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Abstract and Keywords

The rapid introduction of different kinds of robots and other machines with artificial intel­
ligence into different domains of life raises the question of whether robots can be moral 
agents and moral patients. In other words, can robots perform moral actions? Can robots 
be on the receiving end of moral actions? To explore these questions, this chapter relates 
the new area of the ethics of human–robot interaction to traditional ethical theories such 
as utilitarianism, Kantian ethics, and virtue ethics. These theories were developed with 
the assumption that the paradigmatic examples of moral agents and moral patients are 
human beings. As this chapter argues, this creates challenges for anybody who wishes to 
extend the traditional ethical theories to new questions of whether robots can be moral 
agents and/or moral patients.

Keywords: human–robot interaction, traditional moral theories, utilitarianism, Kantian ethics, virtue ethics, moral 
agency, moral patiency

Introduction
Self-driving cars chauffeuring us around, military robots helping to fight wars, logistics 
robots moving boxes around in warehouses, robotic vacuum cleaners and lawn movers 
cleaning up after us and keeping backyards neat, humanoid sex robots being advertised 
as a new form of intimate partner, and so on and so forth (Royakkers and Van Est 2016). 
More and more areas of life are having robots with more or less advanced artificial intelli­
gence introduced into them—so much so that the robot ethicist David Gunkel muses that 
we are ‘in the midst of a robot invasion’ (Gunkel 2018, 2019). This proliferation of robots 
raises new types of ethical questions. For example, what if a self-driving car detects that a 
crash is unavoidable and that all options open to it will involve harming human beings? 
What should the car do (Nyholm 2018a–b)? Is it ever permissible to use autonomous 
weapons systems in war, which are specifically designed to kill human beings and select 
their own targets (Sparrow 2016; Purves et al. 2015)? What if a robot—for example, a sex 
robot—is designed to look and act like a human being? Does the resemblance mean that 
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we should treat that robot with any of the moral consideration we should show to human 
beings (Eskens 2017; Danaher 2019)?

In general, there are two main kinds of questions here. On the one hand, how should ro­
bots and other machines be made to behave around human beings? On the other hand, 
how should human beings conduct themselves around robots and other machines with ad­
vanced forms of artificial intelligence? We can call the branch of digital ethics that con­
fronts these two questions the ethics of human–robot interaction (Nyholm 2020). The aim 
of this chapter is to discuss whether, and to what extent, traditional moral theory—includ­
ing specific theories such as utilitarianism, Kantianism, and virtue ethics—can be useful 
when we try to approach the questions that arise within the new ethics of human–robot 
interaction.

Many authors who discuss the ethics of human–robot interaction have turned to the tradi­
tional moral theories in their work. For example, proponents of so-called ‘machine ethics’ 
have theorized that we can create artificial moral agents that conduct themselves based 
on the principles espoused by traditional moral theories (e.g. Anderson and Anderson 

2007, 2010, 2011; Powers 2011; Wallach and Allen 2009). And writers discussing whether 
machines should ever be accorded moral consideration or rights have asked what the tra­
ditional moral theories imply about that issue (e.g. Coeckelbergh 2010a; Gunkel 2018; 
Gordon 2020a).

There is a general problem with this tempting project of applying traditional moral theory 
to the ethics of human–robot interaction, however: traditional moral theories all devel­
oped long before robots and artificial intelligence (AI) existed. In particular, they devel­
oped with human–human interaction in mind, not with human–robot interaction—or, more 
generally, human–machine interaction—in mind (Nyholm 2020: ch. 2; see Turner 2019 

and Weaver 2013 for a similar argument in the context of the law). In what follows, I ex­
plore some ways in which this problem creates challenges and difficulties for the tempta­
tion to approach the ethics of human–robot interaction using traditional moral theory.

Specifically, I consider difficulties relating to the notions of moral obligation and moral 
virtue, and the properties that traditional moral theories associate with having moral 
standing. These all seem better suited for ethics relating to human–human interaction 
and are ill-suited for the ethics of human–robot interaction. One possible conclusion is 
that we need, as Gunkel suggests, to ‘think otherwise’, that is, to look for some new kind 
of ethical theorizing (Gunkel 2018). Even so, I end with some reflections about how tradi­
tional moral theory might best be applied in the ethics of human–robot interaction if we 
want to keep using the traditional moral theories when we grapple with the new ethics of 
human–robot interaction. The usefulness of the traditional moral theories in the ethics of 
human–robot interaction depends, I will argue, on who we take the relevant moral agents 
and patients to be.
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Agents and patients
In 2015, CNN Edition ran a story with the headline ‘Is it Cruel to Kick a Robot 
Dog?’ (Parke 2015). This was a story about a robot created by the company Boston Dy­
namics. The four-legged robot, nicknamed ‘Spot’, looks like a dog. Another distinguishing 
feature of this particular robot is how good it is at keeping its balance. To illustrate this 
ability, a video released by Boston Dynamics shows Spot walking up some stairs and run­
ning on a treadmill. Later in the video, in order to further illustrate how stable Spot is, 
some Boston Dynamics engineers are shown kicking Spot. Sure enough, Spot does not fall 
over when kicked. Many viewers of this video, however, lost part of their composure when 
they saw Spot being kicked. CNN reported that people made comments such as ‘Kicking 
a dog, even a robot dog, just seems wrong’ and ‘Poor Spot!’ (Parke 2015; cf. Coeckel­
bergh 2018).

