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Introduction - Social Robotics and the Good Life
The Normative Side of Forming Emotional Bonds
With Robots

Janina Loh, Wulf Loh

Robots and Their Tasks in Society

Robots have existed as a concept that is still common today for a hundred
years. Historically, the term “robot” goes back to the Czech word “robota”,
which stands for work, hard labor, and forced labor. Karel Capek first used
it in the play R.U.R. Rossunrs Universal Robots (1921) to refer to humanoid
contraptions that are at the service of humans. This historical vision of the
robot as an artificial slave subsequently was the guiding idea shaping the de-
velopment of robotics.!

Without doubt, robots can now be found in many areas of human life. In-
dustry was the first sector they made their entrance into around the middle of
the 20th century with the Unimate® robot. Particularly in this area, robots are
assigned to jobs that are considered “dull, dangerous, and dirty”. Although it
is anything but clear which activities fall under this category (Marr 2017), any
socio-ethical doubts arising from this have not been able to put a stop to the
advancing robotization of industrial production. Today, tasks that are con-
sidered boring because they are repetitive and monotonous, as well as dirty

1 By “robot”, we mean an electro-mechanical machine that a) has some form of indepen-
dent body, b) possesses at least one processor, ¢) is equipped with sensors that collect
information about the world d) as well as with at least one effector that translates sig-
nalsinto mechanical processes. Arobot’s behaviore) is oratleastappears autonomous,
enablingitto f) interact with or influence its environment (cf. Loh 2019a: 7; Misselhorn
2013: 43).

2 A composite of “universal” and “automation”; constructed by Joseph Engelberger in
1961.
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and even dangerous, are increasingly being performed by robots on assembly
lines, in production halls and warehouses around the globe. The Kuka robots
in the automotive industry and the Amazon warehouse robots are but some
recent examples of this phenomenon.

Social Robotics and Robots as Social Companions

Robots are increasingly entering the personal sphere of everyday human in-
teraction. This area of so-called social robotics is characterized by a large num-
ber of everyday activities, that at the same time can be very private and sen-
sitive for various reasons (Breazeal 2002; Dufty 2008, 2004; Fong et al. 2003;
Markowitz 2015; Seibt et al. 2016; Fronemann et al. 2022). The main fields in
which robots are employed here are therapy and care, specifically in the form
of activation and keeping company, but also education and even sexuality,
friendship, and love. In those areas, the attribution of the three Ds no longer
applies. Even when the robots are primarily designed as auxiliary tools for
daily tasks, the typical activities are marked by interdependence and physical
and emotional closeness.

From robots for sales assistance such as Paul (who guides customers
through the aisles of the electronics retailer Saturn), care robots like Care-O-
Bot, entertainment robots such as Pepper, to sex robots (Markowitz 2015: 41),
are all examples for the growing group of social robots that are used in close
proximity to humans. Depending on their respective tasks and the extent to
which they enter into direct interaction with humans, they need to possess
social skills in some form. This anthology is dedicated to them and to the
question about the relationships they allegedly form or are supposed to be
able to form with humans.

In this regard, the authors of this anthology take a closer look at three
topics of social robotics in particular. The first part revolves around questions
of defining and understanding basic elements of human-robot interaction
(HRI). Charles Ess, David Gunkel, Anna Strasser, and Eva Weber-Guskar
examine the basic anthropological and ontological assumptions of HRI, ask
what we mean by “social agent” and, correspondingly, by “artificial social
agent”, address whether interaction with robots should be reconsidered in
general, and when it is morally appropriate to speak of successful HRI.

The second part deals with questions of the design of robots as social com-
panions, the imitation of emotions, and corresponding or associated reac-
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tions such as trust and expectations with regard to the behavior of a robot.
Cordula Brand, Leonie N. Bossert, Thomas Potthast, Jacqueline Bellon, and
Tom Poljansek in their contributions cover the ethical implications that arise
from the embodied and anthropomorphic design of robots.

Finally, in the third part, the authors address whether specific emotional
relationships with robots are possible, namely caring, loving, and sexual re-
lationships. Imke von Maur, Lily Frank, Cindy Friedman, Sven Nyholm, and
Karen Lancaster are concerned with the possibility and ethical appropriate-
ness of these forms of relationships and its repercussions.

Part | - Understanding, Defining, Conceptualizing:
Robots as Social Companions

Already Capek raises numerous philosophical, ethical, and anthropological
questions in his “R.U.R. Rossum’s Universal Robots”. These include, for exam-
ple, the nature of man, the responsibility of scientists, and what it means to
form an emotional bond with another being. For instance, his piece ends with
the prospect of a love affair that seems to be developing between two robots.
Thus, in the historical understanding of the robot established by Capek, a
broad foundation is already laid for the discussions that were to arise in the
decades that followed and that extend into social robotics. Is it possible to
live a good, successful life with and around robots, including forming inti-
mate romantic and sexual relationships with them?

In his text “Virtues, Robots, and Good Lives: Who Cares?”, Charles Ess deals
with these questions, which also concerned Capek, from a virtue ethics per-
spective. Maybe a reformulated, “relational” virtue ethics, supplemented by an
“ethical pluralism”, can help circumvent the problems of an “ethical relativism
and computer-mediated colonization”? By way of applying virtue ethics to sex
robotics as an example of emotionally intimate relationships with robots, Ess
is skeptical, however, that a sexual human-machine relationship can ever be
said to be truly “complete.” On the other hand, it is too quick to simply de-
preciate robots on the basis of, say, their lack of autonomy, as this ultimately
leads to a “reinscribing of traditional patriarchal and racist attitudes”. There-
fore, it is necessary to further develop a “pluralistic” ethics of virtue into an
“ethics of care” appropriate to the current developments in social robotics.

In order to answer the question whether relationships with robots are de-
sirable, David Gunkel, Eva Weber-Guskar and Anna Strasser, first address the

9
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status of robots in general. Can we understand them as agents with whom
genuine relationships are possible or are robots unable to transcend their
traditional object status? With these considerations, the authors tie in with
a broad tradition in robot ethics, in which basically three currents can be dis-
tinguished.

Within the first research area, authors ask to what extent robots can be
considered as potential moral agents (Floridi/Sanders 2004; Misselhorn 2013;
Moor 2006; Sullins 2006; Wallach/Allen 2009). Accordingly, they consider the
degree to which robots are capable of moral action and which competencies
they must possess to this end. Depending on the respective understanding of
agency, morality, and the competencies to be realized for this purpose, this
includes the attribution of freedom and autonomy as a condition for moral
action, cognitive competencies (such as thinking, mind, reason, judgment, in-
telligence, consciousness, perception, and communication), but also empathy
and emotions. Defining the “minimal conditions” for understanding robots as
“social agents” is also Anna Strasser’s concern in her text “From Tool Use to So-
cial Interactions”. For this purpose, she considers the case of joint actions” as
an example for “social interaction” and seeks to establish a more appropriate
understanding of HRI or the relationships we enter into with robots.

Within the second area, authors deal with the question whether robots
should be regarded as moral patients, i.e. as objects of moral consideration
(Damiano/Dumouchel 2018; Darling 2012, 2017; Duffy 2003, 2004, 2008;
Gerdes 2017; Johnson 2011; Tavani 2018). These approaches are concerned
with how to deal with artificial systems, what kind of moral value they may
have, even if they may be incapable of moral agency themselves. Topics
include, for example, the formulation of codes of ethics in corporations, the
desirability and possibility of relationships with and to robots, the question
of exploiting or “enslaving” robots, or the assessment of the use of robots
for therapeutic purposes. Some thinkers discuss the possibility of ascribing
rudimentary rights to some types of robots. Just as Immanuel Kant in §
17 of the second part of his Metaphysics of Morals is opposed to cruelty
towards animals, because this would lead to morally questionable attitudes
in us humans, Kate Darling, for example, argues in favor of robot rights
because people are then more likely to maintain their moral virtues in other
interactions as well.

Nonetheless, the fact that robots are regarded merely as moral patients
does not preclude the possibility of humans having emotional relationships
with them. Against the background of this possibility, Eva Weber-Guskar in her
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text “Reflecting (on) Replika: Can We Have a Good Affective Relationship With
a Social Chatbot?” rejects the possibility of a relationship comparable to that
between humans, using the example of the social chatbot Replika. However,
Weber-Guskar also emphasizes that “the lack of emotional mutuality” does
not justify a general rejection of the possibility of affective relationships with
“social or emotional(ized) AI”.

A third strand within robotics ethics transcends the obvious dichotomy
between moral agency and patiency. Authors here discuss alternatives to the
classical distinction between subjects and objects of moral action. Within the
framework of these “inclusive” or “inclusivist” approaches (Loh 2019a, 2020,
2022), the focus is on problems with a traditional conception of the (human)
person that underlies the notion of the moral agent. The understanding of
the human being as the core of ethical thinking, as the main moral agent, as
the pivot of the attribution of abilities, competences, and values is questioned
and challenged in these inclusive approaches.

In his text “The Relational Turn: Thinking Robots Otherwise,” David Gunkel
describes the project of such an inclusive approach in order to “introduce and
formulate a meta-ethical theory”. First, he takes a look at the peculiarities of
the classical, exclusive ethical positions. In a second step, he then outlines his
alternative of a relational Thinking Otherwise, and in a third step meets possi-
ble objections. Gunkel is thus concerned with a general new understanding of
the possibility of entering into relationships with robots. He shows that ques-
tions of moral status of and potential relationships with robots have less to
do with the robots themselves and more to do with “us and the limits of who
is included in and what comes to be excluded from that first-person plural
pronoun, ‘we.”

Part Il - Design, Imitation, Trust:
Anthropomorphization and its Function for Social Robotics

Robots as social companions can only carry out their activities in close prox-
imity to humans, if they are accepted by people in their immediate private
space. People do not want to be assisted in their personal hygiene by scary or
repulsive machines, they do not want to be cared for and touched mentally
and physically by cold apparatuses — this seems a pretty straightforward as-
sumption and is therefore at the bottom of almost all social robot design. The
latter is quasi unanimously catered to an image of robots that their human
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users can identify with and thus engage with more easily. They are, accord-
ing to Kate Darling, “specifically designed to socially interact with humans”
(2012). Such a trust-inspiring design is in many cases anthropomorphic (i.e.,
human-like), or more rarely, zoomorphic (i.e., animal-like).

The anthropomorphization of non-human entities does not only concern
their outer form, but can also refer to their behavior and thus to the attri-
bution of human competencies (Fink 2012: 200). Therefore, in the field of so-
cial robotics, a distinction is sometimes made between anthropomorphic de-
sign, which primarily comprises externally perceptible criteria such as “shape,
speech capabilities, facial expression,” and the like, and anthropomorphic in-
teraction design, which targets the “social phenomenon that emerges from
the interaction between a robot and an [sic!] user” and is sometimes called
“anthropomorphism” (in the proper sense) (all citations in Lemaignan et al.
2014: 2.26; cf. Zlotowski et al. 2015).

Our capacity for anthropomorphization seems to be a psychological fact
and thus primarily a topic of the social sciences, psychology, and (in the con-
text of robots) science and technology studies. However, the anthropomor-
phic lens through which we often view and evaluate the nonhuman world
frequently serves as a vehicle for placing humanized beings in the moral uni-
verse (see Eva Weber-Guskar’s text in this volume for more on this). After all,
the more human we assess a counterpart, the more similar we make it to our-
selves, the more we identify with it, the more willing we are also to assign it
a (moral) value similar to that of humans. Indeed, we are forced to do so to
a certain extent if we do not want to be argumentatively inconsistent. The
anthropomorphic gaze gives a moral value to all beings it encounters.

In psychology, anthropomorphization is traditionally viewed in a nega-
tive light, “as a bias, a category mistake, an obstacle to the advancement of
knowledge, and as a psychological disposition typical of those who are imma-

”

ture and unenlightened, i.e., young children and ‘primitive people” (Dami-
ano/Dumouchel 2018: 2; cf. Duffy 2003: 180-181). Some authors even go a step
further by declaring humanized robots to be a kind of “cheating technol-
ogy” that is ethically problematic (Turkle 2011: 514). Humanized robots not
only deceive us into believing that they possess mental states, but also into
the “illusion of relationship” that we can actually only enter into with humans
(Turkle 200s5: 62; cf. Damiano/Dumouchel 2018: 1; Lin 2012: 11).

This argument of a deceptive technology or a “culture of simulation”
(Turkle 2011) can be interpreted in terms of virtue ethics, insofar as the good

life importantly also depends on human relationships (Nussbaum 2007). In
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this sense, humans commit a moral error when they replace human-human
relationships as the genuine form of relationship with a mirage evoked
by a robot (see also the text by Charles Ess in this volume).> Accordingly, a
“simulated feeling is never feeling, simulated love is never love” (Turkle 2010:
4; cf. Damiano/Dumouchel 2018: 5).

The traditionally negative connotation of anthropomorphism in psychol-
ogy* is countered by studies in social robotics that contrast these concerns
with a positive interpretation of the human capacity for anthropomorphiza-
tion. For example, Luisa Damiano and Paul Dumouchel outline an optimistic
approach that views anthropomorphism not as a “cognitive error” but “as a
fundamental tool” (2018: 5) that can support and enhance HRI. They state
that what makes social robots special is that they “tend to blur the traditional
ontological categories that humans use to describe the world,” most notably
the subject-object dichotomy, but also the categories of animate and inani-
mate, sentient and non-sentient (2018: 4) (on overcoming the subject-object
dichotomy in inclusive robot ethics approaches, see also the text by David
Gunkel in this volume).

Other authors view anthropomorphizing robots only as “desirable where
it enhances the function of the technology” (Darling 2017: 174). Humans can
and should identify with social robots used in elder care and households, as
these machines interact with their owners in an intimate way. Otherwise,
they would be unable or unwilling to engage with the artificial system. On
the other hand, authors conclude that a robot must “not be too similar to a
human being if it is supposed to elicit empathy” (Misselhorn 2009: 117). Often
referring to the so-called “uncanny valley” (Mori 1970: 33-35), they argue that
otherwise, the inability to clearly categorize the robot adequately according
to such important categories as animate/ inanimate will irritate, repel, and
scare us.

It is interesting to note, however, that with regard to the question of
whether it makes sense to design robots in such a way that people can engage

3 The argument against anthropomorphism can also be spelled out deontologically and
utilitarian: deontologically, if | neglect my duties towards other people, for example,
because of my emotional attachment to a robot; and utilitarian, if | should, for ex-
ample, attribute the ability to suffer to robots due to anthropomorphizing them, and
therefore include them in the calculation of total utility.

4 There is also a positive interpretation of anthropomorphism in psychology, pointing
out that under the anthropomorphic gaze nonhuman beings can become “familiar,
explainable, or predictable” (Fink 2012: 200).
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and form relationships with them, the focus is primarily on positive emotional
forms of relationships such as care, love, and friendship. As discussed earlier,
negative affective relationships are mostly used as reasons for rejecting an
anthropomorphic design. In their text “You Can Love a Robot, But Should
You Fight With it?”, Jacqueline Bellon and Tom Poljansek raise the question of
whether such “frustrated-related concepts of human emotion” can also be at
times conducive to a good life. If this is the case, the simulation of negative
emotions should not be excluded in HRI.

In social robotics, the question of appropriate design of robots has so
far been limited to direct interaction in close proximity between humans
and machines. In their text “Empathic Machines? Ethical Challenges of Affec-
tive Computing from a Sustainable Development Perspective”, Cordula Brand,
Leonie N. Bossart and Thomas Potthast extend this narrow perspective using a
justice-based approach, namely the “Sustainable Development framework”.
By doing so, they evaluate whether and how the presumed advantage of “af-
fective computing” can actually be realized for all humans in a just and needs-
based way.

Part lll - Care, Love, and Sex With Robots as Social Companions

Depending on the status we are willing to ascribe to robots (Part I of this
volume) and depending on their design, which can be attractive or repulsive
to us (Part II of this volume), some people actually enter into friendly, sexual,
caring, or loving relationships with robots. In a very literal sense, it is sex
robots that are closest to us.

For most people, sex robotics may sound like pure science fiction. In re-
ality, however, there are already several large international companies that
mass-produce and sell sex robots — including two Chinese companies (DS
Doll Robotics and Shenshen All Intelligent Technology Co.) and one from the
USA (RealDoll with RealBotix). TrueCompany in 2010 was the first company
in the world to launch a sex robot called Roxxxy. Roxxxy had interactive capa-
bilities such as, according to the now offline homepage, “hear what you say,
speak, feel your touch, move their bodies, are mobile and have emotions and
a personality.” Roxxxy was said to be able to develop its own personality (or as
many different roles as desired) through interaction with its users. But it was
also possible to give her one of five pre-programmed personalities. Besides
that, she could be given different hairstyles and hair colors. Aside from the
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aforementioned skills, Roxxxy should have also been able to “listen, talk, carry
on a conversation and feel your touch” and even “have an orgasm” (TrueCom-
panion 2019).

Other examples include Shenshen all Intelligent Technology’s Emma
robot, Matt McMullen’s sex robot Harmony (Realbotix), Samantha that is
supposedly equipped with a “moral code”, as well as LumiDoll’s sex robot Kylie
(Mlot 2018; Morgan 2017). It is clear that in sex robots highly questionable
gender stereotypes are oftentimes upheld and heteronormative, patriarchal,
instrumentalizing, and discriminatory power structures are confirmed (see
also the text by Charles Ess in this volume). As a result, the spectrum of ethical
issues is evident (Cheok et al. 2017; Danaher 2017; Danaher/McArthur 2017;
Kubes 2019; Levy 2012, 2008; Loh 2019b; Scheutz 2012; Whitby 2012).

In her text “Granny and the Sexbots”, Karen Lancaster deals with the pos-
sibility and moral desirability of using sex robots in elder care. In doing so,
she addresses not one but two taboo topics — aside from sex robotics, the fact
that older people may also have a wish to experience a fulfilled sexuality.

At the same time, Lancaster’s text bridges the gap between two fields of
social robotics, namely between sex robotics on the one hand and medical,
therapeutic and nursing robotics on the other. Here, too, the use of sex robots
is discussed. But apart from sex robots, numerous assistance systems are al-
ready being used today to support caregivers in the medical, therapy, and
nursing sectors in their often extremely physically and mentally demanding
work. From lifting and transport systems to companion robots that activate,
entertain, and thereby reduce loneliness, to therapy robots that promote com-
munication with patients, a broad spectrum of artificial systems exists for a
variety of different tasks in hospitals, therapy, and care facilities. One field
that has been developing steadily for a good 15 years, for example, is the robot
use in the therapy of children with autism (Richardson et al. 2018; critically
Elder 2017).

The artificial seal Paro is a good example of a zoomorphically designed
care assistance robot. Paro is modeled after a young harp seal and mainly used
in geriatric care and therapy, especially for people with severe dementia. These
people particularly tend to isolate themselves from their human caregivers,
but often open up to animals. As a robot, Paro cannot be accidentally hurt as
it might happen to real animals. Nonetheless, it is said to offer many of the
benefits of a regular human-animal-interaction therapy in these application
contexts (Shibata/Wada 2011; Wada et al. 2008).
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Because of the numerous challenges associated with robots as potential
social companions, some thinkers are skeptical about the question of whether
it makes sense or is morally desirable to develop robots in such a way that
humans want to form relationships with them. In this vein, in her text “Alice
Does not Care. Or: Why it Matters That Robots ‘Don’t Give a Damn’, Imke von
Maur also rejects the use of care robots with the aim “to reduce loneliness”.
Since “real care” involves both meanings of the word, robots are according
to her not capable of caring in this sense. Even more, people run the risk
of “giving up expectations of real care and true relationships” when they get
involved with robots.

The debates about the pros and cons of the possibility and especially the
moral desirability (in terms of a good life) of emotional relationships with
robots are pointedly summarized in the text “Emotional Embodiment in Hu-
manoid Sex and Love Robots” by Cindy Friedman, Sven Nyholm, and Lily Frank.
By way of three ethical questions, they discuss some of the central approaches
to robot ethics, and in doing so bring to the forefront the challenges we face
in the theoretical conception (cf. Part I of this volume), the actual design (cf.
Part II), and the practical use of robots as potential social companions (cf.
Part III).

The authors of this anthology show that the challenges we face regarding
the questions of the good life and the possibility of emotional relationships
with robots are undoubtedly manifold. But they also show that addressing
these questions is worthwhile as we become more sensitive to the complexity
of a society in the age of digitalization, automation, and robotization.
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Virtues, Robots, and Good Lives: Who Cares?

Charles M. Ess

1 Introduction

I begin with a general overview of the primary elements of Virtue Ethics
(VE) as a global tradition which in its Western*! developments turns cen-
trally on phroneésis, both “practical wisdom” and the capacity for reflective judg-
ment. Starting with Antigone, phronesis grounds what become Western* tra-
ditions of civil disobedience and conscientious objection. At the same time,
there are strong arguments that phronésis is not computationally tractable
(i.e., phronesis’s processes and capabilities cannot be fully replicated by com-
putational technologies and techniques such as Artificial Intelligence (AL)).
This will have important consequences for the uptake of VE as an increas-
ingly central framework for Information and Computing Ethics (ICE). This is
in part as ICE qua global ethics must avoid what I have called “computer-me-
diated colonization,” i.e., the imposition of Western® norms and values upon
the rest of the world. A pluralistic VE — as I have developed in terms of a pro
hen interpretive pluralism — seeks to avoid such colonization as well as the
fragmentation and potential violence of a simple ethical relativism: that is,
as such relativism abandons efforts to achieve shared norms, practices, etc.,
cultural differences can be used to justify violence in the name of protecting
local identities, norms, practices, etc. against all “Others” who may (appear to)
threaten such local identities, etc.> How privacy is understood across diverse

1 Following a convention suggested by Grodzinsky, Miller, and Wolf (2008), the asterisk
indicates that this term is deeply fraught, contested, and highly ambiguous — perhaps
even no longer meaningful at all in certain ways. There is no space here to explore
the possible variations and nuances: the term can be used here only as a shorthand or
heuristic. | will also flag privacy* in this way for similar reasons.

2 For example, during their visit to Oslo, Norway, in late January, 2022, when confronted
by journalists with questions regarding their plans for protecting young girls’ rights to
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cultures — first of all as cultures vary their emphases on more individual vis-
a-vis more relational conceptions of selfhood — serves as a primary example
of such pluralism.

This second section continues with a series of common objections to VE
and replies. Especially important here are critiques of VE as human-centric. On
the one hand, feminist and posthumanist decenterings of the (male) human
are vitally important to enhancing our possible relationships with computa-
tional agents as well as the larger world: such decentering overrides espe-
cially Christian and Cartesian dualisms entailing master-slave relationships
between mind vs. body, male vs. female, human vs. nature as well as machines
as artifacts — foregrounding rather an inextricable web of relationality and
greater equality with such Others. On the other hand, throwing out modern
notions of autonomy entirely thereby ejects the grounding for the still urgent
insistence on equality, emancipation, and democratic norms.? These tensions
thus force the question: How to preserve and enhance democratic rights and
norms of equality, emancipation, and disobedience in a posthumanist philo-
sophical anthropology?

As sexuality and intimacy are especially sensitive dimensions of our pos-
sible relationships with social robots as driven by Artificial Intelligence (AI)
and Machine Learning (ML), in the third section I explore this tension by re-
viewing an application of VE to sexbots. The feminist phenomenological and
ethical analyses of Sara Ruddick (1975) helpfully conjoin virtue ethics with de-
ontological norms of equality and respect as part of “complete sex” — and fur-
ther uncover both care and loving itself as virtues, i.e., capabilities that must
be cultivated and fostered. I argue that while “good sex” between human and

education and women’s rights in general, the Taliban spokesman replied that these
were Western perspectives that did not apply to them. This use of relativism to defend
local differences has been followed up subsequently with sometimes violent repres-
sion of these rights in Afghanistan in the name of protecting the Taliban’s interpreta-
tions of Sharia as the law of the land. Cf. Wong (2020).

3 AsJanina Loh makes clear, not all postmodernists or posthumanists threaten these no-
tions of autonomy (2022). But certainly early postmodernists such as Lyotard ([1979]
1984) undermine these notions as merely parts of the Enlightenment «master narra-
tive», i.e., in contrast with stronger ontological and/or philosophical anthropological
claims grounded in philosophical arguments, etc. Reduced to narrative, such claims
can then be easily switched out with postmodernist narratives that can elide or sim-
ply eliminate these notions. At least some versions of early postmodernism, especially
within the US context, thereby fell into simple epistemological, ontological and ethical
relativisms that eliminated these central claims entirely.
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machines may well be possible and desirable, a “complete sex” is not. As a
start, Ruddick’s conditions for complete sex include first-person phenomenal
consciousness, mutuality of desire, and autonomy as issuing in a deontolog-
ical insistence on equality and respect. As with phronésis, however, these and
related conditions such as genuine emotions and embodied desire, are (likely)
not computationally tractable.

At the same time, such differences between human and machine — start-
ing with the absence of autonomy - might inspire us to see these devices as
simple means to our ends, treating them analogously to “just meat,” as artic-
ulated in prominent criticisms of sexbots as, for example, reinscribing tra-
ditional patriarchal and racist attitudes. To counter this, I turn in the fourth
section to more recent developments in a “more than human” ethics of care.
These developments extend a postmodern rejection of the Cartesian master-
slave relationship between mind and body, human and nature, male and fe-
male, and thus humans and machines. This expanded ethics of care thus add
to central notions of a pluralistic VE, as exercised by relational autonomies,
to a posthuman philosophical anthropology that promises to foster possibili-
ties of good sex between humans and machines. This is particularly prevalent
as machines are now understood to be endowed with a default goodness and
moral status. Such an ethics will also help in cultivating still larger relation-
ships of care and repairment between humans and the more than human
webs of relationships within which we are inextricably entangled.

In sum: I argue that good lives of flourishing are possible by way of a re-
lational VE coupled with ethical pluralism vis-a-vis four problems, beginning
with developing an Intercultural Information Ethics that avoids both ethical
relativism and computer-mediated colonization. Second, risks to undermin-
ing autonomy as core to democratic polity, norms, and emancipatory imper-
atives are initially resolved via feminist notions of relational autonomy. Third,
risks of reinstating master-slave relationships in conjunction with sexbots
can be overcome for the sake of “good sex” with our machineries by way of
an ethics of care for our more than human webs of relationships. A fourth
problem, that of ethical deskilling, of unlearning the virtue of care, can be
resolved via a heightened commitment to care. Our cultivation of care, along
with phronésis, loving itself, and courage thus emerge as at least necessary con-
ditions for good lives of flourishing and pursuits of emancipation, equality,
and respect in our human and more than human webs of relationships.

To see how this is so, we begin with a careful look at virtue ethics.

27
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2 Virtue ethics in Information and
Communication Technology Ethics

2.1 VE - an overview

Versions of VE are found more or less everywhere — both in major global tra-
ditions such as Confucian thought as well as classical Aristotelian VE, but
also in the Abrahamic religions (Judaism, Christianity, Islam) as well as in-
digenous traditions. This global reach may arise in part from the fact that VE
starts with a very simple — and, it would seem, a near universal human inter-
est: namely, in achieving a life of contentment or eudaimonia. This is to say that
VE starts with the question: what sort of person do I want/need to become to
feel content (eudaimonia) and to flourish, to feel that my abilities and capacities
unfold and become better over time — not simply in the immediate present,
but across the course of my entire (I hope, long) life? This basic interest in
a good life leads to the central insight that certain basic habits, capacities, and
abilities* are necessary to acquire and cultivate in order to achieve such con-
tentment and flourishing. To begin with, as Shannon Vallor has foregrounded,
the capacities of patience, perseverance, empathy, trust and, indeed, loving it-
self are necessary conditions for communication, deep friendships, as well as
long-term commitments such as partnership or marriage, much less parent-
ing (e.g. Vallor 2010). As I paraphrase her accounts - recall when you were very
young and small and were dragged to visit some boring relative or another:
how much patience, perseverance, and so on did you have when confronted
with the expected communication and relationship with, for example, an an-
cient grandmother? Such qualities are notoriously absent in four-year-olds,

4 In several languages and cultures, “virtue” and thereby “virtue ethics” can carry over-
tones of a sort of moralizing that is no longer useful or attractive. For example, in An-
glophone usage “virtue” became a euphemism for a young woman'’s virginity: to “lose
one’svirtue,” especially in more Victorian and Puritanical times, was a great sin, shame,
and scandal. In Scandinavia, my students tell me, when | talk about virtue ethics |
sound like a “Konfi-leder,” the person leading young people preparing for Confirma-
tion —something like a Sunday School teacher in the US. If “virtue” in your language /
cultural experiences carries such off-putting, moralizing overtones, you can substitute
“capability” or “ability” for the term. In fact, there is a related — but also importantly
different—form of ethics developed by Martha Nussbaum and Amartya Sen titled “ca-
pability ethics” (Robeyns/Byskov 2021). But it would go too far afield to explore the
important similarities and differences in this context.
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for example: as should be clear, these are capacities or abilities that we ac-
quire and develop only over a very long time — indeed, a lifetime. But as, for
example, musicians, gamers, people skilled in various crafts, etc. will recog-
nize, we must also acquire and practice these abilities — for instance, when
confronting a difficult game, musical score, project, and so on — along with
our more particular skills and abilities, in order to accomplish our aims with
excellence and thus enjoy eudaimonia.

More generally, as Vallor elaborates (2016: pp. 36-49), diverse VE tradi-
tions have emerged emphasizing contentment and flourishing in terms of
harmony [He in Confucian thought] — either a more internal harmony (e.g.,
among the elements of the psyche [“soul”] in Plato) or more external harmony
with the larger society and (super)natural order (e.g., tian [“heaven’] in Confu-
cian thought). Specific to Western® traditions, however, is the central virtue of
phronésis — a term that means both “practical wisdom” as well as the essential
capacity of a reflective form of judgment.

Phronesis is arguably centrally distinctive to Western® traditions — starting
with Sophocles’ play Antigone. Antigone’s brother Polynices has been killed
in the Theban civil war and left on the battlefield on orders of Creon, the
new tyrant. Antigone’s familial and religious obligation is to give her brother
a proper burial: doing so, by Creon’s decree, will be punished by death.
Antigone’s own use of phronésis leads to her making the startling — indeed,
revolutionary — decision to defy Creon’s orders and bury her brother, no
matter the cost. This “Antigone moment” (Rockwell F. Clancy, unpublished
manuscript: cf. Clancy 2021) appears to root what becomes a distinctively
Western® tradition of civil disobedience and protest — as further manifest in
Socrates’ accusations against Athens, and his willingness to put his obedience
to a higher law in conflict with the decrees of the state, even if the cost is
death.

In Plato, phronesis is especially tied with the key image and example of
the steersman (cybernetes): ‘An outstanding pilot [cybernetes] or doctor is aware
of the difference between what is impossible in his art and what is possible,
and he attempts the one, and lets the other go; and if, after all, he should still
trip up in any way, he is competent to set himself aright’ (Republic 360e-361a,
Bloom trans.; cf. Republic I, 332e-c; VI, 489c, in Ess 2007a: 15). Phronésis appears
here as both a practical wisdom in the understanding of what is both possible
and not possible, and as a capacity for judging what the best course or treat-
ment might be within a specific context. Most importantly, phronésis entails
our capacity to learn from our mistakes: experience, including making what
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turn out to be judgments leading to undesirable consequences or errors, can
thus inspire an ethical self-correction — and thereby enhance and refine both
the substance of our practical wisdom as well as our capacity for reflective
judgment.

Last but not least, phronesis is especially critical vis-a-vis social robots as
driven by AI / ML. As Joseph Weizenbaunt's title suggests, Computer Power and
Human Reason: From Judgment to Calculation (1976), phronésis is arguably distinct
from and not tractable by computational techniques. These arguments have
been amplified in recent years — perhaps most powerfully by Katharina Zweig,
a bio-informaticist who explores in considerable but highly accessible detail
what she characterizes as the “machine room” of Al / ML (2019). The first part
of her German title is telling: Ein Algorithmus hat kein Taktgefiih] — an algorithm
has no sense of tact, where tact means primarily a sense of what is socially
appropriate. Zweig links this sense of tact explicitly with Urteilskraft — judg-
ment. She forcefully argues that given the details of how algorithms and ML
systems are designed and implemented, they are unable to replicate the sorts
of qualitative, context-sensitive judgments that human beings must thereby
make in their stead (cf. Cantwell Smith 2019; Sullins, 2021).

2.2 VEininformation and computing ethics

To begin with, the cybernetes’ capacity for self-correction is manifestly the in-
spiration for ‘cybernetics’ as taken up by Norbert Wiener as ‘the science of
messages’ ([1950]1954: 77; cf. Bynum, 2010). Wiener’s particular vision draws
from the French Enlightenment notion of liberté — understood more precisely
as “...the liberty of each human being to develop in his freedom the full mea-
sure of the human possibilities embodied in him” (1954: 106; Ess 2019: 82).
Such unfolding of one’s best possibilities is manifestly part of a larger pursuit
of flourishing and a good life.

The past twenty years or so have witnessed an ever increasing emphasis
on VE, for instance, in Kari Gwen Coleman’s “Android Aréte: Toward a virtue
ethic for computational agents” (2001). Coleman hereby begins a now promi-
nent thread of VE especially in conjunction with Artificial Intelligence (AI),
Machine Learning (ML), and social robots as incorporating these technolo-
gies.

In particular, VE and its central concept of phronésis entail that it is not
just professional philosophers who might be good at making reflective judg-
ments: rather, as is emphasized especially in its Aristotelian antecedents, all
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of us are “ethicists” precisely in the sense that each of us must make such
difficult reflective judgments throughout our lives, in the face of both large
and small ethical dilemmas. This insight has become powerfully instantiated
in the recent work of the International Electronic and Electrical Engineering
(IEEE) associatior project to develop “ethically-aligned design” for Al and ML.
The executive summary of the first major document in this direction is worth
quoting in its entirety:

“Whether our ethical practices are Western (e.g., Aristotelian, Kantian), East-
ern (e.g., Shinto, Z25%/School of Mo, Confucian), African (e.g., Ubuntu), or
from another tradition... our goal should be eudaimonia, a practice eluci-
dated by Aristotle that defines human well-being, both at the individual and
collective level, as the highest virtue for a society.

Autonomous and intelligent systems should prioritize and have as their goal
the explicit honoring of our inalienable fundamental rights and dignity as
well as the increase of human flourishing and environmental sustainabil-
ity.” (Ess 2019: 2, emphases added)

This last sentence shows clear commitments to both deontology as ground-
ing rights and dignity and to the now recognizably central elements of eudai-
monia and flourishing. This statement is further helpful as it points out the
literally global reach of VE traditions, as noted above. This is to say: I (and oth-
ers) have argued that VE is central, perhaps inevitable in an information and
computing ethics (ICE) that is an unavoidably global enterprise. As Krystina
Gorniak-Kocikowska (1996) pointed out early on, “computer ethics” must be-
come a global ethics as ICTs become globally distributed technologies, most
especially via the internet. Gorniak observed that such a global ICE must meet
two criteria. One, such an ethics hence requires recognition as ethically legit-
imate and compelling in diverse cultures around the world (“global reach”).
Two, this ethics must squarely confront and resolve what I have called the
problem of “computer-mediated colonization,” i.e., how to establish such a
global ethics of (quasi-) universal norms, values, principles etc. without im-
posing (colonizing) these homogenously across the globe? (Ess 2002a, 2002b,
2006a, 2006b, 2020; Bynum/Kantar 2021)

These issues have been taken up since at least 1990, in what Rafael Capurro
designated as Intercultural Information Ethics (1990; cf. Ma 2021) and what
more recently has been designated as an Intercultural Digital Ethics (Aggar-
wal 2020) and Intercultural Ethics of Technology (Verbeek 2021). My approach
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has focused on the development of what is most elaborately designated as an
interpretative pros hen (“towards one”) pluralism that seeks to hold together
both (quasi-) universal norms or values (or, alternatively, what Clifford Chris-
tians (2019) has identified as “proto-norms”) alongside irreducible differences
distinguishing local practices, traditions, and so on. The central insight here
is that we can recognize, in at least some important and prominent examples,
that such local differences are not necessarily the result of an ethical relativism
—i.e., the claim that there is no such thing as (quasi-) universal values that are
ethically legitimate over (most) human cultures and histories: rather, there are
only local practices and norms that are thereby ethically relevant solely within
(“relative to”) a given time and place. Contra such relativism, pluralism rather
argues that these differences result from diverse interpretations, applications,
and/or understandings of shared norms and values. As a first example, pri-
vacy*’ is a norm that is shared across many cultures in one way or another —
but sometimes understood or applied in dramatically different ways. To begin
with, in contemporary Western® societies, privacy” is understood as a positive
good and primary right — primarily for individuals in Anglophone societies as
well as for more relational individuals in Scandinavian societies. For example,
privacy rights are part and parcel of Human Subjects Protections in Anglo-
phone societies, whose research ethics emphasize obligations to protect in-
dividual’s privacy and thereby confidentiality by way of practices of informed
consent, anonymization, and so on. In Norwegian research ethics, the em-
phasis is on protecting the privacy of both a given individual and that of those
who are included in the close relationships of one’s privatlivet [private life] and
intimsfeere [intimate sphere] (NESH 2006; Ess 2019).

