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Overview 

In recent years, great strides in artificial intelligence (AI) and social robotics have led scholars to 
question whether and how society should have any responsibility toward intelligent systems. Some 
have argued that these entities are automatically removed from moral consideration by way of their 
ontological difference from humans. Others believe artificially intelligent systems deserve some 
moral status conditioned on their developing consciousness or sentience. Still others argue that 
this debate should be set aside altogether in consideration of more pressing moral issues. 
Regardless of stance, scholars, engineers, and AI professionals find general agreement in that 
robots are taking on increasing importance in social contexts. This raises questions regarding our 
mutual interactions, whether robots should be treated as entities beyond mere tools, and whether 
they should have rights. Such considerations have prompted an influx of academic attention to the 
moral, social, and legal status of robots. 
  
Even so, there is distinct need for greater and more well-informed discourse on robot rights and, 
more broadly, AI ethics. Consider for instance the question: even if we recognize robots with moral 
standing, how should societies situate them within an existing hierarchy of values? In many 
societies, the law is the key determiner of the hierarchy of values, and accordingly the law is taken 
into consideration when making decisions. In other societies, tradition underpins a framework of 
values and must be taken into account. While many current legal systems prioritize human beings, 
recent studies have indicated that people are likely to hesitate to sacrifice robots in order to save 
humans. This hesitancy is strongly related to the increasing anthropomorphization of robots. As 
robots continue to evolve, how should we navigate the complex landscape of human and robot 
rights from moral, legal, and social perspectives?  
 
Furthermore, with increasing AI competition between the East and West, there is a growing divide 
in the progress of intelligent systems that may open the door to disastrous consequences, 
exacerbate inequity, and shift global power dynamics. How can we attempt to strike a balance 
between divergent ideals in the development of robot rights? How can we achieve a shared 
framework of robot rights applicable in cross-cultural settings?  
 
Given these developments, the debate over robot rights is becoming increasingly important. What 
are robot rights? How should we navigate the complex landscape of human and robot rights from 
moral, legal, and social perspectives? As AI competition increases between East and West, can we 
bridge the growing divide by achieving a shared framework of robot rights applicable in cross-
cultural settings? This course will provide a foundational framework for students and researchers 
to engage in critical thinking, understanding, and discussion of decisions regarding robot rights. It 
aims to cultivate an understanding of the robot rights debate informed by Western and Eastern 
principles as a step toward uniting our global community.  
 
Through the study of robot rights motivated by both Western and Eastern principles, this course 
serves as a first step toward addressing existing gaps in knowledge and discourse on robot rights.   



Course Objectives 

Upon completion of the course, students should able to accomplish the following: 

• Describe the concept of robot rights and understand its nuances.	
• Gain familiarity with the problems of AI ethics and some of the possible solutions 

specifically related to robots.	
• Describe the landscape of robot rights discourse today from both Western and Eastern 

perspectives.	
• Identify and discuss the relationship and dynamics between robot-rights-related Western 

and Eastern principles over time.	
• Analyze the social, ethical, and technical benefits and consequences of various frameworks 

and notions of robot rights.	
• Identify challenges associated with public engagement on robot rights issues in which 

different communities have differing interests that are inherently in opposition.	
• Discuss challenges facing engineers and researchers working on robot rights-related 

technologies.	
• Discuss implications for robot rights in the context of law enforcement, government 

regulation, private corporations, research institutions, and scientific research.	
• Apply ethical understanding to analyze case studies involving AI, engineering, society, 

politics, and governance.	

  



Course Components	

The material for this course is divided into three units: 

Unit Topic 
1 Introduction to Foundational Questions in Robot Rights 

• Module 1: Introduction to Robot Rights 
• Module 2: Machine Ethics 
• Module 3: Comparison of Western and Eastern SERC Principles 
• Module 4: Machines in the Media 

2 History and Trajectory of Robot Rights in the East and West 
• Module 5: Robot Rights in the US & EU  
• Module 6: Robot Rights in East Asia 
• Module 7: Robot Rights Today 

3 Robots and Humanity 
• Module 8: Medical AI and Robotics 
• Module 9: Anthropomorphic, Animal, and “Inanimate” Robots 
• Module 10: Killer Robots 
• Module 11: Robots and Work 
• Module 12: Robots, Love, and Friendship 

Each module, students will be given a set of readings pertaining to that module’s topic of study. 
They will then respond to 3-5 Study Questions based upon the readings and submit their responses 
prior to class. During class, students will be called upon to participate in graded class discussions 
of the material assigned for the module. Throughout the course, students will additionally complete 
and submit two book annotations. If desired, a final paper may be included for synthesis of the 
course material on a relevant topic of choice. Specifications for book annotations and final papers 
may be found at the end of this document. 

  



Readings and Digital Resources 

Readings each module will draw upon a variety of sources, including books, news articles, videos, 
and more.  

• Required Textbooks 
*Gunkel, Robot Rights (2018 Edition) 
*Pereira & Lopez, Machine Ethics: From Machine Morals to the Machinery of Morality 
(2020 Edition) 

• Required Readings on Course Website 
Additional readings consist of articles and research publications. 

• Recommended Books 
Anderson & Anderson, Machine Ethics (2011 Edition) 
Thompson, Machine Law, Ethics, and Morality in the Age of Artificial Intelligence (2021 
Edition) 
Pasquale, News Laws of Robotics: Defending Human Expertise in the Age of AI (2020 
Edition) 

• Digital Resources: 
Kami Annotation Tool** 

*For annotation assignments. 

**Or annotation software of choice. 

  



Suggested Grading Scheme 

Below is the recommended grading breakdown for the course. The second set of percentages 
reflects the recommended grading scheme should a final paper be included in the course.	

• Written assignments (60% / 45%): Each module, students must answer each study 
question in a paragraph (or more, if desired).	

• Classroom participation (30% / 35%): Students are required to attend class and are 
expected to make contributions to class discussion. 	

• Book Annotations (10% / 5%): We will be working through the texts Robot Rights by 
Gunkel and Machine Ethics by Pereira and Lopez. Please see specifications on page XX. 

• Final Paper (0% / 15%): Students taking the advanced version of this course will be 
required to complete a final paper demonstrating their ability to analyze a particular topic 
relevant to the material covered in this course. Please see specifications on page XX. 

  



Unit One: Introduction to Foundational Questions in Robot Rights 

Module 1: Introduction to Robot Rights 

Re
ad

in
gs

 

• Gunkel, “2020: The Year of Robot Rights,” The MIT Press Reader, January, 2020 
https://thereader.mitpress.mit.edu/2020-the-year-of-robot-rights/ 

• Falk, “The rise of smart machines puts spotlight on 'robot rights',” NBC Mach, 
December, 2017  
https://www.nbcnews.com/mach/science/rise-smart-machines-puts-spotlight-robot-
rights-ncna825791  

• Sherman & Shaw, “Now is the time to figure out the ethical rights of robots in the 
workplace,” CNBC Work, December, 2018 
https://www.cnbc.com/2018/12/27/now-is-the-time-to-figure-out-the-ethical-rights-
of-robots-in-the-workplace-.html  

• Banik, “Will Sentient AI Gain Equal Rights as Humans in the Future?,” Analytics 
Insight, June, 2022  
https://www.analyticsinsight.net/will-sentient-ai-gain-equal-rights-as-humans-in-
the-future/ 

• Chan, “What you need to know about China’s AI ethics rules,” TechBeacon, 
January, 2022 
https://techbeacon.com/enterprise-it/what-you-need-know-about-chinas-ai-ethics-
rules 

• Cole, “The Global Race to Robot Law: 5th Place, China,” October 2012  
https://www.roboticsbusinessreview.com/legal/the_global_race_to_robot_law_5th_
place_china/ 

• Foundational Texts: 
o Gunkel, Robot Rights, Introduction & Chapter 1 (Thinking the Unthinkable) 
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 1. What do you consider a robot?  
2. How do we define a right? How do you define a right? How should a right be 

defined? 
3. What are the key ethics issues involving robot rights?  
4. How should we as a society (Eastern, Western, or otherwise collaborative) pursue 

the risk vs. benefits of the pursuit of robot rights?  
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 In this module, students will begin to familiarize with the notion of robot rights as well as 
history behind the topic. Class discussion will provide relevant fundamentals of moral and 
ethical theory. Students will acquire tools necessary for upcoming material that builds upon 
this module’s foundation. Relevant sample prompts to outline class discussion are provided 
in Instructor Notes below. The goal is for students to come with their unique backgrounds 
experiences to engage with each other on specific areas and differing aspects of the robot 
rights debate and gain exposure otherwise inaccessible nuances. 
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Guide students in discussion of the Study Questions by drawing upon their personal 
encounters with robots and rights in fiction, news, and the real world; encourage students to 
draw upon the readings and point out important passages to support discussion.  

