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ABSTRACT CCS CONCEPTS

What if things had a voice? What if we could talk directly to things
instead of using a mediating voice interface such as an Alexa or a
Google Assistant? In this paper, we share our insights from talking
to a pair of boots, a tampon, a perfume bottle, and toilet paper
among other everyday things to explore their conversational capa-
bilities. We conducted Thing Interviews using a more-than-human
design approach to discover a thing’s perspectives, worldviews and
its relations to other humans and nonhumans. Based on our anal-
ysis of the speculative conversations, we identified some themes
characterizing the emergent qualities of people’s relationships with
everyday things. We believe the themes presented in the paper
may inspire future research on designing everyday things with
conversational capabilities at home.
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1 INTRODUCTION

As intelligent things are becoming commonplace in our households,
there is an impulsive market drive to have human-like conversa-
tions with them. Through future industrial visions, we become
inclined and accustomed to verbally command a lamp to turn on,
a kettle to boil water, or to summon a car to the driveway. Yet,
individuals do not interact directly with the things themselves, but
rather through mediated Al voice interfaces such as Amazon Alexa,
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Apple’s Siri or Google Assistant, otherwise known as conversa-
tional agents (CA). These allow people to control their smart and
connected appliances but also entertain them with their ability
to whisper [31], joke and even flirt [8], opening up an unprece-
dented space of more-than-human social interactions. However,
these emerging voice interactions are limited by the extent of con-
versations they make possible with things in the home. As Reeves
et al. [38] argue “calling interactions with voice interface conver-
sational is perhaps a confusion” as they actually are limited to
sequences of requests and responses, where things are reduced
to their mere functionality and use. Current CAs appear to share
the faith of many technological innovations employing a type of
human-centered perspective focusing on utilitarian aspects of in-
teraction that may constrain our capacity to explore the possible
nuances of emerging relationships between humans and things. We
feel that there is an untapped potential in research concerning the
conversational qualities and capacities of CAs that can be explored
to attend to other ways in which things - intelligent or not — can
speak to us and us to them.

This paper employs a more-than-human design approach to con-
versational interaction with everyday things we live with at home.
Through a conceptual shift from human-centered to more-than-
human-centered design, and by incorporating a thing’s perspective,
we imagine that things have a ‘voice’: a voice that goes beyond
the ones that existing Al voice interfaces attribute to them. We
conducted interviews with things as a way to explore the non-
human space in the design of conversations with things beyond
their immediate use. We began by asking how and about what
things might speak if they had a voice, which led us to reflect on 1)
how things in fact already speak to us in their ritualised, situated,
and materially-rich embodiments; and 2) the emergent qualities of
people’s relationships with everyday things and how that might
inspire the design of intelligent CAs at home. We share our insights
from conversations with things to enrich the dominant vision on
‘voice interface’ that could open up opportunities for designing
more diverse interactions with everyday things. It is important
to note that not all our insights can be translated into practical
design implications. Some of them could work more to inform our
understanding or to become sensitized to how our relationships
with CAs can be otherwise imagined. It is also worth noting here
that our focus is on CAs that have voice interfaces, which excludes
other non-voice-based instantiations of CAs such as chatbots or
holograms.

2 MORE-THAN-HUMAN DESIGN

With existing market-driven foci on convenience and efficiency,
the way intelligence is implemented and performed by CAs, con-
fronted with smart and connected things (IoT), is fundamentally
different from other creative enactments of Al, social robots and
assistive technologies in the home. Among them, CAs are rapidly
inhabiting our households, and in doing so they mediate not only
our daily social interactions with family and work life [26] but also
determine interactions with everyday things that live with us [6].
CAs have come to play a dominant role in our social imagination
when we think about the kind of conversations to be had with
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everyday things. For instance, one might expect that a second-hand
kettle might talk about diverse topics, or have a different worldview,
than an existing CA that commands a kettle to boil water. Beyond
obvious use, our conversations with things could be more varied
depending on context, materiality, and relations to humans and
other things around them. Aligning with concerns of third-wave
HCI [10], this situation opens up the space to imagine how a variety
of conversations could emerge, which includes how things already
talk to us in their own non-lexical way. These questions about how
things ‘talk’ can be approached from the lens of New Materialism
(NM), a conceptual turn away from the incessant dualisms separat-
ing humans from nonhumans, and here Bennett’s eco-philosophy
is especially relevant. Bennett theorizes a “vital materiality” that
runs across both human and nonhuman bodies, in which agency
always emerges as the effect of ad hoc configurations of human
and nonhuman forces [7].

Aligning with NM thought, there are a range of emerging more-
than-human approaches in design and HCI [13-15, 18, 23, 24]. These
approaches focus on understanding the roles that humans and non-
humans can play in everyday life and the new capacities for action
that can arise as a consequence of changing human-nonhuman
relationships [19, 27]. This approach enables us to move beyond
positioning Al in relation to human activities (as tools for use), and
instead, to inquire into nonhuman agency and possible new rela-
tions with things [17, 37]. Design and HCI researchers have made
attempts at exploring the shift from a human-centered approach to
that of seeking nonhuman perspectives. In these explorations, it is
significant that Al devices are involved as agents, with their unique
capacities and sensibilities by which they provide unprecedented
access to nonhuman perspectives of the world. Whereas Wakkary
et al. [41] employ machinic “morse code” translations to specu-
late about what things do, Giaccardi et al. [20] augment everyday
objects with intelligent cameras and sensors and cast them in vari-
ous social roles as co-ethnographers and co-designers to explore
their Thing Perspectives. Thing Perspectives [29, 35, 40] are in-
creasingly being taken up by researchers in contexts where human
perspectives are felt to be partial - undermining the broader ethical
implications of hidden machinations and the fluid interdependent
relations between humans and nonhumans.