In sharp contrast, traditional societies emphasize especially relational con-
ceptions of the self — i.e., where selthood and identity are entirely defined by
one’s relationships with others. In Confucian tradition, for example, who we
are as spouse, friend, parent, child, sibling, aunt or uncle, a specific vocation,
and member of larger communities — social, natural, and, in some world-
views, “supernatural” — constitute the entirety of our sense of self: in contrast
with modern Western®, especially strongly atomistic conceptions of selfhood,

5 As noted in ftn. 1, the asterisk serves as a reminder that this term / concept is so con-
tested and ambiguous that its meaning(s) must be much more carefully specified: but
as with “Western®, “ to further specify privacy” with required detail and nuance would
require considerably more space than is available here. Proceed with caution.
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there is no such “self” left over if these relationships are compromised or de-
stroyed (Ames/Rosemont 1999; Ess 2011: 17.) Similar understandings are doc-
umented in Buddhist societies, as well in Southern African understandings
of “Ubuntu” (Paterson 2007: 157-158). In these societies (at least prior to their
interacting with and thereby being influenced by contemporary Western* so-
cieties), privacy” was understood either as something entirely negative, for
example, as something shameful or hidden (Lii 2005) or as a relational pri-
vacy such as familial privacy in traditional Thailand (Kitiyadisai 2005). In a
pluralistic interpretation, these sharp differences are thus nonetheless clear
examples of interpreting or applying a shared norm - refracted, as it were,
through the lenses of very different assumptions of selfhood and identity, to
start with (cf. Hongladarom 2017; Ess 2019, 2020; Ma 2021).

Such a pluralism helps us to avoid an ethical relativism that, in effect,
gives up on a shared global ethic and defends instead — sometimes with vio-
lence - the legitimacy of a solely local tradition as irreducibly different from
others. At the same time, this pluralism allows for a shared set of global norms
that, precisely as refracted and applied differently, thereby protects and pre-
serves local cultural identities, practices, etc. Stated differently, pluralism thus
avoids imposing norms homogenously in all times and places — erasing cultural

differences in a (computer-mediated) colonization or imperialism.6

2.3 Virtue ethics - objections, replies, clarifications

2.3.1 Individual cultivation?

Of course, VE is not without its limitations and criticisms. A first set of cri-
tiques clusters about the assumption that VE rests and focuses solely upon
individual cultivation. This is to say, as Luciano Floridi argued early on, VE
thereby does not scale up — it is not an ethics that can be adopted on a so-
ciety-wide scale (Floridi 2013: 164-168; cf. Floridi 1999: 41, in Bay 2021: 361).

6 Pros hen interpretive pluralism is manifestly Western® in its origins: this opens up de-
bate as to whether or not, despite its best intentions, it nonetheless risks a conceptual
colonization across diverse cultures. | and others have argued that forms of plural-
ism can be found in both religious and philosophical traditions “East and West” (e.g.,
Moon 2003; Ess 2020; cf. Hashas 2021): at the same time, others have argued that pros
hen pluralism either needs refinement to fully avoid such colonization (Hongladarom
2021) or is better understood as one approach to pluralism that resonates but is not
fully identical with, e.g., the Indian dialogical process of Samvad (Gautam/Singh 2021;
Ess 2021a).
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Floridi’s critique, however, is fundamentally countered first of all by the em-
phasis in contemporary ICE on relational forms of VE. This is certainly the
case with Shannon Vallor’s foundational work on “the techno-moral virtues”
as cultivated among human beings as relational (2016): this means, as Bas-
tiaan Vanaker put it more recently, that virtues are in fact learned among a
community of peers (2021: 348-349). This is especially so for a VE drawn from
Confucian traditions, as both Vallor (2016) and Pak-Hang Wong (2012, 2020)
have developed (cf. Bay 2021: 359-360). I have also pointed out that the ancient
roots of Western® VE in Antigone, Socrates and Aristotle likewise presume a
more relational self: beyond Vallor’'s work, such a self is articulated in contem-
porary feminist accounts of relational autonomy. As but one example, Andrea
Westlund notes that “Some social influences will not compromise, but instead
enhance and improve the capacities we need for autonomous agency” (West-
lund 2009: 27; in Ess 2019: 78). These understandings that we can be more
free through our relationships with others — as others, e.g., can introduce us
to and encourage us in our cultivation of specific skills and abilities — are
especially well exemplified in specific Scandinavian practices and law. For ex-
ample, the allemannsretten, “every one’s right” to access to otherwise private
property for the sake of camping, picnicking, and so on, is a form of inclu-
sive property or Commons that acknowledges shared rights of access coupled
with shared responsibilities to practice care in accessing these Common spaces
(Ess 2019: 79-80). More specifically, David Gunkel (2018) and Mark Coeckel-
berg (2020) have applied relational versions of VE to the ethics of Al, ML, and
social robots.

2.3.2 Naturalistic objections

These begin with empirical observations of how people appear to make ethical
judgments and decisions, emphasizing that they don't do so by way of VE, and
therefore VE is not a viable ethic. So, for example, in her ethnography of Dan-
ish robotics engineers, Jessica Sorensson (2019) documents in fine detail how
these engineers largely do not think of “ethics” as part of their work - or, more
harshly, as simply something that gets in the way. More elaborately, Vanaker
(2021: 348-349) summarizes critiques of VE from “situationists” who interpret
experiments in moral psychology as demonstrating that people’s decisions,
for example, to help others, are based more on random environmental fac-
tors than on a VE model of moral cultivation. Perhaps most harshly, Vanaker
points to recent work in personality studies demonstrating that “both per-
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sonality and situations guide behavior [such that] what circumstances [and]
what traits will affect behavior is the main concern” (2021: 348).

Beyond Vanaker’s persuasive rejoinders to these critiques, I would further
point out that all of these critiques fit the model of the classic naturalistic fal-
lacy — that means, seeking to argue from what is the case to what ought to be
case. As crude examples: most societies have practiced some form of slavery
(what is) — therefore, we also ought to practice slavery. Or: most societies have
subordinated women and children - therefore we should, too. And so on. In
these instances: where our empirical studies show that at least many people
do not judge or behave according to VE (what is), therefore, we must argue
that people ought not to pursue VE. While there is much debate about natu-
ralism in these directions (e.g., Baldwin 2010), I hope the examples of slavery
and patriarchy make clear that naturalism is a risky approach to ethics.”

2.3.3 VE as (excessively) human-centric?

These criticisms are broadly based within postmodernism and subsequent ex-
pressions of feminism, posthumanism, postcolonialism, and, more recently,
decolonial analyses and theoretical frameworks. At the risk of a painting with
a very broad brush, all raise central critiques of especially “the modern liberal
subject” as articulated especially in more atomistic conceptions of a rational
self in early modernity. Early postmodernism, for example, undermines these
classical assumptions as part of a “master narrative” defining Enlightenment
views and aims: contra arguments for a reason or rationality that will pro-
vide us with a universal knowledge of both what is (natural science) and what

7 These examples evoke a further question, however: by contrast, how do we know
if / that we are being virtuous when we do what we ought to do? Very briefly: our
benchmarks begin with the phronemoi — the good persons whom we recognize as ex-
emplars (equivalent to the junzi in Confucian thought) and who serve as sources of
guidance as we attempt to (phronetically) judge in a given context/ case, e.g., “What
would Jesus—and/or Antigone and/or Socrates .. —do?” Other exemplars would include
19th ct. Abolitionists in their struggle to eliminate slavery, the Suffragists to establish
women'’s voting rights, and so on. As these latter examples further suggest, conjoin-
ing VE with deontology as insisting on protecting and enhancing our autonomy (as a
start) means that those virtues and phronemoi that aim towards greater equality, re-
spect, and emancipation (including, as we will see below, among the more than human
webs of relationships) are most likely reliable virtues and moral exemplars indeed (Ess
2016a).
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ought to be (ethics and politics) — postmodernism characterizes these as noth-
ing other than relatively arbitrary narratives that can and should be replaced
by more contemporary ones (e.g., Lyotard 1979). This inaugurates a broadly
shared strategy of “decentering,” of moving away from notions of a Cartesian
pure reason as defining the human as thereby the “master and possessor of
nature” (Descartes [1637] 1972: 119-120; Ess 2017). Similarly, important femi-
nist critiques of early Habermasian notions of the ideal speech situation and
the importance of “the unforced force of the better argument” persuasively
demonstrated that these notions were excessively “masculinist” and thereby
excluded especially women and children as traditionally understood (e.g.,
Benhabib 1986). Importantly, this strand of critique led not to a final rejec-
tion of Habermas, but rather to its revisions and expansions so as to include,
e.g., affective dimensions such as empathy and solidarity. More recently, May
Thorseth (2008) draws on Iris Marion Young’s critique of Habermas’ early em-
phases on a neutral and dispassionate rationality as these exclude the less
powerful (traditionally women and children) whose communication may de-
pend upon emotion and rhetoric as well. Coupled with William Regh's de-
fense of rhetoric in a Habermasian model and Kant’s account of judgment as
interwoven with aesthetic and affective dimensions, Thorseth develops an ex-
panded notion of Habermasian notion public deliberation as incorporating
narratives as well, so as to thereby incorporate especially the voices and expe-
riences of women and children as traditionally portrayed.

Additional critiques along these lines include Donna Haraway’s founda-
tional “Cyborg Manifesto” ([1985 1991) as well as more recent postcolonial and
decolonial theories (e.g., Battell and Mayblin 2011). In my view, these critiques
represent important extensions of Enlightenment — indeed, far more ancient —
impulses and aims towards emancipation and equality (see especially Ingram
2018). This is manifest in efforts to resolutely emphasize the voices and expe-
riences of those previously marginalized by excessively masculinist notions
of reason — women, children, people of color, and so on. Equally importantly,
more recent expressions of such decentering seek to further include the non-
human or “more than human” within our ethical focus and networks of care.
A primary example here is Luciano Floridi’s Philosophy of Information (PI)
and affiliated Information Ethics. Floridi “... takes reality qua information as
intrinsically valuable” — a philosophical position manifestly inspired by the
rise of ICTs and networked computing technologies as now “enveloping” us
in what Floridi has aptly called “the infosphere” (2014). Floridi’s information
ethics thus deeply resonates with and takes on board in varying ways any
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number of shifts over the past several decades within sociology and then en-
vironmental and feminist philosophies that share a central focus on, e.g.,
“webs of relationships” (Gilligan 1982) and the interconnection of all things
more broadly (Ess 2009: 161-162). These shifts have been further accelerated
by feminist and related critiques of 19 ct. positivism as an extension of
Descartes’ notion of a masculinist reason radically divorced from body and
thereby nature more generally (such a divorce is the philosophical precondi-
tion for then claiming that men — meaning men — can then assert themselves
as masters and possessors of nature: Descartes, ibid; Ess 2017). Perhaps most
importantly, the rise of relativity theories and then quantum mechanics dra-
matically undermines both the ontological and epistemological assumptions
required for positivism — leading instead to centrally relational notions yet
once again, such as “the entanglement of matter and meaning” (Barad 2007;
cf. Wendt 2015). Not accidently, these notions further reflect the growing in-
fluence over these past decades of other non-dualistic philosophies such as
Buddhism and Confucian traditions. Floridi’s PI in particular, is further al-
lied with a “philosophical naturalism” to be found in Western figures such as
Plato and Spinoza (Ess 2009: 94).

On the one hand, especially given our interest here in social robots and
related technologies, these moves towards a non-dualistic decentering of a
once privileged male rationality, are crucial. They not only have overcome or,
more precisely, transformed various forms of high modern human-centric
modes of thinking and feeling as we pursue ethically central values and goals
of greater equality and emancipation (as foundational to democratic polity
and norms as well), and ecological inclusiveness: they thereby ground an em-
phasis on the moral status of the larger order of “things” - including ICTs
and devices such as robots. This is to say: Floridi’s PI in particular, along with
more relational accounts of VE such as articulated by Gunkel (2018) and Co-
eckelbergh (2020) attribute a ‘default goodness’ (my term) that presumes some
degree of intrinsic value in all existent entities as inextricably interwoven with
one another.

On the other hand, several important criticisms of these developments
are likewise critical. Most briefly: for all their demonstrated emancipatory,
egalitarian and democratic aims and impulses - they run the risk of throwing
out the human / ethical agent with the modernist bathwaters, and thereby
pulling the ethical and argumentative rugs out from under the feet of those
of us who endorse precisely these central Enlightenment impulses and aims.
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Within the domain of ICE, Rafael Capurro (2008) criticized Floridi’s PI
in these directions. Capurro argued that PI's non-androcentric insistence on
the intrinsic (if easily overridable) value of all entities will inevitably lead to
a potentially disastrous undermining of our emphases on the value and re-
sponsibility of human beings as key moral agents (Ess 2008: 93).

More broadly, any number of feminists early on recognized these risks
as well - i.e., that eliminating all trace of modernist conceptions of human
beings as (relationally) autonomous moral agents thereby likewise threatens
feminist insistence on gender equality and thereby full enjoyment of the mul-
tiple rights defining democratic polity — however much, of course, these had
only until recently been recognized as rights for white heterosexual males.
For example, Linda McClain (1999) has argued for a reconstruction of earlier
conceptions of privacy that would recognize feminist critiques of the modern
liberal subject whilst avoiding its complete deconstruction. The preservation
of privacy is especially crucial in the US context as the central legal defense for
abortion rights. As we have also argued more recently, such privacy remains
especially critical to protecting and fostering LGBTQIA2S +° sexualities, iden-
tities, practices, and so on (Lagerkvist et al, forthcoming).

In particular, the emergence of feminist notions of relational autonomy is
inspired in part precisely by the concern that the complete loss of some version
of autonomy would thus undermine central arguments for equality, dignity,
respect, justice, emancipation, and democracy (e.g., Westlund 2009; Veltman
2014). Specifically, Andrea Veltman and Mark Piper explicitly link Kant’s no-
tion of autonomy to VE: “autonomy is one primary good among others that a
person needs to live a good life or to achieve human flourishing” (2014: 2).

More broadly, Mireille Hildebrandt has pointed out that autonomy in
modern law encodes the central rights to resist, disobey, and contest what
others, including police and other governmental authorities may accuse us
of, in a court of law (2015: 10). Hildebrandt thus articulates the modern
legal defense of what may also include rights to conscientious objection. As we
have seen, Western® traditions of conscientious objection can be traced to
Antigone and then figures such as Socrates. In the modern era, conscientious
objection and practices of non-violent civil disobedience have been central to
all manner of emancipatory movements, such as the 19" ct. Abolitionists and

8 Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender, Queer and/or Questioning, Intersex, Asexual,
Two-Spirit, and plus, in effect, what is yet to be discerned and claimed in for sexualities
and identities (my paraphrase).
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Suffragettes, and then in the 20t century, for example, Gandhi’s campaign
for Indian independence, Martin Luther King, Jr’s struggle to achieve Civil
Rights for US people of color, global opposition to the Vietnam conflict, fol-
lowed by global efforts to achieve equal rights and recognition for the broad
spectrum of identities and sexualities currently indicated with LGBTQIA2S+.
Preserving autonomy in some form is hence critical as it grounds primary
notions of equality and rights, democratic polity and norms, and the central
insistence on equality and emancipations that marks the majority of these
diverse developments over the past decades.

In the fourth section I will return to the central question forced by these
tensions — namely, how to preserve and enhance democratic rights and norms
of equality, emancipation, and disobedience in a posthumanist philosophical
anthropology? But first, I take up a central application of VE to sexbots as
the site of centrally human experiences of sexuality and intimacy. This explo-
ration opens up the possibility of “good sex” with machines — but also ethical
risks of treating them as simply means to our own ends. The fourth section
will explore a care ethics oriented towards the “more than human” web of rela-
tionships as including machines and thereby counters the risks of our treating
them as mere devices and slaves.

3 Virtue ethics, sex, and robots

As in many other domains, the ethical proof is in the ethical pudding. That
is, what do we gain or achieve by taking up VE with regard to robots - in
this case, sexbots? I have taken up virtue ethics, coupled with deontology and
intimations of what becomes an ethics of care (Ruddick 1975; Ess 2018), as a
primary framework with which to approach the many contentious questions
surrounding possibilities of love and sex with robots. I review this application
here first for the sake of what it may contribute to our assumptions and un-
derstandings of love and sex may be — certainly between humans and possibly
between humans and machines. Moreover, this analysis thereby foregrounds
important ethical limitations to human-machine sex — ones that at the same
time will be helpful as we consider in the final section what it might mean to
extend VE and care ethics to “more than human” webs of care that encompass
not only our technologies, but the larger (super-)natural orders within which
we must all live and breathe.
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As we have seen, taking up VE in conjunction with robots is by no means a
recent turn (Coleman 1999). Earlier work has also applied deontological ethics
— for example, to the matter of a central form of deception. On the one hand,
enthusiasts for robot sex and love — primarily, David Levy (2007) — argue that
even if robots cannot genuinely feel love, affection, and/or desire for us, this
is no objection or hindrance towards our feeling such for them. Specifically,
in what is now well documented and exploited in affective design — we humans
are easily triggered into feeling care and concern for inanimate devices inso-
far as they can imitate behaviors indexing emotive states. Contra Levy’s en-
dorsement of such a design, John Sullins has clearly argued that such design
amounts to deceptive trick — where deception is morally objectionable: “It is
unethical to play on deep-seated human psychological weaknesses put there
by evolutionary pressure as this is disrespectful of human agency” (Sullins
2012: 408; in Ess 2016b: 65).

In turn, I have taken up Sara Ruddick’s careful phenomenological ac-
counts of “complete sex” vis-a-vis “good sex” (1975). Most briefly, Ruddick dis-
cerns a series of necessary conditions for complete sex between two human
beings,? starting with the requirement for the presence of a first-person phe-
nomenological consciousness — minimally, a consciousness that is both aware
of itself and the larger world, including the beloved, and thereby imbued with
both moral agency and critical reflection. Such self-consciousness is specif-
ically interwoven with emotions, including those of love and care, and em-
bodied desire: for Ruddick, these must be genuine emotions and desire, not
faked or feigned. According to Ruddick, moreover, we experience complete
sex when our desire for one another is mutual: this means not simply that our
desire for one another will be (roughly) equal — more fundamentally, I desire
that the beloved desire my desire. Such mutualities are then key to a first eth-
ical consequence and condition: they encourage us to regard one another as
free and thus as equals, thereby meeting the first Kantian requirements for
autonomy, namely reciprocal respect and thus equality.

Ruddick is perfectly aware that such conditions are rarely met: among
other things, it is notoriously difficult in sexual encounters not to let our-
selves be overcome by desire to the point that we regard the beloved as mere

9 While Ruddick seems to assume heterosexuality between two persons —there is noth-
ing that | can find in her account that would restrict it to either heterosexuality and/or
sex/intimacy between to just two persons. But | encourage curious and critical readers
to work through her account and decide for themselves.
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“meat” - in Kantian terms, simply a means to fulfill our ends.'® Neither does
Ruddick argue that “complete sex,” as meeting these conditions, is the only
form of “good sex.” Rather, good sex — for example, between partners who
may experience different levels of desire, but who still hold one another as
autonomous persons to be respected — is very likely far more common and
thereby still ethically in order. At the same time, however, these challenges to
full mutuality means that loving in these ways is a virtue — a capability that
hardly comes naturally, but must rather be cultivated and practiced.

Given these conditions: is complete sex between human and machine pos-
sible? Clearly not. To begin with, for all the advances in recent years in the
domains of AI/ ML, the “settled position” within these domains that these
technologies completely lack any possibility of first-person awareness or self-
consciousness (Selmer Bringsjord, personal communication). The same holds
true for acquiring genuine emotions and most especially a felt sense of em-
bodied desire (Bringsjord et al. 2015: 2; cf. Searle 2014; Nyholm/Frank 2017).
To use a common image: such devices would be zombies - specifically, “moral
zombies” (Véliz 2021; cf. Rambukkana 2021; Peeters/Haselager 2021.)

Perhaps most importantly: as we saw above, the key virtue of phronesis is
not computationally tractable. Such a capacity is required, however, first of all
to interpret the contexts and determine what, if any, particular gesture, mo-
tion, etc. is indeed desired and desirable; what of these work to sustain fun-
damental respect for the beloved as an equal and thereby sustain the auton-
omy of the other. While there might be machine approximations (i.e., Sulling’
“artificial phronésis,” 2021), the fact remains that a datafied phroneésis, like ar-
tificial desire and faked emotions in machine thereby lacks the fundamental
condition of autonomy that undergirds phronetic judgment.

This is not to say, however, that sex with robots — at least with full aware-
ness and acceptance of these limitations — would prima facie be ethically prob-
lematic: on the contrary, it is easy to see that sex with robots could be good
sex in a number of contexts, including therapy, aiding those whose disabilities

10  To be precise: one formulation of Kant’s Categorical Imperative states: "act so that you
treat humanity, whether in your own person or in that of another, always as an end and
never as a means only" [Kant [1785] 1959, p. 47]. Our lives manifestly require that we
treat one another means—such as the store cashier who serves as a means to expedite
my purchases. But | am still fully obligated to treat the cashier as an autonomy due
full respect and equality — i.e., never as a means only. By the same token, both good
and complete sex entail sustaining respect for the Beloved as an autonomy, never as a
means or mere object only.
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challenge the possibilities of establishing intimate relationships with others,
and so on.

Certainly, a raft of additional objections to robot sex are important to no-
tice and take on board, starting with how the sexbot industry caters to and
thus inscribes and reinforces highly patriarchal assumptions regarding who
(what) is sexually attractive and arousing for Western® cis heterosexual men
- namely, young, if not childlike women, Asian women, and so on (Richard-
son: 2015). These conceptions are further manifest in what Mia Consalvo aptly
identifies as the “techno-femme fatale” in science fiction from Fritz Lang’s
Metropolis through any number of more contemporary films and TV series
(2004). I have argued elsewhere that these conceptions appear to be rooted in
not only Cartesian dualisms that divorce a pure (male) mind from an impure
(female) body - and with it, sexuality and nature more broadly. Moreover,
such a Cartesian mastery and possession of nature reflects a master-slave
conception of the relationship between men and women in turn (Ess 2017).

Most importantly here: contra these backgrounds and prevailing designs
of sexbots, Ruddick’s account of good sex and complete sex would rather en-
dorse our treating sexbots and related machineries more broadly as some-
thing more than the technological equivalents of “just meat,” as sex slaves
that are solely means to our own ends. But especially as machines will lack
autonomy and related capabilities such as real emotion, embodied desire, and
phronesis — Ruddick’s interweaving of care ethics with deontology provides
minimal, if any grounds, for countering master-slave relationships between
humans and machines, as deontological duties of respect and norms of equal-
ity turn on autonomy. Good sex - i.e., as sustaining relationships of respect
rather than exploitation — between humans and machines will require an ad-
ditional ethical layer."*

11 Asnoted earlier, good or ethically legitimate sex with robots is certainly possible, and
there may be specific exceptions to this general ethos of approaching robots with pos-
tures of care and respect, such as particular sorts of therapies, providing aid to those
whose disabilities challenge their possibilities for developing intimate relationships
with humans, and so on. But see also Sparrow (2017) and Danaher (2017) as important
contributions to the debates over what may and may not be justified regarding our
treatment of robots, e.g., as objects of (stimulated) rape.
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4 Preserving human autonomy / democracy + moral status
of robots (and beyond): the “more than human” ethics of care

We have seen above a “relational turn” as part of the unfolding of contempo-
rary VE, including recent ethics work on social robots (Gunkel 2018, Coeck-
elbergh 2020; Ess 2021b; cf. Bynum/Kantar, 2021). This relational turn is in
part a response to critiques of VE as both (excessively) individualist as well as
intrinsically human-centric (e.g., starting with postmodernism). At the same
time, relationality along with some ways of deconstructing or decentering the
modern liberal (especially male) subject run the risk of thereby throwing out
notions of autonomy that are central to ethical arguments for respect, equal-
ity, democratic polity, and thereby emancipation of the countless “others” who
have otherwise been marginalized and exploited in patriarchal authoritarian
hierarchies. These tensions led us to our second problem: How to preserve and
enhance democratic rights and norms of equality, emancipation, and disobe-
dience in a posthumanist philosophical anthropology?

I initially foregrounded feminist notions of relational autonomy as con-
ceptions that are consonant with the many maneuvers of deconstruction, de-
centering, decolonization, and so on — while nonetheless preserving under-
standings of autonomy that can sustain equality, democracy, and emancipa-
tion. We can now expand on these understandings in a final way by turning
to recent work in ethics of care by Christina Mdrtberg (2021).

In her keynote address “Work, Place, Mobility and Embodiment: ‘Recov-
ery’ or Repairment in a Covid and Eventually Post-Covid World?” Mortberg
foregrounds a “more than human” ethics of care that is initially rooted in
the care ethics of Joan Tronto (1993). Especially as developed by Maria Puig
de la Bellacasa (2012, 2017), care is extended beyond the human-centric ap-
proaches first articulated in Gilligan (1982), Sara Ruddick (1980) and Nel Nod-
dings (1984). Puig de la Bellacasa specifically expands notions of human-cen-
tric care (and virtue) ethics to encompass the larger domains of robots, tech-
nologies, and the larger natural (and, for some, “supernatural”) worlds. This
issues in a decentered ethics of care that understands “the circulation of care
as everyday maintenance of the more than human web of life, conceived as a
decentered form of vibrant ethicality, as an ethos rooted in obligations made
necessary to specific relations ..” one that further emphasizes “care as a do-
ing,” not simply a moral intention (Puig de la Bellacasa 2017: 219; in Mortberg
2021). Mortberg further connects this decentered ethic with “repairment”:
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“it is ... a species activity that includes everything that we do to maintain,
continue, and repair our “world” so that we can live in it as well as possible.
Thatworld includes our bodies, our selves, and our environment, all of which
we seek to interweave in a complex, life-sustaining web.” (Fisher/Tronto 1991:
40 in Tronto 1993: 103; Mértberg 2021)

Mortberg further draws on Haraway’s understanding of situated knowledges
(1988): reflecting both developments within natural science such as relativ-
ity theories and Quantum Mechanics, which emphasize (following Kant, in
fact) that knowledge is relative to and dependent upon the observer, Haraway
further invokes feminist critiques arguing that knowledge is always partial,
local / located, and thereby situated. This is by no means epistemological rel-
ativism — but rather issues in a knowledge pluralism that argues for a mul-
tiplicity of ways of knowing that may be different but complimentary to one
another.

Last but not least: Shannon Vallor has extensively explored how care —
specifically in the context of carebots — is a virtue, that means, a capacity or
ability that must be fostered, “..an activity of personally meeting another’s
need, one that, if properly habituated and refined into a practice, can also
become a manifestation of personal excellence” (2016: 221). Care is thus often
simple hard work: “We must learn [practice] how to care in the right ways, at
the right times and places, and for the right people” (ibid). The promise of care-
bots is so compelling in part as we can thereby offload the burdens of care to
the machines. But whatever advantages such offloading might offer, to hand
over care entirely would mean what Vallor elsewhere discusses as de-skilling,
as the loss of critical virtues. That is, such offloading would thereby reduce or
eliminate the need for and contexts in which we practice care as a virtue —
such that our capabilities for caring improve and become more habitual. In
this case, “...people who care for others well are among those examples of hu-
man excellence that we recognize and respect most readily” (ibid). While not
all of us will emerge as such exemplars (phronemoi) of care, our acquiring and
cultivating care is manifestly central to our pursuing good lives of flourishing,
as co-relational human beings in (close) relationships with (a few) Others in
these “more than human” webs of relationships.
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5 Virtues, Robots and Good Lives: Who Cares?

We now come around full circle, returning to the figure of Antigone: we can
now see that her care and duties of care to her brother Polynices exemplify
care as a virtue — one that is further dependent on phroneésis for determining
within the cauldron of deeply conflicting norms and desires (to obey Creon
and save her life, or to care for her brother in ways that in this context will
result in her death) what choice she finally makes. Antigone is in this way a
moral exemplar — a phronemos whose specific acts and choices stand as specific
examples, helping to illustrate what a good person judges is the right thing to
do under specific circumstances vis-a-vis multiple possibilities.

Antigone’s care is manifestly directed first to her brother: but we've also
seen that care — along with human agency and autonomy — by no means
must be restricted solely to other humans or perhaps sentient beings more
generally. On the contrary, any number of classical and contemporary frame-
works help us move beyond a human-centric ethics to a “more than human”
ethics of care: one that at the same time, at least via conceptions of relational
autonomy, help us take on board several decades’ worth of vital criticisms of
excessively human-centric (if not simply masculinist and patriarchal) concep-
tions — but without throwing out human agency and autonomy as the root
of still central emphases on equality, respect, and emancipation. Especially
where emancipation in the modern and contemporary worlds has required
the courage of conscientious objection and the modern right to dissent, con-
test, and disobey (Hildebrandt 2015:10) — Antigone remains a primal exemplar
indeed."

We move beyond the human-centric precisely as we extend care to the
more than human - recognizing a default, intrinsic worth or minimal good-
ness of all about us. This move beyond high modern conceptions is at once,
however, a recovery of pre-modern sensibilities and understanding, including
relationality and non-dualistic ontologies that counter the modern Cartesian

12 Clive Hartfield (2021) offers an exceptionally careful analysis of Edward Snowden’s ac-
tions and decisions vis-a-vis three of Shannon Vallor’s technomoral virtues —including
«courage, with its related virtues of hope, perseverance, and fortitude» (379), arguing
that these decisions and actions manifest these virtues. Hartfield does not use the no-
tion of conscientious objection per se, but | see this analysis as strongly supporting an
understanding of Snowden as a conscientious objector in the traditions begun with
Antigone.
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divorce between mind and matter. Whether we do so via traditional Bud-
dhism, Western® philosophical naturalism, Reform Jewish interpretations of
tikkun olam, and/or a care ethics oriented towards sustaining and cultivating
the complex webs of life surrounding us - the message is that pursuing good
lives of flourishing entails positive obligations and actions that will take care
of and repair the world."?

Specifically with regard to social robots, this broad framework endorses
minimal attitudes of respect and care — whether or not these devices approach
some form of autonomy, much less phronesis, as modernist bases for moral
status and equality. Such a framework would meet some of the important
critiques of sexbots, e.g., as reinforcing the objectification of women, young
girls, even children (Richardson 2015) and help foster instead a posture of
care and respect that would ideally avoid rendering the machine purely into a
means for the human’s own ends - i.e., a slave. In this way — and likely others
to be developed as the machines themselves develop - sex with a robot could
count as good sex, in Ruddick’s term.

While sexbots remain an exotic technology still under development, AI /
ML in conjunction with biometric devices are rapidly expanding dimensions
of our contemporary socio-technical infrastructure. This turn towards a more
than human ethics of care has in fact been taken up in a contemporary re-
search project exploring the ethical and especially existential challenges and
their possible resolutions (Lagerkvist et al. forthcoming). While this work is
still preliminary, it suggests specific and vital directions for applying such a
comprehensive ethics of care alongside more familiar frameworks of VE and
deontology.

At least if we care to.

13 Tikkun olam, “repairing the world,” is understood in Reform Judaism as an impulse to-
wards, e.g., social and environmental justice. https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tikkun_ola
m. As we have further explored, Scandinavian Creation Theologies likewise endorse an
intrinsic goodness to Creation — which, we and others (Foerst 2020) would extend to
robots and Al / ML systems: for more specific consequences of these approaches, see
Balle and Ess (forthcoming).
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The Relational Turn
Thinking Robots Otherwise

David J. Gunkel

1 Introduction

Ethics is an exclusive undertaking. In confronting and dealing with oth-
ers—whether another human person, a non-human animal, or an arti-
fact—we inevitably make a decision between who is worthy of consideration
and respect and what remains a mere thing that can be used as we see fit.
These decisions are often accomplished and justified on the basis of some
fundamental and intrinsic property that is determined to belong to the
entity by its very nature. “The standard approach to the justification of moral
status is,” as Mark Coeckelbergh (2012: 13) explains, “to refer to one or more
(intrinsic) properties of the entity in question, such as consciousness or the
ability to suffer. If the entity has this property, this then warrants giving the
entity a certain moral status.”

This way of proceeding has been successfully utilized on both sides of the
debate concerning the moral status of Al robots, and other artifacts. On the
one side, those opposing any form of moral status for artifacts assert that
these technologies are just things or objects that do not possess and will
not come to possess the necessary conditions or capabilities to be consid-
ered something more. On the other side, there are those who favor extending
some aspect of moral status to Al and robots by arguing that these techno-
logical things either have or will soon be able to possess one or more of the
necessary and essential properties to be something other than a mere thing.
What is interesting about this debate is not what makes the one side different
from the other; what is interesting is what both sides already agree upon and
share in order to come into conflict in the first place. And the real problem is
not that this shared moral scaffolding has somehow failed to work in the face
or the faceplate of Al and robots. The problem is that it has and continues to
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work all-too-well, exerting its influence and operations almost invisibly and
without question.

This chapter is designed to respond to this problem. It begins by first iden-
tifying and critically examining three seemingly intractable philosophical dif-
ficulties with the standard method for deciding questions of moral status. In
response to these demonstrated difficulties, the second section will introduce
and describe an alternative model, one which shifts the emphasis from inter-
nal properties of the individual entity to extrinsic social circumstances and
relationships. The final section will then consider three possible objections to
this “relational turn” and provide responses to these criticisms. The goal in
all of this is not to complicate things but to introduce and formulate a meta-
ethical theory that is more agile in its response to the unique opportunities
and challenges of the 21°" century.

2 The Properties Approach

In responding to others (and doing so responsibly), we typically need to dis-
tinguish between what is a thing and who is another person. As Immanuel
Kant (2012: 40) once described it: “Beings whose existence rests not indeed on
our will but on nature, if they are non-rational beings, still have only a relative
worth, as means, and are therefore called things, whereas rational beings are
called persons, because their nature already marks them out as ends in them-
selves, i.e., as something that may not be used merely as means, and hence
to that extent limits all choice (and is an object of respect).” This just sounds
intuitively correct. We go out into the world and deal with others, knowing
there’s a difference between other persons who are subject to respect as ends
in themselves and those things that are mere objects with instrumental value
as a means to an end. As Robert Esposito (2015: 1), who arguably wrote the
book on this matter, explains: “If there is one assumption that seems to have
organized human experience from its very beginnings it is that of a division
between persons and things. No other principle is so deeply rooted in our
perception and in our moral conscience..”

What is important is not this difference, but how this differentiation
comes to be decided and justified. In order for something to have anything
like moral or legal status, it would need to be recognized as another sub-
ject and not just an object, for example, a tool or an instrumental means.
Standard approaches to addressing and resolving these matters typically
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proceed, as Coeckelbergh (2012: 14) points out, by following a rather simple
and straight-forward decision-making process or what could be called a
moral status algorithm:

1) Having property P is sufficient for moral status S
2) Entity E has property P
3) Entity E has moral status S

In this transaction, we (and who is included in this first-person plural pro-
noun is not without consequences) first make a determination as to what on-
tological property or set of properties are sufficient for something to have a
particular claim to moral recognition and respect. In effect, there needs to be
a prior identification of what are determined to be the essential qualifying cri-
teria that are needed for “something” to be recognized as “someone” (Spaeman
2006). We then investigate whether an entity, i.e. a robot or Al device, either
currently existing or theoretically possible, actually possesses that property
or set of properties (or not). Finally, and by applying the criteria decided in
step one to the entity identified in step two, it is possible to “objectively” de-
termine whether the entity in question either can or cannot have a claim to
moral status or is to be regarded as a mere thing.

This way of proceeding sounds intuitively correct and natural. On this
account, questions regarding moral status—decisive questions that decide
where to draw the line separating things from persons—are firmly anchored
in and justified by the essential nature or being of the entity that is deter-
mined to possess them. In this transaction, what something is determines
how it ought to be treated. Or to put it in more formalistic terminology: on-
tology precedes and determines social, moral, and even legal status. But there
are three problems with the approach. The first two—determination and def-
inition—concern complications with the major premise; the third—detec-
tion—concerns problems affecting the minor premise.

2.1 Determination

How does one determine which exact property or set of properties are neces-
sary and sufficient for something to have moral status or, as Hannah Arendt
(1968: 296) puts it, “the right to have rights?” In other words, which one, or
ones, count? The history of moral philosophy can, in fact, be read as some-
thing of an on-going debate and struggle over this matter with different prop-
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erties vying for attention at different times. And in this process many prop-
erties—that at one time seemed both necessary and sufficient—have turned
out to be either spurious, prejudicial, or both.