• Begin by providing historical context for the word robot and the term robot rights.  
• How has science fiction shaped students’ notion of robots and identity? Many have 

seen the movie Wall-E and the series Star Wars. Can students come up with other 
examples of technologies for which science fiction has established expectations in 
advance of engineering?  

• How does the current state of robot rights conflict or agree with developments in 
human-robot interaction, if at all?  

• Introduce the sense-think-act paradigm as mentioned on page 34 of Robot Rights. 
Do students agree with the sense-think-act paradigm and why or why not? How 
should we navigate the changing effect of social perception and role on the 
definition of robot? 

• Guide the students through the Hohfeldian incidents by calling upon students to 
describe them and provide examples. Do the same for will and interest theory. Ask 
the students to think about which they subscribe to in their daily lives and elaborate 
in light of the perspective shared on page 46 of Robot Rights.  

• Call upon students to share what they think of the notion of robot rights in general.  
o Do they agree with or dismiss the need for discourse and why?  
o Why is robot rights discourse so often recentered upon as extending human 

rights to robots?  
o Should robot rights be defined separately and why?  
o Should robots be able to ‘think’ in order to have rights? If it is “premature” 

(Gunkel, Robot Rights, p.50), when would instead be the “right time?”  
o How do our answers to these questions compare to discourse on animal 

rights?  
• Where do, and should, we draw the boundary between science fiction and research 

& development? How should it be evaluated?  
• Do we have a duty to protect robots with rights? What do students think of 

Teubner’s quote on page 56 – do we have a similar responsibility to protect robots 
against the destructive tendencies of human society? On the flip side, is this 
destruction universal across all societies or unique to society in the West?  

• Have students now turn to the two articles on robot regulation in China. Are robot 
rights admissible under the 5 “ethical norms” established in the Chan piece? Are 
there loopholes to keeping AI “under meaningful human control?”  

• How does the Chinese perspective appear to compare to the European stance on 
robot rights? How does the Chinese stance appear to have evolved since 2012 as 
described in the Cole piece?  

• Do the students find it possible to envision a future in which a unified framework of 
robot rights can exist between the East and the West? Can we find common ground? 



Do we have a responsibility to ensure robot rights are not unthinkable, and do the 
same to likewise ensure a cross-cultural framework of robot rights and law? 

 
  



Module 2: Machine Ethics 
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• “Ethics of Artificial Intelligence and Robotics,” Stanford Encyclopedia of 
Philosophy, April, 2020 
https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/ethics-ai/ 

• Deng, “Machine ethics: The robot’s dilemma,” Nature, July, 2015 
https://www.nature.com/articles/523024a 

• Jermsittiparsert, “The Influence of Machine Ethics on the Performance of AI of the 
ASEAN Countries,” Social Science Asia, 2021 
http://164.115.28.46/nrctejournal/file_upload/digital_file/296_37e16.pdf 

• (Optional resource) The Moral Machine  
https://www.moralmachine.net/ 

• Foundational Texts: 
o Anderson & Anderson, Machine Ethics, Chapters 1-3 
o Thompson, Machine Law, Ethics, and Morality in the Age of Artificial 

Intelligence, Chapters 5, 7, 8 
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1. What criteria does Asimov lay out about the objectives of robotics? Do you believe 
they are sufficient or not, and why? Are Asimov’s criteria admissible across the East 
and West? 

2. Do you believe AGI is ethical? Why or why not? 
3. What do Anderson and Anderson propose as the ultimate goal of machine ethics? 

What are the counters to those concerns as discussed by those authors and also by 
Desol? 

4. What are the benefits and drawbacks of the value-sensitive design (VSD) approach 
toward machine ethics? How would you judge the objectives of machine ethics on 
this basis? 
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This module aims to introduce students to: 
• Machine ethics, with a step toward understanding differing perspectives on the 

impacts of AI between the East and West. 
• Aspects of philosophical and ethical theory closely tied to machine ethics. 
• The importance of machine ethics toward creating ethical agents. 
• Relevant ethical problems within AI. 
• The distinction between the mechanical and the machinic – the impact of art on our 

perception of machines and machine ethics. 
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 Guide students in discussion of the questions below by drawing upon their personal 

experiences; encourage students to draw upon the readings and point out important passages 
to support discussion. Bring in relevant concepts and explanations of theoretical knowledge 
as appropriate. 



• Should we treat machines as subjects or objects? Should we treat AI technologies as 
AI agents or patients? What would happen in each case? 

o Draw students’ attention to “Ethics of Artificial Intelligence and Robotics” 
• How would you define machine ethics? In particular, is anything lacking from the 

definitions provided in the “Ethics of Artificial Intelligence and Robotics” piece? 
What did you think of these definitions? Are these definitions applicable across 
cultures? 

• Is machine ethics needed? Are there distinctions in which types of machines do and 
don’t need ethics? 

o Draw students’ attention to Machine Ethics, page 31 
• Can machines ever become full ethical agents? 

o Machine Ethics, page 18 
o Machine Law, Ethics, and Morality in the Age of Artificial Intelligence, page 

78 
o Consider from standpoints of varying ethical schools of thought  

• Is the singularity a shared fear across cultural boundaries? Across generations? 
Religions? Why or why not, and when? How does ‘Frankenphobia’ differ across the 
East and West? 

o Point out the view shared in the fourth full paragraph on page 42 of Machine 
Ethics; how might Eastern practitioners respond to this view? 

• How does religion affect our perception of ethics? Should religion be removed from 
consideration of machine ethics? Is it possible to sever this connection? 

• What is the difference between the “good” and the “right”? Which should be 
prioritized in developing machine ethics? 

o Machine Ethics, page 37 
• What are the strengths and weaknesses, benefits and dangers, of a utilitarian approach 

to machine ethics? 
o Machine Ethics, page 38 

• Is it possible to reach an ethical framework for machines and/or AI without first 
understanding our own moral and ethical natures? 

o Machine Ethics, page 42 
• Will it be possible for nations to come to agreement as to how AI should be ethically 

governed? 
o Machine Law, Ethics, and Morality in the Age of Artificial Intelligence, page 

111 
• Is value-sensitive design (VSD) truly universally applicable? Why or why not? 

o Consider politics, religion and mythology, traditions, philosophy 
• How does art affect our valuation of machines? 



• Are machines truly the “internalized other”? Is there a difference in this perception 
across cultures? Can machines ever shift away from this prescribed role? 

 
  



Module 3: Comparison of Western and Eastern SERC Principles 
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• Sharma, “Robots bring Asia into the AI research ethics debate,” November, 2017 
https://www.universityworldnews.com/post.php?story=20171124143449109 

• Gal, “Perspectives and Approaches in AI Ethics: East Asia,” June, 2019 
https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=3400816 

• “Asia’s AI Agenda: The Ethics of AI,” MIT Technology Review Insights, July, 
2019 
https://mittrinsights.s3.amazonaws.com/asiaaiethics.pdf 

• Jones, “Is the AI ethics issue hindering innovation?” Techwire Asia, February, 2021 
https://techwireasia.com/2021/02/is-the-ai-ethics-issue-hindering-innovation/ 

• Kratsios, “AI That Reflects American Values,” Bloomberg Opinion, January, 2020 
https://www.bloomberg.com/opinion/articles/2020-01-07/ai-that-reflects-american-
values 

• Hongladarom, “The case for uniting the East and West to build ethical AI,” Quartz, 
May, 2019 
https://qz.com/1620028/we-need-to-unite-eastern-and-western-philosophies-to-
build-ethical-ai/ 

• Tan, “Alternative ethical frameworks for AI: A critical view of AI ethics,” 
Association for Progressive Communications, August, 2020 
https://www.apc.org/en/blog/engagemedia-alternative-ethical-frameworks-ai-
critical-view-ai-ethics 

• (Optional) “Artificial Intelligence: Policies in East Asia,” Asian Pacific Foundation 
of Canada, 2019 
https://www.asiapacific.ca/sites/default/files/filefield/ai_report_2019.pdf 

St
ud

y 
Q

ue
st

io
ns

 

1. Do we need “globally acceptable guidelines” for AI ethics? What are the key 
arguments in support of and against devising a global framework of (AI) ethics 
united across East and West? Do you think achieving this is possible? Why or why 
not? 

2. What are the key stances, arguments, and evidence for and against “partner AI” in 
East Asia? 

3. What are the societal concerns addressed in the MIT Tech Review Insights report? 
4. How might we make an AI ethical framework actionable and enforceable?  
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 This module aims to introduce students to: 
• Key differences between Eastern and Western thought, discourse, and future 

prospects on AI ethics and the legal and moral standing of robots. 
• The ways in which religion, history, traditions, and culture have shaped East Asian 

societies’ views on “partner AI.” 
• The Anthropomorphized Tools Paradox and its ties to other societal problems and 

tensions. 



