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Abstract 
 

The topic of this thesis is AI recruitment chatbots, digital discrimination, and data feminism 

(D´Ignazio and F.Klein 2020), where I aim to critically analyze issues of bias in these types of 

human-machine interaction technologies. Coming from a professional background of theatre, 

performance art, and drama, I am curious to analyze how using AI and social robots as hiring 

tools entails a new type of “stage” (actor’s space), with a special emphasis on social acting. 

Humans are now required to adjust their performance and facial expressions in the search for, 

and approval of, a new job. I will use my “theatrical glasses” with an intersectional lens, and 

through a methodology of cultural analysis, reflect on various examples of conversational AI 

used in recruitment processes. The silver bullet syndrome is a term that points to a tendency to 

believe in a miraculous new technological tool that will “magically” solve human-related 

problems in a company or an organization. The captivating marketing message of the Swedish 

recruitment conversational AI tool – Tengai Unbiased – is the promise of a scientifically 

proven objective hiring tool, to solve the diversity problem for company management. But is 

it really free from bias? According to Karen Barad, agency is not an attribute, but the ongoing 

reconfiguration of the world influenced by what she terms intra-actions, a mutual constitution 

of entanglement between human and non-human agencies (2003:818). However, tech 

developers often disregard their entanglement of human-to-machine interferences which 

unfortunately generates unconscious bias. The thesis raises ethical questions of how 

algorithmic measurement of social competence risks holding unconscious biases, benefiting 

those already privileged or those acting within a normative spectrum.  
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1. Introduction: Evaluation of Human Performance by Machines 

 

Artificial intelligent hiring systems are becoming a powerful gatekeeper to job markets 

around the world. In this thesis, the researched examples show that the contemporary 

phenomenon is reshaping how companies assess their workforce by using recruitment 

chatbots and AI technologies to evaluate prospective employees’ worth. The main focus is to 

critically analyze issues of bias and digital discrimination in these types of human-machine 

interaction technologies. I have researched how major corporate companies, like some of 

America’s most prominent employers, are relying on hiring bots and AI technologies in their 

recruitment processes. In Sweden, the trend has been picked up by start-up companies of 

which the focal point of this study is Tengai AB. Their recruitment chatbot product Tengai 

Unbiased is presented as “the world’s first unbiased interview robot” by its founding 

company TNG group AB.1 As recruitment specialists, TNG claims to have eliminated bias in 

their interview methods for hiring processes, a strong statement that made me both 

apprehensive and eager to study this topic further. Through methods of cultural analysis, 

combined with critical reading, and within a theoretical framework of feminist technoscience 

studies (FTS), I explore how bias is embedded into technology, even if, as in the case of 

Tengai, the opposite is stated when marketing their software product. 

 

Background: A Continuous Study of Social Performance and Technology 

”Job interviews are biased, not anymore”, (tengai-unbiased.com 2021). Tengai Unbiased 

started as a collaboration project with Furhat Robotics. I have been following the 

development of the social robot Furhat in, and since, my previous master’s thesis project 

where I did anthropological fieldwork at the robot lab to collect empirical material on the 

robot and its creators (2019). In my case study of Furhat, I analyzed how the male-dominated 

industry of AI tends to reproduce uniform gender, race, and other intersectional stereotypes in 

technology. Building on contemporary feminist scholars, I want to explore further the 

discriminatory designs and codes that lead to the automatization of injustice (Benjamin 2019, 

DeFalco 2020, D’Ignazio and F.Klein 2020). The company Furhat Robotics continues to 

grow as a platform and has consolidated many new collaborations with other companies in 

 
1 Tengai AB is now an incorporated business, independent from its founder, the unbiased recruitment, and 
staffing agency TNG. Among Tengai’s first customers are various companies e.g., the FMCG (Cloetta) and 
financial sector (DnB), and Upplands-Bro municipality that started to use Tengai’s automatic robot interviews in 
2020, to support and speed up important recruitment processes. The interviews were also corona safe. 
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various fields e.g., medicine, education, and human resources (HR). The human-like social 

robot has recently been introduced to the U.S. market, where the robot platform will be 

distributed to academics and innovators. Furhat Robotic’s tagline on social media reads 

“bringing humanity back to technology”.2 This catchphrase motivated me to research Furhat 

further, this time focusing on its offspring Tengai. A Furhat model, in the form of a robot-

head with a translucent mask, makes up the hardware of Tengai, while Tengai’s technical 

team engineers the software in-house. In this study, I continue my research on feminist 

aspects of agency related to social performance in human-machine interactive technologies, 

confronting new methodological opportunities and challenges (Harrison 2019).  

 

Performance and AI Technologies: Contributing to Feminist Knowledge Production 

Coming from a professional background of theatre and performing arts, I am curious how 

using AI and social robots as hiring tools entails a new type of “stage” that involves social 

actors/acting. I aim to contribute to social science with my “theatrical glasses” and reflect on 

examples of digital recruitment where humans are required to adjust their performance in the 

search for, and approval of, a new job. In the case of recruitment bots, I explore how this 

sometimes involves learning certain types of robot-flattering-language and acting techniques 

giving special attention to facial-expression-control. I will draw on Judith Butler’s arguments 

on how gender identity is a performative act; an accomplishment compelled by societal, 

cultural, and historical factors generating norms, sanctions, and taboos (1988). These 

components set the stage, or “actors-space”, in which human performance and interaction take 

place. Furthermore, AI and technology shape new concepts that define identity, personality, 

gender, race, and other intersectional categorizations, discussed by contemporary feminist 

scholars in Data Feminism (D’Ignazio and F.Klein 2020). As relevant to the topic of this 

thesis, performed identities constitute the mundane ways in which social actors (agents) are 

enacted in entanglements with each other (Butler 1988:519). AI recruitment chatbots 

positioned to play the role of gatekeepers to the job market could potentially change the stage 

setting, and consequently re-direct social agency and performance, inflicting on the human 

sense of self (Gates 2016, Wajcman 2004, Rhee 2018). I perceive that there’s a gap in science 

when it comes to transdisciplinary studies on technological evaluation systems of human 

performance. Contemporary feminist ethical research of AI, as a whole society “problem” 

(Kennedy and Strengers 2020), is currently reframing and challenging existing traditional 

 
2 Biography, Furhat Robotics Instagram account: www.instagram.com/furhatrobotics, accessed 2 May 2020. 
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methodological paradigms with intersectional practices (Harrison 2019). I am wholeheartedly 

motivated to have the chance to study, in collaboration with others, the challenges of AI and 

its overall impact on society. Society as we know it is transforming, and as technological 

advancements proliferate, AI-driven conclusions are becoming an ethical and public concern. 

The metaphor of shiny objects is often used when describing new tech that at first seems to be 

unbelievably high-tech and fantastic, enthralling its audience, and distracting customers to 

view it as an absolute “must-have”. However, when scratching beneath the shiny surface of 

its’ façade, perhaps something else emerges and is revealed? It could be a paler version of the 

object (previously unseen) that fails the promised value of solving a problem or an ethical 

dilemma. This is the course of action in this thesis; to analytically explore what informs 

algorithms used in recruitment bots, to look for aspects of digital discrimination that lay 

beyond what is initially perceived at first glance. 

 

Tengai proclaims that “the increased mobility in the labor market and the change in working 

methods with more jobs in projects, creates an increased need to be able to map individuals’ 

skills and assess their suitability for different types of tasks, roles, and assignments” 

(2020:3).3 I belong to Tengai’s target group i.e., freelancers who mostly work with several 

consulting assignments. The corona pandemic, in 2020, suddenly put a stop to many projects, 

afflicting me and many other cultural workers and artists around the world. The pandemic 

generated political strategies like social distancing, which is another reason digitalization and 

social-robot-technologies are on the rise. By situating myself in the study (Haraway 1991, 

Lykke 2010), I will do a critical reading of the methods used by Tengai to tackle this problem 

and to see if they meet the needs of cultural workers and freelancers in finding work, as well 

as benefiting jobseekers and intersectional diversity in general. According to Tengai, 

traditional recruitment interview methods are often costly and suffer from shortcomings 

inaccuracy, justice, and time, but as technological development progresses it will tackle these 

problems. Feminist scholar Ruha Benjamin highlights how technologies are developed to 

“ameliorate social cleavages”, in line with what she critically analyzes as problematic 

“technological benevolence” (2019:140). Through internet sources, I have found examples of 

AI recruitment chatbots in Asia and America that require job seekers and postgraduate 

university students to act/perform/behave in a certain way to “win”, in the harsh competition 

with other applicants for employment. I suspect there is a high risk of bias in these situations, 

 
3 Quote from the introduction in Tengai’s validation study (2020) [translated from Swedish].  
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where the candidate acting as the most skilled and “socially competent”, according to the 

measurement system/algorithm used, achieves an unfair advantage. I am concerned that the 

algorithmic measurement of social competence risks benefiting those already privileged 

and/or those acting within a normative spectrum. It’s possible that theatre acting practices, 

combined with social sciences, could contribute to ethical knowledge production in AI 

technology as well as help furnish analytical tools for reading, developing, and understanding 

human-robot interactions. 

 

Research Question and Aim of the Study  

The aim is to research how companies are dealing with issues of bias in their AI and 

recruitment software programs used in hiring processes. I will apply a qualitative method of 

collecting, interpreting, and analyzing material mainly found online through digital research. 

I am particularly interested in evaluating the method(s) these technologies use to acknowledge 

diversity, and how they treat intersectional categorizations of race, gender, class, age, and 

more. My research question concerns: Does Tengai, and other AI recruitment chatbots, 

contribute to making hiring processes unbiased, and do the methods used promote diversity? 

Writing for the intersectional program at LiU allows me to articulate different characteristics 

of bias, to see what is presented and what is missing. Through a critical reading of Tengai’s 

webpage content, I will analyze what work they are doing and seek questions that are not 

being asked or issues that are left out, either unconsciously, or because of hidden motifs. 

Following this main research question also implicates studying possible sources of bias and 

how they might differ in different types of AI recruitment chatbots. I am questioning if AI 

technology can perform “objectively”, as stated by Tengai AB (2020). Tengai labeled their 

interview bot “unbiased”, but I think it’s important to problematize tech companies' rather 

vague, “shiny object”, promises of machine-based, better-than-human, neutral fairness. 

Therefore, I will focus on contemporary AI technology innovations that envision eliminating 

bias when reading humans, i.e., to provide an “objective” reading beyond stereotypes, 

prejudice, and discrimination. Instead of being biased, this pioneering technology promises to 

be fair, ethical, and inclusive. However, since all AI technology is directed by humans and 

thus is not free from bias, tech companies face a range of challenges. The deepest-rooted 

source of bias in AI relates to the human behavior that it is built to simulate, whereby a 

machine operates through manmade software (risk of bias) to train the algorithm (Buolamwini 

2018, Christian 2011, Fry 2018, Gates 2016, Polli 2019, Suchman 2007, Webb 2019, 

D’Ignazio and F.Klein 2020). Computational methods are not inherently neutral and objective 
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but rather limited through narrow mathematical models and categorizations. Strategies of 

recognizing embedded bias and implementing transparent analysis methods are therefore 

necessary. It is of great importance that these technologies follow ethical guidelines and 

regulations, which is a question raised in the transdisciplinary academic field of feminist 

technoscience studies. Other feminist institutional initiatives, like Open AI and AI Now 

Institute, aim to design principles to make AI ethical, fair, and beneficial to everyone. 4 A key 

principle is to engineer an accessible system that can be audited to detect and remove bias.  

 

Thesis and Chapter Structure 

In the next chapter, I proceed with an unorthodox interlinking of methodological and 

theoretical concepts building on contemporary feminist discussions to challenge academic 

conformity and authority (Harrison 2019, Lykke 2010). In chapter 3, I briefly narrate the 

genealogy of human-machine conversation technology in robot imaginaries called chatbots. 

In Chapter 4, the focus is on Tengai and the validation study (2020), presented as scientific 

proof of its unbiased performance. I also discuss the methods used by Tengai based on the 

five-factor model, where I trace the historical background of personality tests in psychology. 

