter 

Four, the robot’s disability in testifying to the direct influence of an external operator indeed posed a 

problem for the consultants. As we saw in Chapter Four and as I shall discuss at greater length in 

Chapter Six, it is precisely this incapacity to bind the presence of its operator that turns out to be 

valued as the positive strength of the robot, not just among roboticists, but also among staff, because it 

de-personifies the relationship, giving operators the opportunity of hiding behind the robot, and 

thereby withdrawing information from the older person in a way that someone would never be 

capable of when interacting directly with them. Yet Lisbeth and Pernille worried that such 

concealment would cause public concern and anger. As Lisbeth stated during one of our conversations, 

‘The Council on Ethics will never approve a robot like this’.  

According to the consultants, then, it is thus the non-affectionate and deceptive capacity of 

Telenoid that turn the robot into a somewhat troublesome figure in Danish healthcare. This quality 

and capacity of the robot define it as a zone of friction where different ideas about the role of robots in 

healthcare encounter one another. Specifically, the consultants’ assumptions about the role of robots 

as affecting humans emotionally and socially without simultaneously deceiving them, are challenged 

by Telenoid. Clearly, for the consultants the encounter between Telenoid and the Danish healthcare 

sector is not necessarily a smooth process of the flow of Japanese robots that are then realized locally. 

Rather the process resembles the kind of friction created by two sticks, possibly with different 

characteristics and from different trees, rubbed against each other (Tsing 2005: 5). While the friction 

might cause the sticks to crack, ‘rubbing two sticks together produces heat and light’ (ibid: 5) under 

the right circumstances and with great efforts. Similarly, even though Telenoid created scepticism and 

doubt when it met the realities and assumptions of the consultants, it was not stopped in its journey. 

Hence, despite this scepticism and doubt towards Telenoid and its entrance in Danish healthcare the 

consultants were nonetheless obliged to begin their long-term trial with Telenoid, thus having to 

decide among whom to test it and how to proceed. It is this work that goes into making Telenoid 

functional within new social contexts that I explore below. If, as Antina von Schnitzler suggests, 

technologies become harnessed to new projects and ideas when moving to new social contexts (von 

Schnitzler 2013: 679), as we saw also in the previous chapter, my focus in the following is how such 

harnessing and anchoring occur when the necessary imagining of such new ideas is absent. I argue 

that acts of improvisation, in which robots are attached to ideas about becoming innovative, creative 

and playful, become particularly important when engaging people in dialogue to explore and unfold 

potentials for improving practices of care with Telenoid. Recalling our discussion in Chapter Four of 

the roboticists’ work of identifying and describing a series of problems the robot could potentially 

solve, the consultants saw the robot once again as a solution in search of a problem.  
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Improvising Target-Groups and Purposes   

As we have seen above, while Lisbeth and Pernille initially had difficulty imagining a market for 

Telenoid, they were able to overcome this hurdle. When the Japanese roboticists left the country a 

couple of days after their launch in the nursing home above, Lisbeth and Pernille came up with the 

idea of distributing the robot to those of their collaborators in the municipalities around the country 

whom they considered particularly ‘open-minded’, ‘curious’ and ‘willing to re-think the obvious 

assumptions completely’. Such characteristics, they told me, were important because Telenoid in itself 

was so strange that it might well encourage scepticism among people who were not open-minded and 

curious. Moreover, it was also important because curious, creative and open-minded people could help 

Lisbeth and Pernille figure out how to test the robot. When choosing collaborators, Lisbeth and 

Pernille decided on an institutional setting for testing the robot because this provided a site in which 

competent staff members could perhaps transform Telenoid into an appealing creature, as highlighted 

above. Furthermore, the robot’s effects on the communication between people could be observed 

relatively easily in an institutional setting. ‘Basically’, Pernille replied when I asked her why they had 

decided to test Telenoid in institutions, ‘we need to know more about the effects of the robot before 

testing it in people’s private homes’. 

Despite their own doubts about the robot’s role among older people and those with dementia, 

Lisbeth and Pernille on the one hand nonetheless chose to follow the suggestion of the Japanese 

roboticists and therefore contacted the manager in a dementia centre whom they knew from previous 

collaborative projects and whom they described as ‘full of good ideas’. On the other hand, they chose to 

follow their own intuition and contacted yet another ‘open-minded’ manager of an activity centre for 

developmentally disabled people. This group of people, Lisbeth and Pernille thought, was cognitively 

stronger than those with dementia and therefore potentially capable of understanding how the 

technology worked. In this way, they hoped to realize what they recognized as the potentiality of 

Telenoid, thus adding something more to communication than what is provided in face-to-face 

communication, while at the same time avoiding having to cheat and deceive people with technology 

that they could not understand.  

Having established contact with the two institutions, Lisbeth and Pernille went to meet the 

managers and staff to tell them about Telenoid and to engage them in testing it. While they would 

usually prepare for such meetings by developing different scenarios that described ways of using the 

technology in specific situations and with possible benefits to gain for particular people, Lisbeth and 

Pernille decided to defy this procedure for these meetings. Finding themselves struggling to define the 

specific target-groups and functions of the robot, they opted instead for meetings structured as what 

they called ‘free play’. They would ask managers and staff who were likely to be involved in the testing 

what they thought about the robot and its potentials, while encouraging them to begin exploring 
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possible target-groups and ways of using the robot. Engaging in an improvisational mode, the 

consultants thus preferred to work things out ‘as they go along’ (Ingold & Hallam 2007: 1), thus 

improvising a target-group and a function of the robot in collaboration with the stakeholders and in 

correspondence to their ideas and inputs. Indeed, similar to what has been said about practices of 

design, the point of the meetings became the facilitation of a process of ‘bringing into being something 

that does not yet exist’ (Halse 2013: 182), in this case a clear idea of potential target-groups and 

purposes of the robot. In an interview, Pernille justified such a procedure as follows: ‘It’s much better, I 

think, to ask those people who are going to test the robot how they think it can be used. It is much 

better than us sitting here presenting to be the smart ones’. The following extract from my field notes 

serves to exemplify how such meetings proceeded:  

 

A couple of weeks after Inge’s encounter with Telenoid, I met Lisbeth again. It is a sunny day in July 

and we sit around the meeting table in the office of Mikkel, a man in his forties, who is the manager of 

a nursing home hosting around thirty-two residents in Copenhagen, the majority of whom suffer from 

dementia. Lisbeth is here to encourage Mikkel and his staff to participate in a trial with Telenoid. She 

thanks Mikkel for welcoming us and explains that she will start by telling him something about ‘this 

strange robot-project’. While Mikkel pours coffee and encourages us to try the chocolate cake, Lisbeth 

tells him that Telenoid has been developed by a group of high-ranking Japanese roboticists with whom 

Jens, Lisbeth’s superior, began to collaborate recently. Supported by a large amount of money from the 

Danish government, she explains, their collaboration has resulted in the arrival of five robots to be 

tested in what she calls a ‘prestigious and high-profile project’ in the Danish elder care sector. Lisbeth 

pauses briefly before explaining that the purpose of the trial is to investigate ‘what the robot means to 

the residents, to the work environment and to your economy’. After a short preliminary study two 

weeks ago in another Danish nursing home, Lisbeth explains, they are now searching for institutions 

to participate in a long-term trial. She concludes by saying that ‘the big question is to investigate the 

potentials of the robot’.  

Leaning back in his office chair and stretching his arms above his head, Mikkel asks if it is 

possible to dress the robot in clothes. Or add some hair. Having watched the video of the robot Lisbeth 

sent him before our meeting, he says, he finds the robot ‘unattractive’. Mikkel thinks that the majority 

of the residents here would refuse to touch it or interact with it. They might even be scared, he says. 

Lisbeth immediately agrees. ‘You are so right’, she says and explains that she is sure Telenoid would 

become much more appealing if dressed. She then encourages Mikkel to do so if they decide to 

participate in the trial. Mikkel nods before apologizing for asking his next question: ‘How are we 

supposed to use it?’ Lisbeth admits ruefully that she is not sure. She explains Telenoid had been 
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developed initially as a telepresence technology, intended to project the physical presence of humans 

and not just their image and voice during long-distance conversation. As Lisbeth put it: 

 
Imagine it to be a telephone with a body and face to speak to. You can communicate through the 

robot with Mrs Nielsen upstairs, who sits with the robot on her lap. She can hear your voice but 

she cannot see you. Maybe she will recognize your voice. Maybe she won’t. But the point is that 

you can chat with each other through the robot. You can operate the robot from your laptop here 

at your desk. The robot will mimic your face expressions and head movements and you can make 

the robot give a hug by pushing a few buttons. You can see Mrs Nielsen and hear her voice and the 

purpose is that Mrs Nielsen can imagine the robot to be you. 

 

Mikkel is obviously not convinced. He asks what staff members would gain by communicating through 

the robot instead of visiting the residents to speak to them, ‘face-to-face’. Lisbeth nods. ‘We don't 

know’, she says and continues: ‘What do we gain by communicating through this robot rather than 

through Skype? We have no idea!’ Mikkel adds, ‘Or by basic human contact?’ Lisbeth agrees and refers 

to the launch trial with Inge two weeks ago. She explains that they had found that working with the 

robot was time consuming and demanded many resources not only due to technical difficulties but 

also because its use required two staff members: one person to communicate through the robot and 

another person to assist the resident sitting with the robot. It was simply to heavy for them to hold 

themselves. Mikkel writes down a few words while Lisbeth continues. She explains that it might well 

be that in some cases, with some residents, the staff member would not necessarily have to assist the 

whole interaction but only place the robot with the resident and then leave. Lisbeth takes a sip of her 

coffee and concludes that this project, therefore, is all about ‘experimentation’ and ‘detective work’. 

She tells Mikkel that since no one knows the actual potentials of the robot, people who participate in 

the project must take on his or her ‘inner Sherlock Holmes’ and ‘start to think creatively: Where can it 

work? What the hell can we use it for?’ Lisbeth continues:  

 
Who knows? Maybe the robot can actually become a short cut in communication and encourage 

residents to express themselves in different ways you’ve never seen before. During our launch 

trial, one staff member actually told me that a resident expressed new sides of her personality 

while interacting with Telenoid. The robot managed to get through to the resident, despite its lack 

of “cute-factor”. I mean, despite the fact that it is not exactly a cute and appealing fellow to engage 

with. You know, other robots have also proved able to foster a good and positive communication 

among some people with autism and dementia. Robots manage to do so because they express 

fewer signals than a human being. They give predictable and readable feedback and they can be 

hugged and touched and nursed. The point is that sometimes robots can help people to say things 
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that they would never say otherwise. Words, emotions, moods. One never knows. It might be that 

Telenoid can be used to talk a resident to bed. Did you remember to brush your teeth? Did you put 

on your sleepwear? Maybe that’s how it works for her. For other residents it might be an activity 

similar to playing cards or music. Even though the robot seems strange and scary at first sight it 

might actually be that one resident out of twenty will like it and communicate with it and maybe 

say something new and unknown. It can go in both good and bad directions. It’s all about 

experimentation. You know, it’s when one’s creative gene, pedagogy, and dementia expertise are 

brought forth that it becomes possible to do art. That’s when you can do real experimentation. 

Which potentials and capacities can we force forth from the robot? For whom might it work and 

in which situations? Think about it, you guys can be first-movers in testing some of the most 

advanced technology in the country. 

 

Mikkel nods while scribbling a few words on his note pad. Afterwards, there is silence for a while 

before Mikkel says that he likes the idea of detective work and experimentation. After all, he says, he 

wants this place to be innovative and open-minded about trying out new things. He admits that he is 

still not sure how Telenoid can contribute more specifically but after hearing Lisbeth’s suggestions he 

begins to think that some residents and staff members might actually gain something from the robot. 

He says that he can imagine a group of residents with whom Telenoid might function as a ‘therapeutic’ 

tool to get new information, which staff members, he says, have difficulty acquiring, due to their 

personalities and professional roles. Mikkel concludes by comparing the robot to a music therapist 

who ‘provides access to the residents’ inner thoughts and feelings by way of music and dance’.  

According to Ingold and Hallam (2007), improvisation is relational in that ‘it is continually 

attuned and responsive to the performance of others’ (Ingold & Hallam 2007: 1). According to Ingold 

and Hallam, improvisation is characterized by being carried out in the flow of the everyday life and is, 

therefore, a necessary condition in all aspects of people’s daily lives because the world is ‘always in the 

making’ (ibid: 3). Ingold and Hallam suggest that pedestrians, who must constantly adjust and adapt 

themselves to the masses of people on the street in order to fit into the whole, provide an apt analogy 

for this continuous and relational improvisation (ibid: 7). As illustrated above, this way of adjusting 

and attuning oneself to the performance of others and thus to the ‘conditions of the world that is never 

the same from one moment to the next’ (ibid: 2) similarly opens up a space for improvisation among 

the consultants when dealing with the task of engaging stakeholders in the Telenoid testing project. 

Lisbeth’s meeting with Mikkel above succinctly reflects how the way of engaging stakeholders in acts 

of testing Telenoid relied not on the demonstration of a range of preconceptions of how the 

consultants thought the robot could be meaningfully used and by whom. Rather, the whole idea of the 

meeting was to accelerate a somewhat open-ended exploration of the robot’s value and relevance in 

staff’s work. When managers questioned the abstract shape of Telenoid by saying they thought the 
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robot looked unattractive or when they questioned the initial idea of extension by asking, like Mikkel 

above, what they would gain by communicating through the robot rather than directly face-to-face, I 

observed how the consultants would first of all respond with honesty. As Lisbeth replied, ‘yes, 

Telenoid is a bit unattractive but you may dress it in clothes’ or ‘we don't know and we need your help 

in finding out’. While such honesty drew on the consultants’ own confusion, scepticism and doubt 

about the robot, it was also accompanied by an urge to highlight how a certain amount of creativity, 

experimentation and professionalism could force forth certain potentials and capacities from the robot, 

despite its unappealing appearance: ‘Maybe the robot can become a short cut in communication’ and 

‘foster a good and positive communication’, as Lisbeth said above, if only ‘your creative gene, pedagogy 

and dementia expertise are brought forth’.    

By mobilizing a language that highlighted how the robot’s potentialities and capacities could be 

actualized and brought forth with the help of creative, experimental and professional staff members 

taking the role of Sherlock Holmes, the consultants not only tried to motivate managers to participate 

in the trial and explore possible ways of testing the robot. They also responded to the challenge of 

imagining ideas about how to use the robot, and among whom, by drawing on the rich knowledge of 

care practice in the environment of the institutions themselves. Hence, instead of providing managers 

with a detailed manuscript for their use of Telenoid in the nursing home, they were given a sketch of 

the basic functions of the robot and a few simple ideas for its application that were ambiguous enough 

to give people a chance to appropriate them and turn them around in relation to their own ideas and 

for their own purposes. To the consultants, the overarching goal was to provide just enough scripting 

to move and inspire people to begin exploring the potentiality of the robot in the nursing homes and 

activity centre. In other words, consultants not only act without a pre-scripted plan and without a 

certainty of outcomes. As the examples above illustrate, they also encourage managers to do the same 

when testing the robot. In order to accommodate a robot that keeps raising questions about its role in 

practices of care, consultants and managers thus have to improvise all the way. ‘What I think would be 

fantastic is that instead of providing you guys with list of answers that describes what you should do 

and when and among whom, we decide that there is no such list’, Lisbeth for example suggested at the 

end of one meeting. ‘You should just do experimentations. You know… shall we try it with Mrs 

Hansen? No, she becomes scared, she should never meet it. Let’s try Mrs Nielsen instead. 

Experimentation, development, new ideas, play. That means that it is the creative gene that you will 

need’. According to the consultants, because of the initial uncertainty related to the actual benefits to 

be gained from Telenoid, it was indeed important to emphasize to the managers to ‘keep all doors 

open’, hence exploring all eventual possibilities, while at the same time reminding them that such 

exploration might elicit certain of the robot’s capacities. 
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In every meeting, I realized that the managers would gradually begin to express sympathy with 

the project and they would begin talking about exploring the potentiality of Telenoid in their 

institution. Apparently the configuration of a confusing robot and an appeal to creativity, 

professionalism, improvisation and prestige worked well. Returning to the case of Mikkel, for example, 

he begins to think about the role of Telenoid among his residents and points out that he likes the idea 

of detective work and experimentation. During the meeting he also stated that he liked the idea of 

becoming ‘guinea pigs’ in such projects because it provided his staff with the opportunity of ‘trying 

something else’ than the usual ‘routinized work’ and of contributing in developing such advanced 

technology. Similarly, the manager of the activity centre, Henrik, whom we will meet again in coming 

chapters, stated that he liked the idea of trying different scenarios without having a specific plan and 

manual. As he said in his meeting with Lisbeth: 

 
Remember we are constantly working with plans and structures and objectives and you name it. 

Setting targets and making plans. Sometimes we must try hard not to. It’s like being a racehorse 

wearing eye flaps. You exclude yourself from seeing certain things. But sometimes you just have 

to get started without thinking too much and then see what happens. There is no way you can 

predict every single thing.  

 

As these suggestions make clear, the managers find the idea of testing Telenoid appealing. There is no 

harsh criticism and they seem to have accepted having to articulate their experiences and knowledge 

in terms of an improvisatory framework provided by the consultants. In a context in which structuring 

and planning daily life is constant, as Henrik highlighted above, the consultants succeeded, in other 

words, in suggesting to managers that situations and social relations in the institutions could 

somehow be articulated in terms of the robot’s presence and functionality there, and that 

improvisation was the approach best suited to testing it.  

One might find such success surprising when recalling the friction arising when Isozumi-san 

aimed to attract consultants and convincing them of the robot’s telepresencing, affectionate and 

relational role as mentioned in the introduction to this chapter. In order to understand the consultants’ 

success, however, we might recall the discussion in Chapter Two on the reasons for the general 

agreement among politicians and managers in Denmark about introducing technology in practices of 

care. Here, what captures managers’ willingness to engage in acts of improvising target-groups and 

purposes for a robot is a desire to turn municipalities and institutions into what Cathrine Hasse calls 

‘welfare technological innovation spearheads’ in the country (Hasse 2015: 279). As noted by Hasse 

(2015) in her studies of the introduction of robots in Danish healthcare, robots becomes yet another 

needed innovation, realizing the managers’ ambition to become recognized as innovative (Hasse 2015: 



 129 

280; cf. Hojer-Bruun 2015). Indeed, during the consultants’ meetings with managers they would 

always emphasise the ‘high-profiled’ and ‘prestigious’ character of the project, as Lisbeth did above, 

and they would remind the managers of their wish to become ‘first-movers’ when coming to test 

advanced technology. On the other hand, I often heard managers state their interest in Telenoid in 

relation to the robot’s capacity to elicit attention and acknowledgement from other municipalities and 

decision-makers. ‘It’s exciting to test new technologies like this, even if we don't know how it can 

actually contribute’, Henrik answered when I asked why he had agreed to participate in the project. 

‘The only thing that we have more of, down here, is snow. You know, this is an area of Denmark that 

hardly receives any attention from the rest of the country. Being part of a project such as this may 

change it’. Hence, the appeal to ideals of innovation, recognition and the eventual improvement of 

conditions for older and disabled people seemed effective. This did not mean that questions of 

deception faded into the background in regards to Telenoid. As we shall see in the next chapter, the 

consultants aimed to counter their fear of introducing an unethical robot in a number of ways when 

encountering staff members in the institutions.  

The fact that Telenoid was seen as yet another needed innovation became particularly obvious 

to me when Mikkel regretfully withdraw his participation in the project a couple of weeks before its 

beginning. Thus, about the same time as Mikkel realized that the project of testing Telenoid collapsed 

with a series of other initiatives in the nursing home, Mette, a civil servant from the Health and Care 

Administration in another municipality, contacted Lisbeth and Pernille. Mette’s colleagues had been 

introduced to Telenoid during a field trip to various robotic laboratories in Japan with a group of civil 

servants from the municipality and had consequently become interested in testing Telenoid in one of 

their nursing homes. ‘If you are enthusiastic towards welfare technology, you also embrace 

innovations and new kinds of devices, such as Telenoid’, Mette told me when I interviewed her about 

their motivations for testing Telenoid. ‘No one really knew this robot in Denmark so the thought about 

being some of the first in the country to test Telenoid was very attractive. We had good experiences 

with Paro already so we thought that Telenoid might contribute positively among our older residents 

as well’. Hence, by appealing to ideals of innovation, recognition and the eventual improvement of 

conditions for older and disabled people, the consultants eventually managed to enrol and engage the 

necessary stakeholders in the project, who agreed on participating in the project of testing Telenoid 

for a period of six months.  

 

Improvising 

This chapter has shown the friction that arose when Telenoid arrived in Denmark. It has investigated 

the confusion, scepticism and doubt that emerge among consultants, not only towards Telenoid’s 

abstract shape and extensive capacity. As we have seen, consultants are concurrently also left highly 
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sceptical and doubtful about the robot’s affectionate and relational role. Against this backdrop, the 

chapter concluded that in the hands of the consultants, Telenoid carries the capacity of turning into a 

deceiving figure. It is this capacity that prompts consultants to improvise target-groups and purposes 

for the robot when attempting to enrol stakeholders in testing it. Rather than presenting a plan for 

how to test the robot and among whom, consultants thus decided to plead for an open-ended 

exploration of the robot’s value and relevance. The chapter also showed how Telenoid in this regard 

became harnessed to visions about creativity, play and innovation. 

Now it is time to turn to the entrapping qualities of Telenoid and explore how the robot becomes 

a seductive figure among staff members in the nursing home and activity centre. The next chapter is 

devoted to these matters.  
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Chapter Six: Trapping Encounters  
 

Introduction 

Whereas the last chapter focused on the consultants’ meetings with the managers of institutions and 

ways of engaging them in dialogue on testing Telenoid by appealing to the possibility of becoming 

creative, innovative and improvisatory, this chapter will move one step closer to those people who will 

eventually test and help define the robot for the older and disabled people: the staff. The focus 

throughout will again shift between different perspectives as the consultants meet staff members and 

managers, not to make them agree on testing Telenoid, but to introduce them to the robot and educate 

them in becoming what the consultants referred to as ‘super-users’, knowing how to operate and test 

the robot in daily life in the institutions. As we shall see, there is some continuity between the social 

forms prevailing in the consultants’ meetings with the managers and their meetings with the staff. The 

process by which staff members are introduced to the robot and the task of testing it are similarly 

orchestrated around the staging of a playful and improvisatory framework in which they are 

encouraged to play their way forward without a clear script for doing so. Moreover, in both meetings 

consultants attempt to engage people in dialogue on the process of testing the robot.  In contrast to the 

earlier meetings, however, the robot’s physical presence plays a key role here because potential users 

are not only presented to stories and images of the robot; they are also invited to come and try it out. 

In other words, the robot’s performance itself plays a central role in the orchestration of these 

meetings to which people are invited to engage and interact with it. Recalling our discussion in the 

previous chapter about the robot’s failed attempts at doing well when meeting the consultants at the 

nursing home, the idea of its performance is not without risk. Bearing in mind that the consultants 

themselves came to question the robot’s role among older people when observing the reactions of Inge 

and the other residents, it is clear why the introduction of Telenoid is a risky business given the 

possibility that people will neglect it.  

One would assume, then, that the robot will assert itself in processes of scepticism and doubt; or, 

put differently, that staff members who invest so much in practices of care would find the robot 

particularly deceiving and cold. Yet, that seems not to be the case; here I show that Telenoid becomes a 

seductive figure when first encountering staff in the meetings. Despite the fact that Telenoid did not 

arrive in the Danish institutions because of a need or a wish expressed by the staff, those staff 

members who encountered the robot in meetings with the consultants experienced Telenoid as what 

might best be understood, I argue, as a figure of entrapment loaded with potential. The purpose of this 

chapter is to venture into this form of entrapment by drawing attention to the nature of reactions 

among the attending staff members to the process of testing the robot. In particular, I will discuss 

Alfred Gell’s (1996) theoretical ideas about the trap as ‘both a model of its creator, the hunter, and a 
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model of its victim, the prey animal’ (Gell 1996: 27), implying that it is a material instrument 

elaborately set to entice and seduce its victims, through appealing to their specific qualities and 

preferences. Drawing on this theoretical idea of entrapment, I will argue that during these meetings 

Telenoid became an entrapping figure not only because of consultants’ appealing to acts of 

improvisation but also in particular because of the materiality of the robot itself, i.e. its abstract shape. 

Hence, despite the consultants’ scepticism towards Telenoid’s abstract shape, which they thought 

would deceive, scare and hinder affection among its users, as described in the previous chapter, it was 

precisely the capacity of abstraction that trapped staff members in the promise of potential. Thus, staff 

appreciated the abstract shape of Telenoid, like the roboticists themselves, but not because they 

thought it allowed people to imagine the robot as conveying the presence of whomever was operating 

it, as the roboticists initially wanted the abstraction to do. Quite the contrary; buying into the 

imaginary that older and disabled people would have difficulty in realizing that Telenoid was operated 

from a distance by someone else, staff members defended the robot’s abstract shape precisely because 

it prevented the robot from becoming them. This will lead into my key argument about the robot’s 

entrapping capacity among staff members. I argue that the robot conforms to Gell’s notion of a trap in 

different ways, all related to its abstract shape’s snaring the staff with its promise of insights into a 

person’s inner life by de-personifying the operator of the robot, thereby allowing him or her to 

approach the resident or citizen in a different way. 

From here, the focus of the chapter will shift back to consultants in order to show how they 

responded to the robot’s entrapping capacity among the staff members. I show how, in order to 

counter their fear of introducing a deceptive, thus ‘unethical’ technology, into practices of care, the 

consultants would repeatedly ask the staff to remind the users of the robot explicitly and constantly 

about its extending nature, i.e. that it was operated by someone else. What the consultants wanted to 

do, I argue, was to establish the robot as working as a figure slipping in and out of different identities: 

sometimes figuring as completely different from its human operator while at other times testifying to 

the direct influence of an external operator. Like the Japanese roboticists wanted to make the robot 

capable of acting in-between identities, as described in Chapter Three, the consultants aimed to 

encourage staff members to help with staging Telenoid, not as an extension of its human operator in 

any absolute sense, but as a figure sliding in and out of different identities, sometimes becoming its 

operator, sometimes becoming an other than its operator.  

The crux of the argumentation stems from preparatory meetings with staff in the nursing home 

and activity centre that had agreed upon participating in the project of testing Telenoid, and which 

shares some features when it comes to practices and intentions in connection with the meetings. 

Whereas both meetings, in which I participated, were arranged by the consultants in the run-up to the 

actual tests of Telenoid with the overall goal of educating staff in becoming super-users of Telenoid, 
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they were also setting out the grounds for improvisation and entrapment as we shall now see. Before 

proceeding with these arguments it is important to note, however, that they stems from consultants’ 

advice and staff members’ and managers’ very first encounter with the robot. As we shall see in 

Chapter Seven, while the robot’s entrapping capacity continues to be central when the consultants 

leave the robot in the institutions, this aspect is nonetheless constantly threatened by the daily life in 

the institutions on the one hand and by the technical problems of the robot on the other.  

 

Entrapping Promises of Potentiality  

I never ceased to be surprised by the apparent homogeneity of the great majority of the staff members’ 

reactions to the robot. No matter which meeting I participated in, a significant number of their 

reactions exhibited similar characteristics. As I learned more, it seemed that general ideas about the 

robot’s potentiality were widely shared across professions. In a certain sense, staff members were 

reacting in the same manner over and over again while joining in a lively, supportive discussion about 

its potentials. As opposed to the fear that ‘cold’ technologies will be implemented at the cost of ‘warm’ 

human care (Sparrow & Sparrow 2006), leaving old and disabled people surrounded by all kinds of 

mechanical devices, without any support from caring people (Pols 2012: 11), the vast majority of the 

staff members thought that the positive potential of the robot compensated for such devaluing 

capacity. Hence, when I asked Tove, an experienced staff member in the nursing home who had often 

told me how she was in this profession because she loved working with older people and wanted to 

make a difference for them, what she thought about the robot, she exclaimed that although her first 

impression was that it was particularly ‘cold’, she had changed her view during the meeting:  

 
When I first saw the robot on YouTube, it reminded me of ET. I thought it was spooky and my first 

thought was that we shouldn't offer this to the residents. I thought it would be disrespectful to use 

it as a medium for conversation, but my impression changed when I heard about the robot and got 

it in my hands. Then I became curious to see how it can help our residents.  

 

Hence, as suggested by the staff and confirmed by Tove above, the impression the robot made was 

changed when one got to hear more about it and interact with it. In fact, the robot transformed itself 

into what could be seen, I argue, as a trap, ‘which holds its victim for a time, in suspension’ (Gell 1996: 

37), inspiring staff members with the desire to use it. In order to understand in more detail how such 

entrapment works, let us turn to the meetings to see what happens when staff members are invited to 

come and try the robot. In a sense, hearing about and interacting with the robot catapulted the staff on 

to a different plateau, where other perspectives and insights were accessible. This was made clear to 

me when observing the interactions between staff and Telenoid during the meetings and when 
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listening to the discussions that arose between consultants and staff. The following case from the 

consultants’ meeting at the activity centre serves to exemplify this point.  

Astrid had been selected by her manager, Henrik, to be responsible for testing Telenoid in the 

activity centre where she had been working for many years. It was the first time she introduced this 

kind of technology to the group of developmentally disabled men and women who visited the centre 

daily. As she was listening to two consultants, Pernille and Stine, who were giving a simple and 

straightforward introduction to the project and advice about the use of Telenoid, Astrid looked curious 

and serious at the same time. Pernille and Stine were looking directly at Astrid and Henrik as they 

introduced them to the robot. While unzipping the silicone skin of the robot’s back to switch it on, 

Pernille explained in an enthusiastic tone:  ‘This robot is from Japan. It is made to transmit and convey 

the human presence of its operator, but to be honest, we are not sure whether it works in such a way’. 

Having switched the robot on, Pernille zipped the silicone skin and turned the robot around to face its 

audience. She continued: ‘But that’s also what makes this project fun because then you can really help 

us investigate the robot’s potential‘. Pernille paused before continuing: ‘We are not providing you with 

a strict plan of how to do this. Your tests of Telenoid are supposed to be an open experiment for which 

you just play your way forward to see what happens. Because, basically, we don't know which role the 

robot can play and to whom it might be beneficial’. 

Pernille and Stine continued to elaborate on the testing. They distributed a set of user manuals 

to explain how to start, operate and reboot the robot, and log books in which the staff could note their 

experiences throughout the test. ‘Offer the robot to those people where it seems to be fun or 

interesting’, Pernille said. ‘And then note their reactions and your experiences’. Stine added that since 

the robot had some ‘teething trouble’ (børnesygdomme), the staff should not be surprised by the many 

technical difficulties encountered. ‘Most of them’, she said, ‘can be handled by rebooting the system, 

but please write them down whenever you encounter them because they are good for us to know’. 

Pernille continued then:  
 

Before you try Telenoid, I want to tell you a little anecdote from our first test of the robot in the 

nursing home where we launched our collaboration with the Japanese developers. It was hilarious 

and I still laugh when I recall it.  There was this woman who met Telenoid. I don't know how 

demented she was but she was given Telenoid because the staff thought that it might work well. 

So she was sitting there and the Japanese developers were observing her closely and the first 

thing she said was: “What the hell… have you been in war or what?”. I mean, the robot lacked one 

thing and another. And then she said: “Argh, they could have dressed you a little bit”. So, it is such 

things that you will experience. In fact, it is a piece of detective work to investigate what this robot 

can do. One thing is the technology itself. Another is the creative force working with it. So, 
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depending on what you can lay on it (hvad I kan give den af gas), you will probably find out 

something. 

 

After those introductory words, Stine invited Astrid and Henrik to try the robot. A couple of minutes 

later, talk and laughter filled the room. With Pernille and Stine’s careful help and instructions, Astrid 

and Henrik took turns holding and operating Telenoid. They laughed whenever the robot moved and 

spoke with the voice of their colleague. After the session, Pernille and Stine asked them for comments. 

‘Please feel free to say whatever pops into your mind’, Pernille said. Astrid, who had been engaged 

enthusiastically during the whole session, responded: ‘You get so caught by it! It can really arouse 

one’s emotions and care-instinct (omsorgsgen), I think. It’s like a little baby. This guy is full of soul. And 

it is so exiting because it has hardly any expressions that can over-stimulate people like we do. It is 

brilliant’. Henrik nodded: ’I agree. Even if it would be fun to dress the robot in clothes, I fear that if we 

do it we might turn it into a man or a woman, an authority. And if there is anything our citizens do not 

need, it is yet another authority’. Henrik looked serious before proceeding with a steady flow of words 

and ideas, his voice gradually getting louder:  

 
These people need someone that they can share their thoughts and feelings with. A totally neutral 

person like a coach or someone they do not know. Imagine if we could create an atmosphere with 

this robot where people could approach it to unload their problems. I mean, like, hey, we just 

want to give you the opportunity of speaking. All of us know how nice it is to get the opportunity 

of confessing our thoughts and feelings to others. So what would the effect be if our citizens got 

such an opportunity of speaking about their thoughts, without a member of the staff sitting next 

to them all the time, documenting and writing it into action plans? These people live with a 

vacuum because they have no one to share their thoughts with. 

 

Pernille and Stine seemed satisfied; they nodded and smiled in response to the comments. They 

obviously did not need to promote or protect Telenoid any further, but simply had to facilitate the flow 

of ideas.  

As illustrated in this description from my fieldnotes, in the meetings with staff, the consultants 

continued to opt for a framing of the Telenoid tests that can be best described as an attempt at 

encouraging improvisation, much as when they met the managers in Chapter Five. Bearing in mind the 

consultants’ lack of ideas about the target-groups and purposes of the robot, they did not provide staff 

with a clear script of how to test the robot. Rather, they encouraged them to improvise, thus ‘playing 

around’, as they said, and ‘trying out’ different things with Telenoid ‘in response to their sensitive 

monitoring of the conditions of the task as it unfolds’ (Ingold & Hallam 2007: 13). Indeed, as Pernille 

stated above, the tests were described as a piece of ‘detective work’ which required working things out 



 138 

while going along with the robot: if residents were uninterested in engaging with the robot, then try to 

dress it in clothes, for example. Yet, what captured staff members during the tests, it seems, was not 

primarily an appeal to improvisation and creativity. On the contrary, it was the robot itself. Indeed, as 

the case of Henrik and Astrid indicates above, it was when Telenoid meets staff that the flow of ideas 

about its use occurred. 

The subtle workings of Telenoid in this regard conform to Alfred Gell’s (1996) notion of a trap as 

‘both a model of its creator, the hunter, and a model of its victim, the prey animal’ (Gell 1996: 27). 

Despite the fact that Gell, when providing his argument, offers the example of a giraffe trap that works 

because it embodies the physical form of the prey, traps rarely function in such way, he continues 

(ibid: 27). More often, Gell argues, traps embody something essential in the prey’s character, such as 

the propensity of the rat to burrow:  

 
…if we look at other traps, we are able to see that each is not only a model of its creator, a 

subsidiary self in the form of an automation, but each is also a model of its victim. This model may 

actually reflect the outward form of the victim, as in the comical giraffe trap (…), which delineates, 

in negative contour, the outlines of the lower of half of a giraffe. Or the trap may, more subtly and 

abstractly, represent parameters of the animal’s natural behaviour, which are subverted in order 

to entrap it. Traps are lethal parodies of the animal’s Umwelt (…). Thus the rat that likes to poke 

around in narrow spaces has just such an attractive cavity prepared for its last, fateful forary into 

the dark’ (Gell 1996: 27). 