This story helps to illustrate a distinction that is useful to draw in this context. Following 
Luciano Floridi and others, I will use the terminology whereby we think of ethics as in­
volving both moral agents and moral patients (Floridi 2011). In the just-summarized news 
story, a robot is, interestingly, seemingly portrayed in the role of a moral patient; that is, 
it is portrayed in the role of somebody against whom we can act rightly or wrongly. The 
Boston Dynamics engineers kicking the robot dog, in contrast, are viewed as moral 
agents. They are viewed as agents who are able to act rightly or wrongly and who can be 
held responsible for their conduct. The question of whether it is cruel to kick robot dogs, 
in other words, takes seriously the idea that robots can be moral patients against whom 
human moral agents can act in cruel ways (Coeckelbergh 2018; Danaher 2019; cf. Fried­
man 2020).

A more common way of introducing robots or other machines into the domain of ethics is 
via the idea of them as potentially playing the role of moral agents. As mentioned in the 
Introduction, there is a whole field of research called ‘machine ethics’ whose main aim is 
to investigate the prospect of creating machines—robots, computers, or whatever—that 
can function as moral agents of some significant kind (Wallach and Allen 2009, Anderson 
and Anderson 2011). Some of the more modest machine ethics researchers focus on what 
James Moor calls ‘implicit moral agents’, that is, agents whose patterns of behaviour 
merely conform to what certain moral principles might recommend that they do (Moor 
2006). Others—like Michael Anderson and Susan Leigh Anderson (2007, 2010)—have a 
much more ambitious goal. They want to create what Moor calls ‘explicit moral agents’. 
This expression refers to agents whose behaviour does not merely conform to what moral 
principles might recommend, but who also are able to engage in decision-making that is 
explicitly guided by ethical principles (Moor 2006).1

Self-driving cars and military robots are common examples of artificially intelligent ma­
chines that defenders of machine ethics claim need to be made into a form of moral 
agent. Why? Because these machines will be functionally autonomous, and potentially 
dangerous; that is, they will operate for certain periods of time on their own, without di­
rect human steering. They will interact with human beings in ways that are sometimes 
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risky, occasionally creating life-and-death situations. Accordingly, the machines may be 
put in situations—crash scenarios in the case of self-driving cars or battles in the case of 
military robots—in which the machines seemingly need to make life-and-death decisions 
(Wallach and Allen 2009; Goodall 2014).

Defenders of the programme of machine ethics claim that because of such considera­
tions, we ought to design these machines in ways that make them into ‘artificial moral 
agents’ (Wallach and Allen 2009; Anderson and Anderson 2011).2 So here we have a case 
that is significantly different from the one considered above. While a robot is the sup­
posed moral patient and human beings the moral agents in the example with Spot the ro­
bot dog above, in the cases of self-driving cars and military robots, human beings would 
be the moral patients and certain robots the supposed moral agents.

A fascinating question to reflect on is whether there could ever be any realistic scenarios 
in which robots would be both the only relevant moral agents and the patients involved. 
In science fiction, we could easily imagine such a scenario. For example, what if the ro­
bots C3PO and R2D2 in the Star Wars movies got into a fight and treated each other in 
immoral ways? In real life, however, such scenarios seem less realistic.

When it comes to the ethics of human–robot interaction, it is important to reflect carefully 
on the different ways in which we can think about who or what can be moral agents and 
patients. One possible view—the one that I have in effect just illustrated—is that in addi­
tion to human beings, robots and other machines can also be both moral agents and 
moral patients (e.g. Gunkel 2012, 2018; Gordon 2020a). A second possible view is that 
while robots and other machines can be a form of moral agent (albeit perhaps a less ad­
vanced form of moral agent than humans can be), they cannot and should not be regard­
ed as moral patients. Floridi, for example, seems to be an example of an author who holds 
that sort of view. In his writings, Floridi takes the idea of machines as artificial moral 
agents very seriously. Yet, he thinks that they are not moral patients, but that they can be 
seen as a kind of ‘slave’ to us human beings (Floridi 2011, 2017).

A third—and less common—view would be that while robots can be moral patients, they 
cannot be moral agents. Some of John Danaher’s different writings on the ethics of tech­
nology suggest that he might be someone who would take this view. Danaher has one pa­
per in which he argues that autonomous robots might give rise to ‘retribution gaps’, since 
they are not responsible moral agents that are fit to be punished in case they act wrongly 
(Danaher 2016). But in more recent writings, Danaher argues that if machines behave 
like people or animals that we view as moral patients, we should also regard those ma­
chines as moral patients (Danaher 2019, 2020). On this type of view—whether or not it is 
a view Danaher would, on reflection, endorse—while humans can be both moral agents 
and patients, robots can be moral patients but not moral agents.

A fourth and final view is that only human beings can be moral agents and that only hu­
man beings (as well as some non-human animals) can be moral patients (cf. Bryson 
2018).3 On this view, when we create machines that are made to conduct themselves 
around human beings in certain ways, there are always certain human beings (e.g. the 
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designers or users) who are the relevant moral agents (see e.g. Van Wynsberghe and Rob­
bins 2018). And if there are ever any reasons to act in ways that appear to show moral 
consideration for robots, the real moral patients are actually certain human beings. For 
example, the real moral patients could be people who might be offended or otherwise 
negatively impacted unless the robots in question are treated in ways that appear to show 
moral consideration for those robots (Darling 2017; Friedman 2020; cf. Nyholm 2020: ch. 
8).