In chapter 5, I analyze Tengai in comparison to other AI recruitment chatbots looking at 

issues of bias. The discussion continues in chapter 6, centralizing around computer vision, and 

biases related to perception and coded gaze. Chapter 7 concludes my critical reading of 

Tengai, and how AI recruitment chatbots need to be questioned as gatekeepers to human jobs.  
 

2. Methodological and Theoretical Concepts Entangled to Capture Complexities  

 

In some sense, feminist researchers are the early adopters when facing the academic 

methodological and theoretical challenges emerging from an increasingly digitized world. 

Katherine Harrison, assistant professor at LiU (TEMAG), is engaged in contemporary 

feminist discussions on a reconceptualization of media from a methodological point of view 

and the new opportunities that arise (2019). She believes scholars might benefit from 

developing more complex theoretical frameworks and to re-think media as “messy” rather 

than fixed isolated objects or precise sources of information. Instead, the intensification of 

media is suggested to be approached as an extension of “our embodied entanglements with 

media” (Andreasson, Nebeling, Petersen, Harrison, & Raun 2017). Accordingly, these 

 
4 See more: AI Now Institute Report (2019:17-18), Ethics Guidelines for Trustworthy AI (EU Commission 2019), 
and https://openai.com.  
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entanglements are challenging the nature of academic expertise and questioning its authority, 

and “vividly illustrating” Haraway’s idea of situated knowledges (Harrison 2019:235). 

Drawing on Harrison’s arguments to reconceptualize methodology as complex entanglements 

between researcher and the studied object/subject, I further address that “how we look” 

(method) and “what we see” (theory) are entangled. I’ve conducted qualitative methods, 

building my research on material and data that can be found on the internet (digital media). 

There is a lot written about AI technology in media now, and a challenge has been to limit 

and select relevant data, e.g., news articles, to the topic studied and not get carried away or 

submerge in the strong currents of information overflow (Harrison 2019:232). I will stay 

aware of the inextricable interference of business interests that inhibits objectivity in written 

texts published online. Furthermore, I aim to apply my knowledge in the interrelations 

between actors in the context of theatre and performance art, in combination with discourses 

on performance, identity, and acting in everyday social life (Goffman 1959; West and 

Zimmerman 1987; Butler 1990), as well as encompassing theatrical perspectives by Augusto 

Boal when critically analyzing contemporary recruitment bots. In traditional reflexive 

anthropology, scholars are alerted to remove their cultural blinkers and acquire a wider 

perspective (Aull Davis 1999; Hendry 1999; Rivière 2007). Comparatively, biased and 

sociocultural-bound performances carry the risk of being programmed into social robots, if 

engineered by homogeneous teams that are not aware of their cultural/gendered “blinkers”. In 

line with my research question, this implies a need for ethical discussions of the current 

circumstances around AI and social robots that are prominently entering the workspace of 

humans. I will then think through what changes to communication strategies can be 

precipitated by this interaction and reflect on a personal experience of being evaluated 

through a non-human test. My curiosity concerns these specific job-seeking circumstances, 

with many related thoughts, e.g., who is acting for who? Will it require new types of acting 

and self-promotion skills? – this bridging the gap to the particular inquiry of my study. 
 

“How to Look” in a Digital World of Tech-controlled Transparency 

I have struggled with methodological challenges in the process of writing this thesis and want 

to give a brief recap of the current events leading up to my method of choice. As I mentioned 

in the introduction, Tengai is a fully automated, physical interview robot with software 

powered by the Swedish recruitment company TNG’s 15 years of professional experience in 

unbiased recruitment. Tengai is described on the official site to be unbiased in its design 

where the social AI-robot objectively assesses soft skills, and personality traits to deliver a 
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more honest, fair, and exciting candidate experience.5 The name Tengai derives from a hat 

worn by Japanese mendicant monks (Komuso) within Zen Buddhism during the Edo period of 

1600–1868. A traditional Tengai is made of woven straw and covers a monk’s head and face. 

By wearing a Tengai, the monks removed their ego and could focus on what was at hand and 

nothing else. This is how the company Tengai believes a job interview should be done. That 

is, a recruiter should only focus on skills and competencies and not let their own biases or 

prejudices affect them. This includes not judging someone’s looks, tone of voice, gestures, 

handshakes, or ability to hold eye contact. The name also pays homage to Tengai’s “mother” 

TNG, and the company’s core mission to work with unbiased recruitment, as well as Furhat 

Robotic’s technical know-how within artificial intelligence. Something that first caught my 

attention, is that Tengai is managed by two blond and generically good-looking women in 

senior positions. The CEO of Tengai is “recruitment pioneer” Elin Öberg Mårtenzon. With a 

background in the IT recruitment industry in Sweden, she is driven to work for equality with 

the vision to make the employment market accessible to everyone. She describes Tengai as 

being an extension of her values (2020). In 2019, Vanja Tufvesson was appointed the role of 

Chief Technology Officer (CTO) at Tengai, as part of their goal to expand internationally and 

to take their technology to a new level. Tufvesson has a master’s degree in mathematics and is 

a software developer awarded Female Founder of the Year in 2019, by DI Digital for her 

(equality) work with founding the non-profit organization Pink Programming, with a mission 

to teach women, transgender, and non-binary people programming. Since start-ups and tech 

companies are more often led by men (D’Ignazio and F.Klein 2020:24), I was curious if the 

situation of women managing the direction of Tengai benefited and expedited the company’s 

goal of leading the market with an unbiased recruitment product. I did notice that the gender 

pronoun used for Tengai is “her”, opposite to Furhat’s prototype that was gendered “he”.6  

 

I wrote an email to Elin and Vanja and told them about my previous research at Furhat 

Robotics, and that I would like to do interviews with them and Tengai to collect data for my 

second master’s thesis. I waited for months but never got a reply from either of them. 

However, when I tried to email them again, not as a master’s student, but as the CEO of my 

production company, I got a reply from Elin within a couple of hours, welcoming me in as a 

 
5 Tengai is equipped with a wide angled high-fidelity camera and beamed stereo microphones, includes natural 
language processing, design with natural looking head movements, and is 41cm high and weighs 3,5 kg.  
6 “Furhat Svensson” was the name of the first Furhat prototype, which I associated with a white male stereotype 
and analyzed further in my master’s thesis case study of Furhat Robotics (see Victorin 2019).  
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potential new customer. Depending on what identity I presented myself with, I was treated 

differently. To be transparent, they left me with a first impression of performing hierarchal 

bias in which my master-student-self was rejected. It’s intriguing to think about the reasons 

why they would not give access to a master’s student (outsider) to study their product. Were 

they really practicing the way of the Tengai monks, without ego? Perhaps they did not have 

time to let me in. Nonetheless, it should be taken into account that Big Tech companies are 

criticized for not showing transparency and that they unethically interfere with privacy and 

threaten democracy (Webb 2019, Zuboff 2019). The situation made me reconsider strategy 

and instead use a different method to critically study Tengai, not in their lab but with an 

external feminist magnifying glass.  

 

I was curious to find out more about Tengai’s strategies to build an unbiased hiring bot, that 

according to the company creates authenticity and trust when performing interviews with 

humans. The interview robot currently conducts robot-human interviews in real-time and 

produces interview transcripts. I will analyze whether their system and methods used are 

transparent to the user/customer, based on the info I can find about Tengai on the company’s 

website and other articles about them. Stemming from feminist technoscience studies, I will 

problematize technologies’ claims of being unbiased, objective, and neutral. I also intend to 

contribute to detect hidden, withheld, or unthought-of-bias in AI and technologies aimed to 

socialize or evaluate human interaction and performance. To summarize, circumstances 

sometimes propel a study in new directions, in which I decided to do a critical reading 

surrounding the specific AI recruitment chatbot Tengai. Since Tengai did not give me access 

to do interviews, I will instead use material from Tengai’s webpage, in particular the recent 

scientific validation study (2020). Concerning the research of other international examples of 

AI recruitment solution tools, I have researched news articles and found relevant sources 

mainly in digital media. Together, this will form the body of material (collected data) when 

questioning aspects of bias and objectivity, applying feminist studies' ambition to reclaim 

objectivity (Lykke 2010:141, Haraway 1991, Barad 1996:171). I consider critical reading to 

be a useful analytical tool since it is a deeper and more complex engagement with a text, 

where I can use an intersectional lens to actively question the content and read between the 

lines to uncover implicit messages and bias. Midst a global corona pandemic, I also find this 

method to be the most practical choice, considering restrictions of social distancing, and with 

the difficulty in attaining physical access to Tengai. 
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Cultural Analysis to Explore Intersectionality 

The disciplinary field of anthropology has historically centered around theoretical 

perspectives and arguments around the concept of culture. A “culture” occurs in different 

types of environments, social contexts, or arrangements, influencing the life and behavior of 

the people and individuals that live in it. Conversational social robots, like in the cases I 

discuss is in this thesis, are generating new types of human-technological entanglements that 

potentially inflict on social behavior and within the context of human culture. In social 

sciences, culture is understood to be something that is both socially and individually 

constructed on the shared information that results from social-learning interactions among 

two individuals or a group of people. This shared information influences and constitutes 

cultural behaviors and beliefs. Culture is molded by feedback from the individuals’ own 

experiences and social cognition, which then modifies their beliefs and behaviors, resulting in 

a revision of the information they pass on socially in dynamic feedback with others. It’s 

interesting to consider what eventually will happen when culture is molded more and more by 

non-human technologically enhanced figures including various types of cyborgs, AI, and 

social robot technology (Webb 2019). Cultural analysis was developed during the 1970s, 

inspired by the work of Michel Foucault and Pierre Bourdieu, and includes areas such as 

gender, ethnicity, and identity. A cultural analysis showcases the similarities and differences 

in people’s experiences, views, and values, and how this affects their ability to understand and 

collaborate (Mathews, Brown, and Kennedy 2018). Furthermore, it deals with cultural norms 

and perceptions that create imprints on individuals and society, in working life, as well as in 

private life (public/private). Therefore, I see cultural analysis as appropriate when studying AI 

and recruitment chatbots' impact on human culture and social praxis. Culture can be defined 

as a type of virtual environment in which people interact. It creates a buffer between people 

and their physical world to which some people can adapt better than others, and this depends 

on issues of social structures and privileges where it’s important to address intersections of 

class, gender, abilities, and more. 
 

Feminist Technoscience Studies and the Concept of Sociocultural Performance 

Feminist technoscience studies (FTS) constitute the foundation of my proposed study on the 

topic of socio-technical solutions in contemporary recruitment bots. I find FTS particularly 

relevant since it concerns sociotechnical phenomena and how human and non-human actors 

interact, creating a transdisciplinary production of knowledge. Furthermore, FTS draws 

attention to power relations within the context of a globalized world, with a commitment to 
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developing new theories through the method of multi-disciplinary dialogues (Wajcman 2004, 

2007; Lykke and Åsberg 2010:300). It is a field that explores the intersections between race, 

class, gender, and science-and-technology – with the impetus to acknowledge and understand 

how social activity is embedded in certain cultures, contexts, or worldviews – conceptualized 

by Haraway as situated knowledges (Haraway 1991, Lykke and Åsberg 2010). Additionally, 

situated knowledges constitute an epistemological framework where the researcher 

understands that all knowledge production comes from positional perspectives and therefore 

requires self-reflection. Jutta Weber (2006) describes how feminist science scholars aim to 

challenge hegemonic science practices, to reconfigure cultural boundaries and the conception 

of technoscience. This is done by presenting different socio-material practices, conducting 

transdisciplinary research, and by inventing powerful stories that reinterpret what counts as 

nature, sex, or gender. She draws on Haraway and calls technoscience a cultural practice, 

whereby culture is an always situated, heterogeneous, and complex process of social practices 

in which many different agents like humans, machines, animals, and machines are interwoven 

and produce meaning (2006, Haraway 1997:66, 2004). According to Donna Haraway 

(1991:199), the world must be understood as a complex, process-based network where it’s 

analytically problematic to separate subjectivity from objectivity, human from non-human, 

and organism from technology. Inspired by Haraway, I will employ her metaphor of imploded 

objects, meaning the dynamic processes that lay hidden beneath the surface. Haraway 

proposes the metaphor of implosion as well suited for a methodological approach in feminist 

research. The purpose is to reach beyond the seemingly stable surface and understand how 

entities that appear to be fixed objectives can be “analytically unlocked” to reveal and tell a 

different story, carrying a potential for transformation (Lykke 2010:153-156). I particularly 

want to apply her approach to the concept of technology as enticing shiny objects, where I 

intend to penetrate beneath its surface. Situated within the context of performing art, I also 

want to be transparent about my theatrical glasses –  drawn to observe the trajectory of 

discourses in social sciences of social actors, performance, and dramatic realization.     

