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ig that they are deceptive. This intuitive response assumes (1) that these robots intend to
17 deceive, (2) that their emotions are not real, and (3) that they pretend to be a kind of
18 entity they are not. We use these criteria to judge if an entity is deceptive in

19 emotional communication (good intention, emotional authenticity, and ontological
20 authenticity). They can also be regarded as ‘ideal emotional communication’

21 conditions that saliently operate as presuppositions in our communications with other
gg entities.

24 While the good intention presupposition might be a bias or illusion we really need
25 for sustaining the social life, in the future we may want to dispense with the other
26 conditions in order to facilitate cross-entity communication. What we need instead
217 are not ‘authentic’ but appropriate emotional responses — appropriate to relevant

;g social contexts. Criteria for this cannot be given a priori but must be learned — by

30 humans and by robots. In the future we may learn to live with ‘emotional’ robots,
31 especially if our values would change. However, contemporary robot designers who
32 want their robots to receive trust from humans better take into account current

33 concerns about deception and create robots that do not evoke the three-fold deception
34 response.
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by facilitating human-robot interaction or that it would make them more human-like per
se, but also that for some robots, in particular ‘personal’ or ‘emotional’ robots, emotions
would be essential to their function. For example, if we wanted to use robots in health
care and elderly care, then if what we mean by ‘care’ includes emotional communication,
we better equip these ‘care robots’ with artificial emotions. Moreover, if we wanted
autonomous robots to become ‘moral machines’ (Wallach and Allen 2008), then given
the limitations of ‘top-down’ approaches to morality, it would be wise to develop robots
with artificial emotions — which have at least the appearance of emotions. Otherwise, |
have argued, we might end up with dangerous ‘psychopathic’ robots that only follow
rules (Author 2010). For example, if we wanted to use autonomous military robots at all,
then unless these robots were ‘emotional’, they would lack true moral capacity and hence
present a great moral threat.

Despite these promises, however, affective robotics also invites various ethical
concerns. A common objection to the use and development of human-like ‘emotional’
robots is that they are deceptive. For example, it has been argued that the use of robots in

elderly care is deceptive. Sparrow and Sparrow warn for cases of delusion:

In most cases, when people feel happy, it will be because they (mistakenly)
believe that the robot has properties which it does not (...) It is these delusions
that cause people to feel loved or cared for by robots and thus to experience the

benefits of being cared for. (Sparrow and Sparrow 2006, p. 155)
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But are robots with the capacity to engage in emotional communication really

©CoO~NOUTA,WNPE

11 ‘deceptive’? In this paper, I analyze this intuitive response, criticize its assumptions, and
13 draw conclusions for robot design.

First I will distinguish between three claims this vague intuition may refer to: (1)
18 these robots intend to deceive, (2) their emotions are not real, and (3) they pretend to be a
20 kind of entity they are not. Then will I question if these claims are applicable to robots
and show that they rest on problematic assumptions, related to salient conditions for

25 ‘ideal emotional communication’ that are operative in human-robot communication as

27 well as in human-human communication: good intention, emotional authenticity, and

30 ontological authenticity.

32 After discussing various arguments that may be given in their support, I will
suggest that we might want to dispense with the authenticity conditions, but that it is

37 difficult to shed off modern-Romantic and Platonic thinking. I will conclude that, in

39 principle and leaving aside other ethical considerations, it is ethically acceptable (if not
good) to continue to experiment with ‘emotional’ human-like robots for various reasons,
44 especially since our values might change in the future. However, I will also recommend
46 that today it is wise to build robots that do not evoke the three-fold deception response, at
least if we wish that these robots receive trust from humans.

51 Note that there is a broader issue as to whether it is morally acceptable or required

53 to intentionally build robots that can deceive — with or without emotions. For example,
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recently Wagner and Arkin have developed algorithms which according to its creators
produce robots capable of deception. They suggest that such robots may be valuable in
military operations (Wagner and Arkin 2011). As the authors recognize, we need to do
more on the ethics of what we may call ‘deception robotics’. However, in this paper I

limit my discussion to ‘deception’ as an objection to robots with artificial emotions.

