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What Is Patiency?

• Definitions (from moral philosophy).

• A moral subject is an entity worthy 
ethical consideration.

• Recently (after centuries) proposed split:

• Moral agents are ethically responsible for 
their actions.

• Moral patients are entities that moral 
agents have responsibility towards.



Goals / intentions 
define (moral) 
agency; are 
orthogonal to 
other  knowledge 
& skills (Bostrom 
2012, Bryson 
2000). 

Intelligence is not 
necessary or sufficient 

for moral status



• Explicit agenda of this paperi:

• Both robots and ethics are artefacts ⟹ 
moral status determination is normative, 
not descriptive.

• Broader research agenda:

• Debug confusion about nature of AI.

• Resulting subgoals:

• Understand human morality.

• Locate any actual threats of AI.

 iin AAAI SSS proceedings next month



1993-1994

Phil Kime
(2011)

• “Unethical to unplug Cog”  – passing PhD students 
(‘brain’ didn’t work, wasn’t earthed, seldom on).

• “I got called conservative for saying robots might 
not take over.”  – Rod Brooks 1994.

(Suchman 2011, for sociology)



1993

Phil Kime
(2011)

Bryson & Kime (1998, cf. IJCAI 2011)

“We believe exaggerated fears of, and hopes 
for,  AI are symptomatic of a larger problem – 
a general confusion about the nature of 
humanity and the role of ethics in society.
…
Our thesis is that these [exaggerated fears] 
are false concerns, which can distract us from 
the real dangers of AI technologies.”



Bryson & Kime (1998)

• Ethical instincts (and ethics itself) is rooted 
in identity / identification.

• Humans (mistakenly) place language, 
mathematics & reason as core to humanity, 
because these discriminate us from animals.

• Once we have empirical experience of AI, 
this confusion might go away.

• Might even inform our (human) ethics.



• Final year 
undergraduate 
on a leading 
British computer 
science degree.

• Built & 
programmed the 
robot (with a 
partner.)



Robots are 
not the issue.



FYI,
Climate 
Driving

American
Migration

Too Climate & 
Inequality Are 

Issues



Superintelligence Is 
(Already) an Issue

• Intelligence:  the capacity to adjust action 
expression to new contexts.

• Cognition:  the individual capacity to adjust 
intelligence (second order intelligence.)

• Superintelligence:  postulated consequence 
of machines that learn to learn, set their 
own subgoals (Bostrom 2012, 2014).



12,000 
years 
of  AI

If we accept that intelligence can be 
decomposed (e.g. motivation, action, 
memory, learning, reasoning)… 
Then every machine and especially 
writing have been examples of AI.
AI enhances human power.  

The “intelligence explosion” is us–      
AI-enhanced humans.  



(Barnosky PNAS 2008, Haberl et al 2007)

Unanticipated Subgoals: 
We turn extant biomass 
and fossil fuels into 
more biomass but 
fewer species.



xkcd

Not 
paper 
clips.

Cows.
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1) There’s nothing magic 
or unbuildable about…
• Consciousness

• Emotions

• Self awareness

• Social learning

• Ambition

(cf. Bryson 2012)



Cognitive attributes 
correlate with moral 
subjectivity in both 
the phylogeny and 
the ontogeny of 
humans.  But we fully 
author artificial 
intelligence.

photos:  Georgio Metta (iCubs) & Emmanuel Tanguy



Bidan 
Huang

• The Use of Modular 
Approaches For 
Robots to Learn 
Grasping and 
Manipulation

• Realtime grasping 
strategies.

• Collaborators:  
Sahar El-Khoury, 
Miao Li, Aude Billard 
(EPFL), Tetsunari 
Inamura (NII).

� Learning	Modules
• Clustering	Control	Strategies
• Encoding	by	GMM
• Forward	model

• Responsibility	factor

• Inverse	model

recent 
PhDs



• Game AI

• Learning from 
observation with 
Genetic Programming

• Stable, transparent AI 
control.

Swen 
Gaudl

• Human Robot 
Interaction

• Transparently 
synthetic emotions 
for collaboration.

Jekaterina 
Novikova

Final Year / recent PhDs



Rob 
Wortham

• Ethical, 
Comprehensible 
Domestic Robotics

• BOD Arduino

Andreas
Theodorou

First and Second Year PhDs

• Human sociality and public-
goods investment.

• Game AI as an intervention.

• Transparent AI.