Recently, speculative forms of Thing Interviews [30, 36] where
researchers impersonate things and interview them have been use-
ful for imagining what roles things play in everyday life, and as a
means to re-imagine how things could be different. The benefit of
humans role-playing things is the enabling of displaced embodi-
ment and the awareness it raises about our human biases and limi-
tations, which is a critical difference from the Thing Perspectives
method’s reliance on sensors. Nicenboim et al. [30] have embraced
the more-than-human approach by conducting speculative Thing
Interviews with CAs to ask critical questions about the infrastruc-
tures, ecologies, roles and relations that sustain CA interactions. In
a complementary way, in this inquiry, we employ Thing Interviews
to explore the scope and qualities of conversations one can have
with everyday things at home if they had a voice.
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3 STEPPING INTO THE THING'S SHOES questions. The submissions were analyzed by the organizing au-

We adopted a more-than-human design approach and performed thors in two rounds. In the rst round, the authors reviewed the
an investigation that combined a Thing Perspective exercise with Submissions and annotated the transcripts. In the second round,
speculative Thing Interviews: methods that invite humans to take the annotations and its associated re ections were mapped via an
pictures from a thing's perspective and to conduct an interview online visual collaborative platform and speci ¢ themes were iden-
with the respective thing. To run the investigation, the organizing  ti d. These themes were elaborated in a written paper draft and
authors composed a collaborative design exercise and shared itwith Shared with the contributing authors, who reviewed and provided
the contributing authors. The contributing authors played a critical ~ feedback.
role in conducting the investigation because they were involved
as either organizers or participants in a series of prior workshops 4 HOW DID THE THINGS RESPOND?
that incorporated the Thing Interview method within a more-than-  The six submissions consisted of the selection of 12 things (two
human framework B0, 36. Every author in this paper thus had prior things per pair) as presented in Figure 1, followed by the sample
experience in engaging with nonhumans and to discuss the nuances snippets of their conversations with human interviewers: a mug
and implications of the investigation. Together, as researchers, we and a tampon, a plant and a co ee maker, a teapot and a perfume
share interdisciplinary backgrounds in interaction design, HCI, bottle, a pair of boots and a door, a window and an ear bud, and
sociology, anthropology, STS, and political science, and we are toilet paper and a co ee machine (Table 2). Expanded transcripts
primarily located in the global north (including Australia). of conversations are available at Appendix A. Pseudonyms are

The exercise was divided into three parts. 1) The contributing used wherever relevant for disassociating things with the authors'
authors were asked to choose an everyday thing from their home identities.

an item that they had an established relationship with, or that

they interacted with on a regular basis. They were asked to take 5 EMERGING THEMES
four pictures: one pictur_e of the thing in_ its everyday contgxt seen 51 \World as perceived by the thing
from a human perspective, and three pictures from the thing's per-
spective. Figure 1 shows, for each thing, the “human' and “thing'
perspectives. 2) The second part was a series of online meetings
between six pairs of contributing authors (one pair per meeting).
In these meeting, each pair was instructed to take turns to inter-
view their partner's chosen thing for about 7-10 minutes. The pair
assumed two roles: the human interviewer and the thing. The hu-
man interviewer posed questions directly to the thing chosen by
their partner, who responded on the thing's behalf. The organiz-
ing authors further advised the paired co-authors to inquire into
the relations the chosen thing has with humans and other things,
its worldview, and to allow the thing's context and materiality to
inspire the conversation. Those enacting the thing were invited
to position it in front of the computer's camera and record the
interview by audio (or video). 3) After the interview meeting, the
contributing authors were invited to re ect on some questions pro-
vided by the organizing authors (Table 1), and to transcribe three
key conversation snippets from their interview.

The submissions included pictures of the chosen things, selected
conversation snippets from the interviews, and re ections to the

The interviewers' questions to things showed a wide range of topics
from feminism to activism to sustainability. This suggests that the
interviewers made a strong connection between the capability of
being able to talk with that of being intelligent. However, it can be
argued that we may not prefer to have very smart everyday things
around us. How much do we want or expect our kettle to know
about us or the outside world? Does conversational competence
require being intelligent and knowledgeable? In the interview with
the plant, one of the plant's responses involved a description of a
laptop without having the knowledge of what a laptop isSome-
times | can't see her face because there is this kind of silver vertical
thing that has some kind of fruit on it, | noticed that other plants also
have fruits. Here, the plant sees the laptop as a rectangular metal
surface with a fruit on it and that's actually su cient for the plant

to express its idea. The plant's response is a good example of how
things can communicate with a limited amount of knowledge about
their surrounding environment. This response is important as it
demonstrates how one could go beyond anthropomorphised views
and embrace how a thing may perceive the environment from what
we may otherwise refer to as a thing's viewpoint.

Table 1: Questions prompted for re ection

Human acting on behalf of the thing Human Interviewer

What was the motivation for choosing the thing? What What topics did you address? Why did you choose the
roles did the thing play in your conversation? topics you talked about?

-~

Did new relations surface by conversing as the thing™Did new relations surface by conversing with the thing

How did the embodied and material qualities of theHow did the embodied and material qualities of the
thing in uence the way you answered the questions? thing in uence the way you asked the questions?

Would your interaction with the thing be di erent if it | Would your questions to the thing be di erent if it was
was mediated by a generic voice assistant? mediated by a generic voice assistant?
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