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○見出し 
A man with a mechanical arm is still a man. It will be the same with the avatar 

A scientist from the University of Osaka is developing Moonshot, the largest robotics project in 
Japan, which aims to develop avatar communities by 2050 

 

○本文 

After ten years, prof. Hiroshi Ishiguro of Osaka University. This time he will not be with us live, 
but with the help of an online platform on which this world-famous robotist will hold a 40-
minute lecture on Thursday (October 21 from 11 and 12.30 pm), followed by a panel 
discussion with professors from FER (The Faculty of Electrical Engineering and Computing, 
University of Zagreb) - and to whom robotics and artificial intelligence are professions. The 
event is organized by the Embassy of Japan and FER (all details are on their website), and it will 
be prof. Ishiguro to present a project in which he is strongly supported by the Japanese 
government, and these are avatars and the society of the future. 

It has been ten years since you were in Zagreb, we still remember the full hall at the Faculty 
of Electronics and Computing. 

Already? I remember very well, it was great. 

But a lot has changed in our understanding of robots in those ten years. Now robots are 
everywhere, on television and film, in reality. Did you expect everything to go so fast?  

No! I expected it to go much faster, this is actually quite slow. I expected that we would 
already be living in a much more robotic world. But it's okay like this. 

You made another geminoid, Erica, which is quite different from its predecessors. The 
communication robot works as a receptionist. How does it work, how do people react?  

I think she is significantly more intelligent than her predecessor. With Erica, I wondered how 
far people could tell if it was a robot or a human. Clearly, this can be recognized by the 
materials, but after communicating with Erica, many said they were sure it was man-made, 
and she was entirely computer-controlled. We did a communication test with 25 people: 20 
said they were sure it was run by a man, and five said it was a man.  

As far as we know, Erica has a number of pre-programmed topics that she can basically 
communicate on an equal footing.  
 



We have prepared 150 topics, which I think is enough for quality contact and quite a rich 
conversation. 

Erica becomes the star of a Hollywood movie?  

That’s right, a Hollywood team came in and suggested a movie to us and it’s just being shot. 

In Japan, you are also preparing a big project - an avatar society. What is it about?  

We approach this topic step by step. The starting point is that it is better to have an avatar 
before introducing a fully automated robot, a robot that would be remotely controlled. This 
has proven very good in a pandemic, that a remote-controlled robot is used in closed 
communities like hospitals. In such situations, the robot is much better, and people are the 
ones who provide communication services through it. So my approach is to first make avatars 
and then gradually replace their functions with autonomous functions to get people to start 
accepting autonomous robots. We already have the technology to make an autonomous 
robot, but it is difficult to make it at the level that Erica is at now, because there are many 
situations in which it would not work. The problem is also that we are a university and we can’t 
have a company so we do basic science and then we have to work with different companies to 
make progress in developing such robots. We try to convince companies that they can make 
money on a project like this, if a market for avatars is created. That approach is far easier. And 
a lot of companies are now considering how to take advantage of interactive robots in real-
world situations, and thus we will develop better technology for autonomous robots. It is this 
gradual approach, Moonshot, and the largest robotics project in Japan. It is strongly supported 
by the Japanese government, and the goal is to develop symbiotic avatar communities, ie 
societies by 2050. 

What exactly would that mean, to what level would these robots be independent, would 
they walk down the street, drive? 

Obviously we will soon have autonomous vehicles that will in themselves be autonomous 
robots. But on the street, the robot will direct people, for example, visitors from foreign 
countries. They will be able to walk, move, do a lot of things, but our main goal is 
communication services. Diagnostics is one of the services that has been particularly 
successful. We live in an age of pandemic when we often suspect COVID-19 disease. It is 
certainly much easier for his avatar to come to our house instead of the doctor. There is less 
risk, especially in hospitals where there are a lot of patients. It is much better when the doctor 
can visit the patient using his avatar. We can imagine a lot of applications of such an approach. 

We already have it that people are upgrading their bodies. In Europe, this has caused horror 
among many. Are we ready for similar upgrades, even in the form of avatars? 

New technologies are always eventually accepted. Europe is much more conservative, but I 
have no doubt that technology that would easily upgrade human capabilities would be 
accepted here as well. Take, for example, a smartphone. In Europe, people are very concerned 
about privacy issues. But do we really care about that when it comes to smartphones? Not! 
We just use it. In the end, it’s always a balance between what’s invested and what’s gained, 
the benefits and the concerns. If we see that new technology brings us a lot of good, we will 
accept it. In Japan, we will accept robots more easily, but when it is realized that they can solve 



a number of our everyday problems, then they will also be accepted elsewhere. I have no 
doubt about that. 

What about artificial intelligence? Some very influential people like Elon Musk say that if 
artificial intelligence starts learning on its own, it can become very dangerous.  