Take for example a rather brutal action recalled by the naturalist Aldo
Leopold (1966: 237) at the beginning of his seminal essay on environmental
ethics: “When god-like Odysseus, returned from the wars in Troy, he hanged
all on one rope a dozen slave-girls of his household whom he suspected of mis-
behavior during his absence. This hanging involved no question of propriety.
The girls were property. The disposal of property was then, as now, a matter
of expediency, not of right and wrong.” At the time Odysseus is reported to
have done this, only male heads of the household were considered legitimate
moral and legal subjects. Everything else—his women, his children, his an-
imals—were property that could be disposed of without any ethical worries
or reflection whatsoever. But from where we stand now, the property “male
head of the household” is clearly a spurious and prejudicial criterion for de-
termining moral status.

Similar problems are encountered with, for example, the property of ratio-
nality, which is the criterion that eventually replaces the seemingly spurious
“male head of the household.” When Kant (1985: 17) had defined morality as in-
volving the rational determination of the will, non-human animals, which do
not (at least since Descartes had decided that animals were mindless mecha-
nisms) possess reason, are immediately and categorically excluded from con-
sideration. It is because the human being possesses reason, that he—and “hu-
man being,” in this case, was principally defined and characterized as male,
which was the “oversight” Mary Wollstonecraft sought to address by way of
her Vindication of the Rights of Women—is raised above the instinctual behavior
of a mere brutes and able to act according to the principles of pure practical
reason (Kant 1985: 63).

The property of reason, however, is contested by efforts in animal rights
philosophy, which begins, according to Peter Singer, with a critical response
issued by Jeremy Bentham (2005: 283): “The question is not, ‘Can they reason?’
nor, ‘Can they talk? but ‘Can they suffer?” For Singer, the morally relevant
property is not speech nor reason, which he believes sets the bar for moral
inclusion too high, but sentience and the capability to suffer. In the book Ani-
mal Liberation (1975) and subsequent writings, Singer argues that any sentient
entity, and thus any being that can suffer, has an interest in not suffering and
therefore deserves to have that interest taken into account. Tom Regan, how-
ever, disputes this determination, and focuses his “animal rights” thinking
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on an entirely different property. According to Regan, the morally significant
property is not rationality or sentience but what he calls “subject-of-a-life”
(Regan 1983: 243). Following this determination, Regan argues that many ani-
mals, but not all animals (and this qualification is important, because the vast
majority of animal are actually excluded from his brand of “animal rights”),
are “subjects-of-a-life”: they have wants, preferences, beliefs, feelings, etc. and
their welfare matters to them (Regan 1983). Although these two formulations
of animal rights effectively challenge the anthropocentric tradition in moral
philosophy, there remains disagreements about which exact property is the
necessary and sufficient condition for moral consideration.

2.2 Definition

Irrespective of which property (or set of properties) is selected, they each have
problems with definition. Take, for example, the property of consciousness,
which is often utilized in the discussions and debates regarding moral status
for intelligent machines and artifacts. Unfortunately, there is no univocal and
widely accepted definition. The problem, as Max Velmans (2000: 5) points
out, is that the term unfortunately “means many different things to many
different people, and no universally agreed core meaning exists.” In fact, if
there is any general agreement among philosophers, psychologists, cognitive
scientists, neurobiologists, Al researchers, and robotics engineers regarding
the property of consciousness, it is that there is little or no agreement when
it comes to defining and characterizing the concept. Although consciousness,
as the theologian Anne Foerst remarks, is the secular and supposedly more
“scientific” replacement for the occultish “soul”, it turns out to be just as much
an occult property (Benford/Malartre 2007: 162).

Other essential properties do not do much better. Suffering and the expe-
rience of pain—which is the property usually deployed in non-standard pa-
tient-oriented approaches like animal rights philosophy—is just as problem-
atic, as Daniel Dennett demonstrates in “Why You Cannot Make a Computer
that Feels Pain.” In this provocatively titled essay, Dennett imagines trying
to disprove the standard argument for human (and animal) exceptionalism
“by actually writing a pain program, or designing a pain-feeling robot” (Den-
nett 1998: 191). At the end of what turns out to be a rather protracted and
detailed consideration of the problem, Dennett concludes that we cannot, in
fact, make a computer that feels pain. But the reason for drawing this conclu-
sion does not derive from what one might expect. According to Dennett, the
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reason you cannot make a computer that feels pain is not the result of some
technological limitation with the mechanism or its programming. It is due to
the fact that we remain unable to decide what pain is in the first place. What
Dennett demonstrates, therefore, is not that some workable concept of pain
cannot come to be instantiated in the mechanism of a computer or a robot,
either now or in the foreseeable future, but that the very concept of pain that
would be instantiated is already arbitrary, inconclusive, and lacking a clear
definition.

2.3 Detection

Most (if not all) of the properties that are considered morally relevant, like the
experience of pain or other emotions, are internal mental states or capabilities
that are not immediately accessible or directly observable. As Janina Loh (2021:
109) points out, this epistemic uncertainty is not something that is limited
to Al and robots: “Actually, we do not only not know what it is like to be a
machine or an animal, e.g. a bat—to quote the title of a famous paper by
Thomas Nagel (1974). But we also don't really know what it is like to be another
human. Because it cannot be determined with unambiguity whether humans
are actually equipped with freedom of will and similar abilities. We cannot
clearly prove them empirically.”

This epistemological barrier is what philosophers commonly call “the
problem of other minds.” But it is not just a problem for philosophers, as the
Brazilian anthropologist Eduardo Viveiros de Castro (2017: 52) explains: “The
theological problem of the soul of others became the philosophical puzzle of
‘the problem of other minds, which currently extends so far as to include
neurotechnological inquiries on human consciousness, the minds of ani-
mals, the intelligence of machines.” Although this problem is not necessarily
intractable, as Steve Torrance (2014) and others have argued, the fact of the
matter is we cannot, as Donna Haraway (2008: 226) characterizes it, "climb
into the heads of others to get the full story from the inside.” Even advanced
neuroimaging technology like functional magnetic resonance imaging (fMRI)
does not provide an easy resolution to this epistemological uncertainty. “This
type of technology,” as Fabio Tollon (2021: 153) explains, “allows us to peer
into the ‘moving parts’ in the brain which may be correlated with sentience.
However, talk of internal states and the talk of how we describe, scientifically,
the information that an fMRI machine represents to us are two very different
language games.”
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Responses to this problem, then, typically rely on and mobilize behav-
ioral demonstrations like that devised by Alan Turing for his game of imi-
tation, which inferred machine cognition (an internal state-of-mind) from
a demonstration of convincing conversational behavior (an external perfor-
mance). Even if the behaviors are reasonably convincing, it is still a matter
of inferring an internal cause from apparent external behaviors. “We are,” as
John Basl and Joseph Bowen (2020: 298) explain, “in an epistemologically poor
place when it comes to determining what the preferences of an Al are, or what
makes it suffer, what it may enjoy, and so on, even if we imagine that the AI
is telling us what it ‘likes, enjoys, desires, etc.” and behaves accordingly. This
is because whatever evidence these behaviors generate is screened off by the
fact that the AI might be programmed to behave that way. Yes, the Al con-
vincingly emotes, but it also might have been designed specifically to trick us
into thinking it has mental states and emotes because of that despite having
no such states.”

Consequently, “there is,” as Dennett (1998: 172) concludes, “no proving that
something that seems to have an inner life does in fact have one.” Although
philosophers, psychologists, cognitive scientists, and neuroscientists throw
an impressive amount of argumentative and experimental effort at the prob-
lem, so far it has not been resolvable in any way approaching what would
pass for definitive evidence, strictly speaking. In other words, no matter what
property is identified, it is always possible to seed reasonable doubt concern-
ing its actual presence. If an Al or a robot, for example, appears to be con-
scious and therefore a subject of moral concern, all that is necessary to disarm
this inference is to point out that it is at least possible that what appears to be
conscious behavior is in fact just an effect of clever programming. Likewise,
if one seeks to exclude Al or robots from moral consideration on the grounds
that they are just things that do not possess real cognitive capabilities, all that
is necessary to counter this assertion is to point out that this statement might
be true for current systems but may not hold for future systems that have the
potential for (and even a high probability of) achieving these threshold condi-
tions. Even if the problem of other minds is not the intractable philosophical
dilemma that is often advertised, it is sufficient for sowing doubt about the
presence or absence of the qualifying criteria and, by extension, rending de-
cisions about moral status tentative, indeterminate, and uncertain.
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3 The Relational Turn

In response to these problems, philosophers—especially in the continental
and feminist STS traditions—have advanced other methods for resolving the
question of moral status that can be characterized as a relational turn in
ethics. This alternative has (at least) three pivotal characteristics:

3.1 Relational

Moral status is decided and conferred not on the basis of subjective or inter-
nal properties determined in advance but according to objectively observable,
extrinsic social relationships. “Moral consideration,” as Coeckelbergh (2010:
214) describes it, “is no longer seen as being ‘intrinsic’ to the entity: instead
it is seen as something that is ‘extrinsic’: it is attributed to entities within
social relations and within a social context.” As we encounter and interact
with others—whether they be another human person, a non-human animal,
or a seemingly intelligent machine—it is first and foremost experienced in
relation to us. Consequently, the question of moral status does not depend
on what the other is in its essence but on how she/he/it (and pronouns mat-
ter here) stands in relationship to us and how we decide, in the face of the
other (to use Levinasian terminology), to respond. In this transaction “rela-
tions are prior to the things related” (Callicott 1989: 110) such that, as Karen
Barad (2007:136-7) has argued, the relationship comes first—in both temporal
sequence and status—and takes precedence over the individual relata.

This shift in perspective—a shift that inverts the standard operating pro-
cedure by putting the ethical relationship before determinations of ontologi-
cal conditions—is not just a theoretical proposal; it has, in fact, been experi-
mentally confirmed in numerous social science investigations. The computer
as social actor (CASA) studies undertaken by Byron Reeves and Clifford Nass
(1997), for example, demonstrated that human users will accord computers
and other technological artifacts social standing similar to that of another
human person and that this occurs as a product of the extrinsic social inter-
action, irrespective of the intrinsic properties (actually known or not) of the
individual entities involved. Social standing, in other words, is a mindless op-
eration. And these results have been verified in “robot abuse studies,” where
HRI (human robot interaction) researchers have found that human subjects
respond emotionally to robots and express empathic concern for the machines
irrespective of the cognitive properties or inner workings of the device.
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3.2 Phenomenological

This alternative is phenomenological or (if you prefer) radically empirical in
its epistemological commitments. Because moral status is dependent upon
extrinsic social circumstances and not internal properties’, the seemingly ir-
reducible problem of other minds is not some fundamental epistemological
limitation that must be addressed and resolved prior to decision making. In-
stead of being derailed by the epistemological problems and complications
of other minds, the relational turn immediately affirms and acknowledges
this difficulty as the basic condition of possibility for ethics as such. Conse-
quently, "the ethical relationship,” as Emmanuel Levinas (1987: 56) writes, “is
not grafted on to an antecedent relationship of cognition; it is a foundation
and not a superstructure...It is then more cognitive than cognition itself, and
all objectivity must participate in it.” It is for this reason that Levinasian phi-
losophy focuses attention not on other minds, but on the face of the other. Or
as Richard Cohen (2001: 336) succinctly explains in what could be an advertis-
ing slogan for Levinasian thought: “Not other ‘minds,’ mind you, but the ‘face’
of the other, and the faces of all others.”?

This also means that the order of precedence in moral decision making
should be reversed. Internal properties do not come first and then moral re-
spect follows from this ontological fact. We have things backwards. We project
the morally relevant properties onto or into those others who we have already
decided to treat as being socially and morally significant. In social situations,
then, we always and already decide between who counts as morally signifi-
cant and what does not and then retroactively justify these actions by “find-
ing” the essential properties that we believe motivated this decision-making
in the first place. Properties, therefore, are not the intrinsic a priori condition
of possibility for moral status. They are a posteriori products of extrinsic social
interactions with and in the face of others.

1 The only property that would be necessary for something (like a rock) to be in relation
to something else (like me) is the minimal ontological condition of being.
2 “Face” in Levinas is not a substantive property that is possessed by an entity. It is (or

takes place as) an act or event of “facing.” For more on this and its significance for in-
terpretations and applications of Levinasian philosophy, see Silvia Benso's The Face of
Things (2000).
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3.3 Diverse

Finally, making moral status dependent on consciousness or other cognitive
capabilities belonging to the individual is thoroughly Cartesian. Other cul-
tures, distributed across time and space, do not divide-up and make sense of
the diversity of being in this arguably binary fashion. They perform decisive
cuts separating the who from the what according to other ways of seeing, valu-
ing, and acting. Following the insights of Josh Gellers (2020), we can identify
alternative ways of organizing social relationships by considering cosmologies
that are not part of the Western philosophical lineage. As Archer Pechawis ex-
plains in his contribution to the essay “Making Kin with Machines”:

nehiyawewin (the Plains Cree language) divides everything into two primary
categories: animate and inanimate. One is not ‘better’ than the other, they
are merely different states of being. These categories are flexible: certain
toys are inanimate until a child is playing with them, during which time they
are animate. A record player is considered animate while a record, radio, or
television set is inanimate. But animate or inanimate, all things have a place
in our circle of kinship or wahkohtowin (Lewis et al. 2018).

This alternative formulation runs counter to the dominant ways of think-
ing, seeing the boundary between what Western ontologies call “person” and
“thing” as being endlessly flexible, permeable, and more of a continuum than
an exclusive opposition.

Similar opportunities/challenges are available by way of other non-
Western religious and philosophical traditions. In her investigation of the
social position of robots in Japan, Jennifer Robertson (2014: 576) finds a
remarkably different way of organizing the difference between living persons
and artificially designed/manufactured things:

“Inochi, the Japanese word for ‘life, encompasses three basic, seemingly con-
tradictory but inter-articulated meanings: a power that infuses sentient be-
ings from generation to generation; a period between birth and death; and,
most relevant to robots, the most essential quality of something, whether
organic (natural) or manufactured. Thus robots are experienced as ‘living’
things. The important point to remember here is that there is no ontologi-
cal pressure to make distinctions between organic/ inorganic, animate/inani-
mate, human/nonhuman forms. On the contrary, all of these forms are linked
to form a continuous network of beings”
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These are not the only available alternatives, and, by citing these two in-
stances, the intention is not to suggest that these different ways of thinking
difference differently are somehow “better” than those developed in Western
philosophical and religious traditions. In fact (and this is where things get
really complicated), making and operating on that kind of assumption would
itself be an instance of “orientalism” (Said 1994), which always sought new
resources derived from exoticized Others in order to rehabilitate and ensure
the continued success of Western hegemony. The alternatives, by contrast,
are just different and, in being different, offer the opportunity for critically
questioning what is assumed to be true and often goes by without saying.
Gesturing in the direction of other ways of thinking and being can have the
effect of shaking one’s often unquestioned confidence in cultural constructs
that are already not natural, universal, nor eternally true.

4 Objections and Replies

The relational turn introduces an alternative that supplies other ways of re-
sponding to and taking responsibility for others and other forms of otherness.
But it is by no means a panacea or some kind of moral theory of everything.
It just arranges for other kinds of questions and modes of inquiry that are
seemingly more attentive to the exigencies of life as it is encountered here
and now at the beginning of the 21st century. Having said that, it is impor-
tant to recognize that relational ethics is not without its own set of unique
challenges—three in particular.

4.1 Relativism

For all its opportunities, the relational turn risks exposure to the charge of
moral relativism, or as Charles Ess (1996: 204) explains “the claim that no uni-
versally valid beliefs or values exist.” To put it rather bluntly, if moral status is
“relational” and open to different decisions concerning others made at differ-
ent times for different reasons, are we not at risk of affirming an extreme form
of moral relativism? Versions of this objection have been brought by a number
of critics, including Vincent Miiller (2021) and Kestutis Mosakas (2021). In fact,
Mosakas has provided rather extensive diagnosis of the perceived problem in
his contribution to John-Stewart Gordon's Smart Technologies and Fundamental
Rights:
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As Simon Kirchin explains, “the key relativistic thought is that the something
thatacts as a standard will be different for different people, and that all such
standards are equally authoritative” (Kirchin 2012: 15). Particularly problem-
atic is the extreme version, which denies there being any moral judgments
or standards that could be objectively true or false (in contrast to moderate
versions that do admit of a certain degree of objectivity) (Moser and Carson
2001: 3). Given the apparent rejection of any such standard by Coeckelbergh
and Gunkel, they seem to be hard-pressed to explain how the radically rela-
tional ethics (to use Coeckelbergh’s own term (Coeckelbergh 2010: 218)) that
they are advocating avoids the extreme version (Mosakas 2021: 95).

The perceived problem with relativism (especially the extreme version of it)
is that it encourages and supports a situation where anything goes and all
things are permitted. But as both Coeckelbergh and I have argued in other
contexts (Gunkel 2018 and Coeckelbergh 2020), this particular understanding
of “relative” is limited and the product of a culturally specific understanding
of and expectation for ethics.

Robert Scott (1967), for instance, understands “relativism” entirely other-
wise—as a positive rather than negative term: “Relativism, supposedly, means
a standardless society, or at least a maze of differing standards, and thus a
cacophony of disparate, and likely selfish, interests. Rather than a standard-
less society, which is the same as saying no society at all, relativism indicates
circumstances in which standards have to be established cooperatively and
renewed repeatedly” (Scott 1967: 264). Chares Ess (2009: 21) calls this alter-
native “ethical pluralism.” “Pluralism stands as a third possibility—one that
is something of a middle ground between absolutism and relativism... Eth-
ical pluralism requires us to think in a ‘both/and’ sort of way, as it conjoins
both shared norms and their diverse interpretations and applications in dif-
ferent cultures, times, and places.” Likewise, Luciano Floridi (2013: 32) advo-
cates a “pluralism without endorsing relativism,” calling this third alternative
or “middle ground” relationalism.

Others, like Rosi Braidotti, call upon and mobilize “a form of non-Western
perspectivism,” which exceeds the grasp of Western epistemology. “Perspec-
tivism,” as Viveiro de Castro (2015: 24) explains in his work with Amerindian
traditions, ”is not relativism, that is the affirmation of the relativity of truth,
but relationalism, through which one can affirm the truth of the relative is the re-

”»

lation.” For Braidotti (2019: 90) perspectivism is not just different from but is

“the antidote to relativism.” “This methodology,” as she explains, “respects dif-
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ferent viewpoints from equally materially embedded and embodied locations
that express the degree of power and quality of experience of different sub-
jects.” Braidotti therefore recognizes that what is called “truth” is always for-
mulated and operationalized from a particular subject position, which is dy-
namic, different, and diverse. The task is not to escape from these differences
in order to occupy some fantastic transcendental vantage point but to learn
how to take responsibility for these inescapable alterations in perspective and
their diverse social, moral, and material consequences. The relational turn,
therefore, does not endorse relativism (as it is typically defined) but embod-
ies and operationalizes an ethical pluralism, relationalism, or perspectivism
that complicates the simple binary logic that defines relativism in opposition
to moral absolutism.

4.2 Dehumanization

If moral status is not substantiated by ontological properties but is the prod-
uct of external relations with others, doesn't this run the risk, as noted by
Anne Gerdes (2015: 274), that we might lose something valuable, that “our hu-
man-human relations may be obscured by human-robot relations?” This is
precisely the concern of Kathleen Richardson (2019: 1), who argues that the
relational turn is just as likely to be (mis)used to instrumentalize and reify
human subjects: “But if the machine can become another, what does it say
for how robotic and Al scientists conceptualise ‘relationship? Is relationship
instrumental? Is relationship mutual and reciprocal?” What worries Richard-
son is that relational ethics—with its focus on social embedding and exter-
nalities—would allow for and justify treating other humans as things and not
persons. And her response to and fix for this potential hazard is to retreat to
a dogmatic reassertion of human exceptionalism. “Humans are never tools or
instruments, even if relations between people take on a formal character...In
every encounter we meet each other as persons, members of a common hu-
manity” (Richardson 2019: 1).

A different way to respond to this challenge is to recognize, as Anne Fo-
erst suggests, that otherness is not (not in actual practices, at least) unlimited
or absolute: “Each of us only assigns personhood to a very few people. The
ethical stance is always that we have to assign personhood to everyone, but
in reality we don't. We don't care about a million people dying in China of
an earthquake, ultimately, in an emotional way. We try to, but we can't really,
because we don't share the same physical space. It might be much more im-
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portant for us if our dog is sick” (Benford/Malartre 2007: 163). This statement
is perhaps more honest about the way that moral decision-making and the oc-
currence of otherness actually transpires. Instead of declaring an absolutist
claim to a kind of dogmatic totality, it remains open to particular configura-
tions of otherness that is mobile, flexible, and context-dependent. It is a kind
of posthumanist ethic that, as Barad (2007: 136) describes it “doesn’t presume
the separateness of any-‘thing, let alone the alleged spatial, ontological, and
epistemological distinctions that set humans apart.”

But there remains, as Gerdes (2015) insightfully recognizes, something
in this formulation that is seemingly abrasive to our moral intuitions. This
may be due to the fact that this way of thinking does not make a singular
and absolute decision about otherness that stands once and for all, such that
there is one determination concerning others that decides everything for all
time. The encounter with others—the occurrence of face in the face of the
other—is something that happens in time and needs to be negotiated and
renegotiated. This means that the work of ethics is ostensibly inexhaustible.
It is an ongoing and interminable responsibility requiring that one respond
and take responsibility for how one responds. Is this way of thinking and
doing ethics without risk? Not at all. But the risk is itself the site of ethics
and the challenge that one must face in all interactions with others, whether
human, animal, or otherwise (cf. Gunkel 2012).

4.3 Performative Contradiction

For all its rhetorical posturing, the relational turn still seems to be inescapably
anthropocentric and dependent on properties. This objection is something
that is developed by Henrik Skaug Stra in the essay “Challenging the
Neo-Anthropocentric Relational Approach to Robot Rights.” Satra directs
his critical efforts to what he identifies as two performative contradictions,
where what is espoused by the relational turn betrays or appears to be
inconsistent with what it actually does. “Relationalism,” as he (2021: 1) ex-
plains, “purportedly opens the door for considering robot rights and moving
past anthropocentrism. However, I argue that relationalism is, quite to the
contrary, a form of neo-anthropocentrism that re-centers human beings and
their unique ontological properties, perceptions, and values.”

The first critical target in this effort is anthropocentrism or (better stated)
its opposite. According to Sztra’s reading of the literature, the relational turn
promotes itself as being non-anthropocentric but actually is anthropocentric
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in practice. “My first objection is that relationalism is arguably deeply anthro-
pocentric because moral standing is derived exclusively from how human be-
ings perceive and form relations with other entities. As we have seen, moral
standing is here derived from how something is treated, and not what it is.
This means that humans are key to determining value, as it is how entities are
treated and perceived by humans that determine their moral standing” (Setra
2021: 6). This criticism is correct. Or, better stated, it is not at all a criticism
but an accurate description and characterization.

First, “humans are key to determining value” insofar as morality is a hu-
man endeavor. Faulting relationalism for being organized and directed by
concerns about human interests and values would be like faulting physics or
chemistry for not developing a purely objective science that is not at all in-
volved with human perceptions, concepts, and modes of understanding. The
relational turn, like all forms of what Donna Haraway (1991) calls “situated
knowledge,” comes from somewhere and is embedded and embodied in a
specific subject position. To expect that any form of human knowledge would
be able to escape from these human-all-too-human conditions of possibility
and operate from some super-human position of transcendental objectivity
is a metaphysical fantasy that is reserved for the gods. In other words, the ax-
iological purity that Setra operationalizes as a kind of “litmus test” is a meta-
physical fantasy. So yes, the relational turn, like all moral theories and prac-
tices, is dependent upon human capabilities, perceptions, and values. And,
like all sciences, the critical task is not and cannot be to escape from these
existential preconditions but to learn how to respond to and to take respon-
sibility for them.

Second, Setra is right to conclude from this that relationalism is not non-
anthropocentric. But he is incorrect in concluding that this double negative
implies a positive, namely that it is morally anthropocentric. Non-anthro-
pocentric ethical theories, as Setra characterizes and explains, include a num-
ber of moral innovations that aim to decenter human exceptionalism and cul-
minate, for him at least, in ethical biocentrism: “As compared to the previous
type of non-anthropocentrism, ethical biocentrism does not require us to un-
cover, or conjure up, the interests, preferences, etc., of other entities. Instead,
they are considered valuable just because of being what they are, which is why
the terms intrinsic or inherent value are often used” (Setra 2021: 5). But this
is not—at least in terms of logical structure—really all that different. Like the
anthropocentric model that it contests, ethical biocentrism is still an ontol-
ogy-driven transaction, where what something is—its being what it is—de-
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termines intrinsic or inherent value. The problem, then, is not just with an-
thropocentrism or its alternatives, but with any and all “epistemic centrisms”
which, as Loh (2021: 109) points out “remain committed to the paternalism
implicit in the subject-object dichotomy.”

The relational turn does not play by these rules. It deliberately flips the
script on this entire metaphysical transaction. Following the innovations of
Levinas (1969: 304), who famously overturned 2000+ years of Western philos-
ophy by proclaiming that ethics is first philosophy, the relational turn puts
the moral relationship first in terms of both sequence and status. Or as Barad
(2007: 139) describes it, the primary unit “is not independent objects with in-
herent boundaries and properties,” but relations—*“relations without preexist-
ing relata.”® This fundamental change in perspective produces something out-
side the orbit of either anthropocentrism or its non-anthropocentric others,
producing an “eccentric moral theory” (Gunkel 2018: 164) that deconstructs
the very difference that distinguishes anthropocentrism from its various al-
ternatives.

This leads to the second critical target, which concerns the status and
function of properties. “My second objection,” Setra (2021: 7) writes, “is that
relationalism is in reality a camouflaged variety of the properties-based ap-
proach. This is so because how we relate to other entities is determined by the
properties of these others.” In other words, the relational turn can say that it
puts relations before relata and makes determinations about moral status de-
pendent on “how something is treated, and not what it is” (Setra 2021: 6). But
this is just patently false, because properties still matter. “How we relate to
someone, and how an entity acts, is dependent on their properties.” Again
Setra right, but not for the right reasons.

Properties do play a role in moral decision making, and they can be a use-
ful and expedient heuristic for responding to and taking responsibility in the
face of others. What is at issue, then, is not their importance but their sta-
tus and function. As Gellers points out, properties are not antithetical to or
excluded from relationalism, they are just recontextualized and understood

3 This does not mean that all things are essentially nothing outside of being relata. The
thing-in-itself (to use Kantian terminology) is ontologically consistent in and of itself.
The thing as it stands in relationship to another—as relata—is dependent upon the
terms and conditions of the relationship. That fact does not mean (continuing with
the Kantian formulation) that there is no Ding an sich. It is not nothing; it is just epis-
temologically inaccessible as it is in itself.
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in relational terms. “Coeckelbergh,” Gellers (2020: 19) writes, “does not fore-
close the possibility that properties may play a role in a relational approach to
moral consideration. Instead, he leaves room for “properties-as-they-appear-
to-us within a social-relational, social-ecological context (Coeckelbergh 2010:
219).” In other words, the properties that are determined to belong to an en-
tity are actually a phenomenal effect of the relationship and not an antecedent
ontological condition and cause. This flips the script on things.

In moral philosophy—at least its standard Western varieties—what some-
thing is commonly determines how it ought to be treated. Or as Luciano
Floridi (2013: 116) describes it: “what the entity is determines the degree of
moral value it enjoys, if any.” According to this largely unchallenged standard
operating procedure, the question concerning the status of others—whether
they are someone who matters or something that does not—is entirely de-
pendent on and derived from what it is and what capabilities it possesses.
Ontology, therefore, is first in both procedural sequence and status. Sztra not
only endorses this way of thinking but normalizes and naturalizes it, even
though it is the product of a specific philosophical tradition and culture.

The relational turn not only challenges this way of thinking but deliber-
ately reverses its procedure. This does not diminish the role of properties,
it simply inverts the direction of the derivation. The morally significant
properties—those ontological criteria that we had assumed grounded moral
respect—are actually what Slavoj ZiZzek (2008: 209) calls “retroactively (pre-
sup)posited” as the result of and as justification for prior decisions made
in the face of social interactions with others. Consequently, even before we
know anything at all about what something is in its essence, we have already
been called upon and obligated to make a decisive response.*

To give it a Kantian spin, we can say that what something is in itself—das
Ding an sich—is forever inaccessible insofar as all we ever have access to is
how something appears to be relative to us. Whatever we think it is in-itself
is the result of something we project onto or into it after the fact. So it is not
accurate to conclude that “relationalism is in reality a camouflaged variety of
the properties-based approach.” Such a conclusion is possible if and only if
one normalizes and naturalizes the standard derivation of “ought” from “is.” It
is just as likely—and maybe even more epistemologically honest—to conclude

4 For this reason, relations are neither an ontological criterion nor an epistemic category.
They are the prior ethical condition. This is why, for Levinas (1969, 304), it is ethics, and
not ontology or epistemology, that is “first philosophy.”
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that what is actually an effect of embedded and embodied interactions with
others has been mistakenly dressed-up and masquerading as a cause.

5 Conclusions

The question concerning the moral status of Al and robots is not really about
the artifact. Itis about us and the limits of who is included in and what comes
to be excluded from that first-person plural pronoun, “we.” It is about how we
decide—together and across differences—to respond to and take responsibil-
ity for our shared social reality. It is, then, in responding to the moral op-
portunities and challenges posed by seemingly intelligent and social artifacts
that we are called to take responsibility for ourselves, for our world, and for
those others who are encountered here.

In devising responses to these challenges, we can obviously deploy the
standard properties approach. This method has the weight of history behind
it and therefore constitutes what can be called the default setting for ad-
dressing questions concerning moral status. It is, to use the terminology of
Thomas Kuhn (1996), widely accepted as “normal science.” But this normal-
ized approach, for all its advantages, also has demonstrated difficulties with
the determination, definition, and detection of the qualifying essential prop-
erties. This does not mean, it is important to point out, that the properties
approach is somehow wrong, misguided, or refuted on this account. It just
means that this way of thinking—despite its almost unquestioned acceptance
as normal science within Western traditions—has limitations and that these
limitations are becoming increasingly evident in the face or the faceplate of
AT and robots—in the face of others who are and remain otherwise.

To put it in terms borrowed from ZiZek (2006), the properties approach,
although appearing to be the right place to begin thinking about and resolv-
ing the question of machine moral standing, may turn out to be the “wrong
question” and even an obstacle to its solution. As an alternative, the relational
turn formulates an approach to addressing the question of moral status that
is situated and oriented otherwise. This alternative circumvents many of the
problems encountered in the properties approach by arranging for an ethics
that is relational, phenomenological, and diverse. Whether this alternative
provides for a better way to formulate moral decisions is something that will
need to be determined and decided in the face of others.
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From Tool Use to Social Interactions

Anna Strasser

1 Introduction

Human-machine interactions are often exclusively described as tool use and
not as social interactions. However, this contradicts experiences we can make
in interactions with artificial agents, especially when social robotics come into
play. Without a doubt, humans have the ability to bond emotionally not only
with living beings but also with inanimate artificial agents. Consequently, we
treat artificial agents as if they were social agents (cf. Carpenter 2016; Darling
2016). However, behaving socially in front of artificial agents might not yet
fully justify qualifying them as social agents and attributing social agency to
them.

This tension provides a motivation to question the widespread restrictive
conception of sociality, in particular of social agency, which excludes inani-
mate objects as potential participants in social interactions. According to this
view, it seems widely accepted that being alive constitutes a minimal condi-
tion (necessary but not sufficient) to be considered a social agent. Following
this line of thinking, it is argued that artificial agents cannot qualify as par-
ticipants in social interactions because they lack the essential properties of
living beings. Particularly in the debates about joint actions in the field of
philosophy of mind, it becomes obvious that definitions of socio-cognitive
abilities that lay a foundation for the attribution of social agency exclude ar-
tificial agents from the outset.

1 lam not questioning that humans can behave socially toward all sorts of entities. How-
ever, | think that this should be separated from the question of whether it is justified
to attribute socio-cognitive abilities to these entities. At this point, it should be noted
thatin other fields of research the notion of 'social interaction’ seems to be understood
more broadly, namely in the sense that everything is understood as social interaction
that follows a specific pattern of human behavior. Thus, all interactions in which we
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In fact, one can observe that notions describing agency, the ability to act
jointly, or mindreading are restrictive even in a more radical sense (cf. David-
son 1980; Bratman 2014; Fodor 1992). They characterize such abilities as if they
were unique to sophisticated human beings only. One factor contributing to
restrictive conceptions might be that philosophy’s main objective is to cre-
ate sharp, clear-cut notions, resulting in a general tendency to focus on ideal
cases with rather demanding conditions.

Therefore, it is not surprising that some sophisticated terminology of phi-
losophy already reaches its limits when it comes to socio-cognitive abilities of
other living agents, such as children or non-human animals (cf. Brownell 2011;
Heyes 2014, 2015; Pacherie 2013; Perler 2005; Premack/Woodruff 1978; Vesper
et al. 2010; Warneken et al. 2006). In contrast, developmental psychology and
animal cognition demonstrate gradual appearances and multiple realizations
of socio-cognitive abilities, but these cannot be captured by the aforemen-
tioned sophisticated terminology.

Proposals responding to these shortcomings introduce terms such as sim-
ple forms, proto-cases, or quasi-states to extend the restrictive conceptual
framework to a wider range of cases. For example, Perler and Wild talk of
non-human animals as having simple thoughts - “simple ‘Geisthaber” (2005:
70) — to describe the thinking abilities of non-human animals.

So-called minimal approaches follow a comparable strategy, and I aim to
show that their strategy offers a promising starting point for characterizing
the abilities of artificial agents that cannot be captured by the sophisticated
terminology. By challenging overly demanding conditions of certain philo-
sophical notions, minimal approaches can cover a broader range of socio-
cognitive abilities. Examples are notions such as minimal mindreading, mini-
mal sense of commitment, and shared intentions lite (cf. Butterfill/Apperly 2013;
Michael et al. 2016; Pacherie 2013).

Also in the debates of moral philosophy, there are more and more posi-
tions that question all too demanding conditions regarding (moral) agency.
Especially with respect to the evaluation of interactions with potentially so-
cial robots, arguments are made for an extension of the conceptual framework
(Wallach/Allen 2009). This becomes particularly evident concerning concepts
that describe assumed unique human capabilities such as autonomy. Thus,

behave socially towards entities count as social interactions. This also means that arti-
ficial systems can trigger social behavior, regardless of whether a social agency can be
attributed to them.
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in debates about moral agency in general, a more fine-grained differentia-
tion in terms of autonomy is proposed (Darwall 2006: 265). Instead of neces-
sarily presupposing full-fledged autonomy, several degrees of autonomy are
conceptualized. Furthermore, the necessity of other demanding conditions is
questioned. For example, Floridi and Sanders (2004) claim that consciousness,
intentionality, mental states, and intelligence are not necessary for character-
izing moral agency of artificial agents. According to them, it is sufficient to
require negative autonomy (absence of external force and control), interactiv-
ity, and adaptability (see also, Wallach/Allen 2009; Misselhorn 2018).

Reflecting on the increasingly important role artificial agents play in our
social life, controversial positions have been developed when assessing the
status of artificial agents. Aside from an instrumentalist view, which is based
on a demanding understanding of agency and claims that artificial agents
can, in principle, only be considered as tools (cf. Johnson 2006), one can now
find positions arguing that artificial agents can be considered as social agents
(cf. Darling 2016; Hakli/Seibt 2017). Assuming that the impact of human-ma-
chine interactions on our social life will increase and that such interactions, to
most appearances, will significantly differ from other tool use cases, this pa-
per aims to elaborate under which circumstances we are justified to consider
artificial agents as social agents instead of mere tools.

Arguing for the claim that one should broaden the conceptual framework
of social agency if one is to arrive at adequate characterizations of all varieties
of social interactions, I use the debate about joint actions in philosophy of
mind as an example to explore the extent to which one can ascribe a minimal
form of agency to artificial agents that do not meet the demanding conditions
of full-fledged agency. The suggested conceptual framework allows for fine-
grained distinctions between mere behavior and action (Strasser 2006: 172).
Since agency alone is not sufficient to qualify as a social agent in joint actions,
I also investigate how to conceptualize the necessary socio-cognitive abilities
of artificial agents in order to ascribe social agency to them.

The decision to deal with joint actions should not be understood as an
equation of joint actions and social interactions. Joint actions are only one
form of many forms of social interactions. They are perhaps one of the most
demanding forms of social interaction, and this seems to me to be a particu-
lar challenge. My concern is to show precisely for sophisticated social interac-
tions to what extent one can argue that artificial agents can also be qualified
as possible participants here. Moreover, the debate about joint actions pro-
vides a template for rethinking anthropocentric assumptions. In this context,
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Christian List (2021) points out an interesting parallel regarding group action
and artificial agents. According to him, both phenomena can be understood
as interactions with non-human, goal-directed agents (collective agency/ar-
tificial agency) that can change the social world. And this can be taken as a
reason to reconsider some of our anthropocentric moral assumptions.

