‘Wir sind die Robovolk?’
Robovox is a project which presents opportunities to explore many unresolved questions around contemporary democracy, culture and technology as well as the forces which continue to  exert a pull on the tidal flow of relations between “Western” and “Eastern” Europe. It is too early to predict its full impact, but by reminding us of these questions and providing a pretext for their analysis, this project can open new perspectives and facilitate what could be called a ‘robotometry’: a ‘robocentric’ examination of ‘the robot’ as a reality and a cultural metaphor.
Monumental Visitor: Friend and/or Foe?
Even without its functions, Robovox is distinctive by virtue of its (near)-monumental eight metre height and bulk.  Adding in its interactivity and mobility appears to present us with a new ‘genre’: the contemporary mobile interactive monument. Scale seems to be essential to the project for several reasons. It will manifest in historic public squares, filled with their own monumental objects. Robovox can act as a temporary addition to these, in a way similar to the way in which Trafalgar Square’s ‘fourth plinth’ is used to host temporary installations by contemporary artists. These squares are arenas in which the public traditionally gives voice to opinions, symbolically addressing their monumental inhabitants as much those they are protesting against. So for these symbolic, even ‘dramaturgical’ reasons, it’s important that such a project provides a ‘monumental recipient’ in these locations: touch-screens or smaller interfaces would simply be lost and overwhelmed by their surroundings. 

Equally, smaller-scale interfaces would not only be at risk of being overwhelmed by architectural factors. In what could be called our ‘society of the ultra-spectacle’, scale and spectacularism are almost essential in order for a project to make any impression at all beyond art audiences.  Besides being contemporary, exotic and innovative, it also needs to be monumental to combat increasingly short attention spans (a problem that to some extent now affects all audiences, no matter how well educated or culturally aware.)   
Although monumental, Robovox is also (user)-friendly. It’s partly in synch with the post-rave web 2.0 zeitgeist while not being too aggressively contemporary.  This paradigm of ‘robocentric’ futurism is also apparent in the jingle slogan of the Dutch online radio station known as the Cybernetic Broadcasting System (CBS)
:  ‘The Robot is Your Friend.’ The CBS worldview is poised on the cusp of robophilia and robophobia. The broadcasts often sample dystopian robot-based science fiction and much of the music it plays is ambivalent about robots, simultaneously fearful and fascinated, affectionate and awe-struck. The closely-affiliated Rotterdam label Bunker Records
 issues a series of releases entitled Robot Dystopia, expressing the label and artists’ fetishistic love-hate attitudes to robots and technology – loving the sounds associated with robotics but despairing of the dark cultural and economic forces often associated with the advance of technology, which is often both friend and foe (no matter how cute and friendly it may seem). 
If Robovox is a monument it, then what is it a monument to? If monuments are understood as being to something that has now passed, it may be better if it is not perceived as a monument to democracy. However, there is certainly a chance of it being perceived this way if it is allowed to appear in Trafalgar Square, in the capital of the post-democratic ‘United Kingdom’: the most intensively watched society in the West. In 1984, his alarmingly relevant of a totalitarian Britain, Orwell imagined Trafalgar Square re-named as Victory Square, the scene of state spectacles and executions. Trafalgar Square is a very highly charged context: it is the traditional endpoint of demonstrations but also an unashamed celebration of British imperial power.  If and when Robovox arrives, the failing British state may have acquired even more intrusive control and surveillance powers than it already has. This would make the project unintentionally poignant: an initiative dedicated to genuine interaction and participation will arrive in an increasingly post-democratic context in which (with the help of an ignorant, apathetic and alienated public) many freedoms may become fading historical memories rather than basic rights.
Yet monuments can also be celebrations of ongoing values. If nothing else, the music events that form part of Robovox’s supporting programme at least provide the illusion that free interaction and non-formulaic, innovative culture are still possible. Moreover, even in a negative and ambivalent context, the Robovox processes of consultation and interaction may help serve as both celebrations and reminders of the rights that are increasingly constrained, threatened and monitored. 
Like technology, compulsion can assume positive as well as negative forms. A monument successful in attracting attention is inevitably imposing and compelling. Robovox has fun and user-friendly aspects but it is also a massive, dwarfing presence which commands attention. The SMS format is user-friendly and inviting, but this masks the fact that like any effective monument it compels and demands a response. 

Instant Messenger?

