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Broadening Technological Imaginations:
A Dialogue on Care, Subjectivity, and Desirable Al

Discussants: Kalindi VORA *, Shun Chi Donna CHU "

“ Department of Anthropology, Yale University, New Haven, Connecticut, United States

® School of Journalism and Communication, The Chinese University of Hong Kong,

New Territories, Hong Kong

Abstract

In this dialogue, Professor Kalindi Vora shares insights from her extensive
interdisciplinary background as an anthropologist. Beginning with the concept of
“Desirable Al,” the conversation explores what a critical inquiry into technology
should truly entail. Given that science and technology are never neutral, the
discussion highlights how they are deeply embedded in cultural assumptions and
are often “imagined” into existence by a narrow group of designers.

Drawing on examples ranging from global labor outsourcing to assisted
reproduction, the dialogue establishes “care” as a central concern. Professor
Vora stresses the urgent need to broaden technological imaginations by
integrating ethical frameworks—such as “Buddhist AI”—and robust concepts
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Women’s Gender and Sexuality Studies, Yale University. Research interests: science
and technology studies, feminism. Email: kalindi.vora@yale.edu

Shun Chi Donna CHU (Associate Professor). School of Journalism and Communication,
The Chinese University of Hong Kong. Research interests: youth culture, media literacy.
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Broadening Technological Imaginations

of care into the earliest stages of design. By recognizing the invisible labor and
“embodied knowledge” that sustains automation, the dialogue calls for a
humanistic, interdisciplinary approach that prioritizes social relations over mere
efficiency. Ultimately, this perspective seeks to ensure that the future of
technology truly serves the flourishing of humanity.
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Academic Dialogue with Kalindi VORA and Shun Chi Donna CHU

Broadening Technological Imaginations: A Dialogue on
Care, Subjectivity, and Desirable Al

KV: Kalindi VORA
DC: Shun Chi Donna CHU

DC: I would like to start our dialogue with a recent project you are
working on. “Desirable AI”—I think it is a very attractive topic,
as there have been so many ongoing discussions about Al taking
away jobs and replacing humans. So, when you first mentioned
Desirable Al, it sounds really promising. What is this project
about, and what are you trying to find out?

KV: Thank you for the question.

First, I should say that Desirable AI was a project that was
designed by colleagues at University of Cambridge together with
colleagues at University of Bonn, Germany, and they invited me in
as a fellow. So ultimately, it was not my imagination that created
the project, but I can tell you why I was interested in it: the notion
of Desirable Al points out that the AI we have right now may not be
desirable.

It invites the following question from many different perspectives:
what, then, would be the technology we would want? I spent the last
two summers, specifically 2024 and 2025, working with that group. I
do think that group is very optimistic, and for the most part, its project
is to invite people working in academic, industry, and policy spaces.

In academia we can generate ideas about what an Al system,
an Al infrastructure, or an Al agent might look like if it was serving
the desires of particular groups. As for myself, I would not describe
myself as an optimist but rather as a skeptic. Accordingly, my role
within the Desirable Al has been to raise questions. As another
example, when Yasuo Deguchi, a philosopher at Kyoto University,
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presented Desirable Al twice, he and his team argued that replacing
the “I” of the Al agent with “we” would result in a fundamentally
different kind of technology. I think this is a very strong argument.

In fact, when I was at The Chinese University of Hong Kong, I
presented a paper that referenced a Buddhist approach to Al design.
You may recall that this “Buddhist AI” design advances a similar
ethics orientation, in that it imagines an Al as programmed to calculate
what is best not just for itself, but also for any being or machine with
which it comes into contact.

I do remember it. Can you elaborate more details about the Buddhist
Al design?

Yes, I discovered that paper through my research, in which I have
found that technology concept papers have been an excellent way to
track how histories of exclusion can become sedimented within design
imaginations.

I have written about a group of Buddhist philosophers, cognitive
scientists, and computer scientists who jointly published a concept
paper in 2022 that intended to challenge the dominance of Western
ethical frameworks, which are often rendered invisible in technology
design. While the paper does not resolve the problem of minority
world dominance in generative Al, it does provoke consideration about
the pragmatics of what a more responsible machine learning design
might entail.