We have a spectrum of four views here, then. At one extreme, there is the view that in the 
ethics of human–robot interaction, robots can be considered both as agents and patients. 
At the other extreme, there is the view that ultimately, only human beings can be consid­
ered as the relevant agents and patients when we think about how robots should be made 
to function around human beings and how human beings should conduct themselves 
around robots. Between these two extremes there are views on which robots could be ei­
ther only moral agents or only moral patients. With these basic distinctions introduced, 
we can move on to discuss traditional ethical theory. What would influential canonical 
philosophers such as—or authors following in the footsteps of—Aristotle, Hume, Bentham 
and Mill, and Kant say about this topic?

Traditional ethical theory
When we think about the ethics of human–robot interaction, it is tempting to turn to tradi­
tional ethical theory as a source of ideas and inspiration. After all, when we study moral 
philosophy, we typically first learn about traditional ethical theories such as utilitarian­
ism, Kantianism, and virtue ethics (see, e.g. Driver 2007). We usually also learn about at­
tempts to apply these theories within different domains of practical ethics, such as 
bioethics and animal ethics. So, it is only natural to think that these kinds of theories 
would also be useful to apply to this novel topic of human–robot interaction, not least be­
cause in ordinary common sense, we are concerned with things such as the consequences 
of actions, respect for people’s dignity, and the development of good character traits. 
Those are the sorts of considerations that the traditional moral theories place at the cen­
tre of their accounts of how we should live our lives and conduct ourselves around other 
human beings (Suikkanen 2014). Utilitarian—or more broadly consequentialist—theories 
focus on the consequences of people’s actions. Kantian ethics concerns itself with how to 
properly show respect for human dignity and the principles we act on. And virtue ethical 
theories are about what character traits people should try to cultivate (Driver 2007).

When it comes to whether it is a good idea to carry over the traditional ethical theories 
into the new domain of the ethics of human–robot interaction, two related complications 
or challenges immediately come to mind. These both concern the fact that the traditional 
ethical theories are—first and foremost—theories of the ethics of human–human interac­
tion rather than human–technology interaction (Nyholm 2020: ch. 2).4
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First, as mentioned in the Introduction, most of the traditional ethical theory that we 
learn about when we study ethics developed before anybody was concerned with human– 

robot interaction. Virtue ethical theory first made its appearance during classical antiqui­
ty (Crisp and Slote 1997). Broadly speaking, consequentialist and so-called deontological 
ethical theories5 started to develop throughout the Enlightenment. Immanuel Kant devel­
oped his influential ethical theory in the last decades of the eighteenth century (Kant 
2012). The origin of utilitarian can be traced to the middle of the eighteenth century, first 
by Christian authors like William Paley and Joseph Priestly, and later by secular authors 
like Jeremy Bentham and John Stuart Mill (Darwall 1995). This was all before anyone had 
any reason to think about whether robots and other technologies with AI could potentially 
be thought of as moral agents or patients. Since traditional ethical theory developed with 
human–human interaction in mind, we should be careful about assuming that this body of 
theory will carry over in a smooth way to the context of human–robot interaction.

The second consideration I want to highlight in this section is that the traditional ethical 
theories involve numerous different ideas and theoretical assumptions about human be­
ings and human nature (Driver 2007). They are, to use an expression from John Rawls, 
typically ‘comprehensive theories’ (Rawls 1993). Those who import the traditional ethical 
theories into the context of human–robot interaction sometimes appear to truncate these 
theories to single principles that can be formulated in one short sentence—for example, 
‘Maximize happiness, minimize suffering!’, ‘Act on principles that can be made into uni­
versal laws!’, or ‘Develop these virtues!’—and then ask whether these principles can be 
programmed into the AI of robots. There is an issue with this decontextualization, howev­
er. The issue is that behind the snappy bumper-sticker summaries of the traditional moral 
theories, there are typically comprehensive theories of human nature, rationality, the hu­
man condition, moral psychology, etc. that help to motivate why the canonical authors 
who proposed these theories arrived at the ethical conclusions and suggestions that they 
did.

In the following three sections, I zoom in on three common themes reoccurring in much 
of traditional moral theory. I will relate those themes to the prospects of human–robot in­
teraction ethics of the sort that regards robots as potentially being both moral agents and 
patients. In particular, I will discuss some common ideas about moral obligation, moral 
virtue, and what it is to be benefitted in a morally relevant way. In each case, we will find 
that it is not easy to directly carry these ideas from traditional ethical theory over into the 
new context of the ethics of human–robot interaction.

Moral obligation
Imagine that a self-driving car carrying one person is heading towards a tunnel. The self- 
driving car detects that, for whatever reason, its breaks have suddenly stopped working. 
The car also detects that there are five people walking on the narrow road inside of the 
tunnel. Since the car’s breaks are malfunctioning, the car seems to face two options. It 
can either drive into the tunnel and ram into the five people in there, potentially killing or 
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seriously injuring them, or it can swerve and crash into the side of the tunnel, potentially 
killing or seriously injuring the person inside the car. What should the car do?

This case—which I borrow from Jason Millar (2014)—is of the sort that is sometimes used 
to motivate the need to design moral agency or decision-making capacities into self-dri­
ving cars. The car appears to face a moral dilemma similar to the sorts of dilemmas asso­
ciated with the so-called trolley problem.6 And so, it is argued, the car needs to be able to 
make a moral decision about what to do in this situation and others like it. (Keeling 2020; 
cf. Nyholm and Smids 2016) Indeed, some researchers in behavioural economics and so­
cial psychology take this sort of case so seriously that they have created a worldwide re­
search project to track and catalogue ordinary people’s intuitions about various trolley 
problem-inspired cases (Bonnefon et al. 2016). The idea behind that research programme 
is that in addition to whatever input traditional ethical theory can provide us with, we al­
so need to survey the world’s population about what self-driving cars should do (Awad et 
al. 2018). That way, programmers tasked with programming moral decision-making algo­
rithms into self-driving cars will have lots of input about what is morally relevant in the 
kinds of accident scenarios one can imagine that self-driving cars might potentially face 
(Awad et al. 2020; for a critical perspective, see Harris 2020; cf. Nyholm 2018a).