Within the last decade, “messaging” has emerged, as both an expression and a structural reality. Never being out of touch has become second nature: a majority of “first world” citizens exist in “a state of constant readiness”, contactable via SMS, social networking sites, email, Instant Messenger and similar interfaces. Beyond this permanent readiness, what is most people’s “status”? At work, at holiday, or on the move, few people are completely “offline” for more than the minimum hours they need to sleep. Such connections have become second nature, so intrinsic to reality that they are normally invisible. Given the extent to which they penetrate our reality, it may make sense to find in them metaphors for our current political and cultural condition(s) and identify appropriate new status markers. People may rarely be “offline” but while they may be “emoting” or “listening right now”, how often are they “conditioned”, “bewitched”, “passive”? It sometimes seems as if the ever growing number of spectacular and immersive communications channels is in inverse proportion to the number of people who are culturally or politically “engaged” or “radical” in a sense which might actually challenge contemporary realities. Perhaps it can even be said that barring (increasingly less unlikely) catastrophic events, most cannot imagine any other political or cultural reality, let alone a technological one.
Robovox materialises within and comments on the contemporary pseudo-interactive culturescape. As a message-based entity, Robovox can have a dual-function, both soliciting and implicitly commenting on the (quality of) the messages it receives. 

Perhaps the familiarity of the message format helps to draw in spectators and can help infiltrate some of the issues discussed here to a wider public context. One key factor here is that Robovox is temporary. During its visits it is always ‘available’ to receive and voice messages and the public may grow used to this format and the chance to be consulted daily on a different issue. However, when Robovox departs people may notice a sudden void opening up. There are numerous websites or newspapers which ask daily questions and invite SMS or email responses but there are fewer which print the individual responses and there are few if any equivalents to the Robovox format: which amplifies the responses in a very public arena: a (partly) contested physical space rather than an uncontested mediaspace. The project already poses questions about its own aftermath. What will or might replace it as a public interactive forum? Would an unregulated equivalent be allowed and what new forms of ‘messaging’ might it inspire?    
Staging the Trap of Participation?

Media outlets constantly seek people’s opinions, staging pseudo (or klepto-)democratic text votes, phone-ins and other interactive ‘events’ which make consumer-voters feel as if their voice is being heard. Judging by the level of participation, many people believe that these are genuine utopian modes of expression, overlooking the fact that unless they have the sense to participate anonymously or covertly, they are contributing to an ever-growing dossier of their own tastes and opinions maintained and shared by market (and) state. The implicitly sinister phrase ‘Tell us what you think’ is superficially empowering, but should carry the suffix ‘so we can sell to you or monitor you more accurately and totally.’
Robovox seems in this light to have recovered the reality of the text vote or poll as a participatory medium. The responses are not gathered in the service of a media organization and there is no intention to track individuals using the data received (although we have to realize that the klepto-state authorities can easily tap in to Robovox’s  message bank at will and see who is saying what).   

Despite these limitations, one of the most positive aspects of the project are that the questions posed are (for once) not set by a media organization with a commercial or monitoring agenda. Even if our ultra-spectacular klepto-democracies are putting in place increasingly effective firewalls around genuine democracy, Robovox suggests that there may still be some ‘back doors’ through which democratic potentials can be accessed. While the format is still unfamiliar and not totally subordinated, it might just be possible for Robovox to act as a ‘democratic surrogate’ or ‘stand-in’ that contains an implied rebuke to the ‘usual channels’ of contemporary democracy.
Contemporary Automata: Robotic Imaginations?

In at least one sense, the project is an expression of faith in the public and the possibility of articulate debate. It assumes that there will be responses which are sufficiently interesting and valuable to be worth documenting. Yet perhaps the robot format also contains an implied criticism of the public as such.  A robot as a symbolisation of the crowd or its opinions implies that the public themselves are robotic, if not actual robots acting mechanically in the service of a system. The more we understand about subconscious and genetic imperatives driving our behaviour, the more apt robotic metaphors seem to humans, even those still partly resistant to, or isolated from, the robotizing imperatives of mass cultural forces. 
To borrow the name of a track by Detroit techno collective Underground Resistance,  a formerly engaged, articulate population has been, or is danger of being, replaced by robots
 or, more precisely, by the robots that they themselves have (partly willingly) become. 
So is it possible that Robovox might just act as a provocative parody of what can often seem like contemporary consumer-citzens’ ‘robotic’ imaginations, tastes and habits? Is the robot freer? Extrapolating further, perhaps the robot even acts as a covert symbol of freedom from mediated desires, since it feels no compulsion to attend ‘must-see’ cultural events or acquire the latest ‘hot’ car/dress/dvd player. Compared to those addicted to hot must-haves, the robot is ‘cool’ and impassive, an entity free of the need to consume. 
Is there some kind of homeopathic principle at work here? Is it possible that only a monumental (though friendly) automaton can (temporarily) de-automatize the consumer (or consumptive) trance that is most people’s default status in urban public spaces? Any such de-conditioning or at least diverting effects derive from the fact that although monumental, Robovox is friendly, familiar and (at least mentally) consumable. The Robot has to at least appear to be your friend in order to be able to suggest that you yourself are in danger of or already subject to robotization – and what can a robot imagine beyond its strict programming?