I think this is a slight misunderstanding. Who creates that robot? We create it. And we're not 
that stupid. We will give it properly selected functions that support people's needs. It is basic 
to understand that it is man who does bad things. Or good things. Programs are always created 
by people. We already use so many robots, different automata that do a specific thing. Did you 
see any of these robots do anything wrong? Not! I care about people. Robots can actually be 
“readers” of morality, because they themselves always behave in a moral way. I would like to 
make people notice this and understand that the behavior of robots is logical, but that they 
can behave in the same way. 

Whenever new technologies appear, a gap also appears, because they are first available to 
those who have the most. Won't that be the case with robots?  

When computers came along, we worried about the same thing - who can buy it? It is similar 
with the beginning of the robotic society. But today we all use computers, smartphones and 
the like. And the thing is the same again; if we achieve mass production of robots, they will 
become available to everyone. Again, this is something gradual, first the robots will go rich, but 
then there will be mass production, similar to computers.  

Do you see the application of artificial intelligence in some other area of everyday life, 
similar to self-driving cars? 

I see her everywhere. We expect to have more and more autonomous systems. As for home 
appliances and devices, it would be good to give them communication ability for the simple 
reason that we can’t read the manuals, press so many buttons. It’s better to have a 
communicative, “human-like” interface. Our goal is to improve interfaces in consumer 
electronics, cars ... You will see such interfaces everywhere and in this way these devices will 
be able to be used by both the youngest and the oldest, it will be much easier. 

How much should or should a robot look like a human?  

I think a robot should be our kind of friend. People will find it easier to accept a robot if it is 
more intelligent and interactive. We do not necessarily have to look at man and robot 
separately in this relationship, we should look at whether a sufficient quality of that 
relationship has been achieved. Diversity and inclusiveness are leitmotifs that have been 
happily used as ideals lately, and that is exactly what this is about. Can we accept people with 
different prosthetic accessories? Can we accept people who actually use mechanical bodies? It 
shouldn’t matter to us if someone has an artificial leg or arm. More important than the 
physical body is our relationship with that person, and the same is true of the robot-human 
relationship.  

 

 



Aren’t you afraid of dehumanization or desocialization?  

What do you mean by dehumanization? If you use such a term, then it implies that you know 
the definition of human. Please then clearly define my man and then I will be able to answer 
that question for you. We do not know that definition. People who use an artificial arm or leg 
today have never lost their own humanity. A whole body is not a prerequisite for us to be 
human. And with such mechanical help, we are still human. If we use a robot in some way, we 
are still human again. Ever since we have existed in this world, we have been looking for a 
definition of what it means to be human, and we are constantly changing it by creating new 
technologies. That's exactly what a man is. I was once asked if a robot calls into question 
human dignity. And what is dignity? Is it some religious term, ideological? No one knows, and 
until we know it, we can’t discuss robots and human dignity.   

What will be the deciding factor when a man chooses between an avatar or an upgrade of 
his own body?  

It is important that both offer a choice. For example, I can't visit your country now, so I'll use 
an avatar. On another occasion I will come in person. The thing is, we have choices that will 
greatly enrich our lives. That is the power of technology. We don’t have to depend on just one 
solution. 

Are you already testing avatars in reality?  

Yes, in a lot of situations; in primary schools, retirement homes, shopping malls. For example, 
those who cannot go shopping because of their health use avatars. Due to the pandemic, 
avatars are used in kindergartens and primary schools. Due to the coronavirus situation, we 
cannot, for example, read books to children, so the solution is an avatar. Older people also 
benefit from avatars because they have a lot of free time and need someone to talk to. This is 
often the case with children. So avatars connect completely different groups of people. 

What were the reactions, positive and negative? 

In kindergartens, the reactions were extremely positive, and the negative reactions were 
actually related to a pandemic situation, in which people became eager to interact directly 
with other people. And I can't do that now. We could make it possible for them using avatars. 
It will be negative if people do not do so even after a pandemic, when it becomes possible to 
communicate directly. If we use an avatar too much, we can wean people off using their own 
body and interacting with other people. In addition, we should not be allowed to manipulate, 
for example, when we want to present ourselves to younger people than we are through 
avatars, because in this way we move away from normal communication. These would be 
negative effects. On the other hand, I can use the avatar I want, I can be a dog or a cat, 
anything else. By using multiple avatars I can enrich my real world experience.  

I guess you have more avatars? 

So far I have created five of my avatars, I am preparing them more. I have used them for 
lectures, and I upgrade them every year, for the purpose of science I incorporate new 
functions into them. My new avatar is coming soon, and with all of them I want to set up a 
new scientific field. Once I can fully replace my presence with my avatars, I will retire. 
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