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Abstract

The documentary Philosophy in the Age of Desire records a short encounter between Hiroshi Ishiguro and
Markus Gabriel in 2018. Their exchange on the role of technology in human life, on the conception of
human being, and other topics revealed noticeable differences between the German philosopher and the
Japanese engineer. Four years later two separate interviews follow up on their conversation. In this
interview, Hiroshi Ishiguro makes several points: First, there is no clear definition of what a human being,
intelligence, emaotion, etc. is, so people can understand the meta-level of human beings by making robots,
at least getting inspiration for understanding the complex human functions through the reaction of robots.
Second, robots have crossed the “uncanny valley” in some situations. Third, the blurring of the boundaries
between humans and robots is a good thing, then a new species would be born and people will accept them
as human beings. Fourth, after the COVID-19 pandemic, robots that can be operated remotely will be
utilized widely. In addition, regarding the roots of Japan’s robot culture, Hiroshi Ishiguro proposes the
“Island Hypothesis.”
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AHHOTanus

B nokymentanbHOM ¢(uibme “@Dunocodus B 3M0Xy JKeNaHHs” pPACCKa3bIBACTCsl O KOPOTKOH BcTpede
Xwupocu Ucurypo u Mapkyca ['abpmaist B 2018 roxy. Ix 0OMeH MHEHUSIMA O POJIH TEXHOJIOTHH B )KH3HU
YeJIOBeKa, O KOHIEIIMK YeJIOBeKa M APYTMX TeMaxX BBIIBAJI 3aMETHbBIE Pa3jIMuusi MEXAY HEMEUKHM
(unocohoM u AMOHCKUM HHKEHEpoM. UeThIpe rojia CIyCcTs X pa3roBOp MPOJ0HKAETCS B ABYX OTAETBHBIX
MHTEpBBI0. B 3TOM MHTEepBBIO XMpocu Mcurypo nenaer HECKOJIBKO BBIBOJIOB: BO-TIEPBBIX, HET YETKOTO
OTIpEZIeTIeHUs] TOTO, YTO TAaKOE€ YEJIOBEK, MHTEJUIEKT, SMOLMU U T. JA., TOTOMY JIOJH MOTYT IOHSTH
METaypOBEHb YellOBEKa, CO3/1aBasi pOOOTOB, 110 KpaliHel Mepe, MoTyyasi CTUMYJI JUIS TIOHUMaHUS CII0KHBIX
yejoBeueckux (yHKuUMil uepe3d peakiuioo poOOTOB. Bo-BTOpBIX, B HEKOTOPBIX CUTyalUsX POOOTHI
MIEPECEKIIN «3JIOBELIYI0 JIOJIMHY». B-TpeThux, CTHpaHWe TpaHUIl MEXAy JIOJbMH M PoOOTaMH — 3TO
XOpOILO, TOT/Ia MOXET POAWTHCS HOBBIM BHJ, M JIIOJW NPUMYT €r0 3a YesoBeKa. B-dueTBepThIx, mocie
naggemun COVID-19 mmpokoe pacmpocTpaHeHHE MOJIy4aT PoOOTHl, KOTOPBIMH MOXHO YIIPaBIATH
ynaneHHo. Kpome Toro, 4to KacaeTcss KOpPHEH SIOHCKOW KyJibTypbl poOoToB, Xupomm Hcurypo
npennaraet “T'unoresy octposa’.

Karouessble ciioBa: Xupocu Mcurypo; I'ymanonn; Po6ot; 3nosemntas nonuna; ['unoresa
0CTpOBa
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Hiroshi Ishiguro is a Japanese engineer of robots, professor at a Intelligent Robotics
Laboratory in Osaka. Humanoid robots such as the Geminoid HI series, which have a
similar appearance as the original person Hiroshi Ishiguro, have attracted great attention
worldwide. His thoughts on the relationship between robots and human beings are
distinctive, as shown in his lectures and his conversations with the German philosopher
Markus Gabriel (Gabriel et al., 2018; Li & Gabriel, 2022). We have conducted this
interview with Hiroshi Ishiguro in writing between October and December 2021, asking
him to offer his views on humanoid robots and human-robot relationships, the social
acceptance of humanoid robots, and the robot culture in Japan. In this interview, he also
shares his views on the “Uncanny Valley,” on robots during COVID-19, and other issues.