• Prevailing views on the need and possibility of developing a cross-cultural framework 
for AI ethics and/or robot rights. 

• Current tensions at the regional and international levels regarding computing ethics 
and regulation. 
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Guide students in discussion of the topics below by drawing upon their personal experiences; 
encourage students to draw upon the readings and point out important passages to support 
discussion. Bring in relevant concepts and explanations of theoretical knowledge as 
appropriate. 

• In what sectors today have globally acceptable guidelines been successfully 
established? What made these guidelines necessary, what spurred such action, and 
what made possible their adoption? Can we take inspiration from this for AI ethics? 

• Why do we (not) need a globally admissible framework for responsible computing 
and AI? What steps are necessary to make this possible? 

o Is it possible to come up with such a global framework? Why or why not? 
What does this say about doing so for robot rights? 

o What makes current AI ethical thinking non-universal? 
• (How) Does language affect our perception of ethics? How should we navigate the 

language barrier in developing a framework of AI ethics? 
• How do political dimensions affect discussion on matters of AI regulation and 

ethics? How can we skillfully navigate this landscape? 
• How do South Korea, China, and Japan differ in their approaches to and 

perspectives toward partner AI? What are the merits and drawbacks of each? 
o Gal piece 

• Should such regional differences and disagreements be addressed prior to or 
simultaneously to cross-continental dialogue? 

• What are the implications of the Anthropomorphized Tools Paradox? 
• Do you believe an AI or robot can truly become a romantic partner? 
• How are positive and negative sentiments on AI balanced in Asia? (e.g. workplace) 

o MIT Tech Review piece 
• How do AI governance and regulation differ between the US and Asia?  
• Do you think AI should be government-regulated? Why or why not, and how? 
• How does the gender imbalance in CS and AI-related fields affect the trajectory of 

such technologies? 
• Discuss the figure on page 10 of the MIT Tech Review Insights report. 
• Do you think (the majority of) humans will ever trust AI and perceive it as 

trustworthy? In what ways are trust and trustworthiness perceived differently 
between the East and West?  

• Overall, what are the key similarities and differences between Eastern and Western 
views on AI ethics and its trajectory? 



Module 4: Machines in the Media 
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No readings or study questions – first book annotation due (Pereira & Lopez). 
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 • In-class movie showing – Hi, AI 
• Post-movie discussion 

o Prompt students to reflect based on their reading of the book. 
o Invite students to share 1-2 of their annotations if desired. 
o Should we strive toward independence or more dependency on machines and 

why? 
 
  



Unit Two: History and Trajectory of Robot Rights in the East and West 

Module 5: Robot Rights in the US & EU 
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• “Principles of Robotics,” UK Research and Innovation 
https://webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk/ukgwa/20210701125353/https://epsrc.ukri.
org/research/ourportfolio/themes/engineering/activities/principlesofrobotics/ 

• Cuddy, “Robot Rights Violate Human Rights, Experts Warn EU,” EuroNews, April, 
2018 
https://www.euronews.com/2018/04/13/robot-rights-violate-human-rights-experts-
warn-eu 

• Open Letter to the European Commission on Artificial Intelligence and Robotics, 
http://www.robotics-openletter.eu/ 

• Marko, “Robot rights – a legal necessity or ethical absurdity?” Diginomica, January, 
2019 
https://diginomica.com/robot-rights-a-legal-necessity-or-ethical-absurdity 

• Langman, et al., “Roboethics principles and policies in Europe and North America,” 
Science News Applied Sciences, November, 2021 
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s42452-021-04853-5 

• Calo, “Robots in American Law,” University of Washington School of Law, April, 
2016 
http://euro.ecom.cmu.edu/program/law/08-732/AI/Calo.pdf 

• Foundational Texts: 
o Gunkel, Robot Rights, Chapter 2 (!S1à!S2) 
o Pasquale, News Laws of Robotics: Defending Human Expertise in the Age of 

AI, Introduction 
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 1. Would you want to live in a world in which you cannot determine whether you are 
interacting with a human or a machine? Why or why not? 

2. How transparent should a machine’s behavior be to humans? Why? 
3. What are the key issues of regarding AI versus human expertise, and how do they 

relate to 5 principles outlined in “Principles of Robotics?” 
4. Based on this module’s readings, what are the key arguments for and against granting 

legal personage to robots and AI machines? 
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 • Understand the current status of robot rights regulation, law, and discourse in the 
United States and European Union, along with relevant historical developments 
leading up to the status quo. 

• Begin to draw comparisons between the Western and Eastern stances on robot rights 
and AI ethics. 

• Critically evaluate historical decisions and current proposals for regulating robot 
rights. 



• Explore Western views on the tension between robots/AI and human expertise. 
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Guide students in discussion of the topics below by drawing upon their personal experiences; 
encourage students to draw upon the readings and point out important passages to support 
discussion. Bring in relevant concepts and explanations of theoretical knowledge as 
appropriate. 

• Walk through each of the principles listed in “Principles of Robotics.” Invite students 
to share their perspectives and critically analyze advantages and limitations of the 
framework provided. 

o Do students agree with each of the points? Why or why not? 
o Why or why not might we treat robots as products instead of people? On the 

other hand, what are central arguments for granting robots legal personage? 
o Can robots have emotions? Can we love a machine and a machine love us 

back? 
o Who can claim to have ‘expertise’ on robot rights? 

• Compare and evaluate the implementation of roboethics into policy between the US, 
Canada, and the EU. 

o Langman, et al. piece 
• Walk through the main case studies presented in “Robots in American Law.” 

o Would increasing resemblance between humanoid robots and humans render 
the considerations raised in Section I.A obsolete? 

o Can robots commit crimes? Should they be legally liable? 
o Robots tend to frequent discussions of judicial bias. In what other domains 

should we be careful about letting robots take on the roles of humans? 
o Should robots be admitted as witnesses in court? On a related note, can robots 

ever be sufficiently trustworthy? What would be needed to achieve this? 
o How should the definition of robot in American law (p.41) be updated? 

• Discuss the four main rules introduced by Pasquale.  
o Should we place limitations on the degree to which robots can resemble 

humans? 
o Is it ethical to delineate robots by their ‘owners?’ If legal personage for robots 

is achieved, should these two coexist? 
 
  



Module 6: Robot Rights in East Asia  
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• Zhu, Williams, and Wen, “Confucian robot ethics,” Computer Ethics, 2019 
https://digitalcommons.odu.edu/cepe_proceedings/vol2019/iss1/12/ 

• 机器⼈是否应当拥有权利吗？如果机器有⾃我意识了⼜该怎么做呢？Tencent, 
December, 2019 
https://cloud.tencent.com/developer/news/491257 

• ⼈⼯智能机器⼈的权利与义务 OfWeek, August, 2018 

https://mp.ofweek.com/ai/a745673727306 

• 機器⼈的⽣命權⼒——《再．創世》專題 PanSci, August, 2021 
https://pansci.asia/archives/328929 

• 智能机器⼈还不能成为法律上的⼈ June, 2019 

http://it.people.com.cn/n1/2019/0619/c1009-31167451.html 

• 对机器⼈“法律⼈格论”的质疑 

https://new.qq.com/omn/20200923/20200923A0FCJN00.html 
• Guo and Zhang, “Robot Rights,” Science, 2009 

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/24004949_Robot_Rights 
• Weng et al., “Toward the Human-Robot Co-Existence Society: On Safety Intelligence 

for Next Generation Robots,” International Journal of Social Robotics, 2009 
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s12369-009-0019-1 

• Weng, “Beyond Robot Ethics: On a Legislative Consortium for Social Robotics,” 
Advanced Robotics, 2010 
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1163/016918610X527220 

• Dang and Liu, “Robots are Friends as Well as Foes: Ambivalent Attitudes Toward 
Mindful and Mindless AI Robots in the United States and China,” Computers in 
Human Behavior, 2021 
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0747563220303599 

• (Optional) Robertson, “Human Rights vs. Robot Rights: Forecasts from Japan,” 
Critical Asian Studies, 2014 
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/14672715.2014.960707  

• (Optional) South Korean Robot Rights Charter 2012 
https://akikok012um1.wordpress.com/south-korean-robot-ethics-charter-2012/ 

• (Optional) “Robot Law and Ethics” 
http://www.robolaw.asia/research-01.html 
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1. What do 对机器⼈“法律⼈格论”的质疑 and ⼈⼯智能机器⼈的权利与义务 name 
as obstacles to granting legal personage and rights to robots? Do you believe rights are 
derived from consciousness? Why or why not? 



2. Based on this module’s readings, describe three key differences between the Western 
and Eastern approaches to robot rights and/or the motivations involved. 

3. Evaluate the necessity of avoiding “colonization of robot legislative affairs” (Weng 
2010). Why is it important? Do you agree? Why or why not? 

