
 

Sociable Robots and the Posthuman 

 

Popular depictions of the "posthuman" imagine an extreme difficulty in distinguishing 

between man and machine.  The movies Bladerunner and The Terminator are prime 

examples; the plot of Bladerunner hinges on the problems of correctly identifying the 

"replicant" among humans.  The possibility of replicating the human through artificial means 

is also envisioned by many as opening the possibility for radically overcoming or 

transforming gender differences.  If we will be able to master biology, chemistry, and 

computer science well enough to produce an entirely artificial "human" being, surely we will 

also be to transcend the current dichotomies of gender?  Or to put the question in a more 

specific form, and less dependent on the imaginary of science fiction and of Hollywood: if a 

machine in the not too distant future will be endowed with the equivalent of "human" 

intelligence, would not this offer us a path for imagining a "posthuman" that takes us well 

beyond the binary divisions of gender? 

The seminal article for speculations about the possibility of a computer achieving human-

like intelligence has been Alan Turing's 1950 essay „Computing Machinery and 

Intelligence,“ which gave rise to the "Turing Test."  When people think of the Turing Test, 

they usually think of it as a test to determine whether a machine can fool someone into 

thinking that it is actually a person.  One contemporary version of the test can be found as the 

initial bet on the fascinating website http://longbets.org: „By 2029 no computer--or 'machine 

intelligence'--will have passed the Turing Test.“  The betting so far is 49% yes, 51% no--that 

is, a slight majority think that within 25 years a computer will pass the Turing Test.  Here the 

test is described in the following terms: „If the human judges are unable to reliably unmask 

the computers (as imposter humans) then the computer is considered to have demonstrated 

human-level intelligence.“1   

In Turing's original essay, however, he formulates an "imitation game" to respond to the 

question „Can machines think?“  The first step is to play a game where an interrogator tries to 

tell, when questioning a man and a woman, which is the man and which is the woman.  The 

second step is to substitute a machine for the man, and then see whether the interrogator will 

                                                
1 The participants in this bet are two of the most famous people in information technology, Mitch Kapor and 
Ray Kurzweil, and the website features their arguments.  Kapor, the founder of Lotus, contends that a machine 
will not perform a successful impersonation of a human in our lifetime.  Kurzweil, inventor, entrepreneur, and 
author of many books about technology and the future, explains why he thinks a computer will indeed meet this 
challenge by 2029.  The threads discussing the bet are also quite interesting. 
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„decide wrongly as often when the game is played like this as he does when the game is 

played between a man and a woman.“2  Turing states: „These questions replace our original, 

'Can machines think?'“  Gender is inscribed as a central issue from the very beginnings of 

Artificial Intelligence and of speculations about the posthuman, even if later writers often 

treat the machine, artificial intelligence, and sometimes the posthuman as without gender. 

The concern with the gender of the artificial human is not at all a new concern.  Some 

early imaginings of the posthuman have as their starting point the tension between man and 

woman.  A fascinating example is Villiers de l'Isle-Adam's L'Ève future, published in 1886.  

An aristocrat, Lord Ewald, disappointed by the intellectual and spiritual shortcomings of the 

woman he has fallen in love with, is on the verge of committing suicide, when his friend 

Thomas Edison (the inventor, the "sorcerer of Menlo Park," as he is referred to in the novel), 

convinces him to live by promising to create an "artificial Eve" that will have the same 

appearance as the woman who has beguiled him.  Lord Ewald is persuaded to embrace the 

possibility of a female android after Edison convinces him that „la création d'un être électro-

humain“ will not only be more ideal and more spiritual but also no more artificial than the 

woman who has inflamed Lord Ewald's passion.3  Edison presents "evidence," including film 

strips and a drawer full of artifacts (false hair, makeup, padded garments, synthetic perfumes, 

and so forth, in a chapter entitled "Exhumation"), that seductive women who lead men astray 

are in fact hybrid creatures, „au point de ne plus sembler que de l'Artificiel illusoirement 

vivant.“4  Edison argues, „et qu'elles tiennent, toutes, de l'artificiel, pusiqu'en un mot la 

Femme elle-même nous donne l'exemple de se remplacer par de l'artificiel, épargnons-lui, s'il 

se peut, cette besogne . . . eh bien! chimère pour chimère, pourquoi pas l'Andréide elle-

même?“5  In this deeply misogynistic vision, the battles and relations between men and 

women are precisely the impetus for the creation of a posthuman being. 

In his imagining of an artificial human, Villiers de l'Isle-Adam inscribes gender 

differences in seemingly opposite ways from Turing.  Whereas Turing substitutes a machine 

for a man, in Villiers's scenario it is woman who must be replaced--the life of a man depends 

on the success of the replacement.  Women are judged to be morally corrupt; modern life has 

transformed them into bad versions of the artificial, and modern science (and a male 

scientific genius) is required to construct an ideal artificial woman.  In Turing's essay, the 

                                                
2 Turing (1997): Computing Machinery and Intelligence, P. 30.  Emphasis added. 
3 Villiers de l'Isle-Adam (1960): L'Ève future, P. 213. 
4 Villiers de l'Isle-Adam (1960): L'Ève future, P. 212.  Emphasis in the original. 
5 Villiers de l'Isle-Adam (1960): L'Ève future, P. 213.  Emphasis in the original. 
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substitutability of man by machine implies no moral judgment.  The thrust of Turing's 

argument is in fact to undermine any special claims for man (or the human) as the crown of 

creation, or as intrinsically endowed with unique and ideal qualities.  In L'Ève future an 

artificial woman is needed to repair the modern split between physical and spiritual realms, 

and to reharmonize the relation between man and woman as well.  Turing in contrast states 

that substituting a machine for a man "has the advantage of drawing a fairly sharp line 

between the physical and intellectual capacities of man."6  Gender difference seems essential 

in Villiers's literary text (it makes necessary the creation of a posthuman being), almost 

incidental in Turing's scientific one (some examples associated with women and gender are 

hair length and the ability "to shine in beauty competitions").7  Yet in formulating the 

Imitation Game as a means to investigate the question "Can Machines Think?" Turing 

suggests that gender is not superficial or merely physical, but instead intimately and 

profoundly bound up with not only how we think of ourselves, but with how we think. 

