
PsychNology Journal, 2015 
Volume 13, Number 2-3, 179 – 202 

 

 
179 

Technical Agency in Practice: 
The enactment of artefacts as conversation partners, 

actants and opponents  
 

Antonia Krummheuer∗ 
 

Aalborg University 
(Denmark) 

 
 

ABSTRACT 
The paper combines the discussion of technical agency and hybrid networks of Actor-Network Theory 
(ANT) with an ethnomethodological/conversation analytical (EMCA) perspective on situated practices in 
which participants ascribe agency to technical artefacts. While ANT works with (ethnographic) description 
of hybrid networks in which human and non-human actants are granted agency without differentiating 
different kinds of agency, EMCA focuses on the member's perspectives and the situated construction of 
technical agency that is made relevant within an ongoing interaction. Based on an EMCA analysis of three 
video recordings of situations in which technical agency is made relevant by the human participants, the 
paper demonstrates different ways in which agency is granted to technical artefacts. Human participants 
can treat a technology as communication partner, as an active part (and actant) of an activity or as an 
opponent of action. The paper argues that technical agency is neither an inherent affordance of an artefact 
nor something that remains the same during a course of action. The affordances of technical artefacts are 
enacted within situated and ongoing practices in socio-material settings in which the human participants 
orient towards the artefact in different ways; thereby, the construction of technical agency can shift from 
moment to moment.  
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1. Introduction 

 

Computational artefacts challenge the traditional distinction between the physical and 

the social "in the special sense of those things that one designs, builds and uses, on 

the one hand, and those things with which one communicates, on the other" 

(Suchman, 2007, p. 34). While social theory traditionally understands only humans to 

be communication partners, projects on conversational agents and social robots aim to 
                                                
Cite as:  
Krummheuer A.(2015). Technical Agency in Practice: The enactment of artefacts as conversation partner 
actants and opponents. PsychNology Journal, 13(2-3), 179 – 202. Retrieved [month] [day], [year], from 
www.psychnology.org. 
 
 
*Corresponding Author:  
Antonia Krummheuer,  
Aalborg University, Denmark,  
E-mail: antonia@hum.aau.dk 
 



A. Krummheuer  

 180 

build computational artefacts as communication partners. The description of 

computational artefacts as interactive is based on "their reactive, linguistic, and 

internally opaque properties" (Suchman, 2007, p. 35). People tend to react to technical 

demonstrations of agency. Turkle (2012), for example, describes her unwilling reaction 

to an animated robot. However, this does not mean that a so-called interactive 

technology is always perceived as an interactional partner. As Alač, Movellan, and 

Tanaka (2011) point out, the social character of a robot “is critically relative to the 

human interactional dynamics and situational arrangement in which it is lodged" (p. 

914). Furthermore, we can also observe that people talk to unanimated artefacts such 

as dolls, tennis rackets, or cars. The present paper focuses on three different ways in 

which technical agency of both so-called interactive artefacts and non-animated 

artefacts are enacted within the structure of certain practices. The analysis of three 

video recordings will show (1.) how an artefact can be treated as a communication 

partner, (2.) how artefacts can be oriented to as actant of an activity that are supposed 

to do certain things and (3.) how artefacts can be treated as an opponent of action. 

The paper is situated in the discussion of technical agency in Science and 

Technology Studies (STS) and draws on ideas developed especially in the field of 

Actor-Network Theory (ANT). Its analytical perspective, however, is based in an 

ethnomethodological and conversation analytical (EMCA) interest in the "member's 

practices of doing social live" (Sacks, 1984, p. 21). While most STS and ANT studies 

rely on the “reconstructing preservation” of an event (Bergmann, 1985), such as 

ethnographic observations and interviews that are reports of past events, the present 

paper analyses the video recording of situated practices. The EMCA perspective 

directs the focus towards the ongoing construction of meaning in emerging situated 

practices and the accounts and interpretations that are given within these practices. 

Instead of offering a definition of technical agency beforehand, this paper bases the 

discussion of technical agency on empirical data. It analyses if and how participants 

construct technical agency in interaction. Thus, the paper takes into account how 

participants draw on their experience of material “affordances” (Gibson, 1979; 

Hutchby, 2001a, b; Norman, 1988) of technical artefacts to account for the technical 

agency. It shows how technical agency is enacted during the course of interaction and 

how the meaning and relation of technical artefacts and human participants are 

constructed and reflexively intertwined with the ongoing interaction and general course 
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of action. The paper argues that technical agency is not inherent to an artefact but can 

only be enacted in social interaction.  

