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Abstract

Introduction

In this piece we start to explore the ways in which we somatise our interaction with robots as
a symbiotic system - both as human and robot, and as human-robot. We also consider the
ways that we might want to take our physical nature (existence), for example how we
experience pain, and imbue other non-human entities with it — embed our somatised
experiences into technology. To reflect on and explore this we use the examples of play and
pain as a provocation to approach the notion of this inter-Soma Design (based on our ongoing
research [Benford et al, Ngo et al, Schneiders et al] — ‘inter’ being the cross over from human
to beyond human (more-than-human [Coulton et al] entities, in this case, robots. But why is
this an important area to study? In many respects we think of robots as something other,
something physically external to us, and yet we are seeing the emergence of new ways of
physically engaging and interacting with such technologies which highlights the ways that
robots become an ‘extension’ of the human and demonstrates the ways in which we may
become an ‘extension’ of the robot. In experiencing and examining such systems we are at
the early stages of starting to understand and appreciate this human-machine entanglement
and need to reflect on how we might start to develop somatic understandings of an embodied
symbiotic socio-technical system, predominantly from a design perspective. In considering
this we have started to examine how to bring together disciplines and approaches from HCI
(Human-Computer Interaction), the humanities and more critical academic understandings to
frame and open up the area. Taking a Soma Design [Hook] approach will help us to move
beyond language-based thematic responses and analyses to the non-textual felt world, which
premises the need for further investigation into a shared felt, embodied world. This in turn
moves us away from the perceived abstractions, utility and generalisation of standard
technical design approaches and discourses, and instead prioritises the personal, somatic
lived individual experience — which we would argue is key to understanding health and
wellbeing when we engage in play, experience pain...and pleasure.

Situating Soma Design

In Play

How do we play with robots, how do children understand and engage in somatic-symbiotic
play, and can we apply these understandings to other areas, such as health, wellbeing,
entertainment and education? These are design questions that we are researching in our
ongoing ‘in the wild’ [see Chamberlain and Crabtree] research where we are examining the
ways that children engage with robots in the real world. Our approach has been to carry out
qualitative, observational studies and interviews in real world settings using artist-led robotic
experiences. A key part of this research has started to look at and extend upon design
trajectories and the ways in which the children physically react to the installation. In carrying
out this work we have started to envisage, develop and visualise how a soma design trajectory
might appear, but how could we embody this to show/embody how somatic interaction feels?!
Can we start to develop tools and techniques that enable us to feel the interaction, and could
we do this from the perspective of the human, and the perspective of the robot who has more-
than-human, beyond human capabilities? These are things that we would like the community
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to think about as we move to truly embed the notion of Soma Design into our research and
design practices.

In Pain

Creating embodied technologies ‘in pain’ requires a degree of embodied felt empathy from the
perspective of the person who, in our understandings, may engage with and become part of
a human-robotic configuration to alleviate/manage pain. Engagement with humanoid robotics
need to display and signify being in pain - if they're required to appear ‘human’, and
additionally we need to control, and develop robots that can deliver pain (or what may be
perceived as painful experiences) — as is the case for example in many medical contexts, or
in the future this could even be in a sports-based setting, such as full contact sports involving
robotics. In developing this area, designing human-robot symbiosis needs a Somaesthetic
[Shusterman] appreciation (what does pain culturally look and feel like); we need to design
using somatic reflection. As we have already stated, this needs to go beyond thematic analysis
(often used with interview data) and generalised designed findings that so often do not fully
recognise the nature of the self and the auto-somatic in self-design, particularly for many
people who are often minoritised and made invisible by the methods of the mainstream.

Somatic More than Human Futures

As we move to a world where robotics, Al and the felt nature of experience are becoming more
prominent we need to start to appreciate, discuss and develop new ways of thinking about
Soma Design — from both our perspective and from the perspective of the technologies that
currently and will inhabit space with us. In our work we are aware that this is a complex and
rapidly emerging area and that dealing with design, issues around somatisation, symbiosis
and the felt world can be radical and disruptive. However, we feel that the opportunities that
are opening up are important, particularly when we look towards domains such as health and
wellbeing, and when we look towards a future that offers the possibility that we as individuals
will be able to design our own human-robot configurations for play, pain and pleasure.
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