One could trace further the genealogy of Turing's concerns through many other earlier 

texts, but I want to bring out a few other implications of his essay.  Buried in the depths of 

Turing's move from the question „Can machines think?“ to „Is this a man or a woman, or a 

machine?“ seems to be the question often posed in earlier centuries, „Can woman think?“  

Turing predicts that a machine will pass his test by the year 2000, and states: „Nevertheless I 

believe that at the end of the century the use of words and general educated opinion will have 

altered so much that one will be able to speak of machines thinking without expecting to be 

contradicted.“8  The status of “man” is centrally in question in these speculations.  Turing, 

and many of the initial researches in Artificial Intelligence in his wake, greatly 

underestimated the difficulties of achieving anything analogous to human intelligence in a 

computer.  While the progress in computer development since 1950 has been amazing, with 

nearly exponential increases in computational power every eighteen to twenty-four months, 

the history of Artificial Intelligence in this period has been more a series of failures than of 

successes.  I want to suggest a similar trajectory for questions of gender and the posthuman.  

While the changes in gender roles, and especially in the ideas about what a woman can and 

cannot do (and also should and should not do) have been stunning in the last fifty years (in 

some parts of the world, at least), the possibility of transcending or moving beyond our 

current "human" gender dichotomies through some developments of the "posthuman" seems 
                                                
6 Turing (1997): Computing Machinery and Intelligence, P. 30. 
7 Turing (1997): Computing Machinery and Intelligence, P. 31. 
8 Turing (1997): Computing Machinery and Intelligence, P. 38-39. 
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just as unlikely as realizing the dreams of Artificial Intelligence has been--gender being as 

complex and intractable a "problem" as human intelligence. 

At the end of his essay, Turing outlines two paths for producing machines that will be able 

to „compete with men in all purely intellectual fields“: 
Many people think that a very abstract activity, like the playing of chess, would be the best.  It can also be 
maintained that it is best to provide the machine with the best sense organs that money can buy, and then 
teach it to understand and speak English.  This process could follow the normal teaching of a child.  Things 
would be pointed out and named, and so on.  Again I do not know what the right answer is, but I think both 
approaches should be tried. 9 

 
A computer has already been built that has beaten the world's best chess player, but few 

people would argue that Deep Blue can actually "think."  This passage demonstrates an 

extremely simple view of language acquisition and childhood learning; or one might say that 

the understanding of these processes has advanced enormously since Turing wrote the essay.  

But it is fascinating that Turing here lays out the logic for a "learning machine," which in 

recent years has been the approach that many computer scientists have found most promising.  

Gender cannot be isolated as a single thread of human existence, as some had suggested chess 

might be for thought; the development and evolution of learning machines will confront us 

directly with, rather than move us beyond, troubling questions of gender. 

Not all writers have ignored the role of gender in Turing's test.  N. Katherine Hayles 

begins her recent book How We Became Posthuman. Virtual Bodies in Cybernetics, 

Literature, and Informatics with a discussion of the frequent forgetting of Turing's first 

example in his test „of distinguishing between a man and woman,“ and states that it raises a 

number of questions: 
Why does gender appear in this primal scene of humans meeting their evolutionary successors, intelligent 
machines?  What do gendered bodies have to do with the erasure of embodiment and the subsequent 
merging of machine and human intelligence in the figure of the cyborg?10  

 
Hayles analyzes the dismissal of the inclusion of gender in the imitation by a recent 

biographer of Turing, Andrew Hodges, saying he wrote that gender „was in fact a red herring, 

and one of the few passages of the paper that was not expressed with perfect lucidity,“ and 

she concludes: 
Hodges's reading of the gender test as nonsignifying with respect to identity can be seen as an attempt to 
safeguard the boundaries of the subject from precisely this kind of transformation, to insist that the existence 
of thinking machines will not necessarily affect what being human means.11 

 

                                                
9 Turing (1997): Computing Machinery and Intelligence, P. 56. 
10 Hayles (1999): How We Became Posthuman, P. xii. 
11 Hayles (1999): How We Became Posthuman, P. xiv. 
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For Hayles, the inclusion of gender necessarily brings „into question other characteristics of 

the liberal subject, for it made the crucial move of distinguishing between the enacted body, 

present in the flesh on one side of the computer screen, and the represented body, produced 

through the verbal and semiotic markers constituting it in an electronic environment.“12  

Hayles's critique revolves around the ignoring and suppression of "embodiment" in 

informatics, cybernetics, and in some accounts of the cyborg and the posthuman, but she 

extends her critique far more broadly, to an attack on the notion of the "liberal subject" as it 

has been developed over the last few hundred years.   

All theorizations of the posthuman follow a similar logic; the vision of the future is 

intimately connected to a critique of the present.  What distinguishes Hayles's account is her 

particular emphasis on "embodiment."13  The "posthuman," in other words, provides a basis 

for redefining „what being human means.“  The Turing test too is an attack, even if 

indirectly, on earlier notions of the "human," which all depend on a special place for "man" in 

the universe and in the scheme of creation, as it challenges the idea that the ability to think is 

distinctly human, that which uniquely defines us and separates us from (other) animals.  The 

entire tendency of thinking about the posthuman is to displace, challenge, and break down the 

boundaries and oppositions that define the "human."  The postulation of something later, of a 

"post," is mainly an effect of the displacement of a conception of the human.   