I begin by briefly outlining the discussion of technical agency in STS, especially within 

ANT, and introduce an EMCA perspective on the use of artefacts and (interactive) 

technologies. I emphasise the participant’s emergent multimodal, embodied, and 

material practices that enact a technology and its agency in the here and now. 

Following a description of the method and presentation of the data, I present the first 

part of the analysis, which focuses on two video recorded sequences in which a so-

called interactive technology, and Embodied Conversational Agent (Cassell, Sullivan, 

Prevost and Churchill, 2000), is treated as communication partner of human-agent 

interaction. The second part of the analysis centres on an example in which a ‘non-

interactive’ technology – a walking help – is treated as an actant that is granted agency 

and becomes an opponent of action when not functioning. The paper ends with a 

conclusion and discussion of the findings. 

 

2. Technical agency 

 
2.1. The discussion of technical agency in Science and Technology Studies 

The discussion of technical agency has not been bound to the development of 

interactive artefacts, but is rooted in laboratory studies (Knorr-Cetina, 1981; Latour, 

1987; Latour and Woolgar, 1979; Lynch, 1985, 1993; Pickering, 1993, 1995). These 

studies ask how humans gain scientific knowledge, and point out the impact of 

“nonhumans” (Johnson [alias Latour], 1988, p. 298), such as artefacts and bacteria, on 

shaping the social construction of scientific practice and knowledge. Based on this 

understanding, the traditionally human-centred and ontological basis of social theory in 

the 1980s that distinguished between the social and the technical (or natural) was 

debated in STS, which, in turn, led to a conception of technical or, in a broader sense, 

nonhuman agency (Bijker and Law, 1992; Latour 2005; Law, 1991; McKenzie and 

Wajcman, 1999; Passoth, Peuker and Schillmeier, 2012).  

Studies in the field of ANT (such as the work done by Bruno Latour, Michel Callon, 

Madelein Akrich, John Law), in particular, challenged the traditional perspective by 

proposing a symmetry between human and nonhuman entities. In contrast to traditional 

sociology these studies do not understand agency bound within the social 'nature' of 

human subjects, but as “translation processes” (Callon, 1986) in which human and 
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non-human actors are linked together in a network that defines the relations between 

its elements at the same time. These networks perform actions and are granted 

agency. Callon (1986) shows, for example, how three researchers create a network of 

fisherman, scallops and other researchers who support research on the settlement of 

scallops in a new area. This hybrid network grants, for example, agency to the scallops 

as their ability to anchor supported (and later failed to support) the researcher's 

argument and helped their study be accepted by the colleagues. In another study, 

Latour (as Johnson, 1988) describes a mechanical door closer as a moral and social 

actor to whom human agency is “delegated” (p. 299). It takes over the activity of 

closing the door, but it also “prescribes” (Akrich after Johnson (Latour), 1988, p. 301) 

behaviour onto a person, who would rush through a closing door in order to avoid 

collision. Latour (as Johnson 1988) argues as well that a heavy door “discriminates” (p. 

302) against certain actors such as people who are not strong enough to open the 

door. Thus, agency is no longer bound to the concept of an individual subject, 

understanding, and consciousness but to hybrid networks and their possibility to make 

a change.  

 ANT was critiqued by several scholars, as the symmetric view on human and non-

human agency cannot account for different kinds of agency. Casper (1994), for 

example, stresses that ANT cannot answer, “why and how some entities are assigned 

to one end of the continuum, whereas others are assigned to the opposite end” (p. 

845). Preda (2000) points out that ANT fails to explain why human actors "take 

themselves to be radically different form artifacts" (p. 286). In contrast, Collins and 

Kusch (1995) differentiate between “polymorphic actions”, which are bound to an 

intentional rationalization and the possibility of varying the action itself (e.g., writing a 

love letter), and “mimeomorphic actions” (p. 806), which can be copied by a machine 

(e.g., swinging a golf club, opening a door). Drawing on the work of Hutchins (1996), 