The paper explains that goal-directed activity has been the
primary framework through which Western philosophy has understood
intelligence. It critiques the Western philosophical commitment to a
rigid division between brain, body, and environment, arguing that this
divide has constrained understandings of intelligence beyond the brain
or mind, and even beyond the human. The authors further suggest
that Buddhist philosophy articulates an alignment closely with the
new dissolving of the brain-body-environment divide in approaches
to intelligence. Specifically, the authors propose designing intelligent
agents around a Buddhist-derived definition of “care” as the driving
principle. History has shown that with each leap forward in technology,
there seemed to be little reimagining of how this exploitation could be
left behind during the speculative phase of design.
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How we imagine “care” in both data preparation labor and
in speculative design in the present will reshape contemporary
understandings of care, projecting them into an indefinite future in
ways that are unpredictable and likely to solidify as infrastructural.

These imaginations are crucial because they force us to examine
the assumptions built into the contemporary machines. But from a
skeptical perspective, merely substituting the “I” with the “we” would
not address a longer history of unfairness and injustice.

I want to push past the idea that we can have a simple solution,
which is that we can just change the Al and all problems will be
solved. We can sometimes fix things with technology, and sometimes
we cannot. And so, we need to feel some hope now, but maybe
skeptical hope for what can be done with Al

And we also need to remember that Al should not do everything.

I can see from your previous works that you are always, maybe
not skeptical, but really critical. You have been trying to bring
insights into debunking or unpacking assumptions. Can you share
with us more about how you began your career as a critical study
scholar?

I began as a PhD student being very interested in the relationship
between India, Europe, and the U.S.; to understand the moment,
particularly in the late 1990s, I realized that I needed to explore the
historical context of India and Europe first, with my primary focus
during the 1990s being the outsourcing of labor among these three
countries.

And that depended on telecommunications technologies, fiber
optics, and internet interfaces. I discovered that the history of the
British Empire involved the development of technologies, and that the
outsourcing we observe today reflects a similar pattern to that of the
British Empire, characterized by the circulation of commodities, labor,
and laborers.

But in the time of the British Empire, labor, laborers, and
commodities were transported by ships. And my question was how
to think about what continues when labor and commodities are
circulated by fiber optics as data. On the one hand, it feels the speed
of transmission is much faster. But also, I wanted to think about how
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much of this idea of data traveling instead of people and goods is an
illusion. How much of the data traveling is also carrying some of the
same problems that those ships were carrying? And so, that became
a way to think about alienation in labor. My first book Life Support
addressed the emotional labor of service work and how we often
overlook the emotional subtext that the industry data carries.

My approach to technology is influenced by my training in critical
theories, which forms part of a larger question or critique. This includes
everything from Marxist critical theories to feminist theories. Those are
fields where we study the same objects as people who are not identifying
as critics, but whether that be labor, literature, or the arts, we begin by
questioning the methods. For example, Life Support, which is about
outsourcing, I included analysis of plays and poetry by people who had
served in those kinds of jobs, along with interviews with workers.

And the idea was that there is a way that social scientists like
me, in the discipline of anthropology, assume that everything we
need to know will be apparent through the interviews and through
observing. But as a critic, I found that this assumes that the interiority
of the experience of a worker does not matter, because it would not be
apparent in interviews and observations.

These forms of labor, including emotional and affective, and even
as we interact with technologies like Al, call on our subjectivity itself
to be involved. So how do we study that? As an anthropologist, it is
very difficult. Therefore, I went to these literary sites where people
are telling stories from their experience, but they can represent the
interiority of the internal experience. So that is a roundabout way of
saying that I think part of the benefit of a critical approach is being
able to really think about, very broadly, what methods we can use to
study our objects.

Yes. Because when I look through your publications and past
works, I can feel that you are indeed coming from a very
interdisciplinary background. You started with a bachelor’s
degree in music and religious studies. Now when you introduce
yourself, most people will see you as an anthropologist. So how
do you see all these labels and how do you define yourself after all
these years?
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Yes, it is been a lot of work!

I tell my PhD students that to be interdisciplinary scholars, they
must be rigorous in their primary discipline and also learn outside of
it. And so, my relationship to anthropology has been like that.

I have been a questioning critic of some anthropological methods,
but I also must be rigorous in understanding what anthropology aim to
achieve, as I believe in becoming fluent in both language and culture
before discussing a place. I do believe in talking to people about their
experience, and I believe that spending significant time with people in
a place that you want to study is important. And these are all values of
ethnography and anthropology.

One of the things that anthropology has been very helpful with
in thinking about studying AI or technology more generally is that
anthropology always assumes that culture is shaping whatever the
object is that we are studying. And my other field is science and
technology studies, and it has the same commitment: that science
and technology happen inside of culture, not apart from it. Instead
of viewing Al as a neutral technology that simply exists, we should
recognize that it is shaped by cultural influences, and then examine
how people interact with it.