 

Object versus Subject, and Social Practices Understood as Theatrical Dramaturgy  

Goffman developed the theory of dramaturgical analysis on his observations of how human 

behavior and performances in everyday life are fundamentally shaped by social norms. In 

other words, to be a person is to perform a person in which (our) personality or character is a 

dramatic realization of self. He states that social life is like a drama show, or dramatically 

enacted, and draws on the work of Durkheim and Radcliffe-Brown, to describe the everyday 
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performance as a ceremonial “expressive reaffirmation” of the moral values, and gender 

norms, of a community (1959:45,78). Goffman continues to argue that there is no such thing 

as an essence of the self, waiting to be given expression. Instead, the performance in which a 

human comes into being somebody depends on the social context. The self is not the cause of 

a social situation but is rather the result of its placement within a social situation. In 

consequence, the (private) self is continuously influenced by the outer public (non-private) 

social world. In more contemporary FTS discussions, the concept or image of self needs to be 

approached as being in a dynamic entanglement of relationships with other human or non-

human agents. Judith Butler expanded Goffman’s idea that there is no such thing as an 

essential or foundational identity, and that personality and gender involve a performed way of 

being, framed by a social context and the other(s) present in that space. In the case of this 

thesis, the “other” involves a non-human agent, in the form of technologies that interact with 

humans to assess personality and to judge performance and the best suitable candidate for a 

particular job. Butler further employs Goffman’s perspective of theatrical performance and 

dramaturgy when analyzing the structures of agency, personality, and social interaction. She 

writes how “the acts by which gender is constituted bear similarities to performative acts 

within theatrical contexts” (1988:521) and she continues to argue how identity is instituted 

through a stylized repetition of acts. Moreover, gender is instituted through the stylization of 

the body in which bodily gestures with movements and enactments of various kinds constitute 

the illusion of an abiding gendered self.7 Reading her essay, Performative acts and gender 

constitution (1988), I wonder to what extent a given individual can be said to constitute 

him/her/hir-self. Butler also advocates “a more radical use of the doctrine of constitution that 

takes the social agent as an object rather than the subject of constitutive acts” (1988:519).8 

According to Butler’s early work on gender, this requires a constituted social temporality, in 

other words, the role(s) a person plays temporarily in mundane situations and contexts of 

everyday life.9 This plays significance to Haraway’s aspect of the situated and inspires me to 

problematize both subject and object (Suchman 2011) when analyzing performance related to 

the context of technologies and the workplace. While in theatrical acting, the actor 

 
7 She questions the belief that certain gendered behaviors are “natural”, and claims, that there is no natural sex 
onto which gender is added. Instead, bodies are infused with heterosexual normative sociality, to which a 
person’s gendered reality is imposed by, responds to, and is then coercively acted out and performed.  
8 Butler follows postmodernist and poststructuralist practice in using the term “subject”, rather than “individual” 
or “person”, in order to underline the linguistic nature of our position within what Jacques Lacan terms “the 
symbolic order”; a system of signs and conventions that determines human perception of “reality”.  
9 Butler and Goffman draws on Simone de Beauvoir’s work (1988:519-520, 1959:65) how women through 
social discipline presents herself acting with a “mask of manner” that is connected to self and held within.  
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subjectively takes on the part of a character and performs various gender roles, in the case of 

everyday reality it’s rather an act of performing gender identity that constitutes personality, 

and who/what a human is. In line with the thesis topic, I will explore social agency in 

human/non-human materiality entangled with gender-binary practices and hierarchal 

structures in society. The development of social robots is designed to fit into this human 

system. Additionally, as a feminist agent of change, I am further determined to include 

dramaturgical methods to activate creative and disruptive innovations within science.  

 

Augusto Boal’s Unruly Protagonist 
 

“Theatre is what we have inside, we (humans)are animals that have the privilege to be actors because we are 

acting all the time, but at the same time, we are spectators of our action. When humans come together, they 

create a space, with many dimensions of imagination and memory, so we create the theatricality”.10 

 

Augusto Boal, founder of the theatre of the oppressed describes how acting separates humans 

from other mammals. In the preface to his book (2008) Boal builds his concept around the 

origin of the Protagonist, that according to Greek sources and especially Aristotle, is related 

to Thespis, the first actor playing a character on stage. Thespis created the Protagonist, 

meaning the First, or the one that stands alone and rebels, who thinks and acts for himself, 

and instead of mimicry opens up to the unknown to find new ways of being (2008 xiii). When 

Solon, the lawmaker and head of government came to see Thespis play, he accuses him of 

lying to the audience. Thespis tells Solon that what he saw was a game, or a representation of 

the real, rather than a portrayal of reality. Thespis also invented the theatrical costume or 

disguise, in the form of wearing a mask, in other words, “this which looks like me is not me 

but is another character”(2008). Dressed in a costume, the character was no longer Thespis 

but instead becomes the Other. Actor and character, previously the same, were now separated 

and made into two, man and mask. The theatre actors in ancient Greece became known as the 

art of Hypokrites, meaning to pretend to be what he was not (a hypocrite). The dichotomy 

between Actor (performer) and Character, is still a captivating theme of theatre as well as in 

psychology, which I will discuss more in chapter 4 concerning Tengai and personality tests. 

Humans display a series of masks and enact roles adapting to the particular scene of action 

and there is no aspect of the self that is not colored by social reality. According to Goffman 

and Butler, to be a person is to perform being that person, therefore, it’s crucial to become 

 
10 Quoted from: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HOgv91qQyJc&feature=youtu.be, accessed 6 March 2021. 
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aware of the phenomenon of dramatic realization and to recognize how it’s being done 

(Goffman 1959:244). Boal invented the method of forum theatre where the audience was re-

positioned as spect-actors, inviting them to interact, become engaged, responsive to, and 

entangled in the drama highlighting different kinds of oppression (2008:117-120). Boal 

transforms the traditional monologue of theatre into a dialogue between the audience and 

stage. I will refer to this intra-action (Barad 2003) between acting agents as actors-space. 

Furthermore, Boal proposed theatre to be an efficient weapon against oppression and a 

powerful tool for liberation where change is imperative. Theatre has historically been used as 

a “tool for domination” by the ruling classes (2008:xxiii). Humans are not always conscious 

of their “acting” in social encounters, and even if consciousness often is considered a human 

quality, human agency is often performed without full awareness. This raises questions on 

matters of consciousness in the interaction with AI and socializing technologies, designed to 

read, categorize and validate human behavior, personality and performance. If technologies 

are designed to generate new forms of machine-to-human acting, like in cases starting to be 

seen between AI recruitment chatbots and humans, it is important to scrutinize the actors-

space and thereby hidden power relations. Accountability needs to be considered as well as a 

political and societal regulation of these types of technological developments.  

 

Data Feminism and Considering Context  

Proposing D’Ignazio’s and F.Klein’s approach of intersectional feminism, I write to evoke 

new thoughts and ethical perspectives to challenge hierarchal data science, with the purpose 

to assist in detecting empirically problematic classification systems. In their book Data 

Feminism, they emphasize the importance of scrutinizing what data is missing and how power 

imbalances generate gaps, in the form of blind spots or silences in data sets, ensuing 

reproduction of biases into algorithmic discrimination (2020:171-172). The danger with data 

statistics is that numbers can’t speak for themselves and therefore data feminism needs to 

consider context, including human implications of power relations, when analyzing a 

particular case.11 Another issue raised is that when doing research on women (intersectional 

studies), it is necessary to embrace qualitative data because women’s lives are not fully 

captured in quantitative data (2020:170). In doing a critical reading of Tengai’s validation 

study, I will consider this viewpoint since it is built on quantitative data. Ruha Benjamin, 

 
11 The seven principles described in the book derive from decades of intersectional feminism activism and 
critical thought and involves to: examine power, challenge power, elevate emotion and embodiment, rethink 
binaries and hierarchies, embrace pluralism , consider context, and make labor visible. 
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professor in African studies takes a closer look at race, ethnicity, and cultural segregation that 

informs the language and set-up of classification systems implemented in technologies. She 

illustrates the problem of discriminatory designs that codify a value gap between binaries like 

Black and White, automating racial habits into technology (2019:159). A different perspective 

is a more optimistic projection of future robotic visions that merges humanness with desirable 

robot potentialities (Suchman 2011:130). Feminist scholars, following Haraway’s Cyborg 

Manifesto (1985, 1991) understand fictional (sci-fi) representations of robots and cyborgs as a 

figurative preconception of the post-human subjective (DeFalco 2020:47).  

 

Shifting Inscriptions of Humanness  

Deleuze and Guattari related their concept of machinic enslavement to cybernetic machines 

and automation, in which a person’s production as a subject, what they call “subjectivation”, 

relies on the co-existence, co-production, and co-variation of human-machine complexes in 

contemporary technical-economic societies (Deleuze and Guattari 1994). According to 

Deleuze and Guattari, this does not involve the interaction between separately determined 

systems but rather consists of specific arrangements resulting from folds, cuts, and exclusions 

that have been developed through Barad’s (2015:92) concept of intra-actions, producing 

certain phenomena.12 A person in the mode of machinic enslavement transgresses from 

functioning as an entrepreneurial subject (human capital) into becoming more and more 

entangled in co-existence with social machines, in which eventually any essential distinction 

between humans and machines ceases to exist. Jennifer Rhee, an economic scholar, and 

financial researcher writes about the “irreducibility of the human” and builds her analysis on 

Lucy Suchman’s theories on human-machine interactivities (2018:5-6).13 Rhee employs the 

term robotic imaginary to highlight the shifting inscriptions of humanness and dehumanizing 

erasures evoked by robots (Suchman 2007:233, 242, 294, Braidotti 2002:143).14 She 

illustrates how the robotic imaginary emerges across cultural forms and technoscience, 

offering a posthuman reflection of the ongoing and inextricable entanglement of the human-

machinic spheres (2018:12). In Suchman’s examination of contemporary human-machine 

configurations, the concept of the imaginary is a reference to the ways in how we perceive 

and how we imagine the world to be. Reality is shaped based on a person’s particular location 

 
12 From Barad’s Verschränkungen [Entanglements] (2015). I describe and apply Barad’s concept of intra-action 
in my analysis of the social robot Furhat and human-robot relations (2019).  
13 Rhee, phd and irreducibility, term used in philosophy and mathematics 
14 Rhee draws on “imaginary”, as the term is frequently used Suchman (2007), as well as being a term of art in 
contemporary cultural studies (see Braidotti 2002). 
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within the world, a combination of individual experiences staged in relation to specific 

cultural and historical circumstances (resources/biases). Rhee analyzes the robotic imaginary 

as “intensely feminist problematics” whereby she proposes possibilities of challenging and 

refusing the very dehumanization that constitutes the modern, Western notion of the human 

and the price of dehumanized labor (2018:175). Human characteristics, or human actions, are 

not something that has been successfully programmed without inheriting human bias, at least 

not yet (Zuboff 2019). According to Harvard professor Shoshanna Zuboff, “the aim now is 

not to dominate nature but rather human nature”, a dangerous competitive game triggered by 

big tech’s capital interests (2019:515). My question related to her allegation concerns how 

humanlike technology and AI will set the new global premises. Perhaps generating new 

norms of human social praxis legitimizing behavior connected to the workplace, private 

spaces, and society at large. It could mean an assertion of a new social condition, where 

privacy is no longer the norm. On the other hand, it might also give room for what Arendt 

(1958) proposes as a “reconsideration of the human condition” (Zuboff 2019:515, Webb 

2019). According to Rhee, the robotic imaginary “offers the capacity to identify both an 

abiding vision of the human” but also the risk of an extensive reduction or erasure of human 

experiences, to enable this inscription of human agency (2018:6). She further underscores the 

necessity of bringing technology into conversation with literary and cultural studies. 