Pickering (1995) and others, Rammert (2012) understands agency as multiple, 

mediated, and distributed: “Actions are composed of many elements, and performing 

those actions is a process distributed across several acts and actors” (p. 90). In a 

critique of ANT, Rammert distinguishes between three different levels and degrees of 

agency, according to an action’s potential to affect something (Causality), if the action 

is based on the ability to re/act in a different way (Contingency), and if the action is 

based on the ability to reflect and rationalise (Intentionality).  
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Whether one understands agency through hybrid networks or by defining its different 

layers, technical agency is based on a definition of agency made by the definition’s 

author: the writing scientist (not the observed participants) defines whether an artefact 

can or cannot act. In contrast, Luckmann (1980) argues that the question of agency is 

first and foremost a sociocultural question depending on a sociocultural interpretation 

of routines and classification systems. As an example, he cites the western Pacific 

culture of the Dobu within which yam is ascribed the same status as people 

(Luckmann, 1980). Accordingly, the present paper focuses on the sociocultural 

patterns of interpretation taking an EMCA perspective on participant's practices and 

perspectives on interaction. Do human participants ascribe agency to artefacts? In 

which practices are these ascriptions embedded? Do human participants distinguish 

between different kinds of technical agency? Which practical accounts do they give for 

their ascriptions?  

 

 

2.2. Ethnomethodology, conversation analysis and technical artefacts 

EMCA studies rely on three principal analytical commitments (see also Heath, 2011). 

(1.) Social action is situated. An action does not have a pre-existing meaning but is 

“context-shaped,” as an action can only be understood in the situated context of its 

emergence, and “context-renewing,” as each action takes up meaning and re/creates 

the context (Heritage, 1984, p. 242). Meaning is nothing that is external to the action; 

rather it is (re)produced within the action of the ongoing interaction. Context, action and 

meaning are, as such, reflexively intertwined.  

(2.) Social action is an emerging practical and public accomplishment. Each moment 

the participants are confronted with the practical problem of "what to do next?" Thus, 

they are continuously engaged in the concerted and collaborative interpretation and 

production of each other's actions and a mutual understanding of them. In this way the 

participants acknowledge that they are being observed by others and orient to this 

during their construction of activity. They construct their actions as “accountable”, 

which means “visibly-rational-and-reportable-for-all-practical-purpose” (Garfinkel, 1967, 

p. vii).  

(3.) Social action relies upon a methodology. The organization of social action is not 

only orderly – orderliness is a mutual and methodical accomplishment to which the 

participants of the setting orient themselves and thus re-establish (or change) social 
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order in each situation (again). EM and CA, therefore, aim to describe the “members’ 

methods of ‘doing social life’” (Sacks, 1984, p. 21). These methods are based on 

participants’ "background expectancies" (Garfinkel, 1972, p. 2) how things 'normally 

work'.  

EMCA studies do not rely on the symmetry of human and non-human entities (Preda, 

2000; Suchman, 2007) since they focus on the production and interpretation of social 

order by human participants. However, they are still open to the complex interplay of 

various semiotic resources that configure social order and the intersubjective 

construction of meaning (Goodwin, 2000). EMCA – particularly that undertaken within 

the fields of workplace studies and Computer-Supported Cooperative Work – has 

shown how technologies are used in the coordination of actions and meaning, and how 

interaction and technologies are intertwined (Goodwin, 1996; Goodwin and Goodwin, 

1998; Heath and Luff, 2000; Luff, Hindmarsh and Heath, 2000).  

Discussions related to technical agency are presented mainly in studies within the 

field of Human-Computer and Human-Robot Interaction (Alač et al., 2011; 

Krummheuer, 2010; Luff, Gilbert and Frohlich, 1990; Raudaskoski, 1990; Suchman, 

1987, 2007; Wooffitt, Fraser, Gilbert and McGlashan, 1997). This can be seen, for 

example, in the discussion about following rules. One critique of speaking/writing about 

the communicative patterns or abilities of technologies is that such analysis often 

anthropomorphizes the technology, but, as Button (1990) observes, “[t]here is a 

distinction then between rules that people can be shown to orient to, and rules that are 

said to be an interior mental machinery. On the latter understanding, rules stand behind 

action; on the former, rules are embedded within action" (p. 78–79). Button stresses an 

important consequence of EMCA’s perspective that locates the construction of 

meaning, rules, and order within action. Despite this the ontological distinction between 

human and nonhuman does not help us to account for how human users and software 

programs engage in interchanges that show “a form of quasi-conversational turn-

taking” (Hutchby, 2001b, p. 141).  