4. What are the differences between an electronic person, natural person, and legal 
person? What are the criteria for each? 
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• Acquire the necessary background to draw effective comparisons between Eastern and 
Western approaches to robot rights and robot law. 

• Identify key themes in and unique qualities of East Asian nations’ approaches to robot 
rights. 

• Understand nuances in the Chinese stance toward extending rights to robots. 
• Gain exposure to Korean and Japanese discourse on robot rights. 
• Identify key tenets of the East Asian-driven argument for globalization of robot 

regulation. 
• Evaluate the objective of robot and human co-existence put forth by Korea and Japan 

in the context of robot law. 
• Gain a deeper understanding of how cultural influences play a role in robot governance 

and regulation, as well as public engagement. 
• Identify areas of tension between the East and West regarding the trajectory of robots’ 

potential rights and their coexistence with humans. 
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Guide students in discussion of the topics below by drawing upon their personal experiences; 
encourage students to draw upon the readings and point out important passages to support 
discussion. Bring in relevant concepts and explanations of theoretical knowledge as 
appropriate. 

• What have human behavioral experiments revealed about people’s views toward 
robots in the US and China? 

o Do you consider Siri to be a robot? 
• What do you think of the ten laws proposed by Tezuka? 

o Robertson piece, p.584 
• What do you consider preconditions to the possibility of possessing (moral) rights? 

Must a being have a sense of self and be able to self-create a ‘life plan?’ Must it be 
able to ‘awaken’ as stated in ⼈⼯智能机器⼈的权利与义务? Why or why not? 

• How about legal rights? Note the difference between the two. 
• What do you consider to be ‘living’ versus ‘non-living?’ Discuss the ‘Frankenstein 

Complex’ and invite students to think in terms of their own religious and cultural 
experiences. 



o Reference differing systems such as Confucianism, animism, and other 
indigenous traditions. Highlight climate change and environmentalism as areas 
of insight into an alternative approach. 

• Introduce the notion of infinite deferral. Is there a difference between the East and 
West, whether in the status quo or stemming from cultural beliefs, as to the optimal 
timing of robot rights discourse and moral and legal decision-making? 

• Highlight the possibility mentioned by Weng et al. of adopting two different codes of 
ethics for robots. Is the self-awareness criterion sufficient for this delineation? Why or 
why not? What other delineations are possible?  

o Related: industrial vs. social robots, as mentioned by Weng; moral vs. legal 
rights for robots in different societies 

• Draw students’ attention to the legislative consortium for social robotics proposed by 
Weng. Discuss the benefits and drawbacks of constructing such a framework for robot 
law at the general level. Is this a more realizable possibility in consideration of current 
arguments against international robot regulations (c.f. Guo and Zhang)? 

• Discuss the possibility for robot technologies to widen gaps between nations. Should 
robot law include measures for preventative arms control? 

• What are some current challenges facing public engagement on robot rights, 
specifically on issues in which different communities have differing interests that are 
inherently in opposition? Can you name some additional examples of such issues? 

• Provide background the South Korean Robot Rights Charter effort (originally intended 
for completion in 2007) and discuss why it may have failed to be completed and 
disseminated to the public. What could have been done differently? 

• Draw students’ attention to the case study on robot-perpetrated harm to humans. 
Discuss the question of responsibility and differences between the US and China on 
this topic. When should humans bear responsibility versus robots? 

• How do you think we should let animal rights impact judgment of robot rights, if at 
all? What would Eastern versus Western practitioners say? 

• More broadly, there is less openly accessible literature on robot rights in the East 
compared to the West, and Western views are often cited as reference points for 
comparison. Why might this be the case? How can we navigate cultural and language 
barriers in this field? How can we avoid reinforcing a colonialist mindset? 

• Invite a few students to share their responses to any study question(s) of choice. 
 
  



Module 7: Robot Rights Today 
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• “Re-thinking “Human-centric” AI: An Introduction to Posthumanist Critique,” 
EuropeNow, November, 2021 
https://www.europenowjournal.org/2021/11/07/re-thinking-human-centric-ai-an-
introduction-to-posthumanist-critique/ 

• Foundational Texts: 
o Gunkel, Robot Rights, remaining chapters* 

SQ
 

No Study Questions. Second book annotation due. 
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 • Explore robot rights in various areas of application. 

• Practice synthesizing principles of AI ethics in discussing robot rights case studies. 
• Identify key challenges and opportunities in advancing robot rights discourse in a non-

ethnocentric manner. 
• Understand the benefits and drawbacks of human-centric AI and robotics. 
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Guide students in discussion of the topics below by drawing upon their personal experiences; 
encourage students to draw upon the readings and point out important passages to support 
discussion. Bring in relevant concepts and explanations of theoretical knowledge as 
appropriate. If applicable, students should begin thinking about what they would like to write 
about for their final papers. 

• Discuss the prospect of delineating different rights regimes for different uses of robots. 
What are the benefits and drawbacks? Relate this to differing moral and legal 
frameworks in the East and West. Draw upon existing debates in AI ethics, including 
responsibility and liability, intellectual property, privacy and surveillance, 
transparency, existentialism and singularity, fairness, and inequality. 

o Manufacturing 
o Healthcare 
o Warfare 
o Elderly care 
o Education 
o Artistic Production 
o Taxation 

• How can we move away from human-centric dialogue on robot rights? 
• How should we define metrics for ‘success’ in moving toward robot rights? 
• What are the greatest obstacles facing robot rights (discourse) today? What are 

additional needs that must be addressed? 
 
 
 



Unit Three: Robots and Humanity 

Module 8: Medical AI and Robotics 
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• Preising et al., A Literature Review: Robots in Medicine, IEEE Engineering in 
Medicine and Biology, 1991 
https://ieeexplore.ieee.org/stamp/stamp.jsp?tp=&arnumber=82001 

• Gyles, “Robots in Medicine,” The Canadian Veterinary Journal, 2019 
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC6625162/ 

• Kasina et al., “Robots in Medicine,” International Journal of Manufacturing, 
Materials, and Mechanical Engineering, 2017 
https://www.igi-global.com/article/robots-in-medicine/188720 

• Leslie et al., “Does “AI” stand for augmenting inequality in the era of covid-19 
healthcare?” BMJ, 2021 
https://www.bmj.com/content/372/bmj.n304.abstract 

• Pesapane et al., “Legal and Regulatory Framework for AI Solutions in Healthcare in 
EU, US, China, and Russia: New Scenarios after a Pandemic,” Radiation, 2021 
https://www.mdpi.com/2673-592X/1/4/22 

• Yang, “Digital Health – China,” ICLG, 2022 
https://iclg.com/practice-areas/digital-health-laws-and-regulations/china 

• (Optional Resource) Roberts et al., “The Chinese approach to artificial intelligence: 
an analysis of policy, ethics, and regulation,” AI & Society, 2020 
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s00146-020-00992-2 

• (Optional Resource) Medical Robotics and the Right to Healthcare: Toward a 
progressive realization, 2021 
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/355427737_Medical_Robotics_and_the_Ri
ght_to_Healthcare_Toward_a_progressive_realization 
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 1. What are Preising et al.’s key points about medical AI and robotics? 
2. Describe the potential ethical problems posed by medical AI. 
3. How do medical AI and robotics regulations in the US, EU, and China compare to 

each other? 
4. Taking into account the foundational readings and cases, how should we think about 

the importance of privacy and transparency and how AI and robotics can tend to 
restrict it? (Try to include a short analysis of different government regimes.) 
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 • Understand the status of robotics and other AI technologies in healthcare today. 

• Understand the landscapes of AI and robotics regulation in China and the West, 
specifically in the context of medical applications. 

• Discuss the social and ethical concerns involved and their effects on regulation going 
forward. 



• Explore robot rights in medical scenarios under current laws and regulations as well 
as in the future. 

• Discuss the importance of distinguishing moral vs. legal rights. 
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Guide students in discussion of the topics below by drawing upon their personal experiences 
and reflections from the reading. Bring in relevant concepts and explanations of theoretical 
knowledge as appropriate.  

• How are AI and robotics transforming healthcare today? What should we be 
concerned about? 

• What are the implications of medical robotics on the right to healthcare? 
• How do we avoid amplifying existing inequalities with medical AI and robotics? 
• How should we navigate malpractice in medical scenarios in which robots are 

involved in the decisions and consequences? 
• How should we reward of punish robots, if at all, when data and security concerns 

are involved? Should robots align with law enforcement or the human parties 
involved? Who can and should make this decision? 

o Recall: moral vs. legal rights 
• Do robots deserve the ‘right’ to maintenance? When can we or can we not deny a 

robot ‘healthcare’? Is this a relevant consideration? Is this a decision for us to make? 
Discuss in the context of differing cultural and traditional worldviews. 

o Link to: human-centric AI and human treatment of the Earth 
• In this context, what can we learn from the differing positions on AI regulation in 

China and the West? How has COVID-19 affected perceptions and regulation? 
• Are robot rights the ‘correct’ focus of discourse versus human welfare? 