Hui Jiang and Lin Cheng: You have stated several times in previous interviews that you
are developing humanoid robots to better understand humans themselves: can you explain
this viewpoint in more detail?

Ishiguro Hiroshi: Human functions, especially cognitive functions on the meta-level, in
which we may include intelligence, consciousness and emotion, as well as sociality and
social relationships, are advanced human functions that are difficult to understand through
the bottom-up research approach of the cognitive or brain sciences.

But on the other hand, if we try to make a robot by using the knowledge we have
acquired so far, we may be able to simulate emotion, intelligence, and consciousness in
it. In this sense, we are attempting to understand the meta-level of human beings, that is,
their advanced cognitive functions, through the development of robots. Even if we cannot
really understand these functions, they can be simulated by robots to some extent. If we
can do this with robots, we may be able to get some hidden hints for understanding these
complex human functions. That’s the way we combine robot development and human
understanding in our research.

Jiang and Cheng: Masahiro Mori put forward the “Uncanny Valley” theory in the 1970s.
In our interview with him last year, he continued to argue that robots need not be highly
humanoid in their appearance (Mori & Jiang, 2020). You have been working on
developing robots with ever more humanoid appearances. Do you think robots will one
day be able to transcend the “Uncanny Valley”? What are the main difficulties in
improving the appearance of robots?

Ishiguro: The important thing is that robots’ appearance can meet the preferences of
people. Some people prefer robots with a human-like appearance, while others prefer
robots with a cute appearance, so it’s important to have different kinds of robots to meet
the preferences of different people.

To be more precise, the “uncanny valley” phenomenon refers to the fact that when
we recognize a person, we perceive whether this is a human being or not through multiple
modalities, such as appearance, way of speaking, and body movement. However, as soon
as one of these modalities deviates from humanity in any way, for example by simply
employing some clumsy movements, we immediately feel uncomfortable. Thus, it
actually depends on the situation and the purpose of the application of robots. If itisina
specific situation or purpose of use, e.g., only for talking, then it is already possible to
create androids that are not uncanny at all, just like our android ERICA. So we can say
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that we have crossed the “uncanny valley.” But there are certain restrictions related to the
situation and purpose of using androids.

\ .

Figure 1. Hiroshi Ishiguro (left) and ERICA (right, ERATO Intelligent Conversational
Android) ©OERATO ISHIGURO Symbiotic Human-Robot Interaction Project

Jiang and Cheng: Your Geminoid HI series robots are already extremely human-like in
appearance. Do you think it is possible for future robots to have autonomous or partially
autonomous intelligence or even emotions? If so, to what extent can we identify such
robots as “people” and give them the corresponding rights? What positives or negatives
do you think the blurring of human-robot boundaries may bring about for people and for
human society?

Ishiguro: There is no clear definition of what autonomous intelligence is, or what
autonomy is, and | think it would be quite difficult to give a proper definition of
autonomy. The same is true for emotions. In the first place, we don’t even know what
autonomy is or what emotions are. So in order to understand them, it is important to
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develop and make robots that may have different emotions and can move around
autonomously.

| believe that in the future it would be possible to create robots that are more
emotionally expressive and more autonomous than the robots we have today. When that
happens, | can imagine that people will accept these robots as human beings. At the same
time, when we accept them as human beings, it is easy to imagine that we will give them
the rights we consider proportionate, or at least such rights as we must treat them with
care and not destroy them.

| think the blurring of the boundaries between humans and robots is a good thing. In
fact, we don’t even have a definition of what a human being is, but at the very least we
can say that humans have evolved through technology. Without technology, for example,
we would not be able to make vaccines for corona viruses, and humans wouldn’t be as
prosperous as we are today: there would be no artificial limbs, cars... We are always
using various technologies to expand the capabilities of human beings. Therefore, robots
and humans are not separate: rather, humans are expanding their capabilities through
robots, which are a symbol of technology, so the boundaries between the two are blurred
to begin with. The boundaries between humans and technology are blurred, or rather,
humans are distinguished from animals because of their convergence with technology. |
think this boundary will become more blurred in the future.

Jiang and Cheng: As we understand it, you’re talking here about the difference between
an autonomous robot and a human being: in short, is it going to be a problem when a
robot is very human-like in appearance, and its internal function, emotion and intelligence
are also close to human beings?
Ishiguro: No, I don’t think it will become a problem. Instead, I think a new species would
be born, and we would live in harmony with them, coexisting with them and looking for
help from them in our daily lives.