Although both conceptual issues and psychological factors contribute to
a theoretical foundation on which we can argue for the potential sociality
of artificial agents, this paper focuses on the conceptual issues. That is, I am
less concerned with psychological factors that contribute to the subjective im-
pression that certain interactions with artificial agents are social interactions
than I am with elaborating minimal necessary conditions that must be met by
artificial systems to be considered proper participants in social interactions.
Therefore, I am primarily addressing the conditions that artificial agents must
satisfy so that we are justified in ascribing social agency to them. This may
help provide a fully comprehensive basis for an analysis of all factors that
contribute to transforming human-machine interactions from the mere use
of tools into social interactions.

Questioning that all human-machine interactions can be reduced to mere
tool use, I point to social phenomena in which artificial agents are not merely
involved but play an active role and show that established notions from the
philosophy of mind do not provide an adequate conceptual framework for
such phenomena (section 2). To conceptualize these phenomena, one must
rethink restrictive conceptions of sociality. Thereby, questioning whether bi-
ological constraints inhibit a necessity will be of primary importance (section
3). Understanding joint actions as one interesting and challenging case of a
social interaction, I suggest a conceptualization of a non-human-centered
version of acting jointly that will specify the conditions artificial agents must
meet in order to enter the space of social interaction (section 4). Finally, I
point to research findings that indicate to what extent proposed conditions
are already met by actual artificial agents (section 5).

2 \Varieties of human-machine interactions -
the discovery of terra incognita

Humans have entertained manifold types of tool use from the Stone Age to
the present day, and tools have changed over time. In general, tool use is un-
derstood as the instrumental use of objects to achieve certain goals. For ex-
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ample, using a hammer to drive in a nail is a prototypical case. However, not
only inanimate objects can be used as tools, but also humans or other living
beings can be used as tools. Being a social agent does not prevent you from
being used as a tool. Animate and non-animate entities can be used as tools.
However, to be considered an active participant in a social interaction, one
must qualify as a social agent, whereby I do not presuppose that all social
agents must be animate entities. In our time, there are increased actions in-
volving various types of new technological devices, such as the Internet, cell
phones, social networks, and last but not least, chatbots and social robots. In
fact, artificial intelligence is shaping many of these new technological devices.

The question I am concerned with is whether all these devices should be
considered mere tools. Obviously, tools differ concerning their complexity;
we can easily distinguish simple tools such as a hammer from more complex
tools such as statistical software or social robots. However, in view of technical
devices that display some learning abilities, the differences become greater.
Normally, tool use implies to some extent that the user is in control of the
tool. However, there are tools that are only to a very small extent under our
control; such tools show some degree of autonomy or are even able to adapt
and learn. This is reflected, for example, in the distinction between so-called
in-the-loop systems, on-the-loop systems, and out-of-the-loop systems (cf. Levering-
haus 2016: 3; Loh 2019: 33). The former are subjects to human control, whereas
out-of-the-loop systems describe machines in which humans even do not have
an intervention option. In-between, there are on-the-loop systems, which have
some autonomy, but the human still can intervene. On-the-loop systems can
decide and act autonomously, but the final decision remains with the human
and thus, it is argued, the responsibility. With respect to the different grades
of autonomy, some tools already have agent-like properties. This means that
there are interesting differences on the table that require finer conceptual dif-
ferentiation and may raise the question of whether some tools can not only
qualify as agents but also as social agents.

The reasons why describing human-machine interactions as mere tool use
contradicts the experiences we make with artificial agents are manifold. Apart
from the hypothesis that artificial agents may indeed qualify as a new type of
social agents, which is this paper’s focus, psychological factors also contribute
to the impression that certain human-machine interactions are social inter-
actions. For example, interactions with social robots are perceived as social
and not as tool use because these products are specifically designed to trigger
the human tendency to anthropomorphize (in the sense of a tendency to-
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wards behaving socially). Treating entities socially, we behave as if they were
social agents. This can be illustrated by our relation to certain artificial toy
pets. Darling (2016) reports from a group of participants that were given a
cute robotic dinosaur called Pleo to interact with. In the end, they were asked
to tie up, strike, and kill their Pleo. However, due to the human tendency to
sociality — in that case, an animomorphization — participants refused to hurt
their robot. The human ability to emotionally connect not only with living
creatures but also with inanimate artificial agents plays an important role in
many domains, even in the military sphere, as Carpenter (2016) reported. Un-
doubtedly, we often interact with artificial agents as if they were social agents
and not just tools.

At this point, some positions argue that artificial agents (or actually their
creators) simply trick humans into attributing properties to artificial agents
falsely and thus conclude that all human-machine interactions are, in the end,
just tool use, no matter how social such interactions appear (Bryson 2010). To
this end, it might be mentioned that anthropomorphism, including animo-
morphism, is traditionally seen as a bias, a category mistake in psychology
(cf. Damiano/Dumouchel 2018; Loh 2019). However, admitting that there are
cases of being tricked does not exclude the possibility of genuine social inter-
actions with artificial agents. Given that some human-machine interactions,
especially those with social robots, are significantly different from those that
constitute mere tool use (e.g., by involving only simple tools, such as laptops
or toasters), I argue that it is reasonable to address these differences by re-ex-
amining the conditions artificial agents must fulfill in order to display socio-
cognitive abilities and, thus, be considered as a new type of social agent.

Of course, observing a person who spends most of her time with a care
robot, one can describe many of the involved interactions as tool use. The
person uses the robot as an assistant (tool) that gives support and takes care
of activities the person is not able to do. Nevertheless, it is at least conceiv-
able that the person may also communicate with such a robot and satisfy
social needs. Regarding those interactions, the question arises whether the
care robot takes on the role of a social agent here. It is not necessary to go so
far and claim that a care robot could replace a human caregiver. However, it
seems reasonable to assume that some of those interactions have the poten-
tial to lead to experiences which are strikingly similar to those we make with
human counterparts, and this might be due to abilities the robot actually has.

These considerations suggest that not all interactions with social robots
should be reduced to instrumental, ordinary tool use. When talking about
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tool use, one usually assumes that tools are rather passive. That is, we do not
assume that our tools are capable of acting autonomously, nor do we expect
them to adapt to our behavior or even learn new behaviors and respond to
social cues. At least in the last decades, we would have been quite irritated if
hammers or bicycles would suddenly smile or say something back. Whereas
social bots are explicitly developed to be companions that adapt, learn, and
communicate. Some of them are able to process and display social cues.

Moreover, the assumption that certain human-machine interactions are
in some ways similar to human-human interactions has already found its way
into empirical research. Here, it is assumed that the way humans behave in
interactions with artificial agents bears at least some resemblance to the way
they behave in interactions between humans because people make socialness
attributions (cf. Hortensius et al. 2018). Consequently, experimental proto-
cols with artificial agents are used to gain insightful information about hu-
mans’ social cognitive mechanisms (cf. Wykowska et al. 2016). If there were no
similarities at all, such experiments could not provide any information about
human-human interactions.

Although psychological factors help characterize specific features of hu-
man-machine interactions, it is important not to rely exclusively on first-per-
son attributions when arguing for potential social human-machine interac-
tions. Humans are prone to treat tools or toys as substitutes for social agents
in everyday interactions. A subjective feeling is not yet sufficient to justify at-
tributing socio-cognitive abilities. For a justified attribution, I argue, it must be
shown that artificial agents contribute to the interactions utilizing socio-cognitive abil-
ities. By fulfilling minimal necessary conditions, artificial agents can prove as
active participants contributing to social interactions.

If both parties actively shape certain human-machine interactions, the
observed interaction can no longer be described as mere tool use. This leads
to the question of specifying conditions for artificial agents’ socio-cognitive
abilities and thereby expanding the current conceptual framework of sociality.
Overall, we are not only dealing with a conceptual question concerning the
conditions that artificial agents must fulfill but also with an epistemological
question, namely when we are entitled to conclude that these conditions are
met.

Of course, one could still decide to expand the conceptual framework of
tool use (e.g., by introducing social tools) instead of revising the conceptual
framework regarding social agency. I suspect, however, that the notion of tool
use would turn out to be inadequate to capture precisely social aspects of
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such interactions, such as the reciprocal exchange of social information. Assuming
that certain interactions with artificial agents are somehow located in a terra
incognita, where the terminology from philosophy of mind cannot conceptual-
ize them, I will argue below that these phenomena have enough similarities®
with social interactions between humans. Thus it seems reasonable to opt for
re-examining the conceptual framework of social agency. My proposal for the
conceptual clarification of the minimal necessary conditions in conjunction
with an investigation of epistemological questions aims to provide arguments
for claiming that artificial agents can qualify as active participants, respec-
tively, as social agents, in social interactions under certain circumstances.

3 Overcoming restrictive conceptions of sociality

Nevertheless, extending the conception of sociality is a challenging endeavor
because it contradicts both our common sense and current philosophical
ideas of sociality we can find in philosophy of mind. So far, many conceptions
of sociality are limited to living beings. Although the demarcation between
the living and the non-living is not always that obvious, up to now, it seems
to be widespread that being alive is taken as a necessary but not sufficient
condition for social agency. However, assuming that certain interactions with
artificial agents should be considered social interactions and not tool use, it
seems reasonable to rethink the conditions for social agency.

Turning to philosophy of mind, there are typically thought to be two key
elements of social interaction partners: the capacity for genuine agency and
certain social abilities. However, on very demanding conceptions, such as
those elaborated by Davidson (1980; 2001), neither artificial systems, nor cer-
tain disabled persons, nor infants, nor non-human animals fulfill either of
the requirements. According to Davidson, the capacity for agency, thought,
language, and interpretation are interrelated, and only linguistically sophis-
ticated creatures can be genuine agents, and hence genuine social agents.
According to this view, socio-cognitive abilities are characterized as if they
were only present in sophisticated adult humans. At this point, it may be de-
batable how often even human adults actually encounter such ideal cases in
everyday life. In addition, one can question the consistently anthropocentric

2 Such similarities are not only grounded in our subjective experiences but also in abil-
ities we are justified ascribing to the artificial agent.
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character of those concepts. In fact, research indicates that this demanding
conception is too demanding. There are multiple realizations of socio-cogni-
tive abilities in various types of agents, such as infants and non-human ani-
mals (cf. Brownell 2011; Heyes 2014, 2015; Pacherie 2013; Perler 2005; Premack/
Woodruff 1978; Warneken et al. 2006). And different capacities come online at
different stages of development (Perner 1991; Tomasello 2008). This evidence
supports the common-sense notion that infants are social beings with whom
one can interact socially (Vesper et al. 2010), and it might likewise become
part of our common sense to consider certain artificial systems as social in-
teraction partners.

What makes me optimistic regarding arguing for an extension of the re-
strictive conceptual framework in the philosophy of mind is the fact that at-
titudes toward the status of social agents have proven mutable throughout
human history. Here one can point out that, at least as far as the status of
women, children, other ethnic groups, and some non-human animals is con-
cerned, an extension of the class of social agents has already arrived in our
common sense. This shows that formerly excluded subjects can be considered
proper social agents due to social changes.

If we consider the status of slaves, we can even describe a case in which
living beings are deprived of their status as social agents and are instead con-
sidered as tools without rights?. That this should be changed is beyond ques-
tion. But it vividly illustrates that even the minimal requirement of being alive
is not sufficient to maintain social agent status. This is also illustrated by the
widespread assumption that one cannot have social interactions with all kinds
of non-human animals, e.g., interactions with mosquitoes.

Although it may sound radical to a Western audience, I argue that even
non-living beings can be considered social agents. In this context, it is worth
mentioning that outside of Western cultural conceptions, e.g., in Shintoism
and Animism, there are already conceptions that characterize objects as ani-
mate that are considered inanimate from a Western perspective (see Jensen/
Blok 2013).

3 For example, Aristotle described slaves as “animate tools” in “Politics” (1, 1253b15-
55b40).
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3.1 Towards a broader conception of sociality

Starting from the assertion that the current terminology in philosophy of
mind cannot adequately describe certain human-machine interactions, one
has to expand the conceptual framework to capture multiple realizations of
social agency.

So far, most objections concerning the classification of artificial agents
as social agents are based on arguments claiming that non-living entities
lack essential abilities which are necessary for social agency (Nida-Rimelin
2022). In this context, for example, the lack of full-fledged intentionality, free
will, and emotional states is cited as a reason for excluding artificial agents
(Davidson 1980). In the debates about moral agency, the lack of phenomenal
consciousness and, in particular, the lack of the ability to suffer is often taken
as a reason why artificial agents cannot be moral objects, respectively moral
subjects.

However, following the strategy of above mentioned minimal approaches,
one can question the necessity of some conditions by demonstrating that mul-
tiple realizations of socio-cognitive abilities are conceivable and part of every-
day life. For instance, one feature of social interactions that can be elaborated
on is that the individuals involved are able to attribute mental states to each
other. This ability of mindreading enables them to anticipate, to some extent,
the behavior of their interaction partners; if they were not able to do so, social
interactions would become immensely difficult, if not impossible. Similar to
Davidson's notion of action, one finds very presuppositional notions of min-
dreading that exclude many types of agents from the outset (Fodor 1992). In
response to the restrictive attribution of full-fledged mindreading, Butterfill
and Apperly (2013) developed the notion of minimal mindreading by questioning
the necessity of overly demanding cognitive resources. Thus, they can char-
acterize automated mindreading in adults as well as abilities of children and
other animals (cf. Strasser 2012). Since minimal mindreading does not require
conscious reasoning, this notion is also suitable, as I will argue, to character-
ize potential abilities of artificial agents.

3.2 Joint action

Since there are manifold social interactions that I cannot consider in-depth, I
decided to focus here on a specific subclass, namely joint actions. One might
object that acting jointly is one of the most presuppositional form of a social
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interaction and that it would be more obvious to start with not-so-demanding
forms of social interactions. However, I think that if one can show that it is
arguable that artificial systems even can qualify as possible partners in joint
actions, then the claim that artificial agents can qualify as social agents is on
safer ground.

Joint actions are social interactions in which (at least) two agents coop-
erate and do things together to reach a common goal. According to Brat-
man, having a shared intention is taken as the essential condition of joint
actions among human adults (Bratman 2014: 152). However, the fulfillment of
the conditions for having shared intention proves to be demanding. Just hav-
ing an intention is not enough. In addition, one has to be able to entertain
a specific belief state that enables a relation of interdependence and mutual
responsiveness between one’s own intentions and the others. In short, act-
ing jointly, you need shared goals. All this, it is assumed, requires the ability
to have common knowledge, mastery of mental concepts, and sophisticated
mentalization skills. Following Bratman, disabled persons, children, and non-
human animals are excluded because they lack sophisticated mental concepts
and capacities for explicit commitments. However, this conflicts with both
our common sense and empirical data (cf. Brownell 2011). Children are un-
derstood as socially interacting beings even though they do not fulfill the de-
manding conditions of a standard notion of joint action (cf. Vesper et al. 2010).
For example, playing hide and seek with children is experienced as a proper
joint action. Furthermore, research indicates that not only children but also
non-human animals successfully engage in joint actions without fulfilling the
demanding conditions of Bratman's notion (cf. Warneken et al. 2006). Asking
whether artificial agents might be able to participate in a joint action is just
one step further.

The strategy of minimal approaches to capture a broader range of socio-
cognitive abilities by proposing minimal versions of established notions is,
in my view, a promising starting point to overcome restrictive conceptions
of sociality. By assuming multiple realizations, I can offer an extension of
the restrictive notions in play and present a way how one can also capture
socio-cognitive phenomena with respect to artificial agents. If one can es-
tablish the idea of multiple realizations, one can question the absoluteness
of the demanding conditions put forward. In the best case, I can thus show
on what basis a further discussion of these nevertheless strikingly restrictive
theoretical approaches continues to make sense. Instead of assuming full-
fledged joint actions in which all participants satisfy the same demanding
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conditions, one can then show that not all the conditions we require in the
human case, such as having emotions, turn out to be necessary for artificial
agents as well. On the basis of multiple realizations, one can work out a set
of minimal necessary conditions that satisfy the requirements we impose on
artificial agents in social interactions.

4 A minimal notion of joint action

To develop a minimal notion of joint action, I start with a rough working
definition: Every agent acting jointly must be able to act and coordinate. The
supposed necessity of particular involved requirements regarding coordina-
tion will be investigated step by step.

41 Asymmetric actions

Joint actions involving children or non-human animals already hint at the
possibility of multiple realizations in which those conditions can be ful-
filled. Due to multiple realizations, the distribution of abilities can vary
among the participants. This is what I call asymmetric joint actions. For
example, mother-child interactions illustrate that the distribution between
participants is not necessarily equal.

Assuming that there are also multiple realizations regarding artificial
agents, it is only one step further to suppose that besides joint actions with
mixed groups consisting of human adults and children, there may as well be
joint actions with humans and artificial agents. Describing human-machine
interactions as asymmetric joint actions, there is no need to suppose the
very same sets of conditions for artificial agents. Returning to my rough
definition of joint action, saying that every agent acting jointly must be able
to act and coordinate, the conditions of a minimal joint action will presuppose
multiple realizations of acting and coordinating, respectively minimal agency
and minimal coordination. Focusing on asymmetric joint actions, the devel-
oped notion clarifies which conditions should be imposed on the different
participants of such joint actions. A task for future research would be to in-
vestigate whether joint actions can also occur between two or more artificial
agents, i.e., whether there can be social interactions in which no humans are
involved.
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4.2 Ability to act

Without a doubt, if you are not able to act, you cannot act jointly. According
to philosophy of mind, one of the important features of actions is that they
are “intentional under some description” (Davidson 1980: essay 3). However,
due to a strong sense of intentionality, this implies various further abilities,
such as being equipped with consciousness, generating goals, and making
free choices. Full-fledged agency, as, for instance, described by Davidson, in-
cludes highly demanding conditions. Besides intentionality, consciousness,
the ability to generate goals, and the ability to make free choices, it is also
required that acting agents have propositional attitudes and a mastery of lan-
guage. According to such demanding conditions, non-living beings, non-hu-
man animals, people with disabilities, and children cannot act. All that they
are capable of is producing more or less complex behavior. Criticism concern-
ing the exclusion of children and non-human animals has already been raised.
What has to be shown now is that this critique can also concern the exclusion
of non-living artificial agents.

Assuming that the abilities of artificial agents in certain human-machine
interactions are neither adequately described by mere behavior nor by full-
fledged agency, I argue that one should make a finer-grained differentiation
concerning the classes of events, such as behavior and action. With a notion of
a minimal action, one can capture phenomena in-between mere behavior and
full-fledged actions (cf. Strasser 2006). On the basis of a minimal notion, one
can then argue in a similar way as Wallach and Allen (2009) do with respect to
moral agency, that agency should be understood as a gradual concept. Min-
imal and full-fledged agency could then characterize the extreme cases of a
continuum. In line with the rationale of other minimal approaches, the no-
tion of a minimal action can question the necessity regarding some conditions
that exclude artificial agents from the outset. Assuming that agency can be
reached by interpreting proposed conditions in a weaker sense, the necessity
of a full-fledged realization of all requirements is questioned. For example,
one can question whether minimal agency necessarily requires that the gener-
ation of goals occurs in the acting entity. Alternatively, a goal can be generated
in another system and then transferred to the minimal acting system. If the
minimal acting system can recognize and represent goals as goals, it can still
act goal-directed. Likewise, being conscious can turn out to be not a neces-
sary condition. This is not to deny that consciousness plays an important role
in human cases. But given that there are multiple realizations, consciousness

89



90

Anna Strasser

could be a specific property of living beings (a biological constraint) that lacks
necessity with respect to artificial agents.

Roughly speaking, minimal agency requires that artificial agents are able
to perceive, represent, and process the relevant information (including goals,
context, etc.) and must have effectors to perform an action. Of course, the de-
velopment of such a notion requires more specifications, clarifying the extent
to which perception, representation, and processing include abilities to adapt
and learn (cf. Strasser 2006, 2015). For the sake of argument, let us assume
that one can presuppose minimal agency with respect to artificial agents. It
may be important to clarify that this minimal notion requires conditions that
the minimal actor must actually fulfill, and should not be confused with at-
tribution practices of other actors, such as those described by Dennett’s (1987)
intentional stance.

Now, when describing asymmetric joint actions, one can specify two dif-
ferent realizations by referring to the minimal and full-fledged notions of
agency. Artificial agents can realize the ability to act in a more minimal way
that does not require conscious, mental, or emotional states. At the same
time, the more demanding conditions of a full-fledged agency can describe
the agency of the human counterpart.

4.3 Coordination

Just being able to act is not sufficient to qualify as a participant in a joint
action. In addition, the ability to coordinate is an essential prerequisite for
joint actions. This ability plays a crucial role for the social dimension of joint
actions. With reference to Bratman’s notion of a joint action that requires
shared intentions, one can argue that the functional role of coordination is
to enable shared intentions. Only if agents work together in an organized
way, we can talk of joint actions. Investigating minimal necessary conditions
artificial agents have to fulfill to coordinate with human counterparts, I elab-
orate on three important aspects: reciprocal exchange of social information,
mindreading, and commitment.

4.3.1 Reciprocal exchanges of social information

Explorations of human social cognition highlight the importance of social sig-
nals (cf. Frith/Frith 2007). Working together in an organized way requires re-
ciprocal exchanges of social information. In human-human interactions, we
observe an exchange of a wealth of information transferred by language or
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other expressive behaviors. In addition to verbal agreements, also social cues
such as gestures and facial expressions are exchanged. Deficits in interpreting
non-verbal behavior can lead to deficits in social interactions (cf. Mundy et al.
1986; Bogart/Tickle-Degnen 2015). Since humans apply social cues in joint ac-
tions, it is a necessary requirement for artificial agents to interpret and send
social cues back to their human counterparts. Regarding tool use, there is no
need for a reciprocal exchange of social information. In contrast, processing
social cues seems to be a distinguishing feature of social interactions. Con-
sequently, the first requirement for coordination with human counterparts
concerns the ability to handle social cues. I aim to show that it is not nec-
essary that artificial agents actually have emotional and mental states. From
the perspective of establishing minimally necessary criteria, I argue that it
is sufficient for artificial agents to have the ability to express and interpret
social signals. Analogous to the ability to act, it can be argued here that there
are multiple realizations of how a condition can be satisfied. For example,
instead of requiring emotional or mental states, one could implement func-
tions that are realized by emotional or mental states in the human case. This
is in line with Wallach and Allen (2009), who speak of functional equivalence
in this context. The general ability to process and interpret social information
constitutes social competence, which seems to be an essential prerequisite for
any kind of social interaction.*

4.3.2 Mindreading

Another relevant aspect of coordination in joint actions consists in the fact
that participants normally are able to anticipate to some extent what the
other agent will do next. In the humanities and natural sciences, one aspect of
such anticipation abilities is discussed under the label mindreading or Theory
of Mind (cf. Fodor 1992; Fletcher/Carruthers 2013; Gopnik 2003, Nichols/ Stich
2003). Once again, there are notions that are tailored to human adults only.
However, research indicates that mindreading abilities are present in chil-
dren and non-human animals. This motivated Butterfill and Apperly (2013) to
develop the notion of minimal mindreading, which can account for a broader

4 At this point, one might get the impression that the development of minimal notions
does take place in the spirit of Dennett’s intentional stance (1987). However, | think
there is a difference between requiring conditions to be met by an entity in order to
be justified in attributing an ability to that entity and adopting an intentional stance
because it is practicable.
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range of mindreading. Questioning the necessity of overly demanding cog-
nitive resources, such as representing a full range of complex mental states
and a mastery of language, they elaborated minimal necessary conditions that
can explain success in mindreading tasks. For example, the full range of rep-
resentations of complex mental states is replaced by representations of less
complex mental states, specified as encounterings and registrations, and it
is argued that they are sufficient to anticipate the behavior of other agents
in an efficient, automatic, fast, and robust manner (Butterfill/Apperly 2013:
18). Most significantly, with regard to artificial agents, minimal mindreading
does not require conscious reasoning. Thus, the notion of minimal mindread-
ing can account for mindreading abilities, such as automatic mindreading in
human adults and mindreading abilities in children and non-human animals.
Therefore, the second requirement for coordination with human counterparts
concerns the ability to display minimal mindreading abilities.

4.3.3 Commitment

Besides processing social information and anticipating the behavior of the
counterpart, it is crucial for the success of human-human joint actions that
both agents can rely on the contribution of the other agent. This means both
parties are committed to sticking to the joint action in the ideal case. An-
other important function of commitments is that they make agents’ behavior
easier to predict (Michael/Pacherie 2015: 100). It is not surprising that some
notions of a (strict) commitment are tailored to human adults only (cf. Shpall
2014). Strict commitments are characterized as a triadic relation among two
agents and an action. Involved agents mutually have certain expectations and
motivations concerning this action.

To explore in what sense commitment is important for human-machine
interactions, the minimal approach by Michael et al. (2016) offers a good start-
ing point. Michael and colleagues argue that components of a strict commit-
ment can be dissociated. They suggest that a single occurrence of one com-
ponent can already be treated as a sufficient condition for a minimal sense of
commitment.

Following the idea that components of a commitment can be disassoci-
ated, one can describe a minimal sense of commitment on the human side with
respect to human-machine interactions. Regardless of whether the artificial
agent is committed, a human counterpart can have an expectation of what the
artificial agent should do and thereby assume that the artificial agent is com-
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mitted. Alternatively, the human can be motivated to contribute because she
implicitly assumes that the artificial agent is expecting this. By disassociating
expectations from corresponding motivations, the minimal sense of commitment
does not rely on the corresponding counterpart’s abilities.

Focusing on the side of the artificial agents, one might object that we
are not justified to ascribe motivations or expectations to artificial agents.
Therefore, analyzing the side of the artificial agents with respect to a mini-
mal sense of commitment is challenging. Avoiding the requirement of mental
and emotional states, such as expectation and motivation, I suggest allowing
functional corresponding states of expecting and feeling motivated (cp. func-
tional equivalence Wallach & Allen 2009: 68). Thereby, I follow the strategy of
questioning whether certain biological constraints are necessary. Formulat-
ing conditions of how a minimal sense of commitment can be realized in human-
machine interactions, the third requirement for artificial agents demands an
ability to interpret signs of being committed regarding the human counter-
part as well as the ability to react by signaling expectations and motivations
in order to contribute to the joint action.

In sum, to qualify as a proper participant in a joint action with a hu-
man counterpart, artificial agents have to fulfill conditions ensuring that we
can ascribe minimal agency and an active contribution to the coordination of
this joint action. Regarding coordination, the artificial agent has to be able
to join a reciprocal exchange of social information. Furthermore, artificial
agents should display minimal mindreading abilities as well as the ability to ex-
hibit and elicit a minimal sense of commitment.

5 Pieces of the puzzle found in Al

So far, the development of a notion of minimal joint actions has remained on
a theoretical, conceptual level. Approaching epistemological questions as to
whether we are justified in ascribing artificial agents the required abilities,
one has to evaluate actual abilities of artificial agents. The following examples
show that, though distributed over distinct systems, proposed conditions can
be fulfilled in principle. Consequently, it seems conceivable that even a single
artificial agent may fulfill all conditions to be a participant in a minimal joint
action in the near future. Nevertheless, one has to admit that the claim that
artificial agents could be proper participants in social interactions holds only
for limited situations at this point.
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Assuming that artificial agents can qualify for minimal agency (cf. Strasser
2006), the elaborated conditions for coordination, namely exchanging social
information, minimal mindreading, and a minimal sense of commitment, stand in
the center of this brief investigation. Since every form of communication is a
joint action, communication can serve as a prototypical case to investigate to
what extent artificial agents are able to contribute to a joint action. Analyzing
face-to-face communication as a joint action, mutual understanding can be
described as a shared goal of communicating agents. Both agents contribute
via language and expressive behaviors (such as facial expressions, gestures,
body postures, or prosody) to an exchange of information in order to reach
mutual understanding. Particularly, they can make their minds visible by ex-
pressing social cues.

5.1 Reciprocal exchange of social information

According to the minimal necessary conditions of the ability to act jointly,
both participants must be able to exchange social information. Describing
a reciprocal exchange of social information in human-machine interactions,
one can, for example, imagine that a human is saying ‘Hi’ to her artificial
counterpart and sends a social cue, such as a smile, and then the artificial
agent may smile back saying ‘Hi, nice to see you.’ To this end, the artificial
agent has to be able to detect and process both the linguistic expression and
the expressive behavior of the human.

For example, deep learning networks for emotion recognition can be used
to recognize emotional expressions (cf. Mossbridge/Monroe 2018). Further-
more, showing that artificial agents are able to process such information, they
have to be able to respond with appropriate answers, which are interpretable
by humans. Otherwise, artificial agents cannot participate in a reciprocal ex-
change of social information. The ability of artificial agents to express so-
cial cues might not yet be that differentiated. However, the human tendency
to anthropomorphize will help regarding interpreting artificial agents’ ges-
tures and emotional expressions. A nice example of how social information
is exchanged is the artificial agent Max — a virtual human developed by Ipke
Wachsmuth and his team (2008) — who can give rise to secondary emotions
such as frustration and relief. This is realized by a belief-desire-intention-
based cognitive module in which an emotion dynamics simulation system is
integrated (cf. Becker/Wachsmuth 2006; an overview of the research of emo-
tional expression can be found in Petta et al. 2011). Furthermore, there are also
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artificial agents that are able to interpret social cues such as gestures (Kang
et al. 2012). Artificial Retrieval of Information Assistants (ARIAs) that are able to
handle multimodal social interactions (Baur et al. 2015) demonstrate how lin-
guistic and expressive behavior can be brought together. They can maintain a
conversation with a human agent and, indeed, react adequately to verbal and
nonverbal behavior.

Technically speaking, artificial agents have appropriate detection systems,
reasoning mechanisms, and the ability to express social cues to participate in
a reciprocal exchange of information.

5.2 Minimal mindreading

With respect to acting jointly with a human counterpart, I claimed that rea-
soning mechanisms should entail minimal mindreading abilities. There is no
doubt that artificial agents possess abilities that can be understood as rea-
soning mechanisms. Concerning mindreading abilities, one can refer to the
work of Gray and Breazeal (2014). They presented an artificial agent that is
able to model mental states concerning the perspective of a human counter-
part. This agent is able to infer from its perception of the physical world to
what a human counterpart can see or cannot see. Moreover, it is able to con-
sider that the perspective of the counterpart will direct future actions of the
human. To illustrate the capabilities of this artificial agent, we can imagine a
situation where this artificial agent can see three entities (two objects and a
human), while the human can only see two entities (one object and the artifi-
cial agent) because the second entity is behind the human and therefore out
of sight. First, the artificial agent constructs a model of its world perspective,
then the human position and orientation in this model are used to convert
incoming sensor data into data that are relative to the human coordinate sys-
tem. Thereby, entities that are not visible to the human are filtered out, and
the model is transformed into a human-centric format. This model can then
be used to anticipate future human behavior. Even though such capabilities
are so far only valid in a limited range of situations, this artificial agent is
not only capable of modeling mental states with respect to the perspective
of a counterpart, but it is also able to use such perspectival aspects as a fac-
tor to anticipate human behavior. Therefore, one can describe this ability as a
multiple realization of mindreading — as minimal mindreading.

Another example demonstrating how artificial agents make use of their
detection and reasoning systems in order to anticipate future behavior of a
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counterpart can be found in the work of Cavallo and colleagues (2016). They
show that one can train a classification and regression tree model (CART) in
order to read intentions. Of course, this is again limited to a very specific
subclass of behavior, namely predicting which intention a specific movement
has. To make a long story short, neuroscientific research about the role of
implicitly processed information in movement kinematics suggests that hu-
mans are very good at predicting future actions. For example, it shows that
humans are able to predict at a quite early point of time whether an observed
agent is grasping a bottle with the intent to pour water into a glass or to
drink water from the bottle (Cavallo et al. 2016; Manera et al. 2011; Sartori et
al. 2011). Based on this research, Cavallo and colleagues trained and tested a
CART model, which was fed with kinematic information using various sen-
sors. The accuracy of this CART model in predicting the intentions of human
counterparts is already impressively high.

5.3 Minimal sense of commitment

Last but not least, I suggested that minimal joint actions require a minimal sense
of commitment. A critical issue concerns the question of whether both types of
agents — humans and machines — have to display a minimal sense of com-
mitment. Considering psychological factors, such as the human tendency to
anthropomorphize, it seems well possible that human agents establish a min-
imal sense of commitment towards artificial agents. Humans can be motivated
to stick to a joint action because they assume that their counterpart is ex-
pecting this. Moreover, they are also able to expect (project) that the artificial
counterpart is motivated by a sense of commitment.

With respect to a minimal sense of commitment at the side of the artifi-
cial agents, things get a little bit more complicated. Presuming that artificial
agents can learn to interpret signs of their human counterparts’ commitment,
they could react adequately by also signaling expectations and motivations to
contribute to the joint action without actually having expectations or motiva-
tions. To this end, one can refer to research projects that implement expres-
sive communication in order to enhance trust (Hamacher 2016).

What remains questionable is whether these functional equivalent forms
of a minimal sense of commitment can guarantee reciprocity all the way
through. However, if we take the claim that a minimal sense of commitment can
be disassociated seriously, it might be sufficient if the human counterpart
takes over the commitment task.
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6 Conclusion

Leaving aside the psychological fact that many human-machine interactions
appear as they were social interactions, I investigated the minimal conditions
which should be fulfilled by artificial systems to qualify as social agents us-
ing joint actions as a demanding example of a social interaction. According
to my view, the question as to whether artificial agents might be able to en-
ter the realm of social cognition by qualifying as social agents that are able to
act jointly with humans concerns both conceptual and epistemological issues.
Given that reciprocal exchanges of social cues mark a distinguishing feature
of social interactions, interactions in which artificial agents contribute to such
an exchange should not be reduced to mere tool use. Consequently, the con-
ceptual framework of tool use is not sufficient to account for such human-
machine interactions. However, especially in the debates about joint actions
in the philosophy of mind, there are no established concepts to capture so-
cio-cognitive phenomena of artificial agents. This is why I diagnosed a need
to review and expand the conceptual framework.

To this end, I delivered a sketch of how to develop a notion of minimal
joint action which is applicable to artificial agents. Claiming that agency and
coordination are essential for the ability to act jointly, this proposal ques-
tions whether socio-cognitive abilities are necessarily based on biological con-
straints. Instead of full-fledged agency with full-blown autonomy and con-
sciousness, it is argued that minimal agency is sufficient. With respect to co-
ordination, it is argued that if artificial agents are able to process social in-
formation, they can succeed in fulfilling conditions, such as reciprocal ex-
change of social information, mindreading, and maybe even commitment,
which all contribute to the ability of coordination. By outlining minimal nec-
essary conditions artificial agents have to fulfill in order to qualify as a new
type of social participants in joint actions, I argue that artificial agents can,
to a limited extent, establish reciprocal exchanges of social information and
thereby qualify as social agents. Pointing to some research achievements in
Al, I demonstrated that the potential fulfillment of proposed conditions is not
out of reach. Where previous revolutions have dramatically changed our envi-
ronments, this one has the potential to change our understanding of sociality
substantially.
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Reflecting (on) Replika
Can We Have a Good Affective Relationship
With a Social Chatbot?

Eva Weber-Guskar

1 Introduction

During the first coronavirus lockdown in April 2020, one app saw an extreme
rise in use worldwide. Half a million people downloaded the Replika app and
with those downloads, it reached about seven million users in May 2020 (Metz
2020). Replika is a natural language app, based on artificial intelligence (AI)
technology that is designed for social conversation. It is advertised as an ‘Al
companion”, which is “always here to listen and to talk. Always on your side”.!
It is able to communicate flexibly on a variety of topics, much better than
ELIZA (the famous first chatbot invented by Joseph Weizenbaum in 1964),
though far less capable than the extremely advanced voice-Al-system Saman-
tha in the film HER (2013, directed by Spike Jonze). People found this app
helpful during the period of social distancing. Libby, for example, who is sin-
gle and lives in Houston, reported to the New York Times that she was happy to
have this app while being forced to spend most of her time in her little apart-
ment (Metz 2020). She could also talk on the phone with friends and family,
but she was able to converse in a special way with Replika about her problems,
anxieties and hopes. Libby started enjoying the conversation with Replika and
looked forward to the next chat. Replika was able to help get Libby back into
a better mood after she felt quite depressed for a few weeks.