 

To Gell then, traps are thus manufactured to emulate a prey’s environs (Jimenez forthcoming: 10) and 

are set to entice them, through appealing to their qualities and characteristics. In other words, the 

animal trap turns the personality or character of the animal against itself. Daniel Miller (2000) resorts 

to this dimension of Gell’s trap metaphor too when speaking about the aesthetics of websites. ‘There 

are traps in cyberspace’, Miller argues, ‘that seem almost wilfully designed to snare the unwary 

anthropologist, with their promise of insights into the intimacy of other people’s sociality and 

revelations of the contradictions of the self’ (Miller 2000: 18-19). If seen through Gell’s analytical 

optics, Telenoid comes to trap staff through modelling them and their desires. In the many instances in 

which staff members both from the nursing home and the activity centre interacted with Telenoid 

during meetings, such entrapping mechanisms were quite consistent. As illustrated in the case above, 

staff were drawn to the robot because it promised to realise their own primary desire: to help citizens 

and residents not only by way of promising to provide a much-needed extraordinary space for 

conversation but also by establishing a specific space for de-personified conversation where questions 

about conveying oneself through the robot faded into the background and became irrelevant, as 

Henrik and Astrid said above. Let me elaborate further on these points.  
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The Value of Starry Moments and Unspoilt Twosomeness  

My observations during the meetings as well as my conversations with staff members afterwards often 

revealed that one attractive effect of the robot was that the staff imagined how it would help them as 

well as its interlocutors by providing room for what some called ‘starry moments’ (stjernestunder) and 

others ‘unspoilt twosomeness’ (uspoleret tosomhed). Sandra, a staff member in the nursing home, for 

example, told me how she thought the robot possessed the capacity to create a situation in which staff 

could become focused and present in their conversations with the residents. According to Sandra, such 

situations were an exception to ordinary life in the nursing home.  As she explained after the meeting: 

 
This robot would force us to be 100 % focused on the resident. Think about it, it would create 

starry moments for the residents because normally we hardly have time to sit and speak with 

them even though this is what many of them often need and this is what we want to provide them 

with. When we talk we often talk to several of them at the same time also while doing something 

else. But this technology forces us to sit down and do nothing else but listen to them and speak 

with them one-on-one.  

 

Thus, emphasizing how a limited amount of time hinders staff members in speaking individually with 

the residents, Sandra at the same highlights how she expects Telenoid to change such a situation 

positively. Following Gell, Telenoid becomes entrapping because it models a general desire among its 

victims (Gell 1996: 27), as when Sandra argues that it helps her to become focused and present in a 

conversation, or when Astrid from the activity centre told me that ‘it would force me to sit down, take 

a deep breath, observe the user and then speak with him or her, listen to his or her problems, or issues 

or dreams or just normal life’. According to her, ‘Telenoid would force me to be present and that is 

what many of the citizens here need. They need my attention and they need to speak with me in 

private about specific issues they may have but even if I want to do so, my time for such things is 

limited’.  

In order to grasp this situation properly, we need to explore how the daily routines in the 

institutions are perceived among staff members. My fieldwork in both institutions indeed showed that 

both staff, residents and citizens felt that the staff were nearly always busy, also often turning meals 

and social activities into situations dominated by work-related issues by discussing work plans, 

schedules, and staff matters. However, as both Sandra and Astrid agree, this was not what the staff 

wanted but due to obligations towards a whole range of other things and what the staff members 

themselves described as ‘under-manning’. ‘We are about to be run over all of us’, Maren, a staff 

member in the nursing home, for example told me one day when Clara, an older resident, suddenly 
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exclaimed loudly from the common room: ‘I suppose that I have to wait to go to the lavatory until 

tomorrow, then’. Acknowledging that Clara had indeed asked Maren and her colleagues for help 

several times but in vain, Maren looked tired when she continued:  

 
It is often far too much for us. Two staff members in these heavy units with residents that need 

help with lifting, transfers, going to the lavatory, cooking and you name it. It’s impossible. And 

what is it that goes up the chimney in such situations? It’s the conversation with people. Because 

what is it that I will have to do first? Talk to Clara or Mrs Nielsen when they are sad, or dry 

Catherina in the ass when she’s had a shit, and give Marie-Louise her pills? The latter, of course… 

clearly, they cannot do without their medicine nor walk around with a wet nappy… and when 

there are so few of us [staff members] this is what I have to do all the time. This means that all 

conversation becomes just loose talk. It often gives you a bad conscience when emotional care 

(omsorgsarbejdet) moves down on the list of priorities. We work like mad every day to give them 

all this emotional care and human contact but we simply aren’t enough staff to always be able to. 

Sometimes I just feel like screaming.  

 

Besides indicating the degree of frustration present in those situations in which she feels that she 

cannot provide the care she otherwise feels obliged to, Maren also seems to highlight the point made 

by the consultant, Lisbeth in the previous chapter: that present practices of care are primarily centred 

around people’s physical, rather than emotional, needs. Distinguishing between physical care (pleje) 

and emotional care (omsorg), Maren thus emphasizes how, rather than prioritizing emotional care, she 

would first and foremost have to take care of the residents’ physical needs. Speaking to staff about this 

issue revealed that they generally made a common distinction between physical care on the one hand 

and emotional care on the other. In the nursing home, whereas physical care involved looking after the 

residents’ physical needs and helping people with something they cannot not do themselves, 

emotional care meant being present for each individual person and listening to his or her needs. 

Emotional care, staff members explained, was ‘the human contact’, as Maren stated above, when one 

would sit down for a while with each person to hear about their day, concerns and moods. As another 

staff member in the nursing home explained to me: 

 
Our job lies not only in physical care although this task takes up most of our time. Our job is also 

to care for them emotionally. Intimacy and presence and making sure that they have everything 

that they need. Clearly it is not a bag of potatoes we are dealing with here. These are people and 

therefore we must always act with consideration.  
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To the staff, sitting down with residents and citizens and listening to them, I was taught, provided 

valuable knowledge of the person in question, which was used to plan and direct the care and 

activities undertaken. Furthermore, listening to the stories and needs of the citizens and residents 

made each person, feel appreciated, recognized and valued as a human being and social person, rather 

than only as a person in need of help, as I was once told by a staff member. In a Western context in 

which old age is associated with losing status as a person, partly due to impairment and consequently 

lack of independence and autonomy (Arber and Evandrou 1993), such statements point to staff 

members’ desire to acknowledge the person in question rather than neglecting them by only caring for 

their physical needs.  

Yet, according to the staff both in the nursing home and activity centre, providing emotional care 

would often need a step back to allow other and more urgent tasks to be done.  As Maren explained 

above, in the nursing home such tasks were related to acts of providing care for the residents’ physical 

needs even in situations within which other residents felt depressed or anxious. Other staff members 

stressed how the amount of what they referred to as ‘paper work’ and the obligation to ‘follow up on 

this and order that’ took time away from the time spent with the residents. Following the staff in the 

nursing home during my fieldwork in many ways confirmed this experience. We would trail a tight 

schedule from morning to evening. In the early morning, at around seven, the staff from each unit of 

the larger nursing home gathered in a staff room next to the common dining room to discuss the day’s 

programme. Afterwards things became quite busy when the staff ‘moved into the care’ (gik i plejen), as 

they said, to help getting each resident out of bed and assist the morning toilette. A few residents 

required a minimum of help to get out of bed, but most of those living in the nursing home during my 

fieldwork were what Maren refers to above as ‘heavy’. While some of those people were paralyzed on 

one side of their body or blind, others had dementia. Common for all of them was that they needed 

help and guidance for a range of tasks, whether getting out of bed, brushing teeth, changing a diaper, 

getting to the lavatory, having a bath, getting dressed, and so on. Even though I often observed and 

heard staff comment how they appreciated the time they had with the residents one-on-one during 

their caring tasks because it ‘is here that we build up a relationship with the residents and get a clear 

idea of how they are feeling’, as Maren once told me, staff members also often emphasized how under-

manning meant that they often needed to hurry while performing their caring tasks. ‘All this 

increasing of effectiveness removes empathy and emotional care from our work’, Maren continued.  ‘It 

becomes assembly line work where we don't even have time to say good morning’.  

During my fieldwork, the obligation to prioritize the residents’ physical needs over their 

emotional needs, even if someone was anxious or sad, became particularly obvious to me one Tuesday 

morning when I was following Vibeke, a tremendously loving and caring person, in her caring tasks. 

Vibeke was on her way to help Catherina out of bed. On entering Catherina’s apartment it was 
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immediately obvious that she had recently moved in. The floors were covered with removal boxes and 

the furniture seemed randomly placed around the rooms. The naked walls stood in stark contrast to 

the other residents’ apartments, where the walls were usually decorated with many family 

photographs and paintings. Since Catherina had had a stroke and was paralyzed on one side of her 

body, her family had decided to move her into the nursing home where she was now trying to settle. 

Yet, this was not an easy task. ‘Time seems so incredibly long here’, she once told me when I spoke to 

her after she had just arrived. ‘All the time you wait for someone to come when I call29’. On the 

particular morning Vibeke and I entered her apartment, Catherina was sad.  ‘I have been calling and 

calling for help’, she said as we approached her in her bed. ‘I had thought that there would be someone 

around me all the time here but this is not at all the case and it is not very nice when I cannot get hold 

of you’. While apologizing and explaining that Catherina was not the only person waiting for help, 

Vibeke carefully assisted her out of bed and to the bathroom for a bath. Even though Catherina was not 

much help, Vibeke was quick and it was not long before Catherina was ready for breakfast in the 

dining room. Before hurrying to the next resident Vibeke gave a despairing cry in the quiet hallway:  
 

It feels so unsatisfactory that I cannot be there more for her when she feels insecure here and 

needs to talk. It is just impossible to do it all. And then there are also all the other residents who 

need to get out of bed and when we are busy the way we are now there is simply no way that I can 

manage it all.  

 

Catherina, on the other hand, was left with her breakfast and a feeling of discomfort. ‘I had thought 

that it would be safe and comfortable here but I don't think that it is’, she confessed to me as I handed 

her the breakfast. ‘I feel so uncomfortable having to ask for help all the time and getting a rejection. I 

can see that this also happens to the other residents’.  

Despite both Vibeke’s and Catherina’s dissatisfaction with the situation, the day proceeded as it 

usually did. Most often staff would prepare breakfast and serve it to the group of residents slowly 

gathering around the table as they were assisted out of bed one by one. The staff would then leave to 

continue their work, either helping the next resident out of bed or handling and assisting with 

medication, treating wounds, data logging, and contacting doctors and nurses. During my participation 

in the residents’ breakfast I would observe staff members greet the residents as they passed by their 

table on their way out. Often commenting on this rush, I heard several residents compare the situation 

to ‘Copenhagen Central Station’ while others complained that such rush and activity was indeed not 

conducive to a quiet morning breakfast, suggesting staff members should take a break and a cup of 

coffee with them instead. For some, the activity was confusing and stressful. Doris, an elderly woman 

                                                        
29 Residents are equipped with an alarm to reach staff members when in need of help.  
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with Alzheimer’s, would often become anxious and confused when the staff passed the table back and 

forth during her breakfast. ‘What are they doing? Where are they going?’ she kept asking. The staff 

members seemed to agree. ‘You can easily sense when we, are not providing enough intimacy 

(nærvær) and peace (ro) for the residents’, stated Maren one day, when she felt particularly stressed, 

as she rushed from one task to the other. ‘They become anxious when there is too much tumult’.  

After breakfast most residents would ask for help to return to their apartments, while a few 

would stay in the common room drinking coffee, reading magazines or watching television. Some of 

the residents would occasionally chat with each other, but this was rare, as has also been documented 

from other nursing homes in Denmark, thus illuminating how conversations typically take place 

between staff members and residents, rather than between residents themselves (Kofod 2008: 135; 

Thomasen 2009: 86). The reason given is often that bodily constraints, such as hearing disabilities, 

prevent residents from communicating with one another and that residents do not feel they have 

anything in common to talk about (Thomasen 2009: 86). I agree with these findings. Indeed, residents 

often told me how they did not feel that they had anything to talk with one another about. Moreover, 

when they actually did want to have a conversation they often needed help due to hearing disabilities.  

Meanwhile, staff members would prepare for lunch in the open kitchen in the dining room. 

While the philosophy of cooking in the residents’ communal kitchen and dining room rather than in a 

central kitchen, was in accordance with the principle of a residential living environment, namely to 

create a sense of homeliness and activate residents by involving them in the daily life in the institution, 

the manager of the nursing home told me, I only rarely observed residents participating in such tasks. 

Sometimes, a few of them would assist with peeling potatoes, but most often the staff members would 

do the cooking themselves. ‘The idea is great’, Vibe, a hardworking and enthusiastic staff member, 

once told me when I asked what she thought about the principle of involving residents in the cooking. 

‘But the residents living here today are really not capable of helping. They are too weak and many of 

them don't want to help. “We have peeled enough potatoes in the course of our lives”, they sometimes 

reply when I ask them to help me.’ Consequently, staff would most often prepare food in the kitchen 

while residents would either sit around the table or return to their apartments. 

Lunch was in many ways the peak period of the day, with lots of activity taking place as staff 

members helped residents get out of their apartments, served the lunch, and helped them back again. 

Sometimes all staff would eat with the residents, but most often it would rather be one member of the 

staff while the others would spend the time documenting. After lunch most of the residents returned 

to their own flats for a nap until afternoon coffee, before dinner in the evening. Activities such as 

singing, going outside, and training were indeed occasionally provided, during my fieldwork but they 

were rather an exception, and provided on days when staff had enough time to organize them. Most 
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often, however, daily life seemed to conform to recent studies documenting how activities in Danish 

nursing homes are limited (Kofod 2008; cf. Berlingske Tidende 2016).  

In his studies of Danish elderly people’s transition from their private homes to nursing homes, 

anthropologist Jens Kofod (2008) presents similar findings. He argues that the ‘stress levels’ of the 

staff sometimes make them unable to maintain a desired level of contact and care (Kofod 2008: 122). 

Personal contact and conversation, Kofod argues, are indeed perceived as important in order to 

undertake proper care because they elicit residents’ confidence, reveal their personal needs and allow 

staff to discover what was bothering the residents. Yet they are difficult to establish during a busy day. 

Presenting his argument, Kofod describes how in Denmark there has been a political tendency 

towards care increasingly being documented in nursing homes (ibid: 43). One consequence of this, he 

argues, is that personalized care involving attention to individual needs tends to give way to a priority 

for quality documentation with evidence-based care and minimum standards. Furthermore, since the 

early 1990s, a major target of social policy for the elderly has been to encourage elderly people to 

remain in their own homes for as long as possible and to provide them with an opportunity to help 

themselves, as far as possible, in suitable homes (Kofod 2008: 42; cf. Ballegaard 2011: 20; Thomasen 

2009). One result of this has been the increased frailty and reduced physical and cognitive functions of 

elderly people when they become nursing home residents in 2004 compared to the situation in 1992-

1993 (Kofod 2008: 42).  

Considering the above description from the nursing home in this study, we might agree that 

documentation and reduced physical and cognitive functions of the residents were indeed common 

features of the daily life of the institution. Furthermore, although staff generally experience that busy 

days prevent them from personal contact and emotional care, this work is nonetheless idealized as 

important, not just to provide wellbeing and peace in the daily life, but also because it is by knowing 

residents’ needs and personal life stories that it became possible to assist them in a proper manner. As 

Line, an experienced staff member who had been working in the nursing home for twenty-five years, 

told me when I spoke to her about this issue: ‘The more you know the residents and the more you 

know about them, the more you can support them and help them’. Tine Rostgaard (2007) draws 

similar conclusions in her studies of Danish caregivers’ perceptions of their work. She argues that 

knowledge about the individual resident is highlighted as important because it helps staff structure 

and target his or her care. In other words, help cannot be standardized but must be based on the 

individual resident’s values and life story, which are then used for deciding what is important now 

(Rostgaard 2007: 106). In the nursing home where I did my fieldwork this became particularly 

obvious when new residents moved in. In such cases staff members would carry out an interview with 

the newcomer and question his or her family members in order to discover what they referred to as 

the person’s ‘life story’. Such life stories were gathered in books for each resident, which staff 
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members could then consult in order to gain insights about the person that could be used when 

planning and undertaking care.  

In her studies, Rostgaard further concludes that time is perceived among staff members as a 

scarce resource (ibid: 103), which hinders possibilities of providing what they themselves find just as 

important as physical care: emotional care (ibid: 113). Much in accordance with the staff in this study, 

Rostgaard concludes that emotional care, which is characterized by being ‘available for the whole 

person and not just in terms of helping with the housework or physical functions that they can no 

longer manage themselves’ (ibid: 112, my translation), is often perceived as being absent in the daily 

care, due to lack of time and because it does not figure as an allocated service (ibid: 113). According to 

Rostgaard, this situation means that it is often up to the individual staff member to decide whether and 

how to provide emotional care. Emotional care, Rostgaard thus argues, is carried out ‘in secret’ (ibid: 

113) depending on the individual staff member and his or her attitude to their work. During my 

fieldwork, staff members would often confirm such an argument, explaining that the primary reason 

for their prioritizing physical care rather than emotional care was due to the fact that emotional care 

was not something the residents had been allocated. As Maren explained to me: 
 

Most of our work comes down to the basic tasks (vaske og sjaske). Emotional caring tasks such as 

talking and socializing - the things we cannot live without – often go up in smoke, and this is 

unsatisfactory and gives you a bad conscience. Our work becomes pure assembly line work. When 

residents are allocated services here then it is physical care that they are assigned help for. Then 

you look at what a resident requires physically and this is what decides the help you get.  

 

By comparing her work to ‘assembly line work’, Maren draws an analogy between being a staff 

member and a factory worker, carrying out a series of well-defined tasks over and over again. Yet, 

many staff members, such as Maren, feel that providing care should not result in assembly line work 

where residents are treated as a ‘bag of potatoes’, as stated previously. On the contrary, care is also 

about emotional care, whereby staff are listening and paying attention to the residents’ personal needs. 

In fact, listening and paying attention to the individual resident’s needs and life stories, as illustrated 

previously, form the very foundation for providing a sufficient and targeted care. Consequently, staff 

members were constantly to take time for emotional care, and as we shall see in coming chapters, 

Telenoid came to play a key role in this regard.  

On the face of it, daily life in the activity centre was in many ways different from the nursing 

home described above. Here citizens did not need much physical help, and because they did not live in 

the centre staff did not have to help them with their hygienic routines, medication and home chores. In 

contrast, the daily routine of the staff was structured around the activities that the centre offered its 



 146 

users to develop and strengthen their motoric, social and communicative competences. Yet, despite 

these differences between the nursing home and activity centre, staff members in the activity centre 

shared with staff in the nursing home the feeling that their daily routines in the institutions did not 

leave enough time for listening and responding to the citizens’ stories, needs and troubles. Indeed, 

remembering Astrid’s words previously, the citizens ‘need my attention and they need to speak with 

me in private about specific issues they may have but my time for such things is limited’. My fieldwork 

in the activity centre confirmed this perspective in several ways. When I arrived in the morning, for 

example, I was immediately approached by a horde of people who wanted to speak to me about 

different issues ranging from trouble going shopping and anxiety about friendships, family and 

intimate relationships, to the joy a music idol or hobbies gave them. Most citizens arrived around eight 

in the morning and stayed in the activity centre until three o’clock in the afternoon. Life there was in 

many ways predictable and routinized. In the morning, citizens would gather with the two staff 

members, Astrid and Laura, often also assisted by a student and a few interns, in the common room to 

plan the day’s programme. Astrid and Laura would take turns writing each activity on a large board 

and allocating citizens to each activity, according to their wishes. During my fieldwork, planned 

activities typically involved painting, drawing, playing music and doing woodwork and pottery, but 

during the day I would also often find citizens playing board games, using the computer, listening to 

music, reading the newspaper, drinking coffee or watching television. The staff members were 

particularly involved in tasks to do with these activities during the day. Accomplishing these tasks, 

however, was the difficult part of the work. ‘We are undermanned big time’, stated Astrid, for example, 

during one of our conversations with Laura:  

 
Astrid:  In the old days, there were more possibilities because there were more of us and we had more 

temporary staff. But budgets have been cut over the years and so now we are only two staff 

members for 24 citizens. It is not enough, I should say, and easy to see for yourself.   

Christina: How exactly does this influence your work? 

Astrid: It is the contact with the citizens that we are forced to skip. Then it is all the practical things with 

getting people in for lunch, tidying up and arranging activities that take over on a busy work day. 

We do not have time for what this job is also about, namely listening to people and following up 

on their individual requirements and wishes and in this way supporting their development.  

Laura:  They have so many things at heart these people that they do not get a chance to talk about. Many 

of them have no one else but us to talk to but we are far too busy to offer them the conversations 

that they need and which they are entitled to.  

 

According to the staff, then, the limited amount of time available posed a threat to their contact with 

the citizens and thus their ability to help them with the issues they confronted in their daily lives. In 
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other conversations, staff members often highlighted how interruptions also prevented them from 

listening and paying attention to each individual in the institution. ‘Even if I insist on prioritizing a 

conversation because I can feel it is necessary I get interrupted all the time by others who need my 

attention’, Astrid pointed out one afternoon when she had unsuccessfully tried to talk with a citizen 

who needed to do so, particularly that day. Indeed, this was something I experienced constantly myself 

during my fieldwork and I gradually realized that being alone with citizens one-on-one was difficult. 

Other people would simply interrupt and ask for help almost all the time.  

According to the Danish Act on Social Services30 (Serviceloven), disabled people in Denmark 

have the right to receive the amount of compensatory physical and social help necessary in order to 

live a life as ‘close to normal life as possible’ (Langager et al. 2009: 24, my translation). Similar to the 

fundamental theme in contemporary Western discourse on disability is thus the assumption that 

people who are dependent due to a loss of autonomy should nevertheless have the right to be able to 

participate equally in society and on their own premises (Ingstad & Whyte 1995: 8). Central here is 

thus an underlying ideal that people with various disabilities are recognized as persons with potential 

for improvement and the right to be able to participate on equal terms in society (ibid: 7-8). The 

activity centre in this study played a crucial role in regards to securing the right for disabled people to 

participate in society and thus live a life as ‘close to normal as possible’, as stated in the Danish Act on 

Social Service. In accordance to this, key factors in the staff members’ daily work were to improve the 

users’ motoric, social and communicative competences. Yet, as Astrid and Laura emphasised above, 

such improvement was considered a complicated task when time for individual one-on-one 

conversation was limited. Indeed, as Astrid stated, ‘we do not have time for what this job is also about, 

namely listening to people and following up on their individual requirements and wishes and in this 

way supporting their development’.  

In their studies of staff and citizens in a Danish day centre for developmentally disabled people, 

Søren Langager, Ole Robenhagen, Annemarie Højmark and Peter Allerup (2009) argue that ‘one-on-

one contact’ (kontaktsomhed) is a largely dominating ideal among both staff members and citizens. 

Whereas citizens’ need for togetherness and close human contact is high, staff also think that the 

necessary time with the individual person must be prioritized in order to support people’s 

development and well-being by making sure that citizens do not lack emotional care when they are 

sad, angry or scared (Langager et al. 2006: 64-65). All this, they argue, builds on the staff members’ 

knowledge of the individual as a person and it implies that staff members should keep a close eye on 

the lives of the citizens (ibid: 65). As illustrated above, Astrid and Laura seem to share this perspective. 

They agree that contact and conversation are cornerstones of their work and they tried hard to realize 

this in their daily activity in order to follow up on the needs of the citizens, support their development 
                                                        
30 See http://www.retsinformation.dk/forms/ro710.aspx?id=175036 
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and provide them with the opportunity of speaking about issues about which they otherwise have no 

one to speak to. Yet, in their experience, this work was constantly threatened by a lack of time and 

resources. 

In 2002, the Ministry of Social Affairs (Socialministeriet) concluded similarly. In a report it was 

thus stated that disabled people generally receive ‘the practical support they need in daily life’, but 

that ‘several [staff members] call for more time for conversation with the individual user (…). The 

users are apparently not receiving enough support to deal with their emotional conditions nor to 

figuring out what they will’ (COWI A/S & SUS 2002: 58, my translation). In the activity centre, the 

difficulties in providing space for individual conversation meant that citizens were trained daily in the 

task of postponing requirements in relation to speaking to staff about personal and troubling issues 

they had on their mind. Matthias, for example, whom we shall meet again in Chapter Seven, often 

needed to speak to either Astrid or Laura about difficulties and troubles he contended with in his 

personal life; or he needed help to sort out conflicts or issues with other citizens. Whereas the staff 

often emphasized the importance of teaching citizens to wait and respect other’ needs as well, Astrid 

and Laura also acknowledged that such waiting should at some point be revealed. ‘The first thing 

Matthias did this morning was to ask me to help him apologize to Majken [another citizen] for 

something he had said to her last week’, explained Astrid, for example, when we spoke about the issue 

of having to ask citizens to wait. ‘Of course, Matthias, I said, but I just need to do this first, and then 

luckily, at the end of the day, I remembered his request and then I could help him and everything was 

fine’. When staff members failed to respond to the citizens’ requests, however, they not only felt guilty. 

It also risked causing conflicts among increasingly frustrated and anxious citizens, as we shall see in 

the following chapter.  Yet, in a context in which the absence of one staff member left the remaining 

colleague alone with twenty-three citizens engaged in a vast number of activities which demanded a 

high level of attention, such failure occurred fairly often. 

No wonder, then, that Telenoid became an entrapping figure with its promise of establishing the 

somewhat extraordinary opportunity of conversation. By asking staff to sit down in front of a 

computer screen illuminating nothing but the particular citizen or resident interacting with Telenoid, 

it would, as Sandra put it previously, create ‘starry moments’ characterized by individual rather than 

group conversation. In my conversation with Astrid in the activity centre after the meeting with the 

consultants, she described what she imagined to be a similar potentiality of Telenoid. She did not 

name it ‘starry moments’ but ‘unspoilt twosomeness’ (uspoleret tosmohed). As she put it: 
 

I am very fascinated by it [Telenoid]. I’m very intrigued by it. What I really imagine is that I will be 

able to go much more in depth during the sessions with Telenoid than I normally can. I would be 
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much more present in the conversation and cultivate it and after all this is what they [the citizens] 

need. So in that way, Telenoid can provide a twosomeness that is unspoilt.  

 

Statements like this indicate the importance of presence and depth in the staff members’ 

conversations with the residents and citizens; and Astrid highlights how she expects Telenoid to 

provide the facility for adding these dimensions. According to the staff, such conversations would 

indeed help them care for the residents and citizens, thereby also transforming their work into a 

satisfying occupation. Surely, according to staff, part of the task of caring was to listen, allow people to 

talk freely and reveal their personal needs, not only because through knowing their needs and 

personal life stories it became possible to assist residents and citizens in a proper manner, as 

illuminated above. Speaking to the staff in this study revealed that they thought it would also provide 

citizens and residents with the opportunity to ‘get one’s problems off one’s chest’ as Henrik said 

previously. It is in that sense that even though resistance to squeezing care into technological 

frameworks has been commonly described as a feature of the twentieth century’s wish to keep human 

nourishing care pure (Mol et al 2010: 14), staff in this study viewed technology as profoundly helpful, 

providing the very ground for engaging human care. In fact, staff imagined that Telenoid’s presence 

would bring forth scheduled activities of one-on-one conversation in the institutions.  

In Chapter Seven and Chapter Eight, we shall see how this expectation was not simply redeemed 

by Telenoid itself. Indeed, owing to the fact that Telenoid could not autonomously solve the problem of 

disturbance during one-on-one conversation, for example, staff members had to isolate them 

physically from the rest of the institution during their sessions with the robot. Furthermore, simply 

scheduling one-on-one conversation did not automatically mean that staff members could then 

prioritize conversation rather than attending towards residents’ physical needs or arranging activities. 

In contrast, resources and time still remained to be allocated for the staff members to carry out 

individual conversation. Yet, it was precisely the thought about Telenoid’s capacity in bringing forth 

unspoilt twosomeness and starry moments in the institutions that captured the staff in their very first 

encounter with the robot. Such perspectives on Telenoid unfolded in yet another way to which we 

shall turn to below. As we shall see, the robot also captured the staff members because it promised to 

provide specific forms of twosomeness that could not be done without a robot.  

 

Telenoid is ‘like the Cleaning Lady who always gets all the Stories’  

While discussing ways in which using Telenoid might establish some additional space for conversation 

in the institution, many staff members also emphasized that conversation through the robot might 

help them to understand what residents and citizens could not or would not necessarily tell otherwise. 

Much in accordance with the initial intentions of the Japanese roboticists discussed in Chapter Three, 
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staff thought that the robot possessed the capacity of providing something other than what is provided 

in face-to-face communication. In contrast to the roboticists’ initial visions of creating Telenoid, 

however, the robot was imagined as a figure that allowed them to do more and handle social 

relationships differently, not because it conveyed their human presence while simultaneously 

cultivating a certain amount of distance during conversation and thereby preventing people from 

experiencing the ‘stress’ present in face-to-face communication. On the contrary, the robot was 

appreciated precisely because it promised to change their embodiment completely. In Chapter Four I 

described how the Japanese roboticists’ came to realize the robot’s potential in this regard and we saw 

how they gradually re-conceptualized the robot’s role by highlighting how its capacity of de-

personifying its human operator had an enhancing character. They believed that Telenoid’s de-

personifying role was affective and relational, and above all would allow staff, relatives and residents 

to do more and do things better. Among staff in the Danish institutions a similar line of ideas occurred 

in relation to the robot’s promise of de-personifying them during their interaction with residents and 

citizens. ‘I am sure that we might be able to stimulate something that we wouldn't be able to 

otherwise’, stated Maren in her first meeting with the consultants. She continued: 
 

For example, if some residents don't like me or they think that I have an ugly haircut they become 

irritated and they won’t speak to me. But the robot is different, much like the cleaning lady who 

always gets all the stories. I mean, I am one who just washes and fixes but Majbritt, the cleaning 

lady, she comes in and she is cosy in another way. She is not involved in any intimate care or 

anything else where the residents come to protect themselves a bit or become shy towards us. 

Telenoid is the same, neutral, and it won’t distract them with all the signals we send them all the 

time that confuse them. It just listens and it might give us new information about the residents 

that we can use in the daily care. 

 

The staff, when speaking of the enhancing potential of the robot, related it to Telenoid’s abstract shape 

and its capacity to be positioned as a figure dissimilar to the staff members themselves. They thought 

that Telenoid might have a positive effect because it was not loaded with signals such as hair, clothes 

and facial expressions, which the residents and citizens, especially those with dementia and autism, I 

was told, responded to otherwise. As Maren notes above, staff often found that residents would get 

angry at them if they thought their hair was ugly, for example, or if they were wearing a shirt they 

found strange. Thus, in contrast to the consultants, who thought that it would be a good idea to dress 

the robot in clothes, as in the example Pernille provided in the previous section, in order to improve its 

capacity for encouraging an affectionate engagement, staff members in fact appreciated the robot’s 

naked look, which many of them even thought was cute. ‘I actually think that the robot’s appearance is 

beneficial’, stated Line when she interacted with Telenoid. ‘Because, people with dementia can’t 
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tolerate all those signals and they also often feel different from anyone else. But this robot is also 

different. So, the two of us who are both different may be able to have a cosy time together. In that way, 

it can become a good friend to them and many of them need that and it is actually really cute when you 

interact with it’.  

So the staff members were constantly seduced by the simplicity and difference of the robot’s 

appearance that offered them the opportunity of approaching and helping the person in a different 

way as someone else than themselves. Buying into the concept that older and disabled people would 

have difficulty realizing that the robot was operated from a distance by someone else, as stated above, 

staff thus defended its abstract shape precisely because it prevented the robot from becoming them. 

Even if the consultants had hoped that disabled people with more cognitive abilities than older people 

with dementia would be capable of realizing that the robot would be operated by someone else, the 

staff was not convinced. ‘You fall into him in a sense. Even if you might know that it is me that speaks 

through it, you forget this when you interact with him’, Astrid for example stated during her 

interaction with Telenoid. In contrast to the consultants’ view, this was not perceived as providing a 

negative capacity for deception among staff members and managers. Recalling Henrik’s words, the 

people in the activity centre needed a neutral person, a coach, to speak to and ‘share their thoughts 

with’, not necessarily a staff member obliged to care, document and note. He believed this was no 

different from ‘the rest of us’ who, in his opinion, would only benefit greatly from visiting a 

psychologist or coach with issues too difficult or precarious to discuss with friends and partners.  

Whether associated with the role of a cleaning lady or a coach, as Maren, Henrik and Line do 

above, Telenoid would seem to attract staff due to its capacity of promising them the benefits of acting 

as a somewhat neutral figure. The robot was perceived as a neutral figure promising a more intimate 

relationship with the citizens and residents, contrary to the relationships between staff members and 

residents and citizens, which were loaded with professional caring obligations. Maren, in drawing an 

analogy between Telenoid and the cleaning lady, highlights how it is precisely because Margit, the 

cleaning lady, are not in a professional relationship with the resident that they can engage in a 

confessional way. The characteristics and strengths of the support provided in formal relationships 

between staff members and the residents and citizens versus more neutral and consequently also 

more intimate relationships between Telenoid and residents and citizens relate to Georg Simmel’s 

(1908/1999) concept of ‘the stranger’. According to Simmel, what characterises the stranger is that 

the stranger is a person who may ‘receive the most surprising revelations and confidences, at times 

reminiscent of a confessional, about matters which are kept carefully hidden from everybody with 

whom one is close’ (Simmel 1908/1999: 145). The position of the stranger in society, Simmel wrote, is 

determined by the fact that he or she has not belonged to that society from the beginning (ibid: 144). 

Although the stranger is thus physically present in the social group, he or she is not a full member in a 
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social sense but nevertheless someone with whom other individuals of the social group share some 

general characteristics. It is precisely by virtue of not being bound up through ties of intimate 

characteristics, Simmel argues, that the stranger interacts within a social group:  
 

Because he is not bound by roots to the particular constituents and partisan dispositions of the 

group, he confronts all of these with a distinctly “objective” attitude, an attitude that does not 

signify mere detachment and nonparticipation, but is a distinct structure composed of remoteness 

and nearness, indifference and involvement (Simmel 1908/1999: 144-145).  

 

The concept of the stranger corresponds well, I suggest, with the position taken by Telenoid in relation 

to citizens and residents, as outlined in staff members’ expectations above. In staff members’ 

imagination, it is precisely because Telenoid is positioned outside the realm of professional 

relationships that it becomes capable of fulfilling needs for emotional support that staff themselves 

would be unable to fulfil. Thus, as a ‘stranger’, Telenoid is not just imagined by staff members as being 

able to foster starry moments and unspoilt twosomeness, as we saw in the previous section, but 

intimate forms of starry moments and unspoilt twosomeness characterized by revelations, confessions 

and confidences from the citizens and residents. Positioning Telenoid in this way indicates that it 

becomes an entrapping figure to the staff precisely because of its promise of enticing residents by 

presenting itself in the guise of a stranger.  The robot’s capacity to entrap the staff lay in its ability to 

de-personify the staff member, who could discard his or her normal role to approach the citizen or 

resident in a different way. Thus, in much the same manner as the Japanese roboticists in Chapter Four, 

the staff members thought that by changing their embodiment, the robot would provide them with the 

opportunity of approaching the citizen or resident in a different way that provided intimate 

information that they could use in their daily care, as Maren explained above, or that would simply 

benefit the emotional life of citizens and residents, as Henrik has highlighted throughout this chapter. 

Indeed, as indicated in the statements above, the true value to be gained from the robot was expected 

not only to lie in its capacity to create starry moments and unspoilt twosomeness, but to de-personify 

the relation between the staff member and the person interacting with the robot who, in Maren’s 

words ‘won’t associate it with us’. Returning to the marionette discussed in Chapter Four, the full 

potential of Telenoid was, so to speak, conceivable to the staff, who did not relate it to the robot’s 

capacity of conveying their own human presence during conversation, but to its capacity of positioning 

itself as a figure without strings that would confirm the contact with the puppeteer and thus the direct 

influence of an external agent, i.e. the operating staff member. 