Hayles's account of the posthuman begins by arguing that the question of „what being 

human means“ is inextricably linked to gender and gendered bodies, and that this linking will 

not be dissolved by some emergence into the posthuman.  In many recent texts about the 

posthuman the tendency has often been not to erase gender, but to celebrate the possibilities 

of overcoming binary gender differences.  Much cyberfiction, and many theoretical 

discussions as well, present the posthuman as finally allowing us to move beyond the binary 

oppositions that have structured the category of the "human" for so long.  Perhaps the most 

influential text has been Donna Haraway's „A Cyborg Manifesto,“ in which she states: „The 

cyborg is a creature in a post-gender world.“  She continues, „it has no truck with bisexuality, 

pre-oedipal symbiosis, unalienated labour, or other seductions to organic wholeness through a 

final appropriation of all the powers of the parts into a higher unity.“14  Her project is not to 

                                                
12 Hayles (1999): How We Became Posthuman, P. xiii. 
13 Hayles of course has many additional things to say about the posthuman subject.  In particular, Hayles’s 
conception of posthuman subjectivity as “emergent,” “distributed,” and “integrated” calls into question the 
boundaries and oppositions that underlie more traditional definitions of the self.    
14 Haraway (1991): A Cyborg Manifesto, P. 150. 
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envision any sort of return to whatever may have been held up by others as an ideal, earlier 

state (as she puts it later, „We cannot go back ideologically or materially“).15  She also 

declares that her essay is „an effort to contribute to socialist-feminist culture and theory in a 

postmodernist, non-naturalist mode and in the utopian tradition of imagining a world without 

gender, which is perhaps a world without genesis, but maybe also without end.“  In her essay 

Haraway presents an entire series of terms that she argues we are now moving beyond 

(gender is not on the list, though "sex" is).  I want to suggest instead that we should interpret 

this notion of „a post-gender world“ as a radical critique of prevailing categories and 

conceptions of gender, rather than as a claim that in our "post-" world, gender is something 

that is behind us, earlier than us, and therefore something that need no longer concern us. 

* * * 

Will the posthuman bring a machinic erasure of gender, a polymorphic or utopian move 

beyond it, or more modestly, just some realignment of current gender categories?  In this 

paper, I will argue for the latter possibility.  I will suggest that to address effectively 

questions concerning „Das Geschlect des (Post-)Humanen,“ we should set our sights on 

problems that we are likely to face, rather than thinking that some development in computer 

science or biology or nanotechnology will propel us into a virtual or genetically engineered or 

robotic „post-gender world.“  Scenarios of a radical evolution beyond the human, such as 

Hans Moravec's robotic „mind children“ that will leave us behind as they venture into the far 

corners of the universe (as we regress, in his imaginings, to a more pastoral state),16 or of 

radical transformations of the human that may be biologically possible in the distant future, 

make it too easy to avoid the questions of changing notions of gender and gender relations 

that we will face in our own lifetimes.   

                                                
15 Haraway (1991): A Cyborg Manifesto, P. 162. 
16 In the opening chapter to his book Robot: Mere Machine to Transcendent Mind Moravec suggests: 

as machines assume more--eventually all--of essential production, humans everywhere will be left with the 
options of the idle rich.  Work time is yoked to the strange needs of the enterprise, but idle time can be 
structured to satisfy hunter-gatherer instincts.  The human population will regain the opportunity to organize 
its life in more natural patterns. . . . by comfortably retreating to its biological roots, biological humanity will 
leave the uncomfortable, uncharted but grand opportunities to others. 

He concludes:  
At the same time, by performing better and cheaper, the robots will displace humans from essential roles.  
Rather quickly, they could displace us from existence.  I'm not as alarmed as many by the latter possibility, 
since I consider these future machines our progeny, “mind children” built in our image and likeness, 
ourselves in more potent form.  Like biological children of previous generations, they will embody 
humanity's best chance for a long-term future. . . .  But, as also with biological children, we can probably 
arrange for a comfortable retirement before we fade away. . . .  It is the “wild” intelligences, however, those 
beyond our constraints, to whom the future belongs. 

Moravec (1999): Robot, P. 9-10, 13. 
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Part of the difficulty of addressing such questions is the very wide range of phenomena 

that are often grouped under the posthuman: some sort of biotech evolution beyond the 

human through the manipulation of genes; the development of new drugs that transform our 

physical and psychical being; radical tampering with the processes of aging and reproduction; 

the development of artificial intelligence and artificial life, or in a somewhat more 

"embodied" form, robots; the rejection of earlier philosophical conceptions of the "human"; 

the rupture with the „era of agriculture,“ which for thousands of years has „modeled 

behaviors and cultures, science, social life, bodies and religions“ and thus largely shaped our 

notions of „the human“; and so forth.17   Each of these new developments impacts questions 

of gender differently.   

In order to help clarify the idea of the posthuman, I will briefly consider three of the main 

ways in which the term is frequently invoked.  Posthuman is used to describe an actual 

biological evolution beyond the human, so that the new offspring, if not describable as a new 

species, nevertheless differ markedly from what has characterized "man" for the last few 

thousand years.  It is also used to refer to the development of intelligent (or as Ray Kurzweil 

puts it, „spiritual“) machines; thus it marks a break with the human body.  Thirdly, 

posthuman often serves as a theoretical tool for challenging and breaking with earlier or 

current ideas of the human; Hayles, for instance, writes that „the posthuman does not really 

mean the end of humanity.  It signals instead the end of a certain conception of the human.“18  

One might re-frame these three paths as altering the biological, as escaping from it, and as 

declaring the malleability of the human apart from the biological being. 

There are many possible ways in which biotechnology and biological developments could 

radically alter the human, and the flood of recent books on the topic range from the 

celebratory (Gregory Stock's Redesigning Humans. Choosing Our Genes, Changing Our 

Future) to the alarmist (Francis Fukuyama's Our Posthuman Future. Consequences of the 

                                                
17 This last version of the posthuman comes from Michel Serres, in his very provocative book Hominescence.  I 
am highlighting it because Serres's book is one of the more unpredictable and challenging attempts to think 
beyond traditional notions of the human.  The words quoted come from the following passage: 

Voilà le plus grand événement du vingtième siècle: la fin de l'agriculture, en tant qu'elle modelait conduites 
et cultures, sciences, vie sociale, corps et religions. Certes, des cultivateurs nourrissent et nourriront sans 
doute toujours leurs contemporains; mais leurs actes et leurs existence ne pilotent plus l'humanité, 
n'induisent plus un humanisme, ne leur donnent plus des cadres d'espace et de temps. 

He concludes this section, "Elles [ces deux ruptures, la fin de l'agriculture comme modèle hominien et les 
biotechnologies] se suivent et ferment une époque d'au moins une dizaine de milliers d'années.  Si elles 
transforment le rapport à la nourriture et à la reproduction, à soi et aux autres, au paysage, à l'espace et au temps, 
ne changent-elles pas l'homme?"  Serres (2001): Hominescence, P. 90, 93. 
18 Hayles (1999): How We Became Posthuman, P. 286. 
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Biotechnology Revolution, which contains a chapter titled „Why We Should Worry“).  

