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When a robot is social. Author's introduction214 

This article stems from an ethnographic study of a research laboratory that 
designs social robots. It describes how humans look at, gesture, move toward, 
spatially position and talk to a robot and each other. The robot that this paper 
describes is geared toward educational settings. As suggested by mass media 
outlets, we often fear that an introduction of social robots in classrooms 
would put teachers out of work and generate alienation. This paper implies 
a somewhat different take: it suggests that before worrying about possible 
futures, we need to take into account how robots are designed and engaged 
with at present. The description of everyday activities in the design of a so-
cial robot brings forth the interactional relationality between humans and the 
robot. This relational view of robots and their designers suggests that a pre-
sence of the robotic technology in a classroom may generate restructuring but 
does not simply imply an erasure of the human participation in teaching and 
learning. 
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logies - brain imaging and machine learning laboratories. By looking at live activi-
ties in the laboratories, Alac pays particular attention to the interface between the 
body and technology. She thinks about that interface in terms of dynamic, embo-
died, semiotic enactments constitutive of scientists' action and interaction.215 
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Abstract 

Social roboticists design their robots to function as social agents in interaction 
with humans and other robots. Although we do not deny that the robot’s de-
sign features are crucial for attaining this aim, we point to the relevance of 
spatial organization and coordination between the robot and the humans who 
interact with it. We recover these interactions through an observational study 
of a social robotics laboratory and examine them by applying a multimodal 
interactional analysis to two moments of robotics practice. We describe the 
vital role of roboticists and of the group of preverbal infants, who are 
involved in a robot’s design activity, and we argue that the robot’s social cha-
racter is intrinsically related to the subtleties of human interactional moves in 
laboratories of social robotics. This human involvement in the robot’s social 
agency is not simply controlled by individual will. Instead, the human–
machine couplings are demanded by the situational dynamics in which the 
robot is lodged. 

Keywords: body; design; gesture; human–robot interaction; laboratory; social 
agency; social robotics; spatial organization. 

 

The entire paper has been published in 2011 in Social Studies of Science, 
41(6): 893-926. 

 

  

 