 
  



Module 9: Anthropomorphic, Animal, and “Inanimate” Robots 
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• Carman, “JIBO, THE SOCIAL ROBOT THAT WAS SUPPOSED TO DIE, IS 
GETTING A SECOND LIFE,” The Verge, July, 2020 
https://www.theverge.com/2020/7/23/21325644/jibo-social-robot-ntt-
disruptionfunding 

• Craft, “Robo-dogs and therapy bots: Artificial intelligence goes cuddly,” CBS 
News, January, 2022 
https://www.cbsnews.com/news/robo-dogs-therapy-bots-artificial-intelligence/ 

• Vanderborght, “Robotic Dreams, Robotic Realities: Why is it So Hard to Build 
Profitable Robot Companies?” IEEE Spectrum, 2019 
https://spectrum.ieee.org/robotic-dreams-robotic-realities 

• Belpaeme et al., “Social robots for education: A review,” Science Robotics, 2018 
https://www.science.org/doi/abs/10.1126/scirobotics.aat5954 

• Mou & Xu, “The media inequality: Comparing the initial human-human and human-
AI social interactions,” Computers in Human Behavior, 2017 
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0747563217301486?casa_to
ken=0q45RVq-
jW8AAAAA:ARGCsYJMr4kbT4Uuqn4ye25tosOyRCYvdXvfWovJQyd9sYNXpz
DwNWgsPeFeVneKm7kVsVSexie8 

• Sandewall, “Ethics, Human Rights, the Intelligent Robot, and its Subsystem for 
Moral Beliefs,” International Journal of Social Robotics, 2019 
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12369-019-00540-z 

• (Optional Resource) IEEE Guide to the World of Robotics 
https://robots.ieee.org/robots/ 
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1. Should we strive to overcome differential treatment of robots based on their 
appearance, whether anthropomorphic, animal, or inanimate? Why or why not? 

2. Why is it becoming increasingly difficult to build successful robot companies? 
3. Take a look at the Guide to the World of Robotics. Which robots do you feel more 

drawn to? Which would you be most willing to interact with? Should robots’ rights 
be classified according to their intended purposes?  

4. Based on the readings, prepare 3-5 questions or topics which you would like to 
discuss in class with your peers. These should be generative, i.e., aimed at 
generating ideas, not yes/no questions. 
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 • Explore the current status of social robots and robotic companionship. 

• Discuss the social, political, economic, and workplace factors associated with social 
robotics. 

• Understand HCI between robots and humans of different age groups, with an eye 
toward cultural nuances. 



• Discuss the role of robots in education, as well as their social and ethical 
implications for different societies. 
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In the remainder of the course and beginning with this module (Module 9), class discussion 
will be focused on topics introduced by students based on the module’s readings and any 
material seen so far. Students should each prepare 3-5 discussion questions or topics to be 
submitted before class. Questions should be those which students would like to discuss in 
class with their peers and should be generative (i.e., aimed at generating ideas, not yes/no 
questions). Instructors should organize proposed prompts into a suitable agenda prior to 
class and invite students to engage with each other as done so far in the course. Study 
questions may be incorporated in discussion as well to assist. Remind students to begin 
work on their final papers. 

 
  



Module 10: Killer Robots 
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• Houser, “China Deploys Its First Robot Traffic Police,” Futurism, August, 2019 
https://futurism.com/first-police-robots-traffic-china 

• Chen, “Chinese scientists develop AI ‘prosecutor’ that can press its own charges,” 
SCMP, December, 2021 
https://www.scmp.com/news/china/science/article/3160997/chinese-scientists-
develop-ai-prosecutor-can-press-its-own 

• Stauffer, “Killer Robots: Urgent Need to Fast-Track Talks,” HRW, August, 2021 
https://www.hrw.org/news/2021/08/02/killer-robots-urgent-need-fast-track-talks 

• “Artificial Intelligence, Emerging Technologies, and Lethal Autonomous Weapons: 
Security, Moral, and Ethical Perspectives in Asia,” Nonviolence International, 
September, 2020 
https://www.stopkillerrobots.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/11/NISEA-AI-Emerging-
Tech-and-LAWS-Perspectives-in-Asia.pdf 

• Moriyasu and Fang, “Killer robots need ethical rules, US and Chinese analysts 
agree,” Nikkei Asia, May, 2021 
https://asia.nikkei.com/Politics/International-relations/Indo-Pacific/Killer-robots-
need-ethical-rules-US-and-Chinese-analysts-agree 

• Akimoto, “Clash of Killer Robots? Japan’s Role in Preventing AI Apocalypse,” The 
Diplomat, December, 2019 
https://thediplomat.com/2019/12/clash-of-killer-robots-japans-role-in-preventing-ai-
apocalypse/ 

• Stauffer, “Stopping Killer Robots: Country Positions on Banning Fully Autonomous 
Weapons and Retaining Human Control,” HRW, August, 2020 
https://www.hrw.org/report/2020/08/10/stopping-killer-robots/country-positions-
banning-fully-autonomous-weapons-and 
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1. Describe the main concerns surrounding AI, robotics, and warfare. 
2. How do population dynamics in Asia affect Asian military operations and views on 

autonomous weapons systems? 
3. Is it realistic to expect to maintain “a responsible chain of human command and 

control” for autonomous weapons? At what point, if at all, should responsibility for 
the use of force be afforded to machines? 

4. Would you accept a ruling made by a robot/AI prosecutor? When might you be less 
likely to do so? Can robots be truly fair? 

5. Based on the readings, prepare 3-5 questions or topics which you would like to 
discuss in class with your peers. These should be generative, i.e., aimed at 
generating ideas, not yes/no questions. 
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 • Understand international perspectives on killer robots and autonomous weapons. 
• Investigate the current and projected roles, responsibilities, and rights of robots and 

AI in law enforcement and warfare in the East and West. 
• Explore principles of machine permissibility and machine accountability from a 

culturally informed perspective. 
• Understand singularity concerns in the context of lethal autonomous weapons 

systems (LAWS) in the status quo and foreseeable future. 
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 Class discussion will be focused on topics introduced by students based on the module’s 
readings and any material seen so far. Students should each prepare 3-5 discussion 
questions or topics to be submitted before class. Questions should be those which students 
would like to discuss in class with their peers and should be generative (i.e., aimed at 
generating ideas, not yes/no questions). Instructors should organize proposed prompts into a 
suitable agenda prior to class and invite students to engage with each other as done so far in 
the course. Study questions may be incorporated in discussion as well to assist. Remind 
students to begin work on their final papers. 

 
  



Module 11: Robots and Work 
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• Berger and Armstrong, “The Puzzle of the Missing Robots,” MIT Schwarzman 
College of Computing, January, 2022 
https://mit-serc.pubpub.org/pub/puzzle-of-missing-
robots/release/1?readingCollection=b2d8aadb 

• Lankisch et al., “How can robots affect wage inequality?” Economic Modelling, 
September, 2019 
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0264999318310629 

• Freeman, “Who owns the robots rules the world,” IZA World of Labor 
https://wol.iza.org/articles/who-owns-the-robots-rules-the-world/long 

• “Why China is focused on a robotic future,” Macquarie, May, 2022 
https://www.macquarie.com/au/en/perspectives/why-china-is-focused-on-a-robotic-
future.html 

• Ye, Borak, and Wang, “As China’s working population falls, factories turn to 
machines to pick up the slack,” SCMP, May, 2021 
https://www.scmp.com/tech/big-tech/article/3134920/chinas-working-population-
falls-factories-turn-machines-pick-slack 

• Qu and Feng, “China robotics industry cools down as top maker of robot waiting 
staff slashes jobs,” SCMP, July, 2022 
https://www.scmp.com/tech/big-tech/article/3184353/china-robotics-industry-cools-
down-top-maker-robot-waiting-staff 

• (Optional Reading) Shen, “China says AI robots won’t lead to significant job loss,” 
Tech in Asia, January, 2020 
https://www.techinasia.com/robot-lead-significant-job-loss 
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 1. Describe the potential impacts of automation on wage inequality and economic 
prosperity. How can widening inequality gaps be mitigated? 

2. Should robots be taxed? Which types of taxation are permissible, if any? Why? 
3. Summarize the main pros and cons of increasing robots in the workplace. 
4. Based on the readings, prepare 3-5 questions or topics which you would like to 

discuss in class with your peers. These should be generative, i.e., aimed at 
generating ideas, not yes/no questions. 
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 • Discuss the current role of robots and AI in the workplace and understand Eastern 
and Western perspectives on the trajectory of robot-workplace interactions. 

• Discuss the potential impacts of robots and AI on inequality, wages, and worker 
well-being. 