Suppose now that we have a view about what sorts of ‘decision’ self-driving cars ought 
morally to make in different kinds of risky or otherwise morally loaded situations. Sup­
pose also that we somehow managed to programme those moral rules into self-driving 
cars.7 Have we then created moral agents of a sort that are recognizable from the per­
spective of traditional moral theories?

One symptom that we would have done so would be that we had managed to create an 
agent who would be under an obligation to act in certain ways, or whose duty it would be 
to so act (Darwall 2004).That is to say, traditional moral theory associates moral dilem­
mas and moral decision-making with moral obligation. Moral agents are portrayed by the 
traditional moral theories as having certain obligations. It is not just that it would be nice 
or a good thing if the moral agents acted in certain ways. This requirement raises the 
question of whether a self-driving car—or any other realistic type of robot—would be un­
der an obligation to act in the ways in which we might think they should act (cf. Talbot et 
al. 2017).

It might be thought that it is primarily in Kantian or other deontological theories that 
obligations or duties are prominent (see, e.g. Floridi 2011: 203). However, one of the 
most canonical statements of how ethical theory deals with obligations rather than mere 
expediency comes from a utilitarian. Famously, John Stuart Mill writes:

We do not call anything wrong, unless we mean to imply that a person ought to be 
punished in some way or other for doing it; if not by law, by the opinion of his fel­
low-creatures; if not by opinion, by the reproaches of his own conscience. This 
seems the real turning point of the distinction between morality and simple expe­
diency. It is a part of the notion of Duty in every one of its forms, that a person 
may rightfully be compelled to fulfil it. Duty is a thing which may be exacted from 
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a person, as one exacts a debt. Unless we think that it may be exacted from him, 
we do not call it his duty.

(Mill 2001: 48–49)

Could a self-driving car sensibly be punished or blamed for any of its actions or omissions 
(Danaher 2016)? Could a self-driving car or any other robot suffer a guilty conscience in 
case it fails to act as it should (Sparrow 2007)? If not, the just-described way of thinking 
about moral obligation in the quote from Mill indicates that the self-driving car could not 
have any duties or obligations.

Suppose that we think the right decision in the above-described tunnel case would be for 
the car to swerve to the side and endanger the person in the car rather than to drive into 
the tunnel and endanger the five people in the tunnel. Unless the self-driving car could 
sensibly be punished or blamed, or unless it would be possible for it to feel guilty about 
its actions, it could not be a moral obligation or duty for the self-driving car to act in any 
way rather than in any other way (Nyholm 2020: ch. 7). If this self-driving car were never­
theless considered a moral agent, it would be a moral agent without any obligations. 
From the point of view of traditional moral theory, that is an idea that does not make 
much sense.

Moral virtue
It might be replied that being a good moral agent in the sense of doing what one is oblig­
ated to do is not the only way to be a good moral agent that we find in traditional moral 
theory. Not all traditional moral theories are centrally concerned with duties and the idea 
of moral obligation (Darwall 1995). Another way of being good, according to some tradi­
tional ethical theories, is to have certain virtues (Hursthouse 1999). Could robots have 
virtues and thereby be moral agents in that sense? This will, of course, depend on what 
we understand virtues to be. Perhaps the most widely discussed conception of what 
virtues are is derived from the work of Aristotle (1999). But there are also other theories, 
for example, the one that David Hume (1983) put forward in his An Enquiry concerning 
the Principles of Morals. Let us briefly consider both of these theories of virtue. We can 
start with Hume’s theory and then consider Aristotle’s theory, which is more demanding 
in nature.

Hume has a simple and neat theory of what virtue is. His whole theory of virtue in the En­
quiry is contained in two key distinctions. To begin with, according to Hume, a virtue is 
always some characteristic of the person who has the virtue. The first key distinction 
Hume then draws is between personal characteristics that are useful and ones that are 
agreeable in themselves. The second key distinction is between personal characteristics 
that benefit oneself and ones that benefit others. All virtues, on this way of thinking, are 
personal characteristics that are useful to ourselves, useful to others, agreeable to our­
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selves, or agreeable to others. Of course, some personal characteristics might have more 
than one of these features.

What about Aristotle? A virtue, on the Aristotelian view, is some habit or personal disposi­
tion that is associated with human flourishing and that is admirable to others (Aristotle 
1999). This type of habit involves a disposition to do the right thing, at the right time, to 
the right degree, and for the right reasons. It is, typically, a middle path between two ex­
tremes. Courage, for example, is a disposition that lies between cowardice, on the one 
hand, and foolhardiness, on the other hand. Moreover, in order to act on any particular 
virtues, it is also important—according to Aristotle—to have a set of other virtues as well. 
This is called the ‘unity of the virtues’ thesis (Crisp and Slote 1997). For example, in or­
der for a person to be courageous in the right way, they also need to be just, wise, pru­
dent, and so on. Without these other virtues, a person cannot have the virtue of courage 
in the right way that we associate with human flourishing. Or so Aristotle famously ar­
gues.

