
Abstract 
Intuitive arguments suggest that the humanoid is 
the ideal form and function for a robot engaging 
people in their physical and social space. As tech-
nology improves and we come closer to achieving 
a truly social robot, the ethical issues of how we 
design such a robot, and whether it should be truly 
social, become more complex. 

1 Introduction 
There is a fundamental distinction between machines that 
clearly function as a tools with ethical issues grounded with 
the user. Intelligent autonomous social robotics provides a 
different more complicated dimension where the ethical 
issues of a machine acting autonomously, capable of learn-
ing, evolving, and engaging people at a social and even 
emotional level are less explicit. Social robotics provides yet 
another advance in the field of artificially intelligent ma-
chines, and consequently, gives rise to some unique ethical 
problems with the humanoid inherently defining the robot as 
having some degree of human-centred social functionality.  

In fact, humanoid robots outside of science fiction, have 
thus far only been toys or research platforms with nebulous 
applications. It is intriguing that one of the most powerful 
paradigms for adaptivity and flexibility, the human, has so 
far, when modelled in the form of a machine, resulted in 
little more than a toy. Its usefulness is very limited. How far 
we can take the metaphor of building them in our own im-
age? Do we design in our own flaws and what are the impli-
cations? We can imagine that as technology becomes more 
and more advanced, there will be a degree in the human-
robot metaphor at which the design may become unethical. 

2 Naming the Machine 
Already with currently technology, certain design character-
istics allows us to “forget” or suppress the distinction be-
tween man and machine. Basically our strong propensity to 
anthropomorphise fills the limitations of technology to cre-
ate perfect humanoids. Envisage the following scenarios: 
Scenario 1: You encounter a blue box (figure 1(a)) with a 
camera (vision system), speaker and microphone (speech 
synthesis and recognition), and a red light. The light on the 

blue box turns on. It says “Hello. How are you?” What is 
your reaction? 
Scenario 2: You encounter a robot with a head, two arms 
and two legs (figure 1(b)). It is similarly equipped with a 
camera-based vision system, the ability to talk and listen 
through a microphone and speaker. The robot starts to 
move. It turns and looks you straight in the eye and says 
“Hello. How are you?” 

Although the robot in Scenario 2 is obviously a machine, 
it is already playing on our expectations and emotional at-
tachments. Anthropomorphism, whether intentional or not, 
plays a significant role in our social interaction with artifi-
cial systems [Duffy, 2003].  

    
Figure 1: (a)The Intelligent BlueBox; (b) The Intelligent JoeRobot 

What if BlueBox (Figure 1) was named JoeBox? Even 
something as simple as giving a machine a name can pro-
mote anthropomorphism – but not just any old name. The 
notion of a device having a unique identity has been actively 
used from the early stages of computer networking. Allow-
ing the robot to portray a sense of identity makes it easier 
for people to treat it as a socially capable participant. In that 
sense, it is differentiated from the pool of social space. Be-
cause it is more a “participant”, it is more seamlessly inte-
grated into the social scene rather than simply existing 
physically somewhere in the social space. Consequently, the 
difficult philosophical and psychological issues arise of how 
humans then deal with the associated problems of a robot 
asserting itself in our social space.  

3 A Tool vs. Mr. Robot  
If, in the most robotic monotone of voices, you are asked 

the direct question, “Do you want the light turned on?” You 
may reply “Yes”. Here, the query was addressed and the 
robot proceeds to turn the light on. Does this represent an 
example of social interaction or simply the functional inter-
face of a tool? What happens if you said “yes, please” and 
“thank you” when the task is completed?  
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The boundaries become blurred in the following two 
situations. The first involves the issue of being a tool or not. 
If the language of interaction extends beyond the purely 
functional, this raises the issue of intentionality and whether 
it is intelligent. The second raises the questions of from 
what level does a system become social in the context of 
human-machine interaction. Connotations of mutual support 
and friendship are present and pose ethical problems. If we 
are willing to allow a dog be interpreted as a “man’s best 
friend”, the extension to the domain of artificial systems 
becomes plausible. A machine trying to be human is still a 
machine. However, a robot trying to be something that it 
may inherently not be ever capable of, i.e. being seamlessly 
integrated into our social space has, on the other hand, be-
come a social robot in the very attempt to engage people 
socially. This is the social robot paradox, and is fed by our 
tendency to anthropomorphise, which Schneiderman argues 
against (1988). 