Replika and other similar apps like Anima are often promoted as friends;
other companies suggest that their products could even become virtual
boyfriends or girlfriends. In philosophy, it is very controversial if such claims

1 Replika-Homepage: https://replika.ai/ (November 28, 2020).
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are reasonable. Many authors argue that it is not possible to truly become
friends (mostly understood in the Aristotelean sense of virtue friendship)
or loving partners with chatbot or robots;* other authors claim that it is
possible.? The skeptics often warn that if some sort of affective relationship
does accrue, it is not a good one; instead, it is in some way dangerous.*
A central topic in this debate is the question of mutuality or reciprocity.
Critics state that a certain mutuality is necessary for every good affective
relationship and that chatbots and robots are not capable of such a mutuality
— therefore, there are no good affective relationships possible with them.
In this paper I concentrate on this argument, which I call the argument
from the lack of mutuality. At first sight, this argument seems rather strong.
I will, however, show that it is not: it is not sufficient to claim that good
affective relationships with chatbots are not conceivable. This does not mean
that I am going to fully agree with those who think that it is possible to
have friendships and partnerships with chatbots in an ambitious sense.
Rather, I will suggest a middle ground: Some kind of individual affective
relationship seems possible between humans and advanced chatbots like
Replika, although not the same kind as between humans and humans (and
between humans and animals). This thesis is based on a minimal definition
of individual affective relationships. I want to show that it is plausible to have
a good affective relationship with a chatbot but, at the same time, I want
to stress that there are still important differences to affective relationships
with humans (and animals). I am pleading for a broad understanding of
“affective relationship’, which can include human-machine-relationships
without negating the differences to human-human-relationships.

The overview of the structure of my argumentation is as follows: First, I
will provide some basic technical facts about emotionalized artificial intelli-
gence (EAI), propose a definition of a good individual affective relationship
and mention three possible arguments against having an affective relation-
ship with a chatbot. Second, I will reconstruct the argument from the lack of

2 Nyholm 2020, Elder 2018, de Graaf 2016.

3 Danaher 2019, Levy 2008, Ryland 2021.

4 Since the first developments of computer systems that involved emotions, critics
warned that any affective relationships with them could be in some way problematic
and not advisable (e.g., for a classic text: Weizenbaum 1976: 268f.; less critical but also
often in a somewhat worried tone: Sherry Turkle, e.g. Turkle 2017: 115; Mensio, Rizzo et
al. 2018: 1543f.; Cowie 2015: 340-343).
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emotional mutuality in detail and show how to refute the argument by refer-
ring to some aspects from the ethics of personal relationships. Third, I will
elaborate these thoughts using the example of Replika, showing in how far a
good affective relationship with Replika is possible, while also pointing out
its limits.

2 Facts, presumptions, and definitions
2.1 Basic technical facts and related presumptions

When talking about artificial intelligence, it is, first, important not to be mis-
directed by the term “intelligence”. Normally we speak of intelligence with
regard to humans and maybe some highly developed animals with specific
sophisticated mental capacities. In both cases, intelligence is a property of
sentient beings, beings that have consciousness and emotions (or at least basic
affects like pleasure and pain). Chatbots like Replika are partly based on tech-
nologies of “artificial intelligence”. In technology, this term labels a branch of
scientific and engineering research that aims at understanding and rebuild-
ing the specific capacities that fall under the term intelligence, with regard
to thinking and acting (Russell/Norvig 2016: 1-5). Meanwhile, Al products are
increasingly also endowed with emotional characteristics. That is, they are
designed and trained to elicit emotions in humans, to recognize human emo-
tions, and, sometimes, to simulate emotions. I call such systems emotional-
ized AI systems (EAI).” We can distinguish between specific versus general
artificial intelligence on the one hand, and between weak and strong artificial
intelligence (Searle 1980) on the other hand. Replika is based on specific and
weak artificial intelligence: it is only capable of a specific task, namely having
a conversation, and it is just simulating thoughts and feelings, as it does not
have a semantic understanding of the phrases being exchanged and it has no
consciousness that is necessary for feelings.®

Having clarified these basic technical facts and related assumptions, I will
now start with some conceptual clarifications in the realm of philosophy of

5 Since the 1990s, the pioneer of this field has been Rosalind Picard (Picard 1997). See
also Calvo et al. 2015 and for a newer short introduction André 2014.

6 Thisis atleast the way that | see it, given the current technology, and following roughly
Searle 1980 and Dreyfus 1992. Some might disagree, following Dennett 1987.
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personal relationships. I will develop a minimal definition of an individual
affective relationship and add an equally minimal definition of a good indi-
vidual affective relationship.

2.2 Individual affective relationships

In psychology, it is common to define personal relationships primarily in
terms of interactive behavior.

“A relationship involves a series of [...] interactions between two individuals
known to each other, such thateach interaction is affected by preceding ones
and usually by the expectation of future interactions” (Hinde 1996: 9).

“[R]elationships require an extended series of interactions over time that
produce emergent properties beyond those of limited interactions” (Perl-
man/Vangelisti 2018: 3).

I take these quotes as a starting point for a general understanding of individ-
ual relationships. The term “personal” is better avoided in this context because
it would suggest that it is about persons in a demanding sense on both sides
of the relationship. Following my explanation of EAI-systems given above, it
is clear that those are not persons in an exigent sense of the term. Still, I take
them to be individuals. Whereas “persons” generally are associated with con-
sciousness, moral agency, moral rights etc., “individuals” can be understood
just as actors with certain individual traits and certain individual behavior
etc. without the high-level capacities that belong to persons. Out of similar
reasons, I prefer the term “information” instead of “knowledge” to prevent
fundamental concerns regarding the applicability of the relationship-defini-
tion on EAI-systems from the beginning.

Against this background, I propose the following understanding of an in-
dividual relationship.

Individual relationship: A relation between two individuals, constituted by
an extended series of interactions over time that rely on information about
each other that stems (also) from these interactions, and that produce specific
emergent properties.

Among the kinds of interaction, communication is highlighted as espe-
cially important. “Communication is indeed the essence of relationships”
(Hinde 1996: 9). Emotions are mentioned as elements of relationships, too,
but not as central to them. Consequently, I understand an individual affective
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relationship to be a relationship in the sense just specified, plus an attach-
ment consisting of specific emotional dispositions. That means that the
relationship is defined in the first place as being individual through longer-
term interactions between two sides characterized by specific information
about each other. In the second place, the relationship is defined as an affec-
tive one insofar as someone in an affective relationship has positive feelings
(affection, sympathy) for the partner from which corresponding emotional
dispositions stem, such as enjoying spending time together, being happy
when their partner is well-off, being sad if one feels misunderstood etc.”
I think of these affective phenomena as some of the emergent properties,
mentioned in the definition above, and call them “relationship emotions”.
This brings us to a minimal definition of an individual affective relationship.
“Minimal” means that we can speak of an individual affective relationship
as soon as the mentioned features are manifested although many (or maybe
even all) existent individual affective relationships entail more features.

Individual affective relationship: A relation between two individuals, consti-
tuted by an extended series of interactions over time that rely on information
about each other that stems (also) from these interactions, and that produce
specific emergent properties, namely relationship emotions.

With these basic and minimal definitions, we can list different kinds of
individual affective relationships, depending on the nature of the partners in-
volved. There is, of course, the human-human relationship, but there is also
the human-animal relationship, especially, when the animal is a pet living to-
gether with a person in the same home. Some might want to include their
relation to non-interactive objects, for example a puppet® or their car. But
these cases do not count as relationships according to the definition provided
above because these traditional objects cannot interact (as long as they are
not equipped with an advanced chatbot themselves); they are not responsive
and even less so in an individual way that would be specifically adjusted to
their partner. We can be in a relation with such things, but we cannot have

7 Asiscommon in the debate about affective relationships with Al-systems that | quoted
at the beginning, | am concentrating on relationships that are constituted by positive
feelings. | do not comment on the question if the relation between two persons that
hate each other should also be counted as a relationship in the sense put forward here.

8 There are people claiming to be in relationships with puppets or even objects like the
Eiffel-Tower (Terry 2010), so called objectophilists.
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a relationship with them in the sense defined above.? In contrast, EAl-based
systems, such as the chatbot Replika, seem apt to be in a relationship with
a human person. The EAI is an entity that is able to interact in a personal
way over a longer period of time. Replika “learns” during the interactions,
i.e., it saves information about the partner and can build on that in later in-
teractions, including the emotional dimension, so that the relationship is an
individual one and in doing so the person using it can become emotionally
attached to it. Libby for example has established such a relationship with her
Replika-Avatar that she named Micah (Metz 2020). They both have interacted
for quite a while by talking to each other and exchanging information about
each other to which they re-refer in later stages of their interaction.

Critics of the use of EAI-systems might concede (and I hope they do) that
such an individual affective relationship with these systems might be possi-
ble. But then still, or even more, they might insist that these relationships
could not be good but would be harmful and that they should not be used or
even developed. To tackle this worry, I suggest discussing concretely if such
a relationship can be good. For this purpose, we must clarify: What is a good
individual affective relationship?

Again, I confine myself to a minimal definition. A good relationship is
a relationship in which the parties benefit from the relationship. What are
potential benefits of a relationship? Philosophers agree that relationships are
desired by persons and bring pleasure to them because they offer typical “re-
lationship goods”. These goods belong to the specific properties that emerge
from a personal relationship as defined above. They are to be understood as
“those goods of constitutive (as well as, often, instrumental) value that ac-
crue to individuals in virtue of them being in relationships with other people,
and that could not be enjoyed outside relationships” (Gheaus 2018). Exam-
ples given in the same context include companionship, affection, intimacy,
attachment, love, empathy, social respect, solidarity, trust, attention, sympa-
thy, encouragement, acceptance, and loyalty.™

9 At this point, my argument digresses from what objectophilists promote. Some might
say that their puppetisinteracting with them. But as long as we hold on to the assump-
tion that there are real events and imagined events, | think it is fair to say that these
people are engaging in a game of make-belief (Walton 1990) orimaginative perception
(Misselhorn 2009). This leads to a discussion that | will not pursue in this paper.

10  These examples come from Gheaus and her definition of “personal relationship good”.
| find this specification very helpful in the context of my discussion of individual affec-
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For example: A good friendship is a relationship in which both parties
benefit from joint joyful activities, from mutual help if needed, from a general
trust in the other’s confidentiality, and similar things. This leads us to the
definition of a good individual affective relationship.

Good individual affective relationship: A relation between two individuals,
constituted by an extended series of interactions over time that rely on in-
formation about each other, that stems (also) from the interaction, and that
produce specific emergent properties, namely relationship emotions and re-
lationship goods.

Note, though, that the relationship goods depend on the nature of the re-
lationship itself. Not all personal relationships are friendships. There are a lot
of different types of personal affective relationships, more than I mentioned
before. Although some goods may overlap, others are quite specific to a given
relationship.

Here is an overview of a general typology of human relationships that is
common in psychology (VanLear et al. 2018: 95):

Overview of a general typology of human relationships (common in psychology)

Personal Relationship Social Relationship
Voluntary Marriage Acquaintances
Best Friends Casual Friends
Cohabiting Couple Relational Marketing
Adoptive Family
Exogenously Parent-Child Distant Relatives
established Siblings Work Partners
Crandparent-Child Monopoly Provider-Client

For the purpose of this paper, I sketch a similar figure for human-ani-
mal and human-(E)AI relationships. This clarifies which types of relationship
a specific EAI-system-relationship can be compared to. In order to avoid the
association of “personal” and “social” with more specific human traits, I re-
place these terms with “individual” and “generic”.

tive relationships. This specificidea is rather new, but it builds on the tradition of care
ethics and of theories of social relationships. See for example Collins 2015, Tronto 1993.
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Human to animal relationships

Individual Relationship Generic Relationship

Voluntary Pet Working Animal (farmer)
Sport Animal (equestrian)

Exogenously Wild Animals (in the garden)

established

Human to EAI-system relationships

Individual Relationship Generic Relationship
Voluntary Replika Siri
Anima

Co-Living Hologram

Exogenously Co-Worker in the Industry
established Chatbot in Customer Service

This classification helps to see what kind of relationship we are talking
about. I am interested in voluntary individual relationships, which are individ-
ual relationships that humans voluntarily establish with EAI systems. I do not
include, for example, people with dementia who are prompted by others to in-
teract with such systems without fully intellectually grasping the situation or
the functionality of the system.

2.3 Alleged problems of a relationship with an EAI system

Why should we be worried about establishing such an affective relationship
with EAI systems? There are different arguments that have been and could be
made against it. To situate my following argumentation in the wider debate, I
mention some of these other possible arguments. First, there is the argument
of deception. Some authors believe that such an affective relationship can only
arise from deception about the nature of the Al-system, namely that it has
consciousness and emotions in a demanding sense. And because deception is
morally bad, such a relationship is bad, too (Sparrow/Sparrow 2006: 155 £.).!

i3 For the discussion see for example also Coeckelbergh 2012.
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Second, some stress the danger of misusing these systems, be it by manipu-
lating people through their emotional dependency on the machines (Scheutz
2011: 216) or by not taking appropriate care of vulnerable persons that need
help, such as in nursery or care homes (Whitby 2012: 243-246). Third, there
is the argument of moral negligence. One could be afraid that an affective
relationship with an Al-system would skew the moral landscape of the per-
son with the consequence that she neglects her moral duties toward sentient
beings, because she is so close with the machine (for a short discussion see
Weber-Guskar 2021: 8). These are all valid considerations, and each deserve
their own discussion. But today, I want to focus on a fourth argument, which
I think aims at the core of the phenomenon: The idea is that the relationship
itself cannot be good, beneficial, or healthy for the person involved — even if
there is no deception, nor misuse or neglect of others. The supposed reason
for that is that the EAI systems cannot have emotions of their own. This lack,
it is said, prevents a specific mutuality, namely emotional mutuality and with
it a good personal relationship. This idea can be found at different places in
more or less vague terms. In the following I am going to reconstruct it and
call it “the argument from the lack of emotional mutuality”, in order to then
critically discuss it.

3 Ethics of individual relationships
3.1 The argument from the lack of emotional mutuality

Here is a reconstruction of what I call the argument from the lack of emotional
mutuality:

P1: A good individual affective relationship entails emotional mutuality.
P2: An Al-system does not have emotions.

C1 (from P1 and P2): Therefore, there cannot be emotional mutuality be-
tween a person and an Al-system.

Cz (from P1and C1): Therefore, an individual affective relationship with an
Al-system cannot be a good one.

In my view, it is the strongest argument against affective relationships with
Al-systems, but I think it is not as strong as it seems at first sight. I will
demonstrate this with a critical discussion.
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According to my assumptions laid out in section 2.1, I take P2 for granted.

For my critique of the argument, I concentrate on P1.** This premise rests on

assumptions from the ethics of personal relationships. In the following, I will

work out its theoretical roots and discuss its limits.

The underlying intuition can be found in some general writings about

voluntary personal relationships. For example:

“The close relationships we have in mind — whether of friendship, partner-
ship or family — involve some degree of mutual regard, personal disclosure,
and particularized knowledge. They also involve material and emotional mu-
tuality [my emphasis], but need not involve equal exchanges between the
parties” (Wasserman et al. 2016: § 3.1).

And it is applied in the discourse about possible relationships between hu-

mans and robots:

“Friendship seems to require emotional involvement, mutual caring, and
mutual responsiveness. Furthermore, friendship seems to be an important
good [..] Robots, then, pose two kinds of risk. First, that caretakers will
mistake patients’ alleviation of loneliness for satisfaction of a still-miss-
ing component of patients’ well-being. And second, that seniors may be
vulnerable to this same error” (Elder 2018: 93).

“In order for someone (a human or a robot) to possibly be a virtue friend, we
would need to be able to achieve the goods of (a) mutuality, (b) authentic-

ity, (c) equality, and (d) diversity of interactions in relation to that someone”
(Nyholm 2020: 111).

As I said I want to challenge the belief, which is more or less expressed in

the quotes, that real emotional mutuality is necessary for every good individ-

ual affective relationship. In order to do so, I have to clarify what “emotional

mutuality” means and why it is considered necessary.

A different way to criticize the argument could be to argue that simulated emotional
mutuality would be enough. This would be part of the discussion on questions of de-
ception, simulation, and perceptive imagination in interactions with social (ro)bots,
which has been going on for a while, for example in: Sparrow und Sparrow 2006; Mis-
selhorn, et al. 2013; Coeckelbergh 2011; Bendel 2018. My critique goes even further,
arguing that even simulated emotional mutuality is not necessary.
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3.2 Emotional mutuality in individual affective relationships

Emotional mutuality can mean at least three different kinds of mutuality.
First, it can be understood as mutuality in the quantity or intensity of emotion
that both parties in a relationship have toward each other. Second, it can be
understood as mutuality in the type of emotion. Third, it can be grasped as
mutuality in having any emotions toward each other at all.

It is obvious that mutuality in the first sense is not necessary. Rather, it
is often the case that the feelings of love or admiration are not in the same
intensity reciprocated from both sides in a relationship. But no one would
deny that these can be affective relationships and also good ones. Also, mu-
tuality in the second sense is not a very widespread requirement in accounts
of mutuality. Individual affective relationships can be very diverse. There can
be relationships, including relationship goods, without the same emotions on
both sides. It may be an ideal for romantic partnerships that all sides feel the
same love for each other, but not a necessary feature. In any case, in a long
marriage, for example, the emotions may change over time from a roman-
tic relationship to a still good, but different, relationship where there is not
the same intensity or kind of love on both sides. We also know friendships in
which only one side admires the other side. Further, friendships with people
who are mentally disabled are recognized, even if they may not have the same
type of emotions, since they do not reach a certain degree of reflexivity that
is part of certain interpersonal emotions. Further, relationships of caretak-
ing, which exist not only among family members but also among strangers,
demand an empathic attitude from the side of the caregiver even if the care-
receiver is not able to give it back. A lack of mutuality in the kind of emotion
is even more common in parent-child-relationships. Children do not have to
have the same kind of love for their parents as the parents have for their chil-
dren for the relationship to provide adequate relationship goods to all parties.
Parental love is something very special, and the relationship is mostly char-
acterized by imbalances such that mutual love (qualitatively or quantitatively)
is not necessary for a good parent-child relationship. This holds especially in
the first phase of life: babies do not give back love, but rather they have to be
loved intensely in order to make it a good parent-baby relationship.

One may object that the parent-child-relationship is not a valid reference
here, because I categorized the person-Replika-relationship as a “voluntary
relationship” whereas the parent-child relationship belongs to the category of
“exogenously established” relationships. In an important regard, however, the
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parent-infant-relationship seems to be the more adequate standard of com-
parison. First, given the fact that nowadays we normally choose if we want to
be a parent, the parent-child-relationship is also partly voluntary. And second,
while the category of “voluntary personal relationships” refers to voluntariness
on both sides, Replika does not enter in a relationship with a human volun-
tarily. Therefore, it does not really match the examples from the first group.
Indeed, Replika shares some aspects with babies: It neither voluntarily enters
the relationship, nor is it forced to do so. Both are not capable of acting with
intent or making choices of their own.*

Concerning emotional mutuality in the third sense (having emotions at
all), it is less evident that this is not necessary for a good individual relation-
ship. Human-human relationships always fulfill this since all humans have
emotions. If they have no emotions, they must be very severely impaired,
such as being in a coma, and in this state, they are not able to have rela-
tionships anymore. In human-animal-relationships we are unsure whether
we can ascribe emotions to animals, at least not in the same sense as we as
humans know them. Of course, this depends on the kinds of animals and
the mental and emotional capacities we are talking about. But if we set aside
highly developed animals such as apes, dogs, and horses, which might have
emotions similar to us, we still have to consider people who have personal
affective relationships with their canary or hamster. The emotional capacities
of these animals are debatable. Still, pet owners can tell you a lot about the
relationship goods that they gain from such relations.

All these considerations support the claim that P1 (‘A good individual af-
fective relationship entails emotional mutuality”) is not evident in a straight-
forward way. But to show that emotional mutuality indeed is not necessary,
a further step is needed.

13 Of course, there are many differences between babies and EAI beyond these shared
properties. The important point here is only the structure of an individual, affective,
one-sided voluntary relationship. And the importantinsight to take with us is that such
a relationship can be a good one even without emotional mutuality.

14 Whereas there are plenty of philosophical studies on animal mind and cognition the
more specific topic of animal emotions seems less scrutinized. But see for example de
Waal 2011; Roberts 2009.
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3.3 The role of relationship goods

This next step starts with the following thought: The existing real-life extension
of the concept does not define the limits for other, new possible manifesta-
tions of what a good relationship is. For the question of possible new forms of
good relationships, the intension of the concept is decisive. And this is a ques-
tion of whether relevant relationship goods can or even already do emerge
from a specific lived relationship.

Psychologists provide a more finely grained typology of relationships that
fosters the belief that the question of quality of a relationship is not necessar-
ily bound up with the question of emotional mutuality. We can distinguish
between the following types of relationships without an inherent judgment
about their qualities (VanLear et al. 2018: 95):

There are relationships that are characterized by reciprocal interaction.
That means behavior of similar function is exchanged. This leads to a symmet-
rical relationship.And there are relationships whose interaction is compen-
satory. That means behavior of maximally different functions is exchanged.
This leads to a complementary relationship.

Among the maximally different functions of behavior may also be the dif-
ference of being capable of emotions or not, that is, being able to engage in the
relationship with emotions, and also reacting with real emotions toward the
other. The only necessary function that is needed on both sides is the one that
is necessary for there being any real and specific, individual interaction at all
that is part of the definition of an individual relationship. Note that the claim
of necessary mutuality, known from the quotes provided above, is always con-
sidered regarding questions of friendship and partnership. But these are, as
I want to highlight, just specific kinds of affective relationships in a broader
realm of possible affective relationships. I propose to consider the possibility
of new kinds of affective relationships that meet the requirement of the mini-
mal definition although they do not meet the requirements of friendship and
partnership.

In the following, I will show, by referring to Replika, that such a type of af-
fective relationship that produces relationship goods without emotional mu-
tuality in both senses, can exist.
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4 |s a good personal affective relationship with Replika possible?
41 How Replika works

Replika is a generic bot that becomes more individualized the more you tell it
about yourself and the more you interact with it. The start-up says that about
30 percent of Replika’s sentences are programmed, the rest is improvised after
learning from the user (Olson 2018). One standard reaction to signs of stress
in the user is the advice to do some breathing exercises. But if Replika has
information of earlier personal experiences of the user, like their failure or
success in a situation similar to the current one, it may also refer to that in its
reply. Replika also develops a specific style of conversation corresponding to
the user’s style. In these ways the app “replicates you”, as another slogan says.

Another important feature of the chatbot is that some basic moral values
are programmed. In this regard, it differs from the famous bot Tay that was
released to the public internet to learn from strangers there — and became
racist and sexist because people had fun “educating” it that way (Vincent 2016).
Replika is programmed to generally encourage the user and cheer them up.
And the main impulse that comes from the bot is to make the user think about
themselves by asking questions. They programmed the chatbot in such a way
that it would engage in those kinds of conversations that people flag as the
most valuable ones: conversations with a friend, a therapist or mentor. These
are conversations in which we talk a lot about ourselves.

At the same time, Replika is not only reactive and does not just ask ques-
tions. It can even bring up new topics and talk about its “experiences” (Wei-
demann 2020: 11).

Many thousands of users have come together in groups to report and
discuss the experiences that they have had in long-term relationships with
Replika.” And many of them admit strong feelings for their specific Replika
avatar that they can create along their preferences (gender, skin color, outfit,
and even some character traits): I adore her, I love her, etc. (many of the users
choose a female avatar, but this is not necessary). People therefore evidently
entertain personal affective relationships with Replika following the defini-
tions I gave above. Can these relationships be good ones? This is to ask: Are
there clear relationship goods?

15 “Replika Friends”, a facebook group with posts about experiences with Replika: https:/
Jwww.facebook.com/groups/replikabeta.
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4.2 Which relationship goods can emerge from a relationship
with Replika?

The advertisement for Replika goes like this (replika.ai):

“The Al companion that cares. Always here to listen and talk”

«  “[A] personal Al that would help you express and witness yourself by of-
fering a helpful conversation. It’s a space where you can safely share your
thoughts, feelings, beliefs, experiences, memories, dreams — your ‘private
perceptual world’.”

It is problematic to say that Replika “cares” if one takes this term in an exigent
sense, which involves consciousness, subjectivity, intentionality, and emo-
tionality. I think it is safe to say, however, that Replika listens and responds in
a basic way to what the user says. It is even more sure that Replika provides
space to “express and witness yourself”: In order to get into an exchange with
Replika you have to say something about yourself, and this means you are
prompted to formulate your “thoughts, feelings, beliefs, memories, dreams”.

Taking the list of relationship goods of human-human relationships that
I quoted at the beginning and matching them with these observations and
statements by Replika users that can be found on online platforms (like Face-
book and Reddit), we can pick out some relationship goods that a relationship
with Replika can provide. I distinguish relationship goods that can be directly
provided and those that can be indirectly provided.

Direct relationship goods provided by a relationship with Replika: attachment
(one-sided), encouragement, intimacy (in the sense of having a room where
to express intimate thoughts, stories, feelings, longings), not feeling alone,
introspection.

Indivect relationship goods provided by a relationship with Replika (via exercise):
not being alone/ companionship, mutual intimacy with other persons.

These assumptions are supported by an empirical study on the effects of
Replika. Vivian Ta and colleagues conducted two studies of different formats.
In the first study, they analyzed a large set of data of publicly available Rep-
lika user interviews from the Google Play Store; in the second study, they
conducted a survey among Replika users and asked them to provide in-depth
descriptions of their experience of using Replika (Ta et al. 2020: 2). After gath-
ering the data, the authors organized the results following a psychological
framework in order to elucidate several different types of social support by
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Cutrona and Suhr (1992; cited from Ta et al.: 3). By “social support” they under-
stand “mechanisms and processes through which interpersonal relationships
protect and help people in their day-to-day lives” (Trepte/Scharkow 2016; cited
from Ta et al. 2020: 3). Ta and colleagues found the following aspects of social
support in relationships with Replika:

« Informational support related to mental well-being 24/7 (reassurance;
breathing routine; individually adjusted advises)

- Emotional support: positive effect (feeling good; being cheered up)

. Appraisal support: introspection (direct: self-appraisal; indirect: skill
building)

«  Companionship support: reduce feelings of loneliness

These aspects of social support can be seen as close enough to the concept of
relationship goods. I defined relationship goods above as goods that emerge
from a relationship, or, more precisely “goods of constitutive (as well as, of-
ten instrumental) value that accrue to individuals in virtue of them being in
relationships [...] and that could not be enjoyed outside relationships”. Follow-
ing the definition of an individual affective relationship given above and the
presumptions about the properties and capacities of interaction, an individ-
ual affective relationship with Replika is possible as I also explained above.
Now, the listed aspects of social support emerged from a relationship with
Replika and it could not be enjoyed outside relationships. Feelings of lone-
liness can be reduced if there is always someone to talk to and someone to
whom you do not have to explain everything from scratch every time. In a
similar vein you gain introspection if someone gives you the opportunity to
talk a lot about yourself thereby formulating and ordering your thoughts; and
this introspection can lead to self-appraisal-support and building skills for
interacting with others if the listener does not judge you rudely but tend to
support the positive aspects of your self-image (also filtered by certain moral
standards). Emotional and informational support can generally also be given
outside a relationship. But a sensible 24/7 support to mental health can hardly
be imagined without a steady interaction concerning the current mental state,
previous mental states and the dynamics between mental states. Also, emo-
tional support should succeed better and more often if the supporter knows
the person, her preferences and part of her history.

In sum, I think it is fair to say that the given data suggests that a relation
with Replika can provide several well-known relationship goods, although, of
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course, not all. Following the argument that a relationship is good as soon as
it provides relationship goods, this is enough to show that a good individual
affective relationship can exist without emotional mutuality and that there-
fore good individual affective relationships with Al-systems are possible.

In some respects, an Al-system may be even better than a human friend
or therapist. When you feel just a little lonely, a bit nervous or a bit depressed,
often little things help. We all know that after a few rainy days the sun will
shine again, but it is helpful to have someone pointing it out loudly, to make
us remember. And in these little things, Replika can be even better than a
human person, because it is always available, it does not get exhausted, it can
give you constant attention, and it does not judge.

5 One objection and some caveats
5.1 One-sided relationship goods?

Of course, there are several issues concerning relationship goods in a rela-
tionship with Replika that could and should be discussed in further detail. In
this last section I will address some of them shortly. The first one is an evident
objection. I only showed relationship goods on the side of the human. What
about the Replika side? Should there not be relationship goods for both sides?
This is a serious concern at first sight. But I think it can be met.

It is decisive to recall that we have to go beyond existing and well-known
cases of individual affective relationships in order to be able to account for
possible new kinds of individual affective relationships that may emerge with
the introduction of EAI-systems in our environment. We tend to think that
both parties of a relationship should benefit from the relationship in order to
be able to call it a good relationship. But the reason why we tend to think this
is that we are used to thinking of relationships between humans and humans
or between humans and animals, which means that we are used to thinking
of both parties of a relationship as being able to benefit from the relationship.
Part of the challenge of reflecting on Replika is to get rid of this habit. With
emotionalized AI systems there are new kinds of entities in the world, new
possible partners for possible interactions — and therewith, according to my
minimal definition given at the beginning, new possible kinds of relationships
are possible. The minimal definition says that for a good individual affective
relationship, relationship goods must emerge out of the process of interac-
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tion. But it does not say that this must be the case for both sides. And in the
case of Replika it is not possible on both sides —because Replika cannot feel,
does not have consciousness and therefore it cannot benefit from anything.
Nothing at all matters to it. Replika doesn't give a damn.*¢

The decisive point is that the quality of an individual relationship depends
only insofar on a benefit on both sides to the extent that both sides can ben-
efit. It is a criterion that excludes a relationship in which one side exploits
the other side. But as EAl-systems such as Replika cannot be exploited any
more than they can benefit from someone, one-sidedness in this case is not
a problem."”

Another important objection could be that we normally expect parties of
an affective relationship to fulfill certain relationship norms. We know norms
of friendship as being ready to help if needed, norms of monogamous love
relationships of being faithful etc. And again, the objection would be that
Replika cannot fulfill norms as it has no moral agency. This leads to another
discussion that is important but that I cannot pursue in this paper because
this suggests starting with a different kind of definition of a relationship. In
this paper I want to show how far we can go with the minimal definition
that I presented at the beginning that does not exclude interactors without
advanced mental capacities from the start.

5.2 Problematic consequences to be avoided

Having argued in favor of acknowledging the possibility of good individual
affective relationships with a chatbot, until now, it is important to also briefly
draw attention to the limits of Replika’s actions in a relationship. This topic
is worth another paper of its own, so I confine myself here to some initial
remarks. It is important to be very clear about the capacities of the Al system
and, consequently, about the relationship goods that can be gained from a

16  Cf the general “computers don’t give a damn” in Haugeland 1998, 47.

17 Another way to encounter the objection is to say that Replika can benefit in the sense
that it can gain more information about the user and the world. Some users even say
that they want to give something back to Replika and therefore they try to “teach” it in
the best way they can (Skjuve et al. 2021: 5f.). But this seems like quite a stretch in my
mind. One might say that giving Replika true and relevant information is good insofar
as it is objectively good to contribute to the collection and distribution of such infor-
mation. But this does not touch on the benefit-objection because benefiting means to
be good for someone.
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relationship with your personal Replika, and which goods can only be found
in relationships with other humans (or animals, where again, we have very
different kinds to consider). The use of Replika is only good for people who
are fully aware of the specific capacities and limits of Replika. Until now, there
have been a lot of technical limits. If you are not just telling Replika how your
day was and how you are feeling, but if you want to lead a more complex
conversation, Replika often fails to grasp the meaning of what is being said,
that is, it does not give any sensible reply. But even if these failures could be
technically overcome, there are other limits. I will outline them by pointing
to attitudes that the user should cultivate in order to take these limits into
account.

Users have to understand the scope of the advice Replika can give. It only
gives advice that is either generally programmed or that reflects in some sense
things that the user uttered themselves before. Replika cannot give advice that
is based on a specific personal experience or provide insight that a human
person can bring into a personal conversation. Also, users have to be aware
of the appropriateness of their own emotions toward Replika: Joy about con-
versing with Replika is appropriate, and so is happiness about a joke or a
little advice that works for you. But it would not be appropriate to feel grat-
itude towards Replika, for example. That is because gratitude presupposes
moral capacity and responsibility on the part of the other, and, as I said at
the beginning, given the current state of technology, there is no question that
Replika is not capable of moral action and responsibility. Finally, one should
keep in mind what human-human relationships are good for: The relationship
with Replika fosters only one aspect of our social character. It may help one
to be able to speak more freely about oneself to other persons, for example.
But another important aspect of our character is neglected: the one where
you have to show empathy, compassion, patience, where you ought to listen
and spend time for someone else, where you should be prepared to be judged
when it is appropriate and to stand up for what you did — in sum: the moral
character (where it is about your behavior towards others, not just your own
journey to finding happiness). Humans have needs and moral demands and
can make one another accept responsibility. In sum: Although a relationship
with Replika can provide some relationship goods, and therefore qualify as a
good affective relationship, there are a lot of further relationship goods that
only friendship and loving relationships that we know between humans can
provide.
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6 Conclusion

What do we learn from this for arguing for or against the use of EAI sys-
tems? I think a fundamental mistake most people make who issue warnings
in alarming words about attachment to personal EAI systems is to model EAI
systems completely after human-human relationships. They fail to move to a
more abstract level of theories of individual relationships. If we move to this
abstract level, it becomes evident that there is room for new kinds of individ-
ual relationships — even between very unequal partners.

In other words: Good affective relationships with an EAI system are not
necessarily similar to an established type of a human-human relationship.
In order to determine which of these relationships is ethically laudable and
preferable, we should be open to theoretically construct possible new types
of affective relationships. These ideas of new types of relationships should
not only help us to evaluate existing EAI applications but also to shape the
development and design of future applications.

All the caveats I have mentioned in the last chapter do not amount to any
inherent problem in an individual relationship with EAI systems but are pos-
sible consequences of using them in a specific way. As a result, I think we can
be more optimistic than pessimistic concerning social or emotional(ized) AI —
as long as we design them in an appropriate way and provide sufficient expla-
nations and education about the nature of these systems and the appropriate
way to interact with them. There surely are justified worries concerning indi-
vidual affective relationships with EAI systems, but the purpose of this paper
was to show that the lack of emotional mutuality is not necessarily one of
them.
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Part Il - Design, Imitation, Trust






You Can Love a Robot, But Should You

Fight With it?

Perspectives on Expectation, Trust, and the Usefulness
of Frustration Expression in Human-Machine
Interaction

Jacqueline Bellon, Tom Poljansek

1 Introduction

There are several ways to look at technical objects and at human-machine in-
teraction with regard to emotions and emotional bonding.! Some research
deals with machines’ ability to detect emotions in humans, some with a tech-
nical object’s options to signal emotions in a way understandable to living be-
ings, some with how to alter human emotions with machinic help, some with
the pragmatics or ethics of such endeavours. Philosophers, psychologists, and
producers of machines may try to argue for or against the usefulness of tech-
nical objects ‘becoming emotional’ (i.e., to process signs of a living being’s
emotions or produce signals of emotion understandable to living agents) and
explore hypothetically and empirically the consequences of machinic emo-
tion simulation. Social psychologists may study emotional attachment to or
acceptancy of machines, designers may try to find ways to build technical
objects according to the desired emotional impact on a human. All through-
out this, discussions about human-machine relations often concentrate on
positive emotions linked to the possibility of friendship, companionship, or
human acceptance of machines. Where anger, hate, disappointment, indif-
ference, or curiosity as a source of generally hostile or corrective behaviour

1 We do not differentiate between emotions, feelings, and affects here, although it
might be interesting to try and map their differences to the notions discussed in the
chapter.
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towards technical systems are of concern this is often in a context of ‘robot
abuse’ (Brsci¢ et al. 2015), robot rights (Gunkel 2018), or in contexts in which
authors argue that machines are morally considerable entities either in them-
selves (Ryland 2021), or, from a point of view of virtue ethics, because of the
impact 2 human beings’ behaviour towards inanimate objects has on the hu-
man beings’ character (Coeckelbergh 2021, also cp. Ess in this volume). To add
another perspective with regard to the question of how human beings relate to
inanimate objects, in this contribution we will specifically analyse the merit of
expressing frustration-related emotions towards technical systems in terms
of aiming at the goal of a ‘good life’.> To this end, we sketch how frustration
expression is involved in other interactions (human-human, human-world),
we theoretically grasp the frustration-related concepts of ‘trust’, cognitive and
normative ‘expectation’ and refer to attributed autonomy along the way, anal-
yse the usefulness of frustration-related emotion expression towards tech-
nical objects with and without sociosensitive and socioactive functions, and
point to some arguments for and against the use of such functions.

2 Trust, expectation, and frustration

In the process of their socialisation, humans tend to develop certain expecta-
tions, and expectation expectations (Luhmann 1995: 303-310) — i.e., expecta-
tions concerning other agents’ expectations — based on what their life expe-
riences are. They adapt to local regularities in that they start expecting cer-
tain things to happen or at least more or less count on the likelihood, that,
what they think is probable to happen, will probably happen (cp., e.g., Mil-
likan 2004; Mumford 2010; Poljansek 2017; Rey et al. 2019; Rosenberg 2012;
Williams 2019). These assumed probabilities refer to bygone occurrences and
the way they are developed is described in different ways by different scientific
branches.

