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Abstract

In everyday life, people can no longer separate from or ignore the presence and
influence of artificial intelligence technologies. These “intelligent” technologies have
permeated areas such as food, clothing, housing, transportation, education, and recreation,
assisting and influencing people’s behavior and actions. Sociology asks the question of “how
is (social) order possible?” and the development of the information society has made this
question increasingly complex. Professor Andrey Rezaev is adept at comparative research,
exploring topics from social inequality and social stratification to recent developments in
artificial intelligence technologies. He proposed the term “artificial sociality” in an attempt

to capture a new social scenario of human-machine (artificial intelligence) interaction. By a
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stroke of serendipity, since 2020, under the support of the National Science and Technology
Council’s project, the Taiwanese team had the opportunity to embark on a three-year bilateral
cooperation program with Professor Rezaev and his team, taking the application of artificial
intelligence in the medical and health industries as an example for cross-national and cross-
cultural comparison. In this interview, Professor Rezaev shared his thoughts and suggestions
on this project, as well as how humanities and social sciences should face the applications of

artificial intelligence technologies.

Introduction to Dr. Andrey V. Rezaev

Professor Andrey Rezaev is a distinguished professor of the Department of Sociology
at the University of St. Petersburg, Russia, and has since retired to conduct visiting teaching
and research at universities in the United States and Japan. Dr. Rezaev previously directed
the TANDEM research laboratory, a joint effort between the U.S. and Russia, and continues
to serve as a visiting professor at the College of Sociology at Rikkyo University in Japan.
He is also currently an adjunct professor at Webster University in Tashkent, Uzbekistan.
Dr. Rezaev’s expertise lies in comparative social science research, immigration studies,
comparative studies of higher education and human development, social interaction,
sociology of everyday life, sociological theory and methodology, as well as research on
artificial intelligence and artificial sociality. Dr. Rezaev has a prolific portfolio, which
includes journal articles, books, and book chapters.

AVR: Andrey V. Rezaev

YCL: Yu-Cheng Liu
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YCL : In the field of humanities and social sciences, how does the Russian academic
circle think about Al in perspectives from institutions, society, and teaching
(education)?

AVR : The progress of Al still needs to be put in the mainstream for the social sciences
and humanities in Russia. Research on Al in social sciences and humanities is
concentrated in several small groups, predominantly in Moscow and St. Petersburg.
There are few educational programs and courses that combine perspectives on Al
from different disciplines (including philosophy, law, sociology, etc.). However, in
Al studies, computer scientists and mathematicians are still playing the first violin.
Among those social scientists and humanities scholars who are interested in Al
technologies in Russia, there are basically balanced attitudes towards them. Scholars
pay attention to new possibilities that these technologies bring us and to barriers to
and unintended consequences of their implementation.

YCL : Is there anything special about the development of Al in Russia in the field of
humanities and social sciences?

AVR : In Russia, as in the world in general, research on Al is dominated by what we have
called the “big three” actors: computer science, cognitive science / neuroscience,
and philosophy. In social sciences and humanities, there is a selective reception of
ideas, approaches, and methods developed in Western Europe and North America by
Russian scholars. Certain areas of STS and actor-network theory are prevalent, as
well as micro-sociological and ethnomethodological approaches. Several publications
also discuss the problems of inequality connected with the development of Al
technologies. Thus, we see international development trends in Russia, adjusted for
some delays and local specifics.

YCL : What are the challenges for Russia to explore AI from the perspective of
humanities and social sciences?

AVR ! There are at least three challenges. First is a sluggish and rigid university curriculum

that prevents the exchange of knowledge and skill among STEM, social sciences,

Bt AL 45 (2023) 1-18



= =i e

The Journal of Information Society
and humanities. Today, this kind of exchange exists in a few interdisciplinary
research projects based mostly on researchers’ goodwill and is slowed down
by misunderstandings between scholars from different departments. This
misunderstanding, however, is caused by scholars’ education: by a lack of courses
that provide different perspectives on Al and technological progress, as well as on
the substance of human relations. We believe that both STEM students and students
from social sciences and humanities departments need more courses on Al created by
computer scientists, neuroscientists, psychologists, philosophers, sociologists, and so
on. Graduate students enrolled in different disciplines need to have an opportunity to
participate in joint research projects on Al research.