‘Ideal emotional communication’ conditions as normative criteria

The intuitive objection that ‘emotional’ robots deceive can be analyzed into at least three

related, but logically independent claims:

1. Emotional robots intend to deceive with their ‘emotions’.
2. Robotic emotions are unreal.

3. Emotional robots pretend to be a kind of entity they are not.

These claims can be regarded as constituting three ‘ideal emotional communication’
conditions: those who make the deception objection must regard them as conditions we
(humans) presuppose when engaging in emotional communication with other entities
(including other humans). Let me make explicit a central component of what we may call

their ‘theory of emotional communicative action’.
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The approach I have in mind here is somewhat analogous to Habermas’s ‘ideal
speech conditions’ for communicative action. Habermas defined conditions for what he
called an ‘ideal speech situation’, in which there is no other force than the better
argument (see for example Habermas 1990, pp. 88-89). According to Habermas, we have
to presume the conditions in order to engage in free discourse and reach mutual
understanding. Like Habermas’s overall philosophical project, this description of the
speech situation is centered on rationality. For the purpose of this inquiry, let me create
an emotion-centered cousin of his approach, concerned not with speech or rational
argument but with emotional communication, in order to make explicit the assumptions
of the deception objection. My claim is that the (explicit or implicit) claims of this
objection can be understood as involving a theory about conditions presupposed in an
‘ideal’ situation of emotional communication (rather than rational arguments), in which
there is mutual understanding based on free emotional interaction (rather than free
rational discourse). My basic idea here is that such an ‘ideal’ situation of emotional
communication, like rational communication, is highly vulnerable in the sense that it is
dependent on the fulfillment of certain conditions. If the conditions are not fulfilled,
mutual understanding is not reached and the emotional communicative action is (at least
in part) unsuccessful.

Which conditions? We can reformulate the three claims as follows. When we engage

in (cross-entity) emotional communication, we must presuppose that
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1. The other entity does not intend to deceive us.
2. The other entity’s emotions are real.

3. The other entity does not pretend to be a kind of entity it is not.

When we encounter other entities and engage in emotional communication with them, we
must presuppose these conditions. This enables free emotional communication and
allows mutual emotional understanding — or at least the appearance thereof (see again
Author 2010 on the moral significance of appearance.)

Of course they are ‘ideal’ conditions and hence they may be sometimes not be met in
practice, but my claim is that proponents of the deception objection must assume that
these are three conditions of possibility that enable us to engage in emotional
communication with other entities and to reach (the appearance of) mutual understanding.

At the same time, because they are ‘ideal’ conditions, they are normative criteria that
guide the communication and allow us to evaluate the communication. We can formulate
them as being ‘addressed’ to the entity we encounter, ‘before’ engaging in emotional

communication:

1. Do not intend to deceive us.
2. Make sure your emotions are real.

3. Do not pretend to be a kind of entity you are not.
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However, are these conditions and normative criteria applicable to robots? And do they
hold even for human emotional communication? Let me further examine the claims of
the deception objection as ‘ideal’ conditions put forward by its related (inexplicit) theory

of emotional communication.

Good intention

First, the intention to deceive cannot be ascribed to robots as we know them, since
intention presupposes consciousness. We must not assume that non-conscious entities can
deceive at all. Therefore, those who make the deception objection must reformulate this
component of the objection as follows: the robots in question appear to have the intention
to deceive. They could explain this by saying that the designers or employers of the robot
have the intention to deceive users by building or employing their robots in such a way
that users communicate with it in a ‘natural’, that is, human-like way. However, then the
designer’s intention is not so much to deceive but to achieve this kind of human-robot
communication. Ideally, then, those who communicate with the robot do not feel that the
robot ‘deceives’ them. But this is exactly what opponents of emotional robots find
objectionable: people (for example children or elderly people) are made to believe that
the robot’s emotions are real and that it is not a machine. However, this has nothing to do

with the intention of the robot. (I will discuss other criteria below.)
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In response, one could change the first condition to ‘the designer or employer of
the robot has no intention to deceive the user’. However, it remains questionable if this is
indeed a necessary precondition for cross-entity communication. Whatever the intention
of the designer, we are usually happy to engage in emotional communication with
another entity as long as it appears not to intend to deceive — regardless of the designer’s
intention. Hence the first formulation still stands and also holds in the case of human-
robot communication: we must presuppose that the robot does not intend to deceive, and
the only way to find out this condition is met is to go by appearance.