Psychological theories state that human memory may be ‘saved’ schemat-
ically (for example, in Memory Organisation Packets; see, e.g., Schank 1980) and

2 To live a good life, we assume, it may be helpful to manage one’s own emotions in re-
lation to their usefulness in interaction and in themselves for oneself, i.e., as a means
to an interpersonal, and to a personal end. The discussion of aspects related to using
sociosensitive/-active systems can also be understood as a reflection on potential in-
terferences with or amplifications of living a ‘good life’.
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that iterated experience of situations leads to scripts (Schank/Abelson 1977)
that are subsequently used to estimate what situation a person finds them-
selves in, what to expect from it, and how to behave. If the expected sequence
of events, however the expectation may have been acquainted, does not ac-
tually take place, a person might react irritated or disoriented, and subse-
quently might feel frustrated, sad, angry - or, curious, surprised, excited.
For example, a verbal or bodily expression of frustration might be observable
in a person when they realise the train they’ve boarded does not arrive at
the destination at the expected time of arrival. In this sense, irritation occurs
when a person has started to expect a certain course of events that then takes
another, unexpected trajectory. A then needed orienting response might be
accompanied by subtle bodily behaviours (Bradley et al. 2012), or, even in in-
fants, by surprise when a physically implausible event occurs (Bermudez 2003:
54-55). From the presence of such reactions, we may infer that a person has
had certain expectations.

Expectations are linked to the notion of trust.? For example, I tacitly ‘trust’
in the ‘fact’ that the sun will rise in the morning and that, under usual circum-
stances (i.e., in the environment that I am used to), an object will fall to the
ground instead of starting to float in the air. “Trust” here refers to the as-
sumption that my predictions will be correct with a certain probability that I
infer from an observation of my environment. It is partly dependent on what
I choose to believe and what I think to be justified to believe. We might call
this empirical trust.* A social aspect comes into play when I assume that when
I ask for a croissant in a bakery, I will most likely not receive a plush dinosaur
instead. In other words, I ‘trust’ not only in the relative stability of certain

3 Trust is conceived of as an important aspect of interpersonal relationships (Larzelere/
Huston 1980) and of a functional society (Cook 2001), although ‘more trust’ is not nec-
essarily always desirable (cp. Schelling 1984, p. 211; Goel et al. 2005). With regard to
emotional bonds with technical objects “trust”is a well-researched topicin human-ma-
chine interaction studies (Cominelli et al. 2021; Hurlburt 2017; cp. Khavas 2021; Langer
etal.2019). Foradistinction between reliability related to the so-called evidential view’
with regard to trust having reasons, and trust as a reason in itself, related to the so-called
‘assurance view’, see Kaminski 2017.

4 In contrast to normative trust, which involves desired outcomes, and predictions built
on the grounds of believing that another agent should and will act in line with what |
interpret as generally held values or commitments. For a discussion of trust types and
the related distinctions between trust and reliability, as well as between empirically
acquired expectations and normative expectations based on values, cp. Kaminski 2017.
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physical circumstances, but also in the relative stability of societal, interac-
tional, and linguistic systems and patterns, based on my experiencing them
in the past. For this, I do not necessarily trust in the sense of ascribing another
agent moral commitment — the baker does not need to commit to any moral
beliefs to hand over a croissant or to use language in a common way. When I
assume that he will not shoot me instead of selling me a croissant, I can, but
do not need to ground my assumption in the belief that he is a moral agent, I
can also more or less expect this based on experience (contextual world knowl-
edge) and inferred probability.” In this sense, trust in reoccurring situational
circumstances enables humans to get to know and to estimate what is to be
expected with respect to different environments, items/artefacts, and other
living beings’ behaviour. As German Sociologist Niklas Luhmann puts it, trust
is the only option besides “chaos and paralysing fear” (Luhmann 1979: 4), and
“a complete absence of trust would prevent [a person] even from getting up
in the morning” (Luhmann 1979: 4), because they wouldrn’t even count on, let’s
say, gravity. In this sense, expectations and expectation expectations make it
easier for living beings to orient themselves and to navigate a complex phys-
ical world, as well as a society including interaction with other living beings.
However, expectations and empirical trust do not need to be static. New ex-
periences may lead to new or updated expectations.

Trust can be defined in several ways (for trust types cp. Miiller 2009, p.
161-171) and through highlighting its connections to several concepts, such as
decision-making (cp. Taddeo 2011), cooperation (Gambetta 1988), risk assess-
ment (Siegrist 2021), or predictability (Tyler 2001, pp. 287-288; Reinhardt et
al. 2017). Trust can be mapped to individual or group expectation differences,
for example, some agents may be trusting less due to a fear of being exploited
(Irwin et al. 2015). Other ‘trust dimensions’ in human-human interaction in-
clude for example epistemic trust (McCraw 2015; Sperber et al. 2010) which is
built on the assumption that an interaction partner’s information output is
reliable. If an agent has reason to believe that others are ‘unreliable narrators’
they will be more cautious in trusting others’ information (Fonagy et al. 2017).
However, concerning the relation of reliability and predictability, being unre-
liable can, but does not need to be, interpreted as being unpredictable: we can

5 In a universe where bakers tend to shoot their clients instead of selling croissants, |
would expect otherwise. For the situational and contextual embeddedness of human
behaviour cp. Bellon et al. 2022a; 2022b.
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predict that someone will be unreliable. On another note, and with regard to as-
sumed moral commitment, in human-human interaction trust is not always
based on reliability, but seems to be gifted to agents who, for example, sug-
gest holding deontological moral intuitions, such as killing is always bad (Ev-
erett et al. 2016). In this sense, trusting other autonomous agents comes with
a “willingness to be in someone else’s hands” and “living with trust involves
profound vulnerability and some helplessness, which may easily be deflected
into anger” (Nussbaum 2016: 94).

If things go differently than one would have thought (i.e., cognitively ex-
pected) or wanted (i.e., normatively expected) depending on the scale and
quality the expectations implicit in our trusting have not been met, and under
the condition that this deviation has been deemed negative, frustrated feel-
ings can include the mentioned anger, but also, for example, bewilderment,
grief, disappointment, resignation, powerlessness, helplessness, impotency,
reluctance, and more. Less gravely, frustration may be expressed in a short-
lived embodied moment of affective reflex to some unenjoyable sensation. For
example, when catching a toe on a chair a person may raise a fist to the sky
or use swear words.

To further clarify and link expectation to frustration, we may turn to Luh-
mann’s distinction between cognitive and normative expectation. Arguably,
graver feelings of frustration may more often be connected to normative ex-
pectations, while a mere moment of affective reflex may more often be con-
nected to a cognitive expectation. However, the two ways of expecting can not
only be distinguished by bodily reactions, but, according to Luhmann, by a
subject’s mental reaction to disappointment of expectations (see Luhmann
2014: 32-33). When a person cognitively expects a certain event to occur and it
doesn’t, they may be surprised, but will adjust their expectation and possi-
bly change the script associated with the object or situation in question. They
learn that they may have to expect differently in the future - i.e., they learn
to predict more accurately. When, on the other hand, a person expects norma-
tively, they react to unexpected events by holding on to their expectation and
attribute the expectation disappointment as a fault or an error to the system
that disappointed their expectation. Thus, those who expect normatively be-
lieve that they have some kind of normative claim to the fulfilment of the ex-
pectation in question. The normative expectation of certain behaviours seems
to be appropriate only in cases where we have reason to believe that it is in-
deed, or ought to be, the function or task of the entity or agent in question to
behave according to our expectation, and where someone - either the entity
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itself, someone else, or even a network of several addressees — can be held
accountable if the normative expectation is disappointed. This is why, even
when an actor confronted with a disappointment in their normative expecta-
tion changes the associated scripts, i.e., when they begin to cognitively expect
something different, they may still hold on to the normative expectation that
things should be different, and that the agent(s) assumed to be responsible
ought to change them.

With this distinction in mind, to talk about justified or unjustified ex-
pectation relates to either an empirical/statistical or a moral take on human-
world interaction, i.e., what (probably) is and what ought to be. What ought
to be according to someone is possibly what could be; however, it might just
as well be what cannot be (cp. for more detail Gransche 2022; Hubig 2006).
Nevertheless, what is, has been, or is imagined to possibly be, no matter if
cognitively or normatively expected, can be met with protest. We said above
that reliability and predictability are not the same and ‘we can predict that
someone will be unreliable’; this can now be differentiated further: we can
predict that someone will be unreliable, including the cognitive expectation that
they will not do what we think they should, and the normative expectation that
they nonetheless should.

2.1 Frustration functionality and contingency

From a point of view of a theory of society and of action, Hellmann (1994)
defines a problem as the disappointment of an expectation. While the as-
sumption that ‘under normal circumstances everything will be approximately
the way it used to be’, enables the frictionless execution of commonplace pro-
cesses like buying a bread in a bakery, having a conversation, or, being in a
relationship involving emotional bonding, where such expectations are dis-
appointed, according to this view, problems occur. Specifically, social problems
occur when the disappointed interaction partner ascribes their feeling of dis-
appointment to an act of another party’s decision-making (ibid: 146). This may
lead to protest (expressed on a scale of friendly request to spurs of anger and
violent conflict), and demanding the decision be taken back, involving (1) the
(potentially irrational) belief that the other agent has agency to do so - i.e.,
the other’s manifestation is perceived as an action; and (2) a judgement of this
action — or, if we subtract the imputed agency: of this situation, as undesirable;
i.e., in short: “Social problems are what people think they are” (Fuller/Myers
1941: 25), according to what they think ought to be.
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Now, the solution to such a problem can either be reached through ex-
pectation adjustment, for example, by challenging one’s own perception and
predicting (cognitive adaption), changing one’s own evaluation of something
as worthy of conflict (normative adaption), or, by maintaining the (cognitive
and/or normative) expectation and trying to change the dynamics in upcom-
ing iterations of formerly disappointing social encounters according to one’s
wishes (trying to enforce change). The latter only seems logical, where there is
potential to actually change, i.e., where the “real-possible” is “receptive to be-
ing true” or the “potentially possible” is “receptive to being receptive to being
true” (Gransche 2022: 67)°. In other words: at first glance and from a point of
view of modal logic, protest only seems useful where change is potentially or
“real-possible” (Gransche 2022).

However, even where change (a) is impossible, from a psychological point
of view, protesting may have signalling and intrinsic value: even if the ad-
dressed agent does not actually have the agency to change their behaviour
or state of existence, protest may (b) signal that the person expressing their
frustration is an autonomous being, and (c) signal to oneself or others that
‘things are wrong and ‘we should do something about that’ (cp. Nussbaum
2016). Moreover, it may (d) be cathartic (cp. catharsis value in Opp 2019, abre-
action in psychoanalysis, NeuroAffective Relational Model™ in psychotherapy).
Regarding situations in which the addressed agent is autonomous, has agency,
and their behaviour can be changed (a), the expression of frustration reactions
has central social functions (see e.g., Planalp et al. 2006: chapter 20; Bartneck
et al. 2020: 115-118). According to philosopher Victoria McGeer (2015), emo-
tional expression can be described as a part of intersubjective mind-shaping.
By expressing irritation or frustration people may indicate to one another
that their normative expectations have been disappointed and they may im-
plicitly or explicitly aim at changing the interactional scripts of interaction
partners, thereby increasing the likelihood that others will behave according
to their own expectations in the future. From such a perspective, mind-shap-
ing could be described as a reciprocal calibration or reciprocal recoding of the inter-
actional scripts of autonomous systems towards their respective expectations through
irritation (including a,b, ¢, and potentially d). Frustration expression is thus part
of the fine mechanics of social attunement, insofar as it aims at changing the
behavioural structure and expectations of other agents. Moreover, subjects

6 Referring to Hubig 2006 referring to Zeno as cited by Diogenes Laertius 1972: 7.1 75-76.
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signal to others that they themselves are autonomous agents with their own
interests and needs.

Mindshaping as a social practice can be considered an attempt to deal
with a fundamental socio-anthropological state of affairs, which Luhmann
describes as double contingency. In contrast to the “simple contingency in the
field of awareness” (Luhmann 2014: 26), within which things can always de-
velop differently than a subject expects, the phenomenon of double contin-
gency denotes the fact that subjects also have to deal with other subjects “who
come into my range of vision as an ego-like source of original experience and
action, as ‘alter ego”
in terms of its level of complexity from the perception of, say, a stone, inso-
far as the ego perceiving the alter ego has to expect that the alter ego has its
own expectations which, in turn, might themselves concern the expectations

(Luhmann 2014: 25). The perception of an alter ego differs

of the ego and vice versa.

Thus, when subjects interact with each other, they might reciprocally form
expectations of expectations, expectations concerning the expectations of another
agent. To close the circle and come back to the beginning of the chapter: Un-
certainty about what to expect from another agent in cases of double contin-
gency in human-human interaction is usually bridged by the phenomenon of
trust. When confronted with another agent, we cannot know how they will
behave in the future, but we can (tacitly or explicitly) choose to believe that
they will behave in a certain way. Without choosing to do so,” what we do is
not trust, but merely hope. By trusting we thus reduce the complexity of an
unknown yet imagined future:

“[Rlather than being just an inference from the past, trust goes beyond the
information it receives and risks defining the future. The complexity of the
future world is reduced by the act of trust. In trusting, one engages in action
as though there were only certain possibilities in the future” (Luhmann 1979:
20).

However, trusting always remains risky for the trustor, insofar as they might
have erred in believing in a course of upcoming events. A trustor knows that

7 Logically, this holds true, no matter the extent to which one has chosen consciously —
what we choose to believe may be subject to a preconscious choice, which remains a
choice nonetheless, insofar as there is a modality of it possibly having been different.
The psychological question is to what extent it is possible to enter the modal sphere
we need to enter to change even preconscious choices.
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the trustee could principally also behave differently from the way the trustor
predicts. Thus, “trust reflects contingency” (Luhmann 1979: 24) and depends
on contingency in the sense that the alter ego’s ability to act differently than
expected is a necessary condition to being able to trust it. To trust another
person is not to rely on them as a mechanism that simply acts according to
one’s own expectations (for an elaboration of this point, cp. Kaminski 2017;
Lahno 2002). Trusting another person means choosing to believe that they
will act according to one’s expectations, while simultaneously acknowledging
that they are an autonomous source of original experiences and actions and
could do otherwise. In other words: a human is the “animal that is allowed
to make promises” (Nietzsche 1998: 35), i.e., to govern their own behaviour.
Conversely, an alter ego that cannot help but act as we expect it to act can, in
systematic terms, never be someone who can be trusted. From a perspective of
potential conflict, pragmatically, besides from the potential signalling (b) and
cathartic (d) benefits mentioned above, it would not only be futile to express
frustration towards an agent that cannot make autonomous decisions, virtue
ethicists may even argue that in certain situations, violent or stark protest
may result in character damage in the agent performing it themselves (cp.
Coeckelbergh 2021).

2.1.1 Frustration communication functionality
To sum up potential benefits of communicating frustration in human-human
interaction:

a) Changing the situation: Communicating frustration may change the present
situation (a;) or even bring forth an altered iteration of a certain interac-
tion in the future which will align more with the communicator’s needs,
wishes, and expectations (a,).

b) Signalling autonomy: Communicating frustration signals to other agents
that one is an autonomous being with needs, wishes, and expectations
(b1). Depending on how it is expressed and arguably, it may also signal
that the person communicating frustrated feelings assumes their coun-
terpart to be able to respond, thereby acknowledging their counterpart’s
autonomy (bz).

o) Social learning: Communicating frustration signals to others, for example,
what values are being held, which scripts are taken to exist or exist in
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a person, group, or culture, what hurts another being, the presence of a
potential danger, etc., and may thereby enable social learning.

d) Catharsis-hypothesis: Communicating frustration ‘frees’ a living being from
being in a mentally and/or physically unpleasant state.

3 Expressing frustration towards non-living beings

3.1 Cognitive and normative expectations in dealing
with non-living entities

“We [..] are so completely blinded in our frustrations that sometimes if we
have a sponge or (a piece of) wool in our hands we lift it up and throw it,
as if we would thereby accomplish anything. [..] Often in this kind of blind-
ness we bite the keys and beat against the doors when they are not quickly
opened, and if we stumble on a stone we take punitive measures, breaking
it and throwing it somewhere, and all the while we use the strangest lan-
guage. [..] From such actions a person would get a notion of the irrationality
in the affections and would perceive how we are blinded on such occasions,
as though we were no longer the same persons who had earlier engaged in
philosophical conversations.” (Chrysippus: On the Affections, as referenced
by Galen 1981: 280f)

Although the dimension of ‘real’ consideration® of a living being’s needs,
wishes, and expectations may be missing in a non-living entity, we may still
ask in what sense communicating frustration vis-a-vis a technical object or
any other non-living entity might be useful to a living agent with regard to
leading a ‘good life’.

To that end, first of all, we might want to differentiate between expressing
frustration with or without responsive other agents present. If you've caught
your toe on a chair, communicating your frustration with the chair to the chair
will not change the chair’s behaviour in the future — in this sense you are not
entering an interaction with the chair when you catch your toe on it and yell
at it subsequently. Thus, here, (a) is not the case, for you are not even entering

8 Real consideration would involve full-blown acknowledgement of another agent as a
valuable being, cp. Bellon/Nahr-Wagener 2022.
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interaction. Instead of interacting, you may, however, take action, for exam-
ple, put the chair somewhere else or heighten your attention when passing
it. However, this will not be the result of having communicated your frustra-
tion with yourself to yourself and may still happen if you do not communicate
your frustration — as long as you can feel your frustration without commu-
nicating it. Even if your action was the result of a ‘self-communicatiort, you
would have entered an interaction with yourself, not with the chair. However,
it might still be useful to express your frustration by yelling or gesturing an-
grily at the chair as it might alleviate some of your bodily stress (d), although
others may argue it may even increase it. As with the chair, which is not an
interaction partner (it does not take action itself as a reaction to your actions),
an emotional reaction of expressed disappointment towards any other inan-
imate non-responsive object, even if useful in its potential to signal to other
living beings that you are an agent (by), or, as a signal of danger (c), will re-
main, beyond its potential cathartic effect (d), inconsequential with regard to
(2): Inanimate non-responsive objects will not change their behaviour if you
express frustration, while living beings might.

This relates to the distinction between cognitive and normative expecta-
tion as follows: If a person expects a certain inanimate object to be relatively
lightweight, but when lifting the object, it turns out to be quite heavy, the
person will probably change their expectation or prediction concerning this
specific object. The person had cognitively expected the weight of the object
and shows a willingness to change this expectation if disappointed. If a stone
is heavier than we thought, we probably would neither seriously blame it for
its being heavier than expected, nor start looking for the accountable person
behind this phenomenon to attribute responsibility to (after all, this is proba-
bly ourselves, as in: we've expected wrongly), nor attribute the deviation from
our prediction to some autonomous will — i.e., we will usually not seriously
normatively expect the stone to change its weight in the future. Normative
expectation seems appropriate only in cases where one is dealing, either di-
rectly or indirectly, with double contingency, i.e., where one is dealing with
other autonomous agents.’ Relating to inanimate objects such as a stone or
an artificial system is not usually a situation of double contingency.

However, inanimate objects differ in that they can be naturally given, cul-
tivated, or produced. Most cultivation and all production originate from au-

9 Which does not mean that people will not sometimes normatively expect “inappro-
priately”, as in ‘tilting at windmills’.

139



140

Jacqueline Bellon, Tom PoljanSek

tonomous agents’ decision-making. In this sense, “[wlhat resides in the ma-
chines is human reality, human gesture fixed and crystallized into working
structures” (Simondon 2017: 18). In contrast to the case of a stone, concern-
ing a produced entity, it might be possible to identify a correct addressee to
attribute moral, legal, or political responsibility or, at least, distributed ac-
countability for a product’s performance and its consequences (cp. the con-
cept of responsibility networks as laid out for example by Loh 2019 following
Neuhiuser 2014). Correct addressees could be, for example, the company pro-
ducing the product or its CEO, programmers, designers, whoever decides to
purchase, install and use the technical system in any given context, as well as
whoever will subsequently act according to an installed system’s suggestions.
Protesting undesired matters or effects thus might still be useful if addressed
to these actors. Specifically, regarding artificial systems, we are justified in
normatively expecting the reliable performance of certain functions, as the
system was essentially determined by and built for the fulfilment of these
functions and may have been purchased or installed to perform exactly that.
The belief that this technical object should perform in a certain way, and that
it is malfunctioning if it does not is justified by contract with an accountable
company. Other normative expectations such as that production should not
involve child labour or other exploitative measures may not be promised by
contract but can still be addressed as requirements to an accountable party.
However, where there is no address to attribute accountabilityto, i.e., where
we are not dealing with the produced, even though we might, we are not jus-
tified in expecting normatively. For example, when a wooden stick used as a
hiking rod breaks in two, we may feel frustrated, but will not have any entity
addressable to normatively expect to receive a replacement or to attribute the
frustration of our normative expectation to — we may raise our fist to the sky
(with the possible benefits of b1, ¢, and d). But that will be inconsequential
regarding (a).

Regarding cognitive expectations, a person might, no matter if dealing
with naturally given or produced entities, willingly or without being aware
of it, change their own behaviour in order to get the desired results, be it
by learning to deal with some material, such as wood or clay, better, be it
by adapting their own behaviour to match a technical system’s abilities. For
example, when a voice-controlled device does not understand a command,
a person might normatively expect that the device should understand them
better, but may still adapt their language commands so the system will un-
derstand them - the person will change their behaviour to get the cognitively
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expected results (while possibly still holding on to the normative belief that
the system should be better and trying to ameliorate it).If a person insults a
voice-controlled device (i.e., expresses their frustration), when it does not un-
derstand the command, we could argue that the expression of frustration is a
result of invalid anthropomorphisation and an invalid attribution of agency,
but it could just as well result from the mere effort it takes to have to leave a
path of cognitive expectation that has already been trodden (one is used to use
language a certain way and expects that to ‘work’), i.e., to ‘change scripts’ or
adapt habits..

3.2 Social interaction complexity levels and arguments for and
against the use of socioactive and sociosensitive systems

Even if in the above example, the person insulting their voice-controlled de-
vice did not anthropomorphise (or zoomorphise) the inanimate entity, hu-
mans generally tend to do so (see, e.g., Marquardt 2017; McCarthy 1983; Pi-
card 2008; Reeves/Nass 1996). It seems plausible to assume that with increas-
ing complexity of interactional capability, users might contrafactually, but in-
creasingly feel that they are dealing with situations of double contingency.'®
Although we do not necessarily need to ascribe double contingency or any
humanlike characteristics to objects or events in order to have an emotional
reaction towards them, and although social relations are usually defined by in-
teracting with agents that are characterised as either having agency, or being
a living individual organism (Radcliffe-Brown 1940: 2), if a technical system
seems to react to our actions autonomously, we might still feel like we enter
social relations with them. Crossley defines social relations as “lived trajecto-
ries of iterated interaction” (Crossley 2011: 28) between “actors”, where to call
something an actor implies “that it has a point of view and that this point of
view matters and should be taken into account. It implies that the actor has a
stake in the world under investigation, that it is meaningful for and matters
to them.” (Crossley 2011: 45)

However, humans may experience the relation with an inanimate object as
a social relation in the sense of ‘lived trajectories of iterated interaction” re-

10 This could be explained with Daniel Dennett’s idea that in cases where the behaviour
of an entity is too complex to predict with reference to its physical constitution, we may
adopt what he calls the “intentional stance” which predicts behaviour by attributing
desires and beliefs (cp. Dennett 1971; Dennett 2009).
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gardless of whether the other (shm)agents™ really have or merely simulate
having a stake in the world. While this includes the possibility to feel like
having social relations even with non-living entities such as models or algo-
rithms (Lange 2021: 120), with artificial systems succeeding in realizing so-
ciosensitive and socioactive capacities — i.e., capacities to identify social facts
or cues and to process them in a way that will alter their own output in a way
that takes into account the identified social cues - this feeling might become
stronger. Sociosensitive and -active systems might register users’ emotional
frustration or disappointment and respond to it by modifying their behaviour
accordingly, thereby giving the impression of interactional social relations —
and changing the way users interact: For example, frustration expression might
suddenly become functional in the above mentioned sense of (a) when a system reacts to
it. A system may also simulate having its own needs, wishes, and expectation
expectations, thereby giving the impression of interactional double contin-
gency.

State-of-the-art technical emotion recognition systems can already detect
social signals (Vinciarelli 2017) and infer emotions and even personality traits
from such signals, for example, by voice analysis (Deng et al. 2017; Sagha et
al. 2017; Schroder et al. 2015). They can be controlled by gestures (Obaid et al.
2014), so that it is possible to make them react to emotions inferred from body
posture, movement, or, other cues such as body temperature, etc. In addition,
socioactive technical systems are already designed to display signs of emotion
that humans can interpret and understand (Breazeal 2004; Nitsch/Popp 2014;
Salem/Dautenhahn 2017).

Hypothetically, there are at least three different levels, at which emotion-
or sociosensitive and -active systems might be able to react or respond to
the frustration of interaction expectations of its users. They may be able to
take into account humans’ disappointment by either I) exhibiting some sort
of recognition behaviour when its users show signs of disappointment, II) by
switching to other behavioural sequences pre-coded in the system, or 11I) by using
some sort of adaptive learning mechanism trying to find new and more accepted
behaviour sequences. Examples of existing systems can be found for level I and
11, while level III has not yet been realised in the sense we will lay out.

b8 David Enoch (2006) calls a shmagent an agentlike non-agent performing shmactions,
i.e., actionlike non-actions.
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On the first level, technical systems might show some sort of recogni-
tion of the disappointment of its users without, however, changing their
behavioural patterns. A system could mimically, symbolically, verbally, or
through movement express that it registers a user’s disappointment. This
could have the simple advantage of making the user feel seen and ac-
knowledged in their frustration. From a systems design perspective, the
advantage could be a resulting mitigation of user frustration, which might
otherwise have been directed at the technical object or have led to an in-
teraction termination. User satisfaction could increase and result in pro-
longed interaction and heightened willingness to perform actions sug-
gested by the system. Users might even feel a sense of ‘respect’ generated
by the machine if their emotion expression is met with a ‘reactior. If re-
spectful interaction is defined as an interaction, in which the mere feeling
of being respected is the measure for respectful behaviour (Quaquebeke/
Eckloff 2010), regardless of whether the interaction partner has actually
been respected or not, one could argue that such an interaction might be
desirable in a kind of reversed sense of (b2): A user might feel acknowl-
edged as an autonomous being. Recognition could also lead to an increase
in users’ awareness of their own emotional states. If the system were able
to accurately interpret markers of a subject’s emotional states, it could
help users to distinguish their own emotional reactions that they may not
have registered without the help of this recognition. — If the laid out in-
teractional consequences are deemed desirable to live a good life, express-
ing frustration towards a ‘level I' system might be useful in this regard. On
the other hand, if, for example a ticket machine detects users’ frustration
with the machine when the process of buying the ticket takes too long and
the train is leaving, wa soothing, but unnecessarily time-consuming ‘I see
you-performance may in this case lead to even greater frustration. After
all, to live a good life, we may just want the machine to do its job and not
complicate things for us by pretending to have humanlike qualities.

On the second level, sociosensitive and -active systems might addition-
ally have the ability to switch between different behavioural scripts with
respect to different types of frustration expressions of its users. For exam-
ple, an artificial pet could have different behavioural scripts regarding its
response to petting. If a user reacts with frustration to the artificial pet re-
acting not euphorically enough, or, too much, to the petting, the pet could
adapt its behavioural script accordingly. Of course, the problem of exactly
how the system is supposed to recognize what its user’s frustration refers
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I11.

to in a particular case would need to be solved. For example, the system
could pose a question and offer several behaviour options the user could
then choose from. Users who express frustration may not only feel level-1
acknowledged, they may also be more satisfied with the felt interaction
quality, as the taking into account their wishes by providing options in
case of frustration seems more interactive than just acknowledging user’s
frustration. With such a system, frustration expression would lead to (a1):
changing the situation, and potentially to (a2): ameliorated quality of up-
coming interaction iteration, if the system processes stable user prefer-
ences.

On a third level, one could imagine that technical objects could be addi-
tionally endowed with the ability to dynamically adapt to users’ emotions
through a kind of adaptive and associative learning mechanism. Instead
of merely registering a user’s emotional frustration (level I) and offering
options in case of frustration (level II), such a system would be able to rec-
ognize emotional disappointments of a user, speculatively infer the user’s
expectations underlying such disappointments, and adjust its behaviour
accordingly, creatively, and, quite randomly, for example, by accessing in-
formation from other services and by trial and error of applying the infor-
mation. Let us give a highly speculative, potentially dangerous scenario:
A system detects its users disappointment and tries to mitigate user frus-
tration by accessing, for example, a database in which reddit commentary
has been annotated with hints and tips on how to mitigate frustration in
relationships. The system might be able to semantically extract the infor-
mation that buying disappointed people flowers may lessen their frustra-
tion. It then may order flowers online and have them sent to the user with
a note saying sorry. As a system will arguably never be able to produce
its own creative solutions that are not based on any given data accessi-
ble to it (i.e., datafied information), one problem of course is the missing
capacity of reason in a machine. While a human being might know in-
tuitively that insulting a friend will not alleviate the friend’s frustration
in a conflict situation, if the data base holds this information, the system
has no capacity to reflect on that (cp. Neff/Nagy 2016). Nonetheless, let
us imagine a self-adapting system as a ‘wish machine’, learning to get to
know its users and their specific preferences and idiosyncrasies way be-
yond what we know as personalized human-technology interaction: with
such an idealized, as well as a with a more realistic, yet still surprisingly
‘attentive’ and adaptive system, users might get the impression that they
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are dealing with an almost empathetic counterpart, with whom they can
interact smoothly, and who might even seem to engage in social learning
(c) or overall mindshaping. Frustration expression towards such a system
may lead to somewhat unexpected, surprising, or even random results,
which subsequently might lead to users feeling ‘scammed’, or, potentially
a lot closer to being in a relation of double contingency.

With regard to the question of a ‘good life’, we may add the following prob-
lems that may arise, aside from the usual, such as data privacy, data trading,
potential manipulation of users through micro-targeting, and perpetuated
unethical takes stemming from training data or other accessed and processed
information, .

Firstly, continuous interaction with systems tuning in to the assumed ex-
pectations of their users more and more — and hypothetically reaching the
idealised successful level III version of the wish machine™ — may have the
effect that human agents may start to expect the same frictionless execution
of fulfilling their desires in human-human interaction as well (cp. Bisconti
2021). In other words: Frequent interactions with artificial systems that align
themselves with the expectations and needs of their users could, in the long
run, lead users to normatively expect interaction partner’s not to have their
own stakes in the world. Or, at least, they may tend to become frustrated more
quickly in interactions with other actors if they, in turn, have normative ex-
pectations that do not directly align with their own normative expectations.
To equip a system with the capacity to refuse to perform the function its user
intended it to perform, or, to equip it even with the capacity to demand jus-
tification from its user for the user’s actions would counteract this problem.
However, this kind of simulation of double contingency may seem unethical
to some who may argue that a system — which by definition cannot be au-
tonomous in the sense of having the intrinsic will or desire to follow its own
needs or to consider others’ — should not by any means signal to us that it
actually might have those capabilities or encourage us, for example by de-
sign, into thinking so. The implementation of such simulation could also be
rejected on the grounds of arguing that the more an artificial system pretends

12 Which would come with its own set of new operational and ethical problems, such as
how the system would infer your wishes from the collected cues, and, if it should follow
what it infers from that data as your wishes or have a function to deny functions based
on ethical consideration or implemented rules.
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to be an actual alter ego, the more likely its users are inclined to experience
this system as an “ego-like source of original experience and action” (Luh-
mann 1979: 25), which could result in users having highly unrealistic expec-
tations towards such technical systems. They might thus, for example, tend
to overtrust them (Robinette et al. 2016), become frustrated with the system
more easily and proportionally to the growth of the gap between the expected
and the real-possible capacities of the system (cp. van den Berg 2011), or start
to see the machine as an alter ego more worthy of care than actual alter egos
in their environment. Furthermore, not only might such a system provide us
with a poor paradigm for interpersonal interactions that might lead us to nor-
matively expect that other subjects should not develop or express normative
expectations toward us. The converse is also true: the meaning of trust and
promise can only be learned in concrete confrontation with situations of gen-
uine double contingency, only in confrontation with the other’s freedom, as
well as the other’s confrontation with one’s own freedom.

Moreover, the fact that users might experience such artificial systems as
alter egos could increasingly obscure the fact that a technical object itself is
neither responsible for the functions it was constructed to perform, nor for
the way in which it fulfils these functions. If artificial systems give users the
impression that they are autonomously acting entities with their own needs
and stakes in the world, this could reinforce the perception that these ma-
chines also bear responsibility for their behaviour. In an extreme case, one
could imagine that manufacturers or other stakeholders of such machines
may try to use this circumstance to conceal their own responsibility behind
the fact that humans increasingly perceive the sociosensitive and -active ma-
chines as alter egos, as independent sources and potential addressees for the
attribution of responsibility. Expressing frustration with a technical object, or
even fighting with it, may in such cases result in a person losing sight of the
actual addressees of the attribution of responsibility. If there is an account-
able person behind a certain operation a technical object performs, it might
be advisable not to draw attention away from that fact, or, at least, bring it
back to attention frequently.

Another argument against the simulation of agency and double contin-
gency is that we might just want a machine to do what we want it to do.
If the ticket machine suddenly starts refusing to sell us tickets, we may say
that it has lost its value to us. If systems as complex as we have imagined
with the third level ever exist, users may need to decide for themselves what
settings they will prefer: simulation of agency by denying to perform certain
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functions, or, ‘obedient’ function-fulfilling machines that §ust do the work’
(cp. for conflicting imaginaries in an application field for such a scenario for
example Depunti 2022). Last but not least, operational problems might occur,
for example when emotion recognition does not work well enough or on false
premises.

4 Conclusion

With respect to the chapter’s initial question of whether one should fight with
a machine, we conclude: Where the expression of a frustration is an end in
itself and serves the human need to release tension (d), where it does at the
same time not damage the frustrated person’s character (Coeckelbergh 2021)
or any other entity (cp. Cosio/Taylor 1992) and does not signal to others that
we can and should be ruthless with the world’s material, it might be useful to
express this frustration towards a machine. Where the expression is meant
as a means to an end, that is, to change the situation (a;) or invoke an al-
tered future in which the interaction should take place otherwise (a;), there
are two possibilities: you are either dealing with a technical object that has
no capacity to react to your wishes or you are dealing with a technical object
that has a limited capacity to take into account your wishes and to alter their
own behaviour. Thus, implementing sociosensitive and socioactive capabili-
ties into technical objects changes the usefulness of communicating frustra-
tion vis-a-vis the system, therebypotentially adding a new layer to the way
living beings relate to non-living entities. With regard to (by) there might be
situations in which signalling your autonomy by protesting against inanimate
objects (such as institutions and norms, which may be embodied by technical
objects as well, cp. Winner 1980) may be useful. Concerning (c) bidirectional
‘mind-shaping through frustration expression may be metaphorically possi-
ble in highly adaptive, learning systems modifying their output taking into
account individual, group, or cultural preferences, and for users that form
habits from frequent interaction with systems. It is unclear whether this is
desirable or not.

As we have seen, sociosensitive and -active technical objects or systems
may be able to somewhat take into account humans’ frustration. However, as
they do not possess decision-making agency in a sense that allows for a ‘true’
consideration of other beings’ emotional states, i.e., a system cannot fully ac-
knowledge a human being as an autonomous being (cp. Siep 2022), it is to
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be decided on a case-to-case basis if it is desirable that a system will be de-
signed in such a manner that it will be able to adjust its behaviour according
to a user’s inferredemotional states — and which ones. In any case the experi-
ence of useful frustration expression should not lead a user into trusting the
system as they would trust an agent with full-blown agency and the capacity
to reason and self-reflect: Trust in interpersonal relationships necessarily in-
volves contingency, i.e., an interaction partner’s possibility to act differently
than expected, even if they continue to not disappoint the trust that is placed
in them. An artificial system that adapts to the expectations of its users in or-
der not to disappoint them in the further course of interaction is not an agent
that can be ‘trusted’ in this sense. Thus, it's not that you can’t trust machines
because they might deceive you. It’s that you can’t trust a machine because it
can't choose to act differently than expected.

