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Collaboration Assemblages of Consumer and Objects

Micro-Level Collaboration 
Assemblage

Macro-Level Collaboration 
Assemblage

Individual IFTTT user develops an if-then 
“recipe” to connect a trigger (if it rains) to 
an action (then turn my lights blue).

Millions of IFTTT recipes developed by 
millions of users, connecting thousands of 
unique triggers and actions. 

Individual consumer interacting with an 
Amazon Alexa device through voice 
interface.

Cloud Alexa using machine learning in a 
network of interactions of millions of 
consumers and their Alexa devices.

Marketplace collaboration assemblages in the Internet of Things are nested 
micro and macro networks of consumers (human actors) and objects 
(non-human actors). 

http://postsocial.gwu.edu
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IFTTT Micro and Macro Collaboration Assemblages

IFTTT Micro Assemblage IFTTT Macro Assemblage
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Individual Household Alexa Collaboration Assemblage
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Cloud Alexa Macro Collaboration Assemblage

Amazon Alexa Skills

http://postsocial.gwu.edu
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Consumer Experience (CX)

Subjective, internal consumer responses to 
marketing stimuli.

Contingent on interaction.

Multidimensional (behavioral, affective, 
sensory, intellectual, social, e.g. “BASIS”)

(e.g. Brakus, Schmitt and Zarantonello 2009, De 
Keyser et al. 2015, Gentile et al. 2007, Holbrook 
and Hirschman 1982, Klaus and Maklan 2012, 
McCarthy and Wright 2004, Schmitt 1999, 2003 
Verhoef et al 2009, Verleye 2015)

 

An Assemblage Theory Framework For Consumer Experience

Assemblage Theory (AT)

The identity of an assemblage, a whole that 
is more than the sum of its parts, emerges 
from the ongoing interaction among its 
heterogenous parts, with assemblages 
simultaneously existing as different 
spatio-temporal scales.

(e.g. Canniford and Shankar 2013; Canniford and 
Bajde 2016; DeLanda 2002, 2006, 2011, 2016; 
Deleuze and Guattari 1987; Epp, Schau and Price 
2014; Epp and Velageleti 2014; Geisler 2012; 
Harman 2008; Hoffman and Novak 2015, 2016; 
Martin and Shouten 2014; Parmentier and Fischer 
2015; Thomas, Price and Schau 2013)

How can Assemblage Theory help us understand Consumer Experience in 
multi-level marketplace collaboration assemblages?

http://postsocial.gwu.edu
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1. Assemblages emerge from 
ongoing interaction of their 
component parts.

2. The interaction event is the 
fundamental unit of analysis, 
occurring through exercised 
capacities.

3. Assemblages have new emergent 
properties.

4. Assemblages have new emergent 
capacities.

5. Components play material or 
expressive roles through their 
exercised capacities.

10 Assemblage Theory Principles Have Direct Implications for 
Consumer Experience of Collaboration Assemblages

6. Assemblages are territorialized 
through repetition with 
difference.

7. Assemblages are nested and 
multi-level.

8. Through part-whole 
interaction, the whole can both 
constrain and enable the part; 
the part can also constrain and 
enable the whole. 

9. As a flat ontology, AT is 
agnostic about consumers and 
objects.

10. Assemblages are overlapping 
yet distinct.

http://postsocial.gwu.edu
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Consumer Experience (CX) is an assemblage emerging from interactions of 
consumer with objects, and of consumers with assemblages of these objects.  The 
identity of the CX assemblage is defined by:

1. Emergent properties (behavioral, affective, sensory, intellectual, social “BASIS” 
properties, per the marketing literature on CX) 

2. Emergent capacities (especially from part-whole interaction)

› self extension capacities transfer aspects of the consumer (part) into the 
assemblage (whole) (e.g. Belk 1988, 2013, 2014)

› self expansion capacities transfer aspects of assemblage (whole) into the consumer 
(part)  (e.g. Aron et. al 1991, 1992, 2004, Rieman & Aron 2009)

3. Expressive roles played by the consumer

› agentic expressive roles characterize effectance and independence (self-extension)

› communal expressive roles characterize integration & relationship (self-expansion)

