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Can Machines Have Rights?

Machine - Software bots, algorithms, 
embodied robots, autonomous decision-
making systems, etc.

Rights – Entitlements or interests of a 
moral subject that need to be respected 
and taken into account.
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Anthropocentrism
     Virtue Ethics
     Consequentialism
     Deontology
     Care Ethics



Instrumentalism
“The instrumentalist theory offers the 
most widely accepted view of technology. 
It is based on the common sense idea 
that technologies are ‘tools’ standing 
ready to serve the purposes of users.” – 
Andrew Feenberg 1991













Consciousness
“Without consciousness there is 
no person” – John Locke 1690





Determining Factors
1. Design and performance of 
    actual systems and artifacts
2. How we understand and
    operationalize “consciousness”



Terminological Problems
“The term means many different things to many 
different people, and no universally agreed core 
meaning exists. ” – Max Velmans 2005



Epistemological Problems
Because consciousness is a property 
attributed to "other minds," its presence or 
lack thereof requires access to something 
that is and remains inaccessible.



Epistemological Problems
“There is no proving that something that 
seems to have an inner life does in fact 
have one” – Daniel Dennett 1998 



Animal Rights
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The Animal Question
“The question is not, Can they reason? 
nor Can they talk? but, Can they suffer?” 
– Jeremy Bentham 1789 



“If any such machine had the organs 
and outward shape of a monkey or of 
some other animal that lacks reason, 
we should have no means of 
knowing that they did not possess 
entirely the same nature as these 
animals” – René Descartes 1637

bête-machine



“A stone does not have interests 
because it cannot suffer. Nothing 
that we can do to it could possibly 
make any difference to its welfare. 
A mouse, on the other hand, does 
have an interest in not being kicked 
along the road, because it will 
suffer if it is.”– Peter Singer 1975



Simroid Dental Training Robot
Kokoro LLC - 2008

1. Engineering Practice

Kismet – MIT 1998

Yuppy – MIT 1996



2. Epistemological Issues

“We cannot directly experience anyone 
else’s pain, whether that ‘anyone’ is 
our best friend or a stray dog. Pain is a 
state of consciousness, a ‘mental 
event,’ and as such it can never be 
observed.” – Peter Singer 1975 
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2. Epistemological Issues

“There can be no true theory of pain, 
and so no computer or robot could 
instantiate the true theory of pain, 
which it would have to do to feel real 
pain” – Daniel Dennett 1998



3. Moral Problems

“If (ro)bots might one day be capable of 
experiencing pain and other affective states 
a question that arises is whether it will be 
moral to build such systems—not because of 
how they might harm humans, but because 
of the pain these artificial systems will 
themselves experience. In other words, can 
the building of a (ro)bot with a somatic 
architecture capable of feeling intense pain 
be morally justified?” – Wallach & Allen, 2009 



3. Moral Problems

Moral Dilemma
Positive demonstration of 
machine rights might only be 
possible by risking the 
violation of those rights



Thinking Otherwise
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Properties Approach
1. Property P is sufficient for moral status S
2. Entity X exhibits property P
3. Entity X has moral status S



“Consciousness”
“Suffering”
“Rationality”
“Intensionality”



“Consciousness”
“Suffering”
“Rationality”
“Intensionality”

Exercise of Power
“The institution of any practice 
of any criterion of moral 
considerablity is an act of 
power.” – Thomas Birch 1993



Social-Relational Ethics
“Moral consideration is no longer seen as 
being ‘intrinsic’ to the entity: instead it is seen 
as something that is ‘extrinsic’: it is attributed 
to entities within social relations and within a 
social context” – Mark Coeckelbergh 2010



Can machines 
have rights?

Should machines 
have rights?

Ontological Question Ethical Question

Moral status is decided 
on the basis of what 
something is or is not.

Moral status is decided 
by how we relate and 
respond to others.

Thinking Otherwise



“Morality is not a branch of 
philosophy, but first philosophy” 
– Emmanuel Levinas 1961



Conclusion



Objective
Not to resolve the question 
“Can machines have rights?”

But position the inquiry in 
such a way that we make it 
the subject of investigation.



Purpose of Philosophy
“I am a philosopher not a scientist, and 
we philosophers are better at questions 
than answers. I haven't begun by 
insulting myself and my discipline, in 
spite of first appearances. Finding better 
questions to ask, and breaking old 
habits and traditions of asking, is a very 
difficult part of the grand human project 
of understanding ourselves and our 
world” – Daniel Dennett 1996



More Information:
http://machinequestion.org
dgunkel@niu.edu
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