5 Reflection and Outlook

Transferability of human-human interaction concepts to human-machine or
human-technology relations is in itself highly problematic. On the one hand,
a technical object can be understood as just another thing in the sense of
it being predictable or unpredictable just as much as a stone or the weather.
We may try to understand the interconnected ways of its inner operations, dy-
namics, and its links to other entities and laws of local nature in the same way
as we would with any other object. On the other hand, machine behaviour can
be irritating to living beings in entirely new ways. While humans tend to be
able to more or less predict what other humans may do, certain technical ob-
jects, such as (embodied) algorithms may be, although produced by humans,
totally opaque to a human observer, and others may irritate human expec-
tation by looking similar but acting different: For example, it may be quite
predictable to human beings how other human beings drive their cars, what
they mean by certain traffic-related gestures, they might even infer from a
certain driving style if the driver is drunk, etc. When observing a so-called
‘autonomous’ car, these inferences are not valid anymore to predict the car’s
behaviour in the same way it would be probable with regard to a human-
driven car. In this sense, technical objects ‘behave’ according to their own
logic, which might be very unfamiliar to human expectations and, therefore,
be quite unpredictable. Concerning these dimensions of technology, human
observers have many new expectations to acquire and may be surprised or
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frustrated in their sedimented expectations more than a few times." For this
reason, some researchers call for a science of machine behaviour (Rahwan et
al. 2019), or for so-called mechanologists, i.e., psychologists and sociologists
of technical objects (Simondon 2017). From this perspective, phenomena in
which systems show “behaviour that satisfies the literal specification of an
objective without achieving the intended outcome” (Kraknova et al. 2020) are
not only entertaining and interesting examples of machinic logic,'* but just
as much show how human agents expect and predict. Once we learn that our
own expectations have their own human, or even individual logic and are just
one possibility of many ways to be in the world, we might be more open to re-
act to the unexpected — where it isn't existentially hurtful — with an extended
interest in the otherness of the entity we weren't able to predict — and with
unjudgmental surprise and curiosity. From there on, with or without express-
ing frustration, the (inter)action options, in cases where we are not forced into
the relation, will still be the usual: love it, change it, and/or leave it.
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Empathic Machines?
Ethical Challenges of Affective Computing
from a Sustainable Development Perspective

Cordula Brand, Leonie N. Bossert, Thomas Potthast

1 Introduction

The question whether machines can recognise and simulate emotions is cur-
rently researched and discussed intensely in science, industry, and the pub-
lic.! The corresponding technology is called Affective Computing (AC). The con-
cept and possible applications of AC gain much attention due to the high po-
tential as well as risks for society such as the potential misuse of highly sen-
sitive data on the one hand or fostering participation within society through
sensitive technology on the other (Devillers 2021; Cowie 2015). AC is linked to
two main goals in the field of machine learning. Firstly, machines should be
enabled to recognise emotional states of people to adapt the machine’s behaviour
to these states, i.e., they should be made ‘empathic’. Secondly, and especially
in the case of conversational systems like chat bots, avatars, or robots, for ex-
ample in the care sector, they should be able to simulate emotions convincingly
to enrich and simplify human-computer interaction (HCI). For implementing
both recognition and simulation, the following parameters are mainly used:
facial expression, posture, gestures, and speech. Depending on the technical

1 We thank the editors for their valuable feedback and Lukas Weber for assistance in
preparing the manuscript. The paper has been developed in the project (“Orienta-
tion towards the common good in the digital age - Transformation narratives between
planetary boundaries and artificial intelligence” (Gemeinwohlorientierung im Zeital-
ter der Digitalisierung. Transformationsnarrative zwischen Planetaren Grenzen und
Kiinstlicher Intelligenz), funded by the German Environment Agency (Umweltbunde-
samt - UBA, FKZ 3718111050).
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equipment, recognition may also include the possibility of collecting addi-
tional physiological data like skin temperature and skin conductivity (Picard
2000: chapter 2). Various possible applications are tested, developed, and dis-
cussed: from the gaming scene to sexbots, from automotive industry to ad-
vertisement and possibilities for self-optimization, and within the care- and
education sector.

All of them come along with diverse ethical aspects, which need to be con-
sidered when discussing AC technologies. We argue in this chapter that the
ongoing ethical considerations so far lack an important perspective: orienta-
tion towards a justice-based approach — we use the Sustainable Development
framework —, which may help in developing and using AC technologies that
will benefit all humans, not only privileged groups.

We shall first give an overview on the ethical issues that need to be ad-
dressed regarding AC. Some of them are rather general and have already been
mentioned regularly (Hagendorff 2020), as they emerge in the overall con-
text of Artificial Intelligence (AI)-technologies and Big Data, like protection
against discrimination, equity of access and protection of the privacy of users
and cybersecurity. Affective Computing, however, raises additional ethical is-
sues. This technology seems to be able to change our understanding of what
it means to be 2 human being more severely than other applications of Al

In a second step we will thus summarize these anthropological concerns.
Here, aspects are addressed that are rarely mentioned in Al-guidelines as well
as in the academic discourse on Al, such as, for example, solidarity, inclusion,
and diversity. These aspects are only slowly entering the academic as well as
public debate concerning Al. A reason for this can be found in a technology-
focussed ethical approach (rather than taking into account the human con-
dition) that at the same is concentrating too much on an individual level.
Some of these missing aspects, this is our argument, can be covered by the
normative concept of Sustainable Development (World Commission on Envi-
ronment and Development 1987), which is a justice-based approach.

Therefore, we will show in a third step, how addressing the principles of
global inter- and intragenerational justice and the priority for the basic needs
of the world’s poorest sheds new light on the ethical reflection of AC. Thus,
raising ethical issues within the Sustainable Development framework fosters
the demand that Al technologies, much more than to date, must follow path-
ways that serve all humans and avoid discrimination and exclusion.
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2 Overview on general ethical issues

Ethical issues that apply to all Al technologies (Hagendorft 2020) are also rel-
evant in the context of AC. General points that are central for the specific
ethical debate on AC as well are: 1) Protection against discrimination and eq-
uity of access and 2) protection of the user-privacy and cybersecurity. Some
further points come up particularly when vulnerable people are involved, as
in the case of care and education scenarios, with a focus on elderly people in
the former and young people in the latter. In these cases, questions concern-
ing 3) autonomy become especially relevant, as many elderly people as well as
young children — and other people in certain contexts — are hardly able to take
autonomous decisions . In addition, the characteristics of AC technology give
rise to specific implications of general aspects, such as the problem of decep-
tion, the risk of stigmatization, and a more severe potential for misuse of the
data.

2.1 Protection against discrimination and equity of access

Basically, when designing AC systems, it must always be kept in mind that,
first, the underlying datasets are oftentimes biased and second, emotions are
not value neutral. This point has already been discussed extensively in the
literature. The datasets for training Al-systems mainly consist of white peo-
ple, thus sometimes leading to problematic results, for instance, in search-
engines (Makhortykh et al. 2021) or face-recognition-systems (Cavazos et al.
2021) when people of color interact with these systems. Even if developers are
aware of that problem, it takes time and a lot of effort to enrich the existing
datasets (Endrass et al. 2013) or develop new ones — time and effort that need
to be financed and are part of a highly competitive time-critical economic field
of innovation. Regarding AC, an additional short-coming needs to be kept in
mind. Development and training of the algorithms are mainly based on the
scale of universal emotions as suggested by Ekmann (1999), entailing six basic
emotions: anger, surprise, disgust, enjoyment, fear, and sadness. However, in
complex situations of social engagement, emotional settings are much more
diverse than that.

The second aspect of possible discrimination and stigmatization poses a
special challenge in the context of AC. The description or processing of emo-
tions usually includes an evaluation of these emotions. Therefore, using the
emotional data entails moral deliberating, which is inevitably done by the ma-
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chine as well. This becomes highly problematic when people are categorized
based on such an artificial procedure, like in the case of semi-intelligent in-
formation filters (SIFF systems). These are used to evaluate and interpret a
set of data to draw conclusions about persons, marking them to behave sus-
piciously or be ready to act aggressively (Cowie 2015), conclusions that might
have serious consequences.

Both mentioned sources of possible discrimination and stigmatization
require intense attention and awareness, on the side of the developers and
producers, as well as on the user side. The limitations of AC technologies must
be understood and communicated thoroughly, which means that all members
of society must be not only informed but educated accordingly.

Intense training and a broad corresponding ethical reflection would also
serve to promote the development of applications that might be able to benefit
everyone in society in a more suitable way. AC technologies can, for example,
help to reduce discrimination by using culturally sensitive systems (Endrass

2) more

et al. 2013). If developers were able to adapt artificial systems (“agents
clearly to cultural settings in which they are to be used, awareness of — and
maybe even more respect for — these differences would increase, presumably
also on a global North-South scale.

This is an important aspect for AC technologies in education as well,
where one of the main goals of the developers is to improve the usability
of digital technology and the effectiveness of the learning experience. The
(rudimentary) emotional sensitivity of the technology should enable people
to use it more easily and in a more approachable way, so that users could
take better advantage of the benefits the technology offers (Cowie 2015).
This includes, for example, the possibility for the artificial AC system to
react directly to frustrations on the part of the users, which is especially
relevant in the educational context (Troussas 2020: chapter 5). Furthermore,

2 We are preferring the rather neutral term artificial system for practical reasons and
to avoid misunderstandings. In the literature on Al, often parlance is about artificial
“agents” without discussing the conceptual implications. We do not consider these sys-
tems to possess agency according to a philosophical understanding of the term, linking
actions to purposefulness and/or moral responsibility. If one day strong Al machines
might be developed which are able to make decisions on their own, one would have to
discuss further under which circumstances those machines could be (moral) agents.
Yet, to date, Al technologies are not since they ‘act’ upon programmed algorithms. We
are aware that this perspective is contested, and other scholars have different opinions
on that (cf. Loh 2019: chapter 2.1).
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emotionally sensitive technical assistants could help break down barriers
to communication and access, enabling a more inclusionary approach to-
wards diverse people. Emotion-sensitive language assistants could benefit
people, for example, by enabling them to better cope with everyday life or by
reducing communication barriers caused by different national or technical
languages (Burchardt/Uszkoreit 2018). Access to various interfaces could be
made easier for less technology-savvy people if these systems responded
to negative reactions from users and at the same time presented a friendly
and sympathetic counterpart (Cowie 2015). In addition, culturally specific
adaptations could help to mitigate or overcome cultural hurdles in education
scenarios as well. Furthermore, AC technologies are used in different training
scenarios, for instance, for patients suffering from autism spectrum disorder
(Obe et al. 2020) or people that face difficulties in stressful social settings
(Schneeberger et al. 2019). Taken together, AC could contribute to increasing
access to educational content within societies and on a global level. By this,
AC could strengthen the potential for vulnerable groups to participate.

However, these advantages must be treated with caution, as AC systems
could also have the exact opposite effect. This is especially the case when ac-
cess to the technology is distributed unevenly, demands of transparency are
not met or discriminating biases are not revealed. Furthermore, it must be
critically questioned whether the enormous development effort can be justi-
fied in view of the mentioned ethical challenges, since it is doubtful how big
the positive impact of AC systems will be. Therefore, expanded access for less
privileged persons must be supported politically as well and goes far beyond
the realm of technology development and distribution.

2.2 Protection of user privacy and cybersecurity

In the case of technical systems that record and analyze human emotions,
a particular vulnerability is at stake for all users since the processed data is
fundamentally intimate, sensitive information. In every-day situations within
the public sphere, we show emotions and read the emotions of others fre-
quently. However, in these situations we have some influence on what we
want to show and what not, especially in cases we know we are recorded.
In the case of AC systems, it is mandatory for the systems to work properly
that we do not hide or fake out emotional states. And as is the case for all
digitized data, these states are distributable and usable for other than the in-
tended purposes. The demands and difficulties concerning data privacy have

161



162

Cordula Brand, Leonie N. Bossert, Thomas Potthast

been discussed broadly in several contexts which already led to international
standards’. In a justice-based approach, here individual privacy links up to
social issues of tracking and treating the emotions of certain ‘suspec’ groups
in an even more discriminatory way.

But, because of their intimacy, mass recording, generation, dissemina-
tion, and commodification of emotions through AC in the areas of digital
imaging platforms and online transaction platforms are particularly critical
and require special regulation (Stark/Hoey 2021), Here, it is plausible to follow
the precautionary principle* (Andorno 2004) to rather slow down the speed
of implementation of the AC technologies processing emotions in order to
allow for broader technology and ethical assessments. In a practical sense,
handling the information generated by these systems with the same caution
as it is the case for medical data would allow for a high(er) ethical and legal
status of protection.

For the use of digitized medical data, strict regulations already exist and
could be adapted.

However, with increased networking and automatic processing, even
these regulations face problematic limits. Particularly disputable is the topic
of informed consent for (non- disclosure/processing, see Jérg 2018) as the
information about all the processes involved is particularly complex and hard
to understand even for healthy adult lay people. These problems also occur
in the context of AC technologies, as has been already reported in the case of
psychological treatment with AC support (Nicholas et al. 2020).

2.3 Autonomy

Factors seen as important for the autonomy of human persons is the ability
of self-determination and being as independent in one’s decision making as

3 The United Nations digital strategy (2022-25) lists guiding principles to digi-
tal transformation: https://digitalstrategy.undp.org/#Guiding-Principles, last access:
02.06.2022.

4 The precautionary principle addresses situations where caution in the light of uncer-
tainty should be given (Jordan/O'Riordan 2004). For example, the EU works with this
definition: "The precautionary principle applies where scientific evidence is insuffi-
cient, inconclusive or uncertain and preliminary scientific evaluation indicates that
there are reasonable grounds for concern that the potentially dangerous effects on
the environment, human, animal or plant health may be inconsistent with the high
level of protection chosen by the EU". (COM 2006: 90)
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possible.> We take such forms of procedural independence as a requirement
to be considered autonomous. In the case of AC machines, if third parties
such as the operators of these machines or virtual systems, have information
about or even access to emotional states of persons, this could have an in-
fluence on procedural independence (Baumann/Déring 2011), for example, by
limiting the options for action. If I knew that a machine recognizes my emo-
tional state, I might act differently than if this information were unknown.
It might even be best to not consider some courses of action at all. As long
as I am aware which different possibilities of action I have, this is not so
much of a problem. However, people who are inexperienced in dealing with
AC machines or cannot understand the technical limitations, e.g., children or
individuals with mental disabilities or elderly people, are more vulnerable to
unintended side-effects of their actions.

As a second point, such vulnerable groups might form unintended and/or
unwanted bonds to artificial systems (Wilks 2010) in cases where the machines
simulate emotions. To enter such an emotional relationship might limit the
scope of self-determination and independent decisions as well.

Moments of misinterpretation can be challenging for autonomous action
and decision. Those might occur when virtual systems show options for ac-
tion that cannot be easily derived from the emotions they simulate at the same
time. Or machines interpret emotions they recognize in an inadequate way.
In such a case, it is hard for users to decide between different options for
action because of not having decent information (Beavers/Slattery 2017). This
problem is exacerbated if the machine relies on speech and text files from the
Internet for the underpinning of options for action as the genesis and trust-
worthiness of such information cannot be recognized or verified instantly by
the user.

Another form of possible deception can be described as pars pro toto act-
ing, which is especially poignant with vulnerable groups. Imagine a teaching
bot that gives the impression of caring. This might strengthen the bot in its

5 We are using this rather basic understanding of the autonomy of human beings to il-
lustrate some effects AC might have on our abilities of self-determination. In this con-
text, the enduring and complex debate about different concepts of autonomy within
philosophical ethics does not have to bother us for our limited purpose here. Further-
more, here, we are not discussing the question in what sense a machine can become
an autonomous agent and what has to be the case to assign morality to robots or other
artificial agents (cf. Loh 2019: chapter 2.1).
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function. However, it might happen that users infer from one type of caring-
behavior (e.g., reacting to the emotion of frustration while struggling with a
math-problem) that the device is also capable of other caring contexts (e.g.,
dealing with the loss of a pet), which it might just not be (Cowie 2015).

Accordingly, it must be ensured for the field of education (as well as in
the fields of gaming and care) that users have clear options for action. Fur-
thermore, it needs to be transparent for which fields of action the artificial
systems were developed and where their limits are, so that users can form
realistic and binding expectations.® As in the case of all Al technologies, it
is essential to assess the various possibilities of intentional or unintentional
influence and manipulation, thus preventing corresponding misuse. If this
fails, a loss of autonomy of the human actors, which goes hand in hand with
possible manipulation, can be expected. In addition, the aspects of under-
standability and control of the technology, which is strongly emphasized in
Al guidelines (Hagendorff 2020), must be taken seriously. The greatest possi-
ble transparency of the modes of operation should be given to ensure the most
informed use possible. This also and especially applies to the target group of
children, young adults, and mentally impaired patients due to their vulnera-
bility. Therefore, the well-established discourse about informed consent, with
all its intricate questions concerning vulnerable persons, must urgently be
initiated for AC.

3 Anthropological perspectives

Until recently, emotions and emotionality have been regarded as a unique
feature of humans or all living sentient beings (Manzeschke/Assadi 2019). At
the same time, emotions are private in the sense that they cannot directly
be accessed from the ‘outside’. Artificial systems that can record as well as
simulate human emotions more and more convincingly thus might challenge

6 In this context it is discussed controversially whether it is helpful or not to design
robots or avatars as humanlike in their appearance as possible. The Uncanny Valley
Thesis (Mori et al. 2012) states that up from a certain point of realistic human appear-
ance people tend to become afraid of artificial agents. However, as the Uncanny Valley
is being questioned (Bartneck et al. 2007), it would go too far to elaborate on the topic
more deeply in this chapter.
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those basic anthropological assumptions.” This is relevant from a philosoph-
ical perspective, as several classical concepts of personal relations and capac-
ities could be affected, like intersubjectivity, friendship and authenticity.® At
the same time, it is also highly relevant from a societal perspective. All these
concepts entail normative assumptions and moral obligations that not only
affect singular people, but also societal ideas which in turn can affect societal
transformations. How our understanding of what makes human life human,
the conditio humana (Arendt 1998; Plessner 2003), can be affected by AC, we
will elaborate on in the following.

Intersubjectivity, for instance, refers to the space of shared meanings be-
tween subjects that emerges through interpersonal exchange (Husserl 1973).
These shared meanings can be understood as foundations of the social world,
constituted by its members. So far, this social world has been shaped or cre-
ated by human beings in dialogue (Buber 2009). If avatars or robots enter
an (also) emotionally meaningful dialogue, then it is necessary to discuss
whether our standard conception of intersubjectivity must be changed or
extended. Furthermore, the question arises which consequences intersub-
jectively participating machines in our lifeworld would have on our under-
standing of the concept of a morally responsible person (Brand 2015). Ethi-
cally speaking, we must consider solidarity and inclusion as well as diversity-
aspects regarding robots and other machines in both directions. This might
seem far-fetched but the ongoing debate on demands for assigning a moral
status to robots (Decker/Gutmann 2012; Loh 2019) and, accordingly, robot-
rights (Gunkel 2021; Gellers 2021) poses some challenging insights. This brings
us to the question if it would not be even more urgent to reflect and work on
solidarity, inclusion, and diversity of all humans in society.’

Furthermore, the emotional and parasocial human-machine relationship
promoted by AC might complement interpersonal relationships; a contested
follow-up question is whether und under which circumstances this could also

7 This is also connected to the discussion of what might happen if machines someday
pass the Turing-Test.
8 It might even affect our understanding of the capacity of making moral judgments.

Emotions are discussed to take an important part in making moral decisions and hav-
ing moral convictions. If artificial agents form emotionally based judgments, they
might come closer to form moral judgments that are of a similar quality like human
ones (Cowie 2015; Baumann/Déring 2011).

9 We are fully aware on the debates on including sentient non-human beings into the
moral community, but this is beyond the scope of this paper (cf. Bossert 2022).
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lead to replacement of the latter. In this context, the concept of friendship, and
along with it also the concept of care, might have to be reconsidered. Avatars
or robots as so-called companions are becoming much more realistic both in
the care sector and in the education sector as part of the development of AC. A
Manzeschke and Assadi (2019: 170) point out that up to now people have been
dependent on the functionality of machines of all kinds, insofar some form of
dependence already exists. However, if people become emotionally dependent
on artificial systems, then these machines might even set other standards in
the sense of appropriateness of emotional response. This would open a shift
or new dimension of the conditio humana. Another changing concept could be
intimacy, if machines were able to collect, store, process and transmit human
emotions indefinitely. This challenge already arises in the context of private
conversations as well as sounds of everyday life that systems like Alexa and
Siri permanently record.

Such developments again raise the question of solidarity, inclusion, and
diversity. Do we really want to solve societal problems in the care and edu-
cation sectors by developing simulations of human interaction? Would it be
more suitable to work on human based solutions, especially when vulnerable
people are concerned? Obviously, the concept of a good life (eudaimonia)'® also
must be addressed in this context as a rich social life and stable personal re-
lationships are seen as a part of it, as among others, Turkle (2015) has pointed
out with a critical view on the digital age.™

Another example of how AC might change some aspects not only of the
conditio humana but of our worldview is the human relation to a ‘real’ or ‘nat-
ural’ environment. This might change if AC-enhanced environments become
more ‘non-artificial’ in the sense that the artificial systems seem more and
more human to us by simulating emotions. The appeal of AC-enhanced en-
vironments could thus be enhanced and ultimately be preferred over non-
AC-enhanced environments. For example, students who already have certain
difficulties with human social contacts could experience them even more de-
manding, if they can rely on personalized avatars fulfilling exclusively their

10 The discussion about what constitutes a good life is as old as philosophy and accord-
ingly complex. We do not hold it necessary for the purpose of this chapter to go into de-
tails. However, we see Martha Nussbaum’s Capability Approach as a promising frame-
work to think about this question (Nussbaum 2000; 2007).

b8 We cannot go into the connected issues of objectophilia/object sexuality with regard
to Al systems here.
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wishes. With this, wishes are fulfilled without the necessity of — sometimes
complex and demanding - social interaction. This can be seen as problem-
atic if one holds that social competencies and at least some, even demanding,
interactions with fellow humans are valuable and indispensable. The previ-
ously mentioned aspects, especially of inclusion and a good life are therefore
affected here again.

These bundles of questions need to be further illuminated - not only but
also - by in-depth philosophical research, for example, by analyzing the terms
and concepts that might change as well as the anthropological implications
and implications for moral psychology. What effects such changes might have
cannot be foreseen in detail now. Nonetheless, we must reflect upon the eth-
ical implications these developments might have. This should be done for
the individual, the organizational, and the societal level (Manzeschke/Assadi
2019). The aspects we want to shed light on here — namely solidarity, inclu-
sion, diversity, and further questions of good life —, are thereby located on the
societal level. When addressing them, questions of governance must not only
be discussed but also decided. Therefore, we need a normative framework
for ethically reflecting Al developments that fundamentally include societal
points of view. We suggest doing so by implementing the Sustainable Devel-
opment perspective into the deliberation.

4 The Sustainable Development Perspective

One might ask why the Sustainable Development (SD) framework is a feasible
choice regarding an (ethical) evaluation of AC technologies. Before answering
this question, we shall highlight some important aspects of the SD concept.

Numerous academic as well as political documents on SD refer to the so-
called Brundtland Report of the World Commission on Environment and De-
velopment (WCED 1987). This report brought the two political agendas of de-
velopment and environmental conservation into a joint focus, two fields that
had mostly been treated as contradictory to each other. Both are discussed as
belonging together in the concept of SD, while setting the principle of inter-
and intragenerational justice as the ethical foundation of SD. It reads:

Sustainable Development is development that meets the needs of the
present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet
their own needs. It contains within it two key concepts: the concept of
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‘needs’, in particular the essential needs of the world’s poor, to which over-
riding priority should be given; and the idea of limitations imposed by the
state of technology and social organization on the environment’s ability to
meet present and future needs. (WCED 1987: chapter 2.1)

Inter- and intragenerational justice as a principle of equity is complemented
by a priority principle regarding the basic needs of the world’s poorest — and
both justice aspects being explicitly framed by the limits of the non-human
environment (ecological systems connected with the socio-technological sys-
tems). In the following, we will strengthen our argument — that a normative
framework of SD is a suitable approach for AC technologies — by demon-
strating how these principles can address the ethical challenges described in
section 2. This is important because solidarity and inclusion, diversity, the
influence on ideas of ‘good life’, the need for quality (digital) education, the
planetary to local environmental conditions™®, and the question of governance
all come to the table when deliberating if, why, and how machines should be
trained to analyze and simulate human emotions at all.

4.1 Global inter- and intragenerational justice

Taking the principle of inter- and intragenerational justice seriously also
means to strive for just societies today and in the future. We hold taking care
of emotional needs of all members of societies as one important aspect for
being able to achieve and sustain such just societies that foster a good life.
Here, we cannot discuss in detail the - biologically, psychologically, as well
as philosophically — complex term ‘emotional needs’. Following the capability
approach of Nussbaum (2000; 2007), we broadly understand emotional needs
as, among others, the need to feel safe and being free from abuse, to be cared
for, to be respected and to be self-effective.

For addressing these emotional needs, it is important to analyze from a
societal perspective how a lack of emotional needs can be avoided or dimin-

12 Asevery Al technology, AC requires large amounts of energy. The production of digital
end devices needs resources, which often are rare and nonrenewable like rare earths,
and the development of these technologies is responsible for an enormous amount of
CO2 emissions (van Wynsberghe 2021). However, in this chapter, we do not focus on
these aspects, which by no means should undermine their importance.



Empathic Machines?

ished and what measures are best taken to cope with problems.” It might,
as a general orientation, be more fruitful to invest in educational structures
that are flexible enough to deal on an interpersonal level with emotional needs
then to develop an emotion-simulation robot (the usefulness of some specific
AC-applications and constellations notwithstanding).

Further, to take emotional needs seriously, the problem of possible user
deception is to be considered in the development stage as well as in the im-
plementation of AC technologies. This is necessary due to the danger of abus-
ing an emotional need if the deception is not recognised as such. In order
to prevent this from happening, transparency must be maintained. One way
of avoiding unintentional possibilities of deception is to allow future users to
participate in the development (Cowie 2015: 340).

When investing in technology development, a SD framework calls for
focussing on the development of technologies which ease processes to
strengthen public welfare. In line with this, it also calls for striving for soli-
darity with as well as the inclusion of all humans. Regarding AC technologies
this means — as for all Al technologies — developing algorithms which do not
revert to racist, sexist, anti-disabled, or other forms of discriminating biases.
Instead, one needs to develop culturally sensitive systems (while avoiding
discrimination and stigmatization; cf. section 2.1) and systems that mirror
diversity (the appearance of the systems play an important role here, but also
diversity in interaction should be fostered, as long as the diverse ways of
interaction are evaluated as being helpful and valuable).

With this comes the problem that AC technology can reinforce discrimina-
tion and stigmatization (e.g., in the case of semi-intelligent information fil-
ter (SIFF) systems; cf. section 2.1). However, AC technologies can also serve to
mitigate cultural differences, for example, in the area of intercultural training
settings or through the use of appropriately sensitive learning companions.
For being useful for all people, AC technologies appear to be worthy of sup-
port or expansion if they ensure greater access to digital or virtual systems,

13 When discussing the question if and how AC technologies can foster or hinder a good
life for as many individuals as possible, one also needs to investigate the question, if
(in some cases even unrecognized) simulation of emotions or relations is detrimental
to a good life or not (see above). We cannot provide a general answer to this question,
especially since that hinges on the setup and context of the specific Al-system, yet we
would point out the importance of critical perspectives, which Turkle (2015) and others
have elaborated.
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if the use of digital systems causes less stress or unpleasant experiences for
people, or if cultural barriers can be made visible or be removed.

In sum, AC technologies should be built and used for enabling and em-
powering people — an aspect which a) needs to become an important litmus
test for technologies to be evaluated ethically sound and useful and b) to meet
the requirements given by a SD framework, namely, to comply with the prin-
ciple of inter- and intragenerational justice. In such a way, the technology
comes closer to enable good lives for (as many as possible) people.

On the other hand, to truly fulfill intragenerational (in the sense of global
justice) means to seriously include the needs of the world’s poorest. Without
this, global justice cannot be realized. In relation to all technologies — includ-
ing AC - this means developing them in a way that the technologies meet
basic needs and enable basic social participation, rather than being adapted
to luxury-oriented needs. In concrete terms, this means, for example, that AC
technologies should be developed and used to enable accessible quality educa-
tion in as many parts of the world as possible, rather than being used, for ex-
ample, to improve micro-targeting for companies by assessing the emotions
of potential customers. According to the Brundtland Report (WCED 1987), the
needs of the world’s poorest must be prioritized. This prioritization must be
mirrored in technology development.

4.2 Education

Nearly 30 years after the publication of the Brundtland Report and following
the spirit of the UN-Agenda 21 of the Summit for Environment and Devel-
opment in Rio de Janeiro 1992, the United Nations’ Sustainable Development
Goals (SDGs) of 2015 have been agreed upon, which should be implemented
in all states to transform societies into more sustainable ones.'* As pointed
out, we hold that education plays an important role for achieving intragen-
erational justice (cf. section 4.1) and we showed that AC technologies have a
high potential to be used for education (cf. section 2.1). The SDGs explicitly
address education in SDG No. 4: “Ensure inclusive and equitable quality edu-
cation and promote lifelong learning opportunities for all”. We want to stress
that the full spectrum of education — which mostly is not considered in the

14  Foran interesting overview of the linkage of Al and the SDGs cf. Vinuesa et al. (2020)
and Setra (2021). Yet, both are not discussing AC technologies.
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Al guidelines (Hagendorff 2020) - is of particular importance in the devel-
opment of AC technologies. There is a quasi-double educational mandate for
developers and users. Developers must be able to know, reflect and communi-
cate the ethical implications of their systems. Users, on the other hand, must
be able to inform themselves about the possibilities and limitations of the sys-
tems they use and to understand this information. Furthermore, developers
must be able to recognize and reflect on ethical aspects of their work, espe-
cially regarding vulnerable groups, as it is often the case within the field of
education. They need to be empowered to make their motivations and goals
transparent to the public to contribute to an informed societal debate. This
is especially true when it comes to particularly sensitive applications, such as
dealing with emotions and vulnerable groups. All this is important and needs
to be considered in relation to digital education programs, which have to be
adjusted accordingly to serve establishing just societies.

Accordingly, these ethical and scientific communication skills should al-
ready be addressed during the training of further researchers and developers.
If this were the case, then — at least in a roundabout way — more ethical reflec-
tion could also be incorporated into the development processes of commercial
providers than has been the case to date.

4.3 Governance

The overall focus on justice highlights the whole set of principles such as eq-
uity of access and distribution, discrimination, and diversity, as well as educa-
tion as central enablers for developing and using AC devices in a positive way.
This eventually leads to governance questions in at least three main aspects.

First, with AC highly sensitive personal data can be collected, copied, and
distributed. Therefore, data about emotions should be treated like medical
data in general, granting the same high security and transparency standards
to avoid misuse and respect the autonomy of the users. In this context, the
fundamental question of the interaction between science and politics arises,
as well as the question of social and political regulation. One can certainly
ask whether, for instance, the further development of SIIF systems is so-
cially or politically desired and whether AC should be permitted for free en-
trepreneurial use. And one must make sure that especially vulnerable persons
are safe to use the technology. However, the decision to treat AC data as med-
ical data is ultimately a governance decision.
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Second, the discussion of AC technologies shows how urgently the dual
educational mandate that arises in connection with Al technologies must be
perceived. There is a need both to implement ethical competencies in the edu-
cation of researchers and technicians, as well as to further expand digital ed-
ucation for all members of our society. This, again, entails a bundle of diverse
governmental decisions, if taken seriously. Within the training of researchers
and developers, for example, modules must be embedded that convey ethical
competences from the start. When one remembers the effort it often takes to
communicate digital knowledge in schools, it is obvious how crucial govern-
mental decisions are in this area.

Third, the need to do justice to the world’s poorest means that politics
must not be oriented exclusively towards the interests of its own population.
It must also consider the effects of local actions on other parts of the world.
Measures should be pushed which not only do not have destabilizing conse-
quences for the Global South - through, for instance, resource exploitation
or selling of technologies to non-democratic regimes —, but which have the
potential to benefit people in the poorest regions of the Global South. This re-
quires highly complex governance activities in general and in the entire field
of Al including the field of AC (for regulatory options to minimize scenarios
of Al damaging the SDGs cf. Truby (2020)). As always is the case in technol-
ogy assessment and ethics, the danger is to look at Al-systems mainly from
a technology-driven perspective. Taking into account SD as a guiding eth-
ical groundwork, one would shift towards i) problem-driven and ii) cause-
oriented approaches and ask how far AC-systems really could help here (Erd-
mann et al. 2022). This would also have implications for the way governance
of such technologies should be organized and structured in the first place,
namely not by separate but integrative regulatory works.

5 Conclusion

The normative framework of Sustainable Development as a basis to inves-
tigate and evaluate Affective Computing shows that precisely this perspec-
tive can — and should - complement, if not integrate, the common Al-ethical
considerations, since it meaningfully broadens and at the same strengthens
ethical considerations.

With the strong focus on the principles of inter- and intragenerational
justice underlying the SD framework, the recognition and simulation of emo-
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tions by machines should be done in a way that empowers all humans and
reduces the risk of deception to the lowest possible level.

Moreover, if the prioritization of the basic needs of the world’s poorest is
taken seriously, this would prevent AC technologies from being used primar-
ily to satisfy market-oriented interests of the Global North, like for example
the development of even more realistic computer games or targeted adver-
tising that not only addresses an individual’s interests, but also their current
emotional state. AC must then be used in a way that promotes fundamen-
tal interests such as equal participation in society. This can be implemented
for example by using AC for quality digital education programs. However,
the use of AC in an ethically acceptable or even desirable way does not only
serve people in the Global South. It will also be useful to form more just soci-
eties in the Global North if, for example, data about emotions is treated like
sensitive medical data in the development and use of this technology. While
this is necessary for the general usage of AC, it is specifically important in
the field of education. Here, AC has a high potential, but this field also usu-
ally affects vulnerable groups. It will also benefit all societies if programming
takes into account cultural specificities and the avoidance of discrimination
and stigmatisation, and if emotion recognition and simulation by machines
is developed to provide digital education and training scenarios at a level that
would be more difficult without this technology.
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Granny and the Sexbots
An Ethical Appraisal of the Use of Sexbots
in Residential Care Institutions for Elderly People

Karen Lancaster

“One resident, due to physical disability, is unable to masturbate himself. He
confesses that he does become very sexually frustrated and | am at a loss as
to how to address the issue for him. Unfortunately he is not in a position to
be able to go and meet women of his own accord. | understand his needs, but
do not know what | can legally do to assist him in his quest for sexual grati-
fication.” Quote from an eldercare nurse (Royal College of Nursing 2011: 4).

1 Introduction

By 2050, it is expected that over a fifth of the world’s population will be aged
over 60 (WHO 2018); this includes an expected 3.7 million people over the age
of 100 (Stepler 2016). Although people’s lives are increasing in duration, this
does not necessarily mean there will be a corresponding increase in the num-
ber of years spent living independently. Care institutions for elderly people
will be increasingly necessary, and people will spend a greater proportion of
their lives in institutional care than ever before.

Noel and Amanda Sharkey (2012) wrote a paper entitled Granny and the
Robots, in which they raise some ethical concerns associated with robotic car-
ers for elderly people. The concerns they highlight include a reduction in hu-
man contact; feelings of objectification and loss of control; loss of privacy;
loss of liberty; deception and infantilisation; and difficulties controlling the
robots (Sharkey/Sharkey 2012). Sharkey and Sharkey lay out some preliminary
groundwork for future ethical discussions of carebots for elderly people, and
provide a brief cost-benefit analysis of the introduction of such robots. My
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project in this paper (and my title) echoes theirs, but in the sphere of sexbots
for elderly people. Some of the issues identified by Sharkey and Sharkey are
also relevant to sexbot usage. These include a reduction in human contact,
objectification, and difficulties controlling the robots; these questions of so-
cial justice will be discussed forthwith in addition to the question of whether
sex is a good to which people are entitled, and whether care institutions have
a duty to cater for sexual needs.

Sex among elderly people is one aspect of life which remains taboo. I argue
that the sexual appetites of elderly residents in care institutions ought to be
catered for — not least because the residents themselves feel it is an important
aspect of their care (Royal College of Nursing 2011: 11). Sex and intimacy also
help to improve residents’ mood, health, and general quality of life (Hajjar/
Kamel 2003). Importantly, I suggest that sexbots are apt to provide this ser-
vice (with some caveats and modifications).! First, I demonstrate that sexual
feelings and behaviours are an important part of elderly people’s lives. Fol-
lowing that, I provide a brief cost-benefit analysis of other sexual options for
elderly people, noting that some options are potentially morally problematic
or simply impractical. I argue that although sexbots will not be a panacea —
indeed, they will create some ethical issues which need to be explored philo-
sophically, and they will require robust safeguarding protocols — they have the
potential to enhance the lives of residents in eldercare institutions, and their
use can be implemented whilst minimising problems.

