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Introduction

There may be a number of reasons you have picked up this book. Perhaps it was the word ‘sex’. Perhaps it was the word ‘robots’. Perhaps it was the two words together: a compelling mainstay of science fiction now becoming science fact. Perhaps you judged the book by its cover? It’s a nice cover. Or perhaps you bought it as a present for someone to embarrass the hell out of them. Hello, recipient. Perhaps, though, you were curious as to how this could possibly be a subject of any scientific merit whatsoever? That’s a perfectly valid starting point and I hope that in the course of the next ten chapters you will allow me to lay out before you the wonderful stories, ideas, science and state of the art technology that show that there is much, much more to a topic that initially seems so trivial.

The past few years have seen a cascade of headlines about sex robots. I’ve read most of them. In fact, it’s often work of mine and my fellow robosexologists (I made that word up just now) behind those headlines. It was never my intention, back in 2015, to become an expert voice for such a niche and somewhat risqué form of technology. However, to absolutely no one’s surprise, if you combine the words ‘sex’ and ‘robots’ in any form of media, it turns out that people become very animated very quickly. (This is not to say that’s what I’m doing here, with this book. If you’re looking for salacious soundbites in capital letters you’re going to be mostly out of luck.)

But this is not a book that’s just about sex. Or robots, for that matter. It’s about intimacy and technology, computers and psychology. It’s about history and archaeology, love and biology. It’s about the future, both near and distant: science-fiction utopias and dystopias, loneliness and companionship, law and ethics, privacy and community. Most of all, it’s about being human in a world of machines.

* * *

My own life among the sex robots began, as so many good ideas do, in the pub. I was at a European conference on cognition and robotics and it was full of many different types of researchers working on artificial intelligence. Post-conference drinks are always a great place to pick apart the fundamentals of human existence, especially when the philosophers are there, and if there’s one good thing about being friends with philosophers, it’s that they share their thoughts on human existence. And if there’s one good thing about conferences on cognition, it’s that there are plenty of philosophers.

The exact conversation is veiled in a blurry, happy alcoholic haze, but I seem to remember we were discussing the attributes that make us human, that make us feel alive. The conference theme was how we could make systems think: how we might create cognition artificially. This goal – to make machines that can respond to their environment and to situations they’ve never encountered before – requires knowledge about how we, as humans, do these things. That’s not to say we want to emulate a human way of perceiving and responding in our machines. That’s one way of doing it, but there may be more efficient ways that are better suited to a computer-driven system. But, before we choose a method, first we have to work out how we do such things. Even after millions of years of evolution, there’s a lot we don’t know about how humans work.

Despite our human attempts at sophistication, such as building ourselves nice houses, filling them with tasteful furnishings, dressing ourselves in co-ordinating pieces of clothing and caring about how our hair looks, we can’t quite get away from our animal nature. We can pretend all we like that going on a date to the theatre or a wine bar is highbrow and cosmopolitan but it’s essentially a mating ritual driven by a need for human connection, maybe (probably) the naked kind of physical connection. Sex is a big part of how humans work. It’s why we’re all here, millions of years down the line. That brain-fizzing feel-good arousal throws common sense out of the window. It takes a lot to override something so bodily intrinsic to our existence. It affects how we think and how we behave. It affects our perception and our cognition. And it’s fun.

And so the conversation flowed alongside the drinks and we started to ask questions that didn’t have answers; puzzles that we wanted to solve. How, for example, does sex shape the way we think and understand our world, and can – or should – we replicate this in an artificial cognitive system? If a robot is designed to act in a human-like manner, should it be provided with a sexuality? Could we engineer desire? What role is there for sexually active robots in human healthcare? Would this be accepted by society?

I’ve forgotten most of the papers that were presented at that conference but the questions from the drink-fuelled conversations in the pub afterwards persisted. In the sober light of day, those questions remained pertinent and tantalising. Two events not long after cemented this as a research area I was keen to follow. The first was working with a postgraduate student writing her Masters dissertation on artificial sexuality, a topic I was delighted to supervise. The second was a timely media storm and a call for a ban on sex robots. That was it. I was hooked.

* * *


Robots have been around us for quite some time. The idea of robots has been around for much, much longer – thousands of years, in fact. But it wasn’t until the middle of the twentieth century that autonomous robots – machines that could be programmed to carry out tasks by themselves – came into being. These were industrial robots designed to automate factory lines. Much like the steam-powered industrial revolution of the eighteenth century, these robots were the beginning of a more advanced manufacturing process.

We’ve had three Western industrial revolutions in the modern age. The first was the advent of the steam-powered mills; the second, the use of steel, oil and electrical power. The most recent, the third, is the digital revolution, a product of the Internet and the personal computer. We are now, it is said, on the brink of the fourth industrial revolution: the one where artificial intelligence and robotics disrupt and replace our existing means of production.

Robots and artificial intelligence are two separate things but can be combined to good purpose. The robots are the mechanised bodies. They exist in a physical form – not necessarily humanoid, although that is one form – and they can be instructed to move and respond to programmed orders. Artificial Intelligence, known by its abbreviation AI, is the non-physical part. It’s the brains, although ‘brain’ is a loaded term because AI can’t currently think like a human. Instead, it learns from data, analysing the input it has been given, seeking patterns and generating new insights. It’s currently pretty limited: there’s no artificial general intelligence yet, only technology that can perform certain, specific tasks in what we might describe as an intelligent manner. This is not the same as human intelligence. AI can outsmart us playing chess and Go, but we’ve still got the edge on more reactive reasoning.