Moreover, the Aristotelian ideal of virtue is, as Philip Pettit puts it, a ‘robustly demanding’ 
ideal (Pettit 2015). It requires that we are disposed to do the rights sorts of things for the 
right reasons, not just in cases in which it is easy and convenient, but also in cases in 
which it is more challenging and less convenient for us to do so. If we only act correctly 
when it is easy and convenient, but are not robustly disposed to do the right thing across 
a wider range of circumstances, we do not truly possess the types of dispositions that 
Aristotelian ethics understands the virtues as being (Alfano 2013a).

Could robots have virtues and be moral agents? Could they have virtues in the sense 
Hume describes, or in the sense described in Aristotelian ethics (cf. Nyholm 2020: ch. 7)? 
A first challenge when it comes to whether robots could have virtues in the sense Hume 
describes is that virtues are supposed to be certain personal characteristics—namely, per­
sonal characteristics that are useful or agreeable in themselves either to ourselves or to 
others. It might be thought, to begin with, that it makes no sense to think of robots or 
other machines as having any personal characteristics. Only persons, it might be thought, 
have those.8

It might be easier, though, for a robot to be useful or agreeable to people. For example, a 
robotic vacuum cleaner such as the Roomba robot might be useful to its owners and 
thereby have a virtue in a somewhat minimalistic and watered-down sense (Sung et al. 
2007). Some other robots might be entertaining and agreeable, and might therefore be 
seen as having a type of virtue. Nor does a technological artefact need to be a robot in or­
der to potentially be useful or agreeable to people. A tool might have the ‘virtue’, in a 
loose sense, of making it easy to get the job done, and a chair the virtue of being comfort­
able to sit in. However, none of these examples come close to being virtues of the sort we 
expect in moral agents. There is a difference in kind between being, say, a sharp knife or 
an efficient lawnmower and being a just or compassionate person.
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It is even more unrealistic to imagine a robot that would have any virtues in the demand­
ing sense described by Aristotle (Nyholm 2020: ch. 7). Could a robot be disposed to do 
the right thing, at the right times, and for the right reasons? Could it have a unity of 
virtues by not just having one, but a whole set of virtues that reinforce and support each 
other? Is it realistic to imagine a robot that is robustly disposed to do the right thing, not 
just in situations in which it is ‘easy’ for the robot, but across a wider range of possible 
circumstances that might arise?

Robots and other technologies with AI are typically only good at one task, in a very con­
trolled environment (Royakkers and Van Est 2016). It is hard to imagine any realistic ro­
bot with a robust disposition that would enable it to do the right sorts of things in a stable 
way across a wide range of circumstances. And, moreover, according to Duncan Purves, 
Ryan Jenkins, and Bradley J. Strawser, robots cannot act for reasons. They cannot act for 
reasons because this requires the possession of certain forms of mental state that we do 
not typically attribute to robots (Purves et al. 2015; see also Talbot et al. 2017 and Brey 
2014). If that is right, robots cannot act rightly, for the right reasons, to the right degree, 
etc. in the sense that virtuous agents are supposed to.

It seems best to conclude that if robots can be said to have virtues in any sense, it would 
be in a rather watered-down and minimalistic sense. Indeed, as many critics of virtue 
ethics argue, and as some defenders of virtue ethics themselves admit, it is even hard for 
human beings to qualify as having virtues in the sense described by Aristotle because 
having virtues is a very demanding ideal (Alfano 2013b; Pettit 2015). Virtue is something 
human beings can realistically aspire to. But it is something that it is much less realistic 
to aspire to create in robots.

Different ways of being a moral patient
Let us return now to the example above of a robot dog being kicked and people reacting 
to this in a negative way (Parke 2015). That many people spontaneously perceive some­
thing problematic about kicking a robot that looks and behaves like a dog suggests that 
we should reflect on whether it might make sense to cast robots in the role of moral pa­
tients (Coeckelbergh 2010a–b, 2018). Presumably, people’s reactions would be even 
stronger if the robots being kicked looked and behaved like human beings.

In the previous sections, we looked at what traditional ethical theory associates with 
moral agency. Let us now switch over to looking at what traditional ethical theory asso­
ciates with moral patients (see e.g. Driver 2007). What sorts of things do the traditional 
theories see as most relevant in order for somebody to be a moral patient with a moral 
status that we need to take into consideration? Can we imagine realistic robots that have 
any of those properties? If not, then what should we conclude about whether it ever 
makes sense to regard robots and other machines as moral patients?
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First, in the virtue ethical tradition, the main moral patients associated with the actions of 
the moral agents were often the moral agents themselves (see various contributions in 

Crisp and Slote 1997). That is to say, the person who was considered the main beneficiary 
of the development and exercise of the virtues was the agent herself. This is certainly the 
case in Aristotle’s theory, for example, which is centred around the idea of ‘eudaimonia’ 
or human flourishing (Aristotle 1999). By developing the virtues, we flourish as human 
beings. Another example is the way in which the topic of justice is approached in Plato’s 

Republic (2007). The main question in that book is: in what ways does it benefit an agent 
to develop the virtue of justice? Plato argues that it is both instrumentally and non-instru­
mentally good for the agent to develop the virtue of justice. Again, the main moral patient 
in focus is the moral agent herself.

