
 

 

THE QUESTION OF WHETHER ‘ROBOT RIGHTS’ ARE REQUIRED FOR SUFFICIENTLY 
HUMANOID ARTIFICIAL INTELLIGENCE (AI). 
SHREWSMUN III – 2019 – SPECIAL COMMITTEE ON ETHICS IN SCIENCE  

 

Introduction  
Hi, I’m Tom Jackson (Head Chair). This will be my third SHREWSMUN, and my first conference chairing. 
I’ve been doing MUN for four years and have been able to experience a wide range of issues. I am looking 
forward to some exciting debate. 
 The Special Committee for SHREWSMUN III is dedicated to looking at the ethical issues surrounding 
science. One of the major issues in this area is the issue of artificial intelligence (AI). It is an increasingly 
emerging issue, and it is important that we try to find a solution to it, especially focusing on the provision 
of rights to robots and AI. In a world which is constantly under threat from environmental crises and war, 
AI robots offer an opportunity to find sustainable solutions to a number of major world issues. In Africa, AI 
is already being used to create effective crop management structures; whilst in Japan, they are being used 
to improve public transit systems. However, with these developments, new risks emerge, most notably 
the dangers that this technology may pose to us as well as what should we do to preserve the possible 
“sentience” of such technology?   

Definitions  
Artificial Intelligence (AI):  
AI is defined by the Oxford Dictionary as “The theory and development of computer systems able to 
perform tasks normally requiring human intelligence, such as visual perception, speech recognition, 
decision-making, and translation between languages.” This in effect means that AI is any machine or 
computer which is capable of independently doing a task which a human had previously done. This can 
extend from robots on a production line to teaching assistants.  
It is also worth noting that AI can be further categorized into 3 main sections:  

 Artificial Narrow Intelligence (ANI):  Specialized (weak) AI  
 Artificial General Intelligence (AGI): A computer which is as smart as a human  
 Artificial Superintelligence (ASI): More intelligent than the brain  

 
Humanoid:  
A humanoid is anything that has the characteristics resembling or identical to a human. This can be 
anything from emotional abilities & sentience TO having lungs & a heart TO cognitive reasoning & 
processing abilities.  
 
Robot Rights:  
The concept of rights, similar in nature to human rights, for robots and AI. It is debated IF these should be 
legally binding AND WHETHER they must be universal or should allow nations to set their own depending 
on stages of development and cultural perspectives.  
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Machine Learning and Self-Learning:  
Currently, robots require human input and programming to function and make decisions. With the future 
development of AI, it is likely that Machine Learning will evolve. This is the idea that machines will be able 
to function self sufficiently and be able to learn from their surroundings. This may potentially lead to 
complete autonomy and a decrease in the requirement of human input.  
It is also debated if this is a characteristic for being alive, as it enables beings to function self-sufficiently. If 
this is the case, then when AI robots achieve this stage of development, do they then have to be 
considered alive?  
 
Human Characteristics:  
These are at the centre of the issue. Human characteristics are any features which are required to be 
human. However, there is much dispute over what these are. From a biological standpoint, it is easy to 
take it back and focus on evolution and DNA. From a religious perspective, this may be the presence of a 
soul, and from a Humanist perspective, this may be the utilisation of language, as well as the ability to 
express emotions.  
 
Characteristics of Being Alive:  
As with human characteristics, what is required to be alive must be established before it can be decided 
whether robots deserve rights. Again, in regard to this, there are multiple differing perspectives. Does life 
simply begin when something is conceived? Does life require certain biological functions? Does life require 
direct creation from God? Are you only alive when you are able to be self-sufficient? It is important to 
identify which of these is most universally applicable to society and to the issue.   
 
Ethics:  
This is the field of philosophy & study which deals with moral conscience and concepts of right, wrong, 
equality and fairness. It is again important that delegates establish a concise way of thinking and decide 
from which ethical standpoint their nation, and the wider society, makes its laws and regulations.  
 
Sentience:  
Sentience is the ability to perceive one's environment, and experience sensations such as pain and 
suffering, or pleasure and comfort. It is debated to what extent animals feel the same degree of sentience 
as humans, and hence it must be established to what extent robots are sentient.  
 
