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The Design and Study of an Object for Expression:

Questions of Agency, Power, and Control

”
“To make metaphysics out of a spoken language is to 

make language express what it usually does not 
express: this is to make use of it in a new, excep-
tional, and unaccustomed fashion; to reveal its possi-
bilities of physical shock; to actively divide and dis-
tribute it in space; to handle intonations in an abso-
lutely concrete manner, restoring their power to tear 
asunder and to really manifest something; to turn 
against language and its basely utilitarian, one could 
even say alimentary, sources, against its hunted 
beast origins; this is finally to consider language in 
its form as Incantation.
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Robotic creatures and non-instrumental expression
What happens to the relationship between a human and 
an object when said object possesses (presumed) agency?  
How can the design of the object influence human behav-
ior?  This thesis addresses these questions through the 
development of syngva, a non-anthropomorphic and non- 
zoomorphic robotic creature designed for personal non-
speech expression and used as a probe of how people deal 
with objects that possess presumed (or actual) agency. 
syngva also serves as an object to better understand the 
role of computational objects in influencing human behav-
ior.  syngva moves in response to non-speech vocaliza-
tions, setting up a human-object feedback loop through 
continual re-evaluation of the admittedly uncanny situa-
tion.  The goal is to design a Winnicottian transitional 
object that enables an "intermediate area of experience".

Vocal analysis, genetic control of movement, & an engaging morphology

In-situ understanding of personal interactions

One of the most interesting questions to ask about inter-
actions with these computational objects, then, is how we 
can design a situation that encourages people to express 
themselves in a manner that is at odds with regular 
human experience.  Can the object serve as a catalyst?  I 
chose to focus on non-speech vocalizations in order to 
bring the user closer to a non-signifying means of expres-
sion.  Without the signified and with communication 
pushed to the periphery, what emotional, what personal, 
what unexpressed experiences come out? 

I will give syngva to individuals for use in their homes for 
one week periods.  There will be three in-depth inter-
views: prior to the study, immediately following the study, 
and a follow-up two weeks later.  Additionally, I will ask 
participants to describe their experiences during the 
study via an on-line private diary.  The need for an in-situ 
component arises from the potential for extremely per-
sonal experiences: the connotations of the laboratory, 
coupled with the semi-long-term duration, make it unsuit-
able for this study.  Questioning the human-object dyad 
comes through the methodology of actor-network theory 
that, among other things, considers objects to be on the 
same ontological level as human actors.

Research Questions:

1.  What is the role of a robotic creature as an influence 
on a person’s behavior? What happens when we, as the 
designer, abdicate to the creature some of our control 
over influence?

2.  How do people understand agency with a robotic crea-
ture with which they interact on a regular basis? While 
we might be able to assume that a “rational” mind knows 
that these robotic creatures are not alive, what aspects of 
a person’s behavior might reflect otherwise?

3.  What is the personal impact of non-linguistic reflec-
tion?

4.  Do people try and “control” syngva? Do they relinquish 
some control to work with syngva as an “equal”?

In order to create idiosyncratic movement, I am developing a 
two-level control system using genetic algorithms.  In the first 
level, we simply "teach" the creature different types of movement 
via appropriate fitness functions.  In the second level (that is, 
during interaction with the creature), the creature learns specifics 
of the person's vocalizations, modifying the pre-existing move-
ment patterns.

I have trained an SVM classifier to determine whether or not a 
given sound is a speech or a non-speech vocalization.  Using a 
radial basis function kernel and grid search of parameters, the 
classifier achieves over 92% accuracy on test data.  The features of 
the signal I consider include zero-crossing rate, power, loudness, 
total loudness, spectral centroid, spectral flatness, and sharpness.  
Further work will examine other classification schemes, such as 
hidden Markov models with minimum duration constraints.

If a given sound is classified as non-speech, I pass the computed 
features on to the movement controller.
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One candidate morphology: the "arms" can bend above and below 
the "body", which each arm controlled independently.  I am 
currently considering this and other morphologies, evaluating the 
novelty of the movement through physical simulation prior to 
real-world instantiation.


