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ABSTRACT 
 
The authors at times propose that robots are mere depictions of social agents (a philosophical 
claim) and at other times that people conceive of social robots as depictions (an empirical 
psychological claim).  We evaluate each claim’s accuracy both now and in the future and, in 
doing so, we introduce two dangerous misperceptions people have, or will have, about social 
robots.  
 
MAIN TEXT  
 
When interacting with robots, people face an attribution problem (Heider, 1958): To what entity 
should they attribute the various actions that a robot performs, such as greeting a hotel guest, 
tutoring a second-language speaker, or recommending a new song?  A common assumption is 
that people conceive of the robot itself as performing these actions.  Clark and Fischer (2022) 
propose instead that people often engage in a pretense and take an imagined character to do the 
greeting or tutoring or recommending—a character that is merely depicted by the machine in 
front of them. The authors’ innovative depiction thesis suggests similarities between social 
robots and other human-created depictions, such as maps, puppets, and movies, and they provide 
illuminating examples suggesting that at least some people, some of the time, treat robots as 
depictions. 
 
To evaluate the thesis of social robots as depictions, however, we must distinguish two versions 
of the thesis: that social robots are mere depictions of social agents (a philosophical claim); and 
that people conceive of social robots as depictions (an empirical psychological claim).  
Moreover, we have to evaluate how the thesis fares in the present but also how it will fare in the 
future.  Analyzing these four combinations (see Table 1), we find that evidence for the depiction 
thesis is limited, but the analysis reveals two dangerous misperceptions people have, or will 
have, about social robots:  Right now, people often treat robots as autonomous agents even 
though in reality the robots are little more than depictions.  In the future, people may fail to treat 
robots as the autonomous agents that they are bound to become, far more powerful than today’s 
depictions. 



Table 1.  The depiction thesis, in two interpretations, now and in the future 

Thesis claims: Now In the future 

What robots 
are 

Most current social robots are mere 
depictions. 

Most social robots will be 
autonomous agents.  

How people 
perceive 

robots 

Rather than treating social robots as 
depictions, people often ascribe 
more autonomy and capabilities to 
robots than is warranted.  

People will continue to treat social 
robots as autonomous agents, but they 
may underestimate robots’ true 
autonomy and capabilities.  

 
 
Consider what robots are now.  Like children’s dolls and ventriloquist dummies, social robots are 
dressed up to perform actions that in actuality they do not perform: they cannot hold a 
conversation, be empathic, or have relationships. Like nonsocial robots (vacuum bots, 
manufacturing automata), social robots are programmed and controlled by designers to perform a 
limited number of actions; but unlike nonsocial robots, current social robots are advertised to be 
much more capable than they really are—that is, they are largely a pretense, a fiction.   
 
Now consider how people treat current social robots.  Clark and Fischer offer vivid anecdotes but 
only a small number of studies that support the claim that people conceive of robots as 
depictions. In fact, there is considerable evidence that people often do the opposite — they treat 
robots as autonomous agents when they should not.  People spontaneously take a robot’s visual 
perspective, and more so if it is highly humanlike (Zhao & Malle, 2022); people ascribe 
personality to robots (Ferguson et al., 2019) as well as cognitive and moral capacities (Malle, 
2019; Weisman et al., 2017) and more so if the robot looks highly humanlike (Zhao et al., 2019); 
and people feel empathy for robots, especially when the robots have animal-like appearance 
(Darling, 2016; Rosenthal-von der Pütten et al., 2013).  In all these cases, people’s psychological 
response to robots—so well-practiced in encounters with other human beings—seems to be 
directed to the robot-proper, not to a depicted character. Or at least there is no evidence that 
people compartmentalize the depiction from the depicted (as Clark and Fischer suggest, p. X). 
Thus, people often fail to take a stance of pretense required by the depiction thesis. Instead, they 
fall prey to an illusion created by designers and engineers, who exploit the deep-seated human 
psychology of generalization (Shepard, 1987) and thereby delude people into a dangerous 
overestimation of current robots’ capabilities (Malle, Fischer, et al., 2020).   
 
Now consider what robots will be like in the future.  They will not just be depictions; they will 
instantiate, as robots-proper, the actions that current robots only depict.  Unlike dolls and 
dummies, they will not just be crafted and controlled by human-devised programs. They will 
rapidly evolve through directing their own learning and devising their own programs. They will 
increasingly make autonomous decisions enabled by continuously updated and massively 
expanded algorithms. And equipped with complex capacities, they will perform socially 
significant actions—making a customer feel welcome, consoling a child, or caring for an older 
adult in distress.   
 



In this future, people will ascribe such significant actions to the robot in front of them, not to any 
depicted character.  And yet, people will underestimate future robots’ capacities, because their 
psychology—evolved to co-exist with humans—will be unprepared for robots’ superhuman 
speed and scope of information processing and their ability to acquire vast numbers of roles and 
capabilities. (The reader is encouraged to watch the movie Her to see an example of such a 
being.)  Designers, engineers, and scientists must help users adjust their expectations of what 
such robots are capable of and simultaneously build robots that can communicate their true 
capabilities to users.   
 
But the greatest fear in fiction and philosophy has always been that robots will develop their own 
preferences and interests that may be in conflict with those of humans.  To allay this fear, 
policies and regulations must be in place to ensure the design and manufacturing of robots that, 
while being autonomous, are still fully responsive to human influence.  For this is what humans 
are—autonomous but responsive to each other’s influence.  Robots of the future, like humans, 
must be able to learn the norms and values of their communities, improve from people’s moral 
criticism, and be punished or excluded if they fail to correct themselves. Experts and community 
members alike must be teachers of future robots—of robots as real agents, not merely as 
depictions. 
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