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My talk in a nutshell

1. People are confused about the relation between AI and human cognition. 

But what exactly are they confused about – and why?

2. Cognition & “computation”

3. Common sense

4. Anthropomorphism

5. A more realistic view of the relationship between AI and human cognition is 
that they are fundamentally different – and should be viewed as 
complementary, rather than one replacing the other.
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Herbert Simon (1960)

• ”Machines will be capable, within twenty years, 
of doing any work that a man can do.”

Questionable quotes

Interview with Daniel Kahneman 
(Nobel Prize 2002) in Svenska 
Dagbladet 2021 (Malin Ekman)

“I don't see what is unique about 

human intelligence. You know, 

we have a computer [in our 

head], and the idea that it's a 
completely different kind of 

computer, it doesn't make sense 

to me.”
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Wikipedia on “cognitive science” [today]:

... One of the fundamental concepts of cognitive science is 
that "thinking can best be understood in terms of 
representational structures in the mind and computational 
procedures that operate on those structures." 

(quote from Thagard, 2008)
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“Computers” vs. computability
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Clever Hans

German horse around 1904 who 
“could calculate”



New York Times 1904



Clever Hans

German horse around 1904 who 
“could calculate” 

Roitblat (2023):

• “The public wanted to believe that 
Hans was cognitively sophisticated.  

• Hans was clever, but not in the way 
that he was credited. The problem 
that Hans was solving was different 
from the nominal problem that his 
audience thought he was solving.

• It took careful analysis and 
experimentation to find out what the 
horse was doing and not doing.”
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Conclusion – the relation between AI and human cognition

• for historical reasons, many people in AI and cognitive science believe that 
“cognition is computation” – and that therefore human-like AI is possible

• but there are good reasons to think both those claims are questionable

• humans are biological creatures, and the way we perceive the world and interact 
with it depends on our biological embodiment and our social situatedness

• AI, robots, etc. have some access to the human world through data, sensors, etc., 
but they will always have a fundamentally different perspective on things

• which is a good thing if you view human-AI interaction in terms of complementarity

• in interactions with AI / computers / robots people often attribute human-like 
cognitive, perceptual, etc. capacities to  such technologies

• people need help with expectation management 



Questions?

tom.ziemke@liu.se



Ongoing project (2023-26) 
on “Social Cognition in 
Human-Robot Interaction”

Investigating the cognitive mechanisms
underlying how people interpret, explain 
and predict robot behavior
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