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Who is Responsible?
Ethics with Robots
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We build them and determine their goals,
either directly or by specifying how they acquire 
goals themselves.

Joanna J. Bryson, “Robots Should Be Slaves” in Close Engagements with Artificial 
Companions: Key social, psychological, ethical and design issues, Yorick Wilks (ed.), 
pp. 63–74, John Benjamins, Amsterdam, 2010.

Robots are servants 
we own.



iCub, January 2010 Genoa
(ROBOTCUB Final Review Meeting)

photos:  me



iCub, January 2010 Genoa
(ROBOTCUB Final Review Meeting)

photos:  me



iCub, January 2010 Genoa
(ROBOTCUB Final Review Meeting)

photos:  me



iCub, January 2010 Genoa
(ROBOTCUB Final Review Meeting)

photos:  me



Thesis
Because we build 
robots and 
determine their 
goals, our 
relationship to them 
is fundamentally 
different from our 
relationship to 
humans or other 
evolved systems.
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Corollary I 

We (as policy makers, academics and 
manufacturers) are obliged to make sure that we 
(as humans) have no obligation to robots.

For example, robot “minds” / memories should 
be backed up continuously in real time.

Joanna J. Bryson, “Robots Should Be Slaves” in Close Engagements with Artificial 
Companions: Key social, psychological, ethical and design issues, Yorick Wilks (ed.), 
pp. 63–74, John Benjamins, Amsterdam, 2010.



Corollary II 

We (as policy makers, academics and 
manufacturers) should not deceive people into 
misallocating resources to robots, even if it 
makes us money or wins us votes.

Examples of resources:  time, money, attention, 
personal care.

Joanna J. Bryson, “Robots Should Be Slaves” in Close Engagements with Artificial 
Companions: Key social, psychological, ethical and design issues, Yorick Wilks (ed.), 
pp. 63–74, John Benjamins, Amsterdam, 2010.



Sci Fi

Science fiction uses alien perspectives to 
examine ourselves by analogy.  Works via 
establishing empathy.  Fiction.

Joanna J. Bryson, “Robots Should Be Slaves” in Close Engagements with Artificial 
Companions: Key social, psychological, ethical and design issues, Yorick Wilks (ed.), 
pp. 63–74, John Benjamins, Amsterdam, 2010.

Reasons you might 
object to robot slavery

Diesel Sweeties HHGTTG  TV series

Image of Arthur,
Ford & Marvin



Liability

Since 2008 there have been more robots in Iraq 
than non-USA “coalition” forces.  Powerful 
incentives for corporate & political liability to be 
transferred. Joanna J. Bryson “Why Robot Nannies ProbablyWon’t Do Much Psychological 

Damage”, commentary on Noel Sharkey and Amanda Sharkey, “The Crying Shame of 
Robot Nannies: An Ethical Appraisal”, Interaction Studies, 11(2):196–200, June 2010.
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• Some patients would be 
substantially helped by forming 
any bonded relationship.

• Many people already dedicate 
considerable resources to AI 
(TV, games), possibly to their 
own and society’s detriment.

• Balancing these opposing 
concerns requires establishing 
both practice & policy.

Joanna J. Bryson “Why Robot Nannies 
ProbablyWon’t Do Much Psychological 
Damage”,  Interaction Studies, 11(2):196–200, 
June 2010.
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Summary
Bryson’s Three Laws

1. AI has the same ethical problems as other, 
conventional artefacts.

2. AI builders have an obligation not to exploit 
people's ignorance and make them think AI is 
human.

3. Robots are not really your friends.

http://www.cs.bath.ac.uk/~jjb/ai.html