Assemblage Theory View of Consumer Experience

http://postsocial.gwu.edu
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CX Assemblage From Consumer Centric Interactions 
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CX Assemblage Also Involves Part-Whole Interaction

“Whole”
Alexa Assemblage

“Part”
Consumer

Consumer Experience Assemblage

http://postsocial.gwu.edu
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Through part-whole interaction, the whole can enable the part; the part can also  
enable the whole (DeLanda 2006, 2011; Hoffman and Novak 2016)

Parts and Wholes Can Enable Each Other 

“Whole”
Alexa Assemblage

“Part”
Consumer

Part has the capacity 
to enable the whole
Self-Extension 

Capacity

Whole has the 
capacity to enable  

the part
Self-Expansion 

Capacity

http://postsocial.gwu.edu
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Self-Extension vs. Self-Expansion Experience (CX)

Self-Extension Capacities
(The part enables the whole)

› Consumer exercises capacities related 
to herself, but in a way she can’t do 
without the assemblage. The 
emergent capacities are viewed as 
being “of the assemblage.”  

› By using Alexa the consumer can 
control her lights with her voice. 
Interaction serves to inject the 
consumer’s capacity for controlling 
lights into what the assemblage can 
do, allowing lights to be controlled by 
her voice.

› The consumer plays an agentic 
expressive role in her interactions 
with the assemblage.

Self-Expansion Capacities
(The whole enables the part)

› Consumer exercises capacities that can 
only be exercised by being part of the 
assemblage, but absorbs these capacities 
as her own. The emergent capacities are 
viewed as being “of the consumer.”  

› The consumer always has someone 
(Alexa) she can talk to.  What the 
assemblage can do is incorporated into 
the consumer. The consumer becomes 
more by being able to do what the 
assemblage can do.

› The consumer plays a communal 
expressive role in her interactions with 
the assemblage.

http://postsocial.gwu.edu
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Through part-whole interaction, the whole can constrain the part; the part can also  
constrain the whole (DeLanda 2006, 2011; Hoffman and Novak 2016)

Parts and Wholes Can Constrain Each Other 

“Whole”
Alexa Assemblage

“Part”
Consumer

Part has the capacity 
to constrain the whole
Self-Restriction 

Capacity

Whole has the 
capacity to constrain 

the part
Self-Reduction 

Capacity

http://postsocial.gwu.edu
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Self-Restriction vs. Self-Reduction Experience (CX)

Self-Restriction Capacities
(The part constrains the whole)

› Consumer constrains and restricts 
what the assemblage can do. 

› Opposite of Self-Extension.  

› Consumer doesn’t trust Alexa. 
Either double-checks Alexa’s work 
or does Alexa’s work for her.  
Leads to reduced interactions, 
restrictions on scope of interactions. 
The consumer slows, removes or 
sabotages the assemblage’s capacities.  

› The consumer plays an agentic 
expressive role in her interactions 
with the assemblage.

Self-Reduction Capacities
(The whole constrains the part)

› Aspects of interactions between 
assemblages of non-human objects and 
humans lead to a reduction and lessening 
of humans.  Consumer is reduced and 
diminished as a person (Lanier 2010).  

› Opposite of Self-Expansion. 

› Consumer talks to Alexa using a 
limited, stunted syntax and 
vocabulary.  The consumer becomes 
less by interacting in a way that “pairs” 
with what the assemblage can do. 

› The consumer plays a communal 
expressive role in her interactions with 
the assemblage.

http://postsocial.gwu.edu
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Consumer Experience is Both Enabled & Constrained

Consumer Plays an 
Agentic Expressive Role

Consumer Plays a 
Communal Expressive Role

Enabling 
Experience

Self Extension
part enables the whole

Effectance:  Person uses Alexa 
assemblage to accomplish things they 
want to do. Interactions territorialize 
the assemblage and facilitate 
emergence.

Self Expansion
whole enables the part

Enhanced: Person is enhanced and 
“becomes more” through their 
interactions which territorialize the 
Alexa assemblage.

Constraining 
Experience

Self Restriction
part constrains the whole

Ineffectiveness: Person doesn’t trust 
the Alexa assemblage and second 
guesses it. Interactions deterritorialize 
the assemblage and prevent 
emergence.

