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Introduction

Abstract: In order to prepare the reader for an analysis
of human interactions with a wide variety of forms of
robot, the introduction first explores what constitutes a
robot. It then goes on to outline the different traditions
of communication theory that are employed in the book’s

analysis. Finally, it explains the structure and scope of the
book.

Sandry, Eleanor. Robots and Communication. Basingstoke:
’ Palgrave Macmillan, 2015. DOI: 10.1057/9781137468376.0004.
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2 Robots and Communication

This book considers human-robot interactions as models of communica-
tion with the aim of re-evaluating the presence of otherness in commu-
nicative encounters. Its focus is therefore on finding ways to value the
differences between communicators as opposed to regarding them as
problems that must be overcome. This re-evaluation is difficult to achieve
because, from its etymological roots to its metaphorical articulation in
everyday language, communication is often linked with the accurate
transmission of information and/or the construction and re-construc-
tion of shared social understandings (Reddy, 1979; Lakoff, 1980; Chang,
1996; Peters, 1999). From these perspectives, successful communica-
tion is positioned as a bridge between self and other, founded on their
commonalities and seeking to develop those commonalities further.

In terms of reconsidering the value of difference, robots are intriguing
communicators because they appear in such a variety of forms. Robots are
sometimes created to be as humanlike as possible, but on other occasions
are ‘overtly other’ in design. Within the continuum between these two
extremes some robots are animal-like, while others resemble everyday
objects that move and respond to people and their surroundings in unex-
pected ways. Therefore, at one end of the spectrum human interactions
with humanoid robots illustrate the effects of accepting that commonality
is key to effective communication, as well as exposing some of the limita-
tions of this perspective. Towards the ‘other’ end of the spectrum, human
interactions with robots that are not humanlike (or even animal-like)
demonstrate the possibilities of communication that values difference,
while nonetheless supporting effective collaborations between humans
and machines. It is difficult to know how best to refer to the ‘overtly other’
end of the spectrum of design as a group, since broadly these robots
cannot be defined simply as machinelike or object-like; they might not
resemble anything familiar at all. Represented in this book are blimp-like,
wheelchair-like, lamp-like and tank-like robots, along with one that is
shaped like a shallow box (the iRobot Braava). For the purposes of this
book I have therefore decided to refer to this disparate group of robots
as ‘non-humanoid, as a shorthand for ‘not overtly humanlike or animal-
like, because much of the book focuses on considering the possibilities of
communication between humans and nonhuman others.

The decision to examine communication between humans and many
different types of robot, from humanoid to non-humanoid, was inspired
by John Durham Peters’ suggestion that ‘[b]y exploring our strangest
partners’ it is possible ‘to illuminate the strangeness that occurs in the
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Introduction 3

most familiar settings’ (1999, p. 231). An exploration of the interac-
tions between humans and robots, and the interplay of familiarity and
strangeness within those interactions, supports this book’s argument that
difference can be of value in communication, and collaboration, with all
kinds of others.

Before moving on to provide an overview of the book’s parts and
chapters, it is worth discussing briefly the origins and varied present-day
uses of the term ‘robot, as well as offering an overview of the categories
of communication theory that are employed in its analyses of human-
robot interactions.

What is a robot?

The word ‘robot’ was first used in 1920 in Karel Capek’s play R. U. R.
(Rossum’s Universal Robots), although Karel credited his brother Joseph
as the originator of the term (Capek, 1933). The robots in R. U. R. are
not metal machines, the construction that typifies many recent robots in
fiction, as well as those in real life; instead, Rossum’s robots are ‘artificial
people, constructed from organic components (Capek, 1920/2006, p. 7).
While their internal structure is far simpler than that of a human, exter-
nally they look very much like the human factory workers they have
been designed to replace (Capek, 1920/2006, p. 9). The term robot has,
therefore, been associated with humanlike form from the very begin-
ning, and the figure of the robot, which became more closely associated
with human-shaped machines as opposed to organic artificial people,
has become an icon for many science fiction writers, screen writers and
film-makers.

In real-world contexts, the word robot is now used to describe a huge
range of different forms of machine, some of which are radio-controlled,
while others are partially or completely autonomous in their movements
and actions. In fact, the use of the term has become so broad that it is
difficult to define exactly what is meant when a machine is described as
a robot. It is also very difficult to clarify, in any universally accepted way,
what attributes or abilities differentiate a robot from any other machine.

In general, a robot might be best regarded as a machine that appears
to have some level of agency, and therefore seems to sense and respond
to its surroundings. This is the case for all of the robots discussed in
this book. However, given that this is a book about communication and
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4 Robots and Communication

robots, it should not be surprising that my particular interest is in robots
that people regard as communicating with them in some way. Contrary
to what might be assumed, a robot does not need to have a high level
of autonomy to be regarded as a communicative partner. This is made
particularly clear in Chapter 7 during the discussion of the relations
between soldiers and Explosive Ordnance Disposal (EOD) robots that are
currently almost always under the direct control of a human operator.

Stories about robots and developments in robotics are now reported
on a regular basis, not only in technology-focused news media, but also
in mainstream television and news publications. Even having a robot
in the home is no longer just a technological fantasy for some people,
although robotic vacuum cleaners are still a long way from the humanoid
robotic helpers described in some science fiction. Robots are becoming
more visible in workplaces as well and are sent into dangerous situations
such as war, rescue or exploration. The use of robotic technologies is
also increasingly directed towards providing care robots in hospitals and
for assisted home living. In addition, robots have been introduced into
educational environments and are encountered in public spaces, where
they may be part of interactive art installations, or may act as inform-
ative museum and exhibition guides. As robots become more common-
place, the question of how people and robots can communicate with
one another becomes increasingly important, whether robots simply
encounter people in shared spaces, are required to work with them in
teams or are positioned as their rescuers, carers or companions.

In order to explore the possibilities of human interactions with
robots — from familiar to radically other - this book employs a range of
communication theories to offer different perspectives on what happens
when humans and robots meet and communicate, whether in scien-
tific laboratories, art installations or science fiction. This exploration of
human-robot interactions also circles back and provides new ways to
think about communication in theory and in practice, offering some
useful ways to rethink the presence of otherness in communicative proc-
esses and systems.

What is communication?

In discussing communication, this book draws upon the seven traditions
of communication theory identified by Robert T. Craig (1999): rhetorical,
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