Robot:  
“Robot” is another word which has had its definition disputed. The word originates from Czech playwright 
Karel Capek and was first used in his science- fiction play R.U.R. Its Czech counterpart, “robata”, means 
“work” or “labour”, yet this definition is no longer fitting. As a result of popular cinema and literature, the 
most widespread idea of a robot is a machine that looks, thinks, and behaves in a similar way to a human. 
However, again this definition is not appropriate as a number of robots perform tasks a human had never 
performed and neither behave nor look in a similar way to a human. For the purpose of this debate, 
UNESCO’s definition will be used which states that a robot is simply a smart machine designed to perform 
certain tasks, whilst having a “body” and the ability to interact with its environment.  
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Major Parties Involved  
The Peoples Republic of China:  
In recent years China has been the leading nation for AI development. It has the largest amount of 
investment, with $4.5 million dollars invested between 2012 and 20171 and envisioning $1 trillion of 
investment by 20301.  It houses some of the largest AI companies such as Alibaba which received a $600 
million contract from a face recognition firm (SenseTime) in 2018.1 It has also started to use AI in industry 
and education with tech giant FoxConn announcing plans to replace 60,000 workers with AI2 and Chinese 
schools already experimenting with AI. South Chinese media announced that AI was being used to grade 
tests with remarkable efficiency 3, whilst state media announced plans to use a facial recognition software 
to monitor student’s attention levels in schools4. It is also believed that the Chinese military is increasingly 
concerned with the uses of AI for military purposes.  
As a nation with a lot on the line economically it is important to ensure that “Robot Rights” and financial 
benefits can progress alongside each other and don’t negatively impact upon each other. Further to this as 
China is a nation which is increasingly using AI within mainstream society, it is important to investigate 
how this will affect the human workforce and how this will impact the relationship between humans and 
AI.  

United Kingdom:  
In June 2017 the UK House Of Lords Select Committee on Artificial Intelligence published its report into 
the uses of AI 5. It aimed to “consider the economic, ethical and social implications of advances in artificial 
intelligence.” It also laid out principles in order to aid this goal. As a nation which has done a lot to investigate 
how AI should be developed, the UK is also likely to want to display an interest in how AI should be 
protected alongside its own citizens.  
 
The United States and Russia: 
The US, whilst no longer the largest developer of AI, holds the title of using it the most. Primarily US 
investment has been into the military benefits of the technology, with the 2018 national defence strategy 
aiming to “pursue AI applications with boldness and alacrity.” In June 2018, the Deputy Defence Secretary, 
Patrick Shanahan, established the Joint Artificial Intelligence Centre (JAIC). 6 
In Russia the story is much the same, announcing plans to make 30% of military equipment robotic by 
20187 and Russian military firm, Kalashnikov, demonstrating new AI technology8. Russia is also accused of 
having used AI in cyber warfare attacks and election tampering.9 
 
Private Sector Companies:  
As currently the main developer of AI, the main user of it and the main source of investment, the interests 
of the private sector should be considered to ensure that the technology can continue to develop and that 
its benefits can continue to be utilised. The main concern of major companies is the issue of economic  
                                                                    
1 “China is determined to steal A.I. crown from US and nothing, not even a trade war, will stop it” – CNBC online - 
4/05/2018 
2 “Foxconn begins replacing workers with robots ahead of US expansion” - The Verge - 11/12/2012 
3 “AI in schools: China’s massive and unprecedented education experiment” – New Atlas – 28/05/2018 
4 “Chinese school uses facial recognition to monitor student attention in class” – Telegraph – 17/05/2018  
5 “AI in the UK: Ready, Willing and Able?” - Publications.parliament.uk – 27/ 06/ 2017  
6 “Establishment of the Joint Artificial Intelligence Centre.” – admin.gov – 27/06/2018 
7 “Russia's ROBOT SOLDIERS: Putin on brink of developing deadly android army” – The Daily Express – 16/03/2018  
8 “Kalashnikov’s new autonomous weapons and the “Terminator conundrum”” – New Atlas – 21/07/2018  
9 “UK pins 'reckless campaign of cyber attacks' on Russian military intelligence” – The  Register – 4/10/2018 
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benefits. As a result, it is important to consider how “robot rights” will impact costs, both in terms of 
ensuring fair wages but also in terms of taxes and support systems within society.  
 