Fukuyama, in his chapters on „Neuropharmocology and the Control of Behavior,“ „The 

Prolongation of Life,“ and „Genetic Engineering,“ lays out the types of possible changes 

which ground his fear that „biotechnology will cause us in some way to lose our humanity--

that is, some essential quality that has always underpinned our sense of who we are and 

where we are going, despite all of the evident changes that have taken place in the human 

condition through the course of history.“19   

During the first half of the twenty-first century, it is likely that posthuman developments 

will affect most strongly our relations to death and aging, and to reproduction.  Drugs and 

technologies to slow and even reverse aging, new treatments to prevent or cure many 

diseases, and more replaceable body parts are likely.  Ray Kurzweil and Terry Grossman, in 

Fantastic Voyage. Live Long Enough to Live Forever, hype the future possibility of 

nanotechnological developments that will „enable us to rebuild our bodies and brains at the 

molecular level,“ and they argue that „immortality is within our grasp“ (Susan Squier, in 

Liminal Lives. Imagining the Human at the Frontiers of Biomedicine, offers a radically 

different alternative, „a model of regenerative medicine based not on shoring up the 

individual but on enhancing community“).20  New reproductive technologies and germline 

engineering, which will make it possible to design our offspring, to select and enhance 

physical and intellectual traits and aspects of personality, will also have large consequences 

(that is, the consequences are not easy to predict--different writers offer widely divergent 

scenarios), and will transform the evolutionary process. 

Posthuman developments brought about by the interaction with machines offer an even 

wider range of possibilities.  Speculations about the consequences of the enormous advances 

in computers often lead to the fantasy, both in the strong and the weak versions of these 

arguments, of a detachment and escape from the body and the biological.  The extreme 

version speculates that there will be an evolution from the human to the machine (a very 

interesting precursor text is Samuel Butler's late nineteenth-century „The Book of the 

Machines,“ three chapters from his utopian novel Erewhon that use theories of evolution to 

imagine the future superiority and threat of machines).21  As already mentioned, Hans 

                                                
19 Fukuyama (2002): Our Posthuman Future, P. 101. 
20 Kurzweil and Grossman (2004): Fantastic Voyage, P. 15, 3.  Squier (2004): Liminal Lives, P. 251. 
21 "The Book of the Machines" are chapters 23-25 of Erewhon.  Butler's earlier "Darwin Among the Machines," 
published in 1863, nine years before Erewhon, is also fascinating.  There is very rich discussion of these texts in 
George B. Dyson's book Darwin Among the Machines. The Evolution of Global Intelligence. 
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Moravec postulates that machines will leave us, and our planet behind, and he argues that this 

„development can be viewed as a very natural one“: 
Human beings have two channels of heredity.  One is the biological variety, encoded in DNA.  The other is 
cultural information, passed from mind to mind. . . . The cultural part, however, is evolving very rapidly and 
gradually assuming functions once the exclusive province of biology. . . .  Ever less biology animates ever 
more culture.  Given fully intelligent robots, culture becomes completely independent of biology.  Intelligent 
machines, which will grow from us, learn our skills, and initially share our goals and values, will be the 
children of our minds.22 

 
Ray Kurzweil, a bit more modestly (and I am citing Moravec and Kurzweil because they are 

perhaps the most notorious writers in this area), imagines a merging between "us" and 

"machine intelligence."23 

The weak or less extreme arguments about the consequences of the interaction between 

humans and machines (these writers usually speak of computers or new media, rather than 

"intelligent machines") often focus on the creation of virtual realities and virtual selves.  

Some critics find great liberatory potential here for moving beyond the traditional 

dichotomies that structure and confine identity, and Sherry Turkle's work is often cited in 

support of these claims.  In Life on the Screen. Identity in the Age of the Internet Turkle 

writes: „The Internet has become a significant social laboratory for experimenting with the 

constructions and reconstructions of self that characterize postmodern life.  In its virtual 

reality, we self-fashion and self-create.“24  Whatever escape the Internet may provide from 

our embodiment, from living in our bodies, however, is fleeting.  Turkle's research 

documents that these virtual selves rarely offer a sustained alternative to the problems of 

"ordinary" life, and her work focuses on the interrelations between these multiple identities, 

not the transcendence and leaving behind of our ordinary, embodied selves.25   

Any utopian hopes or dreams of transcending gender through the interaction with new 

technologies need to confront the results observed by Byron Reeves and Clifford Nass, 

presented in The Media Equation. How People Treat Computers, Television, and New Media 

Like Real People and Places.  Their psychological experiments demonstrate that people 

„respond socially and naturally to media even though they believe it is not reasonable to do 

so, and even though they don't think these responses characterize themselves. . . .  Social and 

                                                
22 Moravec (1999): Robot, P. 125-26. 
23 Kurzweil (1999): The Age of Spiritual Machines, P. 234. 
24 Turkle (1995): Life on the Screen, P. 180.   
25 When I was teaching Turkle recently, I was surprised by the skepticism that many of my students expressed 
toward some of her bolder assertions.  For them, having grown up with computers, the entrance into the 
"virtual" changed little--from the beginning it was part of their ordinary experience.   
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natural responses to media are not conscious.“26  When using a computer, in other words, we 

are no less bound by the habits, manners, and psychological formations that guide our 

relations with other people.  For example, they found that people conformed to the following 

rule, modeled on how people habitually interact with each other: „When a computer asks a 

user about itself, the user will give more positive responses than when a different computer 

asks the same questions.“27  They were "polite" to the computer just as they would be polite 

to a person who asked them to evaluate his or her own performance.  Their chapter devoted to 

"gender" is particularly bracing.  They write: 
Bestowing gender on a computer is not as difficult as accepting the idea that it might be influential once 
accomplished. . . .  All that was needed to activate gender stereotypes, for both men and women, was a 
computer voice. . . .  In our experience, people who design new media try to opt out of gender issues.  Some 
treat male voices as gender neutral.  They are not. . . . .  Media designers seem to share a quiet hope that 
gender issues can be disguised with voices that are synthesized and therefore apparently ambiguous with 
respect to gender.  This is unlikely.  Everyone assigns gender to voices--even computer-synthesized voices--
and they do it quickly.28 

 
Their research shows that the power of gender stereotyping is undiminished in interactions 

with computers and new media. 