Many EMCA studies prove to be sensitive towards the different ways interactive 

technologies are enacted in human practices at the same time, taking into account the 

affordances1 of the technical artefacts which are "both shaped by and shaping of the 

                                                
1 Drawing on Gibson's (1979) work, Hutchby (2001a) defines (technical) affordances as "functional and relational 
aspects which frame, while not determining, the possibilities for agentic action in relation to an object" (p. 444). Thus, 
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practices humans use in interaction with, around and through them" (Hutchby, 2001a, 

p. 444). For example, Suchman’s (1987, 2007) classical study on the use of a so-called 

interactive copy machine identifies how the plan-based organization of a machine often 

does not match the situated and emergent sense-making routines of its users. 

Krummheuer (2010) shows how the participants of a human-agent interaction frame 

the communication with the virtual agent as “make-believe“ (Goffman, 1986, p. 48) 

when they adapt their actions towards the observed or expected agency of the artefact 

so it can present itself as if it was a communicational other. Thereby the hybrid 

character of the embodied conversational agent – its “in-between-status” (“Schwellen-

Objekt”, Braun-Thürmann, 2002, p. 133) of being neither a human nor an artefact – is 

constructed in the presentation of the agent as well as in the user's interpretations of 

the agent's action in the ongoing activities (see also excerpt 1 and 2 in the present 

paper). This hybrid character can also be seen in the way users formulate questions 

towards the virtual agent, which address both the technical status of the agent as well 

as its social abilities to communicate (as asking a question is expecting an answer), as, 

for example, "how do you function?" or "how many people programmed you?" 

(Krummheuer, 2010, p. 120 and 275). Alač et al. (2011) demonstrate how even a non-

functioning robot that was primarily not oriented to by the human participants becomes 

a conversational partner in an interaction. In one example the authors describe how a 

toddler directs the interest of the group of pedagogues and toddlers to a non-

functioning robot. During the following interaction the group collaboratively directs their 

interactional focus to the robot and begins to include the robot in a give-and-take 

language game, in which a toddler gives the robot a piece of toy-pizza and a teacher 

animates the robot's body to take the pizza and say thank you. The authors describe 

the robot's agency as lodged in the unfolding interaction and as distributed across 

human bodies and technologies.  

The question is, therefore, how to account for the differences we can observe 

between human and technical agency without falling back into an ontological division. 

Drawing on several studies and authors (e.g. Barad, Casper, Goodwin, and Latour), 

Suchman (2007) developed a broader and more differentiated view of human and 

nonhuman agency focusing on both the practices that configure human and/or 

nonhuman agency and the sociocultural and historical discourses that shape these 

                                                                                                                                          
the material affordance of an artefact enables and limits human practices, but it is bound to the actual use and 
lodged in the unfolding construction of meaning in the present interaction. 
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configurations. She emphasized that humans and nonhumans are not (more or less) 

autonomous and integral entities, but that they are mutually constituted. The 

constitution of humans and nonhumans is an ongoing process in space and time that 

enacts divisions (new every time) that are bound to certain practices and routines of 

enactment. However, as Suchman (2007) points out, although humans and 

nonhumans are involved in those processes, they do not constitute each other in the 

same way. She emphasized that there are cultural and historical differences between 

humans and nonhumans, “in the case of technological assemblages, persons just are 

those actants who configure material-semiotic networks, however much we may be 

simultaneously incorporated into and through them” (Suchman, 2007, p. 270). Based 

on these considerations, the following analysis will focus on the different ways in which 

technical artefacts and their affordances are oriented to and enacted by the participants 

in an ongoing activity.  

 

3. Data and Method  

The video data presented in this paper derive from two different studies in which an 

unknown technology was introduced. The first study is based on video recordings of a 

public event in a department store (Krummheuer, 2009, 2010) at which people could 

volunteer to communicate with the embodied conversational agent Max (Kopp, 

Gesellensetter, Krämer and Wachsmuth, 2005; Kopp, Jung, Leßmann, and 

Wachsmuth, 2003).2 In the second case a new walking help was introduced to test-

persons who live with acquired brain injury.3 In both cases the human participants 

perform an activity with technology – either communicating with it (e.g. playing a game, 

chatting) or moving forward with it (e.g. walking, grocery-shopping). The following 

analysis focuses on the situated application and understanding of the designed product 

in trying out practices. The analysis aims to capture the members’ perspective on 

