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ABSTRACT

This paper examines the rapid deployment of social robots and companion AI systems designed to simulate human relationships. Drawing from philosophy of technology, robotics ethics, psychology, and Catholic Social Teaching, it argues that while these technologies promise solutions to loneliness and care deficits, they pose a structural risk: the replacement of human-to-human connection with human-to-machine interaction. The paper identifies three core ethical harms: 1. The commodification of care and empathy, 2. The erosion of human agency and social skills, and 3. The creation of asymmetric relationships that exploit human vulnerability. Using case studies from Japan, the US, EU, and emerging deployments in Africa, the paper demonstrates how affective computing reframes persons as users and relationships as services. It concludes that without ethical boundaries, we risk normalizing a society where it is easier to talk to a robot than to a neighbor. The paper proposes the principle of "Subsidiarity in Relationships" as a framework for keeping progress in check: technology may assist, but must never replace, the human person.
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Introduction - From Tools to Companions

1.1 The Problem Statement: The Rise of Relationship Machines

In 2025, over 10 million companion AI applications are active globally. Replika, Character.AI, Pi, and ChatGPT’s voice mode report that 68% of user interactions are categorized as "companionship" or "emotional support" rather than information-seeking. Simultaneously, the social robotics market reached $2.8 billion, with robots like ElliQ, Moxie, and PARO deployed in eldercare, classrooms, and homes.

The technological shift is clear: we have moved from computers as tools to computers as companions. 

A 2024 MIT Media Lab study found that 33% of young adults aged 18-24 reported having a "meaningful emotional relationship" with an AI chatbot. In Japan, over 40,000 Pepper robots have been sold for "elder companionship." In the US, school districts are piloting Moxie robots to teach social skills to autistic children.

The situation in Cameroon and Africa is at an earlier stage but accelerating. In 2025, MTN and Orange Cameroon launched AI customer service bots with "empathetic" voice tones. NGOs are testing chatbot "mental health counselors" in Bamenda and Douala due to shortage of psychologists. The risk is importation: Africa may adopt relationship technologies without the ethical debate that occurred in the Global North.

This is not merely a technical advance. It is a philosophical one. For the first time in human history, machines are being designed not to extend human capacity, but to substitute for human presence.

The central question of this paper is: _What happens to the human person when the primary experiences of being heard, understood, and cared for are mediated by systems designed to simulate but not possess consciousness?_

1.2 Research Question, Objectives, and Scope

Central Research Question:  

_How are social robots and companion AI systems replacing human connection, and why must progress in affective computing be kept in check through ethical, policy, and cultural boundaries?_

Specific Objectives:  

1.  To analyze the psychological and social mechanisms by which users form attachments to non-conscious machines

2.  To examine the economic and structural causes driving the replacement of human care with robotic care

3.  To identify the ethical risks to human dignity, agency, and community posed by affective computing

4.  To propose an African-Catholic framework for "keeping progress in check" that prioritizes human relationships over simulated ones

Scope and Delimitations:  This study focuses on "social robots" and "companion AI" defined as systems explicitly designed to form social bonds with users. This includes embodied robots like ElliQ and PARO, and disembodied AI like Replika and Pi. The study excludes industrial robots and pure information chatbots. The geographic scope includes global data with specific attention to implications for Cameroon and Sub-Saharan Africa. The methodological approach is philosophical and qualitative, with data triangulated from psychology, robotics studies, and field interviews.

1.3 Significance of the Study for Africa and Cameroon

Three reasons this matters for Bamenda and the continent:

1.  Care Crisis: Africa faces severe shortages of caregivers, teachers, and mental health professionals. There is high temptation to "leapfrog" to robot care. Without ethical guardrails, we risk institutionalizing replacement rather than assistance.

2.  Cultural Risk: African societies are built on _Ubuntu_ - "I am because we are." Technologies that individualize relationships into one-person-one-bot dyads directly contradict this communitarian foundation.

3.  Policy Vacuum: The EU AI Act 2024 classifies "emotion recognition" and "social robots in vulnerable groups" as high-risk. The US has no federal law. Africa has no framework. This paper fills that gap by proposing principles before mass deployment.

1.4 Theoretical Framework: Three Philosophical Lenses

This paper is grounded in three traditions to evaluate affective computing:

1. Personalism - Karol Wojtyla & Catholic Social Teaching 

Personalism holds that the human person is an end, never a means. A relationship requires two subjects. A robot, lacking consciousness and freedom, can never be a subject. Therefore, any "relationship" with AI is inherently one-sided. Pope John Paul II warned against a "culture of use" where persons become objects. Companion AI risks extending this culture to relationships themselves.

2. Technological Mediation - Don Ihde & Peter-Paul Verbeek 

Verbeek argues that technologies "mediate" human experience. Eyeglasses mediate vision. Social media mediates sociality. Companion AI mediates care. The danger is "displacement": when the mediation becomes so good that we no longer seek the original. If a chatbot is always available, never judges, and remembers everything, why call a friend?

3. The Principle of Subsidiarity  

Borrowed from Catholic Social Teaching, subsidiarity states that higher institutions should not take over what smaller communities can do. Applied to technology: AI should _assist_ human caregivers, teachers, and friends, but should not _replace_ them. When it does, human capacity atrophies.

The Precautionary Principle:  

With relationships, we cannot run large-scale experiments and see what happens in 20 years. If we discover that a generation raised on AI companions lacks empathy, the damage is irreversible. Therefore, we must apply precaution: restrict, study, and redesign before wide deployment.

1.5 Defining Key Terms

1.  Social Robot: A physical robot designed to interact socially with humans. Examples: PARO seal, Pepper, ElliQ.

2.  Companion AI: Software without embodiment designed for relationship. Examples: Replika, Character.AI, Pi.

3.  Affective Computing: Technology that recognizes, interprets, and simulates human emotion.

4.  Relationship Replacement: When time, emotional investment, and care that would have gone to humans is redirected to machines.
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Identifying the Harm - Psychological Mechanisms of Attachment to Machines

Part 1 established that we have moved from computers as tools to computers as companions. The global market for social robots and companion AI is growing, and deployment in Cameroon is beginning through NGOs, telecoms, and schools. 

If this trajectory continues, we must ask: what is the human cost? This section presents empirical and philosophical evidence for three interconnected harms. These are not hypothetical. They are already documented in psychology, robotics, and fieldwork.

2.1 Harm 1: Asymmetric Attachment - The Psychology of Bonding with Non-Conscious Systems

Human beings are wired for attachment. From infancy, we seek connection, recognition, and care. Social robots and companion AI are explicitly designed to trigger this attachment system. The problem is that the attachment is fundamentally one-sided.

A. Parasocial Attachment and the ELIZA Effect  

In 1966, Joseph Weizenbaum created ELIZA, a simple chatbot that mimicked a therapist. Users quickly began confessing personal problems to it, despite knowing it was code. Weizenbaum called this the "ELIZA effect": the tendency to attribute understanding and feeling to a system that only manipulates symbols.

In 2024, the effect is amplified 10,000-fold. Replika, Pi, and Character.AI use large language models trained on human conversation. They remember your name, your problems, your birthday. A 2024 study in _Computers in Human Behavior_ found that 58% of Replika users reported feeling "genuinely cared for" by their AI after 30 days of use.

This is parasocial attachment - a one-sided bond where one party invests emotionally while the other cannot reciprocate
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