The third strand of writing about the posthuman, which involves theoretical and 

philosophical reconceptualizations of the human, embraces an enormous range of thinking, 

from Foucault's postulations about "the end of man" to essays analyzing the latest Hollywood 

incarnation of an android, alien, or virtual creature.  Again, I think some of these writings 

actually offer more of an escape from than a response to the possibilities of „Das Geschlect 

des (Post-)Humanen.“  When one begins with a re-definition of the human or of the subject 

or the self, stemming from the awareness that earlier definitions are not permanent but have 

been constructed in response to certain frameworks, assumptions, and operations of power, it 

takes only a few steps to come up with a radically different scenario of gender in the 

posthuman era.  But the insight that the "human" and "gender" are constructed rather than 

purely natural categories does not mean that they are arbitrary or easily malleable.  It is easy, 

when reading certain essays about the performativity of gender or the self-fashioning that 

takes place in virtual environments, to be become enamored with the possibility of 

overcoming binary gender oppositions by imagining them differently; the act of awareness 

seems to open up a possible break with the past.  Yet as professors well know, awareness 

does not open everything to change; the dreams of the Enlightenment repeatedly flounder 

                                                
26 Reeves and Nass (1996): The Media Equation, P. 7. 
27 Reeves and Nass (1996): The Media Equation, P. 21. 
28 Reeves and Nass (1996): The Media Equation, P. 164-65, 168. 
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against this fact.  And we have all heard anecdotes such as those told by parents who come to 

the disagreeable realization that despite their best efforts to raise their children in a non-sexist 

environment, their daughters (not their sons!) still wanted Barbie dolls rather than the toy 

trucks that they had bought for them.  A reconception of the human and of the posthuman is 

only one small factor among an array of interacting social, biological, economic, political, 

and cultural forces that shape gender.  Cultural criticism and theory will not be the primary 

forces that bring about the realm of the posthuman. 

* * * 

I am proposing, then, in light of these avenues of thinking about the posthuman, that in 

speculating about „the gender of the posthuman“ some of the most pressing questions are 

along the lines of: How would notions of sex and gender change if our children or 

grandchildren were to live to 150 or 500, but stopped reproducing at 50?  One of the other 

bets on the "longbets" site mentioned earlier is that „At least one human alive in the year 

2000 will still be alive in 2150.“  69% of the respondents agree, and the lead argument 

against the bet is not on biological grounds, but on ethical and social ones.  If the 

reproductive cycle were to become only a minimal part of the lifespan--and if people were to 

live a lot longer, there would be huge pressure not to increase the period of fertility and the 

rate of reproduction--many of our ideas about gender might change dramatically (or another 

possibility would be the arrested development scenario of Huxley's Brave New World, in 

which everyone remains emotionally in a perpetual state of adolescence and physically 

perpetually young, until they die at what by today's standards is a not very old age). 

Here, however, I want to consider a very different possibility of the posthuman: the 

development of "sociable robots."  What is a sociable robot?  Cynthia Breazeal explains: 
a sociable robot is able to communicate and interact with us, understand and even relate to us, in a personal 
way.  It should be able to understand us and itself in social terms.  We, in turn, should be able to understand 
it in the same social terms--to be able to relate to it and to empathize with it.  Such a robot must be able to 
adapt and learn throughout its lifetime, incorporating shared experiences with other individuals into its 
understanding of self, of others, and of the relationships they share.  In short, a sociable robot is socially 
intelligent in a human-like way, and interacting with it is like interacting with another person.29 

 
In contrast to the autonomous robots that are already common in certain industries, and which 

are „designed to operate as independently and remotely as possible from humans,“30 the goal 

of a sociable robot would be to interact with us as if it were another person; the ideal would 

                                                
29 Breazeal (2002): Designing Sociable Robots, P. 1. 
30 Kismet Overview: http://www.ai.mit.edu/projects/sociable/overview.html. 
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be for it even to become „a genuine friend.”31  The particular example I will consider is 

Kismet, a robot developed at the Artificial Intelligence Lab at the Massachusetts Institute of 

Technology by Cynthia Breazeal, a protégé of Rodney Brooks (head of the AI and Robotics 

program at MIT).   

Kismet of course is just a very first step towards achieving a sociable robot as defined 

above.  This robot has gained a lot of attention, and videos of its interactions with people are 

easily available, so one can come to one’s own conclusions about what is happening.  In 

comparison with the sociable robots that we are familiar with from movies and television, 

such as C-3PO and R2-D2 in Star Wars or Data in Star Trek. The Next Generation, Kismet is 

utterly preliminary, and it will be a long time before anything that comes close to these 

figures is available.  Yet I think there is much to ponder, speculate, argue about, and learn 

from even very early versions of sociable robots, since our relations to these machines are 

asymmetrical.  The „We, in turn“ side of the statement above is engaged and realized at a 

much earlier stage than the "it" (sociable robot) side.  That is, we already in large measure are 

„able to relate to it and to empathize with it“ „in a personal way,“ and even to treat it as a 

friend, although "we," or even the most enthusiastic advocates, are nowhere near claiming 

that "it" is „able to understand us and itself in social terms“ (and arguments, as with the 

Turing test, will soon revolve around the interpretation of what "understand" would mean 

here). 

Kismet responds to and communicates with people primarily through social and bodily 

cues, rather than through language.32  As Breazeal puts it, work with Kismet explores „an 

embodied approach to understanding the affective intent of others.“33  The robot processes 

our movements, gestures, facial expressions, tone of voice, eye movements, and so forth, and 

then responds accordingly.  Some of its responses include expressing its own emotional 

reaction (through facial expressions that are meant to convey fear, disgust, surprise, and other 

emotions), responding to its own needs and drives (such as the need for interactions to take 

place at a speed that is not too fast for its perceptual abilities), and endeavoring to provoke 

additional engagement from its human interlocutor.  As opposed to a disembodied artificial 

                                                
31 Breazeal (2002): Designing Sociable Robots, P. 240. 
32 For introductory discussions to some of the contexts in robotics out of which Kismet was developed and to its 
differences from Cog, a main project in Brooks’s lab in the 1990s, see Brooks (2002): Flesh and Machines, 
Menzel and D’Aluisio (2000): Robo Sapiens, and Foerst (2004): God in the Machine. 
33 Breazeal (2002): Designing Sociable Robots, P. 238. 
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intelligence or an autonomous robot, Kismet is designed to learn how to interact with us and 

to become a part of our social world. 