                                                
2 These data derive from my PhD study at Klagenfurt University; the project was partly supported by the German 
Research Foundation. 
3 These data derive from an EU funded OPI (public-private innovation)-Lab project, which was coordinated by a 
Danish centre where people with acquired brain injury live and in cooperation with a university college in Denmark, a 
private company, and Aalborg University. The aim of the project was to get practical (and scientifically informed) 
feedback on the social implications of the usage of a walking help (provided by the private company) that was given 
to a new customer group (people living with acquired brain injury). While the main project was based on a 
standardized evaluation of the use of the walking help, our contribution was to accompany the project for a video-
ethnographic documentation of the process. We video recorded the first time the test-persons were introduced to the 
walking help and tried to walk in it and visited them again after six weeks on the last day of the trial period, recording 
their walking performance once more. The video recordings were by semi-structured interviews. 
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technical agency, scrutinizing how the users orient to the virtual agent/walking help in 

relation to other participants, the environment, objects and ongoing activity. The 

analysis questions if and when the participants ascribe agency to the artefacts and 

whether different kinds of agency can be observed. 

The video recorded data from both studies were analysed by means of EMCA 

(Goodwin and Heritage, 1990; Heath, Hindmarsh and Luff, 2010; Sacks, Schegloff and 

Jefferson, 1974; Sidnell and Stivers, 2012). CA focuses on the mutual, situated, and 

publicly visible construction of meaning and social order through talk-in-interaction. 

Based on moment-by-moment analysis of (video or audio) recordings of naturally 

occurring conversations (i.e., not interaction imagined by the scientist) and their 

detailed transcriptions (the transcription conventions of this paper can be found in the 

Appendix), EMCA studies show that the organization of talk (and social action) is not 

only orderly, but that this orderliness is a mutual and methodical accomplishment to 

which the participants orient themselves. The analysis is based on a sequential 

organization of talk-in-interaction on a turn-by-turn basis (Sacks et al., 1974). While 

many CA studies focus on talk only (due to the use of audio-recordings), the use of 

video-recordings has opened up the observation of the embodied and material settings 

of a situation and how they are intertwined with the situated construction of meaning. 

Goodwin (2000) developed the term “contextual configurations” (p. 1490), which are 

mutually established foci of interaction to which participants demonstratively orient in 

the course of their interaction. These configurations are constructed by the 

juxtaposition of different semiotic resources (e.g., language, body, gaze, material 

structures, or artefacts), which give each other meaning and form a semiotic field.  

In the following examples all names and places are changed. Informed consent was 

obtained from the trial participants. While the participants of the study with the virtual 

agent agreed to publish their faces, the people testing the walking were guaranteed the 

anonymization of their faces.  
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4. Technologies as communication partners, actants, and opponents to 
activity  

 

4.1. Technologies as communicative other4  

Max is a human-sized embodied conversational agent (Kopp et al., 2005) that is 

visible on a large screen. He has a virtual body and should be able to communicate 

with the user in a human-like fashion. Users can send messages to the agent by typing 

text on a keyboard placed in front of the screen. The text is analysed by the agent's 

dialogue system that selects a pre-programmed utterance, which is amplified by 

speakers and combined with a bodily reaction performed by the agent. Thus, the user 

can hear and see Max's contributions. During the presentation at the shopping centre, 

Max was constructed as a presenter. He could inform the user about certain topics 

(e.g. AI or the event), take part in small talk, or play a game, for example.  

The construction of the virtual agent as a communication partner is based on the 

agent's technical affordances. Max offers an independent verbal and nonverbal ‘output’ 

that (often) aligns with the human text messages in a way that enables the assumption 

of a sequential exchange, which might be based on a mutual understanding (see the 

excerpts below). This impression is also supported by its human-like body, which 

raises the expectation of human-like abilities (see example 1 and 2). Furthermore, the 

spatial set-up of the event invites a dialogue with the agent. The keyboard opposite the 

screen creates a dialogical situation in which the user faces Max almost at eye-level 

and Max's body and gaze are directed towards the people standing in front of the 

screen. Even while nobody is communicating with Max, the agent waves, greets or 

utters an invitation to talk with him. Thus the 'interactive' affordances of the agent and 

the positioning of different artefacts around the agent invite a dialogue with the agent, 

but these affordances need to be enacted by human here and now practices, e.g. by 

facing the agent and using the keyboard to talk to him. As Alač et al. (2011) show 

within these practices 'interactive' technology can also be ignored. The following 

analysis will show how the human participants (can) take up the affordances a 

technology offers and enact its agency within certain practices that are placed in a 

certain socio-material setting.  

