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Working terms: Animism

• The term is derived from the Latin word anima meaning breath or soul.

• It embraces the belief that natural phenomena such as death, echoes, 
shadows and reflections have causal explanations.

• In anthropology it’s used to classify religious belief systems in which both 
animate and inanimate objects have souls or spirits. Some scholars (e.g. E. 
B. Tylor) consider it the elementary basis of all religion.

• More generally, it is a worldview that spiritual life permeates all things
including humans, animals, material objects and the universe.

(Source and further reading: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Animism)
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Working terms: Fetishism

• Fetish is derived from from Latin word facticius meaning artificial and facere
meaning to make.

• Essentially, fetishism is the attribution of an object’s inherent powers, 
qualities or values.

• Used in anthropology to indicate an object or group of objects believed to 
have supernatural powers, or a human made object with power over others. 

• From a Marxist point of view commodity fetishism arises in capitalist market-
based societies in which social relationships are transformed into apparently 
objective relationships between commodities or money.

(Source and further reading: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Fetishism)
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Working terms: Fetishism
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Working terms: Anthropomorphism

• The term derives from a combination of the Greek words � �������
(anthr� pos) meaning human and ���	
 (morph� ) meaning shape or form.

• It is the symbolic merging of uniquely human attributes with non-human
creatures and beings, natural and supernatural phenomena, material states
and objects or abstract concepts (cf. zoomorphism).

• Anthropomorphized subjects often include animals depicted with human 
motivation able to reason and converse, forces of nature such as winds or 
the sun, components in games, unseen or unknown sources of chance, etc.

• Almost any object can be anthropomorphized…

(Source and further reading: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Anthropomorphism)
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Working terms: Animacy

• Etymologically it stems from the same Latin word, anima.

• Originally it is a linguistic category or term, which has to do with how alive or 
alert (sentiency) a noun referent is deemed.

• Personal pronouns - especially first-person - usually have the highest level 
of animacy, followed by other humans (second & third person), animals, 
plants, natural elements, material objects and finally abstractions.

• In languages with explicit animacy hierarchies, deities or spirits embodied in 
certain animal or plant life may be highly ranked (e.g. totem cultures), even 
equal with human beings.

(Source and further reading: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Animacy)
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without commentary http://anthropomorphism.org/img/heider%20quicktime%20www.mov

with commentary www.youtube.com/watch?v=WKdThJ-eGwE

(Source: Heider & Simmel 1944 An experimental study of apparent behaviour)
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Working terms: Animacy
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Working terms: Animacy

• While animacy is universal, the specific referential meanings may be 
culturally bound. In Japanese for instance, in cases where 'natural' animacy 
is ambiguous, the speaker may decide whether a noun is animate or not.

• A robot, for instance, could be correlated with the animate verb (to signify 
sentience or anthropomorphism), or with the inanimate verb (to emphasis 
that is a non-living thing):

1) Robotto ga iru. 
�R�A�(�- �Q �I�•
robot SUBJECT to exist/to have 
'There is a robot' (emphasis on human quality). 

2) Robotto ga aru. 
�R�A�(�- �Q �G�•
robot SUBJECT to exist/to have 
'There is a robot' (emphasis on non-human quality). 

(Source and further reading: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Animacy#Japanese)
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Working terms: The uncanny valley

(Source: Ishiguro 2006 Interactive humanoids and androids as ideal interfaces for humans)
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(Source and further reading: Mori 1970 The uncanny valley & http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Uncanny_valley)

Working terms: The uncanny valley
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Techno-animism: Summary

• The works of Heider and Simmel, Reeves and Nash, and others have 
indicated and innate human propensity - and even willingness - to attribute 
non-human objects with human-like characteristics and intelligence, even 
when we know fully well the objects aren’t human.

• This causal interpretation is largely perceptual in nature: fast, automatic, 
irresistible and highly stimulus driven.

• Multiple realities are possible, and sometimes even desirable.

• When the boundary between human and non-human animacy is stretched 
too thin, the human capacity to interpret meaning is displaced. This often 
gives rise to confusion and even fear: the uncanny valley (of freakiness).
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iCat: Emotive, expressive and interactive research
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iCat: Emotive, expressive and interactive research
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iCat: Emotive, expressive and interactive research

(Source: Breazeal 2003 Emotion and sociable humanoid robots)
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iCat: Emotive, expressive and interactive research

(Source: Russel 1980 A circumplex model of affect)
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Ethnographic reflections: Fieldwork with older people
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Ethnographic reflections: Fieldwork with older people

• Fieldwork in the US and Sweden (2007-08) with older people (ca 65-95) 
conducted for the project Social Intelligence for Tele-healthcare (SIFT).

• Explore informal care practices with older people and the construction of 
social intelligence.

• Findings used to define design contextually-nuanced guidelines for future 
healthcare technologies.
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Ethnographic reflections: Pets and loneliness

• June: Her two dogs play a significant role in her life. Indirectly they help increase her physical and 
social interaction as well as decrease her loneliness.

• Harriet: Mixed memories of her beloved dog with growing signs of Alzheimer's. His cruel death 
many years ago still prompted sadness. She remembered the event as “recent.” They ate ice-
cream together and she tried to teach him to talk. She doesn’t have a pet now partly because they 
aren’t allowed in her flat. (She moved from her house a few years previously.)

• Perry: He feels lonely with no one to talk to. He likes animals and previously owned dogs, but 
would never have one now. He is concerned about his ability to properly care for a pet, even if he 
wanted to, as well as the time commitment required.

• Rachael: Previously owned a parakeet but she doesn’t feel lonely now “with all the nice people”
around her. She has a robust social network.

• Doris: Lives alone (no pets) but has a rich social network. In the course of showing me around her 
house she happens upon a dancing/singing doll. She turns it on and proceeds to sing along with 
it. Significantly this is a doll from one of her adult daughters who keeps an loving eye on her.
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Ethnographic reflections: Implications

• Pets can play a significant social role in peoples lives; they may augment 
existing social relationships in past & present.

• Pet ownership is a responsibility that some are unable/unwilling to manage.

• Being alone is not the same as being lonely; many people have robust 
social relationship and thus animistic technologies would play a less 
significant role.

• Pets can help increase levels of both physical and social activity.

• A focus on pet interaction is useful for thinking about the ways techno-
animism may play a role in the lives of older people.
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Issues for ICT and Ageing: The value of the valley?

Should we try to overcoming the uncanny valley? Here is a basic argument for:

(Source http://fokkema.weblog.tudelft.nl/2008/04/29/the_uncanny_valley)
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Issues for ICT and Ageing: The value of the valley?

Should we try to overcoming the uncanny valley? This is my argument against:

• The need for independence and control does not diminish with old age.

• While some have argued that the ‘uncanny valley’ should be narrowed, my 
concern that especially in cases of dementia, the uncanny valley could 
heighten levels of anxiety and a perceived loss of control.

• In agreement with Bryson (2007) I suggest “Intelligent” technologies for 
older age use should remain slave-like, designed to empower and suggest 
rather than police or replace.

• In line with Taylor and Swan (2007), I suggest that technologies should not 
be designed as intelligent things, but instead privilege human intelligence to 
enable people to act and reason more intelligently.
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(and now, something completely different…)

www.youtube.com/watch?v=LC1zebIVSaw
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