
IN
 R

E
V

IE
W

REVIEW

How That Robot Made Me Feel
Ericka Johnson
Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2025. 269 pp.

School of Communication and 
Culture, Department of Digital 

Design and Information Studies,
 Aarhus University

FREDERIK VEJLIN

Robots, 
Emotions, 

and the Lure 
of Complexity



203

Kvinder, Køn & Forskning Review

Ericka Johnson’s edited volume, How That Robot 
Made Me Feel, takes up the well-worn question of 
whether robots or machines can have emotions 
from a somewhat unconventional angle. Rather than 
focusing strictly on robots’ emotional capabilities, or 
lack thereof, the book reverses the question by ask-
ing how robots make us feel, the reader included. 
This sounds simple enough, but the book pulls this 
‘us’ apart almost immediately, as if by design: users, 
researchers, designers, and publics all play different 
roles across the volume, and whose emotions are at 
stake, how they are measured, and by whom they 
are interpreted are issues that none of the chapters 
settle in quite the same way. As Johnson recounts in 
the introduction, the motivation for the book grew 
from a moment of productive misunderstanding 
at a seminar where she and a roboticist discovered 
they meant entirely different things by the term 
‘emotions.’ For the roboticist, emotions were signals 
to be read through, for example, facial movements 
captured by a webcam and mapped onto discrete 
categories through software. For Johnson, emotions 
were entangled with context, power, culture, and 
lived experience, irreducible to any such mapping. 
The nine chapters that follow approach this gap from 
positions so varied (critical race studies, cognitive 
science, design fiction, Buddhist philosophy, among 
others) that the gap itself, and how it manifests in 
each, becomes, I think, the book’s most interesting 
intellectual provocation.

The volume positions itself at the intersection of 
several traditions, drawing most prominently on 
feminist affect theory and science and technology 
studies to challenge what it presents as the dominant 
paradigm in human-robot interaction research and 
affective computing: the model of discrete, universal, 
individually embodied emotions that can be compu-
tationally read and classified, derived mainly from 
Paul Ekman’s work on basic emotions. A model that 
has, as it happens, been challenged within psychology 
itself for some time (Barrett, 2017). This paradigm, 
formalised through Picard’s (1997) foundational 
work on affective computing and operationalised 
through tools like the Facial Action Coding System, 

is the volume’s recurring critical target (for an earlier 
critique, see Suchman, 2007). Against it, several con-
tributors variously mobilise critical disability studies 
and critical race theory to expose the colonial and 
ableist genealogies of emotion recognition technol-
ogy, and dramaturgical and labour theory to show 
the relational work that produces encounters with 
‘emotional’ robots in practice. Others draw on enac-
tivist and phenomenological approaches to embod-
iment and intentionality and, most ambitiously, 
Buddhist philosophy to propose alternative ontolo-
gies of emotion grounded in interdependence and 
ethical cultivation rather than discrete individual 
states. The range is deliberately heterogeneous, and 
the volume makes no attempt to synthesise these into 
a unified framework, staking its contribution instead 
on the claim that this very multiplicity demonstrates 
something about its object, namely that the complex 
configurations between emotions and machines are 
irreducible to any single paradigm as well as any sim-
plified model. Whether this amounts to an argument 
or merely gestures toward one is a question the vol-
ume leaves open.

The volume’s most forceful critical contribution 
comes from Jennifer Rhee, whose concept of emo-
tion AI as ‘imposition,’ understood as the unilateral 
assignment of emotion categories that simultane-
ously strips people of authority over their own expe-
rience, provides a vocabulary that resonates through 
the collection even where it is not explicitly taken 
up. Drawing on critical autism studies and critical 
race theory, Rhee traces how emotion AI’s founda-
tional commitments to the theory of basic emotions 
and the theory of mindblindness reproduce patterns 
of deauthorisation along lines of race and disability. 
This analysis anchors the volume’s broader argument 
that the politics of emotion in robotics are simulta-
neously technical, structural, and historical (see also 
Atanasoski and Vora, 2019; Crawford, 2021; Rhee, 
2018; Srnicek, 2025). 

At the other end of the collection, Daniel White and 
Hirofumi Katsuno’s chapter on Buddhist models of 
emotion and their application in Japanese robotics, 
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from Mori Masahiro’s Buddhist-inflected engineer-
ing philosophy to the Android Kannon Mindar at 
Kōdaiji temple in Kyoto, offers perhaps the most 
unexpected contribution, proposing the concept of 
‘mindful machines’ to capture the idea that human-ro-
bot relations might be understood as sites of mutual 
ethical cultivation rather than instrumental extrac-
tion or one-sided imposition. Read alongside the 
broader critical research on Japanese robotics culture 
(Robertson, 2007, 2014, 2018; see also, e.g., de Togni, 
2024; Frumer, 2018; Kovacic, 2018; Šabanović, 2014; 
Sone, 2017), the chapter raises productive questions 
about how engineering, national techno-imaginar-
ies, religious practices, and philosophical tradition 
intersect in ways that resist easy generalisation.