Of course, if they were detrimental to us, we wouldn’t use them, and we would be
even less likely to live in peace with them. | think that it is natural for people to find a
new species to enrich their lives.

Jiang and Cheng: Most of the definitions of robots in traditional European novels and
movies are “uncanny.” Nowadays, rapid developments in artificial intelligence and robot
design is attracting attention in philosophical circles as well. For example, in a
conversation with you in 2018, German philosopher Markus Gabriel stated that humanoid
robots are “a threat to the definition of human,” and “this kind of research could destroy
humanity in a very problematic way [sic]”. But you believe that “we don’t know the
definition of human yet,” “the boundaries between human and robots will disappear some
day,” and “we need to accept a new definition of humans” (Gabriel et al., 2018). What do
you think is the root of the difference between your and Gabriel’s perceptions of human-
like robots? In your opinion, does Western philosophical thinking about “what is human”
and its tendency towards anthropocentrism affect the development of robotics and Al
technology?

Ishiguro: If you say that there is a definition of a human being, | hope you can show it to
me. If you can define it accurately and scientifically, I might accept that definition, as
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long as it is scientific. But unfortunately, | have not yet seen a scientific or universal
definition of human beings. So I don’t think it is a European thing, rather, it is a difference
between what philosophers assume about human beings (well, maybe it’s called European
philosophy) and science.

Western scientific thinking, philosophical thinking, and anthropocentrism may
have an impact on our judgments [of robots JH], perhaps to a slight degree or possibly
negatively; but in any case, we are thinking about what it means to be human. | believe
that whatever method is used, the starting point may be different, but eventually if you
think deeply, you will come to the same conclusion. Therefore, whether we think from
the perspective of Western philosophy, from the perspective of anthropocentrism, or from
the perspective of the Japanese, it is good to think deeply and properly. Without
preconceptions or unnecessary stereotypes, | think we will eventually come to a single
answer through discussion.

Jiang and Cheng: It is commonly believed that there is a visionary culture of human-
robot interaction in Japan. Some scholars argue that a combination of Japan’s animistic
faith tradition, harmonious human ethics, the positive role of technology in the rapid
process of modernization, and the significance of science fiction in popular culture have
created this kind of culture. Do you share this view, or do you think there are other
reasons?

Ishiguro: | basically agree with this. But | think the most fundamental reason or
background behind the creation of this kind of thing 1s what I call the “Island Hypothesis.”
Since Japan is an island country with a history of nearly 2000 years and has long been
isolated from other cultures, we have developed as a result a culture that is completely
different from that of European countries and other countries. As a result, an animistic
way of thinking and a culture that does not distinguish between humans and other things
has been created. If people live together for a long time, if a nation exists on an island
country for a long time, then the people will form a relationship like a family. This is a
type of harmonious ethics. I think this may be the main and fundamental reason. | call it
the “Island Hypothesis.”

Jiang and Cheng: You approve of the robotization of some areas of daily life (Lill,
2014). Bill Gates (2007) has also predicted a “robot in every home” scenario in the future.
When do you think a “human-robot co-existence” society will emerge in Japan? What
roles or jobs do you want your robots to fill in the world of the near future?

Ishiguro: That’s right. Robots have already entered our daily lives in large numbers as
toys, haven’t they? So I think the next thing we can look forward to is avatars. This does
not mean robots that can work autonomously, but robots that can work through remote
control.

After the COVID-19 pandemic, robots that can be operated remotely, such as CG
agents and CG avatars, will be utilized for people to be able to work freely. In this way,
robots and CG avatars will be endowed with autonomous functions and artificial
intelligence, and will be able to perform work even without remote control. I think the
development of this type of robots will continue to progress.

45
soctech.spbstu.ru



Special Topic: The Construction of the Robot in Language and Culture
Tema Beiniycka “Koncmpyuposanue pooomos é A3viKe u Kyavmype”

Therefore, robots will be used in many places to provide services. For example,
robots can be used for studying English: in fact, they have been used in high school as
simple training partners for English and other foreign languages. | think they would be
used in many other places, such as receiving customers in restaurants, or for navigating
routes, etc.
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