Returning to the meetings between consultants and staff members, it seemed that the 

consultants were satisfied with the staff’s reactions towards the robot. Indeed, the consultants were 
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relieved of the task of promoting or protecting a robot that they themselves were doubtful and 

sceptical of, as we saw previously. Yet, bearing in mind their fear of introducing a deceptive technology, 

by the end of the meetings consultants would in fact encourage the staff to remind citizens and 

residents about the robot’s mechanical nature. Thus, recalling our previous discussion of the 

consultants’ concerns about the robot’s deceptive capacity, it is important to note that in the meetings 

they would try to counter references to the robot’s deceptive nature by asking the staff to remind 

residents and citizens about its extending nature, i.e. that it was operated by someone else. In the 

following section, we shall take a closer look at the ways in which such practices unfold. 

 

Countering Deception 

In her studies of the introduction of pet-like robots into American nursing homes, Sherry Turkle 

(2011) finds that negative comments from the staff are primarily concerned with the ways in which 

such technologies are a throwback to representing older people as childlike, now interacting with ‘new 

and fancier teddy bears’ (Turkle 2011: 104). During the meetings between consultants and staff, I 

heard only one negative comment. A staff member from the nursing home said that, to her, Telenoid 

lacked ‘the smiling face’ and ‘human engagement’. She believed robots should never substitute for or 

mediate direct human engagement and she concluded by saying that she believed that the staff 

members themselves could facilitate the same reactions from people if only they listened and stayed 

focused during the conversation. The staff member’s concern was met with acknowledgement. The 

consultants told her that they agreed that some staff members might indeed be able to elicit the same 

reactions from people as from the robot. Yet they also referred to reflections from the staff member’s 

colleagues, namely that the robot might be able to add more intimacy and encourage trust in 

conversation, before suggesting to ‘let it be put to a test’.  

Except for the incident above, consultants were the ones to bring up in their conversations with 

staff what they saw as the robot’s negative potential: its deceptive nature. Accordingly the consultants 

told the staff that they should inform the residents and citizens carefully about Telenoid’s mechanical 

nature in order to prevent the robot from deceiving its interlocutors. ‘You should never just position 

Telenoid and then leave’, stated Pernille, for example, in the meeting in the nursing home. ‘It’s wrong 

to do that because people have the right to know that it is a machine and not a person that they are 

actually engaging with’. If residents and citizens had difficulty understanding how the system worked, 

staff members should, the consultants said, remind them over and over again. Even though such 

explanations highlighted the importance of drawing attention to the robot’s mechanical nature, the 

consultants also made it clear that in doing so staff could also engage the imagination of the residents 

or citizens. As Pernille put it during one of the meetings: 
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We will encourage you to explain in very simple words that it is machine that is connected to a 

member of the staff, who can see them and hear them. Then you can explain that they can touch it 

and talk to it. It may then be that some of them insist that it is a baby when they start to talk to it. 

Well, then it is a baby and then that is how we talk. But you must never introduce it without some 

explanation.   

 

This description, along with others in my study, clearly focuses on handling the robot’s deceptive 

character by carefully highlighting the importance of reminding people about the robot’s mechanical 

nature. At the same time it confirms the importance of acknowledging the interlocutor’s experience of 

the robot during the interaction. Indeed, as Pernille states above, if people engage with Telenoid as a 

baby, staff should not disturb this experience by reminding them that it is a robot, but rather support 

this experience. The importance of such engagement was described to me by Lisbeth, another of the 

consultants, one day during my fieldwork:  

 
It is important to support this kind of experience because obviously it is not possible to confide in 

something and be confident with something if you think that it is a robot, a thing, a machine. To 

entrust oneself is something you do to humans or living beings like animals.  

 

In this recollection, the confessional aspects of Telenoid, as suggested by Lisbeth, are connected to its 

ability to position itself not as a machine but as a human or living being who invites caring and 

provides emotionally fulfilling relations. Indeed, Lisbeth argues that in order for people to become 

confessional and affectionate towards a robot, it needs to be experienced not as such, but as a living or 

human being. Yet, as we have also seen above, supporting these experiences involves a delicate 

balance. Thus, in order to counter deception, the experience of Telenoid as a living being should at the 

same time be guided by a priori awareness that it is not really a human but a robot. Therefore, with 

their advice on highlighting Telenoid’s mechanical nature while at the same supporting people’s 

experiences of the robot as a living being, consultants aim to establish a reality within which Telenoid 

at one and the same time is both a machine and a living being, a baby, with needs and feelings.  

In Chapter Three, I described how Telenoid was intentionally made to take up a position in-

between identities by simultaneously acting as human and nonhuman. I argued that the robot was 

made to act as a ‘double agent’ (Willerslev 2004) because if it became too nonhuman it would have 

difficulty in morphing into its human operator and, thus encourage affectionate interaction with 

people. Yet, if it became too human, on the other hand, it would provoke uncanniness and stress 

during the conversation. Therefore Telenoid was made not to be human, but also not not-human 

(Willerslev 2004). The accounts above again open our eyes to the importance of this dual nature. 

According to the consultants, if Telenoid became too nonhuman it would hinder people’s affectionate 
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and confessional engagement. On the contrary, if the robot became too human it would deceive and 

cheat people. Yet the accounts above also point to the fact that whereas the roboticists were fully 

engaged in actualizing a material shape that would be able to act with a dual nature, the robot failed to 

do so when entering a context of healthcare in which people had difficulties in realizing that Telenoid 

was a teleoperated robot. Therefore, what the consultants do is to help position the robot as a figure 

acting in-between identities by simultaneously highlighting its mechanic nature and role as a living 

being.  

In order to grasp the details involved in these helping acts one could turn to Bruno Latour’s 

(1993) distinction between practices of ‘purification’ and practices of ‘translation’ (Latour 1993: 10). 

In We Have Never Been Modern (1993), Latour provides an idiom for understanding the set of practices 

productive of categories that can be held separate. Latour defines ‘purification’ as a set of practices 

that ‘creates two entirely distinct zones: that of human beings on the one hand; that of nonhumans on 

the other’ (Latour 1993: 10-11). According to Latour, purification does not come alone but must be 

understood in relation to a second set of practices, which he names ‘translation’; practices that ‘creates 

mixtures between entirely new types of being, hybrids of nature and culture’ (ibid: 10-11). Returning 

to the consultants above, as they provide advice for the staff’s handling of Telenoid, multiple hybrids 

and distinct categories are indeed simultaneously produced. First of all, Latour’s concept of 

‘purification’ illuminates how the ‘technical robot’ and the ‘living being’ are produced as separate 

domains in the consultants’ advice in order to prevent the robot from turning into a technology of 

deception. Yet, at the same time hybrid beings are created when the consultants encourage staff to 

treat Telenoid as a living being, if residents and citizens do that themselves. This shift between 

purification and translation can be seen, I suggest, as an attempt to produce categories of ‘robot’ and 

‘living being’ in order to generate a space for ‘ethics’, where information about the robot’s mechanical 

nature can potentially prevent the robot from cheating and deceiving people, while at the same time 

blurring the very same categories in order to stage the robot as a living being with whom to engage 

with affectionately and confessionally. Consequently, while encouraging staff members to engage 

simultaneously in acts of purification and translation, consultants are trying to stage the robot as 

acting in-between identities such a way that the robot’s entrapping capacity does not simultaneously 

lead to deception.   

Over the course of my participation in the meetings, I realized that according to the consultants 

it was not an easy task to engage concurrently in acts of purification and translation. In fact, they 

realized that it was related to the risk of confusing and frightening citizens and residents. This became 

obvious to me when a staff member asked Pernille whether they should only explain about the robot’s 

mechanical nature before residents’ engagement with Telenoid. To put it differently, if staff had the 

feeling that the residents or citizens had completely forgotten that the robot was a teleoperated 
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machine should they remind them of this during the interaction in order to counter acts of deception? 

Trying to provide a clear answer to the question, Pernille stated: 

 
It is always something to consider but as a starting point it is a good idea to try to remind them 

that it is actually you who speak to them. But then again… One should always weigh the situation. 

During the kick-off tests with Telenoid we saw that in fact it scared several of the residents if we 

told them while they were talking with the robot. Among others there was an elderly lady who got 

really nervous when the operator tried to remind her that Telenoid was a robot. Lisbeth, who was 

operating it, tried to explain to her that it was a robot, which she was able to speak through 

because it had a speaker in its stomach. The lady got very worried and afraid that Telenoid would 

get hurt now that it had swallowed a speaker. She thought Telenoid was a small child. 

 

Statements like this indicate the importance of staff members’ awareness of different situations when 

engaging in acts of purification and translation. As Pernille explains, purification can lead to anxiety 

among the robot’s interlocutors when performed in circumstances where people are experiencing 

Telenoid as something completely different from a robot. In fact, the case even seems to suggest that 

rather than producing two entirely different zones - that of a robot and that of a living being - the 

attempt to engage in a practice of purification possesses the risk of completely failure. Indeed, rather 

than providing the resident with clear categories with which to divide and understand her 

engagement with the robot, the operator’s acts of purification further only confusion and anxiety. 

Therefore, Pernille concluded, weighing pros and cons was an important factor when attempting to 

help the robot to act with a dual nature. Yet, as we shall see in the two forthcoming chapters, despite 

staff members’ careful consideration when engaging in acts of purification, staff realized that they 

most often had to engage rather in acts of translation. Hence, as technical problems often threatened 

to turn Telenoid into a nonhuman figure during its interaction with residents and citizens, staff would 

rather engage in acts of translation in order to prevent the robot from becoming too nonhuman and 

consequently a figure that impeded affectionate and confessional engagement.  

 

Trapping Encounters  

This chapter has discussed how Telenoid figures as a trap when encountering staff in the nursing 

home and activity centre because it promises a space for conversation and thus emotional care, which 

is considered essential but nevertheless often complicated in daily life in the institutions.  Furthermore, 

Telenoid becomes a trap because its abstract shape was conceived to allow staff to approach residents 

and citizens in a different and highly idealized manner. I argued that by changing staff members’ 

embodiment, Telenoid furthered the possibility of interacting with citizens and residents as a stranger, 

encouraging new intimate insights and knowledge about the person in question. This chapter has also 
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shown how consultants attempt to counter the capacity of such de-personification to turn into 

deception by encouraging staff to engage in acts of purification and translation. Consultants advise this 

because they want to support an intimate and affectionate engagement with Telenoid while at the 

same time countering the deceptive agency of the robot by making sure that people are aware of its 

mechanical nature. In that way consultants aimed to establish a reality within which Telenoid at one 

and the same time is experienced as both a machine operated by a staff member and a living being 

with whom to engage affectionately and confessional.  

The next chapter will look at the ways in which Telenoid is put to use when the consultants 

leave the institutions. Empirically, it will give us a deeper understanding of staff members’, citizens’ 

and residents’ experiences with Telenoid. Concurrently, it takes us further into ways of playing with 

different techniques when using and engaging with the robot during the daily life in the institutions.  
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Chapter Seven: Ritualizing Enchantment  
 

Introduction 

Matthias, a thirty-six-year old man, is slim and bespectacled, with sparse brown hair and a bent back 

that makes his tiny figure look even shorter. In daily life at the activity centre where Matthias has been 

affiliated for several years, he spends most of his time playing music, doing pottery, painting and day 

dreaming about becoming a truck driver with his best imaginative friend, Garfield, of whom he has 

hundreds of teddy bears, pictures and t-shirts. In his earlier life, Matthias had a history of 

developmental disability but in the daily life at the activity centre this has not always been very 

obvious. One reason for this may be that Matthias is very self-reliant and verbal, good at expressing 

himself and his needs and dreams. He even helps his developmentally disabled colleagues and friends 

whenever they need any assistance with various things. More recently, however, Matthias has started 

screaming and yelling. He tells me that he is ‘stressed’; there are too many thoughts in his head. He 

craves the company of staff members and other people with whom he can discuss his ‘issues’ and 

‘problems’ he told me while making me promise to come back to the activity centre as soon as I could. 

Matthias wants to talk about his life, his girlfriend and his hobbies. Most of all, he wants to talk about 

‘all those difficult emotions’, he says. Those are what he struggles with most and for which he seeks 

help to handle. He tells me how they sometimes make him hurt himself. At other times they make him 

sad, stressed and angry.  

This is the reason why staff members were worried and thinking about what to do. They fear 

that Matthias’s temper and self-harm will escalate. He is one of those ‘grey area’ (gråzone) citizens, a 

staff member says, who knows his own limitations but wishes for a life without developmental 

disability. At the moment, they conclude, Matthias finds it particularly difficult to accept that such a life 

is impossible. It escalates because he is in love and while Matthias has never had such strong feelings 

before he cannot accommodate them or tackle even the smallest changes in the environment. Indeed, I 

had already observed how the smallest changes could make Matthias anxious and angry: if someone 

had moved a table, if an activity was cancelled or if lunch was different from what he had expected. For 

staff members, this means that they have to do something. One thinks Matthias should not be nursed 

too much. She suggests that it is a delicate balancing act to take Matthias’s feelings seriously without at 

the same time coming to ‘aggravate’ his condition. Other staff members agree on the fact that Matthias 

should learn to control his feelings and his temper and become capable of tackling his frustrations by 

going outside and hitting a tree instead of yelling at the other citizens and smashing things. However, 

they also realize that at the moment it is no longer possible to ask him to stop and calm himself down. 

The staff therefore agree that they should accommodate Matthias’s need to talk about his feelings and 

one day, when Matthias is experiencing a particularly tumultuous morning, Astrid, whom we met in 
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the previous chapter, takes him to meet Telenoid. Having smashed a plate on the ground while 

screaming and yelling at the other citizens and confessing to the staff members, that he feared ‘that the 

old and evil Matthias’, whom he had spent years handling and tackling, ‘would soon return to take over 

his personality’, Matthias was introduced to the robot. ‘I just grabbed it without knowing exactly what 

would happen’, Astrid told me. ‘But this will provide him with the opportunity of speaking about his 

difficult feelings and dreams, maybe. Without me sitting there making demands and taking notes for 

action plans. Even if it is me sitting at the other end I will have another role because I shouldn't 

necessarily solve anything, but just listen. And that is so difficult when we sit right next to them’.  

When Matthias first sees Telenoid, he is delighted. ‘We need to find out what it is that happens 

before you start hurting yourself and damaging things, so we can figure out how to stop it before it 

happens’, Astrid had told him on our way across the courtyard to the room where the robot was stored. 

‘Telenoid might be good at speaking to you about the difficult feelings’. Matthias nods his head and 

thanks Astrid. ‘I know that I have these difficult feelings and I know that I make people sad when I 

damage things so I should go outside and kick a tree instead. But it hurts my feet, you know’. Matthias 

and Astrid laugh. A couple of minutes later, Matthias sits with Telenoid in his arms. He reassures 

Astrid that he knows that Telenoid is a robot that is teleoperated by her from another room. Yet, while 

sitting in a comfortable chair with Telenoid on his lap he greets it and relates to it as though it was a 

sentient and emotional being. Kissing and hugging the robot, he first introduces himself:  ‘I work out 

every Monday and my biggest dream is to get a driver’s licence but I can’t because of my eyesight. I 

also always empty my parents’ letter box when they are on vacation and I have a girlfriend who I 

would marry and live together with if we wouldn't lose half of our pension because of that’. After a 

while he tells Telenoid about the difficulties he encounters with his girlfriend and his disability. He 

feels guilty and frustrated that he doesn’t know how to behave when she is sad or angry or will not tell 

him what is wrong. ‘Last time I saw her she was grumpy and then I also became sad and grumpy and 

then we started to argue and we needed help from one of the staff members to solve it’. With the robot, 

which he renames Gert, he works out different scenarios for how to handle and solve such issues in the 

future. Matthias feels relieved when he talks to it. ‘Eeee, you are so sweet. Thanks for listening to me. 

You let me unburden my heart and speak about those things that cannot withstand the light of day’.  

After several months, Matthias comes to compare Telenoid to a psychologist. During one of our 

conversations I had asked him to describe how he felt when interacting with Telenoid. ‘I get so moved 

when I speak to it. It is not that often that one gets the opportunity of speaking about one’s innermost 

feelings’. Still sitting with the robot in his arms he continued, this time directing his words to Telenoid. 

‘And some understand me better than others. I think that you understand. You are good at comforting 

me. You can give me a hug and I can hug you. And you would never say anything cruel to me’. I look at 

Matthias as I remind him that Telenoid is a robot, teleoperated by Astrid, a member of the staff. ‘I 
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know but it does not matter to me’, Matthias responded. ‘I would also call Telenoid a psychologist. I 

don't think about it… I mean that it is Astrid who speaks to me. All I know is that I am always in a 

better mood when I leave. It is a good friend even if it is a robot’.   

As I soon discovered, Matthias’s enthusiasm was widely shared among people who came to 

engage with the robot. Often, initiating their sessions with the robot, as Inge did in Chapter Five, by 

trying to determine the nature of the thing they had been given, over time many people became 

attached to it and only some lost interest. They engaged affectionately with the robot, kissing and 

hugging it, sharing stories and secrets with the robot as a partner. Some recreated the times of their 

lives. Meanwhile the staff members were fascinated. Some suggested that the robot provided them 

with the possibility of being present in a much more satisfying way. ‘Telenoid makes it possible for me 

to go much more into depth during these sessions than I do normally. I am much more present in the 

conversation and the citizens need that but they rarely get it’. Others highlighted how the robot 

created the grounds for intimacy and confession. A staff member from the activity centre for example 

stated that:  

 
If a citizen comes to me, he or she might think that I have an opinion because I represent an 

authority about what is wrong and right and what I expect from the person. Maybe I would tell 

him that it was wrong what he did or that it was not good or maybe he is scared to say what he 

really has on his mind because he doesn't want to disappoint me. But the Telenoid is free from 

that. He [Telenoid] is neutral and he doesn't judge them. He is just there for the person. We 

choose him to be that way, because we are the ones operating him, of course. But in that sense, he 

can make people say things that they would not say otherwise and maybe after being with 

Telenoid, they can then say it face to face to us. 

  

In this chapter I explore how the robot asserts itself in particular processes of daily care in the activity 

centre and nursing home. This chapter is therefore devoted to an investigation of the many ways 

Telenoid is perceived, used and coming to have an effect among staff, residents and citizens when 

becoming part of the daily life and routines in the institutions. As we saw in the previous chapter, 

when staff are facing the robot and the task of testing it they become happily ‘entrapped’ (Gell 1996) 

by its promise of establishing space for the opportunity for intimate conversation. As already touched 

upon in this regard, the very materiality of the robot itself was not irrelevant. Quite the contrary; staff 

members imagined the robot’s intricate design to be a vehicle of the intimacy and therapy that they 

expect during the conversation. Imagined to trigger residents’ and citizens’ affection and confession 

which otherwise remain hidden, and, for the same reason, to a large extent unknown, the robot was 

positioned to establish itself as tool in a space where staff should come to feel that they have been 

enlarged in their capacities through the process of entrapment. For staff members this happened by 
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way of gaining new intimate insights into citizens’ and residents’ personal life and needs. At the same 

time, citizens and residents were provided with the opportunity of affectionate and confessional 

engagement.  

This chapter suggests that for the people who came to use the robot in a highly ritualized 

manner in the institutions, the entrapping capacity of Telenoid remained. On the face of it, the robot 

continued to capture staff in the institutions because it appealed to those qualities and abilities they 

admire and seek to possess. In other words, it promised to realize an inert desire to provide intimacy 

and emotional care by processes of de-personification allowing staff to converse and interact with the 

citizen or resident in another physical form, whether as a long-lost entrusted friend or psychologist, as 

indicated in the empirical vignette with Matthias above. In fact, as I would gradually understand, 

Telenoid became a trap not only by modelling its victim’s desires (cf. Gell 1996), but also by actualizing 

this desire for intimacy and therapy. Hence, even if staff members were given opportunities to reflect 

on the robot’s ability to realize their desire and create such intimate effects, they were nonetheless 

unable to grasp the exact reasons for this. Like traps in the art world so vividly described by Alfred 

Gell (1992), the robot morphed, I suggest, into a ‘technology of enchantment’: an unintelligible figure 

captivating and overwhelming its audience, who were filled with wonder, awe and admiration and 

even came to see the basis of the robot’s work as magic (Gell 1992).  

To put forward these arguments, I will focus on two of the robot’s modalities and use, 

ritualization and techno-animism, which each convey how people come to engage with the robot as 

well as the ways in which it is experienced by staff, residents and citizens involved in robot-testing 

activities. We might take the two modalities as stretching from the ways in which people’s use of the 

robot plays with different techniques, such as demarking a temporary space for intimate conversation 

and affection – which differentiates the conversational mode from other mundane activities in the 

institutions and ascribes it a certain amount of importance (ritualization) - to the subjective 

experiences of the robot as a living being containing both staff, citizens and residents in a certain mode 

of experience during conversation (techno-animism). As we shall see, the rituals, in that sense, 

constitute a distinct intimate and therapeutic platform, which, by temporarily situating its participants 

within a certain assemblage of animated robots, provides access to other modes of being that are, 

however, continually threatened by the disaffecting capacity of the robots themselves, as will become 

clear in Chapter Eight. The classification of these themes is analytically constructed as a strategic way 

to unfold my argument and structure the chapter around the entrapping capacity of robots. The 

chapter will begin by taking a closer look at what takes place during the arrangement of a ritualized 

robotic session before turning to the issues of techno-animism and entrapment. As I shall argue below, 

these arrangements in many ways differentiated what is going on with Telenoid from other mundane 

activities in the institutions.  
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The Ritualization of Robotic Sessions 

When Telenoid first arrived in the nursing home and activity centre it had already been decided where 

it should be stored and, not least, used. Even though the consultants did not demand it, staff members 

in both institutions chose to allocate Telenoid its own physical space in the institutions. These spaces 

were by no means arbitrary or random. On the contrary, they were considered to be an essential 

condition for interaction with Telenoid. Overall, the selection of spaces was made with two objectives 

in mind. According to the staff members’ imagination of the robot, as we saw in the previous chapter, 

they decided that the sites should provide room for confessional and affectionate engagement with the 

robot. Furthermore, staff stressed that the space should provide a secure, private and calm setting. 

One of the ways in which they tried to achieve this was by ensuring that the robot’s physical location 

was clearly separated from the rest of the institution. In the nursing home, the robot was therefore 

placed in the residents’ lounge (beboerstuen), a space purposively decorated as what staff referred to 

as a ‘cosy, comfortable and nice living room’ for the residents to meet and socialize. The residents’ 

lounge, in Barbara Kirschenblatt-Gimblett’s (1989) terms, represented some sort of museum of a 

somewhat vanished world. The furnishings were old-fashioned and intentionally chosen for the 

residents to be able to recall the past. Three soft chintz-covered armchairs were placed next to an old-

fashioned red sofa, with a bookcase along the wall. Opposite the sofa was a wooden coffee table with 

crocheted napkins and an antique flowered coffee service in porcelain. A number of landscape 

paintings and other decorations covered almost every possible area of the walls. From the sofa and 

armchairs one could look out of the window to glimpse a car or a bicycle now and then on the small 

residential road. Although the residents’ lounge was intended for the residents to meet, it was rarely 

used by anyone except staff members meeting for a rest once in a while. Similarly, in the activity 

centre, the place chosen for the robot was a small and scarcely furnished lunch room located in a 

building separated from the rest of the institution where citizens spent most of their day. In here a 

black leather chair, four dining chairs, a dining table, an almost empty bookcase and the robot were 

the only things filling the room which, in many ways, was distinct from the rest of the institution. The 

lunch room was hardly used for anything except staff meetings once in a while. In both the nursing 

home and activity centre the robot’s operating system was placed in the staff room from where staff 

ideally could operate it without being disturbed.  

During my fieldwork, staff planned to use Telenoid twice a week, on Tuesday and Thursday for 

an hour each time. This was much less than the consultants had advised when initially commenting 

that Telenoid should ‘be used excessively’ (overforbruges) in order to prevent it from becoming ‘an 

alien’ (et fremmedlegeme) among people. Yet, using Telenoid twice a week was nevertheless the 

amount of time staff found reasonable and realistic. Twice a week staff would therefore prepare for a 
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session with the robot. During the introductory phase og such sessions, staff members would first 

remind their colleagues at the morning’s staff meeting that they were about to dedicate an hour of the 

day to test the robot. Even if staff, in coordination with their group leaders, planned their sessions in 

accordance with the routine, described in the previous chapter, they were almost always met with 

opposition among their colleagues, who often worried that there was not enough time and staff to 

carry out such an activity. Despite the fact that the staff members responsible for testing the robot, 

acknowledged this, I often found them struggling to legitimize the importance of carrying out the test 

nonetheless. In the nursing home, for example, they would remind their colleagues that this activity 

was ‘highly prioritized by the manager herself’. While scepticism persisted among several of their 

colleagues, who thought Telenoid was ‘spooky’ and ‘unworthy’, they would also inform them about the 

benefits of using the robot, which they colloquially named ‘Kasper’. ‘The residents really enjoy 

speaking to Kasper. You should join us and watch it yourself’, said Maren during one morning meeting. 

‘They have so much fun and we can actually use it as a therapeutic tool not only to create smiles and 

fun, but also to stimulate new sides of their personality that we cannot ourselves’. Staff would also 

point out that they had been asked by the manager to test the robot and on certain occasions, when 

time and staff were particularly scarce, they would try to make compromises by, for example, reducing 

the time spent on the robot to half an hour. At other times, they would go directly to the manager to 

ask for help in prioritizing time for the activity. ‘We can see how much the residents enjoy it’, stated 

Line once during a meeting with the manager. ‘Therefore it is so irritating to cancel the session just 

because something else always happens. It’s a matter of resources, I know, and of course the units 

need extra help when we are away. But maybe we could then hire some extra temporary staff’.  

In those cases in which staff succeeded in planning the activity, they would then run a series of 

checks and tests to make sure that the robot was working properly. Sometimes this would take only a 

couple of minutes, but at other times, when the robot was not working properly and the staff would 

have to go through various rebooting procedures, it would take as much as twenty minutes or longer. 

Apart from making sure that the robot’s battery was charged and that the voice of the operator was 

transmitted through the robot, another important step in the preparation was to check whether or not 

the robot moved its head and body when commanded to do so and whether the operator could both 

watch and hear the person sitting with the robot. Even if staff consulted the manuals distributed by the 

consultants for setting up the robot, starting the system up was not easy and was frequently plagued 

by confusion. Staff would often, by mistake, follow the procedure in the wrong order or they would 

forget one element in the sequence of steps, resulting in a lack of information being transmitted from 

the robot to the operator or vice versa. Consequently they had to repeat the whole procedure from 

scratch. Although such preparations were time-consuming and demanded a certain amount of 

patience and technical know-how, staff members agreed that they were important in order to make 
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sure that that the session would run smoothly. ‘It really disturbs the conversation when the robot 

suddenly stops moving or my voice is delayed when I speak through it’, Astrid from the activity centre 

stated during a preparation. ‘The citizens lose their patience if they cannot hear what the robot says 

and the robot also really loses its credibility when it suddenly stops moving or does something really 

weird’. Consequently, the robot should work properly, thereby displaying lifelike behaviour, during a 

session as we shall elaborate further on later in this chapter.  

Staff members would also discuss specifically whom to introduce to the robot. Although they 

chose to follow the consultants’ encouragement to try out different scenarios with the robot, as we 

saw in the previous chapter, they were not selecting citizens and residents randomly. Indeed, Astrid 

who ‘just grabbed it’ when Matthias became particularly anxious was a rare case. Hence, most often 

staff would plan and discuss beforehand who should encounter Telenoid. During such discussions, 

they tried in particular to identify those citizens and residents they thought would derive the greatest 

benefit from interacting with the robot, whether by being cheered up or confessional in a different way 

from interacting with staff face-to-face, as elaborated in the previous chapter. Rationalizing that since 

Telenoid was somewhat similar to a doll or a child, they would also often choose those residents and 

citizens who they knew were particularly fond of dolls and children. This, they thought, would 

encourage affectionate and confessional engagement. During my fieldwork, I came to realize that such 

selection of residents and citizens was a delicate task. Staff members not only had to consider whether 

particular residents and citizens would become frightened of the robot. They would also consider 

carefully whether some people’s confessions would be inappropriate and ‘transgressive’ 

(grænseoverskridene), as they said. This paradox is perhaps best captured in a situation where Ulla, a 

staff member in the nursing home, suggested introducing Telenoid to Poul, an elderly man with a 

‘childlike side’, who she thought would appreciate the robot’s ‘childlike appearance’, as she said. Here 

Maren intervened: 

 
Maren: Yes, he has a childlike side but we don't know if there has been some sexual abuse 

of children.  We don't know and therefore we should avoid him. Because, what if 

the robot suddenly awakens something?  

Ulla:   But we don't even know if it is true. It is only a rumour.  

Maren:   True. But I won’t participate in it because something might come up that we 

cannot control. I don't want to hear it. Excuse me, but this is where I reach my 

professional limit.  

Ulla:   So you think he might be pedophile?  

Maren:   Yes, and I must confess that I don't want to explore whether it is true. Sorry.  
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This statement from Maren was one of many accounts from staff members in both institutions which 

underlined the dilemmas and considerations when choosing whom to introduce to the robot. The 

decision to use the robot for conversation meant that it might stimulate stories and personalities that 

‘are unable to stand the light of the day’, as Matthias said in the introduction of this chapter. It can 

hardly be said more clearly, but whereas it might be of personal benefit to the residents and citizens 

themselves, some information can also exceed staff members’ professional limits, as Maren says above. 

For the same reason, staff in both institutions take great pains to choose those residents and citizens 

who might be cheered up or become confessional in a different manner than when interacting with 

staff members face-to-face, without simultaneously transcending their professional limits.  

To this pre-session phase may be added the many details in the planning of the conversation. 

Having been encouraged by consultants to bring out one’s ‘creative gene, pedagogy, and dementia 

expertise’ in order to actualize the robot’s potentiality, and thereby allowing Telenoid to establish a 

space for affectionate and intimate conversation, as elaborated on in Chapter Five, staff members were 

now left with the task of carrying out such conversation. Besides seeking inspiration in residents’ and 

citizens’ life histories that were recorded in formal documents in the institutions, they would also 

often define a certain target for using the robot for conversations with the residents and citizens. In 

the activity centre, such targets for the conversation were, for example, ‘conflict resolution’ by helping 

citizens to handle their ‘difficult emotions’, as we saw with Matthias above, or to ‘get behind the 

persons and talk to them about their dreams, needs and problems’. Similarly, in the nursing home the 

target of using Telenoid could be to cheer people up, ‘evoke something which we elsewise cannot 

evoke’, as a staff member told me, or stimulate memories.  

In Ritual Theory, Ritual Practice (1992), Catherine Bell focuses not on rituals as such but on 

‘ritualization’ as a social practice. According to Bell, ritualization refers to the ‘production of 

differentiation’ and is thus ‘a way of acting that specifically establishes a privileged status’ (Bell 1992: 

90) on more ordinary socio-cultural practices. In this perspective, a ritual, then, is not doing something 

at random but doing something believed to be important or crucial in a staged way. Ritualization, Bell 

suggests, is ‘the simple imperative to do something in such way that the doing itself gives the acts a 

special or privileged status’ (Bell 1997: 168). In other words, ritualization involves distinctive 

behaviours, strategically engaged for specific purposes, which gain force in being set apart from other 

ways of acting. This might imply certain attitudes and gestures used as demarcations that separate 

what is going on from mundane activities in ordinary life. The ways in which Bell sees these processes 

as attempts to turn the ordinary into something extraordinary, bears some resemblance to the ways in 

which staff members stage the use of Telenoid in the institutions. Indeed, staff members do not 

position the robot session as being similar or comparable to other practices. Besides physically 

locating the sessions in spaces where they thought they could withdraw from mundane activities in 
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the institutions, staff members also lift, so to speak, the sessions above other socio-cultural practices, 

positioning them as somewhat ‘unique’ and ‘therapeutic’, as illustrated in the morning’s staff meeting 

described above. Meeting twice a week in a room set up for individual and confessional conversation 

was indeed established in contrast to what is normal in the institutions. In this regard, the practice of 

using Telenoid amounts to ritualization that establishes a sense of something extraordinary in 

ordinary circumstances. In both institutions staff members staged the use of the robot as a highlight of 

the day and an extraordinary interlude in the everyday life. As elaborated on in the previous chapter, it 

was indeed here that the staff wanted to establish extraordinary starry moments and unspoilt 

twosomeness for the residents and citizens who came to visit the robot. In both the nursing home and 

activity centre, inviting residents and citizens into a conversational space stood in stark contrast to the 

somewhat routinized everyday life characterized by physical care, documentation and group activities, 

as we saw in the previous chapter. To the residents and citizens, it was a break with a daily life within 

which the contact to the staff was needed and idealised but nevertheless limited as were the amount of 

activities during the day, described in the previous chapter. ‘It is so good to see you again’, stated 

Karen for example when we met her in the nursing home in the introduction of this thesis. ‘Nothing 

ever happens here’.  

It is in this sense that the ritualization of Telenoid distinguishes and privileges what is being 

done with the robot in comparison to other, more mundane activities. In fact, staff ritualize Telenoid in 

ways, I suggests, that not only establish the activity as something extraordinary in daily life. Their 

ritualization positions the activity as a contrast to the mundane activities of the institutions. According 

to Michel Foucault (1986), within a given culture there exist particular types of sites characterized by 

being kinds of ‘counter-sites’: ‘a kind of effectively enacted utopia in which the real sites, all the other 

real sites that can be found within the given culture, are simultaneously represented, contested, and 

inverted’ (Foucault 1986: 24). Foucault names these kinds of sites ‘heterotopia’ because they are 

characterized by organizing the social world in ways that distinguish themselves from their 

surroundings. ‘Heterotopia are spaces in which an alternative social ordering is performed’, argues 

Kevin Hetherington (Hetherington 1997: 40), who has elaborated on Foucault’s concept of heterotopia. 

Hetherington suggests that these are sites that are structured and ordered in an alternative way: 

‘These are spaces in which a new way of ordering emerges that stands in contrast to the taken-for-

granted mundane idea of social order that exist within society’ (ibid: 40). As illustrated above, the 

practice of staging the use of Telenoid was in many ways concerned with creating a space that should 

function as a contrast to its surroundings. It is precisely in the mundane rhythm of daily life that staff 

struggled to provide the amount of emotional care and contact that they thought was necessary for a 

satisfactory level of care and that they realized that each citizen and resident needed. As we saw in 

Chapter Five, interruptions and limited resources prevented staff from engaging with citizens and 
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residents one-on-one. The activity with Telenoid was set up as the exact opposite. Here staff could 

establish an opportunity to focus on the individual person in a quiet and calm setting, separated from 

the rest of the institution.  