Between these poles, the volume’s empirical and 
experimental chapters demonstrate the relational 
complexity of what happens when robots and emo-
tions are entangled in practice. Ethnographic work 
in Swedish dementia care homes reveals the sophis-
ticated emotional labour caregivers perform to make 
robot animals ‘work,’ while a design fiction about a 
haptic, nonhumanoid AI agent explores what a ‘feel 
first, reason later’ design philosophy might look 
like. Though one might note that the insight that 
robots require rather than replace relational care 
work is by now fairly well established in the care 
robotics literature (e.g., Chevallier, 2023; Jeon et al., 
2020; Lipp, 2023, 2024; Šabanović and Chang, 2016; 
Shin and Jeon, 2024; Wright, 2018, 2023). It is also 
worth noting that the labour of making a simplified 
or unpredictable entity workable within a complex 
institutional setting is not unique to robots, and that 
attending to what this produces, rather than mainly 
what it compensates for, might open different ana-
lytical paths attuned to the forms of expertise, affec-
tive repertoires, and institutional arrangements that 
emerge around robots in practice. Some chapters 
come closer to this than others.

Even so, the volume’s contribution lies less in any sin-
gle finding than in the cumulative effect of juxtapos-
ing such different approaches to the same question. 
Together, the chapters amount to something like a 

claim about ‘complexification,’ that is, about thicken-
ing our understanding of something that dominant 
frameworks in robotics tend to flatten and universal-
ise. As an anthropologist of technoscience research-
ing social robotics and artificial intelligence in Japan, 
I find this impulse sympathetic but also in need of its 
own examination. The risk of ‘humanistic critique’ of 
robotics, especially when it positions itself as bring-
ing nuance, context, and power to a field imagined 
as naïve about these things, is that it can reproduce 
its own form of narrowing. In such cases, robotics is 
easily framed as a monolith of quantification and uni-
versalism, to which the social sciences and humani-
ties bring the gift of critique and complexity (Vejlin, 
2024; see also Dan-Cohen, 2017, 2021; Hoeck, 2025; 
Mol and Law, 2002).

Several chapters come close to this, particularly when 
they invoke Ekman and Picard as shorthand for 
everything wrong with how emotions are handled in 
HRI. But the perceived thinness of technical practice 
may tell us as much about the critical frame being 
deployed as about the practices themselves. Robotics 
and HRI are also diverse, contested, and internally 
reflexive fields, though perhaps not in the ways we are 
familiar with in the humanities and social sciences. 
In Japan, as White and Katsuno’s own chapter 
demonstrates, the relationship between engineering 
practice, sociocultural imaginaries, and emotional 
design has always been more entangled than the 
‘basic emotions’ label would suggest (see also Hoeck, 
2024; Katsuno, 2011; White and Katsuno, 2021). A 
critical engagement through complexification and 
multiplicity only really works, I think, if its object is 
actually as monolithic as the critique assumes, and, 
on my reading, the volume’s own best chapters quite 
clearly show us that it is not.

This is not to say that the volume’s critiques are 
misplaced; Rhee’s analysis of deauthorisation, for 
instance, is a necessary intervention. But the most 
productive contributions are those that also find 
complexity, ambiguity, and indeterminacy within 
the practices of robotics itself rather than opposing 
‘rich’ humanistic analysis to ‘thin’ technical practice. 
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When caregivers construct the emotional roles of 
robot animals through their own skilled labour, or 
when Japanese roboticists are shown to have long 
grappled with questions of consciousness and com-
passion as part of their engineering practice, the dis-
tinction between complexification and simplification 
becomes murky, and the analysis, in turn, becomes 
more interesting for it.

The question of whose complexity counts is also, of 
course, a question about whose knowledge counts, 
and it is here that the volume’s relevance for readers 
of this journal is most obvious. The feminised labour 
of care, the intersections of gender, race, and disabil-
ity in emotion AI, the gendered bodies of humanoid 
robots, and, most broadly, the question of epistemic 
authority over emotion – who gets to define it, meas-
ure it, and speak about it – run through the col-
lection even where gender is not always explicitly 
foregrounded (see also, e.g., Adam, 1998; Weber, 
2005; Perugia and Lisy, 2023; Robertson, 2010). The 

volume’s methodological diversity can itself be read 
as a feminist intervention, asserting the legitimacy 
of introspection, design fiction, and ethnographic 
observation alongside the quantified experimental 
paradigm that, to an extent, still dominates HRI. But 
there is also a risk that assembling diverse critical per-
spectives around a shared target might come to sub-
stitute for the harder work of developing claims that 
are not already available within each contributor’s 
own tradition. A concluding chapter drawing these 
threads together might have helped. As it stands, 
the volume’s most important insight, namely that 
the politics of emotional entanglement with robots 
cannot be settled from within any single framework, 
emerges from the juxtaposition of chapters rather 
than from any one argument. But for an interdiscipli-
nary conversation that is still in the midst of defining 
its terms of engagement, the irresolution may itself 
be the point.
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