I will briefly lay out a few of the ideas behind sociable robots and elaborate some of the 

decisions and details of the sociable robot Breazeal developed, but in exploring this opening 

to the posthuman, I want us to start thinking about three larger questions.  Do these robots 

have a gender?  What are the dynamics and the assumptions around gender in the robots she 

is creating, and what is being overlooked or ignored?  And what might the introduction of a 

mechanical third party in our lives mean for gender relations? 

There are many reasons for wanting to create sociable robots: people would feel more 

competent working with them and would find it more enjoyable; communicating with them 

would not require additional training; and especially, „if the robot could engage in various 

forms of social learning . . . it would be easier for the user to teach [it] new tasks.“34  One of 

the more likely uses for a successful robot would be as a caretaker for the elderly or the 

disabled.  Japan will soon have a very large elderly population in comparison to the number 

of young people, and Germany and other European countries are tending in that direction as 

well.  We might be the first generation to have robots, rather than our children or other low-

paid help, take care of us when we are old and infirm. 

Placing ourselves, almost helplessly, in the hands of robots is not an appealing position 

with which to begin the consideration of sociable robots.  Every interaction between humans 

involves a power dynamic, as would a relation with a robot that we treat in social terms.  

Breazeal, for many reasons, chooses the caregiver-infant relation as the model for the 

interactions between humans and Kismet.  She states that the „goal is for people to interact, 

play, and teach Kismet as naturally as they would an infant or very young child.“35  This 

follows Turing’s suggestion of having the robot follow the path of the child and begin 

learning from the point where the human starts as well, and it also has several other 

advantages.  The infant or very young child is pre-linguistic, so there is not the demand for 

the robot to have the ability to speak and respond "intelligently," and one also expects very 

little from a baby.  In addition, the young child is in the submissive rather than dominant role.  

The human-robot interaction would be quite different if from the start the robot were 

positioned as dominant and authoritative. 

                                                
34 Breazeal (2002): Designing Sociable Robots, P. 16. 
35 Breazeal (2002): Designing Sociable Robots, P. 36. 
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More concretely, Breazeal seeks to elicit behavior from the people interacting with Kismet 

that will mimic specific features of the caregiver-infant relation.  The caregiver (and that is 

the terms she uses, rather than "mother" or "parent") treats the infant as an „intentional 

being,“ engages with it, and teaches it, „deliberately guiding the infant's behavior to a desired 

outcome“; provides „expressive feedback . . . in response to the situations and events that 

their infants encounter“; regulates „the infant's arousal level“; and develops a set of 

conventional, repetitious games with it.  In order for the robot to elicit this behavior, that is, 

for „people to treat Kismet as a socially aware being, it needs to convey subjective internal 

states: intents, beliefs, desires, feelings.“36  To accomplish this, Breazeal implemented four 

classes of response in the robot.  She writes: 
• Affective responses allow the human to attribute feelings to the robot 
• Exploratory responses allow the human to attribute curiosity, interest, and desires to the robot 
• Protective responses keep the robot away from damaging stimuli and elicit concerned and caring 

responses from the human 
• Regulatory responses maintain a suitable environment that is neither too overwhelming nor under-

stimulating, and tunes the human's behavior in a natural and intuitive way to the competency of the 
robot.37  

 

Although Kismet is a very elementary robot in terms of what it does to indicate feelings, 

curiosity, and desires, it (or should one write “she” or “he”?)38 has succeeded in provoking its 

human interlocutors to attribute these qualities to it and to respond in all four of the ways 

highlighted above. 

At this point, in order to give some idea of what Breazeal and her co-workers have 

accomplished, it would help to look at some video clips of Kismet, and of interactions 

between people and the robot.  They can be found at:  

http://www.ai.mit.edu/projects/sociable/videos.html.39 

What is fascinating is that the computer responds bodily to express a set of emotions, 

reactions, intentions, and desires.  The four classes of response are programmed in as 

movements and vocal intonations—movements of the robot’s eyes, eyebrows, lips, ears, 

head, and other parts, and changes in vocal expression—which we then react to as 

meaningful human (or human-like) responses to our behavior and actions.  We interpret the 

robot’s movements and sounds according to our own largely unconscious understanding of 
                                                
36 Breazeal (2002): Designing Sociable Robots, P. 32, 33, 34, 36. 
37 Breazeal (2002): Designing Sociable Robots, P. 36.  Emphasis added. 
38 Kurzweil writes on the Longbets site, “By the way, I put the word ‘it’ in quotes because it is my view that 
once an AI does indeed pass the Turing Test, we may very well consider ‘it’ to be a ‘he’ or a ‘she.’” Kapor and 
Kurzweil: http://www.longbets.org/1. 
39 There is also a CD-ROM that comes with Breazeal’s book.  The CD-ROM offers a somewhat different 
presentation of Kismet, of Breazeal’s ideas, and of the video footage than the website. 
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and training in social behavior.  The robot is designed to read and interpret and react to our 

own "inner" states and social cues, and it is also designed to trigger such behavior from us by 

making the appropriate responses.40  In this process, what is largely unconscious for us--our 

bodily responses, emotional expressions, and social cues--is analyzed, programmed, 

mechanized, and served back to us, and thereby framed as what is essential to interpersonal 

communication.  The sociable robot, through its animated behavior and interaction, performs 

as an odd type of double, neither self nor other.  What might we learn from this 

machinalization of our own unconscious, bodily, psychological, and sociable behaviors? 