 

When developing conversating social robots, like chatbots, it’s common that focus is given to 

how humans use their faces in interaction and communication with others. This is artificially 

copied and engineered through computer vision and facial recognition (FR) technologies. The 

face is a part of the human body, and “body” is a concept critically problematized, and 

creatively discussed in FTS (Braidotti 2013; Karen Barad 2003). Other contemporary scholars 

that have influenced me with ideas and aspects of “body” (face) connected to AI/robot-human 

interaction and the dangers of algorithmic and intersectional classifications are; Suchman 

(2007), Gates (2011), O’Neil (2016), Benjamin (2019), DeFalco (2020), and Buolamwini 

(2018). Joy Buolamwini is a computer scientist and digital activist based at the MIT Lab. She 

discovered discrimination of people with darker skin tones in facial analysis software because 

algorithms were coded by white people. She calls this algorithmic phenomenon the coded 

gaze or gender shades and she is now on a mission to bring awareness to bias and 

accountability in AI and coding (2018). Her smart use of words, evokes associations to the 

anthropological term cultural shades (mentioned earlier) and the male gaze as being a term 

for a male sexist view of women, indicating how bias is coded by humans into machines. I 
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will discuss Buolamwini’s concept of the coded gaze in chapter 6. The main case of this study 

is the Swedish Tengai, which does not use computer vision, and I thought it would be an 

interesting idea to compare its non-vision concept to other international examples of AI and 

hiring-bots that depend on computer vision and FR. Before that, I want to trace back the 

origin of conversational technologies.  

 

3. Engineering Social Skill in Conversating Chatbots  
 
“The Analytical Engine has no pretensions whatever to originate anything. It can do whatever we know how to 

order it to perform” (Ada Lovelace, 1843- She was the creator of the first computer program). 
 

In this chapter, I intend to briefly narrate the genealogy of human-machine conversation 

technology in robot imaginaries called chat-bots. Through researching contemporary news 

articles, reading discussions by academic scholars, along with my interest in consuming sci-fi 

popular culture, I understand that a new phase of AI technologies and digitalization is 

affecting humans in terms of work. Amelia DeFalco proposes how film, television, literature, 

or other mimetic media (including actual robots) provides a mirror and a producer of human-

technology power relations in everyday life, drawing on Suchman’s concern of robots as 

“retrenching” representations of the human (DeFalco 2020:47, Suchman 2011:130, Mitchell 

2004). She builds her analysis on the Swedish television program Äkta människor (Real 

Humans) set in a future world where humanoids (hubots) are living among humans (2020:35-

36). The focus in this thesis is directed towards chatbots used in recruitment processes, and 

particularly how hiring-bots are crossing the threshold of job markets to screen and validate 

human performance with the mandate to judge human capacity. I will begin by illustrating a 

possible future scenario from the third season of the popular American science fiction 

television series Westworld (2020).15 

 

In episode one, the main android character Dolores escapes the live game environment of the 

theme park to enter the world of humans. Dolores’s mission is to unleash the truth that the 

super-intelligent AI “Rehoboam” is determining the lives of people without their knowledge 

or consent. This is a conceptual theme commonly discussed as a possible reality, danger, and 

world threat, as found in contemporary literature, news articles, and academic discussions 

 
15 Westworld is a science-fiction media franchise that originally was produced in 1973, written and directed by 
Michael Crichton. The contemporary television series is broadcasted on HBO.    
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(see DeFalco 2020:36, Fry 2018; O’Neil 2016; Wachter-Boettcher 2017; Véliz 2020; Webb 

2019; Wylie 2019; Zuboff 2019). Caleb is an ex-soldier and the human protagonist in season 

three. He is walking through the dark city, meanwhile, a voice-over reveals his thoughts, a 

monologue about his sense of not belonging in this dystopic future world. Caleb: “They say 

it’s a meritocracy. The system picks the right people for the right job. Which is great. I guess. 

But I don’t know what that leaves the rest of us. The people who didn’t make the cut.” Later 

on, he gets a phone call where he is told that his job application was very strong, but 

unfortunately, they can’t offer him a job. Caleb gets frustrated and replies: “If I don’t fit, is 

there a different shape I could fit myself into?”. After a long moment of silence, he asks: 

“Hey, no offense, but are you human?”. The voice on the other end reveals itself to be an AI 

chatbot by the automatic reply, where it restarts “How can I help you?”. Caleb has been 

blocked by the conversational hiring-bot gatekeeper, he is very frustrated and doesn’t know 

how to proceed. Dolores later tells him that he never can become anything other than a 

construction worker because of the algorithm that has fixed him into this category: “The 

system runs a predictive algorithm given your history of depression, your mother’s mental 

illness, your proficiency for firearms, and your fondness of the ocean…”.  She tells Caleb that 

before “the system” a man like him might have had a chance and would continue to work 

hard and keep striving. With the algorithm, he will never be more than a construction worker 

or a petty criminal because that’s all “they” will let him be. Dolores leaves me thinking about 

how the Westworld AI algorithm system locks people into categories, inflicting on 

democratic fairness around personal freedom of choice to sustain the unprivileged classes in 

society. Meritocracy is what digital systems and social networks used by job seekers (and 

recruiters) are based on already e.g., the world’s largest professional network LinkedIn. AI-

systems could develop in different directions, either as the discriminatory Westworld AI, or as 

“technological benevolence” with efforts to “fix” the problem of human biases, yet often 

revealing other layers of partiality and unfairness (Benjamin 2019:137). D´Ignazio and 

F.Klein inform aspects of power and data e.g., how collections of data are (mis)used as a 

powerful tool to control people, a phenomenon they call the “matrix of domination” 

(2020:12). In chapter 4, I will do a closer analysis of how meritocracy and systematic 

disadvantages are handled by Tengai and other companies, but first, let’s look into the 

rearview mirror and the origin of chatbots.  

 

From slaves to building machines programmed to carry out heavy humans-work, to the 

present-day threat of robots and AI taking over jobs and leaving humans without employment. 
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The word robot was introduced by the Czech author Karel Capek when he in 1920 wrote the 

successful theatre play R.U.R, a shortening for Rosumovi Univerzální Roboti (Rossum’s 

Universal Robot Factory). The title refers to robot-like slave workers, part-human-part-

machine, that today would be referred to as cyborgs, clones, or androids. The Slavic word 

robota means monotonous heavy work or forced labor, which was a reality for many workers 

during the central European system of serfdom. The Rossum factory, in Capek’s story, 

perfects its production of mechanical men and women, who carry out work without knowing 

any emotions, like joy, or feelings of mistrust, anger, and hopelessness. These workers lacked 

“nothing but a soul” (Capek 1920).16  

 

If a robot previously has resembled the unthinking function of a machine, the development of 

AI and implementation of it into the robotic machines of today can offer both hard “body” 

work and corresponding “mental” work. The idea that machines are a cheaper alternative to a 

human wage worker is still a matter frequently discussed within media and popular culture. It 

has remained a popular story of being the ultimate threat to humankind, as it is challenging 

more and more career fields to become increasingly digitalized and computerized. The field 

of AI, as we know it today, was launched by mathematician Alan Turing in his paper 

Computing Machinery and Intelligence that he wrote in 1950.17 The purpose of the Turing test 

is to examine if a computer can pass for being a human and the test has become a 

standardized method to identify whether a machine has achieved artificial intelligence. 

Additionally, it is a test of a machine’s ability to exhibit intelligent behavior, that according to 

a (human) evaluator, is indistinguishable from that of a human. Turing proposed the method 

of having a human evaluator judge a written conversation between a human and a machine 

designed to interact with human-like language. If the judge fails to discern a human from a 

machine, then the machine has passed the Turing test. While contemporary computers and 

machine intelligence is integrated into most aspects of our lives e.g., our homes, workplaces, 

cars, cellphones, and other pocket-size devices, computers originally meant something else. 

Computer scientist Brian Christian writes how computers actually were a job description for 

certain work tasks carried out by humans (2011). These “computers”, mainly women 

(including black women and other ethnicities) often with a degree in mathematics, were from 

 
16 Capek’s work was inspired by the literary accounts of the Yiddish Czech legend of the Golem and Shelley’s 
classic Frankenstein (1818).    
17 Although, modern computers are nothing like the computers that existed in the time Turing introduced his 
Turing test of intelligent machines that he first called The Imitation Game. 
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the mid-eighteenth century on the payrolls of corporations, engineering firms, and universities 

(see D´Ignazio and F.Klein 2020:3). They were performing calculations, sometimes with the 

help of a rudimentary calculator and doing numerical analysis. The women “computers” were 

eventually superseded by machinic computers for better efficiency and because they were 

lower in cost.18 In Turing’s paper, he describes the then new digital computer by making 

analogies to a human-computer, convincing the reader that it could do anything a human 

could do or even better. Since then, the digital computer has become the default term or literal 

term of a machine carrying out work that was once a human’s job. It could be, that a new 

crossroads is starting to become visible, where AI, chatbots, and other technological tools 

“help” determine the direction taken. Are AI and recruitment bots already becoming the 

gatekeepers to a wider range of job descriptions? As Christian concludes, it is odd how it has 

turned from trying to make machines perform like humans to how humans now are trying to 

“imitate our old imitators, one of the strange reveals of fortune in the long saga of human 

uniqueness” (2011:11). Christian argues that the Turing test therefore not only measures the 

progress of technology but also reflects how humans are progressing through human-machine 

interactions.19 He calls it “inverting the Turing test” (2011:13-15). The bottom line is that 

Turing’s “imitation game” concerns the act of communication, posing philosophical, 

biological, and moral questions around interactive conversation, within the limits of language 

and time. Christian is encouraging the reader to view the story of the progression of 

technology as something positive rather than a dehumanizing process and argues why a 

certain level of rivalry can trigger improvement in the other. Rhee, on the other hand, means it 

could lead to a reduction of human experience leading only to a few questions summoning 

human personalities (2018:12). These opposing perspectives touch upon a larger 

philosophical question related to my research question and FTS criticism of androcentrism, 

concerning how AI and the tech-centered world is reshaping the human sense of self 

(Wajcman 2004). Historically, humans have been preoccupied with their top position among 

the rest of creation (Christian 2011:38), but humans might have come to face a tough 

challenger in non-human AI technology.  

 

The Turing test programs are called chatterbots, chatbots, or just bots (Christian 2011:14). 

ELIZA is considered to be the first conversational computer (chatbot) and was developed 

 
18 According to Brian Christian (2011:10), these original human computers helped calculate many important and 
accurate predictions, like the return of Halley’s comet, proofing Newton’s theory of gravity and more.   
19 Brian Christian won “best human” in the Turing test competition in Brighton 2009. 
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already in 1965 by Joseph Weizenbaum at MIT (Christian 2011:74, Webb 2019:34, Goffman 

1959:78, Rhee 2018:33, Suchman 2007:47). “She” was written with only a couple of hundred 

lines of code, with essentially no memory or processing power.20 The program was 

constructed by several prewritten scripts to perform real conversations with people with 

human-like responses. In the famed script DOCTOR, ELIZA mimics and authentically 

performs the role of an empathic psychologist by responding through pattern recognition. The 

chatbot’s system was based on a language-analyzer program, designed to automatically 

process scripted text and to simulate a human-like conversation. ELIZA was not equipped 

with a computer vision program, consequently restrained from “seeing” a person’s facial 

expressions or body language. The early AI system ELIZA hence constitutes an important 

beginning for neural networks and AI, in its ambition and early attempt at natural language 

processing (Webb 2019:34). DOCTOR was intentionally meant as a parody of a conversation 

between psychotherapist and patient but also led to a serious question in science of the 

possibility to program computers with a capacity for the intellectual labor of a psychologist. 

Although Weizenbaum remained critical towards his simulated psychiatrist’s incapacity for 

empathic recognition, related to the difficulties of programming computers to “see” a person’s 

face, others have since reinterpreted his ELIZA in more techno-optimistic terms (Gates 2016).  