Developing Nations:  
Developing nations are simultaneously those which have the most to gain from AI, those which have the 
least access to it, and those which may be the most likely to exploit “robot rights” in favour of their 
economies developing. As a result, it is important to consider how “robot rights” may limit the widespread 
accessibility to such technology, and how developing nations can be aided in understanding the 
application of any such “robot rights” 
 
Religious and Cultural groups:  
With many differing religious and cultural attitudes to a number of issues resulting from AI, it is important 
that solutions remain culturally sensitive and do not infringe on nations’ sovereignty, without becoming 
ineffective and redundant. This is especially relevant to issues arising from what it means to be human and 
what it means to be alive.  
 
UNESCO (United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization): 
UNESCO has been the major UN body focussing on AI and robot rights. It has a leading role globally 
promoting ethical science i.e. science which shares the benefits of progress for all, which protects the 
planet from ecological collapse, and which creates a solid basis for peaceful cooperation. 
UNESCO has worked alongside its sub-body COMEST to produce a series of reports regarding the issue of 
AI and the ethics of robotics.  
 
COMEST (World Commission on the Ethics of Scientific Knowledge and Technology) 
COMEST10 was established in 1998, as a sub-body of UNESCO, with the view to “formulate ethical 
principles that could provide decision-makers with criteria that extend beyond purely economic 
considerations.” It is made up of 18 scholars from a range of backgrounds and works in multiple areas such 
as; environmental ethics, biodiversity, water and disaster prevention, the ethics of nanotechnologies 
along with related new and emerging issues in converging technologies, ethical issues relating to the 
technologies of the information society, science ethics, and gender issues in ethics of science and 
technology. Since 2016 it has produced annual reports regarding robot ethics, which have proposed a 
number of recommendations and guidelines.  
 
EU (European Union):  
In 2017, the EU took major steps regarding the status of robots within society. A special EU committee 
passed a report which proposed offering personhood11 to robots in January. Whilst in August, its 
parliament debated a series of proposed “robot rights” including measures such as legal protection, “A 
new requirement for companies to report the contribution of robotics and AI to their economic results for 
the purposes of taxation and social security contributions” and “A new mandatory insurance scheme for 
companies to cover damage caused by their robots”.  
However, at the start of 2018, the EU received criticisms for there proposed reforms. An open letter12 from 
150 people within the robotics industry claimed that “offering robot’s rights will infringe on human rights”. 

                                                                    
10 COMEST website- http://www.unesco.org/new/en/social-and-human-sciences/themes/comest/ 
11 Give robots 'personhood' status, EU committee argues – Guardian – 12/01/2017 
12 Robot rights violate human rights, experts warn EU – Euronews- 13/04/2018 
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Yet this has seemingly not deterred the EU’s plans and they continue to make progress towards creating a 
Robot Law.  
 
IFR (International Federation of Robotics):  
The IFR13 is a non-profit and non-governmental organisation established in 1987 with the view to 
strengthening the World’s robotic industry. It works in researching and developing new technologies, 
organising international co-operation and manages the World’s leading robotics conference. Further to 
this, it produces annual reports regarding application areas, industrial branches, types of robots and other 
technical and economic variables.  
 
Japan:  
Though Japan has not invested in military robotic technologies, they are one of the largest users of 
robotics within industry. Within the Japanese “workforce”, there are approximately 303 robots per 
10,00014 employees. Japan has also used AI in busy cities in order to aid population distribution and enable 
efficient public transport. However, the development of humanoid robots hasn’t been fully explored 
amidst fears of job displacement and other societal impacts. 15 
 
Germany:  
Germany has arguably been the most proactive nation regarding AI. In spring 2018 the German Ethics 
Commission of the Federal Ministry of Transport and Digital Infrastructure produced a report 16 
recommending a number of ethical considerations that should be taken in regard to AI and autonomous 
vehicles. As a result of this, throughout 2018, the German Transport Ministry made a number of changes 
to legislation which has simultaneously enabled companies to further develop technology whilst ensuring 
that ethical principles are upheld.  
 