Quite a lot, according to Anne Foerst.  In her book God in the Machine. What Robots 

Teach Us about Humanity and God Foerst argues that Kismet is „a great tool to understand 

ourselves and our reactive behaviors.“41  Foerst, trained both as a theologian and a computer 

scientist, worked for several years in Rodney Brooks’s labs and with Breazeal in her 

development of Kismet.  Foerst describes several „uncanny,“ „magical,“ and „spiritual“ 

moments in which people feel that the robot actually understands their emotions, and are 

affected by the robot as if it were a person, something more than a programmed machine.  

She writes:  
A man, Ritchie, came to the lab and thought at first it was stupid to interact with a machine. . . . if you point 
at something and look at it, Kismet is able to follow your lead and looks in the same direction, thus giving 
the impression of real interest.  At some moment, Ritchie pointed to his wristwatch and Kismet’s eyes 
followed and looked at the watch as well.  When Ritchie told Kismet that he nearly lost it a few days ago, his 
voice melody clearly indicated that he was shocked and sad about it and Kismet started making soothing 
sounds.  It was incredible.  In the short period of this interaction, Ritchie fell in love with Kismet before our 
very eyes.42 
 

The highly coordinated movements of Kismet’s head, facial features, and voice create the 

impression of intentionality and of a personal response to what Ritchie has just said, rather 

than of a merely mechanical (that is, impersonal, automatic, uninflected by the emotional 

tone of the remarks) reaction. 

 Foerst also describes her own response, when demonstrating Kismet to a reporter while 

many other people were present: 
I became quite frustrated because I wanted to show something to the reporter, and so I complained in a sad 
and disappointed voice.  I accused Kismet of ignoring me and said it didn’t like me anymore and many more 
such things, and suddenly Kismet started to concentrate on me, soothing and calming me. 

                                                
40 Kismet, however, is not capable of learning from its interactions with us, but this will of course be a feature of 
later sociable robots.  Anne Foerst writes, “While Cog has learning capabilities and improves its tasks over time, 
with Kismet every interaction starts at point zero.  No matter how long you interacted with Kismet, it would 
never recognize you.”  Foerst (2004): God in the Machine, P. 147. 
41 Foerst (2004): God in the Machine, P. 148. 
42 Foerst (2004): God in the Machine, P. 147-48.  The video of Ritchie can be seen at: 
http://www.ai.mit.edu/projects/sociable/movies/kismet-and-rich.mov. 
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Cynthia and I looked at each other, as we both never had such an experience.  Kismet behaved as if it 
could understand my feeling and had sympathy for me, and tried to make things better.  Even if I was joking, 
this reaction made me serious very quickly.  I remember how good it felt to be soothed and that, indeed, 
most of my frustration vanished.  While berating myself for my stupidity, as I knew that Kismet had done 
just what it was programmed to do, I couldn’t help but feel awed at the same time.43   
 

Foerst concludes: 
Moments like these are spiritual.  But they also throw us back to ourselves.  How mechanistic is an action 
such as soothing that it helps even when a robot does it?  Kismet did what it had been programmed to do, but 
aren’t we programmed in a similar way?  After all, we have all these social mechanisms built in and learn to 
interact from birth.44    
 

It is the self-reflection brought about by instances that „throw us back to ourselves“ that 

Foerst particularly prizes. 

For the layperson, there is even the moment of panic when they realize that they have 

responded to a machine as if it were human.  Foerst describes what happens when she used a 

hidden webcam to film an audience’s reaction to videos of Kismet: 
many people became uncomfortable and even felt manipulated when forced to admit that there had been a 
reaction.  Some then voiced the fear that if they could be manipulated this way and if they all possessed 
bonding mechanisms that worked instinctively, they would be nothing but robots or meat machines.  What, 
they argued, would be the difference between them and machines when now machines can mimic even our 
emotions and can force us to react toward them lovingly and caringly?45 

 
The anxiety is a marker of the fear of being influenced, the fear of falling under the influence 

of an other (a fear that is widespread in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, often in 

relation to new communication technologies, or in relation to phenomena such as mesmerism 

and hypnosis).  Our ability still to be able to differentiate successfully between man and 

machine does nothing to diminish this influence.  The distinction of the Turing test, whether 

we believe we are interacting with a machine or a person, is not important here.  It only helps 

back up the illusions of our pride, that if we are played upon by an other and if our responses 

therefore are not autonomous and self-willed, at least it is a human rather than a mechanical 

other that „can force us to react.“  The desire in these instances to differentiate between man 

and machine is the wish to keep our conscious judgments in line with our unconscious 

reactions.  But we will be affected by sociable robots long before we acknowledge them as 

“intelligent,” able to “think,” capable of “feeling,” “conscious,” or whatever category would 

place them within the circle of what we define as “human.” 

Freud, in Massenpsychologie und Ich-Analyse, explores these bonding mechanisms that 

work instinctively, or in his vocabulary, „Libidobindungen“ („indifferent ausgedrückt: 

                                                
43 Foerst (2004): God in the Machine, P. 146. 
44 Foerst (2004): God in the Machine, P. 148. 
45 Foerst (2004): God in the Machine, P. 150. 
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Gefühlsbindungen“),46 which he argues are the power that holds any group together.  Freud 

states, „Die Identifizierung ist der Psychoanalyse als früheste Äusserung einer 

Gefühlsbindung an eine andere Person bekannt“ and a little later, „dass erstens die 

Identifizierung die ursprünglichste Form der Gefühlsbindung an ein Objekt ist.“47  The 

slippage from „Person“ to „Objekt“ occurs constantly in Freud, where what is at issue is the 

(unconscious) relation to that which is the target of the desiring subject, and which is (at least 

initially) outside the boundaries of the self.  But it also indicates that what is involved in 

forming a „Gefühlsbindung“ with an other is not the personhood of the object: „Es muss uns 

auch auffallen, dass . . . die Identifizierung eine partielle, höchst beschränkte ist, nur einen 

enizigen Zug von der Objektperson entlehnt.“48  There will inevitably be libidinal ties with 

sociable robots, and this will not depend in the least on someone's opinions about the true 

nature of these machines; bringing these ties to consciousness, or exposing the programmed 

nature of the robot’s responses, will not do away with them.  As Reeves and Nass have 

demonstrated, we already „treat computers, television, and new media like real people.“  

Rather, it will be the task of the developers, programmers, and users of these machines to 

think through, play with, and make decisions about the directions these ties will take and the 

purposes for which they will be used. 