Moreover, the intention to deceive on the part of the designer or employer of the
robot is not necessarily morally objectionable: most people agree that in some cases and
situations it is morally permitted to intentionally deceive people in order to improve their
well-being, as for instance in the case of very young children or people with cognitive
impairments (elderly or not). For example, no-one objects to intentionally showing young
children films in which animals like bears or rabbits speak and communicate emotions.
Such virtual emotional characters are designed with the intention to deceive and
entertain. What matters to the child for engaging with regard to emotional
communication with the virtual character is, among other things, that it can safely
presuppose that the virtual character — not the designer — does not have the intention to
deceive. The same seems to hold for toy robots.

More generally, the assumption that the other entity — biological, artificial, or both

— does not intend to deceive me with its (or his or her) emotions, seems to be a necessary
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illusion for sustaining the social life —our relations with humans but also with non-

humans. For instance, it is plausible that people who interact with their biological or
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11 artificial pets have to presuppose, as an ‘ideal emotional communication condition’, that
13 the pet does not intend to deceive them with their emotions. If they did not (inexplicitly)
presuppose this, communication with their pet would be very hard indeed, since they

18 would never feel sure about the meaning of the pet’s emotions. The same is true for

20 human-human communication. In general, there is a communication problem when an
entity appears to have a bad intention with regard to its emotional communications.

25 However, I suspect that this seldom is the case with ‘personal’ and ‘social’ robots, now
27 and in the foreseeable future, since designers usually want their robot to be accepted by
30 the user. Of course sometimes there may be a bad intention on the part of the designer or
32 employer of the robot, which may sometimes (but not always) be morally objectionable.
For example, in elderly care a robot may be used to reduce human contact, in which case
37 there is a moral problem (on this point I fully agree with Sparrow and Sparrow).

39 Particular cases deserve further discussion; but the objection against replacing human
care workers by robots can hardly be phrased as ‘the robot intends to deceive’.

44 To conclude, it seems that good intention with regard to emotional is one of the
46 (necessary) conditions for ‘ideal emotional communicative action’, but since current
robots cannot have intentions and since designers and employers of robots do not usually
51 have bad intentions with creating or employing ‘emotional’ robots, this part of the

53 deception ‘objection’ does not count as a strong objection — if at all.
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Emotional authenticity

Second, therefore, the more promising components of the deception objection involve
claims about what exactly the deception consists in: that the robotic emotions are not real
and that the entity pretends to be an entity it is not. Let me start with the first charge.
What does it mean to say that robotic emotions are not ‘real’? The most plausible answer
is that those who object to emotional deception understand ‘real’ to mean ‘authentic’. But
what are ‘authentic’ emotions? I suspect that in this case the term refers to at least one of
these two normative requirements that need to be met for emotions to be authentic: (1)
that the emotions originate in a biological or human entity and/or (2) that the emotions
express an inner self or true character.

If the deception objection is interpreted in terms of the first requirement, the
charge is that robotic emotions are not real since they are artificially generated. The
emotions originate in a biological, organic body rather than an artificial system. This
argument assumes that when it comes to emotions, there is a strict natural/artificial or
human/non-human distinction and that this distinction has normative authority when it
comes to determining the reality or authenticity of emotional communication. This is a
common argument. For example, we accept that some animals have ‘real’ emotions, but

we deny this to ‘machines’ because they are machines, because they are artificial.

10
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For the sake of argument, let us accept the first assumption and suppose that there
is a strict distinction between the natural (the biological) and the artificial. That leaves us
with the latter assumption, which concerns the authority of the distinction. This
assumption should at least be questioned. Why would the natural-artificial distinction
have the strong normative authority it is supposed to have by those who employ the
deception objection, given that most of us accept emotional engagement with artificially
generated characters in films and games that merely appear biological? What is its
authority if some of us accept emotional engagement with robots — virtual or real — that
appear to have emotions? Is it morally objectionable if these people do this?