 

Facial Recognition: Seeing the Human 

The development of “automated facial expression analysis” (AFEA), concerns the effort to 

program tech to recognize and read human facial expressions, an area that currently is under 

fast development within the tech industry. AFEA treats the human face as a “site of 

differentiation”, where the dimensions and intensities of facial movements are scanned and 

analyzed as indices of emotions and cognition (Gates 2016:152). The purpose of these types 

of programs is to manage and determine what a person is thinking and feeling (see appendix 

p.46). In the area of automated facial expression analysis, tech-inventors value collaborations 

with the field of psychology. The exchange of knowledge benefits both fields, contributing to 

(non-human) machine-based analytical tools to further comprehend, register, and measure 

facial expression with emotion. Facial-expression-analysis-technology intentionally aims to 

visualize and computerize the prelinguistic phase of human emotion. Gates argues how these 

 
20 Eliza was named after the main character in George Bernard’s 1913 play Pygmalion, Eliza Doolittle. The story 
of Pygmalion is about a sculptor who creates a sculpture so real he falls in love with it. Maybe this was his 
intention with his chatbot, to create a female gendered voice that would attract its users and perceive it as a real 
human, as female voices have later been used in these type of technologies (Kennedy and Strengers 2020).   
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phenomena, besides raising methodological issues for the psychological sciences, also require 

ethical scrutiny. She asks the reader to imagine how the automated form of facial expression 

analysis eventually might “replace” the role of human beings as readers of one another’s 

faces, at least to some extent in different areas of life (2016:152-156). If AFEA systems come 

to standardize human affective relations, and, face-to-face communication, that further 

implicates the risk of “forgetting” or leaving out the myriad layers and social construction of 

human-to-human social praxis as we know it today. There is a high possibility that social 

reality will change when technology reaches a stage where “the analysis of facial expressions 

of emotion becomes something that appears to happen independently of human perception” 

(2016:153). Even if AFEA is built to simulate sight, it remains dependent on the subjective 

capacities of a human programmer and the script(s) implemented in the machine. Just like in 

the case with ELIZA, machines are not technically neutral, on the contrary, they carry the 

ambiguities, biases, and imperfections of the programming-system-makers they utilize and 

function on. Gates is critical that questions about the social and ethical implications of such 

technologies rarely are asked or requested and further advocates attention to this problem. Her 

historical and philosophical perspectives, based on social and cultural theories, are adjuvant 

sources of knowledge for an understanding of the relationship between; society, politics, and 

the self within public and private spheres/spaces. Gates particularly highlights the importance 

to recognize how the automatization of face perception is inextricably bound to “a set of 

historically and culturally contingent political priorities, institutional practices, and social 

conventions” (2016:193). In an inverse order, any system representing the face, or human 

reflective relations implicitly informs us about the society, social context, and historical 

moment that produces it. There is a tendency within technology to understand and code the 

face as something universal based on biological, genetic, and psychological responses and 

that’s where social sciences can fill the knowledge gap. Gates warns that a universal 

perspective historically often belongs to societies that are imperialistic and totalizing in 

structure, consequently flattening out differences and limiting diversity. There is a danger in 

technological systems devised for representing and interpreting human faces, and that 

manifests a rigid classification system for humans to fit into. 
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4. Tengai and Sweden’s Tradition of Personality Tests 

 

In her article A Letter from Sweden by Susan Sontag (1969), Sontag critically reflects on 

Swedish culture and what characterizes it.21 She describes swedes as being “notably un-

psychological”, although she remarks that psychological tests are extremely popular and seem 

to be a standard part of hiring and promoting procedures in which a job applicant will 

sometimes undergo a battery of psychological tests. Sontag’s observation appears to still be of 

relevance 50 years later (Gustafsson 2020, Erba 2021) when Sweden is now in the 

development of its first hiring chatbot devices. I was curious to find out that Tengai, 

according to the validation study (2020), is based on a psychological personality test. Perhaps 

this would come as no surprise to Sontag if she were still alive. When I proceeded in my 

research of contemporary AI recruitment chatbots I understood Tengai was being built on a 

different concept compared to some other international examples I had read about. In this 

chapter, I will focus on the concept strategy behind Tengai, before I continue to analyze 

Tengai in comparison to other examples of AI recruitment chatbots.    

 

In 2019, Tengai AB partnered with Furhat Robotics, using their conversational platform and 

operating systems to develop the next generation of unbiased interview tools.22 The aim of the 

company, Furhat, is to develop a combination of language analysis in a social robot equipped 

with computer vision. Although, Tengai chose not to use computer vision or AFEA as 

discussed in chapters 5 and 6. On the homepage of tengaiunbiased.com, the tagline of their 

product reads; “The leading interview robot and recruitment assistant. Make better hiring 

decisions with conversational AI”. The background image is of a woman of a darker 

complexion (she does not look like the average blond Swedish stereotype) sitting in front of 

Tengai.23 I interpret the image to be a strategical marketing technique that gives the 

impression of a company built on key values of equality and diversity. I also found an early 

advertisement video for Tengai, posted on YouTube in November 2018. The “story” focuses 

on a woman of darker complexion wearing a hijab, her self-confidence declining as she is 

rejected by one human after another (of different sexes and ethnicities) until she finally gets 

interviewed by the blindfolded Tengai, who does not judge her by appearance, but by her 

 
21 Susan Sontag’s article was published in the “new left” political literary magazine Ramparts in 1969. 
22 In the fall 2020, Tengai released an English version meant for distribution within the international market. 
23 In my previous master thesis about the social robot Furhat, I critically write about the Swedish-white-male 
stereotypization of their first prototype by labelling it as Furhat Svensson (2019). 
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merits.24 The video communicates a clear message that Tengai can solve the diversity 

problem through goodwill, what Benjamin (2019) terms “technological benevolence”. 

However, as Haraway and Data Feminism proposes, penetrating the surface is necessary to 

reach hidden or unconscious biases. At first glance, Tengai’s branding strategy of promising 

an unbiased recruitment process graphically manages to create a positive company image of 

being an innovative tech start-up with high ambitions to contribute to social justice, equality, 

and diversity in workplaces. Tengai goes on to state that their mission is to challenge the 

traditional job interview model by opening the ”black box of recruitment” (2020) with the 

goal to mitigate bias and make labor market templates more diverse and accessible for all. I 

find it interesting they chose the term “black box” in the description of the company’s 

mission. “Black box” in the context of technology, is a term often used in public discussions 

of the dangers of AI, engineered with algorithms and machine learning. Humans do not have 

full control or insight into these computer systems and the fear concerns AI developing by 

itself, not giving full access to its´ human engineers.25 Is Tengai instead indicating that human 

interviewers are the actual “black box” of recruitment, turning the argument around? In that 

case, are they fully transparent in the collection and use of data? Tengai claims their product 

carries the potential to catalyze equality in the recruitment process and for the job market at 

large. To find out more about Tengai’s methods, potential customers can follow their progress 

at Tengai’s Newsroom on their website. If you scroll under the menu “news”, it directs the 

reader to a list of press releases making the stages of Tengai’s development quite accessible. 

Launched here, the company’s validation study (Sjöberg & Sjöberg 2020) constitutes data on 

which I build my analysis. 

 

Validation Study of Tengai’s Performance 

In a press release dated the 4th of March 2020, the company proclaims; “Now it’s 

scientifically proven. The social AI-interview robot Tengai can, without human interference, 

conduct and measure standardized and objective blind interviews”. The scientific proof is 

based on a validity study conducted by associate professor of psychology Anders Sjöberg 

 
24 See advertisement video: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rPKrdxiEkQ0, accessed 5 March 2021.  
25 According to discussions of the black box problem, neural networks are a particular concern, not only because 
they are the key component of many AI applications including image recognition, natural language 
understanding and machine translation but also because they are a sort of black box when it comes to elucidating 
exactly how the results are generated. Neural networks where termed after its similarity to, and mathematical 
mimicry of, the way a human brain is structured. They’re built from layers of interconnected, neuron-like nodes 
and comprise an input layer, an output layer and a variable number of intermediate “hidden” layers.  
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(Stockholm University) through his company Psychometrics Sweden AB.26 The study is 

presented as a “world unique study”, making it possible for companies to incorporate a 

disruptive HR-tech tool, that will mitigate unconscious bias in job interviews and hiring 

processes. The validation study was conducted on behalf of Tengai AB but was executed 

independently by the company Psychometrics.27 They claim their study to be the first 

scientific research conducted on a (physical) chatbot, intending to evaluate candidates’ 

answers without biases. Psychometrics is not in a neutral relationship to Tengai as it started as 

a project at the progressive recruitment and staffing agency TNG. TNG’s research in 

structured and unstructured interview processes was created through a collaboration with 

psychometric experts and makes up the foundation of Tengai’s operating system Performance 

Indicator, using data from TNG’s 15 years of developing unbiased interview techniques 

(2020). The results from the validations study’s interview methodology, in combination with 

Tengai’s physical shape, are factors that contribute to the candidate experience. According to 

the validation study, the participating candidates in the study perceived the robot interview to 

be more serious (84,6%) than a traditional job interview, where they felt they could give more 

honest answers (74,2%) (2020). After reading the document of the study, I was curious to 

explore more about Tengai’s “scientific” interview method. I found out it was built on a 

personality test called the Personality Indicator. They describe it as a predictive, automatic 

scoring of personality traits, where data-driven scoring reflects the candidate’s future general 

work performance based on assessment methods proved to deliver objective and measurable 

recommendations without any risk of bias. Tengai’s software is engineered by AI-driven 

candidate screening and assessment that promises to deliver automatic, data-driven candidate 

scoring to support measurable hiring decisions. Tengai describes the scoring as a complex set 

of soft skills in combination with a personality trait assessment, registered throughout the 

robot-to-human interview.28 The personality indicator in Tengai is based on the Five-Factor 

Model (FFM), a model both renowned and criticized within psychology, that also goes under 

the name Big Five Personality Traits. The FFM model is the result of a multitude of 

independent researchers, most with a background in psychology. It is an empirically derived 

approach that organizes the structure of personality into five broad factors (grouping of 

human personality traits): Neuroticism, Extraversion, Openness to Experience, 

 
26 Sjöberg was skeptical to the idea of AI to mitigate unconscious biases, especially when developed to recreate 
human abilities, but he saw Tengai as the first serious attempt with a team open to be scientifically evaluated. 
27 Psychometrics is also the term for a field of study that deals specifically with psychological measurement.  
28 See more: https://www.tengai-unbiased.com/candidate-screening-assessment-tool/, accessed 4 February 2021.  
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Agreeableness, and Conscientiousness. The origins of the FFM can be traced back to William 

McDougall’s (1932) proposal that personality could be broadly conceptualized as being 

composed of five factors. In 1936, psychologists Gordon Allport and H. S. Odbert identified 

18,000 words in an English dictionary that could be used to describe an individual and later 

reduced this list to 4,500 words (adjectives). According to the validation report, they did this 

to examine how different dimensions are required to comprehensively describe “normal 

personality” (2020:4). Note here how the five-factor model is based on standardized 

normative personality traits. Approximately 10 years later, psychologist Raymond Cattell 

condensed this list and developed the Sixteen Personality Factor Questionnaire (16 PF). The 

two psychologists, Ernest C. Tupes and Raymond E. Christal used Cattell’s scales while 

conducting a study of Air Force trainees, providing the scientists with a lot of data. Their 

analysis of the data suggested the presence of five broad factors that is the foundation of FFM 

as we know it today. During the 1960s and 1970s, personality typing theories and FFM-

related research was criticized, calling attention to common inadequacies in personality 

research and it almost fell into oblivion (Mischel 1968). 