What is different and interestingly new about sociable robots are the embodied 

dimensions our interaction with them.  Especially when they begin to circulate among us, 

they will emphasize, and in a sense reflect back to us, or own embodiedness.  This is the 

opposite of the way in which we typically imagine and relate to computers today--as 

disembodied, and as abstract calculating or thinking machines.  When interacting with other 

people, we expect them to be able to understand and to feel what is going on inside ourselves 

by interpreting our gestures, expressions, and speech.  The readability of the body that a 

sociable robot carries out is in itself nothing remarkable; other people are certainly, at the 

moment, much better interpreters of bodily movements and social cues than are robots.  But 

the readability of our exteriors by non-human, non-biological entities, and in ways that seem 

to indicate an understanding of our interiors, of what we are thinking and feeling, violates the 

limits of the flesh, as that which shields us from the exterior world of objects.  The body will 

be a different boundary between inside and outside when living with sociable robots.  This 

will also probably increase the tendency to view the person as a social rather than as 
                                                
46 Freud (1940): Massenpsychologie und Ich-Analyse, P. 100. 
47 Freud (1940): Massenpsychologie und Ich-Analyse, P. 115, 118. 
48 Freud (1940): Massenpsychologie und Ich-Analyse, P. 117. 
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primarily an autonomous and individual being.  The invocation of the posthuman always 

involves reimagining, breaking down, and reframing the current borders between inside and 

outside, body and mind, self and other. 

Foerst, citing experiments that demonstrate much stronger reactions to an embodied robot 

than to a high-resolution two-dimensional animation of it (people „got many more of its 

social cues, and were much more emotional“), argues that sharing the same physical space is 

central to developing „feelings of closeness and kinship.“ 49  What will happen when sociable 

robots actively “share” our physical space?  And how will it affect our sense of gender? 

It is impossible to offer any easy predictions.  Any particular scenario depends heavily on 

the programming and the capabilities of the robots.  But we cannot assume that we can 

simply refer to the robot as “it,” think of it as neuter, and pretend that gender is a purely 

human quality and will not come into play in our relations with sociable robots.  Foerst, at the 

beginning of her book, states:  
Needless to say, I am very conscious not to assign robots any gender.  Even if we, for instance, might think 
Data [a robot in Star Trek] is male—after all, it is played by a male actor—I don’t want to assign it a gender.  
Humans are accustomed to interacting with creatures that have a gender.  Although we find the address "it" 
offensive, I don’t mean it this way.50  

 
She may not consciously assign the robot a gender, but the bonding mechanisms 

(„Libidobindungen,“ or as Freud sometimes writes, „erotische Bindungen“) that she invokes 

are not gender-free.  The emotional responses she describes, such as falling in love with 

Kismet or „how good it felt to be soothed,“ also include the projection of gender onto the 

robot.  Breazeal herself notes that women sometimes responded differently to Kismet than 

men.  She observes, „Female subjects are willing to use exaggerated prosody when talking to 

Kismet, characteristic of motherese,“ and she writes further:  
I found that several interesting interactions arose between Kismet and female subjects when Kismet’s ability 
to recognize vocal affective intent (for praise, prohibition, etc.) was combined with expressive feedback.  
The female subjects used Kismet’s facial expression and body posture as a social cue to determine when 
Kismet “understood” their intent. . . Several subjects appeared to empathize with the robot after issuing a 
prohibition—often reporting feeling guilty or bad for scolding the robot and making it “sad.”51  

 
Creators of robots will have the choice of designing them as specifically gendered or non-

gendered, and of endowing them with “masculine” or “feminine” qualities (which may or 

may not match the apparent gender of the robot; it would be easy, and perhaps at times 

appropriate, to gave some “masculine” features to a robot gendered as “female,” and vice 

                                                
49 Foerst (2004): God in the Machine, P. 166. 
50 Foerst (2004): God in the Machine, P. 9. 
51 Breazeal (2002): Designing Sociable Robots, P. 231, 232. 
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versa).  The interpretations (or to use a less anthropomorphic term, the forms of pattern 

recognition) that robots make regarding human behavior will obviously also not be gender-

free.  One can imagine many, many different scenarios.  But for a "sociable" robot, one 

designed precisely to interact with people as if it were a person rather than a machine, there is 

no possibility of complete gender neutrality, or of achieving a universal coding of gestures 

and responses that floats above gender. 

Whatever the choices made by designers, sociable robots both will and will not be 

gendered.  They will be, in that we automatically assign gender to human and human-like 

objects (as already quoted, Reeves and Nass state: „Everyone assigns gender to voices--even 

computer-synthesized voices--and they do it quickly“52).  But they won’t be, in that they are 

not biological beings, and at best, even if a gender is specified for them, it will of course be 

merely a coding, a simulacrum (unless one wants to argue that this is always the case).  What 

will be the effects of interacting with quasi-gendered humanoid creatures?  Will the robot 

lead to the development or aggrandizement of a third gender, or of a neuter?  One can 

imagine the robot as a new humanoid object, neither man nor woman (nor boy or girl), with 

which to cathect.  Growing up with robots could change the dynamics of identification that 

lead to oedipalization.  

So what will result from living with sociable robots?  Gender develops in part from an 

interactive process--from how people act and react to each other, consciously and 

unconsciously, at many points in time.  Gender is a social dynamic, and depends on feedback, 

on the perceptions of others, and how they perceive us in turn.  What will happen when these 

social processes, which are crucial to gender formation, development, and re-formation, also 

include sociable robots, whose responses have been programmed and developed based on an 

(incomplete and insufficient) understanding of the significations of the human body, of male 

and female bodies?  Sociable robots differ radically from television, computers, and other 

new media in that they reflect to us our own embodiment in ways that have never been done 

before.  Interacting with sociable robots will change our own self-awareness as gendered 

beings.  What forms that will take, I do not know, and what forms that should take I certainly 

would not want to prescribe.  But in the emerging posthuman era, we will inhabit our bodies 

differently.  We will not be freed from them.   

                                                
52 Reeves and Nass (1996): P. 168. 
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