                                                
4 An additional analysis of examples 1 and 2 can be found in Krummheuer, 2010 and 2015. The analysis in those 
papers focus on different aspects. Krummheuer (2010) discusses how repair sequences are dealt with in HAI; 
Krummheuer (2015) focuses on the participation framework of multiparty interactions in HAI.  
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In excerpt 1 user Dave (all names are changed) plays a guessing game with virtual 

agent Max. The game is based on a sequence of turns in which Max asks the user a 

question about an animal the user should have in mind. The question should be 

answered with a yes or a no.  

 

Excerpt 1. Max as communication partner5 

 
 

In line 1 Max asks if it (the animal the user should have in mind) has a mane. After a 

brief pause, Dave turns to the keyboard and writes “pardon?” (line 2-3). Dave initiates a 

“repair” (Schegloff, Jefferson and Sacks, 1977) by marking a problem of 

comprehension. He then leans forward, awaiting Max’s answer and demonstrating that 

he is listening closely (line 4-5, Fig. 1.1). Max tells Dave that he will repeat the former 

utterance and repeats it word by word (line 6). Thus, the agent shows an orientation to 

the repair initiation and offers a remedy. After a pause of around two seconds during 

which Dave straightens up and looks at the keyboard while laying his hands on it, Dave 

types the text "no" and sends it to Max (lines 8-11). The agent treats the text as an 

                                                
5 Fig. 1.1 is published with permission of Lucius & Lucius.  
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answer to his former question as he poses his next question (line 12). The repair 

sequence is treated as closed and they continue the game.  

In this sequence Dave marks and repairs a communicative problem together with 

Max. Their contributions seem to align with one another and it appears as if Max and 

Dave reach an intersubjective understanding. (I will come back to the pause in line 8-9 

later.) In this interaction Max and Dave treat each other as directly-addressed 

communication partners and Max is oriented to as a competent communicative other. 

Both are engaged in an “artificial interaction“ (“künstliche Interaktion”, Braun-

Thürmann, 2002, p. 15), an interchange in which the technical artefact takes part in a 

way that a human observer perceives them as the subject of an interaction.  

While Dave solved the problem with Max, another user – Sonja – excludes Max from 

the problem-solving activity (excerpt 2). Similar to Dave, Sonja is playing the guessing-

game with Max. Behind Sonja, her friend Carl, two computers scientists (CS) and some 

other people observe the interaction.  

Excerpt 2. Max as a less competent communication partner6 
 

 
 

                                                
6 Fig. 2.1 is published with permission of Lucius & Lucius. 
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In line 1 Max ask if the animal Sonja has in mind has a mane. A brief pause occurs in 

which Sonja looks down at the keyboard (line 2-3). Turning to the audience she asks, 

“has it WHAT?” (line 4, Fig. 2.1), marking a communication problem. Stressing the 

word “what” she identifies a specific word in Max' utterance as problematic – the word 

'mane'. Several participants in the audience display themselves as addressees of 

Sonja's question and repeat the problematic term “mane” (lines 5–7). They treat 

Sonja's request as repair initiation and deliver the remedy. Sonja turns to Max, uttering 

“no it doesn't” (line 9), displaying to the audience that the problem is solved, and takes 

up the conversation with Max, typing her answer “no” (line 10). Max treats the text as 

an answer to his question and formulates his next question in a continuation of the 

game (line 11).  

The communication between the audience and Sonja can be described as a “side 

sequence” (Jefferson, 1972) in which Sonja turns from her conversation with Max to 

the human “bystanders” (Goffman, 1981, p. 132) of the encounter to mark and repair a 

problem that occurred in her conversation with Max. This “troubleshooting-sequence” 

(Haase, 2005) is framed by a “change in footing” (Goffman, 1981, p.128) as several 

formerly observing bystanders become directly addressed participants while Max is no 

longer treated as the direct communication partner (see also Krummheuer, 2015). In 

contrast to Dave, Sonja orients towards Max as a less competent communicative 

partner, as he is not given a chance to face a problematic issue in the communication. 

Both examples show how the users mark and solve the same problem in 

understanding Max. Dave addresses Max as a competent problem-solver, while Sonja 

orients towards Max as a less competent communicative partner, as he is not given a 

chance to face problematic issues in the communication. The 'interactive' technology 

has thus neither a guaranteed nor a stable participation status. Max is treated as a 

different kind of communication partner in each interaction and his participation status 

can shift form moment to moment, as can be seen in the second example. 