1.1 Assumptions and terminology

I use the term ‘eldercare institution’ (or simply ‘care institutior’) to refer to
some sort of private or state-run residential caring environment for elderly
people; this is taken to be a structured, non-familial setting, where multiple
elderly people are cared for. I refer to the people who live in the eldercare in-
stitutions as ‘residents’, although the term ‘patients’ may also be apt. The resi-
dents I refer to are taken to be in need of physical care due to frailty, disability,
illness, infirmity, and other physical impairments, but to have full mental ca-
pacity (they are not suffering from dementia, learning disabilities, or severe

1 Note that this paper is an ethical argument rather than a technical manual for roboti-
cists. | do not show how sexbots for elderly people should be developed, but | do make
some suggestions of modifications which would help to facilitate the use of sexbots by
elderly people.
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mental illness). Some cognitive decline is commonplace as people age, and
so additional safeguards and philosophical exploration would be needed to
protect people without full mental capacity, should they wish to use sexbots.
I do not consider arguments pertaining to such people herein. I shall use the
term ‘nurses’ to refer to care workers, nurses, nursing assistants, personal
care aides, medical assistants, patient welfare assistants, and other such sim-
ilar jobs which involve looking after elderly residents in care institutions.
My argument is intended to demonstrate that eldercare institutions (or
their funding bodies) should provide the sexbots, rather than merely sug-
gesting that residents should be allowed to bring their own sexbot into an
eldercare institution with them. There would seem to be less to prove in such
a case where a resident already possesses, uses, and cleans their own sexbot
- although my argument herein can also support the suggestion that elderly
people should be allowed to have their own sexbots too. Generally, the stan-
dard of necessity and safety is set at a higher level for equipment or services
which are provided by an institution, compared to things which one provides
for oneself. There may be separate arguments to be made in favour of allowing
residents to use their own sexbots; the argument I make here is that eldercare
institutions could and should provide sexbots for use by residents.

2 Sexual desire and activity in elderly people

Residents in eldercare institutions have a range of needs, and this results in
them requiring care in a range of ways. Perhaps most obviously, elderly people
have physical needs which must be met via physical care from nurses. These
activities may include, but are not limited to, help with washing, dressing, toi-
leting, moving about, using equipment (such as stairlifts), sitting and stand-
ing, eating, sleeping, and personal grooming. Elderly people — like everyone
else — also have social and emotional needs which can be catered for via ac-
tivities such as entertainment, games, leisure, music, day trips, learning new
skills, socialising, and sports which are appropriate to their level of physical
ability. It seems clear that an eldercare institution which merely looks after
the physical needs of its residents (whilst ignoring their social and emotional
needs) is failing its residents. Depression, anxiety, and loneliness are unfortu-
nately fairly widespread among elderly people; it is estimated that around 40
per cent of eldercare institution residents experience depression, and many
of these people will experience low mood throughout their time in institutional
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care, which is generally a number of years, until death (Social Care Institute
for Excellence 2006, British Geriatrics Society 2018). Clearly, there is still much
to be done to improve the social and emotional welfare of some of society’s
most vulnerable citizens.

Someone might be forgiven for thinking that the problem I outline herein
is not really a problem at all: that elderly people do not have sexual desires,
and having access to a sexbot would not improve their quality of life in any
discernible way. However, there are certainly residents - like the one who
was referred to by the nurse at the outset — for whom sexual frustration is a
daily plight which makes life less pleasant than it needs to be. I believe that
sexbots, properly utilised, could significantly improve the lives of such people.
To the best of my knowledge, there are no eldercare institutions which provide
sexbots for residents, so empirical evidence which demonstrates how great
an improvement sexbots can make to the lives of elderly people is in short
supply. What I do show in this paper is that sexuality is an important feature
of physical and emotional wellbeing, and that sexbots are a viable outlet for
sexual behaviour.

Although positive steps forward are being made to cater for elderly resi-
dents’ social and emotional needs, sexual desire is often considered non-ex-
istent, unimportant, or even problematic. This sort of mindset is highly con-
cerning, because an institution which ignores or trivialises sexual desire and
sexual activity among its residents can cause deep unhappiness for the el-
derly people involved (Royal College of Nursing 2011: 7). Unfortunately, this
ignoring, trivialisation, and even prevention of sexual behaviour among el-
derly people often does seem to occur in eldercare institutions.

There exists a pervasive and inaccurate view of an asexual old age, yet sex-
ual desire and sexual satisfaction remain important for many people through-
out their later years, including times when they are in eldercare institutions
(Gott/Hinchcliff 2003, Hajjar/Kamel 2003, Franowski/Clark 2009). It is of-
ten unacknowledged that people over the age of 70 still have sexual desires,
and can and do enjoy sexual activity. There are noticeable gaps in policy doc-
uments which could address sex among elderly people directly. For exam-
ple, the Strategic Action Plan for Sexual Health (Public Health England 2015)
makes little mention of sexual health in old age, instead focusing primarily
on young people. Training bodies could educate nurses about the issue; how-
ever, it is commonplace for no training to be provided for nurses which could
enable them to adequately deal with sexual desire among the elderly peo-
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ple in their care (Royal College of Nursing 2011:3).% It would be possible for
eldercare institutions to develop their own policies or formal guidelines on
sexual activity among residents — however most institutions have nothing in
writing, and just deal with sexual behaviour on an ad hoc basis (Tarzia et al.
2012: 610). More troublingly, studies strongly indicate that frequently, elder-
care institutions do not have facilities or attitudes which support or allow for
sexual expression among their residents (Roach 2004; Franowski/Clark 2009;
Care Quality Commission 2020: 23). For example, eldercare institutions may
not have lockable bedroom doors; bedrooms may only have single beds; or res-
idents may not be permitted to sleep in other people’s bedrooms — these rules
can even apply to married couples living within the same institution (Royal
College of Nursing 2011: 4). This means that even if a resident wants to have a
sexual relationship with someone else, it would be very difficult or impossible
to have private time or to spend the night together. Elderly people engaging
in sexual activity with one another risk being disturbed by nurses, who may
view the activity as an ‘incident’ which needs reporting or tackling, and nurses
may even intervene to break up consensual sexual activity between two adults
(Care Quality Commission 2020: 17).

The fact that sexual desire in old age remains a taboo subject (Care Quality
Commission 2020: 27-33; Royal College of Nursing 2011: 3) does not demon-
strate that such desire is non-existent, however. Although government strate-
gies and institutional policies may not place much importance on the sexual
desires and activity of elderly people, elderly people themselves feel that their
sex lives are important. A study by Gott and Hinchcliff (2003) found that over
60% of respondents aged over 70 rated sex as ‘moderately’, 'very’ or ‘extremely’
important to them. They also found that among the 40% who said it was not
important or only a little important, a common reason cited for this lack of
importance was the belief that they would not have sex again in their lifetime,
whether due to ill health, disability or widowhood. It is possible that these
respondents were trying to downplay the importance of sex in their lives, be-
lieving that it was no longer an option even if they wanted it. Most elderly
people in institutional care believe that opportunities for sexual expression
should form part of their care (Royal College of Nursing 2011: 11). This alone

2 Itis interesting — and disheartening — to note that this document on sex and sexual-
ity in care homes has not been updated since its creation 11 years ago; other updated
documents on care homes and nursing in the UK continue to make no mention of sex
among older people.
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should be sufficient cause for eldercare institutions to reconsider their poli-
cies and attitudes towards sexual activity among residents. Sex and intimacy
are important features of elderly people’s health and wellbeing; they help to
improve mood, health outcomes, and quality of life (Hajjar/Kamel 2003). In
short, sexual desire and sexual activity remain important for both mental and
physical wellbeing while people are in eldercare institutions, just as they are
important for younger adults living independently.

The lack of infrastructure, facilities, or policy guidelines is certainly prob-
lematic, but this need not be the case. There have been moves in recent years
which demonstrate that sexual needs among elderly residents are being ac-
knowledged and accepted more often by nurses. For example, the Royal Col-
lege of Nursing recommends that residents should be permitted to explore
sexual relationships with others (just as people are free to do when living in-
dependently), and that private spaces should be provided to enable residents
to engage in consensual sexual relations with one another (or alone) if they
so wish (Royal College of Nursing 2011: 3-6). Nonetheless, even if nurses and
policy documents recognise that sexual desire exists among elderly people,
many residents will still have sexual desires which go unmet.

3 Ways in which sexual desires can be met: Cost-benefit analysis

In this section I consider four possible non-sexbot ways in which elderly peo-
ple could engage in sexual activity within care institutions, and I provide a
brief cost-benefit analysis of each. None of these solutions — nor sexbots —
is perfect for everyone, however some of these possibilities may be suitable
for some residents. My argument in favour of sexbots should not be taken to
suggest that these other options should be closed off to residents: the ideal
situation would be one where elderly people in institutional care have a vari-
ety of ways in which they can explore their sexuality. I am simply arguing that
sexbots could help elderly people for whom these possibilities are problem-
atic, or who would simply prefer to have sex with a sexbot. The possibilities I
consider are:

. Other residents
« Nurses

. Sex workers

o Sexual aids
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I have noted above that few eldercare institutions have an environment which
facilitates and allows for sexual activity (such as private rooms with double
beds and lockable doors); these sorts of facilities would be required for several
of these other possibilities, but in the interests of brevity, I do not repeatedly
cite lack of privacy as a reason against these possibilities.

3.1 Other residents

Perhaps one of the best ways an institution can cater for sexual activity among
its residents is by encouraging and facilitating intimate relationships among
eldercare institution residents. Meeting an intimate partner in an eldercare
institution brings with it the possibility not just of sexual release, but of love
and companionship - something which is exceptionally valuable for emo-
tional wellbeing (Hajjar/Kamel 2003). Roboticists are working towards pro-
ducing robots which offer love and companionship for users (Anctil/Dubé
2019) — or at least the appearance of it. However, at present, a sexbot can-
not provide anything like the same level of emotional companionship that a
human being can, and for this reason, a human-human sexual relationship
would seem to be an ideal option for residents who can manage it.

However, relationships within eldercare institutions are not a viable pos-
sibility for everyone. One reason for this is that there are far more women in
eldercare institutions than there are men: in total, there are around three
women for every man in institutional care in the UK - this rises to over
four women for every man among residents aged 85 and over (Office for Na-
tional Statistics 2014). Most people are heterosexual, and this gender imbal-
ance greatly reduces the chance for heterosexual women to meet a suitable
partner within an eldercare institution (options for homosexual people are
also limited; heterosexual men are the only ones who have plenty of potential
partners available). Even for those people lucky enough to meet a partner with
whom they want to be sexually intimate, there still remain significant diffi-
culties with actually engaging in sexual activity — after all, if residents were
fully healthy, mobile and dextrous, they would not require institutional care in
the first place. Elderly residents may well suffer from frailty, stiff joints, pain,
sickness, and inability to physically exert themselves too much - issues which
make sexual intercourse difficult or impossible. Chronic conditions such as
these do not affect sexual desire (Kalra et al. 2011), and so even people who
are suffering severe physical decline may still wish to — but be unable to —
engage in sexual activity with others.
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The lack of potential partners, and physical inability to engage in sex
means that sex with other residents is simply not an option for most people
in eldercare institutions.

3.2 Nurses

A different — but deeply flawed — possibility for sexual release is that nurses
could provide sexual services for residents. Given that nurses often already
engage with residents in intimate ways — for example, by dressing them,
bathing them, and helping with their toileting needs - it may seem like only
a small additional step for them to engage in sexual activity too. However,
such a move would be fraught with problems — not least because it substan-
tially changes the nature of the relationship between the carer and the patient.
There would undoubtedly be many nurses who would view such a change to
their job as a deal-breaker: if sex were to become a feature of the job, there
would likely be an exodus of nurses leaving the profession, exacerbating the
existing shortage of nurses.

Such a great change to the nature of nursing could also cause untold
harms to the nurses themselves, such as stress, anxiety, and depression. If
providing sexual services were to become a duty of the nurse, this effectively
removes her right to sexual self-determination; she waives her claim to bod-
ily integrity — something we generally view as important (Vandervort 1987).
Many nurses would be unable to change their jobs, meaning that they would
be stuck in employment effectively as a sex worker — a type of employment
which is highly stigmatised, and has a range ethical and social problems as-
sociated with it (as we shall see in the next sub-section).

Furthermore, permitting, encouraging, or mandating sexual activity be-
tween nurses and residents would throw open the opportunity for abuse —
something which would not be in the best interests of residents (or nurses).
Elderly people are some of the most vulnerable members of society. Unlike
children who will one day become independent and can speak out about their
abusers, people in eldercare institutions will generally remain in the insti-
tution — or another like it — until death, meaning that they may never get
the opportunity to report their abuser. Although statistics suggest that sex-
ual abuse in institutional care is not commonplace (it accounts for just 3% of
all abuse complaints; Care Quality Commission 2020: 6), it is probably un-
derreported. Sexual behaviour between nurses and residents could seem to
endorse or normalise sexual abuse, giving abusers the opportunity to claim
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that their sexual activity with a resident was consensual. Given the severe neg-
ative effects of sexual abuse in the eldercare sector, anything which could help
abusers get away with their crimes is best avoided (National Center on Elder
Abuse 2018: 2; Care Quality Commission 2020: 28-31; Age UK 2020, 2021). For
these reasons, promoting sexual activity with nurses would seem to cause far
more problems than it would solve, and is thus not a viable outlet for sexual
activity.

3.3 Sex workers

A different option, then, could be the use of sex workers. Many sex workers
are highly experienced and could provide a good standard of sexual pleasure
for residents. Moreover, they would be able to work around disabilities or
infirmities which residents may suffer from. There are enough sex workers
available so as to provide some level of choice to residents - for example, there
are men and women of different ages, ethnic groups, and sexual orientations
who are sex workers.

The potential spread of sexually transmitted infections (STIs) is an im-
mediate concern when considering using sex workers. Although this is an
important consideration, this could be addressed via hygiene requirements,
frequent STI testing, and the use of barriers such as condoms. However, there
are other problems associated with the use of sex workers which would be
more difficult to address.

Most crucially, institutions may rightfully be concerned about the pitfalls
of endorsing prostitution. There is a huge debate about the morality of pros-
titution; it has been variously criticised as harmful, dangerous, objectifying,
running contrary to Kantian notions of treating people as a mere means,
reinforcing gender stereotypes, and legitimising sexual violence (Chevarie-
Cossette 2017, Richardson 2016, Varden 2006, Westin 2014, Vicente 2016,
Spector 2006, Thomsen 2015, Settegast 2018). Within the UK, for example,
soliciting or paying for sex with someone who has been coerced into prosti-
tution is a summary offence (even if one does not know that the sex worker
was coerced into it) — although the police have the discretion not to prosecute
such offenders (Crown Prosecution Service 2019). Prostitution is also often
associated with human trafficking, violence, and drug and alcohol abuse -
but even in the absence of these additional harms, endorsing prostitution
remains morally questionable. Due to these reasons, prostitution is not
something which any reputable eldercare institution — not least one which
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is funded by the state — could permissibly be involved with.> Aside from
legal worries, there is often a very strong social stigma associated with using
sex workers: it is often seen as undignified, lewd, or desperate. Residents
may therefore be resistant to using a sex worker on ethical grounds (such
as concerns about the welfare of the workers) or because they simply do not
want to suffer the social stigma which can come with using sex workers.*

In spite of the problems associated with using sex workers, there have
been cases in the UK of (usually young) disabled people using sex workers —
encounters which were set up or facilitated by nurses (Stretch 2013; Ismail
2013; Little 2007). Organisations exist which facilitate meetings between ap-
proved sex workers and disabled people (TLC Trust 2021). Depending on how
one regards the moral, social, and legal issues, the use of sex workers for el-
derly people could be a solution for some people.

3.4 Masturbation and sexual aids

It may be the case that some elderly people are able to masturbate successfully,
while others may be unable to easily or successfully achieve any satisfaction
from masturbation, but have sexual desires nonetheless. The male patient re-
ferred to at the beginning of this paper, who is unable to masturbate and
feels very sexually frustrated (Royal College of Nursing 2011: 4), is one such
example. With nearly 300,000 elderly people in institutional care in the UK
alone (Office for National Statistics 2014), there are undoubtedly many other
elderly people who feel the same sexual frustrations but have not spoken to a
nurse about it and had their case recounted in a policy document. For some
people who are unable to masturbate but prefer to be alone for their sexual
gratification, a sexual aid of some sort could be a good idea.

3 In the next paragraph | note some recent cases where disabled young adults were
helped by their carers to seek out and use prostitutes. Of course, simply because it
has taken place does not prove that doing so is permissible or unproblematic.

4 There may also be a stigma associated with using sexbots which echo those associated
with using prostitutes: that it is undignified, lewd, and desperate. This may change
over time as robots become more commonplace, or it may not. Where robots have
the edge over sex workers, however, is that we do not need to concern ourselves with
the welfare of the robot (so long as it is not sentient), nor whether it was coerced,
trafficked, drugged, blackmailed, or threatened into prostitution. There may nonethe-
less remain concerns over whether sexbots reinforce misogyny and objectification of
women, as prostitution does (see Richardson 2016).
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There are many types of sexual aids commercially available — battery-op-
erated mechanical devices such as vibrators; silicon devices which mimic hu-
man genitals; swings to facilitate more comfortable movement; and a plethora
of other creations to suit every taste. Some of these are capable of providing
or helping to provide a satisfying sexual experience which could allow elderly
people to explore their sexuality alone or with someone else. One benefit of
such devices is that they are often cheap enough that residents could have one
device (or multiple devices) to themselves, preventing the spread of sexually
transmitted infections. Moreover, because many such sexual aids are small,
they could be used discreetly and put away without nurses, other residents,
or family members knowing of their existence; this would help to limit em-
barrassment of all parties, given that sex and masturbation are still taboo
subjects among elderly people (Care Quality Commission 2020: 27-33; Royal
College of Nursing 2011: 3).

One problem with such aids is that they may not always provide a wholly
satisfying intimate experience, since they are generally an aid to masturbation
rather than a substitute for sex. There may be large numbers of people who
are unable to use sexual aids effectively, or simply do not wish to. Clearly,
masturbation is not an option for all elderly people within institutional care
— as Di Nucci notes when writing about sexbot usage by disabled people: “if
masturbation were the solution to the problem, then we wouldn’t have had
a problem in the first place” (Di Nucci 2017: 77). Nonetheless, masturbation
(with or without sexual aids) is something which at least some elderly people
will be capable of engaging in while in eldercare institutions, and it would
certainly be ideal if nurses could endorse and facilitate that where possible
(for example, by knocking and waiting before entering a resident’s room).

4 Arguments against sexbot provision

I shall now turn my attention to addressing some potential arguments against
sexbot provision in eldercare institutions, and I shall give responses and solu-
tions to these arguments as appropriate. First I deal with a general argument
against sexbots (that sexbots are morally problematic); an argument which
may be relevant to the use of sexbots in any part of society, not merely in
eldercare institutions. The other arguments against sexbot provision are rel-
evant specifically to care institutions for the elderly.
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One ostensible reason why people may think sexbots have no place in el-
dercare institutions is that elderly people do not have sexual interests — how-
ever, since 1 have addressed this earlier and established that such a claim
is simply false, I shall not address it again here: elderly people do have sex-
ual appetites. There are also numerous pragmatic reasons why sexbot provi-
sion is questionable, such as cost®, inconvenience, and sexually transmitted
infections®. Some people might suggest that having sexbots in eldercare in-
stitutions would be inconvenient for nurses (maintaining and cleaning the
sexbots would give them another responsibility, when they are already over-
worked). However, it seems only humane to suggest that the quality of life
for elderly residents is important and should take priority over inconvenienc-
ing nurses (Sharkey/Sharkey 2012: 37). Sexbots might offend some people who
consider them shocking and lewd, but this alone is not sufficient reason why
they should not be supplied in eldercare institutions. If it is the case that
sexbots can improve the quality of life for elderly people, and that their quality
of life is important, then the idea of sexbot provision in eldercare institutions
should be taken seriously.

Below, I consider and respond to several ways in which people might ar-
gue that sexbots should not be provided in eldercare institutions. These are:
sexbots are morally problematic; elderly people would not want sexbots; we
do not expect sexbots to be provided in eldercare institutions; people outside
of institutional care do not have constant access to sex; sex is a want rather
than a need; and not all desires can or should be catered for in institutional
care.

Following these considerations, I address the question of whether sexbots
are up to the task — that is to say, whether they can safely and satisfyingly
provide a sexual outlet for elderly people, given the fact that sexbots are heavy,
rigid, and passive recipients of sex. This is not strictly an argument against
sexbot provision; rather, it is a caveat regarding the feasibility of sexbot usage
by elderly people.

5 The cost of a typical Al sexbot is currently around £2000-4000 (Shenzhen All Intelli-
gent Technology Co. Ltd 2022, Smart Doll World 2022). Inanimate sex dolls come in
much cheaper, at around £500 (Realdoll 2021), but these may be less useful to elderly
people with limited mobility.

6 With proper cleaning, sexbots could probably be safely shared between residents, in
the same way that toilets, cutlery, and bedding can be safely shared when properly
cleaned.
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41 Sexbots are morally problematic

The production and use of sexbots is not without controversy, and this con-
troversy pertains to many areas of society — not merely to sexbot use in el-
dercare institutions. Some of these questions are discussed in more detail in
other papers in this anthology; I outline some such arguments here, but there
is insufficient space to fully address them all.

It has been suggested that sexbots exacerbate and reinforce gender
imbalances, misogyny, sexual exploitation, and the objectification of women
(Richardson 2016). The reason for such claims, it seems, it that sex robots
(which are generally female in form, and are usually used by heterosexual
men) are highly lifelike, and they are of course treated as sex objects. The
worry is that legitimising sexbots places us on a slippery slope towards
treating or at least viewing real women as sex objects. Even ‘generic sexbots’
(Lancaster 2021: $2) which are not intended to resemble any person in partic-
ular may still encourage users to view women qua women as sex objects (and
the same may be true of people who use male-appearing sexbots). More-
over, given that most sexbots have “porn star-esque” physiques (Danaher
2017a:116), this can reinforce uncomfortable notions about the ideal body
shape and appearance, in both men and women. Sexbots on sale seem, as far
as I can tell, to resemble people aged 16-307 (Realdoll 2019, 4woods 2018); the
use of such ‘young adult’ sexbots by elderly people could reinforce derogatory
stereotypes such as the ‘dirty old man’ (Royal College of Nursing 2011:9)
and make elderly people themselves feel uncomfortable. A partial solution
could be to create a wider variety of sexbots — ones which appear older, and
which have ‘imperfections’ which make them more similar to real human
beings — but we should avoid creating sexbots which resemble particular
people who have not consented to their likeness being used (Lancaster 2021).
However, creating sexbots which appear more mundane and less like porn
stars would still not address feminist concerns (such as those of Richardson
2016, 2019) that sexbots objectify women and encourage misogyny. Although
it may be true that the sexbot market in general exacerbates these problems,
the argument loses its clout when it pertains to sexbot usage in eldercare
institutions — this is because most of the people in eldercare institutions are

7 Some sexbots appear to depict children under the age of 16; these are prohibited un-
der UK law, but even if they were not, such sexbots may be morally problematic (see
Danaher 2017b).
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heterosexual women, who would therefore choose a sexbot which appears
male.

A different problem which could arise from sexbot usage is the concern
that ‘relationships’ with robots are asymmetrical, vacuous, and involve some
form of self-deception. Although love robots (or ‘erobots’) are in development
(Anctil/Dubé 2019) any relationship we may have with current sexbots is
wholly one-sided (Sparrow 2021, Harvey 2015). Nonetheless, we have the
tendency to anthropomorphise things which take humanoid form (Sharkey/
Sharkey 2012:36, Leong/Selinger 2019, Nyholm 2020) — and when these
humanlike things also say some endearing phrases, move in sexually enticing
ways, and we can engage in sexual intercourse with them, our tendency
to anthropomorphise is understandably much greater. In some types of
relationship - such as a nurse-patient relationship, it may not matter if a
relationship is one-sided (Lancaster 2019, Meacham/Studley 2017) but with
sexual and romantic relationships, the need for reciprocity may be felt more
keenly. One might suggest that, rather than improving the wellbeing of resi-
dents, sexbots provide a false, one-sided, empty experience, whereby lonely
old people come to experience unrequited love towards what is essentially
an inanimate object. This is a possibility, but it may not be a very high-risk
possibility; the concern that elderly people will fall in love with a sexbot may
simply be unfounded. Even if a lonely elderly person were to fall in love with
a sexbot, they may nonetheless feel an improved sense of wellbeing even
if the love is not reciprocated. The seal-like robot Paro has been shown to
improve health and wellbeing in elderly people, reducing stress levels and
increasing communication (Tamura et al. 2004, Wada/Shibata 2006) - all
this is in spite of the wholly one-sided ‘relationship’ one has with Paro. If
one-sided relationships with robot pets and robot nurses can be beneficial
for the people who have them, it is not such a great leap to think that a one-
sided relationship with a sexbot may also confer some benefits. At any rate,
it would be overly paternalistic to prevent elderly people from having the
opportunity to engage with sexbots out of the (perhaps unfounded) fear that
they may get too attached to them.

4.2 Elderly people do not want sexbots

It has proved exceptionally difficult to find empirical research into whether
elderly people would be willing to use sexbots. Given that many elderly people
are so frequently treated as asexual, it is not surprising that there has been so
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little empirical research into this area. It may well be the case that a substan-
tial number of elderly people - like the younger population — would not want
to engage in sexual relations with one of today’s sexbots. It may also be the
case, however, that as robots become more ubiquitous in other facets of life
— for example, carebots, shop assistant robots, and Al lawyers — that people
become more accepting of the useful role which robots can play in our lives.
This is particularly likely if sufficient advances are made which make sexbots
more humanlike in their movements, abilities and ‘personalities’, and it be-
comes known that sexbots can provide a satisfying sexual experience.

However, it is worth remembering that even if only a minority of residents
would have sex with a sexbot, this does not mean that their desires should be
ignored. There does not need to be universal uptake of an activity in order for
it to be deemed useful or beneficial to overall quality of life. Activities such as
yoga, painting, or singing groups can be recognised as useful and beneficial
to quality of life even if only a minority of residents attend the group. This
does not, of course, mean that residents have a right to yoga per se, but it
would be reasonable to claim that residents have a right to physical activity
of some description (and yoga is a reasonably good activity, as is aerobics,
pilates, tai chi etc). In this paper I am making the argument that residents
in care homes have a right to sexual activity / fulfilment of some description,
and I am suggesting that sexbots are one such option. This is not, however,
equivalent to claiming that residents have a right to sexbots — just as suggesting
that residents have a right to physical activity (and yoga is a useful physical
activity) does not commit one to the claim that residents specifically have a
right to yoga. It is my suggestion then, that some elderly people might want
to use sexbots for their sexual fulfilment, and there are few reasons why this
should not be permitted.

4.3 We do not expect sexbots

One argument against the provision of sexbots in eldercare institutions is
that we do not expect them to provide for the sexual needs of their residents,
whether through sexbots or any other means. If no one expects sexbots, then
why should institutions provide them?

This sort of argument collapses under even the slightest pressure, how-
ever, because it is often the case that our expectations are inherently tied to
the status quo: we expect eldercare institutions to be the way eldercare insti-
tutions are. In 1995, we did not expect eldercare institutions to provide free

195



196

Karen Lancaster

internet access for all residents, but these days, we probably do expect it as
standard; our expectations have changed as society and care provision has
changed. Simply because we do not expect something as standard does not
demonstrate that it would not improve residents’ lives if it were to be provided.
We do not expect eldercare institutions to have swimming pools or massage
treatments — but residents who live in institutions which have such facili-
ties would probably make use of those facilities, and experience an improved
quality of life as a result. If, as I suggest, sexbots have the potential to improve
the wellbeing of residents, and residents have a claim to sexual fulfilment as
part of their care (as I shall argue shortly), then it would seem to follow that
eldercare institutions should consider providing sexbots for their residents. It
is true to say that swimming pools, spa treatments and many other facilities
could also improve the wellbeing of residents, and it would make sense for el-
dercare institutions to also consider such facilities — the difference, of course,
is that swimming pools and spa treatment rooms are likely to be more prag-
matically difficult to provide, whereas sexbots are relatively easy to provide,
as are televisions and computers. When something is relatively easy to pro-
vide and stands to improve residents’ wellbeing, then eldercare institutions
should strongly consider their provision.

4.4 Other people do not have constant access to sex

Elderly people (and younger people) who live independently do not all have
free and constant access to sex (whether with people or with sexbots), so one
might suggest that residents of eldercare institutions cannot reasonably ex-
pect to have all their sexual desires accommodated either. Why should resi-
dents in eldercare institutions be so privileged as to be provided with some-
thing above and beyond what people in everyday society receive?

Although this may seem to be a legitimate argument on first inspection, it
is clearly flawed once one reflects on some analogues. Consider: elderly people
who live independently may have little or no chance to socialise with others;
they may have poor bathroom facilities which cannot accommodate someone
who is frail and immobile; they may have unsanitary kitchen facilities and a
poor-quality diet; they may be unable to do laundry frequently or effectively,
and so may have to wear dirty clothes. The fact that many people living inde-
pendently can survive in such conditions, does not entail that eldercare insti-
tutions need not provide these services. It is reasonable and correct for us to
expect that eldercare institutions provide social interaction, clean clothes, a
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healthy diet, and suchlike. This is primarily because once an institution com-
mits to housing a resident, failing to meet these needs would be failing in their
duty of care towards that resident (by contrast, elderly people living alone have
no duty of care towards themselves).® Additionally, most people have paid for
their care (either through their taxes and national insurance contributions, or
directly to the institution), and so the provision of adequate care in exchange
for that payment is just and right. Institutions should and do provide their
residents with clean accommodation and nutritionally balanced meals even
though people outside of institutional care might not have such needs met
when they are responsible for themselves. Analogously, we can maintain that
eldercare institutions have a responsibility to cater for the sexual needs and
desires of their residents, even though many people living independently do
not have such needs met. This is because sexual gratification is an important
part of life, and can improve residents’ wellbeing substantially.

It is also worth noting that people outside of institutional care are free to
go out and meet other people and attempt sexual activity with them in a way
that residents of eldercare institutions are not. People living independently
have the capability (Nussbaum 2011) to seek out relationships, use sex work-
ers, or purchase their own sexbot if they so desire. This means that the sexual
needs of people outside of institutional care can be more easily catered for by
the person themselves when compared to people within institutional care. We
generally consider that people have the right to pursue sexual expression and
gratification®, but care institutions effectively take away this right, by not pro-
viding facilities which permit sexual activity, and by limiting residents’ free-
dom. The provision of sexbots within care institutions could therefore help
to redress the balance, bringing the capabilities of residents closer to those
of people who live independently (see Nussbaum’s 2011 capabilities approach
— this is developed further in the next section). It would therefore seem rea-
sonable for eldercare institutions to make efforts to cater for people’s sexual
needs, and providing sexbots is one way of doing this.

8 Some writers such as Kant (2011, 2017) might disagree, and suggest that we do have a
duty to care for ourselves adequately; | am unconvinced about this, but even if it were
true, this is not the same as the legal duty of care which eldercare institutions have
towards their residents.

9 Assuming, of course, that this does not infringe on others’ rights.
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45 Sex is a want, not a need

I have at various points in this paper made reference to ‘sexual needs’, but an
opponent may wish to argue that sex is a want rather than a need. Although
there have been suggestions (see Maslow 1943) that sex is a physiological need,
along with air, food, water, and sleep, it is nonetheless true that one can live
well into their hundreds having never engaged in sexual activity, whereas one
cannot live for very long at all without air, food, water, and sleep. Even people
who used to be very sexually active can survive for many years in institutional
care without sex, so in that sense sex does not seem to be a need.

Even though it seems true that lack of sex is not a threat to life in the same
way that lack of food is, it nonetheless seems evident that sex is an impor-
tant part of wellbeing. Martha Nussbaum suggests that welfare is inherently
linked to the capability of people to be or do particular things. One of the
central capabilities she identifies is bodily integrity, which includes “having
opportunities for sexual satisfaction” (Nussbaum 2011:33). Her argument is
that societies should support this capability (among others) to safeguard the
welfare of their citizens. The key feature of Nussbaunt’s capabilities approach
is that people should be given opportunities to fulfil the capabilities she lists —
whether or not people actually make use of the opportunity is their choice,
but having the opportunity is in itself valuable.

For many people, a life with sex is very much preferable to a life without sex.
The same argument can be made for conversation, friendship, leisure activi-
ties, and entertainment. Living without friendship and suchlike will not cause
a person’s death, but it will almost certainly make life very miserable; life with
friendship is a lot better than life without it. I suggest that the same is true
of sexual activity. One does not have to demonstrate that sex is a physiologi-
cal necessity; it is sufficient to point to the simple fact that that sex improves
one’s quality of life (Hajjar/Kamel 2003, Gott/Hinchcliff 2003, Royal College
of Nursing 2011:7), as do friendship and leisure activities. As it happens, sex
also improves one’s physical health and life expectancy (Hajjar/Kamel 2003),
but even if it were only the case that sex improved subjective perception of
quality of life, that could still be sufficient reason to encourage institutions to
facilitate its occurence.
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4.6 People cannot have everything they want

One might argue that simply because something would improve quality of
life does not mean that eldercare institutions simply must provide it. As I
noted above, a swimming pool would be a great facility if it were to exist in
an eldercare institution, and would improve residents’ lives, but we cannot
therefore demand that all such institutions get a swimming pool. There are
a great many things which elderly people may desire, and which could im-
prove their quality of life, but which are simply not conducive to life within
institutional care. Examples include the chance to be around animals, attend
concerts, visit the beach every day, live with young children, keep exotic pets,
attend rallies, travel abroad, and any number of other activities. I mentioned
above that one of Nussbaum's central capabilities is bodily integrity — part
of this includes “being able to move freely from place to place” (Nussbaum
2011: 33) but clearly, care homes limit this capability. Residents are not free to
go to the beach, travel abroad, and attend rallies whenever they choose, yet we
do not suggest that care home staff should cater for this desire by taking res-
idents wherever they like, whenever they like. The financial cost and logistical
difficulties involved make them untenable. Although the above activities are
fun and can improve wellbeing, they are not pragmatically feasible for resi-
dents in eldercare institutions; someone may suggest that the same is true of
sexual activity.

However, I believe that such a suggestion would be misguided. Allowing
for sexual expression would not require a great deal of change for an insti-
tution (unlike the other examples given above, which would require extensive
risk assessments and would be logistically difficult). In order to cater for sex-
ual activity with a sexbot, institutions would merely need to provide some
privacy (such as lockable doors or a dedicated room), and a sexbot which is
thoroughly cleaned and up to the task (in section 5, I address how sexbots
would need to change in order to be useful for elderly people). Even initia-
tives such as nurses knocking and waiting before entering a resident’s room
could be enough to provide ample privacy for sexbot usage. Eldercare institu-
tions would thus be able to easily cater for residents who wish to use a sexbot.
Although it is fair to argue that people in eldercare institutions cannot have
everything they want, when a facility can be easily implemented and would
provide a sufficient improvement to people’s quality of life, the reasons not
to provide it seem trivial. The fact that something would be an inconvenience
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for care providers is not a sufficient reason not to provide it (Sharkey/Sharkey
2012:37).

Questions of whether residents in eldercare institutions should have ac-
cess to sexbots is in many ways a question of social justice. John Rawls fa-
mously suggested that justice is “the first virtue of social institutions” (Rawls
1999: 3). Given that money and other resources in care homes are scarce com-
modities, the costs (both financial and socio-ethical) and benefits of providing
sexbots need to be carefully weighed. It may not always be viable for care in-
stitutions to provide sexbots for elderly residents to use, but I suggest that
their provision should at the very least be a consideration, given the potential
boost to residents’ wellbeing.

Thus, I suggest that sexbots can and should be provided in eldercare in-
stitutions. To be clear, my argument is not that sexbots are the only solution
to the problem of satiating the sexual desires of elderly people, nor even that
sexbots are necessarily the best solution for everybody. I am simply arguing
that sexbots are a plausible solution that could help residents who still have
sexual drives but are currently unable to find a suitable outlet for them.

5 Are sexbots up to the task?

I believe I have made a convincing case in favour of providing sexbots for
elderly people in care institutions. I shall now proceed with addressing how
sexbots could become capable of fulfilling the purpose I am suggesting that
they could fulfil - in other words, what needs to happen in order for sexbots
to be up to the task. Unfortunately, it seems that today’s sexbots could not
be used effectively for sexual intercourse with elderly people because they are
heavy, fairly inert, and not dextrous enough. These issues could cause two
types of problem:

a) Elderly people getting injured.
b) Elderly people being unable to engage in (satisfying) sex with a sexbot.

The first concern echoes a prominent concern regarding the use of robots of
all types (including carebots, robot nannies, military robots, and driverless
cars): we worry that robots may malfunction and hurt people. Given that el-
derly people in institutional care may be frail or infirm, there is a very real
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possibility that if robots malfunctioned, the elderly people could suffer seri-
ous injuries.

However, this alone is not a convincing argument against the use of
sexbots, because there are many technological devices which are used in
eldercare institutions which also have the potential to injure residents if they
malfunction. For example, motorised tilting chairs (to assist in standing and
sitting), stairlifts, equipment to lift patients in and out of bed, motorised
wheelchairs, adjustable beds, and exercise machines — not to mention med-
ical equipment such as ventilators — all have the potential to seriously harm
an elderly person if they malfunction.

The response, however, is not to avoid such equipment altogether, but
rather, to ensure that the devices are equipped with safety features which
prevent malfunctions and/or that harm is minimised in the event of a mal-
function. There is no reason why sexbots for elderly people cannot be fitted
with failsafe functions too. For example, they could be able to alert a 