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The Robot: A technocipher

1. What technociphers are
(and what a robot is)

2. Postphenomenological clarification
(Vulnerability is key)

3. The robot we cannot make
(the limitcase of technological mediation)



Distinction
We use concepts such as ‘Cyborg’, ‘Robot’, ‘AI’, ‘Virtual Reality’, or 
‘Designerbaby’ in at least three different ways: 
• First, we use such concepts to describe the present with, 

acknowledging thereby the advance of technoscience well 
underway. 

• Second, we use such concepts to critically envision futures with, 
exploring new opportunities and their possible risks. 

! Third, we use them also symbolically, as the shared imaginaries 
by which our technolcultures are mediated. 



Robots are symbols
Cipher = literally ‘secret language’ = Symbol
Techno-cipher: a symbol of technology that speaks to us
The robot is a symbol of technology, more specifically: 

of technology that we encounter as an ‘other’





What I take a robot to be

The robot is a symbol of technology: of technology that 
we encounter as an ‘other’. Nowadays this technological 
other is encountered real life, in the flesh.

It has a face, or voice, or skin, or behaviour I relate to. It has 
a body, it is located, space and timewise, makes decisions, 
depends on input. Thereby, it is also reckoned as being 
limited and vulnerable.
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Post-Phenomenological clarification

• We ‘bracket’ the features of a robot and explain them 
relationally
– Its not ontology, but phenomenology

cf. For a different point of view: Sherry Turkle (2006) 
“What I do know is that Paro has understood nothing. Like other “relational 
artifacts” its ability to inspire relationshipis not based on its intelligence or 
consciousness, but on thecapacity to push certain “Darwinian” buttons in 
people (making eye contact, for example) that cause people to respond as 
though they were in relationship. 



Post-Phenomenological clarification
• There are no essential characteristics that define a robot as such

– A robot is not defined by being an automaton, autonomous, 
having emotions, intellegence, or consciousness. Not even by its 
being “in the flesh”, e.g. having a face, voice, or skin, body or 
behaviour making it limited and thus vulnerable.

– Phenomenologically, these categories only start to make sense 
relationally, for the “other” cannot be without the “I” and vice versa; 
face not without recognition, voice not without listening, etc.
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Liberati and Nagataki (2018)
“[T]he introduction of an “other” entity in the world [...] shapes the way 
the subject is constituted, and the vulnerability is one of the main 
element[s] founding this modification. Therefore, the introduction of 
different kind of others which are vulnerable in different ways and which 
have different perceptual capabilities like robots have an impact even on 
the constitution of the subject”







Even though this news turned out to be somewhat of a hoax, the 
media storm was certainly of a symbolic relevance, showing our 
perceived vulnerability to the robot as an “other” that we might no 
longer relate to.
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We remain vulnerable We do not know



Cyborg relation Robot relation
Technology as self Technology as other

Human --------------Technology----------------World

These are what Ihde (2002) calls “technofantasies”, which don’t tell 
us mucht about technology, but all the more about our self.



1980 1964



Existenz ist nicht für sich allein und 
nicht alles; denn sie ist nur, wenn 
sie bezogen ist auf andere Existenz 
und auf  Transzendenz ...
Philosophie Bnd. II, p. 2

Human existence is not in isolation 
and neither everything; for it is only 
(truly) when related to other
(human) existence and to 
transcendence...

Karl Jaspers 1883-1969 



Thank you very much for your attention!
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