It seems to me that in the latter case, if the human engages in the ‘emotional’
communication with the robot, it would correct to call the robot’s emotional
communication ‘deceptive’ if we mean by this term ‘artificially generated’, but it would
not be appropriate or relevant to do so in that context. While it is #rue that the robot’s
emotions are artificially generated, to employ the real/unreal or authentic/non-authentic
distinction to call them ‘deceptive’ would not be an appropriate response in this situation
and context. Does it matter that the emotions are artificially generated if people enjoy
communication with the robot?

Thus, if its underlying assumptions are right, the emotional authenticity objection
holds. Perhaps robotic emotions are not ‘real’, if that means that they are artificially
generated. But even if the assumptions were right and support this part of the deception

objection (the emotions originate in an artificial entity), in these situations and contexts

11
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that aspect of the objection does not matter. (Of course, if the emotional communication
hampers, then the user or an observer may employ this objection in order to call attention
and/or explain the hampering — although it would need to be established that the artificial
origin of the robot’s emotions, rather than another factor, really is the cause of the
hampered emotional communication.)

Another interpretation of the emotional authenticity condition would be to require
that the robot’s emotions express its ‘inner self’ or its ‘true’ character. This interpretation
is based on an analogy with human-human communication: we tend to assume that
someone’s emotions somehow reflect his or her inner self or true character. Therefore,
this interpretation of the emotional authenticity condition raises at least two problems.

First, as most opponents of emotional robots would agree, robots do not have an
‘inner self’ or ‘true character’ as opposed to the ‘self” or ‘character’ it displays in
communication. (Of course it could learn or be programmed to have multiple characters,
but given their identical origin, none of these characters would have the status of being
more ‘inner’ or ‘true’ than others.) Someone who nevertheless wants to hold on to this
interpretation, therefore, must presuppose that — whatever its precise origin (pre-
programmed, learned, emergent, or a combination of these) — the robot has a virtual
‘inner self” or virtual character, as the virtual soil in which the robot’s artificial emotions
are rooted. In that case, the authenticity of the robot’s emotions could be assessed
provided one had access to that virtual self and artificial character. However, I guess this

is not what opponents of emotional robots mean when they call robotic emotions

12
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deceptive in the sense of inauthentic. If they endorse the ‘inner self” interpretation of
emotional authenticity at all, they probably rather mean that the robot has no inner self or
character at all, whereas humans express emotions that are rooted in such an inner self or
character, and that therefore robots are ‘inauthentic’ in principle. But is this assumption
about humans justified?

Second, then, we must also question the assumption that human emotions are
expressions of an inner self or true character. In order to look critical at this common
intuition, let me (re)construct the opposite claim that there is no such self or character.
First, we must consider the claim that there is no self. Eastern traditions of thinking are
known for lacking the assumption of a self that lies at the bottom of experience and
thought. For example, in the field of cognitive science Varela has referred to Buddhism,
Taoism, and Confucianism to argue that at most we have a virtual self (Varela 1999).
Second, while the ancients already used the term ‘character’ as a collection of traits
(although the Greeks first used it to mean the impression of a mark on a coin), in the
Western tradition the idea of an inner self (and the related idea of a fixed personal
character) is relatively recent — the ancients lacked this idea. Moreover, the normative
claim that we should try to achieve emotional authenticity is a modern, Romantic belief
that was first held only by a limited number of people (e.g. artists, writers, philosophers)
and has arguably only come to full bloom today. In other words, the belief that humans
have an inner self is more contingent and less universal than assumed in this

interpretation of the deception objection: true or not, it belongs to a particular, cultural-

13
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historical way of thinking and cannot simply be taken for granted. Therefore, it cannot be
used to characterize and insist on the authenticity of human emotions as against the

supposed inauthenticity of robotic emotions without further discussion.

Ontological authenticity

A third part of the deception objection concerns the charge that ‘emotional robots’
pretend to be an entity they are not. In particular, the accusation is that they pretend to be
human or that they pretend to be a (non-human) animal with emotions, and that this kind
of pretending is morally unacceptable. The related ‘ideal emotional communication’
condition is then that when we engage in emotional communication with other entities,
we must presuppose that the other entity does not pretend to be an entity it is not. Like
the other conditions, this ‘ideal’ condition is understood to function as a normative
requirement that is supposed to guide our dealings with other entities: the other entity
should not only have good intentions with its emotions and have authentic emotions, it
should also have what we may call onfological authenticity.