 

Personality versus Situation 

Personality trait research had psychologists believe that not only are personality traits 

universal, but they may also be biological. During the 1970s, this view was opposed by 

researchers contradicting the personality approach, arguing that the situation a person is in 

will have such a strong influence on their behavior that personality won’t matter much 

(Mischel 1968). The opposition between personality versus situation escalated into a big 

debate within psychology.29 There were researchers on the “situation side” that proclaimed 

personality to be an illusion, since humans perform and behave according to where they are 

temporarily situated, in relation to a social context.30 This resembles Haraway’s approach of 

knowledge as situated, where social activity is embedded in culture and sub-contexts, and 

personality is discussed as a form of situated social performance (Butler 1988), or, interplay 

with other social actors. In the early 1980s, several lines of independent research sparked a 

renewed interest in the Big Five. Even though all five dimensions have been scientifically 

studied cross-culturally, the actual meaning of factors may differ across cultures and 

 
29 It was sparked by a book by Mischel, over whether or not personality actually explains why people behave as 
they do. His Personality Theory was created in 1968 with his concluding study of "Personality and Assessment". 
30 Strong evidence for the “situation” side of the debate came from impressive social psychological studies that 
showed how powerful situations can be e.g., Stanley Milgram’s acclaimed “shock experiment” in the 1960s. 
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depending on the language.31 Language and the significant meaning of the five qualities, like 

extroversion, also change over time. Despite this, the five-factor model has become the 

dominant and an international standardized approach in measuring personality in work-related 

contexts to predict work performance. During the 1960s, computerization contributed to the 

development of personality tests, but it was twenty years later, in the 1980s, that testing 

became popular in recruitment contexts. Today, the debate continues, causing a division in the 

field of psychology between those who are pro or against the wide use of personality tests in 

society.    

 

In a series of articles published in fall 2020, in the daily paper Svenska Dagbladet (SvD), 

Swedish journalists critically surveyed the popularity of personality tests in hiring processes 

and at workplaces to measure performance.32 While Martin Bäckström, a professor in 

psychology at Lund University, is positive that the use of personality tests aids in recruitment 

processes, Bo Melin, another professor in psychology, is more critical of personality tests. 

Melin’s research field involves work in psychology at the department of neuroscience at 

Karolinska Institutet. He says that personality tests are designed to capture people’s consumer 

behavior and to make them consume more (Lagercrantz 2020). Accordingly, the purpose of 

most free personality tests found online, is to collect data and target potential buyers, rather 

than give the test subject (you) an increased sense of self-awareness. Bäckström, on the other 

hand, considers personality tests to be a reliable source of information when matching an 

individual to a particular environment, or creating good team dynamics, e.g., in a workplace. 

Because we spend a fair amount of time in our workplaces, it’s also relevant to think about 

personality – not as a static phenomenon – but rather a moving contingency dependent on, 

and influenced by, other employees and the environment. However, Bäckström (as many 

others) is critical to personality type indicator tests that are not based on the five-factor model. 

Concerning the five-factor model, he points out that the word “factor” can be interpreted as 

causing a behavior, and therefore “factor” has been exchanged with using “personality traits” 

or “domains” instead (Arbman 2021). Even if personality tests have become widespread in 

recent decades, scholars of different opinions argue about what they show and if these tests 

 
31 The five factors have been cross-culturally studied and identified in participants in China, Japan, Italy, 
Hungary, Turkey, and more- showing that personality traits differ depending on culture (Triandis & Suh, 2002).  
32 Read more: https://www.svd.se/personlighetstester-inget-annat-an-fiktion, https://www.svd.se/obehaget-vaxer-
-tror-de-eq-test-ar-sanningen, and https://www.svd.se/rARyGe (accessed 15 January 2021).  
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are scientifically proven. The following analysis chapter will focus on Tengai’s method of 

measuring personality and how it differentiates from other AI recruitment tools. 
 

5. Tengai’s Performance in Comparison to Facial Recognition Solution Tools  

 

Tengai is operating and performing through audio sensors and a tailored “unbiased” software 

program based on the five-factor model described in the previous chapter. In this chapter, I 

will further analyze and compare Tengai to other AI recruitment chatbots that are differently-

abled through narrow AI systems and equipped with visual sensors and facial recognition 

solution tools. I have researched these other international examples through news articles and 

other online sources.  
 

“Early on we knew that we were on to something unique, and the results of the validity study prove that we were 

right. The findings from the study aren’t just groundbreaking for the industry, but also important for the whole 

labor market. With our validated robot interviews, we can now measure and assess personality traits correlated 

to work performance while treating job seekers more equally and fairly. We are creating history by proving how 

new technology can bring recruitment to the next level”.33 (CEO Elin Öberg Mårtenzon, 2020) 

 

According to Tengai’s CEO, mitigating unconscious bias from the job interview process is 

key for fair recruitment. Tengai validates, measures, and assesses personality traits in an 

“objective way”, which they consider to be “groundbreaking”. But is it really? Will the 

validation study answer my questions e.g., does Tengai and other recruitment bots contribute 

to making hiring processes unbiased? Can AI technology perform in a completely objective 

way, as stated by Tengai AB and Psychmetrics AB? Is unconscious bias eliminated by taking 

out the human? By conducting standardized interviews, where subjective elements are 

excluded, the goal according to the Tengai team, is to be able to conduct interviews to 

validate a candidate to hire. They claim to offer cost-effective interviews, free from prejudice 

and discrimination. I see it as problematic that Psychometrics (2019) is conducting the study 

since they have participated in the design of the five-factor model implemented in Tengai. A 

scientific study is objective only when its’ conditions are met without bias being introduced 

by an investigator, either inadvertently or intentionally, and where scientific objectivity refers 

to a researcher’s ability to make judgments without partiality or external influence.34 

 
33 See more: https://www.mynewsdesk.com/tengai-interview-robot/pressreleases/robot-interviews-proven-to-
measure-personality-traits-without-human-interference-2978658 (accessed 21Febuary 2021).  
34 Reference can be found at: https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/scientific-objectivity/  
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Psychometrics is not an independent external unit, but a highly involved partner, where a 

positive result in the study would benefit their potential business profit. Haraway’s 

perspective of situated knowledges, where she advocates that the scientific researcher should 

pay notice to, and be transparent about, their subjective relationship to a topic studied, is 

something I lack in Tengai’s study. There are some other issues that I find problematic when 

critically scrutinizing the validation study with an FTS lens.  
 

The participants in the study were selected from TNG’s network and through social media 

e.g., LinkedIn. They describe that employees at TNG contacted their friends to ask if they 

wanted to be part of the “groundbreaking” study of the first recruitment robot in Sweden. No 

more information is given concerning the risks of bias by inviting people they already knew 

or that belonged to the same entangled social network. Data feminism highlights the problem 

with data teams that primarily are composed of people belonging to the same dominant group 

causing an unintentional “privileged hazard” (D´Ignazio and F.Klein 2020:28). Did Tengai 

even think of bias in this respect, when they subjectively – and not objectively– selected 

people to their study? By doing this, who was left out that could have been an interesting 

addition to their study? I know many people, especially artists, who do not use LinkedIn since 

it doesn’t fit the professional freelancer’s needs or network. I argue it’s important that 

objectivity and issues of bias are studied not only in the methods implemented in the 

recruitment chatbot but also in the human setup for the study. While the study was focusing 

so hard on the objective performance of the AI recruitment chatbot, the human researchers 

and developers stayed unconscious of their own biases and interference with the study. What 

the study confirms, is that among the 34 recruited participants, 64% were women, the 

majority studied at least 3 years at a university (71%), and the average age was 39 (2020:6). 

I’m concerned the study doesn’t inform how old the oldest person in the study was, since age 

discrimination in employment is common. If the study had involved an FTS approach, it 

would’ve informed the intersectional coverage e.g., ethnicities, class, (dis)abilities, age, 

gender, candidates with a long-term unemployment rate, and more.  

 

Under the heading “procedure”, it’s described that the participants as a first step in the study 

received an internet link to a self-assessment personality test, Personality150, with 

instructions to take the test 2 days before getting interviewed by Tengai. Personality150 is 
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developed by Psychometrics, based on the five-factor model (2019).35 In the second step, 

Tengai interviewed each participant and evaluated them according to a modified set of 

research questions. The results from the participants' unsupervised self-assessment tests were 

then analyzed in relation to Tengai’s interview scoring. The outcome is illustrated in graphics, 

showcasing how Tengai’s scoring results correspond well with the results from the self-

assessment test. But does this prove Tengai’s unbiased performance? The study focuses on 

Extraversion and Conscientiousness, meaning that only two out of five factors were 

measured.36 12 interview questions (6 questions per factor) were formulated for Tengai, 

designed to mirror the full spectra of extraversion and conscientiousness, based on the five-

factor model (2020:7). Rhee’s concern of technologies’ reduction of personality comes to 

mind here (2018:13), as in Tengai, when only a limited number of chatbot questions are used 

to inscribe normative conceptions of the human (personality). According to the report, the 

interview questions were developed on theory and empirical data with practical relevance, 

then evaluated by experts in psychometrics, test-developing systems, and interview 

methodologies.37 It was also important that the questions could be formulated and asked in a 

clear and “natural” way, by which I presume they mean they don’t want the interview to be 

too machine-like. The interview started with a standardized introduction where a participant 

was given a context and instructed to answer; how they think, feel, and how they behave 

when interacting with others, and how they are at work or in work-related situations. The 

broad extraversion factor/trait could be summarized as a person being – reserved and 

thoughtful vs. sociable and fun-loving. The factor/trait conscientiousness measures a person 

as being impulsive and disorganized vs. disciplined and careful. Accordingly, the traits are 

categorized through a system of binary oppositions, which, from a feminist perspective is 

problematic, since it precludes the complexity of intersectionality. 

 

Unconscious Human Bias makes Hiring Unfair 

Over 70% of the candidates who participated in the validation study said that they had 

previous experience of being rejected during a recruitment process due to possible biased 

 
35 It measures 150 aspects related to one of the five factors, under every factor there are 6 facets that follows the 
logic of the instrument NEO PI-3 developed by Costa and McCrae (1992). Self-evaluation assessment tools are 
common, where Neo Personality Inventor (NEO PI-3) is considered the most authentic and scientifically proven.  
36 The reason why the study focus only on two factors, extraversion and conscientiousness, is not explained. See 
more, why they picked extraversion: https://psychometrics.se/2019/06/05/extraversion-och-dess-aspekter-och-
facetter-nya-forskningsresultat-som-paverkar-anvandningen-av-personlighetstest-i-personbedomning/. 
37 There is no information about who exactly those experts were. Pilot interviews were made to adjust the 
language and the Tengai technology to work. The participants in the self-assessment part could answer by 
choosing from five options that were graded from 1-5 points, from inaccurate=1, neither nor=3, to accurate=5.  
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discrimination by a human . It would be interesting to investigate further to see if the 

participants in the study had a different experience – one free from bias – with the interview 

robot, and in what way they thought it differed from being interviewed by a human. However, 

the Tengai study uses quantitative methods, based on graphs and statistics. Conducting a 

complimentary anthropological feminist study with qualitative reflexive research methods, 

including interviews, could have complemented the scarce information of the participants 

given in the Psychometrics report. Frida Polli is a cognitive neuroscientist who founded the 

company, Pymetrics, a platform that innovatively combines behavioral science methods with 

AI to match people to jobs. As the CEO, she aims to eliminate bias from hiring and improve 

diversity through neuroscience games and AI. I found a short article where she engagingly 

recommends AI systems to be the most efficient tool to bring fairness and equality to 

recruitment processes and job markets (2019). Similarly, as in the case of the collaboration 

between Psychometrics and Tengai, Polli’s belief in the possibilities of AI to solve issues of 

human bias needs to be problematized since she is marketing her own business in the form of 

a start-up tech company. However, I find Polli’s arguments to be more academic and nuanced 

than Tengai’s study report, as she acknowledges the ethical dilemmas of new technology and 

that artificial intelligence systems depend on how humans feed it with “ideas”. Polli writes 

that the deepest-rooted source of bias in AI is the human behavior it is simulating because the 

dataset used to train the algorithm is created by human minds. Furthermore, it’s this 

unconscious human bias that makes hiring unfair and often leads to bias against women, 

various kinds of minorities, and older workers. In line with the Tengai team, Polli advocates a 

truly automated hiring process as the only way to eliminate bias. I want to emphasize Polli’s 

use of the word here, to “eliminate”, and how it resonates with Tengai’s branding word 

“unbiased” as if AI and automatization promise what FTS scholars argue to be impossible.  In 

2018, 78% of talent and hiring managers considered diversity to be the top trend impacting 

how they hire.38 While there is almost a naïve trend in believing AI can be applied to remove 

or reduce human bias, there’s always a risk of algorithm bias. Instead of using an AI, a simple 

method to significantly mitigate unconscious bias could be done, manually, with a human, 

through blind review and selection. This could be as simple as leaving out information of the 

applicant; like name, age, gender, address, and educational background, to remove any give-

away signals of ethical origin, class, and gender identity that could trigger a biased reaction in 

the person carrying out the interview. 