In Kantian ethics, the self and other human beings are treated on a par in terms of who 
are the main moral patients that moral agents ought to concern themselves with (Kant 
2012). In utilitarian moral theory, the self is a possible moral patient—since our own hap­
piness can be positively or adversely affected by our actions. But the main moral patients 
usually considered within utilitarian moral philosophy are other human beings, as well as 
other sentient beings (Bentham 1996; Mill 2001).

I have already mentioned that the capacity for human flourishing is what is treated as the 
key thing to focus on in virtue ethics. In Kantian ethics, in turn, the main basis associated 
with moral patiency is the possession of practical reason and a will. In utilitarian theory, 
the main object of concern in a moral patient is their sensibility to pleasure and pain 
(Bentham 1996; Mill 2001). We benefit moral patients within virtue ethical theory by pro­
moting their flourishing. We show moral consideration within Kantian ethical theory by 
having respect for persons and their dignity (e.g. by seeking their consent before treating 
them in certain ways) (Kant 2012). And we show moral consideration according to utili­
tarians by relieving pain and suffering, and by promoting the happiness of others.

Utilitarian philosophers have long emphasized that their theory can include non-human 
animals in the class of moral patients, since animals can also feel pleasure and pain (see, 
e.g. Bentham 1996). It is nevertheless clear that all of these theories developed with hu­
man beings in mind as the paradigmatic moral patients to be taken into consideration. 
The theories home in on typically human properties when they describe what makes 
someone a moral patient. Accordingly, when some authors have recently explored 
whether it might ever make sense to include robots among those who we think of as 
moral patients, they have often concluded either of two things: that we have to wait for 
the arrival of much more sophisticated robots in the far-off future before we can view ma­
chines as moral patients, or that traditional moral theories do not lend support to the idea 
that robots can be moral patients.

Eric Schwitzgebel and Mara Garza (2015) take the former approach. They argue that 
since (a) we should treat like cases alike; and (b) it is, in principle, possible to imagine fu­
ture robots with sophisticated enough AI that they would have the capacities we asso­
ciate with human moral patients, we should conclude that in the future, there might even­
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tually be robots whom we should treat as moral patients for the same reasons that we 
treat human beings as moral patients.

Romy Eskens (2017), in contrast, takes the latter approach. In particular, she considers 
the case of sex robots and the question of whether there should be a moral requirement 
to seek their consent before one has sex with them. Eskens argues that this depends on 
whether sex robots can have the sort of properties that Kantian and utilitarian theories 
associate with moral patients. Do the robots have practical reason and a will (‘sapiens’), 
or a capacity for pleasure or pain (‘sentience’)? No, Eskens suggests. In the case of hu­
man beings, it would be rape to have sex with someone without their consent. In the case 
of robots, they lack moral status because they lack sapiens and sentience, Eskens argues. 
Therefore, they are not moral patients who would be raped if people had sex with them 
without their consent. (For two other perspectives on this particular issue, see Frank and 
Nyholm 2017 and Sparrow 2017.)

In general, since robots cannot achieve human flourishing, lack practical reason and a 
will, and do not experience pleasure and pain, traditional moral theories seemingly imply 
that robots cannot be moral patients for the reasons that human beings can be moral pa­
tients. If we want to explore the possibility of regarding robots and other machines as po­
tential moral patients, the traditional moral theories are not going to be of much help.

Two different ways of conceiving of the ethics 
of human–robot interaction and its relation to 
traditional moral theories
The issues briefly discussed in the sections above can all be explored in much greater de­
tail. I and others have done so elsewhere (see, e.g. Anderson and Anderson 2011; Gunkel 
2018; Nyholm 2020). But I hope that even this quick discussion of these different topics 
helps to show that we seem to face the following choice. If we want to make use of the 
traditional moral theories when we approach the issues that confront us within the ethics 
of human–robot interaction, we should understand human beings as being the main moral 
agents and patients in question. (Of course, we can also consider non-human animals as 
being among the moral patients to take into account.) Or if we want to start exploring 
ways in which robots and other machines with AI might become moral agents and pa­
tients, then we need to look elsewhere than what I have been calling the traditional moral 
theories in order to find solid theoretical grounding for this project.

Let me briefly comment on the two options I just sketched. How, it might first be asked, 
could human beings be both the main moral agents and main moral patients if our ques­
tions are about how robots should be made to behave around human beings and about 
how human beings should conduct themselves around robots? For example, if we are ask­
ing how self-driving cars should be programmed to deal with accident scenarios, then we 
should not think of the self-driving cars themselves as being the moral agents whose deci­
sions should be guided by moral theories. Rather, we should think of whoever decides on 
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how the self-driving cars should behave as being the moral agents whose decision-making 
should be guided by the principles and ideals associated with traditional moral theories 
(cf. Nyholm 2018a).

For example, a utilitarian might say that it is not the self-driving car that should make de­
cisions aimed to promote happiness and relieve suffering. Rather, it is whoever is pro­
gramming or otherwise making decisions about self-driving cars who should make deci­
sions that promote happiness and relieve suffering. According to Kantian ethics, it is not 
the self-driving car that should respect others or adopt a set of principles it would be will­
ing to lay down as universal laws. It is rather the person deciding how the self-driving car 
should behave who should respect others and conduct him or herself on the basis of prin­
ciples they would be willing to lay down as universal laws. Likewise, if anyone should try 
to cultivate and exemplify virtues, it is the human beings making decisions about how ro­
bots will treat people, and not the robots themselves.

