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Robotomorphy 
Becoming our creations
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When robots become the blueprint for humanity, 
they simultaneously become benchmarks and 

ideals to live up to …  
suddenly the things we make are no longer 
representations of ourselves, but we of them.

https://doi.org/10.1007/s43681-021-00092-x


“Robotomorphy is a term used to 
describe what occurs when we 
project the characteristics and 

capabilities of robots onto 
ourselves, to make sense of the 

complicated and mysterious 
beings that we are.”

Anthropomorphy Ratomorphy Robotomorphy

“Anthropomorphism explains how 
we see ourselves in 

other things…”

“… ratomorphy how we see rats 
in ourselves …”



Sætra, H. S. (2021). Robotomorphy. AI and Ethics, 
https://doi.org/10.1007/s43681-021-00092-x 

Robotomorphy tells the tale of how robots 
partly shift the rules of the game.  

Rather than humans being tricked into 
believing that the robots are human, the tables 
are turned and humans are somehow tricked 

into believing that they are robots.
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Like anthropocentrism, robotomorphy can be used both 
to analyze and understand the interaction between 
particular individuals and robots and, perhaps more 

importantly, the long-term shifts in human self-perception.

https://doi.org/10.1007/s43681-021-00092-x


Machines as mirrors
Metaphors matter



For seeing life is but a motion of limbs, the beginning whereof 
is in some principal part within, why may we not say that all 

automata (engines that move themselves by springs and wheels 
as doth a watch) have an artificial life?  

For what is the heart, but a spring; and the nerves, but so 
many strings; and the joints, but so many wheels …

Thomas Hobbes, Leviathan, 1651



CTM
Computational

Theory

(of) Mind

“Advances in computing raise the 
prospect that the mind itself is a 

computational system—a position 
known as the computational theory of 

mind (CTM).” 
https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/computational-mind/ 

https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/computational-mind/
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If we accept the robot as an image of ourselves, we 
become little more than conditioned reflex-automata [8], 
and this is partially accepted by new mechanists directly 
or indirectly continuing the lineage of Hobbes and other 

early mechanists [9].

https://doi.org/10.1007/s43681-021-00092-x




Radical behaviourism - “insist[s] 
that the meanings people attach to 

their actions and to other objects 
play no part in determining what 

they do” - Sayer 2010
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Robotomorphy is similar to ratomorphy in that it might 
engender a situation in which we seek to explain all 

human phenomena through mechanisms we can build 
into our robots—or that are at least hypothetically 

implementable in robots [34].

https://doi.org/10.1007/s43681-021-00092-x


Robots as ideals and benchmarks
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The human champions of chess still 
compete for second place—the 

position of the best human – and 
while they play their games everyone 

watching is most concerned about how 
Stockfish and AlphaZero evaluate their 

moves.

https://doi.org/10.1007/s43681-021-00092-x


Machines are more rational—in a 
certain sense an embodiment of the 
enlightenment logic and Western 
science—and humans are in this 

respect deeply flawed. Irrational and 
helpless, we are urged to aspire to 

the rules and performance of 
computational science [15].

Sætra, H. S. (2021). Robotomorphy. AI and Ethics, 
https://doi.org/10.1007/s43681-021-00092-x 

https://doi.org/10.1007/s43681-021-00092-x


Like wayward and primitive robots, humans must be shepherded, controlled, 
nudged, and prodded onto better paths—the paths determined by those with 

unsullied rationality and computationally superior capabilities.
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Humanity is in a sense a rather motley crew, whereas robots 
eliminate much of this disorder and introduce uniformity, both in 

outward appearance and in behavior.
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Where the yardstick is perfect computation and rationality, human quirks 
and idiosyncrasies are flaws to be purged.

https://doi.org/10.1007/s43681-021-00092-x
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Recursive mirroring
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What we make and what we are 
co-evolve [4, 5], and this gives rise to a recursive 

process in which the mirror mirrors itself and influences 
both the trajectory for machine development and human 

self-perception.
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Robots, then, are media of sorts. But media 
are not just neutral channels through which 

we communicate, and according to 
McLuhan [61], the media is in fact the 

message.

https://doi.org/10.1007/s43681-021-00092-x
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The notion that we become what we behold, that we 
shape our tools, which in turn shape us [5], nicely 

captures the recursive nature of robotomorphy.

https://doi.org/10.1007/s43681-021-00092-x


Concluding thoughts



Humans

Robots

Closing the gap



Humans
Robots

Robotomorphy and 
convergence
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… even if the 
machine metaphor leads us to conceptualize ourselves 

as robots, this in and of itself does not need to be 
accompanied with the idea that humans should be 
treated as such, or that robots should be our ideals.

https://doi.org/10.1007/s43681-021-00092-x
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