 
38 See the global recruiting trend report: https://www.linkedin.com/pulse/how-effectively-mitigate-unconscious-
bias-hiring-glen-cathey/, accessed 3 February 2021.  
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6. Perception, Coded Gaze, and Bias in AI Recruitment Tools  

 

The validation study describes Tengai as being equipped with a high-fidelity camera, but it is 

not clear how the camera is used or if it’s completely shut off during the interview process. 

On Tengai’s website, it is written that the blindfolded interviews lead to a fairer selection 

process and that Tengai is more open-minded in that “she” does not register or judge; age, 

gender, ethnicity, choice of clothes, body language, tone of voice, or the ability to keep eye 

contact. Lookism, or “beauty bias”, is a term for prejudice associated with physical 

appearance. It is an aspect that has become even more common during the corona pandemic, 

with the increasing use of digital tools for hiring interviews. According to TNG, 14% believe 

they have been rejected during a recruitment process because of their looks or appearance 

(TNG 2020).39 The actors-space of Tengai and a human involves face-to-face interaction with 

an animated humanlike robot face in the form of a translucent mask, that seems to look back 

at you. Tengai’s sensors react to movements with head and neck movements and facial 

expressions. By talking and answering questions, posed by the animated mask, a human 

potentially reacts more naturally and perceives the robot as more humanlike than with a 

simplified audio chatbot. It could also be that a human becomes aware of the face being a 

mask and adjusts accordingly to the circumstances e.g., how the robot responds to facial 

expressions and if it starts to mimic back. I will introduce some other cases of AI recruitment 

chatbots equipped with vision and software based on AFEA and analyze how they differ from 

the blindfolded Tengai on issues of bias. HireVue is an AI hiring system that has become a 

powerful gatekeeper to America’s job market as it is used by some of its most prominent 

employers (Benjamin 2019:140).40 Washington Post published an article and podcast 

discussion of new hiring technologies, like HireVue, which is reshaping how companies 

assess their workforce, forcing prospective employees to prove their worth to a face-scanning 

algorithm (Harwell 2019). This recruiting technology firm uses an AI system that demands 

access to a job candidates’ cellphone (or computer) camera to analyze and score their facial 

expression, voice, and choice of words when asked a couple of questions.41 The third-party 

algorithm detects emotional engagement in applicants’ micro-expressions to help make its 

 
39 Lookism it is on second place on TNG:s list of the six most common reasons why a job seeker experiences 
discrimination: Age 58%, Appearance 14%, Gender & transgender identity 13%, Ethnic heritage 12%, Dis-
ability 5% and Sexual orientation 1% (TNG 2020). 
40 More than 100 companies in the U.S. used HireVue’s AI driven assessment in 2019 e.g., Hilton and Unilever.  
41 The applicant receives a couple of questions e.g., how would you deal with a different employee? and gets a 
short time to answer the questions looking at the screen of their phone or computer.  
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choices of the right candidate. HireVue’s system dissects the tiniest details of the candidates’ 

responses through their facial expressions, e.g., their eye contact or expression of enthusiasm, 

and compiles reports for companies to use when deciding whom to hire or disregard. They use 

the term “facial action units”, but the problem with this system is that it does not share how 

the scores are collected.42 Can the AI system perceive objectively? Facial dynamics and how 

a person looks is rather a subjective matter. What if this system perceives the perfect 

employee to be a white guy or a person that does not reveal “anything” through facial 

movements, performing the mask of the perfect poker face? HireVue claims that their system 

employs superhuman precision and impartiality to zero in on an ideal employee. I want to 

pinpoint the word superhuman, as there is a tendency to view technology as better-than-

human, almost like it was a god-like oracle with “higher” knowledge (Suchman 2007:214, 

Kember 2003). Journalist Harwell daringly writes that some critical AI-researchers call 

automatic systems “digital snake oil”, insinuating they are based on a secret recipe of 

superficial measurement and arbitrary number crunching that is not rooted in scientific fact. 

Benjamin also poses an ethical concern why “technical fixes that claim to bypass and even 

overcome human biases are so desirable, even magical” (2019:140), but are not a quick fix to 

deeply rooted cultural and intersectional biases.43 The escalating power positioning and use of 

AI-systems in hiring processes cause society to adjust to and change with it, e.g., universities 

have made efforts to train students in how to perform by the use of facial expressions, voice, 

and vocabulary for scoring best results with an AI automation in the competition to get a job.  

 
“For job seekers, it might mean more time and money as they learn to put on their best face for a bot” 

(Reuters 2020). 

 

Young aspiring job seekers in South Korea attend expensive courses, preparing them to come 

face-to-face and learn the social codes of AI hiring bots, for a better chance of getting a job 

(Cha 2020). With this example, I want to emphasize tech’s power of “prescribing” 

customized uni-forms for everyone to try to squeeze into, or else they won’t get access to the 

stage/actors-space. Prescription is Bruno Latour’s term referring to how non-human delegates 

impose certain behavior in people (Gates 2011:189, Latour 1988). In the South Korean 

example of human-AI acting courses, the emphasis is on facial expression, since these 

 
42 The job-applicants are not informed of their automatically generated employability-score, and do not have 
access to how they are ranked against the other applicants 
43 Benjamin refers to director Finn’s work at the Center for Science and the Imagination, University of Arizona. 
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movements convey the emotional state of an individual, and because these types of hiring 

bots are designed to detect any kind of weakness in the candidate that’s being interviewed. 

The AI is apparently smart enough to detect fear or joy and can even read personality in a 

person’s face. Applicants can gain points by performing in certain ways; like containing a 

fixed posture, remaining positive, and keeping a smile while the AI quickly throws out tough 

questions. Some will fail, like the given example of a nervous student from one of Korea’s top 

universities, who doesn’t manage to act calm or adjust to the artificial social circumstances. 

He fails to perform a masked version of self-confidence and his face reveals feelings of 

nervousness. There is no information given in this case – if the AI is trained to discern gender 

or if the human facial expression is treated as universal and gender-neutral. Applying Butler’s 

theory of gendered performativity would require deeper scrutiny into the socio-cultural 

context of any particular case and understanding the consequences of a tech team's 

unconscious bias. Although giving a “positive” first impression is a winning concept, also 

when interviewed by a human, hiring bots generates other types and categories of exclusion. 

In the U.S., college career centers are concerned that students face new difficulties landing a 

job because of hiring bots and are looking for strategies to win over these algorithms (Metz 

2020). Meredith Whittaker, co-founder of the AI Now Institute is very critical of trusting AI 

technology to decide a person’s career, and she gives voice to those calling it pseudoscience. 

She thinks it’s profoundly disturbing to let technology determine who is a potentially 

productive worker or to judge a person as unfit for the job based on their facial movements, 

tone of voice, or mannerisms. Uncriticized popularity of utilizing AI-assessment technology 

is like giving them a license to digital discrimination, where people’s lives literally are being 

shaped by these systems. The leading research center has called for new laws and ethics to 

restrict Affect Recognition (AR) tech on account of the lack of substantial evidence of a 

consistent relationship between a person’s thoughts and feelings and the way their face 

looks/reacts (2019).  

 

Data scientist Cathy O’Neil’s Weapons of Math Destruction (2016), a New York Times 

Bestseller, is a thought-provoking book about how big data increases inequality and threatens 

democracy, and makes decisions that affect our lives i.e., getting a job. Her book was written 

more than five years ago, before AI assessment and bots had hit the job market. She gives an 

early example of how human resource departments were relying on automatic systems and 

computer programs to handle the initial influx of résumés and that 72% of these résumés 

never were seen by human eyes (2016:112). She highlights how this has driven applicants to 
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prepare their resumés, so they come out on top, and argues the issues of class, gender, racial 

and ethnic minorities and how these electronic gatekeepers lead to yet another unequal path in 

history. O’Neil (and Buolamwini) participates in the documentary film Coded Bias (2020), in 

which she problematizes how people who own the code deploy it on other people, and there 

is, unfortunately, no accountability taken on by the tech companies.44 When Buolamwini was 

studying her first semester at MIT, she discovered that the computer vision software that was 

supposed to track her face didn’t work until she put on a white mask. She decided to continue 

to develop her research around the problem with computer vision technology, how it was not 

engineered to read (or include) darker skin tones (coded gaze) and that it worked better on 

white males. Coded Bias emphasizes the illusion of how Americans view technology as 

neutral and normative, yet tech is based on ideas that come from a very small and 

homogenous group of people– that is –  a predominately white male tech elite. As a result, 

racism is being mechanized and citizens are being socially controlled in ways they can’t see. 

According to Boulamwini, it’s going to take people coming together, driving for justice in this 

age of automation and with her initiative Algorithmic Justice League she is determined to 

push the US government to create legislation to counter the far-reaching dangers of bias and 

racism in technology (D´Ignazio and F.Klein 2020:32). It is also important to pay attention to 

the fact that everybody has unconscious biases, and people embed their biases into 

technology. I will briefly mention an example that relates to the topic of Boulamwini’s and 

O’Neil’s work. In 2018, Amazons’ machine-learning specialists uncovered a big problem 

with their new recruiting engine, since it did not perform gender-neutral and showed bias 

against women (Benjamin 2019:142, Dastin 2018). The team had been building computer 

programs since 2014 to review job applicants’ resumes, but the breaking news in media 

concerning the problems of bias in the project (gender bias was not the only issue) led 

Amazon to shut it down.  

 

Reading Human Faces as Uniform  

Haraway’s metaphor of imploded objects, and how human and non-human actors are 

entangled in a complex yarn-like network deconstructing and constituting new bodies, apply 

to Gates’s discussion of how faces and their representations are never stable or standardized 

objects. Gates draws on Deleuze’s concept of “faciality” when poetically describing faces as 

 
44 Directed by Shalini Kantaya with two key questions: The impact of AI:s increasing role in governing our 
liberties? What are the consequences for people stuck in the crosshairs due to their race, color, and gender? 
Because of the power of these tools, laws are needed, left unregulated there is no recourse for abuse (2020). 
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“hybrid assemblages of material and meaning, markers of identity and sites of affect to be 

sure, but always situated somewhere, on their way from somewhere and to somewhere else” 

(2011:200). The face does not conform to the cause-effect model of communication but is 

rather a link between destination and origin. Gates further predicts that the effort to automate 

FR-systems inevitably becomes a way to standardize and disseminate it across contexts, 

“making it reach further in space and time to classify and define more faces and more people” 

(2016:194). To create an effective AFEA program, facial expressions need to fit into a 

(socially and culturally) decontextualized mathematical theory that informs and makes up its’ 

technological design (2016:171).45 Gates goes on to write that whether it is intentional or not, 

the standardized conceptualization of the face can coax its’ human users to think that there is 

something “wrong” with them, denying those embodied subjects with their independent right 

to personal identity or unique intersectional variety, and maybe also their ability to represent 

and speak for themselves. If the “face”, through AFEA, becomes a customized uni-form, for 

everyone to fit into, then a lot will change concerning the human sense of self. It is agonizing 

to think, how AFEA could potentially inflict on diversity, e.g., people that identify as queer, 

non-binary, or are “non-normative” in other ways. Other areas of ethical concern pertain to 

AFEA applications used for marketing purposes, e.g., gathering affective and non-verbal data 

about customers and consumers, or, to assess their emotional state and analyze it for market 

research purposes and optimization. Other dangers involve, using it to monitor the 

performance of employees in workplaces, at border controls when traveling, or in penal 

systems in control states like China (Gates 2011:154, Webb 2019, Zuboff 2019).  