The argument for seeing ontological inauthenticity as morally problematic rests
on the view that seeing the world in the ‘right’ way is morally required. For example,
Sparrow and Sparrow claim that ‘failure to apprehend the world accurately is itself a
(minor) moral failure. We have a duty to see the world as it is.” (Sparrow and Sparrow

2000, p. 155). Is there such a duty? Whether or not there is, to require this from people

14
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assumes that we can make a sharp distinction between ‘the world as it is’ (reality) and the
world as it appears (illusion). But it is not obvious that this assumption can be
maintained. The Platonic metaphysics presupposed here implies that there is a sharp
distinction between what the entity really is and how the entity appears to us. The part of
the deception objection under consideration here argues (1) that in emotional
communication a robot may appear to us as being kind of entity that can have emotions,
e.g. as human, but that in reality it is a mere machine and (2) that this kind of
‘pretending’ is morally unacceptable.

According to an alternative philosophical-epistemological tradition
(phenomenology), however, making such a sharp distinction between reality and
appearance is impossible: our view of what is real is always mediated or constructed,
what we consider to be real is reality-as-it-appears-to us. In Heideggerian language we
know the world as beings-in-the-world; we are not detached Cartesian egos that can
observe reality from a view of nowhere. If this is right, then to invoke a reality-illusion
distinction in order to criticize emotional robots, is be to construct these robots as
machines as against another appearance: in one context the robot appears as a machine
(e.g. in a scientific context or in the context of detached philosophical reflection), but in
another context the robot appears to the person as ‘more than a machine’. But from this
perspective, it is not obvious why one of these two appearances would have ontological
priority. It seems that the robot can appear to different people in different ways at

different times and in different contexts (e.g. the context of home care and the context of

15
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a scientific lab). The robot has different Gestalts, which cannot be experienced at the
same time but which are both ‘real’ possibilities. Thus, the charge of ontological
inauthenticity requires a particular kind of ‘work’: it requires that the opponent of
emotional robots lets these robots appear or constructs these robots as ‘mere machines’
and thereby dismisses and excludes other appearances — for example the appearance of
the robot-as-companion. If this is true, then ‘deception’ cannot be used against emotional
robots if by deception we mean ‘ontological inauthenticity’ and we should not include it
in the list of ‘ideal emotional communication conditions’.

Furthermore, even if we maintain standard Platonic epistemology, it remains
questionable how relevant it is to invoke the real-illusion distinction, understood as an
ontological distinction, in the particular context under consideration. Is it always
relevant to tell someone who loves his robot that the robot is only a machine? Perhaps it
is relevant in some particular cases, for example when these experiences lead the robot
lover to reject all human contact or all human friendship. But such (sad) cases should not
be generalized and are likely to be the exception rather than the rule.

Moreover, due to the very nature of their inexplicit epistemological project,
opponents of emotional robots find themselves in the position that they have to tell
people who use these robots whereas they (lay people) actually experience well-going
emotional communication with the robot, they should not since the robot really is
deceptive since the robot really is a mere machine (according to expert-philosophers).

This renders them at least as ‘paternalistic’ as their (largely imaginary) opponents, who

16
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see no problem at all in this ‘deception’ and were accused of ‘paternalism’ since they
justify giving robots to people (e.g. in elderly care) for their own good, regardless of what
these people want. In other words, in the end the deception charge risks not only
irrelevance but might also itself attract moral criticism in so far as it is a top-down,
‘expert’ view condemnation of the emotional engagements of lay people, who are told by
the expert-philosopher that their experience is illusionary. Such a manner of doing is may
not be morally wrong per se, but like all paternalisms it requires further justification.

This is not to say that there are no ethical problems at all with emotional robots,
but the discussion presented here suggests that to call them ‘deceptive’ is philosophically

problematic in several ways.