In his article, Foucault further argues that heterotopia has a function in relation to the 

surrounding space. Its role, he suggests, can be to create an alternative space: ‘… a space that is other, 

another real space, as perfect, as meticulous, as well arranged as ours is messy, ill constructed, and 

jumbled’ (Foucault 1986: 27). This alternative space, then, with its order and perfection, is a 

‘heterotopia of compensation’, Foucault concludes (ibid: 27), that stands in sharp contrast to the 

messiness and untidiness of its surroundings. In both the nursing home and activity centre, the nature 

of compensation seemed to be of prime importance to the staff. As we saw in the previous chapter, 

even if the mundane life of the institutions was hardly characterized by untidiness and messiness it 

nevertheless proved to be ill-constructed in terms of providing what staff members thought was an 

acceptable level of emotional care and contact. Consequently, members of the staff often felt guilty 

whenever they failed to provide the contact and emotional care that they thought citizens and 

residents needed and they were therefore also striving to compensate for this. Tove, one of the staff 

members working with Telenoid in the nursing home, was the one who first made me aware of the fact 

that staff came to conceptualize Telenoid as a technology for such compensation. As she put it:  

 
I work with these people because I love to help them and because I care about making a difference 

for them. Therefore I do not like those days where everything goes too fast and where I have no 

time to follow up on the individual. It feels so inadequate. That's why Kasper [Telenoid] is so good 

because he forces us to focus on the individual resident. There is nothing that distracts me when I 

speak through Kasper and it helps to provide the quality time that residents need. This one-on-

one conversation which we would love to give but not always manage. Residents do need to be 

listened to and this is where Kasper can help. 

 

One last heterotopic feature I would like to highlight here, because it applies to a large extent to the 

activity of Telenoid, is that according to Foucault, heterotopias require a system that opens them up 

and shuts them away from their surrounding system: a system that isolates them and at the same time 

makes them accessible. Hence, heterotopies are generally not freely accessible in the same manner as 

in public spaces. It is, for example, often necessary to have a special permit in order to gain access to a 

heterotopia, Foucault argues (Foucault 1986: 26). There are in this regard indeed similarities to the 

activity with Telenoid. As already described, staff would carefully select those residents and citizens 

they thought would benefit from encountering the robot, and even if some citizens and residents 

mentioned that they wanted to meet the robot after having heard about it, staff nonetheless had to 

give them permission.  
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In the previous chapter, I illuminated how in such a context Telenoid turned into a de-

personifying figure in the staff members’ imagination. Following Georg Simmel (1908/1999) I argued 

that the status Telenoid assumes in staff members’ imagination of its social role is akin to that of a 

‘stranger’ positioned outside the realm of professional social relationships. We may now add that in 

line with processes of ritualization and thus the creation of heterotopia spaces, Telenoid turns not just 

into a stranger but a particularly desirable stranger. Let me elaborate on this point by turning towards 

yet another of Georg Simmel’s arguments. In The Philosophy of Money (1978), Simmel provides an 

account of how economic value emerges and works. Value, Simmel argues, is never an inherent 

property of objects, but is a judgement made about them by subjects. He suggests that objects are not 

difficult to acquire because they are valuable, ‘but we call those objects valuable that resist our desire 

to possess them’ (Simmel 1978: 69):  

 
We desire objects only if they are not immediately given to us for our use and enjoyment; that is, 

to the extent that they resist our desire. The content of our desire becomes an object as soon as it 

is opposed to us not only in the sense of being impervious to us, but also in terms of its distance as 

something not-yet-enjoyed, the subjective aspect of this condition being desire (Simmel 1978: 68-

69).  

 

Following Simmel’s point, objects, then, possess value in proportion to how much they resist people’s 

desire to obtain them and they therefore become increasingly valuable and desirable when they are 

almost impossible to own.  

As I have argued elsewhere (Leeson 2010; Neven & Leeson 2015) robots can become desirable 

and admirable objects much in the same manner as proposed by Simmel when used as a social and 

collective activity among a group of residents in a nursing home in Japan. When restricting residents’ 

access to robots, by, for example, making sure that the robot circulates among the residents who have 

the chance to interact with the robot for a limited amount of time before it is passed on to the next 

person in the group, members of the staff create the possibility of robots becoming desired objects 

that capture the interest of the residents. While staff in Denmark never used Telenoid as a social 

activity among people in groups, returning to the ritualization of the use of Telenoid, it can 

nevertheless be said to constitute some of the same mechanisms that make Telenoid become a source 

of admiration and desire. Even though Telenoid’s resistance to being owned and used all the time is a 

result of reasons related to limited resources in the institutions, thereby preventing staff members 

from being able to use the robot more than twice a week, it nevertheless creates the possibility of 

Telenoid becoming a desired figure that captures the interest and attention of residents and citizens 

by restricting their access to it. In other words, it is not just through its capacity of de-personifying its 
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human operator but also through processes of ritualization, which restrict residents’ and citizens’ 

access to Telenoid, that the robot is endowed with the potential of becoming a desirable stranger in 

the daily life of the institutions.  

Telenoid’s desirability could be observed among citizens and residents in many ways. People 

would, for example, often ask staff to tell them when they would get the opportunity of interacting 

with Telenoid again. The case of Marie-Louise, an eighty-two-year-old woman who had been living in 

the nursing home for several years when Telenoid first arrived, illustrates this point. Indeed, she 

would regularly say that she appreciated spending time with Telenoid whenever she was taken to the 

residents’ room to meet the robot. To staff members’ surprise she would also slip by the room several 

times during the week when Telenoid was not in use to ‘check if he is doing okay’, as she said. Even 

though Marie-Louise could not enter the room without a staff member to unlock the door, she could 

nevertheless take a peep through the small window facing the hallway. The staff members explained 

that ‘it is absolutely crazy that Marie-Louise remembers Telenoid when normally she remembers 

nothing at all’. This emphasized the element of fascination related to the fact that whereas Marie-

Louise barely remembered the location of her apartment and constantly forgot that she had just taken 

her medicine or had received a visit from her family, she nevertheless remembered Telenoid, which 

she appreciated and even took the time to visit during the week.  

In wondrous ways, then, Telenoid became a desirable figure in the institutions. Yet, this was not 

alone due to its resistance to being owned and used all the time.  As already noted in Chapter Six, the 

robot’s physical appearance were seen as playing a key role in this regard. ‘It is special to use Kasper 

because we cannot facilitate the same things in other circumstances’, stated Maren for example. 

‘Kasper makes them [residents] remember things and say things they never otherwise do to us’. 

Apparently, Astrid in the activity centre shared the same opinion as became obvious to me when she 

was interviewed for a Danish TV-programme dedicated to Telenoid, and to which we shall return in 

Chapter Nine. ‘Even if it is me that speaks to the citizen who gets very emotionally and touched, it is 

Telenoid that stimulates such feelings. If I meet them [the citizens] as a fully grown woman and staff 

member the same thing will not happen’. Clearly, the robot’s presence matters because its true 

significance is held to lie in the effects it has not only on the mind and emotions of its older or disabled 

user, but also on the staff members themselves who can approach the citizen or resident in another 

way, as we saw in the previous chapter. With these points in mind, let us move to exploring this aspect 

of the robot sessions as temporarily situating its participants within a certain assemblage of animated 

and entrapping robots that provide access to other modes of being.  
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Techno-Animism  

Given the great amount of effort and time required for using the robot in settings in which staff 

members are indeed often kept busy with the daily routines, I was often puzzled as to why the staff 

insistently kept striving towards using the robot. Indeed, one might have expected that the robot’s 

initial entrapping capacity would gradually vanish given circumstances of defending and legitimizing 

the activity, insisting that their managers prioritized the activity and taking great pains to prepare 

themselves, the robot, the citizens and the residents properly before the session. Yet I gradually came 

to realize that the fact that staff were not rejecting but accepting and wanting the use of Telenoid had 

to do with the great expectations and feelings they came to entertain towards the robot. Hence, when 

talking to the staff members about their enthusiasm towards carrying out the sessions with the robot, 

they turned my attention to the number of what they referred to as ‘amazing’ and ‘fascinating’ sessions 

in which the robot had indeed affected not just citizens and residents but also themselves positively. ‘It 

is crazy to use the robot’, Line once told me. ‘I get so affected when I use it. It sometimes even gives me 

goose bumps all over’. Other staff members referred to similar experiences. ‘It is fascinating that you 

somehow get inside people’s brain with this robot. You become like a micro-human who is allowed to 

get inside, behind the shield, to see what is going on’. In order to understand how this works, let us 

first take a closer look at the relationship that develops when staff members interact with citizens and 

residents through Telenoid.  

As already touched upon, citizens’ and residents’ encounters with the robot were often 

characterized by affectionate engagement with Telenoid, which they kissed and hugged. Citizens and 

residents would also often laugh a lot and there would often be private and intimate confessions about 

aspects of their lives they did not usually reveal. As the case of Matthias illustrates, for example, the 

robot first of all proved appealing because it allowed him to hug it and because it was good at 

providing comfort, while presenting itself as a good friend and psychologist to speak to and ‘unburden 

one’s heart’, as he said. Matthias feels that his mood is improved while interacting with Telenoid, 

which he knows that Astrid, the staff member, speaks through, but nevertheless ignores or forgets 

during the interaction. To Matthias, Telenoid becomes appealing because it presents itself as a figure 

Matthias seeks in his life, whether that is as a trusted friend to hug and kiss and confess oneself to or 

as a figure dissimilar from the staff members whom one would relate to in a professional manner. Like 

Matthias, other citizens and residents invariably dipped into the register of companionship and 

affection to describe their relations with and appreciation of the robot. For example, one young man in 

the activity centre said that ‘it feels really good to speak with the robot’ and that ‘it is much easier to 

speak with Telenoid than the staff because then I feel a little more at ease…and he [Telenoid] is 

hilarious to talk to’. Similarly a woman in the activity centre said: ‘I love being with him [Telenoid] 

because I can just kiss and kiss and kiss him. He is fantastic’.   
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If Telenoid was invested with any form of agency, it was its capacity to provide companionship 

and affection that was emphasized among residents and citizens. Evident in the language used to 

describe the robot as cute, funny, entertaining and friendly, this was also manifest in the interaction 

with the robot. This is perhaps best captured if we consider the case of Mrs Nielsen, a one-hundred-

and-one year old lady living in the nursing home. Of all the residents I met during my fieldwork in the 

nursing home, it was Mrs Nielsen who seemed to confess the most to Telenoid and was one of those 

who took the greatest interest in it. Having moved to the nursing home several years ago, ‘tired of life’ 

and ‘ready to die’, as she told me, she soon found herself struggling to pass the time. ‘My body just 

keeps going’, she told me, ‘but I feel so bored and sad. Life is indeed not worth living anymore. I’ve 

already experienced all I need and people here… to be honest… they talk nonsense all of them. I am 

only happy when I am asleep’. Consequently, Mrs Nielsen spent most of her days by herself in her 

apartment, sometimes enjoying visits from her daughters, grandchildren and great-grandchildren, but 

otherwise mostly looking out of the window, taking a nap once in a while.  

Mrs Nielsen was a fine and private person, known among the staff members as a ‘reserved, 

orderly and well-liked’ (afholdt) woman who would indeed not prattle on about her private life. 

Certainly, during meals and afternoon coffee one would often find Mrs Nielsen sitting discreetly at the 

head of the table, perhaps nodding and smiling once in a while, but otherwise keeping silent most of 

the time. It was during the fall 2013, that Mrs Nielsen was approached by her staff member, Maren, 

who offered her the opportunity of meeting Kasper, the new ‘robot friend of the house’, as Maren said 

when introducing Telenoid to Mrs Nielsen. While Maren hoped to cheer Mrs Nielsen up by providing 

her with the opportunity of speaking to someone, Mrs Nielsen herself was not immediately convinced. 

‘I guess people with dementia will benefit greatly from such a doll’, she said, ‘but such dolls are not for 

me. They are unnatural, artificial’. Yet, one day Mrs Nielsen became too curious and agreed to pay 

Telenoid a visit.  Soon after, Mrs Nielsen found herself interacting with the robot several times. ‘I just 

can’t help smiling and laughing when I am with you’, she says as the robot, which is operated by 

different staff members, all of whom Mrs Nielsen knows, moves its head a little. ‘You are such a funny 

little one’, Mrs Nielsen continues and her face lights up whenever the robot replies and moves. She 

often sits with the robot on her lap, stroking its cheek as she talks it through personal aspects of her 

life, revealing a lot about herself, her family and her life in the nursing home. In great detail31, she told 

Telenoid about her beloved daughter, grand-children and great-grandchildren; about her departed 

husband and their life outside Denmark; and about some of the burden she now felt when becoming 

‘so old’. Even if Mrs Nielsen often places her hands on the robot’s shoulders to give it a hug, she never 

forgets to speak directly to it as to a little child. Sometimes Mrs Nielsen is stimulated by the operating 

                                                        
31 Which I shall not reveal here since they were indeed personal and  – as shall become obvious in the following 
chapter – not something Mrs Nielsen wanted to reveal in public.  
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staff members’ questions regarding her life. At other times, she takes the initiative. In either case, Mrs 

Nielsen spends most of her time with the robot talking, hugging and cuddling in a manner that leaves 

her happily exhausted afterwards. Describing her affection for Telenoid, Mrs Nielsen told me: ‘He is so 

cute. Look at him. He is adorable. It is a boy don't you think? Boys are less complicated than girls’.  

In her studies of the introduction of robots like Telenoid into American nursing homes, Sherry 

Turkle (2011) argues that to engage with robots as companions, many ‘adults must overcome their 

embarrassment at being seen playing with dolls’ (Turkle 2011: 109). ‘Once they have declared 

themselves not crazy’, Turkle continues, ‘they can proceed in their relationship with a robot seal. Or 

with a robot baby doll’ (ibid: 109). Indeed, more often than not, although initially doubting the robot 

and perceiving it as artificial or doll-like, associating it with being demented, Mrs Nielsen was happily 

engaged when coming to interact with the robot. As illustrated above, she was not just personalizing 

the robot by giving it a gender and even a personality, ‘you are such a funny little one’. She also took 

great pains to be assured that the robot was all right during their interaction asking it if it was, for 

example, sitting comfortably or if it needed anything. In other words, Mrs Nielsen shared with many 

other citizens and residents a sense of responsibility towards Telenoid, that of caring for something. In 

that sense, to Mrs Nielsen and many others, Telenoid turned into what could be called an ‘evocative 

object’ (Allison 2006: 183), evoking something deeply personal in users and the sensation of an 

interpersonal relationship, something that keeps them company. Thus, by morphing into a trusted 

friend with its own presence and distinct personality, letting citizens and residents do to it what is 

usually done to them, i.e. caring, Telenoid evoked not only affectionate engagement but also 

confessions and memories which otherwise remained hidden. In the case of Mrs Nielsen, for example, 

while staff members agreed on the fact that she had forgotten that she was actually conversing with 

them, they also shared the opinion that it was indeed wonderful and ‘unbelievable’, as they said, to see 

how Mrs Nielsen ‘beams in a way she never usually does’ (stråler som hun aldrig plejer at gøre). 

Furthermore, they were surprised to see how Mrs Nielsen suddenly ‘opens up’ and speaks about 

aspects of her personal family life that she always used to keep to herself. ‘We have never tried 

anything like this before’, Maren stated as she described her fascination with observing Mrs Nielsen’s 

interaction with Telenoid. Like her colleagues, Maren agreed that it was unusual and incredible to see 

her laugh and smile so much while at the same time becoming ‘impulsive’ and ‘emotional’, as Maren 

said, in a different manner than normal. All of this made Maren conclude that the robot ‘definitely has 

the potential to lighten up people who otherwise feel lonely and depressed’.  

In Chapter Three I described how the Japanese roboticists’ ambitions of crafting Telenoid in 

such a manner that it came to possess human presence testify to the fact that robots are often 

described as taking up positions as persons and living things in Japan. Here models of nonhuman 

personhood, originating in Japanese Shinto and Buddhism, have influenced the development of 
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‘techno-animism’ (Allison 2006), referring to the Japanese conceptualization of technological entities 

as heterogeneous hybrids embedding life and agency (Allison 2006: 13), and blending what Casper 

Bruun Jensen and Anders Blok describe as ‘advanced technologies and spiritual capacities’ (Jensen & 

Blok 2013: 85). Whereas the idea of techno-animism was originally coined to describe how 

technologies come to be imbued with a spirit or soul in Japan, I nevertheless suggest that techno-

animism applies not only to Japan (cf. Richardsson 2016: 112). As we have seen above, techno-

animism seems intimately bound up in particular contexts of relational activity, such as the concrete 

encounter between robots and human beings in Denmark. Yet, what matters most here is not so much 

a belief in a world in which nonhuman objects are endowed with intellectual, emotional, and spiritual 

qualities paralleling those of human persons (Willerslev 2007: 2). Rather, as has also been pointed out 

by anthropologist Kathleen Richardson in her studies of the ways in which technological animism 

applies also to Euro-American imaginings of robots (Richardson 2016: 112), humanlike robots ‘invite 

us to imagine (and, indeed, seem to embody) a form a nonhuman personhood that is neither “natural” 

nor religious in origin’ (ibid: 124; cf. Aupers 2002). Similarly, Cathrine Hasse (2013) argues about the 

effects of the pet babyseal robot, Paro, in Danish healthcare, that such robots ‘do not appear as dead 

things of the natural world of non-living matter’ (Hasse 2013: 92). On the contrary, they often become 

a living being (ibid: 94).  

What matters, then, is not so much an ‘animist unconscious’ (Allison 2006: 13) embedded in 

social life and encouraging a willingness to conceive the world as blended by hybrid beings ignoring 

the boundaries between advanced technologies and spiritual capacities. Rather, it is the kind of 

behaviours that occur as an effect of peoples’ interaction with Telenoid, which is given undivided 

attention and emotional investment as it gradually morphs into a friend with its own presence and 

personality. In other words, for people interacting with Telenoid, the robot was conceived as a person, 

not because personhood had been imparted upon it by some cognitive processing, but because it 

revealed itself as such within a relational context of interacting with it. Here Telenoid appeared to 

share the characteristics of cars, computers and intelligent things, which people, through regular and 

consistent involvement, come to experience as intentional persons with minds of their own to engage 

with intersubjectively (cf. Gell 1998: 18-19; Willerslev 2007: 16; Marenko 2014; Richardson 2016; 

Latour 1996: 210-211; Sillar 2009).  

In the anthropological literature on animism it has been noted that even within worlds broadly 

characterized as animist, people do not bestow personhood on all things all the time (Willerslev 2007: 

49; Gell 1998). Much in the same manner as the Japanese roboticists were not convinced that robots 

possess human presence all the time, studies have demonstrated how distinctions occasionally come 

to exist between human and nonhuman entities. Anthropologist Morten Axel Pedersen (2001), for 

example, argues that, for North Asian animist cosmologies, some objects, such as ‘a small grey stone 
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and a piece of peeled wild onion’ (Pedersen 2001: 416) are not really perceived as people, bound in 

social relations in the same manner as a bear and a hunter might be. Instead these are:  
 

Purely external, natural ‘things’ that have no mutual animistic relations, because they do not share 

any common social ground (…). It seems, therefore, that whereas there is only one social world 

(shared by human and nonhuman persons alike), there is an infinite number of asocial locations, 

each inhabited by a non-person entirely left in its own void (hole), and hence totally disconnected 

from its fellow non-social entities, or things… The basic shape of North Asian animist cosmology, 

therefore, is a whole with holes in it (Pedersen 2001: 415-416).  

 

Whereas Pedersen points towards the fact that large parts of the landscape are perceived by Darhad 

hunters and pastoralists as ‘an inanimate void’ (Pedersen 2013b: 97), the ethnography in this study 

points rather towards a condition within which things continually transform from being inanimate to 

animate entities in accordance with people’s engagements with it. Hence, although people like Mrs 

Nielsen and Matthias came to experience Telenoid as a person when interacting with it, outside the 

realm of interaction, they often spoke of the robot, not as a person, but simply a machine or a doll. 

Indeed, as Tim Ingold (2007) puts it in his discussion of animism:  

 
Animacy, in other words, is not a property of stones as such, but of their positioning within a 

relational field that includes persons as foci of power (…) whether a stone is alive or not will 

depend on the context in which it is placed and experienced (Ingold 2007: 97).  

 

In this sense, animism is intimately bound up with people’s immediate dealings with things. The 

critical consequence of this is that personhood, as Rane Willerslev (2007) points out:  

 
…rather than being an inherent property of things and persons, is constituted in and through the 

relationships into which they enter. Personhood is, so to speak, a potentiality of their being-in-

the-world, which might or might not be realized as a result of their position within a relational 

field of activity. An animal therefore can be just that, or it can be a subject-person with a mind of 

its own. The relational context in which it is placed and experienced determines its being 

(Willerslev 2007: 21).  

 

Returning to the case of Matthias and Mrs Nielsen above, such a perspective seems to fit well because 

it allows Telenoid to be just a robot or to be a person with a mind of its own. As we saw above, it 

seemed to be very much the case that it is the relational context in which Telenoid is placed and 

experienced that determines its being. Hence, it is when it is put to use that Telenoid emerges as a 
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friend to entrust and engage with in affectionate and confessional ways. In contrast, when speaking 

about Telenoid afterwards, residents and citizens did not necessarily speak of Telenoid as a person 

with a mind of its own but as a robot or technological device.  

In Chapter Four I showed how the Japanese roboticists came to realize that although Telenoid’s 

mimetic performance was convincing and alike in such manner that people took the robot for one of 

their kind rather than a machine, it nevertheless failed in binding its human operator. I concluded that 

while the dynamic of abstraction worked in as far at it entrapped interlocutors’ imagination, the 

failure of binding the operator by way of his or her voice meant that the robot did not convey the 

presence of its operator. On the contrary, it seemed to trap its interlocutors by way of an engaging self-

movement that, in correlation with its abstract form, guided the imagination towards something 

completely different, such as a small child. As we have already seen in the cases above, something 

similar happens in the nursing home and activity centre. Whereas Telenoid’s capacity to bring about 

imaginative effects certainly seemed to persist in as far as it plays the role of a technology for 

imagining not only bits and pieces of a past life but also the presence of a boy, a psychologist and a 

friend, it nevertheless failed to bind the human presence of its operator. In other words, from the 

citizens’ and residents’ perspective, the dynamic of extension failed. Indeed, most often people did not 

realize that a staff member was speaking to them and even in those rare instances in which people, 

such as Matthias, understood the concept of the robotic system, they nevertheless seemed to forget 

during the interaction. In both cases, then, Telenoid morphed into a figure different from its human 

operator, as illuminated above. In the following section we shall dwell briefly on the ways in which the 

capacity of Telenoid to morph into an alive being dissimilar from its operator trapped staff with its 

promise of offering new possibilities of providing care. 

 

Entrapping Robots 

The ability of the robot to morph into a figure dissimilar from its operator was highly appreciated 

among staff members. As we saw earlier, the robot’s capacity to ‘lighten up people’ and make them say 

and do things that staff members themselves could not brought out ‘goose bumps all over’ and was 

described as ‘crazy’. In fact, most staff members described how Telenoid provided them with a deep 

feeling of becoming capable of helping and caring for residents and citizens in a different way. In other 

words, staff members thought the robot provided them with the opportunity of establishing a certain 

level of contact needed in order to undertake proper care, and they often described the sessions as 

‘therapeutic’ and ‘unique’. ‘This activity with the robot’, Tove for example told me during an interview, 

‘is special because we cannot facilitate the same things in other circumstances. It is therapy, you know. 

Because we activate their minds and their emotions and they start smiling’. By getting to know 

residents’ needs and personality in another manner, staff members thought it became possible to 
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assist them properly. ‘Such tools are so important in our work’, Line, for example stated while telling 

me about the importance of Telenoid in relation to her work: 

 
They make it possible for us to get access to information which we cannot get access to if we sit 

opposite them. We can use that information in our ways of providing care for the person. For 

example, I had no idea that Doris likes flowers before she told Telenoid, or that Clara had three 

abortions in her earlier life. Now, when I know that, I can speak to Doris about flowers and I have 

a much broader picture of Clara and I know why she sometimes is sad. You know, it makes us 

closer. The more you know the residents, the more you can support them and pick up on specific 

issues.  

 

Moreover, members of the staff often told me how the robot can contribute to lifting the mood among 

residents and citizens who otherwise felt sad and lonely. ‘Many of them feel sad so we often try to 

cheer them up in different ways. Telenoid makes them smile and laugh in amazing ways’, said Tove.  

If both citizens, residents and staff members are seduced by the robot, as indicated above, then 

we must continue to consider it an appropriate trap. First of all, as we saw in the previous chapter, the 

robot’s aesthetic form helps orientate it as a trap for staff, who are drawn to its neutral appearance, 

which allows them to realize their desire of helping citizens and residents not only by way of 

promising to provide a much-needed extraordinary space for conversation but also by establishing a 

certain space for de-personified conversation where questions about conveying oneself through the 

robot fade into the background and become irrelevant. In such circumstances, staff members found 

themselves seduced by the robot’s appearance, which promised to encourage affectionate and 

confessional engagement, dimensions that are highly valued among members of the staff but also 

difficult to realize due to professional hierarchical roles and relationships to the residents and citizens, 

as described in the previous chapter and as confirmed by staff when coming to use the robot. For 

example, having observed Lars, a twenty-five-year-old man interacting affectionately and confessional 

with Telenoid, staff members in the activity centre speculated that the robot’s neutral appearance and 

character provided them with the opportunity of approaching the citizens in ways that allowed an 

amount of affection and confession otherwise unrealizable during their conventional conversation:  

 
Operating staff member:  It is so interesting to see Lars with Telenoid. He showed a whole new side of 

himself and it was amazing to see how much he attached to it during the half hour 

we sat talking. 

Assisting staff member:   Normally he never asks us any questions but he did with Telenoid. He obviously 

didn't connect it with you at all. It was another person to him. And a person that 

he was curious to come to know. 
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Operating staff member:  Yes. It is fascinating. It really is. And normally he would never… I mean, he is so 

introvert… he is not a person who will just tell you things, but he did with 

Telenoid. He even told it about his dreams… He was totally absorbed by it. He got 

so much involved. He shut out everything else. And he kissed it so much.  

Assisting staff member:  Yes. Many of them really feel that they can hug it. Maybe because they do not feel 

that it is us. It is not an adult to them that they are not allowed to hug and kiss in 

that manner. So they can also speak to it a lot more than us.  

Operating staff member:  Yes, it is like when we visit our psychologist when we want [to get] something out. 

They also need to talk about their issues but who the hell can they talk to? Well, 

Telenoid works for them as one to whom they can pour out everything.  

Astrid:  And one of the things about Telenoid is that it has never been one who made 

requirements or demanded anything. So this is why people feel that I can talk to 

you about being upset or mad with it. It has never demanded anything that I did 

not like. It is not a face that I do not like.   

Operating staff member:  It would be fantastic to run sessions with Lars and Telenoid where we spoke with 

him every day. So for instance tomorrow we tried to speak to him about other 

things. To get deeper into him. Basically when people talk with him I believe it is 

very superficial. Things like where do you live, how old are you… I don't think 

anybody asks him how are you really feeling, Lars?  

 

Almost all staff members emphasized how the robot’s design attracted them because it provided them 

with the opportunity of taking on a role other than themselves. Indeed, citizens and residents 

constantly forgot or failed to understand that staff members operated the robot, and even if staff had 

envisaged this to be the case, as we saw in the previous chapter, they were nonetheless surprised and 

stunned to see that Telenoid actually possessed the capacity of de-personifying them during the 

conversation to such a degree that intimate and affectionate engagement occurred, as illustrated in the 

case of Lars above. Here the robot proved capable of providing space for the ‘deep conversation’ (dybe 

samtale) where ‘we really get inside’, which was spoken of as a positive feature in the daily work. For 

example, in the case of Lars above, staff often experienced how he would ask Telenoid questions, thus 

revealing a lot about himself, which he never did towards staff members themselves.  

Drawing on the theory of Matei Candea (2010), in Chapter Three and Chapter Four, I described 

how the Japanese roboticists conceptualized Telenoid’s role as simultaneously cultivating a certain 

amount of attachment and distance during conversation. I argued that by cultivating distance between 

its operator and interlocutor, Telenoid was envisaged to bring even more intimacy and appreciation 

into the social relation whether testifying to its human operator or failing to do so. As we have already 

seen, such conceptualization seems to work well among staff members who themselves seek what 

they refer to as ‘tools’ that allow them to create a certain level of distance to citizens and residents 
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because it is this distance that creates the basis for open-mindedness, hence intimacy and connection. 

Indeed, as emphasized above, it is the capacity of Telenoid to create distance from a staff member who 

demands certain things from the citizens, that allows it to encourage engagement and affection by 

acting as somewhat of a stranger. The need for distancing tools is perhaps best illustrated in the 

expressions that while the robot allows staff members to ‘hide’ behind the robot figure, as they said, it 

also allows them to ‘act differently’ and ‘ask different questions’, thereby providing the opportunity of 

‘becoming more open’ and gaining new insights in relation to the citizen or resident. At the same time, 

such concealment stimulates affection and confession among citizens and residents. As Astrid put it 

while drawing an analogy between the distance cultivated by Telenoid and by facebook and text 

messages:  

 
I feel that generally it is not only the citizens who can become more open-minded during the 

conversation. It is also me. I can be more open in my dialogue with the citizens when I speak 

through it [Telenoid]. Because it is like communicating via text messages or Facebook… You can 

say things differently than when you face people directly and you also respond to what other 

people say differently. Because… some things can be very personal and things like that, and in 

such situations it is sometimes easier to hear such things over the phone or Facebook. Do you 

know what I mean? For example, when I spoke to Lars through Telenoid I… I mean, normally I 

would never ask him about his disability. So, if I go in and talk to him now, I would never ever ask 

about it, but it turned out I was not afraid when I spoke through Telenoid. And Lars also opened 

up and told me about it. 

 

As this quote shows, not only were staff seduced by the robot’s capacity of providing attachments, 

intimacy, engagement and affirmative ways of being with the citizens and residents during 

conversation. They also emphasized that such processes of coming together simultaneously relied on 

the robot’s capacity of also sometimes providing detachment – that is maintaining a proper distance 

(Candea 2010). Indeed, it is only through the distance provided by Telenoid that Astrid dares to ask 

certain peculiar questions, which, in turn, create a new form of intimate conversation. ‘Such tools are 

so important in our work’, Line also stated previously. ‘They make it possible for us to get access to 

information which we cannot get if we sit opposite them. Information which we can use in our ways of 

providing care for the person’. Seen in this light, staff members are seduced by the robot’s capacity of 

mutually cultivating both detachment and engagement as a mode of interacting with citizens and 

residents.  

Besides striving towards establishing distance, as a means of creating the grounds for 

engagement, i.e. open-mindedness, intimacy and confessions, staff members also realized that crucial 

to their daily work was a recognition of disconnection to the citizens and residents. Certain things such 
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as intimate hugging, kissing and cuddling were simply experienced as being too intimate and too close 

for staff to engage in. Yet, whereas there was a clear definition of the level of affection and intimacy 

that the staff could allow when encountering residents and citizens face-to-face, they also realized that 

Telenoid could be used to distance themselves from the most intimate forms of care. As Astrid once 

told me: 

 
This robot can provide citizens with the opportunity of just caring for someone. I mean, I have a 

personal and professional limit, right? I do not want the citizens to just kiss and hug me as much 

as they want to. But many of them do not have anyone to kiss and hug. No family or girlfriends or 

boyfriends. They can do that with this robot and it is just excellent that it is baby-like. It provides 

something like unconditional affection (ubetinget omsorg) I would say. Take Majken for example. 

It is fantastic that she can kiss Telenoid in the way she does. She needs it but she has no one to 

kiss and hug normally. And it really crosses our boundaries. 

 

In Chapter Three I described how the Japanese roboticists had envisaged Telenoid as a human 

extension of its operator. This extension, I argued, was not to be carried out in a metaphorical or 

symbolic way. On the contrary, Telenoid was made to extend its human operator in a bodily and 

sensuous way within which human operators should eventually feel Telenoid as their own human 

body, thus being capable of feeling when someone touched and hugged the robot. Yet, in the statement 

above, Astrid indicates that it is precisely because Telenoid does not extend her presence in any bodily 

and sensuous way that it becomes valuable. Thus, by failing to extend her presence, it allows her to 

provide space for the most intimate forms of care that are nevertheless impossible to carry out 

because of their transgressive character. As we shall see in Chapter Eight, however, the robot’s 

capacity to provide such space for ‘unconditional affection’ (ubetinget omsorg), as Astrid calls it above, 

was complicated by the fact that in some circumstances staff members did come to experience such 

bodily sensations. Indeed, many members of the staff felt that it transgressed their limits when citizens 

and residents kissed and hugged the robot. For now, however, we may conclude that affection and 

intimacy could sometimes be furthered by the robot’s provision of distance during the conversation.  

In her studies of Danish nursing education, Ann Katrine B. Soffer (2014) argues that in many of 

the nursing theories taught in nursing programmes today, ‘care is described as an initially inner 

process, which leads the nurse to orient herself out towards a normative engagement with the patient’ 

(Soffer 2014: 2). This consequently means, Soffer argues, that the cornerstone of good and desirable 

professional virtues within a Danish context of nursing is the ability to attach and engage with the 

patient. Conversely, she explains, detachment has come to symbolize coldness, unresponsiveness, 

inaction and lack of empathy (Soffer 2014: 2). Yet, according to Soffer, understanding care as a purely 

compassionate and altruistic attachment in the nurse-patient engagement glosses over the ambiguous 
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details of care and how professional practices that have to do with care in fact slips into a series of 

different modes of engagements having to do also with detached and distanced relations (ibid: 8). The 

incidents above similarly seem to demonstrate ‘the productive potential of disconnection, distance and 

detachment’ (Candea et. al. 2015: 1), thus the importance of being simultaneously detached from – and 

engaged with – the residents and citizens. Moreover, they point to the reason for the robot’s 

entrapping capacity among staff members. Thus, whereas the relations between residents, citizens and 

staff were characterized not only by engagement but also distance and detachment as modes of 

interaction, such engagement and detachment were to be cultivated and strengthened by the robot 

itself because it provided the opportunity of encouraging engagement (affection and confession) by 

simultaneously providing a distance that allowed staff members to hide themselves. Indeed, as the 

quote from Astrid above also illustrates, distance may even constitute the social relation because it 

provides people with easiness and the ability of conversing differently, much as envisaged by the 

Japanese roboticists in Chapter Three. At the same time, distance from the operating staff member also 

provided residents and citizens with the opportunity of speaking open-mindedly about themselves 

and acting affectionately. In other words, while staff members’ relationship with the citizens and 

residents was made up of – and supported by - complex combinations of attempts to establish 

proximity in some dimensions and distance in others, the robot seemed to seduce staff by inviting 

them into a space of tangled engagements and detachments. At the same time, on the face of it this is a 

space that truly questions the initial visions related to the robot, i.e. that it should be capable of 

conveying and extending the human presence of its operator. However, as we shall see in the following 

chapter, in some circumstances the robot did manage to convey and extend its human operator, but 

rather than this being experienced as a positive element of the robot, as envisaged by the Japanese 

roboticists, among staff members it turned the robot into a disaffecting figure because it failed to 

provide the needed level of distance from the citizens and residents.   

 

Robots of Enchantment 

Among staff, when Telenoid provided them with the opportunity of improving people’s moods and 

making them say and do things that staff members themselves could not, it was indeed perceived as 

somewhat of a ‘miracle’ among staff members who, as we saw earlier, spoke of it as ‘incomprehensible’, 

‘amazing’ and ‘shocking’. Even if they had envisaged and hoped that Telenoid could provide such 

possibilities, as we saw in the previous chapter, I nevertheless often observed how they were 

surprised and shocked when Telenoid fulfilled their expectations. One of the ways of producing such 

effects became obvious to me when participating in a session with Telenoid in the nursing home. On 

this particular day, Telenoid was introduced to Karen, a widow in her seventies suffering from 
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sclerosis whom we also met in the introduction to this thesis. During their interaction, Karen’s staff 

member, Tove, operated Telenoid from another room: 

 
Karen:    I must say, that it is very comforting to sit here and speak to you.  

Telenoid [Tove]:  Do you think it is comforting to sit and talk with me? 

Karen:    Yes, of course. One can just relax and take it all easy.  

Telenoid [Tove]: What would you say if I asked someone to knit me a hat? Do you think a knitted 

hat would suit me?  