“Ja tvoj sluga, ja tvoj robotnik”

As the product of officially futuristic social systems, fictional and actual robot(ic)s emerging from the old “Eastern bloc” were animated by an ideological-conceptual current that both alarmed and fascinated some in West. Even Kraftwerk, perhaps the most explicitly futuristic group there has been, felt compelled to sample Eastern futurism. This was first seen on The Man Machine album (1978). Kraftwerk’s members appear on the cover in red shirts, striking the same poses as the robot-mannequins they used to promote the album and as stand-ins for eight complete European concerts. The artwork also features Cyrillic and simulated Cyrillic typography and refers heavily to the work of El Lissitzky. The final text on the rear of the CD sleeve appears only in Russian: Ja tvoj sluga, ja tvoj rabotnik, the key phrase of the iconic opening track, The Robots.  Live, the track is backed by a video in which the phrase appears prominently in a primitive computer Cyrillic font. In this way, the track acknowledges the idea(l) of the robot as a Slavic technological archetype.  

Since their live debut, the moment when the Robots appear on stage has always created the most instant excitement and euphoria in an audience.  Obviously, this is one of the most iconic Kraftwerk moments. ‘Mad’ Mike Banks from Detroit techno collective Underground Resistance recalls that until he and his contemporaries saw the group live they actually believed Kraftwerk were robots.
 So in a sense the crowd’s reaction to the Robots suggests that they more than the individuals on stage are seen as the embodiment of the group and its ideals. Yet perhaps the crowd responses to the Robots also conceal a degree of semi-conscious self-recognition and affinity. As fanatical but also ambivalent futurists, Kraftwerk have managed to produce works that have outlined (near)-future realities. In hindsight, it seems possible that Kraftwerk were already implying that “We are the Robots” – that our responses and desires were already and would only become more ‘robotic’ (and even that people may feel ‘closer’ to and less inhibited with robots or computers than with the people around them). 
The Computerworld album from 1981 was certainly their most prophetic. In Britain at least, the title track’s image of our data being held by the FBI, BKA etc. has been realized to an extent beyond the most paranoiac imagination. The track Numbers from the album again features a robotic Russian voice sample counting ‘1, 2, 3.’  Through their few but highly symbolic Slavo-futurist references, Kraftwerk acknowledged that it wasn’t possible to be fully futuristic without a Slavic and perhaps even socialist mode of futurism and because of its geographical origins, and its creator’s knowledge of and respect for Slavo-futurism, Robovox serves as a gentle reminder of this lineage.  The massive and continuing influence of Kraftwerk’s Slavo-futurist influenced visions on the robotic imagination is seen in one of the playful slogans used to promote the project: ‘Wir sind die Robovox’ (which of course also contains the playfully sinister implication ‘Wir sind die Robovolk.’    
OstRobo? (U>S>O)

Sadly, Kraftwerk never produced tracks entirely in Russian and this perhaps symbolizes the shadowy, obscure and not fully realized nature of Slavo-futurism and the way that it functions as a kind of shadowy sleeper agent in the Western imagination, awaiting chances to activate. The Robot is after all originally a Slavic medium (both part of the mediascape and a medium for utopian-dystopian ideals). Robovox comes from a line of ‘Ostrobos’: the products of both (post)-socialist robotics and Western fantasies about it. There is still a very faint legacy of Socialist-Slavic futurism surrounding the project and infiltrating this into Western public spaces is an achievement. It might be seen as an imagination of a future which never arrived: the delayed outcome of an obscure 1970s Yugoslav robotics programme rumoured to have been cancelled for ideological reasons (the fear that workers would be replaced by robots).
Due to the continued fears surrounding not just anything emerging from Eastern Europe but surrounding Slavs as such, Robovox is ultimately an Unidentified Slavic Object which may accelerate but still reflects the obscure and mysterious aura surrounding  
Eastern Europe and its inhabitants in the Western imagination. Like the UFO phenomenon, the USO syndrome symbolises people’s attitudes to the (technological) unconscious and the need to project local fears and tensions onto universal ciphers which some fear and others long for (often simultaneously).  In performing this role of the exotic Slavic visitor, Robovox and other USO’s intruding or invited into Western cultural ‘airspace’ constantly re-activate the questions opened up by the official reunification of the cultural spaces of Eastern and Western spaces. Helping to resolve such questions and making such Slavic objects more easily identifiable may be one of the project’s main achievements. 

‘The Ostrobo is Your Friend.’ 
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