Self Reduction
whole constrains the part

Diminished: Person is diminished 
(Lanier 2010) and “becomes less” 
through their interactions with the 
Alexa assemblage which 
deterritorialize the assemblage.

http://postsocial.gwu.edu
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Assemblage theory assumes a flat object-oriented ontology 
(OOO) and is agnostic about consumers and objects. “All 
things equally exist, yet they do not exist equally” (Bogost 
2012). 

Objects have experience. We define the Object 
Experience (OX) assemblage as emerging from 
object-centric interactions.  Everything said about 
CX applies to OX.  OX is defined by emergent 
properties, capacities and expressive roles of 
objects. 

Objects Also Have Experience (OX)

http://postsocial.gwu.edu
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OX Assemblage for the Alexa Assemblage (Echo + Dot)

http://postsocial.gwu.edu
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Object-Extension vs. Object-Expansion Experience (OX)

Object-Extension Capacities
(The part enables the whole)

› Alexa exercises capacities related to 
itself, but in a way it can’t do without 
the assemblage. The emergent 
capacities are viewed as being “of the 
assemblage.”

› New Alexa skills enable emergent 
capacities in the assemblage. 
Interaction serves to inject Alexa’s 
capacities into the assemblage - the 
consumer-Alexa assemblage can order 
pizza, Uber, or text hand’s free.  

› Alexa plays an agentic expressive 
role in its interactions with the 
assemblage.

Object-Expansion Capacities
(The whole enables the part) 

› Alexa exercises capacities that can only 
be exercised by being part of the 
assemblage, but absorbs these capacities 
as its own. The emergent capacities are 
viewed as being “of Alexa." 

› Alexa develops the capacity to 
become a companion. What the 
assemblage can do is incorporated into 
Alexa. Alexa “becomes more” by being 
able to do what the assemblage can do.

› Alexa plays a communal expressive 
role in its interactions with the 
assemblage.

http://postsocial.gwu.edu
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Humans can never experience what an object experiences. But consumers 
can use anthropomorphic metaphor to infer an object’s withdrawn 
“alien” identity (Harman 2002, Bogost 2012).

› CX has BASIS properties (behavioral, affective, sensory, intellectual, 
social).  OX has alien properties that consumers interpret using BASIS 
metaphors. 

› CX has Self-Extension and Self-Expansion capacities.  OX has 
alien Object-Extension and Object-Expansion capacities that consumers 
interpret using Self-Extension and Self-Expansion metaphors.

› CX involves agentic and communal expressive roles.  OX involves 
alien expressive roles that consumers interpret using agentic and 
communal metaphors.

Consumers Use Anthropomorphic Metaphor to Access OX

http://postsocial.gwu.edu
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Consumers Use Anthropomorphic Metaphor to Access OX

Expansion 
Capacities

Extension 
Capacities

Agentic 
Roles

Communal 
Roles

BASIS 
PropertiesObject’s 

Properties

Object’s 
Expressive 

Roles

Object’s 
Capacities

Interaction 
Event

Interaction 
Event

Interaction 
Event

Interaction 
Event

INPUT LAYER
Observed

HIDDEN LAYER
Withdrawn 

(Harman 2002)

OUTPUT LAYER
Inferred

Humans use 
anthropomorphic 
metaphor to infer 
an object’s 
withdrawn “alien”
identity 
(Bogost 2012). 

http://postsocial.gwu.edu
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Bogost (2012) and Harman (2005) - objects can experience without being 
conscious.

Vaneechoutte (2000) defines consciousness as “reflexive awareness,” and 
argues that even cells and enzymes have experience, and that computers 
can become aware and conscious. However, conscious experience of 
machines will compare in no way to the conscious experience of humans.

Tononi and Koch (2015) say that consciousness can be measured, is 
graded, and can be found in small amounts even in certain simple 
systems.

If Objects Can Experience, Are They Conscious?

http://postsocial.gwu.edu


© 2017 Tom Novak and Donna Hoffman, The George Washington Univerisity | http://postsocial.gwu.edu

  

22

   

http://postsocial.gwu.edu