I am able to say that technology is not neutral. It came from people
with a specific worldview, with particular political commitments.
So then, how do we understand technology as situated within culture?
Everything in Al has been moving very quickly, but being able to sort
of always step back and say, “out of what context are the real people
who are creating this dreaming it up?”’

To circle back to the Desirable Al question, one of the things that
is apparent is we need more diverse imaginations behind the design
of the technology. Now we have such a small group controlling the
design of Al in Silicon Valley, and I know similarly in China, where
there is not broad participation in thinking about who the technology
is for.

Indeed, it reminds me of a project I am working on these days. I
have been collecting young people’s narratives about their use of
AL The research design is simple. I just go into schools and invite
students to write me a story about “You and AL>
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So far, I have collected about 110 stories, which is very
interesting because the students share their experience of using Al
to do fortune telling. Students ask AI about their future love lives
and the outcomes of their exams. These are uses that we did not
initially anticipate. When people first developed Al, they did not
expect it to be used for this kind of purpose.

Technology is really an integral part of our everyday life.
It is not about being replaced or threatened, but how people are
making sense of this kind of subjectivity while using Al

That is so interesting. I just gave a talk earlier this week about not
just how we produce technologies, but how technologies produce
subjects and subjectivity. There is an anthropologist named Marilyn
Strathern who studied social relations and how they produce people.
And my teacher, Donna Haraway, has used Marilyn Strathern’s work
to basically argue that our relations — the relation between a human
and an animal or human, human, or even human machine — it is the
relation that produces us. So thinking about that, it has really been
helping me with exactly what you are saying, the way that humans are
changing as we interact with AIl. That we have relations with them,
right? It is not that we are just using them as tools.

Yes. And I think it is going to be a huge area for further research
because this is so embedded in our lives. In January 2025, you
joined us in our 60" anniversary international conference. Your
presentation about data work and care work also reflects your
long-term concern about technology.

Yes, there is a direct connection between the work I have done on
labor and the history of information technology and the presentation I
gave in January 2025. For example, content moderation has been one
of the forms of invisible human labor that supports the automation of
content generation. These workers act as a filter between algorithmic
management and what actually reaches users. This work, also
known as “data cleaning” work, animates the map of the U.S. labor
outsourcing to formerly colonized labor markets, which is something I
researched for my first book, Life Support.

In my presentation, I discussed how on May 22, 2024, a group
of 97 tech workers based in Kenya, including data labelers, content
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moderators and Al workers, wrote an open letter to President Biden.
Their urgent purpose was to lobby for protection of their labor rights
and to disclose abuses happening at the hands of U.S. companies,
including Facebook, and OpenAl. As the self-organizing by Kenyan
micro workers demonstrates, the basis for many large-scale tech
industry prototypes continues to be the model of simple scaling labor
exploitation.

A second concern I presented is that the training data for large
language model (LLM) is static, whereas the world itself is not.
Retraining a model is very expensive, so they cannot keep up. Also,
the data is limited. It does not represent the whole world but rather a
limited portion of the world as represented on the internet. We should
be concerned about the people whose lives, experiences, and histories
are not represented in training data. It effectively furthers erases those
who are already marginalized. The adoption of LLM has been so
rapid that they have become infrastructural without review and ethical
oversight. These changes will have long-term impacts we are only now
starting to consider.

Similarly, how we imagine “care” in both data preparation
labor and in speculative design in the present, as in the Buddhist Al
example, will shift contemporary notions of care into an indefinite
future in ways that we may not predict and that are likely to become
infrastructure.

After a year, this is still a highly relevant and valid argument. How
do you think about that conference?

I really enjoyed the conference. I always adopt the mindset of an
anthropologist when attending conferences.

In my perspective, seeing this community was very interesting.
For example, all of us have the conferences we attend, and so I
noticed everyone here goes to the Internet Studies Association and
has investments in topics that I research as well, but from a different
perspective, being in science and technology studies, which is more
interdisciplinary, though it does include media studies.

But I really, really enjoyed it, and I took so many notes that I

am still thinking about them today. However, regarding the question
of epistemology, I have reached a similar conclusion: what we are
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currently witnessing around Al is a contest of different epistemologies.
And who gets to say what is true and how do we know who we are?

Which is why I have been thinking about this question of the
relation. I have a co-authored book called Surrogate Humanity in
2019. And one of the things I still think about from that book is; by
designing a technology in a certain way, we are also designing the
relations that are possible.