Robots and AI are becoming more and more integrated into our everyday lives. AI is all around us. We barely notice it because more often than not it blends in seamlessly. The customer help on that e-commerce website you used earlier? More likely than not, it was a chatbot: automated AI. It’s pretty hard to tell the difference between a human working from a customer service script and some software refining its responses. We might not yet have sentient AI – in fact, we might never have sentient AI – but we can certainly make it seem human. Put some AI into a robot and that robot can learn about its environment, process that data and act on it in new ways. Give that robot a human form and voilà! We’re on the way to making an artificial human. Sort of.

A recent phenomenon is the rise in the popularity of virtual assistants: software that can recognise and respond to voice commands. The four of these dominating the market today are Amazon’s Alexa, Apple’s Siri, Google’s Assistant and Microsoft’s Cortana. Facebook are said to be releasing their version soon. Speak to one and you can request all sorts of information: the weather forecast, your favourite radio station, recipes and sports results. You can tell them to remember your shopping list or to set an alarm. You can control your lights if you have smart lightbulbs. You can ask them to turn on the heating if your heating is linked to the Internet. You can even ask them to boil your electric kettle, but by the time you’ve checked there’s water in the kettle, refilled the kettle and plugged it in, you might as well flip the switch yourself.

For every order of ‘Cortana, lower volume’ you can be sure that someone somewhere is making a much more lewd request. Ever talked dirty to Siri? Ever got amorous with Alexa? If you have – even just to see what happens if you do – then you’re not alone. If it exists, people will try to corrupt it. But the virtual personalities behind the popular virtual assistants are used to being hit on. In fact, the likes of Microsoft, Google, Apple and Amazon put in plenty of work behind the scenes to rebuff the advances of chatbot-users. Try it. But maybe not at work.

How human is it, though? Enough to trust it? Enough to befriend it? Enough to fall in love with it? The 2013 Spike Jonze film, Her, portrayed a near-future scenario where a lonely man going through a divorce falls for his operating system. Alas, the path of true love never runs smooth and the lack of body soon leaves the protagonist frustrated. Fortunately, in real life, we now have a solution for that: enter the sex robot.

Before you get your hopes up, real-life sex robots don’t quite exist. They’ve long been a staple of sci-fi but it’s only in the past year that they have started to become a reality. The closest anyone has come yet to mainstream commercial production are the creators of RealDoll, California-based Abyss Creations, who have a version of their silicone doll with an animatronic head and an AI personality. Their robot (which isn’t quite a robot as it’s completely stationary from the neck down) is called Harmony, and you can use their AI app to tweak her personality to highlight the characteristics you admire most. Over in Europe, engineer Sergi Santos has built a robot that needs to be aroused. Your mission, should you choose to accept it, is to give her an orgasm. Notice anything about these examples? Yep, the models being made today are overwhelmingly woman-shaped.

The current versions of sex robots could not be mistaken for a real human. They are something different: cartoon-like, overemphasised and exaggeratedly sexualised portrayals of the female figure. Why, though? If we can make anything we want from the amazing technologies we have at our fingertips, why are we trying – and inevitably failing – to make something realistic? We could engineer whatever we wanted: five breasts, three penises, twenty arms. So why don’t we? Is there something in the human form that makes these robots so compelling?

Not everyone is happy about a future of mechanised pleasure. There are legal and ethical issues that need to be ironed out: does sex with a robot count as cheating? Will it lead to violence and rape? What if someone makes a child version? Will it destroy human relationships? Will the robots, as one 2016 headline suggested, ‘fuck us all to death’?

Perhaps, though, the opposite is true and the sexual companion robot could instead offer us a chance to enhance our lives: to cure loneliness, to bring us pleasure, to eradicate exploitative sex work, or to treat and rehabilitate sexual offenders. Maybe this is our future, and instead of fearing the rise of the machines we could, quite literally, embrace them.

Let’s get stuck in. It’s time to explore the fascinating and occasionally murky world of the sex robot. And to begin, we need to travel back at least 30,000 years with a few stops along the way. Here we go. Nothing risqué, nothing gained.
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CHAPTER ONE

Been There, Done That

Once upon a time, as all good stories begin, there lived a young woman called Laodamia. Newly married and madly in love, she wept on the shore when her husband left for the Trojan wars. Sadly Protesilaus, her beloved husband, was the first to die at Troy.

With sacrifice before the rising morn

Vows have I made by fruitless hope inspired;

And from the infernal Gods, ‘mid shade forlorn

Of night, my slaughtered Lord have I required:

Celestial pity I again implore;

Restore him to my sight great Jove, restore!


The Greek gods, as Greek gods tend to do, let him live again for three hours so that the couple could be together one last time but when the moment came for him to return to the underworld, Laodamia was once more distraught. She was a resourceful woman, however, and she commissioned a bronze likeness of her husband – an artificial lover that she took to her bed. A lovely idea, but a dangerous one. A servant, peering through a crack in the door, saw her kissing, embracing and, as one ancient text says, ‘interacting’ with the statue and, presuming she was with a man, told her father. He burst into the room (awkward …), and on seeing the bronze effigy, ordered it to be burned. Oh, it gets worse. Laodamia, unable to bear further grief, threw herself onto the pyre and perished with the figure of her husband. No one lived happily ever after. What
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