Consider next the issue of how people should behave around robots. If human beings (and 
some animals) are ultimately seen as the only moral patients, then whether we should 
ever treat robots in any way that appears to show moral consideration for those robots 
will depend on whether there are any human beings (or any animals) whose moral inter­
ests we might respect by acting in ways that seemingly show moral consideration for the 
robots. For example, we may fail to show proper respect for real dogs if we are prepared 
to kick a robot dog. We could certainly be thought to not show proper respect for human 
beings if we want to create robotic copies of them and then treat those robotic replicas in 
seemingly disrespectful ways (Nyholm 2020: ch. 8).

By avoiding treating robots in certain ways, we might also train ourselves to avoid treat­
ing human beings in those ways (Darling 2017). Just as Kant argued that we might make 
ourselves cruel towards human beings by being cruel towards animals, it might also be 
argued that we might potentially end up being cruel towards human beings if we get in 
the habit of behaving in what appears to be cruel ways towards robots. Similarly, Robert 
Sparrow (2020) argues that we might undermine our own virtue and develop vices if we 
treat robots in ways in which it would be vicious to treat human beings. Thus, in order to 
stay on the path of virtue and avoid vice, it might be that we should avoid acting in what 
appears to be vicious ways when we interact with robots (cf. Friedman 2020).

In other words, it is perfectly possible to reflect on how robots should behave around hu­
mans and how humans should behave around robots while viewing human beings (and 
non-human animals) as being the only relevant moral agents and patients. But what if we 
want to also start thinking of robots as potentially being both moral agents and moral pa­
tients? How should we then relate our reflections to the traditional moral theories?

Of course, it should be noted that not everyone will agree with me that the traditional 
moral theories do not show a great deal of promise as a theoretical basis for reflections 
about robots as moral agents and patients. It might also be objected that the discussion 
above has assumed much more agreement among the traditional moral theories than 
there really is, and that some existing moral theories might lend themselves better than 
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others to being applied to human–robot interaction. In particular, when it comes to robots 
envisioned as potential moral agents, I should point out that some theorists think that tra­
ditional moral theories have much more to offer than I have made things appear above 
(see, e.g. Floridi 2011; Powers 2011; and other contributions in Anderson and Anderson 
2011). Many authors working in the field of machine ethics think that we can create arti­
ficial moral agents that follow the principles spelled out by the traditional moral theories. 
Some theorists—such as Michael Anderson and Susan Leigh Anderson, and Ronald Arkin 

—even think that robots are likely to eventually become better moral agents than human 
beings can be, as judged from the perspective of the traditional moral theories (Anderson 
and Anderson 2010; Arkin 2010). I want to note, though, that this is a point of view that 
has received a lot of critical push-back. John-Stewart Gordon (2020b), to take one exam­
ple, argues that much theorizing within machine ethics involves ‘rookie mistakes’ regard­
ing how the traditional moral theories should be applied and how the theories should be 
understood in the first place (see also Purves et al. 2015).

But I will not get into that debate here. What I rather want to mention is the way in which 
some other authors have chosen to respond to the issue of whether traditional moral the­
ories can be useful if we start taking seriously the idea of robots as agents and patients. 
What I have in mind is the point of view associated in particular with Mark Coeckelbergh 
(2010a) and David Gunkel (2018). According to them, we should take seriously the idea of 
robots as both moral agents and patients. However, doing so requires, as Gunkel likes to 
put it, that we start ‘thinking otherwise’ (Gunkel 2018).

What he means is that we need to explore non-traditional types of ethical theory when 
thinking about what it might mean for robots to be moral agents and patients. Coeckel­
bergh and Gunkel are both interested in motivating what they call a ‘relational turn’ that 
moral theorizing might take. According to this approach, our focus should be less on the 
capacities and features of moral agents and patients, and instead more on what kinds of 
relations and interactions there can be between human beings, robots, and other tech­
nologies. The traditional moral theories, according to Coeckelbergh and Gunkel, are too 
focused on moral agents and patients considered in isolation and judged on the basis of 
their individual features. According to them, we should instead focus on the ways in 
which robots and other machines might come to have a ‘social presence’ by being 
brought into our homes, by being able to respond to us, and by being able to evoke cer­
tain social responses in us (Coeckelbergh 2010a–b, 2018; Gunkel 2018). If we changed 
our theoretical focus in this way, we would take what Coeckelbergh and Gunkel call a ‘re­
lational turn’.9

Concluding remarks
I have suggested that when we start introducing robots and other technologies equipped 
with different forms of AI into different domains of life, new ethical questions arise. New 
questions arise about, on the one hand, how these machines should be made to behave 
around human beings and, on the other hand, how human beings should behave around 
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these machines. Whether we can use traditional ethical theory in reflection on human–ro­
bot interaction depends on who we consider the relevant moral agents and patients to be, 
since these theories were developed with human beings in mind as the paradigmatic 
moral agents and patients.

One possible way to go here, which I will end by suggesting, is the following. Perhaps we 
can stick with the traditional moral theories when we think about the ethics of human–ro­
bot interaction with a focus on human beings as the moral agents and patients that we 
are concerning ourselves with. At the same time, we should also take seriously the idea 
that robots might one day become moral agents and patients. For them, we might then 
need to ‘think otherwise’, to use Gunkel’s phrase. That is to say, if and when we start re­
flecting on what it might be for robots to be moral agents and patients, we may need new 
ethical theories to think about them. This way, the ethics of human–robot interaction can 
partly be based on traditional ethical theory—viz. when it considers human beings as 
moral agents and patients—and partly based on some other, possibly new form of ethical 
theorizing—viz. when it considers robots as moral agents and patients.