UNCRI (United Nations Interregional Crime and Justice Research Institute) - Centre for Artificial 
Intelligence and Robotics:  
Launched in 2015, as a sub-body of UNCRI, the Centre for Artificial Intelligence and Robotics aims to: 
utilise knowledge and information of experts in the field to educate and inform stakeholders (and in 
particular policy-makers); progress discussion on robotics and artificial intelligence governance; and build 
consensus amongst concerned communities (national, regional, international, public and private). It 
conducts several activities to achieve these aims e.g. performance of a risk assessment and stakeholder 
mapping and analysis; implementation of training and mentoring programmes; contributing to the UN 
Sustainable Development Goals through facilitation of technology exchange and by orienting policies to 
promote security and development; convening of expert meetings; organization of policymakers’ 
awareness-raising workshops, and organization of international conferences.  

 

  

                                                                    
13 IFR website: https://ifr.org/ 

14 2017 IFR Report  
15 Despite government push of AI and robots, Japanese fear tech to lead to inequality and job losses: survey – Japan 
Times – 14/09/2018 
16 German ethics Report – BMVI- https://www.bmvi.de/SharedDocs/EN/Articles/LR/clear-rules-for-the-operation-of-
rules.html 
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Notable Events 
 

1921  Czech Playwright uses term Robot for the first time in the English language  
1956  The term “artificial intelligence” was coined at Dartmouth University in hopes 

that AI might give the USA the upper hand in the Cold War. 
1987   IFR established  

1998  COMEST established.  

2015 
 

 UN general assembly held the session “Rising to the Challenges of 
International Security and the Emergence of Artificial Intelligence”. 

 UNCRI - Centre for Artificial Intelligence and Robotics established. 
2016  First COMEST report published. It identified various ethical issues with AI and 

the development of robotics.  
2017  First AI made a citizen of a country (Saudi Arabia).  

 Hawking, Musk, Wozniak + 3000 researchers in the artificial intelligence and 
robotics field wrote an open letter to ban the development and use of 
autonomous weapons. 

 EU Parliament report proposes offering legal rights and personhood for robots.  
 Second COMEST report published. It proposes new accountability measures, a 

new ethical framework , as well as identifying key ethical principles which 
should be considered.  

2018  Stanford University holds WeRobot conference, with the aim of fostering links 
between the legal system, philosophers and computer scientists/ 
programmers. 

 Germany publishes ethical guidelines for AI. 
 150 people write an open letter to EU warning of the possible implications of 

Robot Rights on Human Rights.  

 

Things To Consider 
With SHREWSMUN III moving to clause by clause debate, delegates should aim to offer focused clauses 
addressing a certain issue within the debate. Delegates may wish to be guided by the following topics but 
should not feel restricted by them and alternative aspects of the debate will also be debated.  

At what point do things deserve rights? 
The fundamental issue underlying the topic of debate is at what stage does something require rights. In 
order to establish what rights, first it is important to establish this stage. This is an issue which has plagued 
humanity for a long time and taints history, with those in power defining those beneath them as 
insufficient to receive rights, and hence it is important that this is avoided in relation to robots. 
Christopher D Stone17 wrote that “We are inclined to suppose the rightlessness of rightless "things" to be a 
decree of Nature, not a legal convention acting in support of some status quo." He is alluding to the fact 
that humans naturally see things which are separate to them as rightless, and hence fail to afford them 
basic rights, as is potentially the case with robots.  
So how do we establish where to draw the line between things that do and things that do not deserve 
rights? For Stone18 things deserving of rights are things that can institute legal action and that which 

                                                                    
17 Christopher D. Stone, Should Trees Have Standing: Towards Legal Rights for Natural Objects (Los Altos, 
California: William A. Kaufman, 1974).   
18 Stone, Should Trees Have Standing?, p. 11. 
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require protection for their personal sentience. However, for many others, the provision of rights is either 
dependent on being alive or being human.  
Delegates should aim to present a solution to when rights are required and should also offer ways to 
ensure that this idea is universally accepted and granted.  
 

What does it mean to be alive?  
As mentioned, one of the deciding factors on rights requirement is to establish if robots are alive. 
Unfortunately, here the criteria are also unclear.  
Sam N. Lehman-Wilzig19 offered a number of criteria which he believed robots already sufficiently 
demonstrated. This included the ability to exhibit curiosity, learn from their own mistakes and reproduce. 
 On the other hand, J. G. Kemeny20 followed a more biological criterion, believing that to be alive, a thing 
must exhibit 6 characteristics; metabolism, locomotion, reproduction, individuality, intelligence and 
“natural” composition. In addition to these, many biologists add in other factors to create every GCSE 
Biology student’s most useful acronym, MRS C GREN (Movement, Reproduction, Sensitivity, Control, 
Growth, Respiration, Excretion and Nutrition).  
In all of this, it is equally important to remain mindful of the difference between actual life and the illusion 
of it: As in the case of B.F. Skinner's pigeons, who were trained to hit a ping‑pong ball back and forth, we 
should not be fooled to believe that they are really "playing" ping‑pong. 
 