 

The question of what will happen if automated face analysis makes a new meaning of the 

human face, or treats it as a fixed concept, is something I will not analyze deeply in this 

thesis. Although, with the examples given, I want to illustrate the difficult and complex matter 

of reading a human face through “static” algorithms alone. It is crucial to understand the 

individual context and wider cultural circumstances in which facial expressions are performed 

(Goffman 1959:59). Hypothetically, a person could be frowning their brow because the sun is 

shining brightly through the window, and not because they are angry. In other words, even 

though today’s AI systems are engineered to recognize different human facial expressions, it 

is not a simple matter of deduction on what the subject’s underlying emotional state is. Tengai 

can’t “see" the person being interviewed and thus will not perform human lookism and judge 

 
45 She builds on Hayles (1999) critique of the Shannon-Weaver’s mathematical model of information. 
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a person by the color of skin or appearance. Therefore, it offers a more neutral and less biased 

first meeting for prospective job applicants compared to the other examples of recruitment 

chatbots based on facial recognition/AFEA. Tengai also provides a less biased interview 

technique that doesn’t require any preparation by involving expensive AI acting courses such 

as in the case of students in South Korea. 

 

7. Conclusion: Challenging Reiteration of Normative Performance and Bias in Tech  
 

AI has no gut feelings (The Essential AI Handbook for leaders 2019) 
 

In this thesis, I aimed to establish and analyze the topic of AI recruitment chatbots and how 

these technologies have been developed from the early attempts of innocuously mimicking 

human-to-human conversation, to the critical dangers and use of contemporary AI chatbots 

based on AFEA. AI technology cannot have gut feelings per se, and to some, this is 

considered to be an advantage, since it’s built to perform logic-based response patterns 

through mathematical calculations and is not driven by human emotional instinct. However, 

humans can perceive chatbots as humanlike through simple tricks used to give the impression 

of it being a character with personality and feelings. When I asked Apple’s chatbot, Siri, if 

“she” had feelings, I got this answer: I feel that everything is possible, except perhaps 

dividing with 0. Siri’s answer is an example of how she is given a “personality” through 

having a humanlike sense of humor. On the other hand, human conversations can be quite 

robotic in the sense that they follow a certain order of sentences and questions. Opening a 

conversation is not that difficult to simulate in a chatbot as discussed in the early case of 

ELIZA (Christian 2011). Let’s do a simple comparison of human-to-human interaction in 

everyday life to social conversations re-constructed in technology. When a human meets 

another person in the street, they greet each other with a series of phrases. Example: A: Hi, 

how are you? B: I am fine, thanks. How are you? A: Are you working from home now because 

of the corona pandemic? Often, humans reply almost automatically and continue with a 

question that “naturally” follows. To an observer, it may seem that the people conversing are 

following a script that depends on the sociocultural context, and where it is being performed. 

Language and human-to-human conversations are partly predictable and semi-structured and 

therefore possible to transcribe into a computer script or software algorithms (Christian 

2011:156) Another common “trick” is the use of uh and um, or other vocalized pauses that 

humans express either when bridging sentences or when needing time to find the right words 
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to communicate a thought. I have observed that Tengai uses this linguistic trick to be 

perceived as communicating as a human would. Imitation differs significantly from 

enhancement learning because the observer socially learns how to perform the observed 

behavior (Buttelmann et al., 2007; Byrne 2003; Whiten 2009). Classically, imitation was 

defined as mimicking the observed motor actions of another human or non-human entity, 

although sometimes it is defined as mimicking the intended actions or effects of the observed 

actions. In the reverse order, humans will most likely adapt to AI recruitment chatbots – 

partly subconsciously – which eventually creates a new type of machine-human language, 

that in the long-term also changes work cultures. 
 

When I Tried the Self-Assessment Test 

The first step in establishing that people do differ in their characteristic patterns of thinking, 

feeling, and behaving, is to show that those differences are indeed characteristic patterns and 

that they need to be observed over and over again across a variety of situations. Nobody is 

going to behave the same in every situation. Goffman’s aspect of dramatic realization is still 

relevant, it works as a reminder to self, that the role of social science scholars is to inform 

society that humans display various masks and enact roles adapting to social circumstances. 

Butler argues that gender is a kind of improvised performance and proposes gender trouble to 

disrupt heteronormative patterns (1990). Gender and race stereotypes are part of the 

unconscious bias that is being reiterated in AI and chatbots as discussed with the examples of 

HireVue, and Amazon’s recruitment AI, brilliantly highlighted in the work of Buolamwini. 

She illustrates how the coded gaze continues the racist trajectory of his-story, by dispatching 

black women as invisible. She calls for social justice, not only through academic writing but 

also by unorthodox methods of art and poetry, like in AI, Ain’t I a Woman, her paraphrase of 

Sojourer Truth’s famous women’s rights speech (1851). “Teaching truth is hidden in data”, 

she says in her poem (2018), and that relates to Haraway’s metaphor of implosion, of 

revealing that which lays hidden underneath a fixed surface of reality-producing 

performatives (Haraway 1991, Lykke 2010:153). Hannah Fry concludes in her book, Hello 

World. Being Human in the Age of Algorithms (2018), that when one delves deeply into any 

system, bias will be discovered. Even though Tengai believes they have solved issues of 

human bias by blindfolding their interview bot, it is still built on a system that categorizes and 

reduces human personality into more or less fixed sections. Moreover, in Tengai’s validation 

study the applicant’s scores are only based on two traits: Extraversion and Conscientiousness. 

Returning to Tengai’s aim to target the growing number of freelancers like myself, meeting 
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the needs of an increasing number of project-based jobs on the market, I decided to do a five-

factor-model self-assessment test online to get an understanding of how it works. It struck me 

how the questions locked me into choosing an answer that did not tell the whole truth 

concerning how I behave or perform, to score my personality. For example, on the factor 

“extraversion”, I realized that I wanted to reply diametrically to a question on whether I 

preferred being the center of attention on a stage or be alone in a silent room. Working with 

different types of creative assignments, I am used to socially adjusting according to 

circumstances. If I work on a tv-script, I prefer to be situated in a quiet room, as opposed to 

when I perform on a stage (because then I appreciate being in the spotlight). The five-factor 

model wasn’t able to read my flexibility or to include the plurality of personality masks. I 

think it is quite easy to answer questions in a personality test strategically, camouflaging your 

personality, to have a better chance of getting a job. The case from South Korea showed how 

an applicant might need to take expensive courses to train human-machine social acting, 

learning how to control facial expressions and hide thoughts and emotions behind a 

performed mask. However, if the job arena turns into a situation like in Westworld, with an 

AI “black box” entity ruling the world, acting skill tactics would become useless with human 

privacy eliminated. Big-tech’s total collection of information on a human could end up in the 

wrong hands, and it’s already being used behind our backs to create a “digital twin”, an 

unethical tool to control individual consumer behavior (Zuboff 2019, Veliz 2020).  

 

The “Black Box” of Recruitment 

What I perceive Tengai meant with “the black box of recruitment”, is that in human-human 

interviews, the subjective bias of the human interviewer risks inflicting on the job applicant’s 

chances of getting a job, and the company hiring will also lose the opportunity to enable a 

wider range of candidates the chance of getting the job. On the other hand, they are not 

transparent on how they aim to use the collected data, which could be a case for data 

feminism to investigate further (2020). The missing information on how data is collected in 

companies is excused by copyright, where the business model is sealed preventing it to be 

copied by other tech companies (Webb 2019). Since it’s unclear whether Tengai’s software 

system is projected to be developed by machine learning or computer vision in the future, the 

AI black box effect will be of later concern. As to date, Tengai doesn’t operate by computer 

vision, to further the risk of becoming an AI “black box” recruitment assistant. I’m also 

doubtful Tengai would pass as a human in a Turing test. Considering that all AI up to date is 
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referred to as narrow or “weak AI”, the “black box” problem is not of acute relevance in any 

existing recruitment chatbot.  

 

Tengai’s validation study produced a scientifically validated (objective) product image. 

However, the problem with their “objectivity” is that the humans at Tengai, and especially 

those conducting the validation study separated themselves from the non-human Tengai. But 

as Latour coined, there is no division between subject/object, and he disavowed the 

dichotomy by replacing it with the actor-network theory (2005). Tengai’s “objective” 

performance, from an intersectional feminist perspective and when “considering context” 

(D´Ignazio F.Klein 2020), is rather in an entangled relationship with the subjectivity of the 

surrounding humans, giving it agency as an unbiased non-human character. I can’t see that it 

matters that two women are managing the development of Tengai because I haven’t found 

any information as to whether Psychometric’s five-factor model test acknowledges aspects of 

gender roles. They don’t inform how (heteronormative) gender stereotyping (Butler 1988) is 

treated and possibly reimposed by the categorization of personality traits. On the other hand, 

it would also be problematic if they consider the personality traits to be universal or gender-

neutral, rather than tied up in heterogenous normativity patterns and intersectional gender 

types. The aspect of a socially created self does not stay static but is dependent on the 

entanglement with other human and non-human beings, of social and cultural context and 

situatedness in the here and now moment. According to Barad, agency is not an attribute, but 

the ongoing reconfiguration of the world influenced by what she terms intra-actions, a mutual 

constitution of entanglement between human and non-human agencies (Barad 2003:818). 

Suchman is committed to raising questions of accountability and that contemporary feminist 

research contributes with a critical orientation of agencies in technological design. She refers 

to Barad’s (1998:102) perspective on how boundaries are necessary for the creation of 

meaning, and to remember that boundaries between humans and machines are not naturally 

given but are constructed out of particular practices that humans have a role in shaping 

(2009).  

 

Performing the Unruly Protagonist to Disrupt Robotic Normativity  

The difference between how a professional theatre actor acts for a live audience will need to 

be re-constructed to suit different actor-space(s) of human-robot interactions. In theatre 

spaces, just reading a script the same every night makes it appear “robotic” in a negative 

sense (Goffman 1959, Christian 2011). I think this is a reason why Tengai states the 
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importance of “natural” conversation (2020). Although, to perform neutral their chatbot does 

not change its´ tone of voice or gaze depending on the interviewee and remains “neutral” 

regardless of the subject. According to Goffman, as performing humans, we are “merchants of 

morality”, meaning; humans carry the responsibility of their individual and collective actions 

(1959:243). My conclusion is that acting methods found within theatrical practices could 

become complementary assets to design new analytical tools within social sciences when 

studying human-machine social interaction, as well as when developing new human-robot 

languages. By becoming conscious actors or spectators in everyday life, it is possible to 

disrupt what is expected in various everyday actors-spaces, to act beyond the normative 

through stepping into the role of Haraway’s queer trickster (1991), or Boal’s unruly 

protagonist (2000). 

 

As discussed in this study, tech vendors offer services to help companies with scaling a 

successful business through auditing candidates in recruitment processes. An algorithm 

digests data, but the selection frame (i.e., what type of data is collected) is determined by 

humans (D´Ignazio and F.Klein 2020). These tech solutions can therefore never be 

completely unbiased. Even if an AI chatbot collects the data (first selection) it is humans who 

make the final decision in hiring. The “silver bullet syndrome” is a term that points to the 

belief in a miraculous new technological tool that will “magically” solve problems in a 

company or organization and a desire to be cutting edge without fully understanding 

underlying problems or complexities (Clarke 2020). The captivating marketing message of 

Tengai is the promise of a scientifically proven hiring tool, but it might play a silver bullet 

role for companies that want to find a solution to the diversity problem. In the end, this is why 

it is important, in cases like those discussed in this thesis, that independent transdisciplinary 

voices from the academic world, as well as in media and art, continue to address inconvenient 

inquiries with emphasis on issues that are subconsciously hidden beneath a mesmerizing 

shiny surface.  
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Appendix 
 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

These three selfie photos of me are taken in front of a 
facial recognition device, to capture how it reads the 
biometrics of my face. The photos are taken with just 
a few seconds between. I stepped away from the 
device and then got tracked again. As you can see the 
FR-machine changes gender, age and emotional 
status differently each time. I did not exaggerate my 
facial expressions, only tried smiling a bit or tried to 
look neutral.  
 
 
Location: Tekniska Museet, Stockholm  
Exhibition: Hyper Human 
Visited: October 3rd, 2020.  


