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A Scientist’ s Odyssey in a Globally Networked

Society - on robots, embodiment, and academic life

Rolf Pfeifer

Visiting Chair Professor, Shanghai Jiao Tong University

Abstract:

I’m a storyteller — | tell scientific “stories” about robots and intelligence. | could make up a story to give coherence to my
scientific life, in which everything is logical, but it would be pure fiction. Serendipity is an absolutely essential factor in
innovation and it is very different from pure chance. My answer to the question about my academic goals is: “I want to
create an atmosphere,” a stimulating environment in which young researchers feel inspired and safe so that they can try
things — crazy ideas, and it has to be interdisciplinary, and it must be highly international, which gives the workplace a very
special ambiance. If the mood is right, ideas will emerge almost automatically. And we need critical mass, a major task to
write all the required proposals. Relaxing and fun is an important part of it, which is why our laboratory has sometimes been
called the “party lab”. It’s an essential ingredient of creativity. As the lecture covers a lot of “territory”, it will be in two
parts of 45 min each.
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