Second is a need for a more theoretical and methodological foundation for
studying Al in social sciences and humanities. Some brilliant theories and methods
were developed in different areas—ethnomethodology and conversational analysis,
existentialism and phenomenology, communication theory, and psychoanalysis.
However, these developments are used in actual empirical research in a minimal
way. Another problem here is disciplinary “closures”. To understand Al means
understanding its similarities to and differences from a human being. Both Al and a
human could not be understood from the perspectives of one discipline. That is why
we need to combine theoretical and methodological developments from different
disciplines. We need to rethink them to eliminate limitations posed by disciplinary
conventions. This is a global problem, not only a problem of Russian science.

And the third is the need for empirical sets where scholars can research how Al
technologies are actually developed, implemented, and used. This problem could be
solved by building bridges between academia and business. Today in Russia, many
large and small companies develop and implement different kinds of Al machine
learning technologies. Social scientists can add their visions in exploring problems
that emerge during the development and implementation of Al technologies while

getting some empirical material for their own research. There are some collaborations
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between academia and business here, but there are quite a few.

YCL : In general, how should we think about AI from the perspective of humanities
and social sciences?

AVR : We believe that the study of Al is, in principle, an “anti-disciplinary” project that
should merge perspectives and methodological tools from different disciplines to
solve specific research problems. It is not an exclusive domain of natural sciences,
engineering, or social sciences and humanities. As a field of study, Al belongs to
science but not disciplines that appeared in the course of the history of science.

We believe that social scientists and humanists have to work closely together in
order to receive productive and significant results in understanding the place and the
future of Al in society.

There are five essential characteristics of Al that shape the landscape of research
problems that we are facing today.

First, Al is an artifice, a product of human beings, it is not something
transcendental or inherently a-social. It is designed, implemented and elaborated by
human beings (maybe, with the help of Als). Also, today Al is typically created by
large and complex networks of people with different professional roles, backgrounds,
goals, and values.

Second, Al’s essence manifests itself as a set of rational and logically formalized
rules but not as an attained appliance per se. We used to think of Al as some “object”;
however, in essence, its activities are determined by formalized rules.

Third, Al is a set of instrumentally coded rules. It has some instrumental goal
that can be quantified (so called “utility function”). The task of translating human
goals into utility functions is one of the most difficult in Al research.

Fourth, an instrumentally coded set of rules is oriented toward generating
an appliance that imitates human beings’ intellectual activities. That is, artificial
intelligence imitates some characteristics of human intelligence (or intelligent

behavior).
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Fifth, emulated intellectual constructions make it possible for Al to further
independently code and make intellectual or goal-oriented decisions, not necessarily
with assistance or control from human beings. This means that Al can act
autonomously.

From the perspectives of social sciences and humanities, it is crucial that Al be
examined in relation to a new phenomenon we call “artificial sociality”—the reality
of new forms of interaction between humans and machines,“algorithms. It leads
us to the problem of Human-Centered Al (HCAI). The fundamental idea for HCAI
is to place the well-being of humans and humanity at the center of Al technologies
development, to adjust technology to people, not people to technology.

We are entering the era of “interdependence” between human beings and
machines, not just interactions as it was back in the early 21 century. The reality of
interdependence brings new problems to reflect upon. Social scientists and humanists
need to concentrate their efforts not on looking for the similarities between humans
and machines. Quite the opposite is true—they must look at the differences between
humans and machines. Humans and Al are fundamentally different, as was shown by
philosophers (such as Hubert Dreyfus) and social scientists who belong to different
theoretical traditions (such as Alan Wolfe, Elena Esposito, and Harry Collins). The
real need today is to define the differences between humans and Als and how to
enrich humanity via machines and Al. And such a need is even more real when we
analyze the problems of human-centered Al. It will remain essential to resolve the
enigmas of human behavior in social settings and artificial sociality.

There are several critical issues in studying Al from the perspective of human
society. One is the problem of capitalism. Today, many scholars claim the end of
capitalism. Will Al developments help to “save” or to transform capitalism? If so,
who will be the winners and the losers? The related problem is job replacement:
Al can now do many things better than humans can. Thus, different scenarios are

plausible, from a utopia of prosperity and leisure to a dystopia of unemployment
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and loss of meaning. There is also a problem with moral taboos. We can apply Al
technologies in many spheres of our social and personal lives. Should there be “Al-
free” areas or situations where we agree to ban Al use? Finally, there is a problem of
communication and miscommunication. Al is different from human beings, and its
usage and “understanding” of language are also different. How can we make human
speech and reasoning understandable for Al, and vice versa?