What does it mean to be human?  
The other consideration which often plays a role in deciding what warrants rights are what it means to be 
human. Is there something special about the brain, or is it simply an advanced biological computer?  
For some being human is having intelligence, and on this ground, it is undeniable that robots display 
intelligence through their ability to learn and develop. For others being human is the availability of 
knowledge and the ability to discover it. Whilst it is true that robots are increasingly able to further 
develop knowledge for themselves, they all require an initial programme to give them the necessary 
information to function.  
Along with intelligence and the knowledge, the ability to express and feel emotions may also be argued as 
a criterion for being human. Here again, it is important to distinguish between the illusion and reality, 
especially as robots continue to develop.  
On a more Humanist perspective, the concepts of creativity and purpose seem to underpin the idea of 
being human. The ability to search for and fulfil purposes, as well as create language, humour and art, 
whilst appreciating beauty are all certainly human characteristics but can equally be applied to robots.  
Finally, it is worth considering the religious perspective. For most Western religions, it is the requirement 
of a soul which dictates whether we are human or not. Whilst in Eastern religions the criteria are less clear, 
the ability to possess a conscience and an understanding of suffering, or sentience, seems to lie at the core 
of what it means to be human.  
 

  

                                                                    
19 Sam N. Lehman Wilzeg, "Frankenstein Unbound: Towards a Legal Definition of Artifical Intelligence," Futures 
(December 1981), pp. 442 457 
20 J. G. Kemeny, Man and the Computer (New York: Charles Scribner's Sons, 1972) 



 

8   

What will these rights look like?  
If delegates have been able to establish if robots do indeed require rights, it is important that they 
formulate what these rights may look like.  

There are a vast array of rights and delegates should aim to establish which ones are relevant to robots, as 
well as those which may have negative effects. The main areas which delegates should consider are:   

Basic human rights of life, friendship and caring?  The right to reproduce?  The right 
to self-programming (self-expression)? The right to be wrong?  The right to 
intermarry with humans?  The right to an income? The right to time off from a job? 
The right to a trial by its peers (computers)?  The right to be recognized as victims of 
crimes?  The right to protection of unwarranted search and seizure of its memory 
bank?  The right to protection from cruel and unusual punishments such as the 
termination of its power supply? 

It is also important to consider what rights are required to prevent robots possibly being exploited. This is 
vital as robots may not necessarily have a way to voice their suffering but can be exploited far more than 
humans due to a lack of obvious physical and mental implications.  

Further to this, it is worth considering what rights robots have to Intellectual Property. Can robots be 
artists, comedians and authors? Or is it simply their programmer who deserves the credit? 
Finally, it is worth considering where robots are placed in relation to other things, such as animals, plants 
and humans. 
       
How will these rights impact current “human” populations and what can/ needs to be done to 
preserve human rights?  
As mentioned, it is important to consider if humans should be placed above robots in relation to the 
importance of their rights. If delegates believe this should be the case, it is important to consider what the 
impacts of robot rights will be on human populations.  
The first concern is that which originates from popular culture and the media. The so-called “terminator 
conundrum” revolves around the idea of robots being able to take control once they understand that 
humans are not necessary. This concern is long lasting and was the topic of Capek’s play, R.U.R, which 
first used the term “robot”. In recent years it has continued to remain prominent, with Elon Musk and 
Mustafa Suleyman both publicly stating the risks of “super-intelligent” beings.  
A further concern is the threat that robots pose to national security and how they may change warfare. 
With Russian firm Kalashnikov already demonstrating automated weaponry, the prospect of “robot-wars” 
are all too real. In 2017 an open letter21 was submitted to the UN Convention on Certain Conventional 
Weapons, saying that “killer robots will permit armed conflict to be fought at a scale greater than ever, 
and at timescales faster than humans can comprehend.” Its correspondents also argued that this 
technology is imminent and that “once this Pandora’s box is opened, it will be hard to close.” Delegates 
should therefore aim to consider the ethical dilemmas surrounding robot usage to reduce the number of 
human soldiers, versus the possible implications that this type of warfare may have on civilian 
populations.  
A major concern is the issue surrounding robots and employment. With the Bank of England predicting 
that 15 million UK jobs will be AI by 2035, and the Chinese government unveiling plans to replace around 

