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Abstract. Depending on the ethical approach and the robotic system, there have
been a variety of ethical issues identified in the field of robotics. If there is
anything that may serve as a common denominator for different ethical
concerns it is the question about the degree of human-likeness in robots.
To what extent robot features equal human characteristics, if at all? This paper
emphasises that “humanlike” is not equal to “human”, and hence the centrality
of the concept of anthropomorphism. While anthropomorphic analogies facilitate the understanding of how robotic systems work, if taken literally, they lead
to the conceptual confusion and the gradual shift in goals from creating robots
that resemble human beings to actually reproducing humans in robots. One of
the main elements that contribute to anthropomorphism in robots is the use of
the anthropomorphic terminology. In order to stress the difference between
what is human and what only appears as such, this paper proposes to develop
a new approach towards anthropomorphic language in robotics, on the example
of autonomy in robots. The ultimate goal is to develop a particular conceptual
framework rather than merely a linguistic approach, where human and robot
characteristics are different in essence and not only in degree.
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Not Quite Anthropomorphic

There have been a variety of approaches towards robots that lie on a continuum
between using versus rejecting the anthropomorphic principle. Robot autonomy is
a good example: On the one hand, one may view autonomous military robots as
“killers” [3, 5] that should never substitute human soldiers. On the other hand,
autonomous robots may be seen as capable to not only equal but also outperform
human beings in, for instance, making moral decisions. In any case, the human frame
of reference for robots is very strong.
An important factor in generating the anthropomorphic view of robots is
anthropomorphic language. While the field of robotics has also its own disciplinespecific terminology which applies only to robots, there seem to be no limitations
in transferring to robotics the terms typically applied to the human domain.
This is largely due to a growing number of actors involved in the debate on robots,
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in particular if the discussion concerns sensitive topics such as autonomy in robots.
Whether the use of anthropomorphic analogies is deliberate or not and what motives
lie behind it, largely depends on the actors involved in the debate. In any case,
the popularity of the anthropomorphic language proves its explanatory role, where
human-robot analogies are useful to understand different aspects of the robot design
and behaviour. However, the unreflective use of the anthropomorphic terminology
obscures rather than explains the nature of robotic systems and it also promotes
a particular view of the human being. This is why this works proposes to gradually
reduce the existing anthropomorphic language, based on the following assumptions:
 Neologism construction. Just as the term “robot” was coined to name a new type of
technological artefacts, it is possible to create new words to describe robotic
features. Neologism construction may imply either development of new terminology or popularisation of the existing discipline-specific terms which have not yet
been fully assimilated into the language. The use of neologisms would reduce the
need for the anthropomorphic analogies and allow addressing the unique nature of
robotic creations. Since language is a social construct, creating neologisms would
be only a starting point for further developments and investigations.
 Emphasis on the artificial. It is a challenging task to discuss robotics using anthropomorphic terms and at the same time address the non-human nature of robots.
There have been numerous examples, however, of the terms that successfully
embrace these two elements, for instance “Artificial Intelligence” or “Artificial
Agents” [1, 5]. Thus, one may combine the term “artificial” with anthropomorphic
analogies, where the term “Artificial Autonomy” [2, 4, 6] has already been used.
Also, the very term “robot” well describes the unique (non-human) status of robots,
hence the possibility to simply discuss “robot autonomy”. Another solution is to
stress the metaphorical nature of a given term, for example, using such terms as
“quasi-autonomy” or “autonomous-like”.
 Discipline-specific approach. While it is difficult to reach a consensus on the
definition of the human being, we should be able to agree upon on the definition of
the robotic systems we create. Thus, when developing new terminology in robotics,
we should look at what the robot actually is rather than what it should or could
become in relation to the human being, as well as refer to specific robot features.
A functional approach and the term “autonomous robot navigation” is a good
example.
 Anthropocentrism. The very decision whether to create an artificial version of
human life or not, is a matter of a particular ethical stance and values. When
developing a new terminology we should deliberately employ the values that place
the human being at the centre, in opposition to the approaches where human
characteristics are to be merely matched or exceeded by different robotic systems.
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Conclusions

When developing different types of robots, the question is not only what the
attribution of human characteristics to the machine tells us about ourselves,
as individuals and as the human species, but also how to manage such a process.
This works proposes to modify the anthropomorphic language in a way that it grasps
the artefactual nature of robotic systems, while leaving room for anthropomorphic
projections. Given the ubiquitous and ever-changing nature of language, it is the task
that requires a mindset change rather than the mere creation of new words.
The ultimate goal is to use robotics to not only reflect on but also actively construct
our view of the human being.
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