A robot designed for social purposes must intrinsically al-
low people to establish a relationship with it. Aiming to 
have a clean cold tool-like approach to the development of 
the social capacities of the robot, effectively developing a 
more anti-anthropomorphism stance, would only counter the 
goal of trying to make it more social. The more it is per-
ceived as personable (which can sometimes be measured by 
how much it resembles human-like behaviour), the more 
personable the relationship. This then begs the question of 
whether we will need to limit the relationship or the type of 
relationship social robots induce us to have with them. 
Would a social robot that is designed to form a relationship 
as close a bond as an intimate human relation, be unethical 
when artificial intelligence is merely that: artificial? Is it the 
role of the roboticist to then design social robots to be dif-
ferent enough from humans so that the distinction is always 
clear, yet similar enough so that socialisation can occur? 

The distinction between man and machine has often been 
the imperfections of man versus the exactitudes of the ma-
chine. However, for a successful social robot, this distinc-
tion cannot be relied on. For example, in human-to-human 
interaction, disfluencies in conversation contribute greatly to 
the communication process. They become such an important 
element of the way we naturally converse and the way we 
make inferences about the speaker’s mental states and inten-
tions that we usually hardly notice our reliance on these 
cues. However, we definitely notice when these cues are 
missing. Subsequently, it may be difficult to establish a rap-
port with a social robot when its conversation is more 
“clean” (tool-like?).  

Along with prosodic information, disfluencies also offer 
emotional expression. Although emotional expression can 
lead to misunderstandings in human interaction where they 
are misread, when unambiguous, they are crucial to inter-
preting what someone has said (pragmatics). They often 
allow one to identify sarcasm/jokes from truths.  

Are “flaws” fundamental social features for successful in-
teraction? However, if you recreate this in a machine, do 
you create unnecessary complicating chronic annoyances? 
What are the roles of some flaws, such as the ability to ex-

press negative emotions such as jealousy and avarice, in 
social robot design? Or even positive emotions such as re-
ciprocating affection. When humans reciprocate affection 
under false pretence, the recipient feels violated. Would a 
social robot that shows affection not be violating trust as 
well, when this affection is only artificial (and if the tech-
nology advanced enough, imperceptibly artificial)? Should 
researchers not attempt to implement behaviours (such as 
certain emotions) in a social robot, to avoid obfuscating the 
distinction between man and machine, and thus avoid some 
difficult ethical concerns that arise when there are no ob-
servable differences to set machine apart from man?  

Societal laws almost always deal with social attach-
ments…so will we need laws regarding social robots – even 
for social robot rights? Yet, if social robots are already 
fakes, why have these laws and provisos? This is another 
social robot paradox. Even these laws would be a product of 
our anthropomorphising. A machine is obviously intrinsi-
cally not human, so all endeavours to try and develop a ma-
chine to be more socially acceptable in our environments 
can only try to replicate with varying degrees of success 
what key human traits support its social integration. It will 
always be a fake. It is more for our own protection that we 
feel the need for such laws for social robots. Standard scien-
tific ethical issues (e.g. potential harm to people) equally 
apply to robots, but are not special to robotics. 

5 Constraining the issues 
The goal of designing robots to be social is to more seam-
lessly integrate machines in our social circle. How social 
they are and how much they are integrated are under the 
same ethical concerns as any other science. The technology 
developed is for the betterment of science and society, but 
how the technology is used will always be an overarching 
concern. For instance, is it ethical to create a social robot 
that is behaviourally and externally in all respects indistin-
guishable from humans? If it socially “cheats” in a similar 
vein to how a system can appear “intelligent”, then the con-
sequences may ultimately be more similar to human-human 
social interactions than we may be comfortable with.  

The ideal is a balance between developing a system that 
can realistically meet the expectations of the people it inter-
acts with while still embracing its machine-like qualities 
that make it ultimately useful. In this way, we can avoid 
some difficult ethical issues of how such machines integrate 
into our society, and in particular, the need to constrain the 
emotional bond that may develop between a machine and a 
human. The machine tool can then become Mr. Robot but 
Mr. Robot will always be a tool. 
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