YCL : Currently working with academic partners in Taiwan, why do you want to
cooperate with Taiwan’s academic community to discuss issues in the field of AI
and medical care?

AVR : First of all, I would like to use this interview as an opportunity to publicly thank our
Taiwanese colleagues from Soochow University for developing and working with us
on this topic. It was a very tough competition, by the way, for both teams on the way
to receive support from the MOST and Russian Science Foundation.

I believe what helped us to win was the fact that we organized our teams and
Project in such a way that combined our comparative and competitive advantages.
We see the great potential in the Ethnomethodological foundation to study Al. And
this is the approach our Taiwanese colleagues have so wonderfully and productively
developed. I had a chance to participate last year at the Taiwanese Sociological
Association Annual Meeting. | was impressed by the high level of qualitative studies
that sociologists from Taiwan demonstrated. And this fact also stimulates our great
interest in working together with our Taiwanese colleagues.

Taiwan is also a fascinating and unique “field” to study the progress of Al
technology in the everyday life of society, specifically in comparison to Russia. |
think what we wanted to stress in our Project was the comparative component. We
would like to see the specifics of implementing Al technologies in the healthcare care
systems of both countries from a strictly comparative perspective.

YCL : What are the key points of the current cooperation plan for you?

AVR : We launched and developed our joint Project in a challenging time of pandemic and
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socio-economic and political disruption. Of course, all these have impacted the logic
of our Project. We based a lot on Internet communication. We organized scholarly
online conferences in Moscow, in Brazil (in the framework of the ISA Forum), where
our Taiwanese colleagues had the opportunity to present their research’s preliminary
results. We developed publication projects. Just recently, we had an opportunity to
organize two joint-session in Japan. One we organized in the framework of ISA RC-
20 Comparative Sociology and RC-33 Social Science Methodology Conference
online at the Women’s University in Tokyo. The other face-to-face International
Symposium for Interdisciplinary Science, “Movements in the Digital Society,” was
organized in the framework of Japan Science and Technology Agency, Strategic
Basic Research Program in Nara, Japan, in October 2022.

I think that in the years to come, we need to organize more face-to-face
meetings, conferences, and field research where we can work together in real (not
artificial or augmented) life.

YCL : Is there anything special about the cooperation with Taiwan compared with your
past projects?

AVR : The USA-Russia Research Laboratory TANDEM at St Petersburg State University,
where, together with Peter Kivisto from Augustana College, USA, I have the
pleasure of being a founding Director, was established back in 2014. Since then,
our team has organized multiple international co-projects oriented toward studying
Al, human-machine interactions, transnational migration, and current developments
in higher education. We worked with our colleagues from Brazil, Japan, Slovenia,
Sweden, and the USA. We are delighted to work with our partner team from Taiwan.
As I mentioned, we always try to do our research in the light of comparative
approaches. Working with Taiwanese colleagues gives us new data and new
directions to see the socio-cultural and economic reality, new ways of thinking how
to make interdisciplinary and comparative research happen, and how to formulate

new research questions. I believe the potentiality of the Taiwanese team in doing
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sociological research in tremendously high, and I am absolutely positive if we’ll have
opportunity to continue joint research, it will make a difference in the development
of science in our countries, and we’ll give a solid impact on the development of
international collaboration.

YCL : Do you have any future plans or cooperation ideas?

AVR : Yes, of course. It will be both our great honor and pleasure to continue to work
together and develop new research and education projects with our colleagues from
Taiwan. I believe we need to continue what has been started as a study of Al progress
in medicine and the healthcare system in our countries. We can go further and look
in comparative perspectives what are the problems, prospects, and specificities of
the development of Al in medico-biological sciences and healthcare practices in
Southeast Asia and in BRICS countries. I also believe that we have all the potential
to launch a fundamental research co-project that will be oriented toward studying the
reality of Artificial Sociality development and the taboo areas of Al in the everyday

life of a society.
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