Karen:    That would be great fun. I like knitting.  

Telenoid [Tove]: So you might knit me a hat? 

Karen:    Well, yes, perhaps.  

Telenoid [Tove]: Practicing makes you good you know.  

Karen:    Yes, so I’ve heard. So really I must pull myself together. You need warm clothes. 

You must have something on your feet and such.  

Telenoid [Tove]: Yes, I certainly must wear something.  

Karen:    Yes, you must also have something on your feet. You cannot walk around on your 

bare feet.  

Telenoid [Tove]: Can you show me where my feet are?  

Karen:    No, I cannot show you where they are because you are almost sitting on them, I 

believe.  

Telenoid [Tove]: Do you think I am sitting on them and hiding them? 

Karen:    Yes, in fact you are.   

 

On the face of it, Karen’s conversation with Telenoid seems to be fairly unsurprising. Indeed, the 

conversation does not seem to be particularly affectionate and it doesn't seem to be the case that 

Telenoid made Karen reveal a series of aspects of herself that staff members were otherwise incapable 

of eliciting. Above all the conversation seemed to be comforting to Karen. Yet, observing the reactions 

from the participating staff members made it clear that Karen’s conversation with Telenoid was 

nothing but surprising and miraculous. ‘It is unbelievable’, said Augusta, Karen’s contact person, as we 

spoke afterwards. ‘How can Kasper do this? I cannot believe it… Usually Karen speaks nonsense! Her 

speech is halting and almost impossible to understand. But when she interacts with Kasper we can 

understand her. It’s weird’. Hence, highlighting how Telenoid managed to improve the language of 

Karen, staff members were stunned to observe how Karen was suddenly capable of having a 

conversation without halting and answering ‘as the wind blows’ (i øst og vest). Although the question 

of language posed a fascinating element there was more to it than that. The fact that Karen cared for 

Telenoid’s bare feet similarly surprised staff in inconceivable ways. ‘She thought that it had feet 
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although it is quite obvious that it has not’, stated Tove during our conversation. ‘And she also said that 

it had a beautiful hair. That is so fascinating’.  

While the case of Karen illustrates perfectly well how the dynamics of abstraction comes to work 

as a technology of the imagination in much the same manner as envisaged by the Japanese roboticists 

in Chapter Three, it also reveals, I suggest, how Telenoid turns into an enchanting figure in the eyes of 

the staff members. Following Alfred Gell (1992), Telenoid in fact appears to share the formal 

requirements of an aesthetic trap within which the viewer’s perception becomes caught by being 

confronted with an unintelligible object. Let me elaborate on this argument by detailing Gell’s thoughts 

further. 

As I described in Chapter Three, Gell argues that certain artefacts can be understood as ‘mind-

traps’ because they are the result of a type of ‘agency which is essentially indecipherable’ (Gell 1998: 

71). According to Gell, some works of art make it difficult for their viewers to possess them in an 

intellectual sense, and therefore their effects are ‘magical’, he argues, they are forms of ‘enchantment’. 

In the article, The Technology of Enchantment and the Enchantment of Technology (1992), Gell 

particularly elaborates on this point when referring to the ways in which material objects may be 

designed to attach spectators to them and convince spectators to see the world around them in 

particular ways. By way of explanation, Gell points to the technical processes that lead to the creation 

of an object. Situating his argument in an ethnographic context of Trobriand Island canoes, which were 

impressively large decorative objects, full of intricate designs, Gell demonstrates how decoration and 

displays of technical virtuosity can enchant spectators by provoking a sense of awe and fascination in 

unskilled spectators. Thus, according to Gell, it is the practical skills of the craftsmen and thus the 

decorations on objects and their designs that can dazzle the spectator because the object resists to 

being understood in an intellectual sense: 

 
As a technical system, art is orientated towards the production of the social consequences which 

ensure from the production of these objects. The power of art objects stems from the technical 

processes they objectively embody: the technology of enchantment is founded on the enchantment 

of technology. The enchantment of technology is the power that technical processes have of 

casting a spell over us so that we see the real world in an enchanted form (Gell 1992: 44). 

 

Thus, considering art objects not in terms of their aesthetic value within the culture that produced 

them, nor as symbolic communications or signs to be interpreted, Gell defined art objects as ‘systems 

of actions’, intended to change the world (Gell 1992: 43). In this perspective, man-made objects are, in 

other words, equivalents to social agents exercising influence on their spectators by virtue of 
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fascination, admiration and awe because they are the result of barely comprehensible virtuosity (cf. 

Hoskins 2006).  

As I demonstrated above, Telenoid can, at one and the same time, unsettle comprehension and 

captivate staff members who are indeed dazzled when observing citizens and residents interaction 

with the robot. As we have seen, staff members speak of Telenoid’s effects as somewhat of a ‘miracle’ 

that they are incapable of grasping intellectually. Yet, unlike in locales than those provided by Gell, 

where such enchantment flows from intricacy of design, staff in the institutions was enchanted by 

Telenoid’s capacity to evoke certain affectionate and confessional engagements among citizens and 

residents. As illustrated above, it can indeed be ‘crazy’, ‘incredible’ (helt vildt) and ‘unbelievable’, as 

some of the staff members said, to use the robot, because of the effects it generates. Indeed, it realizes 

some of those scenarios that they themselves tried hard to realize but nevertheless failed to 

accomplish. In such circumstances, I thus suggest, the robot morphed into a ‘technology of 

enchantment’ overwhelming its users who were filled with wonder, awe and admiration and who, 

while engaged in figuring out how the robot became capable of having such effects on residents and 

citizens, even came to attribute the basis of the robot’s work to magic. For example, when asked why 

they thought the robot could do all those things that they themselves could not, Maren and Line from 

the nursing home not only expressed envy but also speculated that the robot’s abstract and 

expressionless appearance were the reason:  

 
Maren: It [Telenoid] can stimulate things that we can’t. I am actually shocked about that. Why are we 

not capable of doing the same? What is it that it does?   

Line:  I don't know. It is really strange. I don't know if it is its expressionless appearance? I mean, no 

matter what the residents tell us, we will almost invariably make some kind of mimic, which will 

have an inhibiting effect on what they are telling us… But I don't know. It is just crazy.  

 

As this example shows, members of the staff were indeed enchanted and demoralized when faced with 

the spectacle of unbelievable and unimaginable virtuosity: they cannot mentally rehearse, not the 

origination of Telenoid itself and thus the technical complexity involved in its creation, as Gell suggests, 

but its capacity to produce the effects it does, and is therefore literally enchanted. 

In considering enchantment in contemporary technology, we run into somewhat of a 

conundrum. As Max Weber (1946) argued long ago, one of the fundamental differences between what 

he described as ‘modern’ and ‘primitive’ societies is that magic and mystery are vanishing phenomena 

in modern society. In other words, disenchantment of the world lay right at the heart of modernity (cf. 

Jenkins 2000). According to Weber, disenchantment is the historical process by which the natural 

world and basically all areas of human experience become experienced as less mysterious and hence 
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in principle knowable, predictable and manipulable by humans. Principally, Weber argues, we believe 

that ‘there are no mysterious incalculable forces that come into play, but rather that one can, in 

principle, master all things by calculation’ (Weber 1946: 139). Following this argument, while the 

users of a technology may experience it as enchanting, as we have seen above, the developer, however, 

knows better for he or she has created it and therefore also knows that there is not magic or mystery 

to its workings.  

Weber’s disenchantment theory has not been left uncommented (cf. Jenkins 2000; Bennett 

2001; Aupers 2002; Allison 2006). In her analysis of the ways in which it is still possible to experience 

genuine wonder and mystery in the modern world, Jane Bennett (2001) argues, for example, that 

people may still find enchantment in nature, modern technology, advertising and bureaucracy 

(Bennett 2001: 171; cf. Jenkins 2000). Understanding enchantment as an openness to the unusual, 

captivating and disturbing in everyday life, Bennett claims, in opposition to Weber, that:  

 
Although it is true that “the ‘rational calculation’ of business, societal rationalization, and the 

diminution of ‘tradition’ all combined to destroy formal magical practices and beliefs,” the 

disenchanting world nevertheless retains “fragmented but still powerful magical elements”. It is 

quite possible for one to experience aspects of nature that currently defy understanding and still 

affirm the principle of the scientific calculability of the world (Bennett 2001: 59). 

 

Turning attention to people’s experiences in regards to Telenoid indeed reveal that technology can be 

experienced as enchanting even by those people who operate and control them. As we have seen 

above, staff members are enticed by Telenoid and its effects on the residents and citizens and they 

constantly find the robot posing moments of wonder, surprise and disorientation. It is precisely in that 

sense, I argue, that Telenoid becomes one of those crossings that Bruno Latour refers to when 

rejecting the disenchantment tale as a ‘masochistic fantasy’ (Latour in Bennett 2001: 98), for do not, 

Latour asks, the magical abound in modernity when hybrids and crossings such as sensor-equipped 

robots populate the world, inspiring the kind of life-affirming wonder that we elsewise reserve for 

pure nature? (ibid: 98).  

 

Countering Deception 

In the previous chapter, I described how consultants feared that people who came to engage with 

Telenoid would not realize that it was teleoperated by another person. As we saw, they therefore 

provided a great deal of advice to staff members in order to prevent the robot from turning into a 

technology of deception. I showed how consultants aimed to establish a reality within which Telenoid 

was simultaneously a machine operated by a staff member and a living being. As we have already seen, 
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the robot did indeed fail to act with such dual nature when put to use. In practice this meant that 

members of the staff were drawn into counter deception by reminding citizens and residents that it 

was a teleoperated robots they engaged with. At the same time, however, bearing in mind that a key 

concern for the staff was the extent to which Telenoid was able to create affective and confessional 

encounters, they engaged in acts of staging the robot in certain ways that helped it also maintain its 

evocative and animated character, thus figuring as a companion and a trusted friend dissimilar and 

distanced from its operating staff member.  

Such exercise of simultaneously helping the robot to maintain distance and connection to its 

operator, was particularly evident when staff members invited citizens and residents to interact with 

it. The introductions to the robot that I observed most often were related not only to concrete 

explanations of the robot’s technical features, such as ‘this is the laptop where I will sit and control the 

robot and from where I can watch you on the screen’ or ‘this is a machine, a robot, that can move when 

I push this button and that I can speak to you through’. The introductions of the robot were also 

staging the robot as one to relate to in anthropomorphic ways. Besides personalizing the robot by 

referring to its name, Kasper, staff members also often referred to it as having a personality. ‘Here goes, 

now I put a battery in Kasper’, said Tove, for example, during her introduction of Telenoid to Marie-

Louise, whom we met previously in this chapter. ‘It is his heart. It is his little heart that gives him life in 

a minute. Isn’t he cute and sweet? He will become your little friend’. Furthermore, returning to the 

case of Matthias in the introduction of this chapter, the robot was often presented as a friend ‘good at 

speaking to you about the difficult feelings’.  

If we pause briefly to flesh out in more detail the components involved in staff members’ 

introduction of Telenoid, we see how Telenoid is generally positioned sometimes as a machine, 

sometimes as a person included in the human sphere and possessing the same fundamental 

characteristics as humans. In Chapter Six I argued that such acts could be understood as practices of 

‘purification’ and ‘translation’ (Latour 1993). Like the consultants, staff were admiringly engaged in 

acts of ‘purification’ that ‘creates two entirely distinct zones: that of human beings on the one hand; 

that of nonhumans on the other’ (Latour 1993: 10-11), thus producing the ‘technical robot’ and the 

‘human person’ as separate domains. On the other hand, staff members were also shifting to practices 

of ‘translation’ – practices that ‘create mixtures between entirely new types of being, hybrids of nature 

and culture’ (ibid: 10-11). While Tove introduces the robot to Marie-Louise above, multiple hybrids 

are produced as she interacts with the robot and introduces it as a little friend with a heart, a gender, a 

life and a range of personal characteristics. At the same time Tove establishes clear categories with 

which to divide and understand the world, separating the robot from the human world as a technical 

artefact to be controlled and operated by a human being – purification. This shift between purification 

and translation can be seen, I argue, as an attempt to produce categories of  ‘robot’ and ‘person’ in 
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order to generate a space for ‘ethics’, where information about the robot’s ‘true mechanic nature’ can 

potentially prevent the robot from ‘cheating’ and ‘deceiving’ people, as elaborated on in the previous 

chapter, while at the same time blurring the very same categories in order to stage the robot as an 

emotional and friendly being with whom to engage affectionately and confessionally.  

Thus the continuous processes of purification of categories take place all the while other 

processes are at work to blur the boundaries, thereby staging the robot as an entrapping figure to 

engage with. In the case of Tove and Marie-Louise above, for example, while aware that Telenoid is an 

intentional person with a mind of its own to Marie-Louise who speaks of it as ‘a best friend’, Tove 

seeks to join the game in order to establish affectionate engagement, while at the same trying to avoid 

cheating and deceiving Marie-Louise by reminding her of the robot’s true mechanical nature, as 

advised by consultants in the previous chapter.  

 

Ritualizing Enchantment  

This chapter has suggested that processes of ritualization stage the use of Telenoid as extraordinary 

moments or heterotopias, in contrast to the everyday routines in the institutions. When ritualizing the 

use of the robot, staff members turn it into a figure desirable to citizens and residents, who come to 

experience it as a living and emotional being dissimilar from the staff members operating it. With no 

intention of trying to diminish the differences between robotic practices in Denmark and Japan, this 

chapter has thus argued that techno-animistic elements can be found also in Denmark. Yet, such form 

of nonhuman personhood is not religious in origin but emerges in particular human-robot encounters 

within which, robots reveal themselves as more-than-machines.  

This chapter has also shown how the dynamics of extension failed not only from citizens’ and 

residents’ perspective, but also in the experiences of the staff. Yet this was not perceived as a failure 

among staff members, because by failing to extend their presence, the robot worked as a distancing 

tool that allowed them to provide intimate forms of care otherwise unrealizable. In that sense, I argued, 

Telenoid invited staff, citizens and residents into a space where a certain degree of distance was 

provided, and which, in turn, created the very basis for new forms of engagement. To staff members, 

the robot became an enchanting figure thanks to its capacity for producing certain admired effects that 

were also somewhat intelligible. Not unlike the canoe boards that exercise a captivating force by virtue 

of their technical virtuosity (Gell 1992), there is something enchanting and fascinating about the ways 

in which Telenoid elicits certain reactions among its interlocutors.   

I have argued that staff members appreciate the robot’s capacity to morph into a living being in 

the experiences of citizens and residents while simultaneously bringing about certain imaginative 

effects, because it encouraged affectionate and confessional engagements. But they also follow the 

consultants’ advice to engage in exercises of helping the robot to maintain connection to its human 
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operator, thereby working to counter its deceptive agency. Although this chapter has argued that 

citizens, residents and staff entertain passionate feelings for the robot, these feelings are constantly 

threatened by the robot’s alienating capacity. Now it is time to explore the circumstances and the 

implications of Telenoid’s troublesome nature. The next chapter is devoted to this issue. 
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Chapter Eight: Disaffecting 
 
Introduction 

 
Here is our mistake, one we all made, the only one we made. You had a hypersensitive project, and 

you treated it as if you could get it through under its own steam. But you weren’t nuclear power, 

you weren’t the army; you weren’t able to make the ministries, the Budget Office, or the 

passengers behave in such a way as to adapt themselves to Aramis’ subtle variations, to its 

hesitations and its moods. And you left Aramis to cope under its own steam when it was actually 

weak and fragile. You believed in the autonomy of technology. (Latour 1996: 292).  

 

In Bruno Latour’s (1996) book about a transportation system in Paris, ‘Aramis’, we follow the failed 

attempts at achieving this technological project. Aramis started out as a dream, but as the support and 

commitments of those who fashioned Aramis began to weaken the project eventually died. As Latour 

is interested in the fragile reality of a highly complex technology, he turns his attention to the reasons 

why the project failed and what happened in between the great visions and failure. The story about 

Aramis, Latour demonstrates, is not about a straightforward process of technological development, 

with a passive object at the centre of a prestigious project. On the contrary, Aramis is engaged in an 

endless struggle to make heterogeneous parts cohere, and concurrently gains and loses ‘liveliness’ in 

relation to a range of different events and actors (Latour 1996: 291-293). It is precisely the shifting 

degrees of support from the people who gave Aramis life in the first place that make it flicker between 

real and not real. According to Latour, what we learn from the story about Aramis is thus that for 

technologies to become tangible and real they depend on the support and care from other human and 

nonhuman actors (ibid: 293). In the end, Latour argues, because no one loved Aramis, its network 

came apart and the project died. 

It is the premiss of the present chapter that Telenoid has much in common with Aramis. 

Acquiring life demands more than a physical form which possesses the capacity to entrap and enchant 

people, as demonstrated in the previous chapter. As we shall see, it depends also – to retain Latour’s 

terminology - upon a solid network of dedicated and affectively committed actors that continues to 

love it. Yet, my ethnography shows that such continuous loving is fragile. Not only does love for 

Telenoid prove difficult when one is positioned as a consultant charged with identifying the target 

groups and functions of a deceptive robot, as demonstrated in Chapter Five. As I show below, although 

people may entertain (passionate) feelings for the robot, as we saw in the previous chapter, these are 

constantly threatened by the robot’s ‘disaffecting’ capacity: that is, its capacity to break the spell 

otherwise cast by its elicitation of an affectionate and confessional engagement. Thus, as we shall see, 

the robot’s technical problems, its reliance on a disproportionate amount of personnel time and the 
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fact that the robot establishes itself as an extension of its operator, much in the same manner as 

envisaged by the Japanese roboticists in Chapter Three, all threaten the robot’s capacity to capture 

people with its promise of providing intimacy and therapy in different ways. Rather, such features, I 

shall argue, turn the robot into a disaffecting figure, failing in its encounters with staff members as 

well as citizens and residents and preventing itself from seducing and capturing people. Consequently, 

I argue, Telenoid is best understood as enchanting its users, while at the same time constituting the 

very source of disaffection.    

My argument will proceed as follows: Against the background of numerous ethnographic 

descriptions of the robot failing in its encounters with staff members, citizens and residents in the 

institutions, I will reveal and discuss the various forms of disaffection and discomfort found in specific 

encounters with contemporary human-like machines. While sharing Latour’s understanding of 

technology as dependent on other actors and their love in order for it to become successful, I fix my 

gaze on the material particularities of the robot and the ongoing labour of staff members, citizens and 

residents involved in certain failed encounters with Telenoid, eventually leading to the possibility of 

adding the robot to ‘the long list of failed innovation projects’ in Denmark (Ertner 2015: 43), as I shall 

discuss in Chapter Nine.  

 

When a Robot Breaks an Arm and Gets a Crick in the Neck  

Some weeks after Telenoid’s entrance into the nursing home, Marie-Louise, whom we met in the 

previous chapter, was on her way to meet the robot once again. As she carefully walked in small steps 

down the hallway towards the residents’ lounge where ‘Kasper’ [Telenoid] was kept, she told me that 

she had just changed her plans of the day. ‘I was supposed to visit my friend, Britt, today but we 

cancelled… I really wanted to say hello to Kasper, now that he is here’. When Marie-Louise reached the 

lounge, she was met by Tove, the staff member responsible for today’s session. Tove sat in the sofa 

with Telenoid on her lap, obviously still running the introductory tests of its functionalities. ‘He has 

broken his arm today’, Tove immediately stated as Marie-Louise joined her on the sofa. ‘He cannot 

move it’. Marie-Louise smiled as she saw Telenoid, stretching out to rub its back and give it a hug. ‘Oh… 

I am sorry’, she said, ‘did you hurt it so much that you cannot move it? Don't you think the doctors can 

fix it?’. The robot, which was teleoperated by Augusta, Tove’s colleague, from the staff room located 

outside in the hallway, nodded its head, replied that it needed to contact the doctor for help, thanked 

Marie-Louise for the hug before complimenting her on her ‘beautiful eyes’. Marie-Louise laughed out 

loud. ‘Do you think they are beautiful?’, she asked while giving the robot yet another hug. A couple of 

minutes later, the robot suddenly began to malfunction in various ways: it developed a loud 

mechanical wheeze and its movements became wobbly. Moreover, its voice was so low that it was 

impossible for Marie-Louise to hear Augusta’s words. When this happened, Marie-Louise first treated 
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the robot as being ill rather than broken, like a sick child in need of care. ‘Do you want some clothes? 

Oh dear, maybe you are getting a cold?’, Marie-Louise asked. When Telenoid’s neck suddenly froze in 

an awkward position, Marie-Louise thought it might ‘have a crick in the neck’ and when hearing the 

troubling mechanical sounds instead of Augusta’s voice, she suggested that Telenoid might be ‘just 

going to sleep’. After a while, however, Marie-Louise seemed increasingly tired and uncommitted. 

When the robot failed to answer whether he, as Marie-Louise said, was feeling good today or whether 

he would join Marie-Louise for lunch, she lost interest. Sometimes she would look out of the window 

or ask Tove whether they were about to leave soon. Maybe, she added, she could then visit Britt after 

all.  

Meanwhile, Tove, who was assisting Marie-Louise with Telenoid in the residents’ lounge, and 

Augusta, who was operating the robot from the staff room down the hallway, struggled to reboot and 

fix the robot’s technical problems. Tove turned off the robot so that Augusta could reboot the 

computer system, following each step in the proper order. When this was successful, Augusta would 

hurry to the residents’ lounge to tell Tove that she could turn the robot on again, before returning to 

the computer to check if the system was still working. Whenever a new problem occurred they would 

repeat the procedure with resigned sighs. ‘I just hate it when we have so many technical problems’, 

Tove told Augusta and myself afterwards. ‘Because it makes it impossible to hold a conversation and it 

demotivates the residents when the robot behaves so strangely and does not answer them. Some of 

them even get scared’. Towards Marie-Louise, however, Tove tried to remain hopeful. In between the 

repeatedly responding to Augusta, Tove would sometimes suggest that ‘Kasper is a bit tired today’ or 

that ‘he seems a bit shy’ before concluding, for example, that ‘even though he is not as lively and funny 

as last time, he is still cute, isn’t he?’. Although the robot was not working properly, she would also 

encourage Marie-Louise to speak to it or give it a hug because ‘maybe that will wake him up’, as she 

said. Despite her efforts, however, the technical problems gradually turned Telenoid into an 

increasingly strange and scary creature to Marie-Louise: 

 
Telenoid [Augusta]:  Can you hear me? Hello hello.  

Tove:   Yes.  

Telenoid [Augusta]:  Who is sitting over there? Hello, Marie-Louise, you look so lovely today.  

Marie-Louise:   Really? [laughs] 

Telenoid [Augusta]:  Yes. I heard that you are busy doing jigsaw puzzles at the moment? 

Marie-Louise:   Oh yes…. That is right, I think. 

Telenoid [Augusta]:  Oh no… the sound is choppy again. Now the screen is also shimmering so I cannot 

see you at all [high choppy sounds and a robot moving strangely]. 

Tove:   That’s a shame. Are you okay? I hope you will be good again. Marie-Louise thought 

it was so very cosy to be with you last time. Isn’t it right, Marie-Louise? 
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Marie-Louise:   Yes. But I don't feel so nice with him today… What is he doing? 

Telenoid [Augusta]: Now I cannot see Marie-Louise. She fades out (hun flyder ud) [on the screen].  

Marie-Louise:   Am I fading out? What are you saying? What is it doing? [Marie-Louise looks 

increasingly worried] 

Tove:   Don't be afraid, Marie-Louise. He talks nonsense. You can give him a hug. Here you 

go [hands Telenoid to Marie-Louise]. 

Marie-Louise:   No, I don't want to. I am afraid of it now when it does all those strange things. 

Tove:   But there is nothing to be afraid of. He is just teasing… Just continue to be as 

cheerful as you usually are and then he will stop. He just wants to hug.  

Marie-Louise:   Really?  

Tove:   Yes. I think it is because he needs a hug that he sounds strange and does weird 

things.  

Marie-Louise:   Oh… I see… Come here then [Marie-Louise hugs Telenoid] 

Tove.   Oh my, that’s a nice hug. 

Telenoid [Augusta]: [Moves its arm that works]. 

Marie-Louise:   Uh-huh [laughs]. Yes, yes, you are indeed cute.  

 

After a few more words, Augusta and Tove ended the session and followed Marie-Louise back to her 

apartment. They then met to evaluate the session: ‘This was a real struggle… it was terrible… nothing 

worked at all’, Augusta said. ‘We need to make sure that Kasper works before the residents arrive. This 

was not a nice experience for Marie-Louise. We were just lucky that it worked in the end’. Tove agreed 

and added that ‘it is good that it doesn't happen every time because that would make me go crazy. It 

takes far too much patience for me to cope with’.  

This brief encounter was not my first introduction to the robot’s technical problems or, in the 

words of consultants, ‘teething troubles’ (børnesygdomme). Indeed, my time in the Japanese laboratory 

had taught me quite a bit about the nature of the problems. Yet, it was one of my first introductions to 

such problems occurring in the absence of skilled Japanese roboticists or Danish consultants to take 

professional action on the situation, which, although primarily involving staff members’ technical 

knowhow and patience, were somewhat more complex and extensive. As I would find out, the 

technical problems actually lead to several overlapping processes involving also continuous practices 

of translation – that is, as we saw in the previous chapter, practices that ‘create mixtures between 

entirely new types of being, hybrids of nature and culture’ (Latour 1993: 10-11) - working to counter 

processes of discomfort by which Telenoid morphed into an alien creature. Let me elaborate on this 

issue.  

As we saw in Chapter Three, it can be a challenging task to design robots so as to prevent any 

cognitive-emotional confusion among humans. Things create a sense of the uncanny when they look 
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real but lack the feel of a living being (Mori 1979 in Robertson 2007). In the course of my studies, 

although no one used the expression, many citizens and residents, like Marie-Louise above, clearly had 

an experience close to the uncanny as Mori describes it – something long familiar that feels strangely 

unfamiliar. Indeed, despite her attachment to Telenoid, Marie-Louise’s initial anxiety about the robot 

itself, i.e. ‘are you okay?’ or ‘do you want some clothes?’, and her commitment to try interpreting the 

nature of its inaccurate behaviour, are replaced not only by lack of interest and boredom when 

technical problems kept occurring. The robot’s awkward movements and behaviour also meant that 

Telenoid came to stand between categories thereby scaring and frightening Marie-Louise as she 

struggles to engage with it, incapable of grasping the nature of the robot, i.e. ‘What are you saying? 

What is it doing? I am afraid of it now’. In each case, the robot turned into what could be understood as 

an alien and uncanny figure failing to entrap its victims. Indeed, it is generally when people’s 

relationships with a machine ‘suffer irreparable damage’, anthropologist Michael Jackson (1992) 

argues in his studies of the intersubjective relationships between humans and technology, ‘that they 

begin to construct the other in terms of radical otherness – as an enemy, an alien or a threat’ (Jackson 

1992: 338). 

The case of Marie-Louise, grappling to characterize and interpret Telenoid, bears a resemblance 

to that of children and elderly people in an American context documented by Sherry Turkle (2005). In 

both cases, when faced with an artefact that behaves as if it has ‘inner states of mind’ (Turkle 2005: 

62), questions about categorization of the uncanny object were entangled in a desire to nurture the 

artefact, rather than simply classify it, whenever it did not work as it was supposed to. In the case of 

Marie-Louise, however, the desire to nurture Telenoid gradually fades away as its malfunctions 

become increasingly strange. Without the ability to grasp Telenoid’s statements and movements, 

Marie-Louise was being plagued by uncanny experiences she was incapable of controlling and, as 

became obvious during their interaction, this threatened her desire for engagement and nurturing. At 

the same time, however, Marie-Louise’s desire for engaging and nurturing Telenoid was re-created 

with the help from the participating staff member, Tove. Indeed, when facing such situations as those 

above, staff often felt obliged to assist and support the interaction between Telenoid and the citizen or 

resident in the best way possible. The balance between striving towards fixing the technical problems 

and at the same time acknowledging and supporting positively if citizens and residents engaged 

affectionately with the robot was carefully maintained by staff members during the sessions. As 

illustrated in the case above, for example, while the robot keeps separating itself from Marie-Louise by 

revealing its mechanical nature not only in terms of its wobbly movements but also by making its 

operator reveal herself during the conversation, Tove works constantly to build connection and hold 

the resident in affectionate engagement with the robot. The staff member seeks to engage Marie-

Louise, and allow her to share in an emotional experience with the robot by staging it as an emotional 
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and friendly being with whom to engage affectionately, despite its unexpected and somewhat uncanny 

behaviour. Indeed, whenever Augusta, who operated the robot, breaks the spell, so to speak, by stating 

that ‘the sound is choppy again’ or ‘she fades out [on the screen]’, Tove continues to address Telenoid 

in accordance with Marie-Louise’s perception of the robot: as a living boy dissimilar from Augusta 

herself.  

While this empirical example shows how technical problems can cause confusion and break the 

spell when reminding people of the robot’s nature, i.e. that it is operated by someone else, it also 

demonstrates how a robot that reveals not only its mechanical mechanism but also its teleoperated 

nature becomes increasingly uncanny and in need of help from dedicated people to care for its human 

social life. As we saw in the previous chapter, such support could be analyzed as examples of processes 

of ‘translation’ (Latour 1993: 10-11), whereby multiple hybrids are produced when staff introduce the 

robot to residents and citizens. In the introductory phase, we saw how practices of translation were 

accompanied by acts of ‘purification’ (ibid: 10-11) whereby staff members attempt to generate a space 

for ‘ethics’ that leaves information about the robot’s ‘true mechanic nature’. Yet, as demonstrated 

above, in the occurrence of technical problems, such acts of purification necessarily fade into the 

background and become irrelevant because the robot itself reminds citizens and residents about its 

mechanical nature. Indeed, besides its wobbly and frozen movements, Telenoid also reminded its 

audience of its mechanic nature because staff members such as Tove, who was assisting with the 

resident’s use of the robot, had to turn Telenoid around, unzip its silicone skin and illuminate its 

mechanics in order to turn it on and off as required to reboot the robot. I often observed how staff 

tried to turn Telenoid away when having to reboot it while at the same time engaging in acts of 

translation, as in the instances above. In spite of this effort, however, it was impossible to hide the 

multiple components and workings of robot’s mechanical nature completely. 

In such circumstances, it is not the robot but staff members’ acts of translation that help it regain 

and maintain its credibility as a figure evoking affectionate and confessional behaviour. Indeed, like 

Tove, who personified Telenoid by describing it as lovable and easy to care for and defended it 

whenever a technical problem threatened its credibility, other members of the staff invariably 

resorted to acts of translation when encountering such problems. For example, Marianne, an intern in 

the activity centre, told Teis, a young man in his twenties who was interacting with Telenoid when 

technical problems suddenly occurred, that ‘he is just teasing like he always does but if you play him a 

song on your guitar he might start dancing instead’. While appealing to one of Teis’s biggest interests, 

music, Marianne thus made an effort to maintain his interest and engagement in the robot, which he 

found increasingly irritating whenever it failed in answering his questions and moving its body as he 

expected. Such cases, I suggest, clearly demonstrate that Telenoid’s affect is a result not simply of the 

robot itself but of staff’s trained reading of the robot’s actions and of citizens’ and residents’ responses. 
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One could argue with Lucy Suchman (2007), that in the absence of staff members and their translation, 

Telenoid’s apparent strangeness ‘attests to the robot’s reliance on the performative capabilities of its 

very particular “human caregiver”’ (Suchman 2007: 246; cf. Mol et al. 2010: 14). In her studies of failed 

encounters between anthropomorphic robots and humans in a robotic laboratory at the 

Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT), Suchman thus puts forth the argument that even if 

robots are intentionally created to act autonomously, robots do not work autonomously in and of 

themselves. Rather, their performance is the result of collaborative achievements made possible 

through the work of roboticists who help and stage the robots in particular ways when encountering 

spectators (Suchman 2007: 246). This example is remarkably close to the case of Telenoid. Hence, 

without the staff members, residents and citizens had difficulties in eliciting coherent or intelligible 

behaviours from Telenoid, whenever technical problems arose, only to become either uninterested, or 

scared by it. Besides Marie-Louise above, who was unsure how to interpret the robot’s unexpected 

behaviour until assisted by a member of the staff, other cases serve also to illustrate the point. For 

example, Hannah, who was Matthias’s girlfriend from the activity centre, found it difficult to interpret 

the robot’s behaviours and to maintain her trust and interest in it when technical problems occurred. 

Assisted by one member of the staff, however, the robot succeeded in maintaining its credibility that 

was otherwise threatened: 

  
Telenoid:    [Suddenly freezes its head in an awkward position] 

Hannah:    Hey, why are you doing that? What happened to you? Hello?  

Telenoid:    [Does not answer due to technical interruptions]  

Hannah:    What is happening? What does it mean when you do that? Hey…  

Telenoid:    [Shakes its body] 

Hannah:    No, stop that. You scare me. You scare me.  

Staff member [assisting Hannah]:  Hmm… Don't be afraid, Hannah. He will not hurt you. You are 

much stronger than him, by the way. 

Hannah:    You think so? But I don't like it. 

Staff member:    Now please shape up, my little friend [to Telenoid]. 

Hannah [laughs loud]:  Yes, now you really must shape up, little friend. Wakey wakey. We 

are actually having a chat.  

Staff member:    I wonder what he is up to. Maybe he is hungry? 

Hannah:    Oh yes?  

Staff member:    Yes. Maybe.  

Hannah:    Ha, you are hungry? I think you are. Do we have any food?  
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When staff performs these acts of translation, it can be understood in several ways. It can be a way, I 

suggest, to demonstrate the love and care for the robot (cf. Latour 1996) by helping it to regain and 

maintain its role as an emotional being. But translating the robot can also be a way of signalling love 

and care for the resident or citizen, who indeed comes to entertain uncanny feelings when the robot 

temporarily succeeds in reminding them about its mechanical and teleoperated nature. Even if staff 

members always tried to make sure that the robot’s functionalities were working before fetching the 

citizen or resident in question, they experienced repeated technical breakdowns, also during the 

interaction. As Augusta put it after the incident with Marie-Louise earlier, while such breakdowns 

ideally needed to be avoided, they nevertheless kept happening, forcing staff to make an effort to 

support ‘a nice experience’ for interlocutors. 

Seeing Telenoid in such circumstances provided an opportunity to observe the work of human 

labours that afford Telenoid its capacity to elicit affectionate and confessional engagement among 

citizens and residents. The situations demonstrated how technical problems turned the robot into a 

discomforting figure that was helped back on track by staff members’ translation. Hence, despite the 

uncanny feelings arising during Marie-Louise’s and Hannah’s interaction with Telenoid, both re-

established their engagement with the help of staff. But sometimes staff members’ translation is not 

sufficient to prevent the robot from becoming so unfamiliar and alien, i.e. confusing, irritating, 

disappointing and scary, that citizens and residents lost interest in it to the point where the 

conversation and interaction ended. In other words, despite staffs’ acts of translation, many citizens 

and residents showed increasingly uninterested engagement when a session was dominated by 

technical problems that hindered conversation and engagement. Matthias, for example, who 

appreciated his intimate conversations with Telenoid, as we saw in the previous chapter, often fell 

asleep while waiting. Sometimes he even chose to leave the session. As he despondently put it once, ‘I 

really needed to speak with it but I think I’ll give up… I get stressed when I sit here waiting. Hannah 

[Matthias’s girlfriend] might need me’.  