As we interact with a machine, it is also training us to interact
with each other and the environment and non-humans. And I think a
lot of people are seeing that. To think about Al is also to think about
the planet and society. So, this question of epistemology, not just how
we know it is true or what is factual, but also who we are, is important
from a critical standpoint. The training in feminist studies and feminist
theory is also training in thinking about power and hierarchy, for me, it
is both at the same time. As I am hopeful, I worried about how power
and hierarchy will get built, baked into these relations that are being
designed for us.

With AL I also see it as a moment of potential to change power
dynamics and hierarchies because the technology is still new. And the
science technology and society (STS) scholar Langdon Winner says in
the early stages of a new technology, there is flexibility. There is this
moment of potential.

When I am optimistic, that is how I see this moment, as one
where it is still possible to intervene in the sense of how we can make
this more fair. However, I have agreed with others talking about
how we force the technology industries to question the idea that all
technology progress is good.

How do we learn to say, “okay, this is enough. We have enough
Al Let’s just slow down and think before building more.” I do not
know if you are having that same conversation in China.

DC: 1 think there are many ongoing debates and discussions. Yet it
often seems to me that the more critical and the cultural aspects
are not really entering the conversations. Do you have this feeling?

KV:  Yes, I do. I think understandably right now in the U.S. our students are
very concerned about employment and more concerned than before.
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And we are noticing that students are changing, for example,
more students are going for majors that have a clear employment
outcome and fewer students are taking critical classes, like the
humanities. We are seeing students who really do not want to have to
make Al such an important and integral part of their schoolwork.

I am not sure, if I interview my students, many of them want to
stay away from Al They see that if they use it, they are not learning,
and not retaining information. But also, there is this pressure to keep
up because Al is widely used and sneaking it by their professors, then
those students will do better because they have more time to study for
the exams where Al would not help them. So the professors are in a
race to figure out how to create assignments that are Al proof. We are
in this sort of terrible acceleration. But I do not think anyone wants to
be in it.

Last night I had dinner with a computer science professor,
colleague, and he was saying the students who come in their first year
to programming classes know less than they did in years past. Even
though they have had access to Al assisted programming, he sees it
already as undermining computer science itself.

So anthropology seems to be a very unique perspective in this debate.
Can you say more about how we can practice anthropological ways
without being an anthropologist, for example?

Yes. That is a good question. Anthropology of technology is approached
in several different ways, so I can speak about my way. Many people
would say, you understand technology by spending time in the places
where it is made or in the places where it is used. In the U.S. that
would be in a corporation, Silicon Valley, and in the spaces where it is
engaged such as in homes, schools, etc.

And my approach has been somewhat different. I am focused
on the spaces where the design of technology is first imagined. And
before anything is built or mass produced, who are the people that
are dreaming of what is the next important technology? And then the
anthropological approach is to see how that relates to a moment in
society and culture.

For example, I did anthropological research on the practice of
gestational surrogacy in India, which I thought about through the
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technology of assisted reproduction. So in vitro fertilization, embryo
transfer, these are the technologies. And at the same time, I was doing
research and found out that there were two labs, one in Japan and the
U.S., they were trying to build an artificial uterus. And to me, those
imaginations were connected, because when newspapers would write
about gestational surrogacy, they would call it “wombs for rent.” And
at the same time engineers were trying to build artificial wombs. So
there was already in the culture idea that you can have a uterus without
a woman, without a mother. And I saw the continuity between the
engineering imagination and the market for women to act as gestational
surrogates as both invested in the idea that the woman as a full person
can be separated from the reproductive function, not important. We can
isolate this organ, the uterus, and make it produce, right?

This is a capitalist idea, someone is not using their uterus, and
make it productive. For example, by renting it out for gestational
surrogacy. To me, that was an anthropological project because there
is a cultural imaginary behind the lab that says, an artificial uterus is
important. We should ask, why is that the question that is important
to them, particularly given unsustainable growth of the world’s
population?

And what happened in the 1990s is that it was not an effective
technology. They tried to sustain mouse embryos, but only managed to
get them to live for a few weeks. That technology is more successful
now; but again, my interest was in the imagination and I continue to
seek out concept papers in various technology sectors quite often to
think about that.