Conclusion

Where does this inquiry lead us? Let me further reflect on the three parts of the deception
charge and their assumptions: good intentions, emotional authenticity, and ontological
authenticity. I have identified the three parts as conditions for an ‘ideal emotional
communication’ situation or normative criteria for cross-entity communication, assumed
by those who object to emotional robots. I have shown that they in turn incur various
philosophical assumptions, which have been questioned and discussed. What can be

concluded for now?

17
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The assumption that when engaging in emotional communication, the other entity
has good intentions with this communication, might be a bias or illusion we really need
for sustaining the social life. It seems to be an indispensible ‘ideal’ condition that must be
presupposed for any communication in order for it to contribute to mutual understanding
(or the appearance thereof): between humans and robots but also between humans. But
what about the other conditions? Allow me to explore the following thought (which is
more a speculation than a conclusion from the previous discussion): given the
problematic character of the other, ‘authenticity’ assumptions, in the future we might
want to dispense with these conditions in order to facilitate cross-entity communication.
But what would it mean if we were to shed off modern-Romantic and Platonic thinking
on this matter? What could possibly replace authenticity as a normative criterion for
emotional communication?

Let me suggest that what we need instead, if anything, are not ‘authentic’ but
appropriate emotional responses — appropriate to relevant social contexts. Criteria for
this ‘appropriateness’ cannot be given a priori but must be learned and adapted if
necessary — by humans and by robots — and they must be defined for, and enacted in, the
situation and context in question. This view presupposes a thoroughly relational view of
humans and other entities, which holds that it makes no sense to consider entities in
isolation from their natural-social environment. Inspired by Heideggerian
phenomenology and theories of embodied cognition, it also assumes that emotional

communication is not an exchange between two entirely separate entities with an ‘inner’

18
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core from which individual emotions spring, but is something that is already a communal
process from the start and that co-constitutes what intelligent entities like us consider to
be their ‘inner life’, ‘true character’, and perhaps also their very self.

This view’s contextualism does not prevent us from making generalizations, at
least if they keep in touch with practice and as long as they are not taken to be perennial
truths that have no relation to changing technological and moral worlds. For example, I
guess that in the present context of Platonic-Romantic modernity, it is best that non-
human artificial entities capable of, and designed for, emotional communication,
communicate their emotions in a way that appears to humans as expressions of what they
‘really feel inside’” and they ‘really are’. (Note that if we call these communications
‘expressions’, we are already assuming that the entity brings out, reveals something that
is inside it.) Hence in these times, it is understandable that robots which appear
‘inauthentic’ or ‘superficial’ in the sense of showing emotions without connection to
what they really feel or are, will be seen as ‘deceptive’. However, such generalizations
have their limitations. Even Romantic modernity does not require that all emotional
communication is ‘deep’ at all times in all situations and contexts — with deep meaning
emotionally authentic as defined above. For example, in many contexts a ‘friendly’
appearance (e.g. friendly facial expressions like smiling, a body that does not look
threatening, etc.) is enough. (Consider for instance intelligent service robots that would
need to provide only minimal emotional communication in order to function smoothly in

a human, social environment.) How ‘deep’ the emotions need to appear would depend on

19
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how ‘personal’ the robot’s function is and the particular form its emotions would need to
take on how the robot has learned to behave in the particular social context.

To conclude, experimenting with ‘emotional’ robots helps us to reflect on
ourselves as humans. For example, it makes us reflect on what we mean by emotional
deception and authenticity, on the nature of emotional communication and its ‘ideal’
conditions, and on what kind of emotional communication is needed in which context.
Moreover, whereas now we tend to view emotional communication with (personal)
robots from a Platonic and Romantic perspective, in the future we may well learn to live
with robots we now call ‘deceptive’ if our values change and if we feel more secure in
our relations with other entities. I do not know if such a value change would be good; this
is difficult to judge since we only have our current values to go by. We can only try to
imagine possible future worlds — technological-moral worlds. However, with regard to
contemporary robotics, it is recommended that designers of ‘personal’ or ‘social’ robots
who wish their robots to receive trust from humans, better take into account current
concerns about deception and build robots that do not evoke the three-fold deception

response. It may take a while before we move beyond Plato and Rousseau, if we ever do.
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