Both examples also show how the users prepare a certain interactive environment in 

which the agent can present itself as a ‘communication partner'. By excluding Max 

from the problem-solving activities, Sonja provides an unproblematic situation for Max 

in which the agent can present itself as a competent communication partner in the 

framework of the game (and Sonja as a competent user). Dave and Max are mutually 

engaged in a kind of repair-sequence to solve the communication problem, but the 

pause in example one (line 8–9) indicates that Dave might not have understood Max 
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after all. However, Dave produces the relevant answer to Max’s question (line 12), 

which gives the communicative basis for continuing the game. On an interactional level 

the problem is solved. Thus, similar to Sonja, Dave seems to play along a 

communication game (Wittgenstein, 1953) in which the agent is enabled to present 

itself as if he were a communication partner in the framework of the game. Through 

these practices the users adapt to anticipated (or experienced) affordances of the 

agent and play along with the idea of an interaction with an artefact.  

 

4.2. Technologies that oppose activities  

Technologies must not be so-called interactive technologies to become interactionally 

relevant others. This can be seen in the next example of a trial period of a walking 

help. Excerpt 3 shows a sequence during which, for the first time, Rikke (all names are 

changed) is trying to walk forwards with a new walking help. But the attempt does not 

go well. Rikke's bodily affordances and needs for support and the technical 

affordances of the walking help do not match. Rikke sways in the walking-help from 

one side to the other. The physiotherapist first holds Rikke's body from behind (Fig. 3a 

on the left), but then moves beside the device and steers the walking help, which 

enables them to move forward more fluidly (Fig. 3b on the right). (During a video-

review session the physiotherapist tells me that she was afraid that Rikke would fall.)  

 

 

 
Figure 3.a (left): The physiotherapist supports Rikke, holding her from behind. b (right):  The 

physiotherapist supports the walking by steering the walking help. 
 

After a while the physiotherapist stops Rikke and the walking help and moves in front 

of Rikke. She inspects the device, seemingly to check how to adjust the heights of the 
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seat and what could be done with the handle. The transcript (excerpt 3) starts when 

the physiotherapist addresses Rikke:  

 

Excerpt 3. The walking help as opponent to activity 

 

 
 
In line 1 the physiotherapist addresses Rikke, saying that "it (the walking help) is a bit 

difficult to steer, isn't it?" Her sentence orients to the walking help as an object of 

navigation, as it is something that can be steered; she simultaneously assesses it as 

difficult to steer. Thus, she offers an assessment of their activities with the device and 

asks Rikke for her agreement ("isn't it"; line 1). In her sentence she combines the 

object with a certain activity and displays an expectation of what the walking help 

should be used for: it should be steerable. Rikke utters a "ja" (yes) followed by a row of 

vocals and shakes her head (line 2). In line 3 the physiotherapist describes the walking 

help as "a bit alive when it the whole time sways a bit" and draws the walking help's 

movements with her hand in the air (line 3–5). Rikke nods during this account (line 4) 

and utters an agreement in line 6. In line 7 the physiotherapist says "yes," looks down 

and continues in a soft creaky voice "that is easy to see". With this utterance she 

differentiates between Rikke's bodily experience of the device and her visual access to 
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it. She also distances herself as “author” (Goffman, 1981, p. 144) of her former 

utterance (line 3–5) and constructs it as Rikke's contribution. The physiotherapist was 

speaking on behalf of Rikke, voicing Rikke's experiences. With her nod in line 4 and 

her "ja" (line 6) Rikke acknowledges this speakership and agrees to the content of the 

utterance. Thus, the physiotherapists "yes" can be seen as an agreement to Rikke's 

former turn (line 2) that was elaborated by both in line 3–6. Thus, both Rikke and the 

physiotherapist assess their former activity with the walking help, construct the walking 

help as troublesome, and display their different experiences of the walking help during 

the activity. In this example we can see a dialog between Rikke and the 

physiotherapist. Although Rikke is challenged in her ability to pronounce words, the 

physiotherapist loans her verbal agency to Rikke and involves her as a competent 

participant of the conversation (see also Goodwin, 2004; Krummheuer, forthcoming).  