As a humanist, as someone who also thinks about cultural
works in addition to human social activities, finding evidence of
that continuity of imagination is very helpful. So we can think about
things like science fiction alongside a speculative technology paper or
even a speculative technology practice. One thing we did in the book,
Surrogate Humanity, which was about Al and robotics, is interviewing
a roboticist from Massachusetts institute of Technology (MIT) who
became an artist so that she could build objects that critiqued the
problems with mainstream robotics. Her PhD project was a critique
of care robotics, this field of building robots that will especially help
elders when they lose their faculties and need support.
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These robot prototypes, such as Pearl the NurseBot, which is a
collaboration between Carnegie Mellon and University of Pittsburgh
in the 2010s, it was not only designed to help in hospitals, but also
in retirement homes and ideally to allow elderly people to stay
independently in their own homes by themselves longer. And the nurse
bot would give out medications and through a little screen, it had a
cute face and would ask questions like, “how are you feeling? Do you
feel pain?” Those questions will be asked by a nurse in the U.S. And
therefore Kelly Dobson, the artist worries, these robots are imagined
replacing nurses, but also adult children, grandchildren, pets, they are
imagined doing all social relations for humans. Yet the robot actual
function is very basic.

And so what does that do to our social notion of care? It only
makes it poorer. It brings it down to this very functional relation. The
machines that Dobson builds are not speculative technologies, but
rather are presented as works of art. She built a robot called Omo,
and it is meant to present a richer version of care as a way to critique
mainstream care robotics projects.

Omo is an orb shaped machine that you hold almost like a baby
or pet, and and it has got a breathing motion. Humans, all mammals,
our nervous systems will entrain with a breathing pattern of someone
else. For example, if you are with someone and they slow their breath
down, unconsciously, you will slow your breath down. So Dobson
builds this object that you hold and its breathes can calm you down,
but it also can breathe faster and make you more energetic. Whereas
Pearl, the nurse bot is a kind of companion robot imagined as a servant
and they are programmed to obey to be an employee, and to have its
own quirks, so it has noise in the programming, and sometimes it
would not do what it is supposed to, and this is important because we
are brought into subjectivity through the relation to the machine, even
though we do not think about it that way.

If we are always treating our machines as servants and employees,
it affects us in an important way. As an anthropologist, I am very
interested in the relations, the social relations we have with each
other and machines, but also in the cultural assumptions behind how
technologies are imagined. And, one of the exciting ways assumptions
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is to find someone like Dobson who is actually doing something
else, like a counter example to mainstream projects and the imagination
behind them.

I think that is why humanistic interdisciplinarity is important,
because rather than simply working with the tools that we have, we
learn this creative approach, which is maybe we do not have the
tools yet. And I think that actually allows for innovation, it allows for
creative problem solving, all kinds of skills that our students can then
provide in their jobs.

And it is said in interdisciplinary departments: we produce people
who have a suite of options for how to problem solve, and they are
trained in problem solving. So that is the benefit of interdisciplinarity
and what I love about it. There is never only one right answer, and the
student should be trained to think about how to justify your choice of
methods as they absolutely must be used.

I hope many more people can see the value of the humanities and
social science subjects. And in fact, I think they are becoming
more important than ever because they are giving interesting
perspectives. My question is what is the fun to have all the work
done by AI? Even this is difficult, it will give you some other
sentiments and feelings when you are doing it yourself.

The last thing I will say as an anthropologist is our imagination of
work often simplifies what things.

For example, in surgery there are all these potential applications
of Al to outperform a surgeon, but there are things that people know
through their physical experience. The hand of the surgeon knows things
from having done surgery on so many bodies that an Al cannot know.

So I am thinking a lot about this as an anthropologist in the same
way you are speaking to students about their experiences with AIl. We
should be speaking to people about their Al experiences, like what are
they? What is being lost? How will we preserve it? Because there are
so many things that human knows, especially in these very delicate
professions like surgery, but even in social context and law. And I
hope our students will take up as a challenge, how to learn about these
things before they are gone and value them before we lose them.
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DC: Thank you very much for your insightful sharing. Before we close,
would you have any further advice for the new generation of
research students?

KV: The key to being a successful and innovative researcher is to build a set
of skills that allow for a problem-based approach to research design.
Rather than imposing only the research tools of one’s discipline, one
challenges oneself to master various tools and then chooses those
that are most appropriate to solving the problem. Each of us has a
research specialty that comes with a community of scholars. We can
become experts in a specific field and “translate” innovation for that
community. However, a creative approach requires being rigorous
within one’s discipline while also remaining curious and rigorous in
seeking tools that challenge its presumed boundaries. I have tried to
do this in thinking about technology, labor, and care throughout my
career, as these are objects of study that can engage many fields and
that also change over time, requiring new and innovative questions and
tools of analysis.
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