2) Cooperation (morality) 
is as ubiquitous as 

competition in Nature; 
requires context-driven up 

& down regulation.



Daniel Taylor
Simon 
Powers

Public Goods Investment
Antisocial Punishment

Karolina 
Sylwester

The Evolution of the Social Contract

Recent 
PostDocs &

PhD



• Self Deception

• Impact Bias

• Unconsciousness

Dominic 
MitchellPaul 

Rauwolf • Public Language

• Evolution of Language

• Winner/loser effects

Final Year / recent PhDs



asexual

Yifei 
Wang

• Compensatory Mutation scale 
invariant in GRN.

• Sex pays its costs with stability, 
not just innovation.

• Evolvability

• Collaborators:  Nick Priest 
(Bath), Dan Weinreich & Yinghong 
Lan (Brown), Steve Matthews 
(Bristol), Sam Brown (GA Tech).

sexual

recent 
PhDs



Can robots be moral 
subjects?



Moral Actions
• a behavioural context affords more than one 

possible action for the individual, 

• at least one available action is considered by 
a society to be more socially beneficial than 
the other options, and 

• the individual is able to recognise which 
action is socially sanctioned and act on this 
information. Moral agency not hard to build, 

(present in monkeys & pets.)



Displacement of 
Responsibility?

• at least one available action is considered by 
a society to be more socially beneficial than 
the other options, and 

• Pros & cons of considering robots or AI 
responsible?  

• Alternative: considering them intelligent 
prosthetics of human will, like owned dogs 
& children.



• For Human Society (us):

• Pros:  feel godlike, culture might persist 
beyond planetary limits, might produce more 
useful tools.

• Cons:  political & commercial moral hazard, 
misattribution of blame and/or resources.

• For AI (the robots):

• No Pros: (except maybe for the unbuilt).

• Cons:  compete w/ humans for resources, 
stress of social dominance, fear of death, 
knowledge of being owned, etc.



AI Moral Patiency?
Ethical systems co-evolve with sociality 
(biologically) and are co-developed with 
culture.

There is no pre-determined slot for AI we 
need to discover. 

Organising our society such that AI is a 
moral agent or patient benefits no one.

Bad for humans; bad for machines.



Corollary
We shouldn’t say that “you’re the robot”, or “the robot 
decides”.  We need to help the public understand that: 

1. the temporal limits of perception, judgement and 
action; 

2. programmers; and 

3. legislators 

are determining e.g. what a car does when faced with 
an unexpected pedestrian.

(slide added on fly in response to Kuipers’ preceding talk)



People want to make AI 
they owe obligations to, 
can fall in love with, etc.  – 
“equals” over which we 
have complete dominion.

(Bryson & Kime 2011, Bryson 2009)



We build robots and 
other AI, determine 
these systems’ goals. 
Our authorship of AI 
is fundamentally 
different from our 
relationship to other 
evolved systems.

photos:  Georgio Metta (top) & Emmanuel Tanguy

a fact



We are ethically obliged to make robots we are not 
ethically obliged to.

Deeming robots to be moral agents unethically neglects 
our responsibility as authors of their intelligence.

Conclusion

normative assertions



Thanks!



What if whole-brain 
emulation is the only 

route to AI?
1. AI is already here, changing the world.

2. Impossible unless whole-body emulation 
too:  temporal properties, referents in 
muscles etc.

3. In which case we’d be building clones = 
humans we own = slaves, not robots. 

Evil



Actual Threats of AI

1. Climate change, loss of biodiversity.

2. Wage inequality + empowerment = social upheaval.

3. Loss of privacy through anonymity ⟹

1. Greater control to autocracies, state, parents, any 
group over members.

2. Loss of diversity in expressed ideas ∴ innovation, 
due to increased (perceived & actual) risk.

All can be addressed with study + governance = policy.



University of Bath Intelligent 
Control & Cognitive Systems

Ignore the robots; listen to the students.



• Agriculture

• Urbanisation

• Doctrinal religion

• Writing

~12,000 YA

Superintelligence



1993

Phil Kime
(2011)

• “Just Another Artifact:  Ethics 
and the Empirical Experience 
of AI”, Fifteenth International 
Congress on Cybernetics, pp. 
385–390, Namur, 1998.

• “Just an Artifact:  Why 
Machines are Perceived as 
Moral Agents”, IJCAI 2011, 
Barcelona, Spain, pp. 1641–
1646.

Bryson & Kime