                                                                    
21 AN OPEN LETTER TO THE UNITED NATIONS CONVENTION ON CERTAIN CONVENTIONAL WEAPONS – 
Future of Life Institute - 2017 
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250 million farm labourers with AI in the coming years, it is important delegates keep in mind how robots 
may displace humans and what provisions need to be granted to protect redundant workforces.  
Whilst it is true that the impact on the labour market will be significant, it is worth noting the RSA (Royal 
Society of Arts)22 said that “No technology can fully substitute for a teacher, a carer, an architect or a 
construction worker.”  
As a result of these various concerns, delegates should establish if robots sufficiently deserve rights to the 
extent that some human rights may be impacted, or if in fact, human rights should always remain a 
priority? 
 
How will “robot rights” impact economic investment and widespread availability?  
There is no doubt that AI and robotics have the potential to massively benefit society, and hence it is vital 
that the technology continues to develop. For this reason, delegates should consider what impact robot 
rights will have on the development of new technology and what can be done to ensure new technology 
continues to develop.  
The current proposition of robot taxes poses the greatest threat to further development. Bill Gates plans 
to tax companies using AI to the same value that a human workforce would have cost, and then to utilise 
this money to either aid displaced workers or re-invest in the robotics industry. Both the EU and IFR have 
openly opposed Gates’ idea, believing that it will limit the development of the industry.  
The other issue is one of cost. It is estimated that the provision of equal work opportunities for women will 
cost £55 billion in the UK alone. Likewise, maternity leave costs our economy around £125k per individual, 
as a result of decreased productivity and social support mechanisms. Given these statistics, it is 
undeniable that if robots are to be offered the same rights as humans then the financial cost will be 
enormous, and the impact of this should be considered before granting robots rights.  
 
How will “robot rights” integrate with current legal systems?  
Another major consideration is the practicality of such rights. The major implementation areas are within 
legal and penal systems, and with the first AI “murder” taking place in Michigan in 201723, it is important 
that the legal aspect is considered.  
Should robots be granted the same legal rights as humans ? To the extent that we aim “to protect the 
super‑robot from total and irreversible loss of power (LIFE); to free the robot from slave labour (LIBERTY); 
and allow it to choose how its spends it time (THE PURSUIT OF HAPPINESS)?”24 Or must we restrict a 
robot’s legal right in order to preserve our human rights? 
In addition, there is the issue of accountability. Who is responsible for a robot’s actions? Currently, robots 
require a large amount of human input, but as they learn to develop and make decisions for themselves, 
can we still see humans as accountable or must we try robots for crimes such as manslaughter and theft?  

  

                                                                    
22 AUTOMATION ON OUR OWN TERMS – RSA - 
23 “Robot 'goes rogue and kills woman on Michigan car parts production line” – The Independent – 15/03/2017  
24 Mike Higgins, "The Future of Personal Robots," The Futurist (May/June 1986), p. 46.  See also James Albus, 
"Robots and the Economy" The Futurist (December 1984). 
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Previous Attempts To Solve The Issue  
United Kingdom House of Lords Recommendations:  
In June 2017, the House of Lords published a report, with the aim “to consider the economic, ethical and 
social implications of advances in artificial intelligence.” In the report they published five principles for the 
UK government to consider in the restriction and development of AI and robot rights. They were as 
follows:  

1. AI should be developed for the common good of humanity.  
2. AI operates within parameters of intelligibility and fairness. It also calls for companies and 

organizations to improve the intelligibility of their AI systems. 
3. AI should not be used to diminish the data rights or privacy of individuals, families or 

communities. 
4. All people should have the right to be educated as well as be enabled to flourish mentally, 

emotionally and economically alongside artificial intelligence. 
5. Autonomous power to hurt, destroy or deceive human beings should never be vested in 

artificial intelligence. 
 

Robot taxation and “Recycled Demand”:  
The idea of taxation and recycled demand was proposed as a solution to supporting displaced workforces 
and enabling continue development. It is something that has already been effectively used in regard to 
mechanization and is increasingly being used with regards to AI.  
 
