Exploring New Alterity Relations
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Figure 1 - The never-hungry caterpillar.
Photos and prototype by Matthias Laschke.

Abstract

In Human-Computer Interaction (HCI) and design, human-technology relations, as proposed by Ihde
[5] and extended by Verbeek and Rosenberger [8], represent an insightful perspective on design
paradigms and directions of desirable ways to interact with technology. For example, current design
approaches in HCI, such as 'Embodiment’ (e.g., [3]) or Human-Computer Integration [7], often result
in technologies that “disappear” and become an extension of their user.

However, the importance of self-learning, self-reliant, and proactive computational artifacts is on
the rise and possible relations change and broaden - especially alterity-relations. So far, designers
struggle to explore these new alterity-relations with machines and often resort to naive anthropo-
morphism or zoomorphism, which come with risks (e.g., reinforcing inappropriate gender stereo-
types [1, 4] or influencing children in unknown ways [9]). They also fail to make use of the unique
qualities and capabilities that emerge in alterity relations with machines such as being non-judgmen-
tal or persistent (e.g., [2, 10]).

A concrete, yet still simple example is the never-hungry caterpillar ([6], see figure 1). While neither
learning nor ‘intelligent’, it triggers reflection in a persistent and unwavering way - unique to a ma-
chine. It invokes a strong sense of alterity through the interaction. Unfortunately, it still mimics an
animal. Hence, both for HCI and design alterity relations offer an inspiring perspective but also many
open questions that need to be explored. In our contribution, we want to show examples of what
this new expanded alterity could look like, as well as primers for discussion and future exploration.

References

[1] Brahnam, S. and De Angeli, A. 2012. Gender affordances of conversational agents. Interacting with Computers. 24, 3 (May 2012),
139-153.

[2] Clark, L. et al. 2019. What Makes a Good Conversation? Proceedings of the 2019 CHI Conference on Human Factors in Computing
Systems - CHI'19 (New York, New York, USA, 2019), 1-12.
Dourish, P. 2001. Where the Action Is. The Foundations of Embodied Interaction. MIT Press.

[4]  Guzman, A.L. 2017. Making Al Safe for Humans: A Conversation With Siri. Socialbots and their friends: Digital media and the automation
of sociality. RW. Gehl and M. Bakardjieva, eds. Routledge. 69-85.
ihde, D. 1990. Technology and the lifeworld: From garden to earth. Indiana University Press.

[6] Laschke, M. et al. 2015. “Annoying, but in a nice way”: An inquiry into the experience of frictional feedback. International Journal of
Design. 9, 2 (2015).

[7] Mueller, F.F. et al. 2020. Next Steps in Human-Computer Integration. CHI 2020, April 25-30, 2020 (Honolulu, HI, USA, 2020), 1-15.

[8] Rosenberger, R. and Verbeek, P.-P. 2015. A Postphenomenological Field Guide. Postphenomenological Investigations: Essays on Human-
Technology Relations. 7-9.

[9] Sciuto, A. et al. 2018. “Hey Alexa, What's Up?” Proceedings of the 2018 on Designing Interactive Systems Conference 2018 - DIS '18
(New York, New York, USA, 2018), 857-868.

[10] Welge, J. and Hassenzahl, M. 2016. Better Than Human: About the Psychological Superpowers of Robots. Lecture Notes in Computer
Science (including subseries Lecture Notes in Artificial Intelligence and Lecture Notes in Bioinformatics). A. Agah et al., eds. Springer
International Publishing. 993-1002.