• Critically analyze arguments for and against increasing workplace automation. 
• Understand existing proposals to mitigate negative impacts of robots in the 

workplace. 



• Discuss the prospect of incorporating robots and AI technologies into existing 
systems of taxation. 
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 Class discussion will be focused on topics introduced by students based on the module’s 
readings and any material seen so far. Students should each prepare 3-5 discussion 
questions or topics to be submitted before class. Questions should be those which students 
would like to discuss in class with their peers and should be generative (i.e., aimed at 
generating ideas, not yes/no questions). Instructors should organize proposed prompts into a 
suitable agenda prior to class and invite students to engage with each other as done so far in 
the course. Study questions may be incorporated in discussion as well to assist. Remind 
students to begin work on their final papers. 

 
  



Module 12: Robots, Love, and Friendship 
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• Turkle, Alone Together, Basic Books – Introduction (‘Alone Together’) & Chapter 3 
(‘True Companions’)  

• Yudkowsky, “Complex Value Systems in Friendly AI,” AGI, 2011 
https://link.springer.com/chapter/10.1007/978-3-642-22887-2_48  

• Costellano, The Future of Love: Robot Sex and AI Relationships, April, 2018 
https://orge.medium.com/the-future-of-love-robot-sex-and-ai-relationships-
3b7c7913bb07 

• Sullins, “Robots, Love, and Sex: The Ethics of Building a Love Machine,” IEEE 
Transactions on Affective Computing, 2012 
https://dl.acm.org/doi/10.1109/T-AFFC.2012.31 

• Chen and Li, “China’s lonely hearts reboot online romance with artificial 
intelligence,” Washington Post, August, 2021 
https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/2021/08/06/china-online-dating-love-
replika/ 

• Nyholm and Frank, “It Loves Me, It Loves Me Not: Is It Morally Problematic to 
Design Sex Robots that Appear to Love Their Owners?” 2019 
https://www.pdcnet.org/techne/content/techne_2019_0999_12_2_110 

• Danaher, “Robot Betrayal: a guide to the ethics of robotic deception,” Ethics and 
Information Technology, 2020 
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s10676-019-09520-3 

• Galaitsi et al., “Sex Robots—A Harbinger for Emerging AI Risk,” Frontiers in 
Artificial Intelligence, 2019 
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/frai.2019.00027/full 

• Hernandez, “Sex Robots: Negative Impact Towards Society,” 2018 
https://digitalcommons.augustana.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1014&context=et
hicscontest 

• (Optional Reading) Sorell and Draper, “Robot carers, ethics, and older people,” 
Ethics and Information Technology, 2014 
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s10676-014-9344-7 

• (Optional Reading) Jecker, “My Friend, the Robot: An Argument for E-Friendship,” 
IEEE, 2021 
https://ieeexplore.ieee.org/abstract/document/9515429?casa_token=gvNNnR6inFkA
AAAA:eaH9fi0V1cfDCdulz1WVXEmmVGREfz9yVnVozcKae2x3FQ8gkWvWrpb
i25CpLcCz9uo4gQdpW8I 

• (Optional Reading) Jecker, You’ve got a friend in me: sociable robots for older 
adults in an age of global pandemics, Ethics and Information Technology, 2021 
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s10676-020-09546-y 

• (Optional Resource) Campaign Against Sex Robots 
https://campaignagainstsexrobots.org/ 



• (Optional Resource) Levy, Love and Sex with Robots, 2007 
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1. How do you define love? 
2. Can we love a robot, and can a robot love us back?  
3. Is ‘lover AI’ ethical? Should it be legally permissible? 
4. Synthesizing what you have learned this semester, how would you address the 

question of robot rights? 
5. Based on the readings, prepare 3-5 questions or topics which you would like to 

discuss in class with your peers. These should be generative, i.e., aimed at 
generating ideas, not yes/no questions. 

Le
ss

on
 

O
bj

ec
tiv

es
 • Critically evaluate the role of robots and AI in friendship, love, happiness, and sex 

in different societies. 
• Discuss the ethics and morality of robot love and deception. 
• Explore the benefits and drawbacks of robot companionship for older individuals. 
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 Class discussion will be focused on topics introduced by students based on the module’s 
readings and any material seen so far. Students should each prepare 3-5 discussion 
questions or topics to be submitted before class. Questions should be those which students 
would like to discuss in class with their peers and should be generative (i.e., aimed at 
generating ideas, not yes/no questions). Instructors should organize proposed prompts into a 
suitable agenda prior to class and invite students to engage with each other as done so far in 
the course. Study questions may be incorporated in discussion as well to assist. Remind 
students to begin work on their final papers. 

 

  



Additional Resources 

Articles & Publications 

• 如何起诉机器⼈：法律责任与⼈⼯智能 
https://www.secrss.com/articles/10579 

• AI 时代，被曲解的法律机器⼈ 

https://www.iyiou.com/analysis/2019042197984 
• Loving AI: Humanoid Robots as Agents of Human Consciousness Expansion 

https://arxiv.org/pdf/1709.07791.pdf 
• The Study of Safety Governance for Service Robots: On Open-Texture Risk 

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/270703450_The_Study_of_Safety_Governance
_for_Service_Robots_On_Open-Texture_Risk_-
_fuwujiqirenanquanjianguanwentichutanyikaifangzuzhifengxianweizhongxin  

• 机器人法律 
https://wenku.baidu.com/view/1f65d31b25c52cc58bd6be8e?aggId=1f65d31b25c52cc58b
d6be8e 

• 機器人傷人事件法律分析誰的責任 
https://wenku.baidu.com/view/68ce4eddb90d4a7302768e9951e79b896802681a.html?fr=
income8-wk_app_search_ctrX-search 

Media 

• Caprek R.U.R.  



Sample Annotation Assignment Instructions 

This semester we will have 2 annotation assignments. For the first annotation, you will read Pereira 
and Lopez’s book Machine Ethics: From Machine Morals to the Machinery of Morality, and for 
the second you will read David Gunkel’s recent book Robot Rights.  

I am looking for a total of 20-25 meaningful notes spaced out throughout the six chapters of the 
reading. The introduction is important background (read it!) but I would suggest not marking it up 
since it's really just an introduction to the book (unless you would like to). You could do four notes 
per chapter, or it could mean 10 in one chapter and the rest in the others. You are welcome to add 
more than 25 if you'd like. If you do add more than 25, I will make a note in the gradebook that 
you went above and beyond for the assignment and keep that in mind down the road, but I am not 
expecting more than 25 so don't feel pressure. I'd much rather you enjoy the text and comment 
when you see fit.  

Scoring 

This assignment will be marked out of a score of 10, with 10 being the highest. Please note the 
expectations below: 

2 Points: The correct number of notes on the text (20-25+)  

3 Points: The quality of the notes, including each note being 2-3 sentences containing your 
thoughts, reflections, or questions. A note should not simply be a question mark or 4 words. You 
do not have to do intensive research for these notes. I just want to see how you think about 
environmental history. All you have to do is tell me what you think about what is written.  

3 Points: The inclusion of at least 5 "cited notes" in the 20-25 total. For 5 of your notes, cite a book 
(our textbooks or a book from google books is fine) that answers a question or identifies a term or 
concept you don't know. Try to pick a range of topics and follow your own instincts with details 
you find really interesting and striking. There are so many great possibilities to choose from in this 
book, and I am looking forward to learning from all of you through reading your reflections. Use 
this opportunity to challenge yourself.  

2 Points: Locate a recent news article (English, Chinese, or any other language is fine!) that 
connects to the themes or subject of the book. Paste the link and add a brief discussion about how 
the book clarifies an issue at stake in the article.  

How to annotate and submit the assignment: 

Step 1: Upload the document to Kami (free) and proceed to annotate it.  

Step 2: After you finish the annotation, share the finished product as a link, via the Share button 
in the top right corner, which looks like three dots connected by two lines. 

Step 3: This opens a link you can share. 
 
Step 4: Submit this link.  
  



Sample Final Paper Assignment Instructions 
 

The guidelines for this class’s final paper are broad, since you all come from different backgrounds 
and majors and have diverse interests pertaining to robot rights and AI ethics. The content of your 
final paper content should be sufficient to fill 8-10 pages in length when double-spaced. 
 
Here are ways you could think about the paper:  

1. Which topics discussed this term do you want to know more about? Read more about them 
and write a report on your findings!  
Examples: "Where was coal mined in China historically and how did the geography of 
coal relate to economic development?" "How has the image of tigers changed between the 
premodern and modern era - when it the "turning point" from ferocious animal to a 
creature needing of protection?" "Why has Beijing seen three sandstorms in 2021? - 
looking at urbanization and the Gobi Desert"  

2. Is there a book or series of articles you'd really like to read? Read them and write a report 
on your findings!  

3. Is there a story you've read in the media that you'd like to understand more of the 
background to? Investigate it!  

 
You don't necessarily have to formulate a formal academic argument. An argument is welcome, 
but a good summary of a problem/question with your own thoughts works too. Feel free to email 
to ask about potential essay topics.  
 
