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Introduction

Is there an ethically acceptable way of feeling empathy and even love for social robots without granting them moral consideration? I believe that there is.

In this book, I draw on the strength of our response to fiction to explain our emotional and social response to robots. In doing so, I am not attempting to sideline or play down the importance of our response to robots, rather I point to the importance of fiction and use this to elevate and motivate the place of social robots in our lives. The lack of moral consideration comes, not from any judgement that fictions are not deserving of moral consideration, but from the observation that to grant moral consideration to a fiction would be to make a category mistake.

If nothing else this book is certainly timely. As I write public interest is caught by the question of the appearance of consciousness and sentience arising from Artificial Intelligence (AI) systems, sparked most recently by the media interest in developments of relatively impressive language models. For example, in the Los Angeles Times, ‘Is it time to start considering personhood rights for AI chatbots?’ the authors note, ‘. . . if we find ourselves seriously questioning whether they are capable of real emotions and suffering, we face a potentially catastrophic moral dilemma: either give those systems rights, or don’t.’ The Guardian’s Long Read takes a more dismissive tone: ‘[ChatGPT] is very good at producing what sounds like sense, and best of all at producing cliché and banality, which has composed the majority of its diet but it remains incapable of relating meaningfully to the world as it actually is. Distrust anyone who pretends that this is an echo, even an approximation, of consciousness.’ Even Noam Chomsky felt moved to write an essay for the New York Times, in which he argued, ‘[A young child’s] operating system is completely different from that of a machine learning programme. Indeed, such programs are stuck in a prehuman or nonhuman phase of cognitive evolution.’

Media coverage and the public reaction to it has set social media feeds ablaze. Those who have been carefully studying the anthropomorphising effects of robots on humans for years are surely pleased that the rest of the world has caught up. Those coming at the question of robots’ rights from the perspective of being rights experts, having spent decades clearly stating where robots might sit within a system of rights are, understandably, frustrated that intuitions about who or what can or should be granted rights are being thrown around without much background knowledge of the fundamentals. Others are angry that the question of robot rights is being given so much attention when some humans are still denied basic rights in many parts of society.

In this book, I have two main aims. The first is to use philosophical methods to examine the existing theories of social robots and associated claims of how we might categorise them. Of particular interest are the reasons given for calls for moral consideration for robots. My second purpose is to propose and motivate a new way of thinking of robots, the fictional dualism model. I argue that this view is consistent with and motivated by the evidence that we have and also that it allows us to benefit from an increased engagement with social robots, without that engagement being a reason to grant them moral consideration. Ultimately, I propose a framework that allows us to separate our strong tendency to anthropomorphise robots from calls for moral consideration or personhood.

In chapter 1, I outline my approach and the scope of my project in more detail. The chapter begins with a brief, high-level description of the methods of analytic philosophy. I then discuss the important role that fiction and science fiction play when it comes to our intuitions about social robots, how they can be seen as expanded thought experiments, and the potential danger of relying uncritically on intuitions formed via fictions. Finally, I set out what a reader can expect to gain from this book.


Chapter 2 offers motivation for the project, outlining the kinds of places that social robots are currently in use and speculating about where we are most likely to see future developments. In this chapter, I also define the scope of the project, particularly focussing on the question of what kinds of entities I am including in my study of social robots.


Chapter 3 outlines what I consider to be the major recent approaches to social robots. Most, if not all, of these theories of robots are motivated by the question of moral consideration; are social robots the kinds of things that should or could be candidates for moral consideration? Although each theory offers significant insights into the question of how we should think of social robots, I ultimately argue that each approach is also lacking in some important way.


Chapter 4 is dedicated to the statement and development of my original theory of social robots, the Fictional Dualism model. This theory was first proposed in my 2021 paper ‘A fictional dualism model of social robots’ published in Ethics and Information Technology. The chapter draws on that research, but it also goes significantly beyond the paper, spelling out and motivating the view in more detail. I further motivate the dualist nature of the theory and detail the kind of dualism that is in play in the fictional dualism model. I distinguish fiction from pretence and consider the metaphysical nature of fiction and the social importance of our engagement with fiction. I end the chapter by directly comparing fictional dualism with the other models of robots that we considered in chapter 3.

In chapter 5, I focus on robots and personal identity. Building on philosophical puzzles of identity, I argue that technological developments will put pressure on our notion of personal identity in two ways. First, I consider technology that offers to ‘continue’ or preserve humans in a digital format, asking how we are to think of the relationship between the technological entity and
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