The physiotherapist and Rikke experience the walking help as “alive” and describe 

their experience of the walking help as resistant to their activity. Thus, the walking help 

is ascribed agency. It is not Rikke's fault; rather, the affordances of the technology are 

oriented to be problematic in regard to the performed activity. This recalls Latour's (as 

Johnson, 1988) description of artefacts as actants to which human agency is 

delegated and which are able to resist human actions. From an ANT perspective the 

participants orient towards the walking help as an “actant” (Latour, 2005, p. 54) within 

the network that should perform the activity of walking. However, while ANT grants a 

symmetric view on agency, the present analysis shows that the participants do not 

grant the technology the same kind of agency as, for example, humans. The walking 

help is neither treated as a human-like participant nor is it addressed as a more or less 

competent communication partner, such as Max in the excerpt 1 and 2. Instead, it is 

constructed as an independent opponent to an activity in which the artefact is 

expected to play a certain part. 

  

5. Conclusion and Discussion  

 

This paper combines the discussion of technical agency of ANT with an EMCA 

perspective on actual practices in which participants ascribe agency to technical 

artefacts. While ANT works with (ethnographic) description of hybrid networks in which 

human and non-human actants are granted agency on the same level, EM focuses on 

the member's perspectives and the moments in which agency is made relevant within 
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their practices. The EMCA analysis shows that humans ascribe agency to technical 

artefacts and point out, first, that these ascriptions are finely tuned to the experienced 

and assumed affordances of the technology, and, second, that they can change over 

the course of action. Technical agency is a situated and emergent product of social 

practices.  

The first two examples show how an 'interactive' technology can be treated as a 

conversation partner. This construction is based on the situated interpretations of the 

participants, but is also influenced by the affordances of the technology itself and the 

spatial arrangement of the setting. The analysis shows that the social character of the 

technology is a situated construction that is lodged in the production and interpretation 

of meaning in the developing interaction. This can be seen as users construct the 

agent as differently competent for interaction. Furthermore, in both cases the agent is 

treated as if he was a communication partner as the users played along with the idea of 

an interaction, while, for example, other artefacts at the setting, such as keyboard and 

screen, were oriented to as objects of manipulation or used.  

The third example shows how the participants of the trying-out period orient towards 

the walking help as a relevant actant within the activity of walking: it should be 

steerable, it should turn, it should not sway. But it does not become a communicative 

partner (which does not mean that it could not become one, people talk, e.g. with cars, 

plants, and puppets). Thereby the walking help was oriented to as an object of human 

manipulation of steering as well as described as an independent opponent of the 

actions of walking. The example focused on an event in which the walking help 

became problematic. Thus, the technology became directly oriented to by the human 

participants. While the ethnographic descriptions of ANT describe hybrid networks and 

their working on the basis of the scientist’s descriptions of his or her observation, in the 

EMCA based analysis of my video-data this hybridity of the networks is not always so 

clearly oriented to by the participants. Thus, the different ways to represent practices 

used in EMCA and ANT also lead to different ways of describing the role of 

technologies in interaction. 

Furthermore, the present analysis shows that human participants orient to 

technologies and artefacts in different ways. Artefacts and objects are not just treated 

as objects of actions, but there are various ways artefacts can be ascribed agency and 

even a participation status in interaction. The analysis shows that agency emerges 

from interaction and how participants orient to it while interacting. Agency is enacted 
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during the interplay of the affordances of the technology that are taken up in the human 

practices that are reflexively intertwined with the socio-material context of the situation. 
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Appendix. Transcription conventions (see also Heath et al. 2010) 

 

(2.5)  Pauses in the stream of talk, timed in tenths of a second  

(.)  Pause of less than two tenths of a second 

[   Simultaneous and overlapping utterances 

=  No discernible pause between two speakers’ turns or between two  

  sounds within a single speaker’s turn 

:  Extension of sound or syllables; more colons prolong the stretch 

-   Interrupted utterance  
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’   Glottal stop 

.  Fall in tone 

?  Rising intonation 

NO  Capital letters are used when part of an utterance is spoken much more  

  loudly than the rest  

ºjepº   Degree signs are used when a passage of talk is quieter 

alive  Underlining is used when words or syllables are stressed 

*text*  Text in starts indicates the text message that was send to the agent  

((nods)) Text in double parentheses indicates nonverbal actions  

(good) Unclear talk is written into single parentheses 

*text*  Text in starts indicates the text message that was sent to the agent  
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