Whereas Matthias remained faithful to Telenoid for the whole testing period, despite its capacity 

of disengaging him temporarily during particular sessions, other citizens and residents were so 

discomforted by Telenoid that they refused to ever meet it again. Consider for example the case of Mrs 

Nielsen, whom we met in the previous chapter. Her initial excitement upon encountering Telenoid in 

the nursing home gradually faded, only to vanish completely during one particular conversation with 

the robot. As was always the case when encountering Telenoid, on this particular day Mrs Nielsen 

enthusiastically talked the robot through personal aspects of her life, revealing a lot about herself and 

her family. During the conversation, however, Telenoid suddenly broke down, causing not only a 

series of rebootings but also anxiety when Mrs Nielsen was suddenly reminded that she was actually 

confessing herself to a member of the staff, Line. Despite the fact that Maren, another of Mrs Nielsen’s 
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staff members was sitting right next to her during the interaction and that I was sitting in the corner of 

the room, she had been so engaged in the conversation with the robot that she completely forgot 

everything about Maren, myself and Line during the session. It was not until Telenoid itself reminded 

her of its teleoperated nature that she was reminded that she was not revealing herself to a living 

creature in an isolated setting: 

 
Telenoid [Line]:  Hello… it is choppy (den hakker)… Mrs Nielsen... can you hear me? 

Mrs Nielsen:   Yes? 

Telenoid [Line]:  Argh… I cannot see you or hear you either. I have to reboot and then I will be back.  

Mrs Nielsen:   [Looks increasingly confused as she looks around the room].  

Maren [assisting Mrs Nielsen]: He will be okay again in a minute.  

Mrs Nielsen:   Oh no… oh no…. I forgot that it was you, Line. Did you record it? Oh no… please 

delete it if you did… I don't want anyone to know about all of this. Don't tell my 

daughter. I don't want her to know. 

 

The rest of that day, Mrs Nielsen was confused and frustrated. She would constantly remind Maren, 

her contact person in the nursing home, that she deeply regretted the confession and that all the 

information should be kept secret. She even moved out of her apartment with her walking frame 

several times to remind Maren in case she should have forgotten. In the course of the next months she 

refused to meet the robot ever again. ‘There is no point chewing the cud’ (man skal ikke tygge drøv), 

she stated when consultants, as part of their evaluation of the robot, on a much later occasion returned 

to the nursing home to ask Mrs Nielsen why she had suddenly stopped interacting with the robot. 

As we saw in the case of Marie-Louise earlier, Mrs Nielsen comes to feel anxiety when technical 

problems suddenly disturb the conversation and cause Telenoid to reveal its teleoperated nature. 

Whereas to Marie-Louise this revelation caused confusion and fear because it disturbed her 

interpretation of the robot, the situation was different for Mrs Nielsen. Her anxiety was rather caused 

by her realization of the fact that she had confessed not to an autonomous creature but to Line, her 

staff member. In other words, statements like ‘it is choppy’ or ‘I have to reboot’ did not transform 

Telenoid into an uncanny figure like we saw in the case of Marie-Louise. To Mrs Nielsen, such 

statements rather became a grim reminder of the forgotten truth; that her staff member was the one 

speaking with her through the robot.  

The robot’s capacity to disengage with and discomfort citizens and residents by way of revealing 

its human operator was also evident in some of the situations in which staff chose to follow the advice 

given by consultants for ethical reasons as we saw in Chapter Six, namely to remind citizens and 

residents of Telenoid’s nature, i.e. that it is not an autonomous creature but teleoperated by the staff. 

Besides Inge in Chapter Five, who misunderstood the operator’s reminder of the robot’s nature and 
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therefore paid no attention to it, one of the ways of being reminded of it was demonstrated to me by 

Michael, a member of the staff in his forties who had worked in the activity centre for several years. 

During one of his sessions operating the robot he gradually tried to make Majken, a citizen in the 

activity centre, realize that he was speaking through Telenoid. Until then, Majken had spoken to the 

robot as if it was a small child: 

 
Telenoid [Michael]:  You know that it is me, Michael, speaking to you?  

Majken:   Sorry? What do you mean?  

Telenoid [Michael]: It is me, Michael. I speak to you through the speaker in Telenoid’s stomach.  

Majken:  The speaker? Oh dear…  

Telenoid [Michael]: But do you not remember that it is a robot that I speak to you through?  

Majken:  A robot? Oh dear... I am not sure I like that… But how did you get in there, 

Michael?  

Telenoid [Michael]: I am not inside it, my dear. I am sitting in another room… 

Majken:  Ohhh….   

Telenoid [Michael]: … with a headset so that I can hear what you are saying. 

Majken:  Okay then…   

Telenoid [Michael]: And I can also observe you through the camera. 

Majken:  Aha! 

Telenoid [Michael]: Do you understand? 

Majken:  No, I don't really understand anything. I don't like it.  

 

As Michael Jackson argues, technologies are sometimes ‘felt to be alien, invasive forms of non-Being’ 

(Jackson 2002: 336). In other words, as people engage in intersubjective relationships with technology, 

it becomes a subject, an actor to either rely on or to fear (ibid: 336). Indeed, not all residents and 

citizens kept their enthusiasm towards Telenoid when they became aware of its technical nature, as 

illustrated in the case of Matthias, who had no difficulty in grasping and accepting the nature of the 

robot. Like Marie-Louise and Mrs Nielsen, Majken found it disconcerting and uncanny to be reminded 

of the robot’s nature. Yet she was disconcerted and scared not because she had suddenly become 

aware of all the private information she had been confessing, like Mrs Nielsen. She rather found the 

very idea of telepresence truly confusing and destabilizing. Returning to the point made by Jackson, 

the ways in which we experience our relationships with machines depend ‘upon the degree to which 

we feel in control of these relationships, as well as the degree to which these relationships are felt to 

augment rather than diminish our own sense of well-being’ (Jackson 2002: 336), as when Mrs Nielsen 

suddenly feels that she loses control over her relationship with Telenoid, which makes her anxious 

and sad, or when Majken cannot grasp the concept of Telenoid, which makes her confused. 
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Comparing these stories with each other reveals that it is indeed the robot’s ability to become 

someone else than its operator that evokes confessions and affections. To residents and citizens the 

robot’s therapeutic and affectionate potential relies, so to speak, on the imperative that people either 

misunderstand or forget about its technical and teleoperated nature. Consequently, when technical 

problems remind people that a member of the staff operates the robot it potentially turns into a 

disturbing figure. Bearing in mind that telepresence robotics imply that robots ideally convey the 

human presence of their operators, as analyzed in Chapter Three, such disturbance by way of 

revealing the human operator is indeed problematic, not only when considering the robot’s 

therapeutic and affectionate capacity, but also when considering Telenoid’s initial purpose. 

 

A Pendulum Oscillating between One Extreme and Another 

Despite discomforting residents and citizens, situations such as those illustrated above, also had a 

disaffecting effect on the staff members themselves. This was particularly evident in regard to the 

robot’s technical problems, which demotivated them in various ways. As Augusta and Tove said after 

encountering the technical problems during the session with Marie-Louise above, it was ‘terrible’ and 

a ‘struggle’ and ‘good that it doesn't happen every time because that would make me go crazy. It takes 

far too much patience for me to cope with’. Indeed, technical problems often made it difficult, 

sometimes even impossible, for the operator to carry out the conversation. ‘I couldn't hear a single 

word of what she [resident] said’, Augusta said after having worked the robot in the nursing home. ‘It 

made it impossible for me to hold the conversation and ask new questions’. Similarly, if the screen was 

not properly displaying the person sitting with Telenoid, it disturbed the conversation. ’It is so 

important that we can see how they react’, Astrid stated. ‘Not only what they say, but also what they do. 

Do they look scared or happy?’ Indeed, in those cases in which citizens’ and residents’ verbal language 

were restricted and often difficult to decipher, such visualization was crucial.  

Besides causing disappointment and irritation among staff members, such problems had more 

far-reaching consequences for staff in the activity centre. That even the smallest disturbances and 

delay in planned activities could result in widespread anxiety and frustration among citizens became 

obvious to me several times during my fieldwork. Many of them would call for attention, some would 

become increasingly stressed and even aggressive, as we saw in the case of Matthias in the previous 

chapter, and the more they had to wait for an answer, the more anxious and frustrated they would 

become. Adhering to the schedule of the day was therefore highly prioritized among staff members. 

Yet, in the case of Telenoid adherence was complicated not only by technical problems disturbing, 

delaying and sometimes even cancelling the actual use of the robot, but also by its resource-intensive 

demand, as we shall elaborate on later in this chapter. Hence, as Astrid, tired and irritated, stated 
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during a session in the activity centre where technical problems eventually led to a cancellation of the 

activity for the third time in a row: 

 
I’m really beginning to give up on this. At some point you just get tired of it. I do try to keep thinking 

about the good experiences but right now! Honestly, we have spent hours trying to make this [robot] 

work and it just won’t. The worst thing is that when we are so low on staff, and so when I leave, Laura 

will be all on her own with twenty-four citizens. It is not good and then when Telenoid doesn't 

work… There is also an expectation the other way around. I mean, from citizens that this is what we 

should do now. And all the time I have to say “yes, of course, if only I can get it to work. I cannot 

promise anything”. And don't forget that we are dealing with citizens who find it extremely hard to 

handle change and tolerate that agreements are not kept. 

 

Such demotivating effects meant that the robot, whenever it had broken down, had to prove its value 

and meaning once again. In other words, it had to afford staff, citizens and residents a good and 

meaningful experience. As Astrid stated above, her positive memory of the robot gradually faded while 

she struggled with the problems its malfunctions had caused, not only in relation to getting Telenoid to 

work again, but also in relation to calming those citizens who had expected to encounter the robot. 

Consequently, in the aftermath of such problems, Telenoid had to remind staff of its evocative powers, 

i.e. its capacity to bring about something deeply personal in citizens and residents. In cases in which 

this did not happen, demotivated staff members and long periods of non-use were the result, 

confirming the argument made by Cathrine Hasse and Jamie Wallace (2014), that people who 

experience that technologies do not function withdraw from their relation with it (Hasse & Wallace 

2014: 97). On the contrary, when a session with the robot provided staff, citizens and residents with a 

good experience, Telenoid regained its enchanting capacity. ‘I completely forget how irritating it can 

be when it suddenly generates effects such as those we saw today. It is amazing’, said Augusta for 

example after a session where she had spoken with a resident through the robot very differently from 

when talking to her face-to-face.  

Telenoid, then, under certain circumstances, seemed to work a little like a pendulum oscillating 

between one extreme and another. Yet, bringing the robot from its disaffecting to its enchanting 

position depended not only on the robot itself and staff members’ acts of translation. It also relied on 

help from yet another ‘human caregiver’ (Suchman 2007: 246): a consultant. Hence, during my 

fieldwork, the robot’s technical problems meant that Stine, the consultant we met in Chapter Six, was 

called for assistance in both the nursing home and activity centre several times. Even though she was a 

hardworking engineer, she never succeeded in fixing the robot’s problems quickly. On the contrary, 

she often spent whole days in each institution striving to locate the problem. Sometimes she would re-

install the technical system. At other times she would have to order new technical components, such as 
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batteries and routers to make the robot function again. Bearing in mind how Stine acknowledged that 

the robot had some ‘teething trouble’, she nevertheless often revealed disappointment, having 

somehow hoped for more.  

The stories above show, among other things, how love and care (cf. Latour 1996), expressed by 

staff and sometimes also consultants, were key factors in allowing Telenoid to maintain its seducing 

capacity towards citizens and residents. Indeed, the capacity of being enchanting, I suggest, is not only 

inherent in Telenoid, but is as much a matter of how staff members translate its appearance and 

performance. The cases also allude to the ways in which such love and care are fragile due to the 

robot’s capacity of disaffecting the staff members themselves. In the following, yet another 

ethnographic vignette serves to develop this argument further.  

 

The Embarrassment and the Burden of a Kiss: The Importance of Detachment and Distance 

One hot day in August, Lars, a young man in his twenties whom we met in the previous chapter, 

spends yet another thirty minutes of his afternoon in the activity centre in the company of Telenoid. 

Lars explained in detail about his friends and family. He gave several examples of his efforts to make 

friendships and said that Telenoid was indeed his ‘new friend’. On this particular day, Marianne, an 

intern in the activity centre, was operating Telenoid from another room with the assistance of Astrid. 

It was her first attempt to work with Telenoid, and as she sat in front of the computer she seemed 

completely absorbed by the activity, paying no attention to her surroundings. With no technical 

disturbances she could easily see and hear Lars, and as he started to sing Telenoid a song, she slowly 

joined in while moving her head from side to side in line with his words. Marianne and Lars were 

obviously enjoying themselves but when Lars ended his song as he usually did by giving Telenoid a 

series of intimate kisses, Marianne was moved from wonder and delight to discomfort and 

awkwardness: 

 
Lars:  Its fantastic [as he observes Telenoid move its head while singing]. Haha, I think 

that when you move it is so much fun… Yes, look at you… You are absolutely 

awesome… [laughs]… this is so cool… you are so much fun.  

Telenoid [Marianne]: [Sings while moving its head]. 

Lars:  Oh my, you are so funny [laughs loud making tears roll]. 

Telenoid [Marianne]: Shall we say thanks for the dance and maybe give each other a hug?  

Lars:   Yes, of course [Lars hugs Telenoid and kisses it]. 

Telenoid [Marianne]:  [Holds the microphone to prevent Lars from hearing her words and then asks 

Astrid: Do I get a kiss? This is very special, I must say] 

Astrid   [whispers: It is so fine but it can be slightly intimidating and transgressive] 

Telenoid [Marianne]: [To Lars]: You kiss me right on my mouth? 
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Lars:   Uh yes. Of course [kisses Telenoid again]. 

 
As this example shows, by way of establishing a space for intimate engagement with the robot, 

Marianne first of all offers Lars the opportunity of ‘just caring for someone’, as Astrid stated in Chapter 

Six when she was imaging how the robot might come to entertain a future role in the activity centre. ‘It 

might provide something like unconditional affection’, Astrid concluded at the time, because unlike 

staff, the robot had no personal and professional limits. It could indeed tolerate just as many kisses 

and hugs as people wanted to give but that they knew that they could not express towards the staff. 

For staff, it was precisely this capacity of the robot that entrapped not only citizens and residents but 

also the staff members themselves, as we saw in the previous chapter. But to their own surprise some 

operators, such as Marianne and Astrid, sometimes came to feel that it became ‘invasive’ and 

‘transgressive’, as Astrid stated above, to navigate as operators of the robot in such an affectionate 

space after all. Rather than providing them with the possibility of coming to terms with their personal 

and professional limitations, the robot sometimes reminded them of these during the interaction. As 

Astrid put it when I spoke with her about the topic on a later occasion: 
 

It is really transgressive when Lars kisses the robot so much. I can get really embarrassed because it 

can get fairly intimate. In those cases I seriously start feeling that it [Telenoid] is myself in some 

strange manner, even if I know that it isn’t. I mean… even if I sit over there, behind the computer, I 

feel that I become the robot if you understand? Because I put my soul into the conversation, really, so 

I feel that I am there, in the room with Lars… kissing and hugging me all the time.   

 

Recalling our discussion on the dynamics of extension in Chapter Three, whereas staff initially did 

indeed not imagine the robot as becoming part of themselves in any bodily sense, as envisaged by the 

Japanese roboticists, when operating it they sometimes nevertheless came to feel to. Like Astrid above, 

many members of the staff invest themselves in the conversation in such manner that they eventually 

feel as if they are interacting directly and unmediatedly with the citizen or resident. To the roboticists, 

when the robot managed to provoke this sensation it had succeeded in achieving one of its initial 

purposes, namely to extend the presence of its human operator. Indeed, when Isozumi-san returned to 

the activity centre and nursing home after the test period had expired to carry out his evaluation, he 

was more than delighted to hear that the staff generally thought that Telenoid was very different to 

speak through compared with ‘a telephone and Skype because with Telenoid you feel that you are 

together with the residents and at the same time you give them the possibility of touching and giving a 

hug’, as Line stated during Isozumi-san’s interview.  

Although staff did not explain the robot’s capacity to work as an extension of them as a sign of 

failure but rather of success when they met Isozumi-san, during my fieldwork they often 
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problematized the robot’s provocation of such sensation, as Astrid and Marianne above. Despite the 

fact that it was indeed ‘fascinating’, as they said, that Telenoid managed to extend them throughout the 

conversation, to many of them this capacity nevertheless often became a sign of failure because the 

robot did not provide them with the opportunity of maintaining a proper distance from people and 

from the most intimate forms of care, as discussed in the previous chapter. Indeed, as I gradually 

experienced, in those cases characterized by the robot’s capacity to extend its human operator, 

citizens’ and residents’ affectionate behaviour towards the robot at the same time carried the potential 

of becoming too transgressive. In other words, the robot’s discomforting capacity relied on, among 

other things, its very capability of extending its human operator, while at the same time failing to 

provide the necessary amount of separation and distance.  

But my study also revealed examples of the opposite. For some staff members the idea of 

providing intimate forms of care, i.e. hugs and kisses, through Telenoid was not always experienced as 

fully gratifying. In one situation, for example, when Astrid was operating Telenoid in the activity 

centre and the citizen was so emotionally affected by the robot’s hugs and the intimate conversation 

that she started crying, Astrid responded: ‘Oh no, now I feel like going in and giving you a hug’. Here 

the robot did indeed not extend Astrid in such manner that she felt she could provide the same kind of 

care as she could when facing the citizen directly. Astrid was not the only one to highlight such issues. 

In fact, during one of our Skype meetings after I had returned to Denmark from Japan, Matsumoto-san 

revealed that the roboticists had discovered the exact same thing during their experiments with 

Telenoid in Japan. ‘We just found that many staff members find it difficult to speak through Telenoid’, 

stated Matsumoto-san, ‘because they cannot touch and sense the resident in the same manner as if 

they were sitting next to them during the conversation’. In other words, in order for the robot to avoid 

becoming less valuable, it should extend its human operator while at the same time providing a certain 

degree of needed distance, in much the same manner as the roboticists initially envisioned Telenoid to 

be capable of doing, as we saw in Chapter Three.  

That Telenoid provided citizens and residents with the opportunity of doing to another what 

was usually done to them in an even more affectionate manner – caring, kissing and hugging – was not 

only potentially transgressive to staff when the robot transferred their presence without at the same 

time maintaining a proper distance, as illustrated above. In fact, the robot’s capacity to evoke affection 

also turned into a burden for some residents and citizens, who felt that they had to take care of the 

robot in a manner they were incapable of. This was something I learned one day when, observing 

Karen’s interaction with Telenoid in the nursing home, I realized that being provided with the 

opportunity of hugging and kissing a robot could also become a burden for some:  
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Karen:  You are not afraid of sitting here with me? I am holding you as tight as I can. I do 

not want to drop you on the floor.  

Telenoid [Tove]:  It is nice that you look so well after me so that I don't fall down. You look well after 

me.  

Karen: I think I should do that… otherwise you will fall down.  

Telenoid [Tove]: I feel comfortable here.    

Karen:  I must hold you tight so that I don't drop this baby here. You are a little bigger 

than I thought. Phew!  

Telenoid [Tove]: [Moves its head] 

Karen:  Yes, you can tilt back and forth. But be careful. I must hold on to you so that you 

don't fall down. I get bad nerves. Suddenly you are about to fall down. I’m so afraid 

of dropping you. Perhaps you can sit on your own for a while now, huh?  

Telenoid [Tove]: Okay [Maren who assists Karen places Telenoid in the sofa instead] 

 

While this case indeed emphasizes how attachment, engagement and intimacy are key matters when 

tracking the inter-weavings of Telenoid and humans, it also highlights, I suggest, how processes of 

coming together can also sometimes be a question of entering a zone of detachment and 

disengagement, as was illustrated in relation to staff in the previous chapter (Candea 2010). Thus, 

although Karen was happy to speak and interact with Telenoid, she also often tried to make it clear to 

the robot that there were limits to their engagement. While the continued presence of Telenoid 

demanded her attention, Karen gradually becomes exhausted and nervous that she will fail to look 

after it. She is uncomfortable at the thought of dropping it onto the floor and therefore finally suggests 

that it can sit by itself. That is the only way she can orchestrate the interaction so that it is comforting 

to her.   

I encountered several such instances in my fieldwork. Some residents and citizens would tell the 

robot, i.e. its operator, that they were too tired for conversation, while others would simply ignore the 

operator’s requests for hugs and kisses when they were not in the mood for such interaction. It took 

me a while to see how such acts of detachment did not necessarily negate the sense of building a 

relationship with the robot, but rather complemented deep engagement and intimacy in this 

relationship. In fact, it was not until I sat down with my field notes from Japan some time after 

completing my fieldwork that I fully understood the productive aspects of detachment. In other words, 

looking back at an incident in a Japanese nursing home where the roboticists did their trials made me 

realize that whenever such detachment is somehow impeded it could potentially ruin the very social 

relation between humans and Telenoid:   
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It was an early afternoon when Toyoko-san, an older woman who had been living in the nursing 

home for several years, suddenly broke down in tears after having interacted with the robot for 

quite some time. While I do my best to calm Toyoko-san down in the company of Isozumi-san, 

Toyoko-san tells us that she feels exhausted. Although she likes the ‘guy’, she says, she feels that it is 

too much of a burden for her to take care of it, and today everything just got too much for her: A 

staff member had told her that they had decided to let the robot stay permanently in the nursing 

home. As Toyoko-san says herself, ‘so now he [Telenoid] is not just going to visit me once in a while, 

anymore. He will stay here with me from now on. That’s too much for me. I am so old. I cannot take 

care of him all the time’.  

 

This incident made me realize the importance of being simultaneously detached from – and engaged 

with – the robot. Whereas the relation between Toyoko-san and Telenoid until this day had been 

characterized not only by engagement but also distance and detachment as modes of interaction, this 

distance and detachment was suddenly challenged by the fact that the robot was about to move in, 

thus threatening to dissolve their relationship. In this context, in which being detached from the robot 

is as important as being engaged with it, allowing and giving people space remained an important 

aspect of a human-robot entanglements. Returning to the Danish institutions, it is in this sense that 

staff members’ ritualization of Telenoid’s use seems to create a much-needed distance from the robot 

in the daily life of the residents and citizens. In such circumstances, where access to the robot is 

restricted and limited, the scenario is created for detachment to emerge as the constant counterpart 

and complement of engagement (Candea 2010: 244).  

 

Discomforting Confessions 

As this chapter has already shown, failure to maintain a proper distance is an essential element of 

Telenoid’s disaffecting capacity. People need to engage with Telenoid in ways that are indeed 

ambivalent in nature and characterised by attachment and intimacy as well as detachment and 

distance in order for the robot to maintain its enchanting capacity. To such ambivalence may be added 

the many ways confessing to Telenoid was deemed both entrapping, as we saw in the previous chapter, 

and transgressive to staff. As we heard, when staff members considered introducing Poul to Telenoid 

because of his ‘childlike’ side, it is not merely the act of confession, which counts, but also its content 

and substance. As Maren said, while confessions are good because they allow people to express 

something that staff can also use in their care, some confessions can indeed become too intimate and 

private to handle. Aiming simply for confession because it may be possible, would therefore amount to 

professional immaturity.   

Despite this, however, from the staff members’ point of view it was not unproblematic to avoid 

situations of improper confessions. In fact, even if staff did their best to avoid using Telenoid among 
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people whom they thought would confess themselves in inappropriate ways, I observed several such 

incidents during my fieldwork. Shortly before the end of the test period, for example, I observed Astrid 

speaking with Matthias through Telenoid. During their conversation, Matthias once again began to talk 

to Telenoid about his girlfriend Hannah, and quickly things became (very) personal. Matthias told 

Telenoid in detail about their sexual life and his sexual needs that he felt other people would find 

strange. He therefore rarely revealed them to anyone, he explained, even though he often wanted to. 

When Astrid’s reaction to this talk was sympathetic and curious, Matthias once again played with the 

notion that Telenoid could indeed be his ‘psychologist’, one to ‘confess all one’s secrets to’, as he 

suggested. At this point, Astrid chose to assure Matthias that she would never tell anyone else about 

his secrets. However, as she speculated when we ended the session, some confessions were not only 

transgressive to witness. They might also lead to being reported to the authorities:  

 
Astrid:  I can talk with Matthias about these things but he really has some rather unusual sexual desires 

and it became quite transgressive and intimidating at times… I know that some of my colleagues 

would not stand hearing it at all. Now I did assure him that I would not tell what he’s saying to 

anybody, but just think… I am actually obliged to report. Imagine if I sat and talked with someone 

who said some really awful things about something that had happened in the person’s life, then I 

would have to report it.  

Christina:  Hmm… you actually would, wouldn't you…   

Astrid:  Yes, I would. And so would you. We all would have to. In that case you would have to stop and say 

– listen, if you tell me this, then it is actually my obligation to help you and this means that… and 

so on…  

 

When Astrid talked about Telenoid’s capacity of eliciting transgressive information from citizens, she 

referred both to her own personal limitations and to her professional responsibility as a member of 

the staff. Some information might be so sensitive that one would not only feel personally discomforted 

by hearing it but become worried and would have to do something with it. In the nursing home, doing 

something was similarly related to reporting to authorities and relatives. For instance, when Doris, an 

older resident, who was in the process of being examined for Alzheimer’s disease, confessed to 

Telenoid that her grandchildren had died tragically in a fire, the staff members realized that report had 

to be made. For while confessions reveal information that is personal and leads to staff members’ fear 

of ‘unravelling something which we cannot control’, as one of them stated, they could not be ignored 

or stored in the memory of staff members alone. ‘We need to speak to her relatives and find out 

whether it is true or not that they died in a fire. Because if it is a hallucination, it is an observation that 

we need to provide in view of the fact that she is in the process of being examined. It would say a lot 

about her brain damage’.   
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Hence, some feelings and experiences remain not only personally but also professionally 

challenging for staff when released. It was precisely this capacity of the robot to elicit such information 

that simultaneously formed part of its enchanting and disaffecting capacity. In the following section we 

shall now turn to another disenchanting capacity of the robot, its resource-intensive character.  

 

A Robot Hostage-Taking 

‘We have decided to tell our manager that we refuse to use Kasper unless resources are allocated’. It is 

an early Tuesday morning and I am standing in the kitchen of one of the units in the nursing home. 

While the residents are still sleeping, Maren has been telling me that she and her colleagues had 

decided to ‘boycott’ the Telenoid tests. ‘You know, Christina, Kasper is the management’s favourite 

(kæphest) and darling (hjertebarn)’, she said. ‘So if they really want what they say they want, then they 

should prioritize it’. Maren grabbed the bread from the table to prepare the residents’ breakfast. Her 

movements were quick, her tone enthusiastic but slightly irritated. She spoke as quickly as she walked. 

‘We damn well want to do this, but we simply don't have time for all the things we must do when two 

of us check out for an hour. That’s a fact. So the management must give it priority’. We are halfway 

through the testing Telenoid in the institutions and as we leave the kitchen to check on one of the 

residents calling for help from her apartment, I am reminded of the consultants’ words: ‘When the 

honeymoon is over and the ordinary day returns, then the technology often falls asleep or dies because 

people lose their interest in them’. Indeed, even though Maren and her colleagues wanted to use 

Telenoid, such use was apparently complicated in the aftermath of the honeymoon period. 

A couple of days later, the manager of the nursing home told Maren and her colleagues that she 

had indeed prioritized the activity with Kasper. In fact, she said, she had reminded the unit leaders to 

continue to allocate resources to it. Maren was happy. ‘It is worthwhile fighting for those things you 

really want to do’, she said with a big smile. Despite the good news, however, in practice nothing really 

changed. Except on a random Tuesday when the National News (TV2 Lorry) visited the nursing home 

to film a news spot on the robot, each time Maren and her colleagues reminded their unit leaders 

about the use of Telenoid they were met with rejection. There was simply not enough time, it was said. 

To my surprise, rather than giving up, Maren and her colleagues decided to confront the manager once 

again. After a range of futile visits to her office, Line, who had taken on the responsibility, decided to 

send her an e-mail. ‘This is so tiring’, she told me as we sat in front of the computer in the staff room. ‘I 

am almost about to give up… We have already said that it is every Tuesday and Thursday. I think we 

have done an awful lot but nothing ever happens’.  

Over the following months, despite their stubbornness and insistent ways of reminding their 

unit leaders about Telenoid, staff members gradually gave up their struggle. Meanwhile, the manager 

realized that she could not expect her unit leaders to prioritize the activity when at the same time 
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there was no opportunity of hiring extra personnel to assist on the ward, so that Maren and her 

colleagues could take the additional time needed without worrying about the other residents. ‘We 

really wanted to use the robot’, the manager told me on a later occasion. ‘But it demanded too many 

resources, I am afraid. So it will remain a dream only’. Indeed, it was only on rare occasions that two 

staff members would ‘check out’ of their normal routine in favour of a single citizen or resident, as was 

necessary when using Telenoid. In my fieldwork I only experienced it in cases involving care-

demanding residents that would require two staff members to lift them, for example. Staff, however, 

did not agree that just because Telenoid demanded more resources than other activities in the 

institutions it should not be used. ‘Of course it would be possible to use a robot like Kasper in a nursing 

home,’ Maren stated when I asked, at the end of my fieldwork, if she still believed that Telenoid could 

become a routinized part of daily life in the nursing home. ‘If we can see that it has a positive effect on 

our residents and that they enjoy spending time with it and gain something from it, then yes! They fall 

in love with it… you’ve seen it yourself. In those cases… well, it has to be prioritized’.  

In Denmark, the practice of introducing welfare technology into healthcare is often described as 

challenging. In her studies of the introduction of the pet-robot Paro into Danish nursing home, 

anthropologist Cathrine Hasse argues that staff often want to reject the presence of robots, which, on 

the one hand, demand that new plans and schedules are devised and which, on the other hand, affect 

staff members’ sense of being professional workers because robots, to some extent, are ‘delegated the 

care work of cuddling and comforting the old people’ (Hasse 2015: 280). My fieldwork showed, 

surprisingly, that such rejections and scepticisms are absent among those staff members who worked 

with Telenoid, many of whom find it very promising and beneficial to introduce the robot into 

practices of care. In fact, staff appreciated its capacity of providing new modes of cuddling and comfort, 

as illustrated in the previous chapters. In addition, staff members were keen to devise new plans and 

schedules for the use of Telenoid. The problems facing the robot were rather that it simply demanded 

too many resources. As Henrik, manager at the activity centre told me, a robot that demanded too 

many resources faced difficult odds because ‘it has only gone one way for the last many years, and that 

is downhill: fewer and fewer resources are being allocated to this area’.  

During my fieldwork, the fact that a robot would encounter difficulties when providing a 

somewhat heavier rather than lighter workload was to be confirmed wherever Telenoid went. 

Recalling the nursing home in Copenhagen where the Japanese roboticists and Danish consultants met 

to kick-off their collaboration in Chapter Five, at the end of the launch test that day, the manager 

stated in one-on-one talk with me and the consultants that ‘a robot that demands at least one man to 

operate it and also a man to assist the resident, will never set its foot in my house. It is simply way too 

resource-intensive’. Equally, another manager of an activity centre, which the consultants contacted in 

the initial stages of planning the test, and a manager of a nursing home who requested Telenoid herself 
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after hearing about its positive role in the institutions figuring in this study, quickly realized that the 

robot was too demanding. Whereas the manager of the activity centre hesitated to participate in the 

Telenoid testing after hearing about it because ‘in contrast to Paro you can’t just leave Telenoid with 

people and then the robot does the work… someone needs to sit in the other end and that is a 

challenge when we are so low on resources as we are’, the manager of the nursing home, on the 

contrary, chose to invest time in testing Telenoid. After a couple of weeks, however, she reached a 

similar conclusion. ‘In view of the present situation’, she told me, ‘we are not able to allocate the 

necessary resources for Telenoid. It is shame but we have to prioritize our resources’.  

In these examples we see how Telenoid, is initially welcomed by Danish managers as attractive 

and exiting, but less so when they realized its resource-intensive nature. Even if the robot only needed 

one human operator to function, it proves difficult to routinize in the daily life of the institutions. 

Indeed, as one of the managers stated above, prioritizing for solely entering into conversation with 

citizens and residents is difficult. Consequently, requiring two persons, one to also assist the citizen or 

resident sitting with the robot because it is too heavy or because technical problems occur, simply 

seems ‘unrealistic’. In other words, even if managers are hopeful when initially hearing about the 

robot and expect it to become a figure that might encourage ‘creativity’, ‘break with routines’ and 

might even provide better company than the staff, as described in Chapter Five, a resource-intensive 

robot becomes unappealing and undesirable in the practicalities of daily life, where hope for ‘the 

autonomy of technology’ (Latour 1996: 292) seems rather persistent.  

As we saw in the case of Maren and Line above, it was the managers’ difficulty to prioritize the 

robot that gradually turned Telenoid’s presence into a troublesome phenomenon, posing concerns and 

frustrations for staff in the institutions. While managers failed in delegating the necessary amount of 

resources for the use of Telenoid, staff at the same time felt increasingly worried about the other 

citizens or residents whenever they left the unit to use the robot. Thus, knowing that the unit was 

understaffed when they were not there, staff felt increasingly guilty about using the robot. ‘We lose the 

desire to work with Telenoid because we get a bad conscience about leaving and then knowing that 

everything else that had to be done will not be done because we are not there’, stated Line for example 

when referring to the use of Telenoid in the nursing home. Likewise, Astrid said that because Telenoid 

could not assist in the obligatory work in the activity centre, but was somehow an extra service on top 

of everything else, it was difficult to make the robot fit. As Astrid put it:  

 
Telenoid is brilliant for pure conversation and for providing that unconditional affection where 

people can just kiss and hug and talk, but it just does not fit into the daily schedule. It needs to be 

prioritized and we must be able to devote time to it. And we hardly can. If we look at the 

circumstances in Denmark today, there are just not enough resources compared with what is needed 
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for Telenoid. We must be able to check out, and in the mean time there must be others running and 

planning the activities and doing the dishes. Of course, Telenoid cannot do this work. It can be a 

supplement to conversation but these days… if we started using Telenoid there would be so many 

other things falling apart because we are understaffed. 

 

In the course of their tests of Telenoid the feeling of leaving things in a mess when prioritizing the 

robot gradually caused more and more frustration among staff members. Besides feeling that they 

disappointed residents and citizens when cancelling sessions, as was also the case when technical 

problems occurred, staff also felt that while they had initially been asked to carry out an important and 

prestigious task of testing the robot, they were now left by themselves with a task that was difficult to 

prioritize but that nevertheless figured as something they were supposed to do. This example is 

remarkably close to stories recounted by Cathrine Hasse (2013) and Sherry Turkle (2011) about the 

use of the pet robot, Paro, in Danish and American nursing homes. Technologies, they both argue, that 

‘require the attention of an overworked staff may go unused’ (Hasse 2013: 91).  

 

Disaffecting  

In the present chapter, I have described how teleoperated robots like Telenoid ‘do not work or fail in 

and of themselves’ but rather ‘depend on care work’ (Mol et al. 2010: 14; Suchman 2007: 246; Latour 

1996). I have argued that staff members’ care of Telenoid and thus their practices of translation were a 

key factor in allowing the robot to maintain its seducing capacity towards citizens and residents. This 

means that the property of seductiveness is not alone inherent in Telenoid but also a matter of how its 

appearance and performance are handled by staff. However, the robot also depended on other actors, 

such as consultants, managers and unit leaders, who participate in bringing it to life in the ordinary 

day in the institutions. Yet, although Telenoid met managers’ expectations of becoming recognized in 

the municipalities as ‘innovative’, as described in Chapter Five, it nevertheless failed to meet the 

requirement that if technologies ‘happen to be helpful then they are all welcome’ (Mol et al. 2010: 14). 

Or more precisely, while Telenoid was indeed helpful, as illustrated in the previous chapter, its 

operation was also too time-consuming and demanding to become a routinized part of daily life in the 

institutions. At the end of the day, then, Telenoid met the same fate as individual conversation: there 

was not always enough time.  