"In Sweden employers pay the same taxes for robots that they do for human employees.  In Japan, some 
companies pay union dues for robots."25 
19th Century garment industry: It is estimated that 98% of the labour required to weave a yard of cloth 
was automated as a result of new technologies, yet the number of textile weavers actually grew for a 
period because prices fell, and demand was elastic. 

COMEST Recommendations: The 2017 COMEST report offered key ethical principles for consideration as 
well as setting up an accountability framework and an ethical guideline for future development. 

Accountability Framework 

Decision by Robot Human 
Involvement 

Technology Responsibility  Regulation 

Made out of a finite 
set of options, 
according to pre-set 
strict criteria 

Criteria implemented 
in a legal framework 

Machine only: deterministic 
algorithms/ robots 

Robots’ 
producer 

Legal (standards, 
national or 
international 
legislation) 

Out of a range of 
options, with room 
for flexibility, 
according to a pre-
set policy 

Decision delegated 
to robot 

Machine only: AI-based 
algorithms, cognitive robots 

Designer, 
Manufacturer, 
Seller, User 

Codes of practice 
both for engineers 
and for users; 
Precautionary 
Principle 

Decisions made 
through human-
machine interaction 

Human controls the 
robot’s decisions 

Ability for human to take 
control over the robot in 
cases where robot’s actions 
can cause serious harm or 
death 

Human beings Moral 

                                                                    
25 Edith Weiner and Arnold Brown, "Issues For The 1990's," The Futurist(March/April 1986), p. 10 
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Ethical Framework and Recommendations (abridged) 

1. Develop a universal code of ethics in relation to robots and AI.  
2. Ethics need to be part of the design approach through ways such as the “Value Sensitive Design 

Approach”  
3. Public discussions should take place regarding the implications of AI.  
4. Implications on jobs should be considered an appropriate provision should be made  
5. Regarding autonomous vehicles, all actions are the responsibility of human “driver” 

Ethical principles and Values  

1. human dignity;  
2.  value of autonomy;  
3.  value of privacy; 
4.  “do not harm” principle;  
5.  principle of responsibility;  
6.  value of beneficence;  
7.  value of justice. 

 

 

 

Appendix  
The Rights of Robots: Technology, Culture and Law in the 21ST Century- Phil McNally and Sohail 
Inayatullah* - http://www.metafuture.org/Articles/TheRightsofRobots.htm 

Robot Taxes a Hot Topic at We Robot 2018 Legal Conference- Robotic Business Review - 
https://www.roboticsbusinessreview.com/download/robot-taxes-hot-topic-we-robot-2018-legal-
conference/ 

Robot Rights Debate Could Shape Automation’s Future in Europe and Beyond – Robotics Business Review 
– 22/08/2018 -  https://www.roboticsbusinessreview.com/events/robot-rights-debate-automation-future/ 

AUTOMATION ON OUR OWN TERMS – RSA - https://www.thersa.org/discover/automation-on-our-own-
terms 

UNESCO science experts explore robots’ rights – UNESCO – 15/09/2016 - 
http://www.unesco.org/new/en/media-services/single-
view/news/unesco_science_experts_explore_robots_rights/ 

Preliminary Draft Report of COMEST on Robotics Ethics August 2016 – UNESCO - 
http://www.unesco.org/new/en/social-and-human-sciences/themes/comest/science-ethics/robotics-
questions-and-answers/ 

Report of COMEST on robotics ethics – UNESCO – 2017 - http://www.unesco.org/new/en/social-and-
human-sciences/themes/comest/robotics-ethics/ 
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Further/ Recommended Reading  
UN Deputy Chief Interviews Social Robot Sophia – UN – 11/10/2017 - 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qNoTjrgMUcs  

The ‘Killer Robots’ Are Us – NY Times – 29/01/2018- https://www.nytimes.com/2018/01/29/opinion/killer-
robots-weapons.html 

Do Robots Deserve Human Rights? – Discover – 5/12/2018- 
http://blogs.discovermagazine.com/crux/2017/12/05/human-rights-robots/#.XCYbtFz7TIV 

IRobot – 20th Century Fox – 2004- https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rL6RRIOZyCM 

Humans- Channel 4- May 2015- https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HU4mwlTUXnc 

 