Grading Rubric  
 
The final paper is worth 30 points: 
 

• 5 points: Introduction of the topic with a clear question (you don't have to answer the 
question; you just have to explore the question):  

• 10 points: Discussion of the topic with at least 3 sources used 
• 5 points: Contextual Accuracy ("does the paper make sense?") 
• 5 points: Use of at least one primary source 
• 5 points: Length, Footnotes, and Works Cited (at the end of the paper)  

 
 



Supplementary Materials 
 
A. Interview with David Gunkel 
 
Q: What drew you to robot rights and why should we care about it? 
A: It’s a good question, because robot rights is one of these things that has been on the periphery 
of AI ethics and robot ethics for a while. It gets mentioned from time to time, but the majority of 
the early effort to grapple with the moral quandaries of this technology was more on the side of 
responsibility. If something goes wrong, who do we hold accountable for the bad outcome? And 
the question of the status or standing of the individual technologies, whether it be a robot or an AI, 
was something that was a bit in play, but it wasn’t really as forward in the dialogue as the question 
of responsibility was.  
 
So when I got into this field I said to myself, I can work on the question of responsibility and 
contribute to that conversation, or I can pick up this more marginal idea that is getting some play 
and see what’s possible to develop in that area. So that’s really where it began—with this idea that 
I wanted to contribute something unique to the conversation that I saw at play but not really 
forwarded in the conversation. Then I discovered that as soon as you raise this question, it really 
divided the room. People were either for this or really against this, and there was really little down 
the middle. Whenever you have that kind of strong reaction, it means that there’s a lot of 
assumptions, metaphysics, religious ideologies at play. So I wanted to tease out all these different 
elements to see how and why the moral and legal questions regarding the status of technology led 
to this response, this kind of polarizing response that people had been providing. So that’s kind of 
what drew me to this originally. To try to—just for myself—figure out what’s really going on, 
why it is important, and most importantly why people get really fired up one way or another when 
it comes to having this conversation.  
 
I think one of the things that happens in the conversation where things might get very polarizing 
very quickly is the assumption that when we say rights, we must mean human rights. I think that 
is an error because rights are something that doesn’t necessarily mean human rights. Rights apply 
to all kinds of things, whether animals, the environment, corporations, you name it. It doesn’t mean 
just human rights. But I think for a lot of people who are involved on the conversation, or who 
hear about the conversation, the assumption must mean you’re talking about human rights for 
robots. No, we’re talking about a very specific set of powers, privileges, claims, or immunities that 
need to be granted to another socially interactive entity that is not human. The way I explain it to 
my students is, whatever robot rights we decide be granted to an AI or robot, they’re going to be 
different from what we call human rights. There might be some overlap, but humans can have 
human rights. Robots can have robot rights. So that’s the first thing I think is important to keep in 
mind when we talk about this.  
 
Another thing that is important is there’s a difference in our traditions—mainly Western thinking 
about these matters—between what are called moral rights and what are called legal rights. Moral 
rights are rights that you see in the rights of the citizen in France, or the Declaration of 
Independence of the United States, this idea of God-given rights that every human being has—
rights that belong to us because of our nature. These are sometimes called natural rights. There are 
other rights that are bestowed by human power, which is mainly law. And in the law, we decide 



that certain things will have these kinds of rights and certain things will not have these kinds of 
rights. Therefore, a lot depends on whether we’re talking about moral rights or legal rights. I think 
the question about moral rights is still a rather complicated question because it depends on the 
nature of the artifact, and whether the artifact could by nature have some kind of claim on us to 
have respect or some sort of protection. That question I think is very science fiction oriented, and 
we see it play in our science fiction all the time, where the robots have their uprising.  
 
The legal question I think is much more present for us right now, because we do need to integrate 
these technologies into our social systems. And legal rights are one of the ways that we recognize 
something as not just a thing but as a legal subject that can be either held accountable for its actions 
or protected from the actions of others. So even though this sounds like it might be science fiction, 
we already have laws that grant robots rights—legal rights. For example, in the US, there have 
been a number of jurisdictions that have decided that delivery robots operating on the streets and 
in the sidewalks autonomously will have the rights of pedestrians when they’re crossing the street. 
If you and your automobile strike one of these things in an accident, you will be held accountable 
in the same way you would be held accountable if you hit a human child in the crosswalk. And 
this is not because we want to recognize the natural capacities of the delivery robots, or we believe 
they’re sentient, or conscious. It’s because we have to figure out how to assign accountability, 
legally, in these accident situations. So I think we are already looking at the assignment of legal 
rights. Whether or not this ever evolves to an assignment of moral rights is another question.  
 
One final thing that relates to this is the entire conversation about rights, we have to recognize, is 
very much a Western idea. Other cultures, distributed in time and space, don’t necessarily respond 
to these questions in terms of rights. A really good example is indigenous traditions, not only in 
North America but also in Australia and elsewhere in the world, where rights is not even a concept 
that is in play in their culture. They talk about kinship and about how will we build kinship with 
machines. So that’s an entirely different way of looking at our social relations with these objects 
that don’t require us to utilize this idea of rights. I think we have to look at this from a multicultural 
perspective and ask whether or not rights is even the right framework for addressing these 
questions because it is a concept that is very European in its origins.  
 
Q: Do people confuse legal and moral rights in discussion often? 
A: All the time! In fact, when these laws came out about the delivery robots, there was a huge 
Twitter explosion of people saying “How can you do this! This is terrible. These things aren’t 
conscious, they’re not sentient, they’re just objects and artifacts and technologies.” And this is 
because we tend to slip very quickly from legal protection to the moral natural rights questions. I 
think a lot can be gained by really being precise about our language—being really careful and 
exact about what we’re talking about in terms of rights and how we define these items.  
 
Q: Has there been as much discussion on emotions or pain as a criterion for moral rights? 
A: There’s been a lot of discussion and a lot of work on the side of emotions. There’s been some 
speculating about what would happen if a robot could exhibit pain and how we would respond to 
that. There’s also been actual engineering experimentation where people have built robots that can 
respond with cues—with behaviors—that indicate pain. They’ve used those robots in human 
studies to see how human beings respond to the robot. There’s been a lot of really recent and 
important work done in both of these areas. There’s a whole area in the social sciences called robot 



abuse studies, where experimenters will bring a robot into the room and ask people to torture or 
harm it or do other sorts of things. They find that people are very reticent to do this, even when the 
robot doesn’t exhibit behaviors of experiencing pain. People are very reticent to engage in violent 
behaviors that they think could elicit something like pain in the artifact. There’ve been other studies 
that have been done with human subjects involving a survey where they ask the human, “Would 
you do this to a robot?” And we see the same kind of results come out of that sort of investigation. 
So we’re finding that even if we are unsure or at least not entirely convinced one way or the other 
about the pain of the artifact, because of the way that we operate, it is very difficult for us to engage 
in social behaviors with something when we think it is maybe experiencing pain. All this comes 
down to what philosophers call the problem of other minds. You don’t know whether someone 
else is in pain until they give you behaviors that you read as pain. Take, for example, an animal. 
How do you know an animal is in pain? It gives behaviors that we interpret as pain. And 
then the question is, if a robot does that, is it really in pain or is it just pretending to be in pain? 
The real epistemological difficulty is, we really can’t distinguish these two things very easily 
because we don’t know how to separate what is truly pain from the exhibition of behaviors that 
are painful. This is what causes people to be empathetic with robots even when you tell them it 
doesn’t feel anything.  
 
Q: In your opinion, how strongly do you think we should take examples from animal rights for 
robot rights? 
A:  It’s an important question, because I think the animal rights movement which began in the 
1970’s gave us a lot of new ways of thinking about who is a moral subject and who needs to be 
treated with respect. For a long time, philosophers thought animals were just machines basically 
(such as the argument that you can torture animals and kill and eat them, and they feel nothing, or 
what they feel is unimportant and therefore it isn’t morally a responsibility that we have to 
consider). That shifts in the late 20th century. I think the innovations in animal rights thinking gave 
us a way of thinking about the rights of others that are not human—asking us to consider things 
like sentience and the experience of pain and pleasure that are experienced by other entities as 
morally significant. The question of robots feeling pain really is a byproduct of the animal rights 
framework being picked up and utilized for technology. And that’s where I think the entire 
tradition of animal rights thinking has given us a lot of resources for thinking about the status of 
artifacts. 
 