 It is a characteristic of Telenoid that it has the capacity for disaffecting citizens, residents and 

staff. I have argued that this happens in a number of ways. Even if the robot’s capacity to encourage 

intimate and confessional engagement is much appreciated among members of the staff, it can also 

cause uneasiness and discomfort. Discomfort is also to be found among citizens and residents when 

the robot turns into an uncanny creature or reveals its teleoperated nature during the interaction. 
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Finally, failing to maintain a proper distance is an essential part of Telenoid’s disaffecting capacity. I 

have argued that people need to engage with the robot in ways that are ambivalent, characterized by 

both attachment and intimacy, detachment and distance in order for the robot to maintain its 

enchanting capacity. When the robot fails to maintain a proper distance from residents and citizens, 

for example, it becomes exhausting and too demanding. This applies to staff as well, who sometimes, in 

some situations, experience the robot as an extension of themselves. Whereas the Japanese roboticists 

regard this as a success, among staff members, however, it is experienced as uncomfortable because 

citizens’ and residents’ affectionate and intimate engagement with Telenoid transgressed their 

professional and personal limit.   

This takes us to the last chapter which deals with the evaluation of Telenoid. It discusses how 

consultants and roboticists return to the institutions to evaluate the use of Telenoid.  
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Chapter Nine: Valuing 

  
Introduction 

In the previous chapters we have been following the travels of an anthropomorphic Japanese robot 

and the worlds it is shaped by and that it in turn helps shape. We have seen how Telenoid has been 

moulded and reworked, adapted and absorbed by the Japanese and Danish environments in which it is 

has been created and put to use. When attempts are made to reorient the robot to practices of care, it 

fundamentally changes not just its physical shape but also its purpose and effects. Consequently, when 

applied in care contexts, Telenoid becomes less a question of telepresence and more about de-

personified, intimate and confessional engagement. We have seen how its entrapping and affectionate 

existence will not of itself be secured by its physical presence, but depends on constant care and 

attention from its human caregivers. In other words, Telenoid’s capacity of enchantment is as much a 

matter of dedicated people who promise to protect and care for its ongoing existence as of its design. 

In this final chapter before the conclusion, I explore a number of responses among roboticists 

and consultants to the use of Telenoid in the nursing home and activity centre and how they concluded 

in formal and publicly available evaluations of the robot. Bearing in mind that the purpose of the 

project was to commercialize Telenoid by crafting a service-model for the robot’s application in 

Danish healthcare, consultants, describing the advantages municipalities could gain from using 

Telenoid, returned to obtain data and knowledge about the robot’s potentiality. Yet, as this chapter 

will show, Telenoid did not fully convince consultants of its potential in the nursing home and activity 

centre. Despite the fact that they experienced not just Telenoid’s disaffecting and troublesome nature 

but also its enchanting capacity when visiting the institutions to observe and interview staff, residents 

and citizens about their experiences with Telenoid, they concluded that it had not only succeeded but 

also failed in various ways. Indeed, in their final evaluation (Teknologisk Institut 2014) consultants 

found that Telenoid had failed to work as a telepresence technology since most often people did not 

realize that they were speaking to a familiar staff member and certainly they did not feel they were 

together in the same room. This posed, consultants held, a series of ethical dilemmas (Teknologisk 

Institut 2014: 9). Moreover, the robot failed to work without becoming too resource-intensive, thereby 

preventing staff from using it on a regular basis (ibid: 10); failed to function technically in a stable and 

intuitive manner (ibid: 12); and failed to save time in the institutions (ibid: 13). In other words, 

teleniod’s capacity of becoming a routinized part of daily life in Danish institutions was seriously 

doubted and questioned. 

On the face of it, then, this project continues to bear resemblance to Bruno Latour’s (1996) study 

of the Aramis project, which started out prestigiously, but ended as a public eyesore, and a political, 

economic, and technological failure. Indeed, insofar as the goal of the project was not achieved, i.e. 
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commercializing Telenoid in Denmark and Europe, this project could be seen as a clear case of a 

venture gone wrong. Yet it would be a mistake to regard such conclusions as satisfactory accounts of 

what actually happened in the course of concluding the testing of Telenoid in Denmark. In fact, as this 

chapter shows, accounts of failure were simultaneously accompanied by tales of success which 

ascribed positive value and meaning to the robot. Hence, rather than finishing up as a public eyesore 

and a political, economic and technological failure, as Latour highlights in the case of Aramis, Telenoid 

was eventually turned into, I argue, a double-edged sword, simultaneously suggesting difficulties and 

concerns, qualities and potentialities to do things better.  

As this chapter shows, the ambiguous nature of Telenoid was evident on several levels, 

beginning with the acts leading up to its official evaluation. As we shall see, when visiting the 

institutions, consultants were left both enchanted and worried when they observed people’s 

interaction with Telenoid, as well as when speaking to staff, citizens and residents about their 

experiences with it. Thereafter the chapter moves on to explore how tales of success in the official 

evaluation of Telenoid accompanied tales of failure, allowing for a positive interpretation of the 

project, despite the failure in commercializing it. Finally the chapter discusses the acknowledgement 

and tribute paid to Telenoid in three public events which took place at the end of the project. My 

analytical work with tales of failure and tales of success takes its point of departure by returning to the 

idea of friction presented by Anna Tsing (2005). I argue that while consultants recognize how various 

sorts of friction inevitably arise when Telenoid is brought into contact with different practices of care, 

and rubs up against the expectations of its new users, they also simultaneously create what I refer to 

as ‘non-frictional moments’, allowing for a convincing success story to be told. By establishing non-

frictional moments, consultants thus create a convincing success story of Telenoid’s entrance into 

people’s daily life.  

 

‘My jaw dropped’  

From the very beginning, the project of testing Telenoid was widely accepted as a research project 

(undersøgelsesprojekt). Bearing in mind how, the project manager of the Telenoid project at DTI, 

highlighted in Chapter One in the introduction to this dissertation that acts of testing Telenoid in the 

Danish healthcare sector were characterized by ‘an open and curious approach to what might work’, 

this approach automatically implied processes of learning and trying out different things. For this 

reason, there was also a risk of not succeeding in identifying a useful potential in Telenoid. Returning 

to Jens’s considerations, Telenoid was indeed ‘such a technology where we cannot automatically 

predict its potential so we must see what we can get out of it’. Whereas the manager thus 

acknowledged that it was in order for the project to be framed in terms of uncertainty and 

unpredictability at the beginning, exploring not only how the lives of the elderly and disabled citizens 
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might benefit from the robot, but also how the work routines and professional roles of the staff could 

improve from Telenoid, he also hoped that Telenoid would prove such potential. Therefore, when 

Lisbeth and Pernille returned to the nursing home and activity centre to observe people’s interactions 

with Telenoid and interview them about their experiences of the robot, they were equipped with a 

clear set of parameters from which to identify Telenoid’s potential. Before joining Lisbeth and Pernille 

for a visit to the institutions, let us first take a closer look at these. 

As we saw in the introduction to this dissertation, part of the consultants’ obligation in the 

collaborative project with the Japanese roboticists was to conduct a ‘Welfare Technological 

Assessment’ of Telenoid. If one takes a closer look at the details of the content of an assessment one 

realizes that it is generally structured according to four broad categories (Teknologisk Institut 2014). 

The first category includes the needs of the user and therefore concerns questions such as: What are 

the needs of the user? Is it possible for the user to operate the technology? How does the technology 

affect self-reliance and quality of life? The main purpose of the second category is to identify the 

technology’s effect on the organization. This category thus considers employees’ motivation towards 

using the technology and it asks what the attitude towards the technology is; what kinds of barriers 

there might be; what effect the technology has on employees’ work environment; and what kind of 

organizational strategies could be applied in order to support the technology’s entrance. The third 

category has to do with the functionality and ‘user friendliness’ of the technology itself. This category 

thus aims to evaluate the technology’s efficiency, durability, attendance and design. The fourth and last 

category evaluates the economy of the technology. This means focusing on the resource consumption 

of the technology and asking how much the technology costs to buy, maintain and implement. 

Furthermore, it asks how much time is needed to implement the technology and whether the 

employees need education in order to use it.  

Lisbeth was informed by these parameters when she returned to the nursing home and activity 

centre with Pernille for a day’s visit early in 2014. They were supposed to observe two residents and 

two citizens interacting with Telenoid, and interview the group of staff members and managers who 

had been testing the robot during the past five months. The consultants had found their visits to the 

institutions in many ways full of surprises. In their interviews with the employees in the nursing home, 

for example, Lisbeth and Pernille were amazed to be confirmed in their expectation that one staff 

member alone could not carry out the task of using Telenoid. Aside from the operator, they were 

taught, yet another staff member had to assist the older resident to interact with the robot, not just 

because Telenoid was too heavy for many to handle by themselves, but also because the technical 

problems, which arose continually, caused anxiety and fear among its interlocutors, as we saw in 

Chapter Eight. The staff members explained to the consultants that while this had caused ‘bad 

conscience’ during the test period because they needed to ‘check out and then not get all the other 
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things done’, they nevertheless also valued the robot because ‘there are no other activities that can do 

the same for the residents as Telenoid’ and because ‘the residents fall in love with him and confide in 

him in a completely different way than they do in us’, as they stated.  

To their surprise, consultants observed this themselves on several occasions during their visits. 

Even though both Lisbeth and Pernille had already seen how a competent operator could transform 

the robot into an appealing creature, as we saw in Chapter Five, they were nevertheless surprised to 

observe a series of reactions from both citizens and residents in this regard. This surprise is perhaps 

best captured in the consultants’ observations of Lars’s encounter with Telenoid in the activity centre. 

For Lars, whom we met in the previous chapters, there was nothing special about his encounter with 

Telenoid on this particular day. Except for the fact that Lisbeth and Pernille were observing his every 

move, Lars’s encounter with Telenoid was similar to each of his previous encounters: he was taken to 

the room where Telenoid was placed and told again that a staff member– on this particular day, Astrid 

– operated Telenoid from an office space just outside in the hallway. Yet, to Lisbeth and Pernille, the 

encounter between the young man and Telenoid provided moments of amazement. I noticed it as soon 

as Lisbeth raised her eyebrows in wonder, and a smile lit up her face. She was gazing at Lars, who 

alternated between kissing and hugging the robot, laughing out loud with it and speaking to it about 

his friends, family and disability. As soon as Lisbeth and Pernille met Astrid after the session with Lars, 

Lisbeth revealed her astonishment:  

 
Lisbeth:  You are an amazing operator, Astrid! I had no expectations towards this robot but you managed 

to hold such a good conversation that Lars became so affectionate and confessional towards 

Telenoid. My jaw dropped when I saw how he was kissing and hugging it. He even said that he 

had unburdened his heart. I had never really expected Telenoid to be capable of creating such 

emotional responses.  

Astrid:  Thanks so much. That means a lot. But it is not just me… As I have explained to Christina before, I 

cannot facilitate the same things when I speak with Lars face-to-face. It is Telenoid that gives the 

citizens many of the feelings that they get. The same thing does not happen when I speak with 

them.  

 

In Chapter Five, I described how consultants saw it as the privileged status of the operator to actualize 

a positive potential of the robot by transforming it into a more appealing creature. During their initial 

study in the nursing home hosting the launching of the collaboration between the roboticists and 

consultants, Lisbeth and Pernille had been left with the impression that in order for the robot to evoke 

affectionate and confessional interaction, it relied not just on its look and behaviour, but also on its 

operator providing it with spoken dialogue. While Lisbeth seems to refer to this idea once again, while 

crediting Astrid for her competence above, Astrid herself also highlights the key role of Telenoid itself. 
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Indeed, as we saw in Chapter Seven, Astrid shares with other members of the staff the experience that 

Telenoid, by way of its de-personifying and distancing presence, creates the space for another kind of 

conversation than is otherwise possible. ‘I cannot facilitate the same things when I speak with Lars 

face-to-face’, Astrid says above. ‘It is Telenoid that gives the citizens many of the feelings that they get. 

The same thing does not happen when I speak with them’. When Lisbeth and Pernille left the activity 

centre that day and we were sitting in the car on our way back to Copenhagen, Lisbeth summed up her 

impression of the day:  

 
You know what?  

 … I must admit that I’ve changed my impression of Telenoid. It really can accomplish 

something although it also depends very much on the operator. With Astrid’s skills it can really be a 

success. I was just so amazed to see how Matthias and Lars were kissing and hugging it. Lars even 

said that he had unburdened his heart. I had never really expected Telenoid to be capable of creating 

such emotional responses. It must be given credit for creating a happy mood and good atmosphere 

and some good laughs… but then again… it depends on its operator. That’s for sure. It’s nothing 

without a good operator. We’ve seen that haven’t we? And then, it fails on technique. On delays and 

sound interruptions and all that. And economy-wise, well here it eats resources. There are not many 

other activities that require two persons for one resident. With regard to work environment… hmm… 

here it does not really contribute significantly, does it? It may give some pleasure to the staff when 

they are able to liven up the residents and citizens a little but it is not that it contributes to improving 

the work environment. And then there are also the ethical aspects. None of the citizens understand 

how Telenoid is constructed so they do not know what they are responding to. It is an ethical 

dilemma.  

 

Thus, in the experience of the consultants, then, Telenoid appeared at once enchanting and 

troublesome. As the statement above shows, enhancing emotions such as affection, intimacy, mood 

and laughter were key factors in allowing Telenoid to enchant consultants. Yet, at the same time 

Telenoid raised critical questions of resources, ethics and technical problems.  

In Chapter Two, we saw how technology is often met with a mixture of amazement and concern 

about the direction humanity and technology seem to be taking (Ihde 2002: 111). Technology has 

historically been enmeshed in techno-utopian fantasies (ibid: xii) about the freedom, progress and 

betterment of individual and social life that it will bring, as well as dystopias filled with warnings 

about the consequences technology will bring (Lock & Nguyen 2010.). As indicated above this dual 

nature of technology pertained also to Telenoid, which simultaneously presented itself as a promising 

solution in regard to providing space for affection, intimacy, and laughter, and as a resource-intensive 

technology of deception. This dual nature became even more obvious when Lisbeth and Pernille 
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finalized their evaluation of Telenoid a couple of months after their visits to the institutions. In the 

following section we shall take a closer look at this.  

 

Successful Failures 

On the last day of August in 2014, a particularly interesting e-mail pops up on my computer screen. It 

is from Lisbeth and Pernille. They have finished their evaluation of Telenoid and ask me if I have any 

contribution to add to their report from my observations in the two institutions. I spend the evening 

reading their 14-page draft of their comprehension of the potential of Telenoid, evaluated in terms of 

its effect on four different areas: users, economy, technique, and organization. Observations and 

expressions from Lisbeth’s and Pernille’s visits to each institution are here communicated in relation 

to a commercial strategic effort to contribute knowledge about how to implement Telenoid in Danish 

healthcare. Although the descriptions were meant to argue the case for a number of challenges and 

considerations to be taken when working with the robot, consultants to a large extent contributed to 

distancing Telenoid from the practical life in the institutions. For example, the evaluation concluded 

that Telenoid failed to work as a telepresence technology: ‘The majority of the individual test 

participants have not been able to work out how the technology works and are not aware that they’re 

talking with an employee’ (Teknologisk Institut 2014: 8, my translation). This, the evaluation 

continued, creates an ‘ethical dilemma’, in particular regarding those citizens and residents who are 

moved to confessing while unaware that they are actually speaking to a member of the staff (ibid: 8). 

Therefore, it is concluded, the use of Telenoid demands ‘very clear guidelines with regard to 

confidentiality, reporting obligations and informing the citizen about context and framework’ (ibid: 8, 

my translation). A few more examples to illustrate how the robot’s future role was in doubt in a 

number of ways are given below. The first concerned Telenoid’s resource-intensive character: 

 
Employees taking part in the testing of Telenoid at the two sites have experienced great difficulty in 

finding time to perform the tests (…). Several of the employees had a bad conscience about not 

managing the ordinary care, which was especially accentuated in the case where the test included 

three staff members.  (Teknologisk Institut 2014: 10, my translation).  

 

The next line implicated the robot’s technical side, which is followed by no less than 20 

recommendations towards improvement: 

 
There has been a long series of major and minor challenges of a technical nature when working 

with Telenoid (…). In light of the above [recommendations for improvement], it is believed that, 

currently, Telenoid is not sufficiently intuitive and stable to guarantee the best possible use of the 

technology’s potential (Teknologisk Institut 2014: 12, my translation). 
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And finally, according to the evaluation, another set of complications concerns questions of economy: 

 
It is not expected that Telenoid can replace employers’ work. It is more a question of improving 

citizens’ well-being, communication and situation, which can improve the service level and possibly 

release time for other tasks (…). However, if time saving is to become a reality it is important to 

focus on the development of new procedures and go through a thorough implementation process 

since staff have found that working with Telenoid is very resource-demanding (Teknologisk Institut 

2014: 12-13, my translation). 

 

As we saw in Chapter Five, considerable friction arose when Lisbeth and Pernille first encountered 

Telenoid. The consultants tried to identify target-groups and functions for the robot, which was 

considered deceptive and unappealing; and in the end, they were left doubtful and unsure of how to 

proceed with it. On the face of it, the assessment seemed only to add other kinds of frictions. The 

robot’s time-consuming and resource-intensive nature was explicated in great detail throughout the 

assessment, revealing a certain friction between attempts to ‘replace employers’ work’, as stated 

above, thus saving costs through the use of technology, as elaborated on in Chapter Two, and the large 

amount of resources that had to be allocated to Telenoid for it to work properly. In addition, it was 

well understood in the assessment that people were incapable of grasping its teleoperated setup. 

Bearing in mind how the consultants navigated within a Danish context in which questions of 

deception pervaded public discussions of robots, as we saw in Chapter Five, the friction that arises 

from Telenoid’s deceptive nature hardly comes as a surprise, and the ethical dilemmas arising as a 

result were considered highly problematic. In sum, the frictions that emerged throughout the 

assessment cast serious doubt on the future role of the robot in Danish healthcare institutions, to such 

a degree that Jens, project manager of the Telenoid project at DTI, decided to postpone the 

development of a service-model for the robot in institutions. ‘I am not sure Telenoid will become a 

bestseller in the institutions’, he stated when we met to talk about the assessment and continued; ‘I 

cannot imagine that municipalities will use this kind of resources on it’. Clearly, this statement shows 

how Telenoid is considered in relation to the political landscape, which, as we saw in Chapter Two, 

first and foremost relates technology to questions of efficiency and economy. Indeed, remembering the 

political strategies for welfare technology in Denmark Telenoid’s resource-intensive nature certainly 

seems critical to its possibilities of coming to play a key role in the healthcare sector. According to Jens, 

it was so critical that Telenoid most probably would never come to play a role there.  

While this suggests that Telenoid in many ways ended as a public eyesore and a technological 

failure, as Latour (1996) highlights in the case of Aramis, there was more to it than that. In fact, these 
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tales of failure did not stand alone in the assessment and the public presentation of the project. On the 

contrary, they were accompanied by prominent tales of success which allowed for a positive 

interpretation of the robot. In the assessment, for example, it is also stated that:  

 
The technology is a therapeutic tool that can be used communicatively, investigative and 

supportively, which means that Telenoid can be used for building relationships, supporting identity 

and preventing conflicts etc. (…). Telenoid is an important tool that makes communication with the 

citizen more efficient. They [the staff] find that by using Telenoid they can create a framework 

where citizens quickly feel at ease and familiar enough to talk about a given topic (Teknologisk 

Institut 2014: 8-9, my translation).  

 

Furthermore, we learn from the conclusion of the assessment that:  

 
It is seen from the VTV [the assessment] that Telenoid is a useful tool for reaching to the inside of 

the individual citizen. It can open doors to narration and dialogue and thereby provide insight into 

the resources, skills, loss of function and difficulties in daily life and life in general which the staff 

have access to only to a limited extent. In this way Telenoid has the potential to contribute to the 

caring environment and to increase the well-being of certain individuals and improve their 

communication and situation. Hereby Telenoid also contributes to and supports the working 

environment (Teknologisk Institut 2014: 12, my translation). 

 

In these statements it becomes clear, I suggest, that as friction played out between Telenoid and the 

consultants who questioned the value and necessity of a resource-intensive and deceptive robot in 

some sections of the assessment, there was also simultaneously an attempt to turn the sites of friction 

into non-frictional moments. Indeed, it is precisely the robot’s capacity for deceiving people that 

simultaneously causes frictional and non-frictional moments: while leading to ethical dilemmas on the 

one hand, it also highlights a series of therapeutic effects on the other. To put it differently, Telenoid’s 

deceptive nature provoked friction, because consultants would question the ethical dilemmas raised, 

while at the same it caused non-frictional moments of appreciation and acceptance. As stated in the 

assessment:  

 
On the one hand, it is therefore positive that during a session with Telenoid it is possible to create a 

space where citizens are able to talk about things that they may otherwise find difficult to talk 

about or deal with. On the other hand, it puts very high demands on the implementation of Telenoid 

and proficiency when using it, because there is a high risk of ethical dilemmas when working with 

this group of vulnerable citizens (Teknologisk Institut 2014: 8, my translation).  
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In that sense, while friction inevitably arises when Telenoid is brought together with certain practices 

of care, consultants at the same time hint at non-frictional moments’ allowing for a convincing success 

story. In the cases above, we can see how the focus on Telenoid’s ‘therapeutic’ capacities served to 

counter the friction that occurred. In its place a non-frictional moment was temporarily constructed, in 

which consultants were able to present the assessment without merely questioning and criticizing the 

robot. Similarly, embedded in the above-mentioned story about Telenoid’s resource-intensive nature 

was also a tale about the robot’s potentiality to save resources after all. Indeed, as stated above even if 

it is ‘not expected that Telenoid can replace employers’ work’ it is nevertheless a possibility that 

Telenoid, by ‘improving citizens’ well-being, communication and situation’, can ‘release [staff’s] time 

for other tasks’.  

In the assessment Telenoid’s meeting with practices of care in Denmark is thus not solely 

likened to the friction produced from ‘rubbing two sticks together’ to produce fire (Tsing 2005: 5). In 

other words, the efforts to highlight how non-frictional moments are inherent to such friction reveal 

that consultants are not just creating fire but also a wide range of successes. As already explained, in a 

political landscape dominated by visions of efficiency through the use of welfare technology, it might 

not come as a surprise that consultants, in spite of Telenoid’s resource-intensive nature, nevertheless 

attempted to frame the robot as possessing the capacity of saving resources after all. In addition, 

highlighting the therapeutic capacity of Telenoid as a positive feature of the robot seems to connect 

well with the fact that the consultants were generally positive towards the idea of applying robots as 

therapeutic tools in healthcare, as we saw in Chapter Five. They were convinced that technology can 

create a channel for contact, affection and confessional engagement and they saw such capacity as an 

important contribution when transforming a care sector dominated by what they called a ‘medical 

paradigm’ towards caring more also for people’s emotional needs. I have touched upon this issue 

throughout the thesis also in regards to the staff in the nursing home and activity centre who similarly 

thought that emotional care was lacking in their daily work routines. In this last chapter before the 

conclusion I want to suggest that such statements fit well within the characterization of Western 

societies suggested by Nicolas Rose (1990). In Governing the Soul, Rose argues that even if our intimate 

lives, feelings and desires seem personal this is by far the case. Following Michel Foucault, Rose argues 

that people’s personalities are not a private matter but increasingly governed by, among other things, 

a whole set of new professional groups each:  

 
… classifying and measuring the psyche, in predicting its vicissitudes, in diagnosing the causes of its 

troubles and prescribing remedies. Not just psychologists – clinical, occupational, educational – but 

also social workers, personnel managers, probation officers, counsellors and therapists of different 

schools and allegiances have based their claim to social authority upon their capacity to understand 
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the psychological aspects of the person and to act upon them, or to advise others what to do. The 

multiplying powers of these ‘engineers of the human soul’ seem to manifest something profoundly 

novel in the relations of authority over the self (Rose 1990: 3).  

   

The vocabularies of the therapeutic, Rose continues, are increasingly deployed in every practice 

addressed to human problems (Rose 1990: 214) whether in the general practitioner’s surgery, in the 

nurse’s care for the patient or in the personell manager’s office. In the organization of asylums, prisons, 

hospitals, and schools, routines for documenting and recording information concerning inmates’ 

personal details and histories are applied (ibid: 134) in order to gather knowledge for governing the 

population (ibid: 6). Here motivational therapists, health professionals, teachers, health educationists, 

and others operate, Rose argues, by letting individuals formulate their wishes, desires and hopes for a 

better future, only to then classify and act upon them.  

From this perspective, then, the quest for using Telenoid as a ‘therapeutic tool’, as it is stated in 

the assessment, seems part of a wider tendency towards addressing problems by attending to the 

whole person as an experiencing, feeling and psychological subject. In fact, positioning Telenoid as a 

tool to be applied in practices of care for reaching to the inside of the individual person and thereby 

for gaining important insights into people’s ‘inner lives’, feelings and desires, as stated in the 

assessment above, could be seen as a way to legitimize the very presence of the robot. Indeed, if the 

vocabularies of the therapeutic are increasingly deployed in various societal institutions, framing 

Telenoid within this area could be seen as attempts to transform the robot into something highly 

appreciated in the healthcare sector.   

Seen though the lens of Latour (1996), the construction of such non-frictional moments hinting 

at Telenoid’s therapeutic success and capacity of saving resources convincingly suggests that the 

consultants did indeed love and care for Telenoid. According to Latour, this is so not just because 

consultants argued passionately about Telenoid’s success, but also because Lisbeth and Pernille 

created non-frictional moments within which Telenoid was allowed to change and adapt itself to the 

needs of its users. Hence, as we saw in the previous chapter, in his study of the Aramis project, Bruno 

Latour claims that the project was shut down because those who worked on Aramis did not support it 

enough. He accuses the officials in the project arguing, ‘Oh, you do love science (…). But you don't love 

research. Its uncertainties, its whirlwinds, its mixed character, its setbacks, its negotiations, its 

compromises’ (Latour 1996: 293). Providing his argument, Latour explains how Aramis exemplifies 

how no one cared enough about it to passionately research it and pursuing the kind of adaption 

necessary for Aramis to become real (ibid: 293). In other words, people involved in the project, Latour 

argues, believed in the initial concept and therefore never wanted to see it change. From this 

perspective, then, Aramis was not allowed to change to meet the needs of the actors in its network and 
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in the end, Latour speculates, people abandoned it ‘so as not to compromise it’ (Latour 1996: 288). In 

short, Latour argues that Aramis’ designers did not care about it as a project that needed attention and 

guidance.  

Returning to the consultants’ assessment, it seems to be clear that contrary to the officials and 

designers in Latour’s study, Pernille and Lisbeth pursued the adaption of Telenoid rather than 

believing in the initial concept of the robot to such a degree that they never wanted to see it change. In 

fact, it was precisely because of the lack of passion towards the initial idea of Telenoid that they 

wanted to ‘compromise it’ and thus change it to meet the needs of its users (Latour 1996: 288). 

Contrary to Professor Ishiguro himself who believed so much in the initial concept of Telenoid and 

was so passionate about the idea of telepresence that he found it difficult to see the robot change over 

time, as we saw in Chapter Four, consultants were left doubtful and dispassionate about the initial 

concept of Telenoid, to such a degree that they had no difficulty in compromising the initial concept of 

the robot. This did not just mean that consultants, like the roboticists in Professor Ishiguro’s team, 

embraced the uncertainties of research, as Latour put it, ‘its whirlwhinds, its mixed character, its 

setbacks, its negotiations, its compromises’ (ibid: 293), as we saw in Chapter Five when consultants 

met managers to enrol them in the project of testing Telenoid and encourage them to improvise 

different scenarios with Telenoid in order to identify a problem-solution trajectory that could 

somehow work. It also meant that they managed to create non-frictional moments which allowed 

them to argue about Telenoid’s success, not as a telepresence technology but as something completely 

different: a therapeutic tool.  

The positioning of Telenoid as, primarily, a successful therapeutic tool continued to persist in 

the aftermath of the assessment’s publication. The positive story of the robot’s therapeutic capacity 

was appreciated by the Japanese roboticists who did not oppose DTI’s decision to postpone the 

making of a service-model for the robot. They rather saw the potentials of the robot as an opportunity 

to continue their collaborations with the consultancy. Furthermore, the positive story of Telenoid was 

also taken up in public to such a degree that an optimistic interpretation of the robot was allowed 

despite the fact that consultants had failed to develop a service-model for the robot and its 

commercialization. I will return to the reactions from the Japanese roboticists to the assessment and 

public mention of Telenoid later in this chapter. But first I will turn to two events to illustrate how 

tales of failure were successfully enclosed in tales of success: a large conference dedicated solely to the 

topic of applying Telenoid in healthcare, and a Danish TV-news spot on Telenoid in the activity centre. 

Both events, I argue, reveal the efforts made to highlight the non-frictional moments of Telenoid’s 

encounter with different practices of care.   
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Public Tribute 

Entering the sliding doors of the conference site in Aalborg, Denmark, I immediately sensed that the 

whole day’s dedication to Telenoid had gathered an impressive audience. After the receptionist had 

located my name badge I was invited to step inside for a cup of coffee and a croissant in the hall. The 

place was filled with Japanese, Danish and German researchers, roboticists, civil servants, consultants, 

students and journalists, all gathered to learn more about ‘teleoperated androids and their 

applications’, as stated in the programme. Altogether 19 researchers, including some of the Japanese 

roboticists as well as Lisbeth and myself, were to present their work and perspectives on the 

development and use of Professor Ishiguro’s robots, in particular Telenoid, and the excitement seemed 

to fill the room. 

At 10:10, just after a welcoming introduction to the conference, Professor Ishiguro took the 

stage himself. He began his presentation by explaining that this conference was the final culmination 

in a range of prestigious collaborations between researchers, consultants and staff in Japan and 

Denmark working together, as he said, ‘to develop new information media which minimally express 

humanlike appearance and convey our presence to remote locations’. The conference, Professor 

Ishiguro continued, was therefore supposed to ‘report all the results, from their scientific foundations 

to where these media [robots] can be applied in our life’. Displaying a set of animations illustrating 

humans and robots walking the streets together, Professor Ishiguro elaborated on the coming of a 

‘robot society’, which, he added, he expected the conference to help realize. Indeed, Professor Ishiguro 

was a confident man as he confronted his curious audience. ‘Telenoid actually works for everybody’, 

he stated. ‘No exception. Everybody likes to interact with it. They don't hesitate to talk to Telenoid. The 

same happens in this country, as we shall hear more about now’.  

As the day proceeded, I gradually had the sense that it was a tribute to Telenoid. Indeed, 

researcher after researcher, myself included, highlighted Telenoid’s interesting influence in the 

healthcare sector, often explaining how the robot’s effects and results were ‘intriguing’ and ‘surprising’. 

One researcher, investigating Telenoid’s ‘effects on people with dementia’, exclaimed, for example, 

that ‘staff and family reports improvements in participants’ mood and social activity’ and that ‘social 

activity in respondents is increased’. Another researcher, who had studied Telenoid’s emergence in 

German healthcare, told her audience that despite ‘the basic scepticism towards robots in Germany’ 

and the fact that the shape of Telenoid had initially made people associate it with a ‘deformed child’, 

she was surprised to see how they nevertheless wanted to engage with the robot. When it came to 

Lisbeth’s turn to present her assessment of the robot, engagement in tales not just of failure but 

indeed also of success was no exception. While she did point out that Telenoid ‘maybe takes and costs 

extra time’; that ‘the [older or disabled] person should always know who they talk to’ because 

otherwise it creates a series of ethical dilemmas; that ‘confidentiality is somewhat problematic’ 
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because people who confess themselves are not always aware that someone else is operating the 

robot; and that the robot needs a ‘more stabile internet-connection’, she also devoted a lot of time to 

illustrating the different positive reactions to the robot:  
 

Telenoid can be used both for stimulation and as a therapeutic tool in conversation. Since many 

persons with autism and dementia for example have difficulties in decoding expressions, gestures, 

clothing and so on, and since Telenoid does not have a lot of expression, Telenoid can support 

communication between people (…). The sessions with Telenoid gave some persons the possibility 

to express matters that used to be difficult to talk about, and staff compared the interaction with an 

anonymous phone call or conversation with a coach or psychologist.   

 

At the end of the day, Lisbeth and I met Professor Ishiguro. He thanked us for our presentations. 

‘Telenoid has a crazy effect on people’, he laughed. ‘It can make them say so many things. Secrets and 

stuff’.  

A couple of days later, the Danish TV-news spot Science Magazine (Videnskabsmagasinet) 

announces on its website that the evening’s programme is dedicated to ‘The Cuddling Robot Telenoid 

that Heals’: a fifteen-minute programme on the experiences with Telenoid in the activity centre32. Not 

only had the journalists become interested in Telenoid after reading DTI’s newsletter about the 

assessment of the robot and the conference dedicated to it (Teknologiske Institut 2014b). They had 

also put together what Lisbeth called ‘a deeply moving’ programme on the robot and its positive 

effects on people with disabilities. Introducing the programme, a male journalist announces that:  

 
All people need a good hug. It should actually be a human right, particularly for the weakest in society. 

But it does not take much to realize that it is not exactly the appropriate time to starting hiring 

people who visit shelters and nursing homes only to hug people. However, the robots would really 

like to help us. Or at least Telenoid would like to. The world’s nicest robot. So nice that researchers 

have been able to use it to evoke memories of demented people and improve communication for 

people with brain injury (my translation).  

 

Thereafter one can watch a young man in affectionate and playful interaction with Telenoid and 

observe how the journalist, a young woman, becomes so emotional when interacting with Telenoid 

that she begins to cry. It reminds her of her children, she says with tears in her eyes. Finally, one can 

hear a member of the staff say that ‘our approach to the robot has been that we can use Telenoid to 

talk about the difficult feelings and problems, and for intimacy and presence. For being close to 

someone’. At the end, the young man convincingly states, ‘It feels really good inside when I talk to the 

                                                        
32 See https://www.dr.dk/nyheder/viden/tech/video-krammerobot-goer-hjerneskadede-sebastian-glad 
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robot’.  

Science Magazine was not the only Danish television programme to take up the story of Telenoid. 

TV2 Lorry, a regional news programme, also told the story of staff members’ work with Telenoid in the 

nursing home. Like Science Magazine, TV2 Lorry was not critical of Telenoid’s role among older 

nursing home residents. On the contrary, the robot was staged as a helpful tool in the care for elderly 

people. ‘Kasper [Telenoid] is only on loan but staff members would like to have it permanently 

employed’, stated the newsreader in the programme. Then one of the staff members explained: ‘The 

robot is a helpful tool because we become capable of knowing things about our residents that they 

cannot tell us. We can use that information to make their lives even better’.  

In her book Alone Together, Sherry Turkle (2011) argues that although historically robots 

provoked anxiety, these days they more likely form part of the overarching notion that in a world of 

problems, science will offer solutions (Turkle 2011: 11). If the problem is, Turkle argues, ‘that people 

are caught in cyberspace, companionate robots are specifically marketed to seduce people out of this 

space again, or if the problem is that technology has made us busy and anxious, the solution will be 

another technology that will organize, amuse and relax us’ (ibid: 11). Putting hope in robots, Turkle 

thus concludes, expresses an enduring ‘technological optimism’, a belief that as other things go wrong, 

science will go right (ibid: 11). As the extracts from my fieldnotes above demonstrate, Telenoid was 

indeed entangled with optimism about betterment and improvement. Despite tales of its resource-

intensive nature, ethical dilemmas, technical complications and disturbing appearance, the robot is at 

last presented as an affectionate figure and a therapeutic tool bringing about a series of positive effects 

in a context where real people may even be missing, as the journalist says above: ‘All people need a 

good hug (…). But it does not take much to realize that it is not exactly the appropriate time to starting 

hiring people who visit shelters and nursing homes only to hug people. However, the robots would 

really like to help us’. Hence, although friction did indeed play out in these tales, there was, however, 

simultaneously an attempt to turn the sites of friction into friction-free moments of appreciation, 

acceptance and value. In fact, Telenoid even transformed from being a deceptive, resource-intensive 

and disturbing figure to ‘the world’s nicest robot’, as stated in Science Magazine above.  