It might be objected here that moral theory is supposed to be universal and apply equally 
to all (whether it is humans, angels, aliens, animals, or whatever creatures we might be 
talking about). Universality implies that moral theory should also apply equally to human 
beings and robots, and that we cannot have one theory for one and another theory for the 
other. To this objection I respond that, on the one hand, we typically relativize what du­
ties we think moral agents have to their capacities (‘ought implies can’), so that, for ex­
ample, mature adults are regarded as having different moral duties than children. On the 
other hand, we also relativize what protection, care, or rights we think moral patients 
should have to their capacities or situation, so that, for example, the vulnerable or the 
sick should get different treatment than others, all of which is compatible with the princi­
ple of treating like cases alike. Since human being and robots are not like cases, the idea 
that we should not treat them alike, either in theory or in practice, does not conflict with 
the idea of moral universality, at least not if we take moral universality to be captured 
most importantly by the idea of treating like cases alike.

So long as we stick to the old moral agents and patients that philosophers have already 
been theorizing about for a very long time, we can make use of traditional ethical theo­
ries developed specifically to apply to those agents and patients. But once we start intro­
ducing new potential moral agents and patients of a radically different nature than the 
old ones, new, non-traditional theories might be needed.
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Notes:

(1) The distinction Moor makes is similar to Kant’s distinction between merely ‘acting in 
accordance with duty’ and ‘acting from duty’ (Kant 2012).

(2) Some authors even claim that artificial moral agents will be better moral agents than 
human beings are able to be (Arkin 2010). The reason given for this is that while humans 
have emotions that can lead us to react in morally problematic ways, machines lack emo­
tions and can be guided by moral principles alone in a purely non-emotional way. For a 
contrasting point of view, according to which the lack of emotion makes machines less 
like moral agents and more like ‘psychopaths’, see Coeckelbergh (2010b).

(3) I should note here that Joanna Bryson’s view, as I understand it, is not that robots 
could not be moral agents or patients. It is rather that we should not create robots that 
might have an ambiguous moral status that might lead some people to regard them incor­
rectly as moral agents or patients (Bryson 2010, 2018).

(4) It might be objected here that some of the traditional moral theories seek to distil the 
essence of morality in a way that does not necessarily need to be human-centric in na­
ture. In particular, Kant might come to mind as somebody seeking to formulate an ethical 
theory applying to all possible rational beings, and not only human beings. In response to 
this, I would point out that even Kant appeals to common human experience when he 
tries to defend his moral theory. See, e.g. sections one and three of Kant (2012) or Kant’s 
discussion of what he calls the ‘fact of reason’ in Kant (2015). Moreover, when he tries to 
spell out the substantive implications of his moral theory in his biggest book on moral phi­
losophy, The Metaphysics of Morals, Kant spends the first half of the book (‘The Doctrine 
of Right’) on human political institutions and the second half of the book (‘The Doctrine of 
Virtue’) on his ideas about human moral virtue (see Kant 1996). This helps to illustrate 
that even those traditional moral philosophers who ostensively try to avoid a strongly hu­
man-centric approach have nevertheless tended to be primarily focused on humans and 
human–human interaction in their writings.

(5) The expression ‘deontology’ actually comes from a utilitarian, Jeremy Bentham, who 
used this expression to refer to the ‘science of duty’ and named one of his last books 
about utilitarianism Deontology (see Bentham 1983). These days, however, the expression 
‘deontological ethics’ is typically used to refer to non-utilitarian ethical theories of a more 
broadly Kant-inspired sort, which focus on things such as moral rights and principles pre­
scribing certain general duties (e.g. not to lie, not to kill, not to break promises, etc.) (see 

Driver 2007 and Suikkanen 2014).

(6) The trolley problem is an expression associated with a set of philosophical thought ex­
periments devised in the 1960s and 1980s by Philippa Foot and Judith Jarvis Thomson. In 
those thought experiments, a runaway train or trolley car is about to hit and kill five peo­
ple. But we can save those five people, either by redirecting the train onto a separate 
track where one person would be hit by the train or by pushing a large person in front of 
the train. Depending on what variation of that case is considered, people typically have 
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different intuitions about what the right thing to do is, and the puzzle of making sense of 
these different judgements is what is referred to as the trolley problem (see Foot 1967; 
Thomson 1985; Kamm 2015).

(7) It is worth mentioning here that many authors doubt that it is possible to programme 
moral principles into machines in any sensible way. One problem that is often highlighted 
is that the application of moral principles to actual situations requires a capacity for 
judgement that it is hard, if not impossible, to design into machines (see, e.g. Purves et al. 
2015 and Harris 2020).

(8) That being said, it should be noted that some view robots as having a personality. 
Some American soldiers in Iraq got very attached to a bomb disposal robot they called 
‘Boomer’, and some of them claimed that the robot had ‘developed a personality of his 
own’ (Garber 2013).

(9) To be more precise, it is traditional Western ethical theories that are too focused on 
agents and patients in isolation and their individual capacities and features, according to 
Coeckelbergh and Gunkel. According to their reading of some non-Western ethical frame­
works, other traditions of ethical theorizing—such as certain Eastern perspectives—have 
traditionally taken a much more relationally focused approach (see, e.g. Coeckelbergh 
2010a: 216). For a similar argument about the ethics of human–robot interaction that ap­
peals to another non-Western tradition (namely, the Southern African ubuntu approach to 
ethics), which is also strongly focused on relations and interactions among members of 
the moral community, see Wareham 2020.

Sven Nyholm

Eindhoven University of Technology
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