Another innovation that I think is related to this but doesn’t receive as much attention is the 
environmental ethics that came alongside animal rights. Environmental ethics says not only are 
animals worthy of our moral respect because they are sentient or they feel, but the environment is 
as well—rivers, mountains, the earth itself. You can see now in a moment of climate change, this 
way of thinking, which really is rooted in indigenous traditions—this idea that we have 
responsibilities to the earth could have given us some really good ways of dealing with climate 
change before it got out of control. We would be treating the environment in which we live with 
the same sort of moral responsibility that we accord to each other and to animals. There’s been 
some recent effort, myself included, to try to also utilize the environmental rights movement 
alongside animal rights. Animal rights thinking usually leads down the direction of sentience, 
consciousness, and pain, but if the artifact has none of that, we might still have to consider it as a 
moral subject from the framework and the experience we have out of the environmental ethics 
developments in the same period. 



 
Q: What do you think of the prospect of developing a global, or cross-cultural framework for robot 
rights? Do you think that is feasible and necessary? Differences in cultural norms in this space are 
becoming more of a topic of discussion—how should we navigate cultural and language barriers 
when discussing robot rights? 
A: This is a really crucial point. It’s a very important aspect of how we evolved this thinking. Most 
of the thinking about AI ethics and robot ethics really, when it began, was grounded in a very 
Western-European-American way of thinking. We talked about consequentialism, utilitarianism, 
deontology, etc. and we utilized all the resources of Western philosophy and Western legal 
concepts to try to answer these questions. We are now beginning to see how this could be 
ethnocentric—how this could perpetuate colonialism because you are taking one particular 
culture’s way of solving these problems and saying this is the way everyone should do it. I think 
we need to be more open to learning from other cultures and making it a much broader 
conversation about these matters. 
 
Two examples of where this can be really important: 
 
We talk about robot rights. R-i-g-h-t-s. But in Confucianism, you can talk about robot rites. R-i-t-
e-s. Because in Confucianism, the communal ritual of belonging to the larger unit of your 
community is the focal point, not the individual. Rights are about the individual. Rites—as ritual—
are about the community. I think there’s a way to rethink and recast robot rights as robot rituals 
and understand how we ritualize these things in our social environment—and how we would do 
so looking at it not from the individualistic mode of thinking, which is very Cartesian, but doing 
it in a form that is very non-Western. Looking at it through Confucianism or other traditions that 
have a more communal understanding of these matters. 
 
The second one is what we talked about earlier with indigenous traditions, where questions of 
rights and obligations don’t really play the same way they do in Western traditions. This notion of 
kinship is about building connections with others, not only other human beings but with animals, 
the environment, and artifacts. To come up with an interchange between these differences that 
doesn’t erase difference but recognizes the difference as part of what makes us vibrant. By 
expanding the conversation to learn from these other traditions, we can hopefully not only create 
a much more robust and responsible dialogue, but also get better results since we’re looking not 
only at one perspective. 
 
Q: Do you feel like it would be more effective to have different systems for robot rights or rituals 
for different communities compared to a unified framework? 
A: So we already see how this works in law. Different countries have different legal structures, 
different legal systems: different cities and regions each have different legal structures. We’re able 
to get away with these kinds of differences in law. I think we might learn something by looking at 
how law has operationalized a lot of these things to take into account regional differences without 
saying there has to be one global way of doing it for everybody. As soon as you say there has to 
be one global way, you’re erasing important differences and are not really being sensitive to these 
regional experiences. Our moral philosophy often tends to be absolutist. We say it has to fit 
everybody everywhere at all times, whereas our legal philosophy says we can be responsive and 



responsible with difference. We can learn something from the way that law and  legal philosophy 
have dealt with difference that can then inform our moral frameworks a little better. 
 
Q: Do you think it will ever be possible to move away from and beyond human-centric discussion 
on robots? 
A: This is a really important question. A lot of recent innovation in AI ethics has been human-
centric technology, or human-centric AI. Putting the human at the center has been a very important 
thing for us as human beings of course, but it also is something that has consequences. One of the 
ways you get the Anthropocene, this idea that we’ve now re-created the earth for us and 
marginalized other creatures is by thinking that we’re number one. By thinking that we’re at the 
top of the food chain and center of the universe. And we’re not. We’re one among many. A more 
holistic understanding of our position in the world that doesn’t put the focus necessarily on us 
alone can provide better ways of thinking about a future in which we are responsive and 
responsible to all of these other creatures that we exist alongside. We’re just learning now that this 
planet is a very fragile planet, and that if we take this human exceptionalism too far, and we make 
everything a resource to serve us, we do devastating things to the rest of the beings on the earth, 
whether it be a living like an animal or an inanimate thing. Challenging human-centric thinking is 
one of the really important consequences of having this conversation. As we challenge human-
centrism, we are not just inviting others into our moral circle but we are actually challenging 
ourselves to think more holistically and in a way that will be more responsible to our futures and 
the other entities that we live alongside.  
 
Q: What do you see as the biggest obstacle facing robot rights discussion today?  
A: I would say the biggest obstacle right now is human-centric privilege. We have the privilege to 
talk about these things. We have the privilege to make decisions for ourselves and the others that 
surround us. But if we use that privilege only to cement our centric positioning—our human-
centric way of thinking and serve only ourselves—it’s a very solipsistic and selfish way of thinking 
about our relationship to the rest of the world. We can see historically that this has led to some bad 
outcomes. Climate change is probably the best example. We’re not going to solve climate change 
through more human-centric thinking. We’re going to solve it by thinking more holistically. The 
real challenge to all these conversations generally comes from attempts to try to make things more 
special about us. I think that probably is not the solution. That is the problem we’re trying to 
resolve. 
 
Q: Are there any other areas you feel are challenges that need to be addressed with equal 
importance as of now?  
A: So I see these things as being parallel tracks. The question of robot rights or AI ethics is not 
something separate from the questions regarding climate change, the Anthropocene, the challenges 
of environmentalism. I see these things as informing each other, the same way in which the struggle 
for civil rights wasn’t just one human group struggling. Different human communities were 
struggling for the same kinds of recognitions. I think we’re looking at it in a way in which this 
conversation needs to be open to all these different struggles going on simultaneously, because I 
think they can all inform each other in ways that would not be possible if they were operating in a 
vacuum. The real importance here is to open up the dialogue in a way that not only calls on other 
cultures, other traditions, other backgrounds, and ways of thinking, but also recognizes these 



affiliations across these different endeavors. So that we’re not just creating these silos where we 
compartmentalize things and don’t really think in a much more interdisciplinary collaboration. 
 
Q: Do you see public engagement as a strong factor in pursuing that goal? What do you envision 
to be the role of public engagement on robot rights? 
A: Insofar as this all comes down to democratic self-governance, yes. At some point, we need to 
make decisions about who we put into office and how those people vote and create laws, and how 
those laws affect us. If we want to solve any of these problems, we have to be engaged citizens, 
and that means that really good science and technology communication to the general public is 
absolutely crucial. We also need to make sure the cat doesn’t get out of the bag way too fast. We 
need clear and concise communication. Science and technology communication is something that 
we always assumed other people would take care of. I think it’s our responsibility. We have to do 
a good job of it. 
 
Q: As you see it, how would you define “success” in terms of robot rights advancing? 
A: I think some people think that I would define success as a declaration of the rights of robots. I 
don’t think that is success. I think success is defined as follows. If we can get this on the agenda 
of not just philosophers but of people working in the arts, social sciences, engineering, policy, and 
regulation—if this conversation can be recognized as something that we all can contribute to and 
that we all take very seriously, learning about it and discussing it broadly, then I think we have 
success. I think this is something that we have the responsibility and the privilege to decide, but 
we have to answer that charge. We have to do so in a way that calls on the best of what we have 
to offer. 
 
Q: Has there been anything you’ve found particularly surprising as you navigated the robot rights 
space? 
A: One of the most surprising things I discovered when I started this, is I had this really clever 
idea—maybe not so clever—but I had this idea. I made a sign that said “robot rights now” and had 
a student take a picture of me holding the sign. My intention with the sign was to just put it out on 
social media to sort of do exactly what we were talking about—spur conversation, spark people’s 
imagination, and say “hey, come and talk with me about this and let’s see what we can do and 
learn and develop.” And as soon as I put this picture out there, the reaction was vehement! I was 
called a mad scientist, like Victor Frankenstein! I had to add a little asterisk and a disclaimer below 
that said I’m not an activist. This was really surprising. I thought I was doing something very 
clever to popularize this idea and get people talking about it, and it turned into this storm of 
backlash. 
 
Q: Is there anything else that you would like to add to anything we talked about today? 
A: I find it really forward-thinking to include [robot rights] in this course design. This is where I 
think this has to go. We need to bring this into the classroom and get students engaging this 
question. Not because we want to tell them the right way to think, obviously. The idea is to have 
them recognize the importance of having these conversations and contributing to the conversation. 
And I think education is one of the places we do this best, and getting out in front of this and 
helping the next generation of students become the leaders is absolutely crucial.  
 
 