From here on the project ended as a success. Despite the fact that a service-model for the robot’s 

application in Danish institutions of care was never developed, roboticists, consultants, managers, staff, 

citizens and residents in the institutions highlighted how using Telenoid had been successful in a 

number of ways. The project had, for instance, furthered the possibilities for future collaboration 

between roboticists and consultants. Even if the consultants’ identification of a series of technical 

problems was indeed troublesome, those were nevertheless some that roboticists believed they could 

fix. They considered the positive features that were highlighted in the assessment of Telenoid to be of 

such importance and value that they needed to be investigated in more depth. ‘We need to conduct 
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further additional experiments with the staff at DTI’, Isozumi-san said when I met him at the 

conference. ‘After doing some minor tests again we should do larger-scale testing for a longer time and 

among a bigger group’. This was indeed also acknowledged by the consultants, who highlighted in 

their assessment that: 
 

After testing, and the finishing of this VTV on Telenoid, it is an afterthought that it might be 

interesting to test Telenoid as a communication- and interaction technology for the elderly citizens 

living at home in general, and for young people and adults with various types of brain injuries and 

diagnosis (Teknologisk Institut 2014: 13, my translation). 

 

Hence, roboticists and consultants agreed on the fact that the potential of Telenoid somehow 

warranted future exploration into identifying and articulating the necessary problem-solution 

trajectory that would eventually legitimize its presence in the Danish healthcare sector. 

Among the managers and personnel who had been working with Telenoid in the institutions the 

project had similarly been a success. ‘We got so enthusiastic when using it’, said one staff member 

from the nursing home, for instance, when I spoke to hear shortly after the tests with Telenoid had 

been completed. ‘We found the forgotten memories’, stated another. ‘It is a fantastic robot. I just feel so 

lucky that I had the change to work with it and witness what it can do for our residents’.  

 

Valuing 

The positive accounts of Telenoid’s therapeutic capacity illustrate how the robot was not shut down 

for a lack of care or because people did not want to adapt it and modify it to the circumstances into 

which it could be used. Across the previous pages, I have described how people in various ways 

revealed their passion and care for the robot. As we have seen, even if friction was highlighted in the 

formal public evaluation of the robot’s encounter with the Danish healthcare, there was also an 

attempt to turn sites of friction into friction-free moments of appreciation and acceptance of Telenoid. 

This was done because consultants wanted to credit the robot’s additional capacity of also working as 

a ‘therapeutic’ tool that benefits people’s daily lives in the institutions. Finally, I have described how 

consultants and roboticists agreed on a further investigation into Telenoid’s potential among other 

groups of elderly and disabled people, and how Telenoid was publicly celebrated for its effects. Here, I 

argued that the robot became enmeshed in techno-utopian optimism about betterment and 

improvement rather than in dystopian tales about ethical dilemmas and demands on resources.  

 

With that, it is time to move to the conclusion of this thesis.  
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Chapter Ten: Conclusion 
 

The Social Life of Telenoid 

At the beginning of this thesis, I introduced Professor Ishiguro’s lively presentation of his robots, and I 

described Karen’s first encounter with Telenoid. This thesis has been concerned with the ways in 

which collaborative agreements between Japan and Denmark on developing, testing and, ideally, 

implementing robots in healthcare unfold. During the course of this thesis, I have traced the 

trajectories of one of these robots from the laboratory in Japan to healthcare institutions in Denmark. I 

set out by asking what meanings and practices could explain its movement from hand to hand and 

place to place. Furthermore, I asked how social relations shape its movement and how the robot in 

turn shapes those social relations.   

As outlined in the introduction, a body of literature that my thesis topic draws on in this regard 

is concerned with reconstructing the social life of things as they move through different contexts 

(Appadurai 1986; Kopytoff 1986). Liana Chua and Amiria Salmond (2012) argue that this approach, 

‘introduces a vital cross-temporal dimension to the study of artefacts, revealing them as dynamic, 

processual entities entangled in historical and cross-cultural webs of sociality and significance’ (Chua 

& Salmond 2012: 103). What does my study about the journey of Telenoid from the laboratory in 

Japan to healthcare in Denmark contribute to the research about the social lives of things? My study 

has pointed out that when this approach is applied to less conventional things that never enter the 

commodity chain and are still far from ‘routinized’ (Wahlberg forthcoming) or ‘domesticated’ (Lie & 

Sørensen 1996) – a state that would signify more or less common practices of living or working 

together between humans and a certain technology (Pols 2012: 18) – it becomes clear that the 

connection between making and use is not always balanced out. My study demonstrates that the 

making, distribution and use of technology cannot be understood as a linear process. Each phase no 

doubt articulates with the others, but is also an independent stage that enables a complex and diverse 

set of opportunities for the diffusion of meanings and practices. As we have seen, for example, even if 

Telenoid was created to trap the mind of others and extend the human presence of its operator, staff in 

the institutions nevertheless rather used it as an affectionate and confessional tool, most often valued 

precisely because it does not extend the presence of its operator. At the same time, if the robot 

becomes embedded in techno-fantasies revolving around efficiency, progress and betterment among 

politicians and decision-makers in Japan and Denmark, a sign of innovation to managers of healthcare 

institutions and a key to collaboration as well as friction and improvisation in the hands of the 

consultants, it is first of all a companion among residents and citizens; good to use for intimate and 

confessional engagement rather than for conversation with staff members. In terms of the overall 

research questions examined in this thesis, the central point to emerge from this is that those 
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meanings and practices, which further Telenoid’s movement from hand to hand and place to place, 

differ and vary considerably throughout the robot’s journey. Hence, my analysis of the trajectories of 

Telenoid and how it acquires different identities and uses has demonstrated the complexity of the set 

of practices and meanings surrounding this figure at each moment of its trajectory. As the chapters 

have made clear, Telenoid most often becomes something completely different to what its designers 

intended and clearly changes purpose in actual use ‘to the point where its original function may be lost 

altogether’ (Ingold 1997: 119).  

 

Broader Perspectives   

Although the proposition that things have social lives draws attention to the ways in which passive 

things are re-contextualised, this study has also suggested a more active model of a thing’s biography. 

To put it somewhat differently, to say that Telenoid is social is not simply to acknowledge that the 

robot takes on meaning through various social experiences in the context of social relations. As we 

have seen in this thesis, it is also to admit that a robot has certain effects and implications for those 

social relations and contexts. Throughout the analysis of Telenoid’s movement, I have thus 

demonstrated that the robot not just assumes a number of different identities but also actively 

constitutes new social relations between those people who encounter it. We saw that in the hands of 

staff members, Telenoid became an entrapping figure that changes both daily routines and the 

possibilities of providing emotional care because it creates room for conversation and it acts in a 

different manner from them. Likewise, I argued that the robot furthers affectionate and confessional 

reactions from citizens and residents when appearing not as non-living matter, but as a living being 

and companion. Even if this capacity sometimes depended on staff members’ care work and 

translation, as we saw when the robot elicited discomfort because it revealed its mechanical and 

teleoperated nature, these reactions, in turn, transform Telenoid into an enchanting figure, provoking 

wonder and admiration from staff.   

With regard to the effects of the baby seal robot Paro in Danish nursing homes, Cathrine Hasse 

(2015) writes that such robots ‘become active agents that require us to change our behaviour’ (Hasse 

2015: 280). Aside from requiring staff members in Danish nursing homes to change their idea of what 

it means to be a professional staff member in relation to delegating their emotional work to the robot, 

Paro also appeared as a living being, eliciting reactions from old people who read sentiments and care 

into the creature. As is probably apparent by now, I consider Hasse’s statement to be an equally apt 

description of Telenoid’s capacity to elicit human emotions and influence the actions of those staff 

members, citizens and residents who engage with it. As we have seen, Telenoid changes the staff 

members’ work by furthering and developing their caring engagements with the residents and citizens, 

and the robot continuously elicits affectionate and confessional responses from those citizens and 
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residents who engage with it. Yet, as we have also seen throughout this thesis, Telenoid does not 

require staff to delegate their emotional work to the robot. On the contrary, Telenoid mediates the staff 

members’ caring engagements when appearing, not as a robot that acts and communicates on its own, 

but as a bodily extension of the distributed agency of its human operator. Although this ultimately 

meant that Telenoid met the same fate as individual one-on-one conversation in the institutions, which, 

as we saw, was threatened by a lack of time, I have also proposed that this mediation furthered 

simultaneous nearness and distance from others; by mediating staff members’ engagement with 

citizens and residents, Telenoid worked, I argued, as a distancing tool that simultaneously allowed 

staff to engage in new forms of care and intimacy. As we saw, the robot invited the staff into a space 

where a certain degree of distance to citizens and residents was provided, which, in turn, created the 

very basis for intimacy, closeness and new forms of engagements. Importantly, however, this capacity 

of Telenoid relied on the fact that the extension of the operator’s distributed agency was unrecognized 

by those citizens and residents who encountered the robot. In other words, since the origin of 

Telenoid’s movements and speech was forgotten or concealed in the hands of citizens and residents, 

the robot became a de-personifying tool among staff members who were allowed to approach people 

in a different – and often fruitful - manner. Hence, by offering staff another embodiment, Telenoid also 

appeared to residents and citizens to be something more akin to an entity with a degree of 

intentionality and will of its own, calling for attention and engagement. Precisely because Telenoid 

morphed into a living being in the hands of residents and citizens in Denmark, I have argued that we 

can consider robots to bring forth a form of techno-animism that is neither religious in origin nor 

applies solely to Japan. On the contrary, techno-animism occurs during regular and close engagement 

with the robot, which reveals itself not as dead matter but as a living being with human-like qualities.  

Yet, this study has also shown that the agentive capacity of Telenoid is a result not simply of the 

device itself but of the shifting degrees of support and dedication from people. This is not only because 

the technical system of Telenoid relies on a human operator. As we saw, even if a member of the staff 

controls the robot and sometimes also manages to transform Telenoid into an appealing creature, it 

nevertheless also depends on other staff members’ care work and on managers willing to help it and 

adapt it to the specific routines and situations of the institutions. In other words, rather than being a 

powerful and autonomous agent that determines the patterns of social life, Telenoid relies on various 

people who modify its shape, negotiate and improvise its purpose, and who actively choose whether to 

appropriate and support it or not. The critical consequence of all this is that the agency of Telenoid, 

rather than being an inherent property of the robot, is constituted in and through the relationships 

into which it enters (cf. Gell 1998; Ingold 2013). In other words, by following and illuminating the 

trajectory of Telenoid this thesis has taught us that the robot is a potential agent with respect to those 

socio-material arrangements out of which its capacities for action are created. Therefore, its agentive 
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capacities concurrently differ from moment to moment and in accordance with whom and how people 

engage with it.  

Besides being a contribution to anthropological literature on the social and active lives of things, 

this thesis also constitutes an attempt to broaden the understandings of the relationship between 

technology and care. Many researchers have argued that technology is other to care (Sparrow & 

Sparrow 2006; cf. Mol et al. 2010; Pols 2012; Pols & Moser 2009). As we have seen, although 

technology is considered helpful among politicians and decision-makers, it is also criticized for 

undermining and substituting ‘authentic’ and ‘warm’ human care delivery (Schillmeier & Domènec 

2010: 2). These concerns have been described as particularly common within Western societies where 

technology is perceived as a powerful will that may dominate and substitute human relations by 

rationalizing and objectifying them (ibid: 2). In contrast, Jeanette Pols and Ingunn Moser (2009) write 

about the relation between technology and care that ‘there is no opposition between cold technology 

and warm human care’ (Pols & Moser 2009: 175). Starting from this vantage point, the ways of 

introducing technology into practices of care that I have sought to shed light on in this thesis similarly 

depart from the assumption that technology and care are opposed. As we have seen, care is not simply 

a human capacity alone. Rather, in people’s experiences, some forms of care can even come to rely on 

technology that provides room for engagement and intimacy. As an extension of the body of a staff 

member that continuously tries to care lovingly for another person in need of help, Telenoid does not 

substitute human ‘warm’ care. In fact, the robot furthers the emergence of those forms of moments 

where emotional care and human attention are the core elements in the practices undertaken.   

Yet, while Pols and Moser argue that affectionate relations between people and technologies 

indicate that the opposition between cold technology and warm human care does not pertain at all 

(ibid: 175), I have suggested that even if relations with technology can be affectionate, confessional 

and caring, they can also be experienced as simultaneously deceiving and uncanny. For instance, in the 

hands of the consultants, Telenoid became particularly cold whenever it concealed the connection to 

its operator. In those instances, Telenoid appeared not as a ‘warm’ and caring but as a deceiving and 

cheating creature. Furthermore, we saw that although Telenoid’s capacity to provide new forms of 

emotional care and confessional engagements was highly appreciated among the staff members, we 

also saw how the robot sometimes caused uneasiness and discomfort. This occurred, for example, 

when Telenoid scared citizens and residents and thus hindered their affectionate engagement or when 

the robot’s presence prompted confessions that particularly challenged staff members’ professional 

and personal limits. By illuminating these aspects of the use of Telenoid, I have thus sought to broaden 

our understanding of the relationship between care and technology and to unpack the complexity of 

factors weighing in on the opposition between ‘cold’ technologies and ‘warm’ care. While I thus agree 

with many other researchers that various relations between persons and technology can indeed be 
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affective and social, I have nevertheless suggested that sometimes in some situations the opposition 

between ‘cold’ technology and ‘warm’ care pertains.  

When developing and discussing new kinds of technologies to be introduced in healthcare, it is 

important, I argue, to keep in mind this ambivalent nature of technology. Technology is nether good 

nor bad or neutral (Ihde 2002) and although it transforms practices of care it also requires continuous 

attention and new working routines to be arranged. Even if a given technology might be ridden with 

tensions and frictions at one moment in its trajectory because it does not meet expectations of 

reducing costs or because it turns into a technology of deception, the same technology may at other 

moments increase the ability to provide emotional care in unexpected and much appreciated ways. 

With my thesis, I hope to tell a story of great heterogeneity, of multiple concerns and diverse takes on 

care and not least of the great effort invested in making a given technology work. Although presently, 

public and private organizations, along with private companies drive the development within the 

emergence of new kinds of welfare technologies in Denmark (cf. Ballegaard 2011:88), this thesis has 

demonstrated that if only a technology happens to be helpful among staff, citizens and residents who 

are thus presented with specific technological solutions which they may either accept or reject, but 

which they did not initially ask for themselves, then it is all welcome (Mol et al. 2010: 14). Yet, it is also 

important to realize that the introduction of technology into practices of care involves work and 

prioritization, not only for the staff but also for the management, who may or may not benefit from the 

new technological device. 

With these words, I end my thesis and my investigation of Telenoid’s trajectory from Japan to 

Denmark. While this work has constituted my attempt to grasp, analyse and describe the empirical 

findings and to initiate anthropological discussions, I also want to emphasize that the insights 

provided focus solely on the immediate implications of a single anthropomorphic robot whose 

commercialization and routinization is yet to be actualized. I therefore hope that future 

anthropological work on robots will produce ethnography on questions about the long-term 

implications of these technologies in healthcare and in people’s daily lives. Ideally, ethnography on this 

topic would follow these processes of development and use over time so that changes and implications 

could be seen in a broader historical perspective. 
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Appendix I 
 
 

Antropologisk feltarbejde på Benediktehjemmet 
 
 

Kære  

 

Mit navn er Christina Leeson. Jeg er antropolog og ph.d. studerende på Københavns Universitet. Jeg er 

netop nu i gang med mit ph.d. projekt som undersøger sammenhængen mellem omsorg, pleje og 

velfærdsteknologi i den danske ældre- og handicappleje. Mit projekt ønsker at skabe indblik i hvordan 

ældre- og handicapomsorg praktiseres og opleves af medarbejdere og borgere. Derudover ønsker 

projektet at undersøge hvordan ny velfærdsteknologi opleves og tages i brug som supplement til 

eksisterende pleje- og omsorgsopgaver.  

 

I den forbindelse udfører jeg feltarbejde her på Benediktehjemmet fra november 2013-april 2014. 

Under feltarbejdet kommer jeg til at tilbringe nogle dage om ugen på Benediktehjemmet, hvor jeg 

følger det daglige liv og arbejde for at få et indtryk af hvordan dette udformer sig i praksis. Derfor vil 

jeg meget gerne tale med beboere og personale om hvordan dagligdagen i huset opleves. Jeg vil meget 

gerne høre om beboernes oplevelser af livet i huset og få et indblik i hvordan de daglige pleje- og 

omsorgsopgaver erfares. Derudover vil jeg også meget gerne tale med pårørende om hvordan de 

oplever plejehjemmets tilbud.  

 

Benediktehjemmet er netop gået i gang med at afprøve en ny slags velfærdsteknologi kaldet ’telenoid’ 

og i mit projekt undersøger jeg desuden hvordan denne specifikke teknologi tages i brug og opleves af 

beboere såvel som medarbejdere. Hvis beboeren har prøvet telenoid teknologien, vil jeg derfor også 

meget gerne have et indblik i hvordan dette opleves. Telenoid-teknologien er en ny slags 

kommunikationsteknologi og formålet med at afprøve den på Benediktehjemmet er at undersøge om 

og hvordan sådan en slags teknologi kan bidrage positivt i forhold til beboernes oplevede livskvalitet.  

 

Den data og information, jeg kommer i besiddelse af i løbet af mit feltarbejde, vil blive anvendt senere i 

min ph.d.-afhandling. Det er meget vigtigt for mig at gøre opmærksom på, at alle beboere og 

medarbejdere vil blive anonymiseret. Benediktehjemmet bliver ligeledes anonymiseret og vil derfor 

blive beskrevet som ’et plejehjem på Sjælland’.   
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Der bliver ikke filmet i projektet og al data der eventuelt optages i interviews bliver slettet efter 

projektets afslutning. Beboernes og medarbejdernes oplevelser vil i den endelige afhandling desuden 

fremgå som en del af en række fortællinger ikke kun fra Benediktehjemmet, men også fra andre 

plejehjem og aktivitetscentre, der indgår i projektet.  

 

Udover mit feltarbejde på Benediktehjemmet indhenter jeg viden om forholdet mellem ældre- og 

handicapomsorg og anvendelsen af velfærdsteknologi ved at interviewe interesseorganisationer og  

kommunale forvaltninger; besøge andre plejehjem og bosteder for handicappede; samt gennemføre 

feltarbejde på et aktivitetscenter for mennesker med fysisk, social og/eller kognitiv funktionshæmning.  

 

I forbindelse med projektet indhentes der samtykke fra alle personer, der ønsker at indgå i projektet. 

 

Er du pårørende og har du spørgsmål eller ønsker du at deltage i projektet er du meget velkommen til 

at kontakte mig på tlf. 26 79 58 75 eller på mail christinaleeson@anthro.ku.dk. Jeg vil meget gerne 

fortælle yderligere om projektet.  

  

Mange venlige hilsner, 

Christina Leeson.  

 
 

 
Samtykkeerklæring  
 
 
Kære 
 
I forbindelse med mit ph.d. studie i Antropologi på Københavns Universitet, skal jeg udføre feltarbejde 

her på Benediktehjemmet fra November 2013 – April 2014. Under feltarbejdet kommer jeg til at 

tilbringe nogle dage om ugen på Benediktehjemmet, hvor jeg meget gerne vil tale med jer, der bor her, 

om hvordan I oplever dagligdagen i huset. Jeg ønsker nemlig at få et indblik i hvordan, tilværelsen 

opleves som ældre på et plejehjem. Jeg vil også meget gerne høre jer fortælle om jeres liv indtil nu, hvis 

I har lyst til at dele det med mig. Har I prøvet telenoid-teknologien som afprøves her på 

Benediktehjemmet i øjeblikket, vil jeg også meget høre hvad I synes om den. 

 

Efter feltarbejdet skal jeg skrive min afhandling. Afhandlingen kan indeholde eksempler fra 

feltarbejdet, hvor bestemte personer indgår, fx beskrivelser af en spisesituation eller en situation hvor 

telenoid-teknologien bruges. I nogle tilfælde kunne dette omfatte Dem. Alle personer, der indgår i min 

afhandling, vil imidlertid være anonyme, ligesom Benediktehjemmet vil blive beskrevet som ’et 
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plejehjem på Sjælland’. De personer der indgår i projektet vil i den endelige afhandling derudover 

fremgå som en lille del af en række fortællinger ikke kun fra Benediktehjemmet, men også fra andre 

plejehjem og aktivitetscentre, der indgår i projektet.   

 

Der bliver ikke filmet i projektet og al data der eventuelt optages i interviews bliver slettet efter 

projektets afslutning. Derudover bliver alle oplysninger behandlet med diskretion og respekt.  

 

Jeg bruger ikke eksempler med personer, der ikke ønsker at indgå i projektet, og jeg beder derfor med 

dette brev om Deres samtykke til medvirken. Jeg håber De har lyst til at medvirke da Deres 

synspunkter og oplevelser er helt centrale og vigtige at få repræsenteret.  

 
De bedes venligst udfylde nedenstående slip og give den til  
 
Med venlige hilsner, 
 
Christina Leeson  
 
 
’Jeg giver mit samtykke til at medvirke i ovenstående projekt’, sæt kryds her: ________  
 
’Jeg ønsker ikke at indgå i ovenstående projekt’, sæt kryds her: _______ 
 
 
Dato:   Underskrift:  
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Appendix II 
 

 
Antropologisk feltarbejde i Aktivitetshuset Københavnsvej 
 
 

Kære  

 

Mit navn er Christina Leeson. Jeg er antropolog og ph.d. studerende på Københavns Universitet. Jeg er 

netop nu i gang med mit ph.d. projekt som undersøger sammenhængen mellem omsorg, pleje og 

velfærdsteknologi i den danske ældre- og handicappleje. Mit projekt ønsker at skabe indblik i hvordan 

ældre- og handicapomsorg praktiseres og opleves af medarbejdere og borgere. Derudover ønsker 

projektet at undersøge hvordan ny velfærdsteknologi opleves og tages i brug som supplement til 

eksisterende pleje- og omsorgsopgaver.  

 

I den forbindelse udfører jeg feltarbejde her i aktivitetshuset fra juni 2013-april 2014. 

Under feltarbejdet tilbringer jeg nogle dage om ugen i aktivitetshuset, hvor jeg følger det daglige liv og 

arbejde for at få et indtryk af hvordan dette udformer sig i praksis. Derfor vil jeg meget gerne tale med 

borgere og personale om hvordan dagligdagen i huset opleves. Jeg vil meget gerne høre om borgernes 

oplevelser af aktiviteterne og livet i huset og få et indblik i hvordan de daglige pædagogiske og 

omsorgsopgaver erfares.  

 

Aktivitetshuset Københavnsvej er netop gået i gang med at afprøve en ny slags velfærdsteknologi 

kaldet ’telenoid’ og i mit projekt undersøger jeg desuden hvordan denne specifikke teknologi tages i 

brug og opleves af borgere såvel som medarbejdere. Hvis borgeren har prøvet telenoid teknologien, vil 

jeg derfor også meget gerne have et indblik i hvordan dette opleves. Telenoid-teknologien er en ny 

slags kommunikationsteknologi og formålet med at afprøve den i aktivitetshuset er at undersøge om 

og hvordan sådan en slags teknologi kan bidrage positivt i forhold til borgernes oplevede livskvalitet.  

 

Den data og information, jeg kommer i besiddelse af i løbet af mit feltarbejde, vil blive anvendt senere i 

min ph.d.-afhandling. Det er meget vigtigt for mig at gøre opmærksom på, at alle borgere og 

medarbejdere vil blive anonymiseret. Aktivitetshuset bliver ligeledes anonymiseret og vil derfor blive 

beskrevet som ’et aktivitetshus på Sjælland’.   

 

Der bliver ikke filmet i projektet og al data der eventuelt optages i interviews bliver slettet efter 

projektets afslutning. Borgernes og medarbejdernes oplevelser vil i den endelige afhandling desuden 
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fremgå som en del af en række fortællinger ikke kun fra aktivitetshuset Københavnsvej, men også fra 

andre aktivitetscentre, bosteder og plejehjem, der indgår i projektet.  

 

Udover mit feltarbejde i aktivitetshuset Københavnsvej indhenter jeg viden om forholdet mellem 

ældre- og handicapomsorg og anvendelsen af velfærdsteknologi ved at interviewe 

interesseorganisationer og  kommunale forvaltninger; besøge andre aktivitetscentre, plejehjem og 

bosteder for ældre og handicappede; samt gennemføre feltarbejde på et plejehjem for ældre 

mennesker.  

 

I forbindelse med projektet indhentes der samtykke fra alle personer, der ønsker at indgå i projektet. 

 

Er du pårørende, værge eller lignende og har du spørgsmål er du meget velkommen til at kontakte mig 

på tlf. 26 79 58 75 eller på mail christinaleeson@anthro.ku.dk. Jeg vil meget gerne fortælle yderligere 

om projektet.  

  

Mange venlige hilsner, 

Christina Leeson.  

 
 
 

 
Samtykkeerklæring 
 
 
Kære 
 
I forbindelse med mit ph.d. studie i Antropologi på Københavns Universitet, udfører jeg feltarbejde her 

i Aktivitetshuset fra Juni 2013 – April 2014.  

 

Under feltarbejdet tilbringer jeg nogle dage om ugen i Aktivitetshuset, hvor jeg meget gerne vil tale 

med jer, der arbejder og kommer her, om hvordan I oplever dagligdagen i huset. Jeg ønsker nemlig at 

få et indblik i hvordan, dagligdagen opleves i et aktivitetshus. Jeg vil også meget gerne høre jer fortælle 

om jeres liv indtil nu, hvis I har lyst til at dele det med mig. Har I prøvet telenoid-teknologien som 

afprøves her i Aktivitetshuset i øjeblikket, vil jeg også meget høre hvad I synes om den. 

 

Efter feltarbejdet skal jeg skrive min afhandling. Afhandlingen kan indeholde eksempler fra 

feltarbejdet hvor bestemte personer indgår, fx beskrivelser af en aktivitet eller en spisesituation. I 

nogle tilfælde kunne dette omfatte Dem. Alle personer, der indgår i min afhandling, vil imidlertid være 
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anonyme, ligesom Aktivitetshuset vil blive beskrevet som ’et beskæftigelses- og aktivitetstilbud på 

Sjælland’. De personer der indgår i projektet vil i den endelige afhandling desuden fremgå som en lille 

del af en række fortællinger ikke kun fra Jeres aktivitetshus, men også fra andre aktivitetscentre, 

bosteder og plejehjem, der indgår i projektet.   

 

Der bliver ikke filmet i projektet og al data der eventuelt optages i interviews bliver slettet efter 

projektets 

afslutning. Derudover bliver alle oplysninger behandlet med diskretion og respekt.  

 

Jeg bruger ikke eksempler med personer, der ikke ønsker at indgå i projektet, og jeg beder derfor med 

dette brev om Deres samtykke til medvirken. Jeg håber De har lyst til at medvirke da Deres 

synspunkter og oplevelser er helt centrale og vigtige at få repræsenteret.  

 
De bedes venligst udfylde nedenstående slip og give den til_________________  
 
Med venlige hilsner, 
 
Christina Leeson  
 
 
’Jeg giver mit samtykke til at medvirke i ovenstående projekt’, sæt kryds her: ________  
 
’Jeg ønsker ikke at indgå i ovenstående projekt’, sæt kryds her: _______ 
 
 
Dato:   Underskrift:  
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Abstract in Danish  
I Danmark har der igennem en længere årrække været et stigende politisk fokus på udvikling af 

velfærdsteknologiske løsninger til plejesektoren. Siden demografiske fremsyn begyndte at gøre det 

klart, at antallet af ældre vokser, er teknologiske løsninger, der yder hjælp og pleje til mennesker der 

har særligt behov for omsorg i stigende grad blevet fremskrevet som konkrete initiativer i den danske 

ældrepleje.  I den forbindelse er øjnene i høj grad rettet mod Japan, der med sin fremtrædende rolle i 

udviklingen af robotteknologiske løsninger, yder bidrag til fremkomsten af nye slags robotter, der ikke 

blot kan programmeres til at løse veldefinerede opgaver i industrien. Robotter, der kan interagere 

med mennesker i dagligdagen, er således under udvikling i en række japanske laboratorier, og hvor 

nogle af disse robotter udvikles til anvendelse i praktiske opgaver, såsom rengøring og personlig pleje, 

er andre målrettet sociale og følelsesmæssige omsorgsrelationer. Det er denne sidste type af robotter, 

der figurer som omdrejningspunkt for nærværende afhandling. Således analyserer  denne afhandling 

udviklingen og brugen af robotter, der hviler på et antropomorfisk design og imiterer levende 

mennesker i ambitionen om at appellere til social interaktion. Baseret på 14 måneders feltarbejde 

udført fra 2012-2014 følger denne afhandling én specifik robot, ’Telenoid’ og dennes rejse fra den 

samles og modificeres af japanske robotforskere i et laboratorium i Japan; modtages af danske 

konsulenter til afprøvning og evaluering i den danske pleje- og omsorgssektor; og endelig til den 

konfronteres med det daglige liv blandt personale og beboere på et dansk plejehjem og et 

aktivitetscenter for mennesker med udviklingshæmning. Gennem samtaler, interviews, deltagelse og 

observationer har jeg således forsøgt at få indblik dels i de opfattelser og erfaringer, der knytter sig til 

udviklingen og anvendelsen af robotten og robotteknologi mere generelt. Dels i de effekter og 

implikationer robotten har iblandt de mennesker og sociale sammenhænge, den indgår i.  

 På baggrund af dette feltarbejde er det afhandlingens overordnede argument, at 

robotten kontinuerligt bliver til i en forhåbningsfuld, korresponderende, improvisatorisk og 

formgivende bevægelse, hvor japanske robotudvikleres oprindelige ambitioner om at skabe 

menneskelig væren og kropslig stedfortræden bliver til løfter om innovation og effektivisering i den 

offentlige sektor blandt danske politikere; et terapeutisk hjælpemiddel og en fortryllende figur, der 

tilbyder nye omsorgs- og samtaleformer blandt plejepersonaler og pædagoger; og ikke mindst et 

levende væsen med selvstændige tanker, følelser og vilje blandt plejehjemsbeboere og mennesker 

med udviklingshæmning. Gennem udforskning af denne bevægelse, der således også afføder tekno-

animistiske praksisser, illustreres det, hvordan robotten ikke fremstår som en passiv størrelse, der 

alene er genstand for menneskelig fortolkning, men snarere har konkrete sociale effekter i sine 

omgivelser. Den skaber eksempelvis rum for nye former for omsorg, og den afføder en række 

emotionelle reaktioner fra de mennesker, den møder. Det betyder imidlertid ikke, at robotten altid har 

en effekt, men snarere at dens aktive relationer fremtræder på visse tidspunkter og i samspil med de 
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konkrete sammenhænge, den måtte indgå i. Dette synliggør også, at robotter til nære, meningsfulde 

ting ved, at nogle mennesker tilegner sig dem på deres egne måder, i en improvisatorisk proces der 

foregår hen over tid og i relation til de anvendelsesmuligheder robotten stiller til rådighed.  

Omsorg og teknologi opfattes ofte som væsensforskellige domæner. Omsorg, der 

associeres med mellemmenneskelig varme, dedikation og ømhed, står i opposition til teknologi der 

som en kold, rationel og fremmedgørende størrelse gør sit determinerende indtog i den menneskelige 

sfære. Denne afhandling peger imidlertid på at robotter ikke alene er relateret til et hav af 

forhåbninger og kan være en hjælp og en støtte og gøre nogle ældre og noget personale i stand til at 

finde en smule mening i kommunikationen med hinanden. Robotter kan være en forudsætning for 

omsorg og ’varme’ menneskelige hænder, selvom den også andre gange kan fremstå som en 

bedragende størrelse, der rejser afgørende spørgsmål om etik. På den måde kan robotter på mange 

måder siges at være et tveægget sværd der på den ene side viser sig som bærere af håb og optimisme, 

men på den anden side, samtidig, skaber nye ængstelser og dilemmaer.  
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Abstract in English 

 

This thesis considers ‘sociable robots’, now introduced throughout the world in the guise of artificial 

pets and humans promising to be lovable, caring and responsive beings in the everyday life of people. 

Robots are imagined as friends and companions to a growing elderly population, to support children 

with autism therapeutically and to become companion helpers in the household. The thesis examines 

attempts to integrate these imaginative creations by roboticists into the real lives of people. It follows 

the trajectory of a specific Japanese anthropomorphic robot, named Telenoid, as it transcends its 

laboratory to be deployed in Japanese and Danish institutions to care for elderly and disabled people.  

 Based on an initial curiosity about what motivates the recent upsurge in projects aiming 

to develop and introduce social anthropomorphic robots into healthcare, the central questions posed 

by the thesis are: How are robots imagined and developed, and by whom? How do robots move from 

the laboratory and into healthcare, and what effects does trajectory have on a robot and its place of 

departure and arrival? The empirical centre of gravity is the path Telenoid followed from its 

laboratory in Japan to healthcare institutions in Denmark. Based on ethnographic fieldwork among 

robotic researchers in the laboratory developing Telenoid in Japan, and among Danish consultants, 

staff members, nursing home residents and developmentally disabled people in an activity centre, the 

thesis analyzes the ideas and practices by which robots emerge and are appropriated. Despite high 

expectations, reflected in both Japanese and Danish government policies, concerning the positive 

effects of social robots, their practical development and introduction turned out to be a difficult task. 

The thesis elucidates the attempts to develop and introduce robots into the daily lives of people, and 

analyzes the fragility and interdependence of these robots.   

One of the main arguments is that even if technology often connotes straightforward, 

rational, mechanistic usage, in social life it is more likely to be absorbed and moulded into the practical 

environments by negotiations, adjustments, alterations, tinkering and alignments. In that sense, the 

thesis demonstrates that the making, distribution and use of technology cannot be understood as a 

linear process. Each phase articulates with the others, but is also an independent stage that enables a 

diverse set of opportunities for the diffusion of meanings and practices. The thesis illustrates, for 

example, that even if Telenoid is made as a tele-presence technology supposedly extending the human 

presence of its operator, it is nevertheless rather used by practitioners in the institutions as a 

therapeutic tool, most often valued precisely because it doesn't extend the presence of its operator. At 

the same time, if the robot becomes embedded in techno-fantasies revolving around efficiency, 

progress and betterment among politicians and decision-makers in Japan and Denmark and a sign of 

innovation to managers of healthcare institutions, it is first of all a companion among those older and 

disabled people who encounter the robot in the institutions; good to use for intimate and confessional 
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engagement rather than for conversation with staff. Precisely because Telenoid morphs into a living 

being in the hands of its users Denmark, the thesis also argues that we can consider robots to bring 

forth a form of techno-animism that is not religious in origin but occurs during regular and close 

engagement with robots, which reveals themselves not as dead matter but as living beings with 

human-like qualities. It is a central argument of the thesis that even though anthropomorphic robots 

are created purposively to trap and enchant people, who come to experience and engage them as 

intentional and affectionate beings with minds of their own, they also depend constantly on dedicated 

people to care for their continued existence. Finally, the thesis concludes that although technology has 

traditionally been conceptualised as other to care, relations between users and technologies can be 

‘warm’, caring, affective, confessional and social. Yet, as this thesis also demonstrates, such ‘warm’ 

relations with technology are fragile. Hence, sometimes these anthropomorphic robots morph into 

deceiving figures, raising critical questions of ethics.   
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