
Late in 2017 at a tech fair in Aus tria, a sex ro bot was re port edly “mo lested” re peat edly
and left in a “�lthy” state. The ro bot, named Sa man tha, re ceived a bar rage of male at ten -
tion, which re sulted in her sus tain ing two bro ken �n gers.

This in ci dent con �rms wor ries that the pos si bil ity of fully func tion ing sex ro bots raises
both tan ta lis ing pos si bil i ties for hu man de sire (by mir ror ing hu man/sex-worker re la tion -
ships), as well as se ri ous eth i cal ques tions.

So what should be done? The cam paign to “ban” sex ro bots, as the com puter sci en tist
Kate De vlin has ar gued, is only likely to lead to a lack of dis cus sion. In stead, she hy poth e -
sises that many ways of sex ual and so cial in clu siv ity could be ex plored as a re sult of hu -
man-ro bot re la tion ships.

To be sure, there are cer tain el e ments of re la tion ships be tween hu mans and sex work -
ers that we may not wish to re peat. But to me, it is the eth i cal as pects of the way we think
about hu man-ro bot de sire that are par tic u larly key.

Why? Be cause we do not even agree yet on what sex is. Sex can mean lots of di� er ent
things for di� er ent bod ies – and the types of joys and su� er ings as so ci ated with it are
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rad i cally di� er ent for each in di vid ual body. We are only just be gin ning to un der stand and
know these sto ries. But with Europe’s �rst sex ro bot brothel open in Barcelona and the
build ing of “Har mony”, a talk ing sex ro bot in Cal i for nia, it is clear that hu mans are al -
ready con tem plat ing im pos ing our barely un der stood sex ual ethic upon ma chines.

It is ar gued by some in the �eld that there are pos i tive im pli ca tions in the de vel op ment
of sex ro bots, such as “ther a peu tic” uses. Such ar gu ments are mainly fo cused on male use
in re la tion to prob lems such as pre ma ture ejac u la tion and erec tile dys func tion, although
there are also men tions of “heal ing po ten tial” for sex ual trauma.

But there are also warn ings that the rise of sex ro bots is a symp tom of the “porni � ca -
tion” of sex ual cul ture and the in creas ing “de hu man i sa tion of women”.

Mean while, Sa man tha has re cov ered and we are as sured by the doll’s de vel oper, Sergi
San tos, that “she can en dure a lot and will pull through”, and that her ca reer looks
“promis ing”.

Sa man tha’s de sires
We are asked by San tos (with a dose of in hu man “hu mour”) to ap plaud Sa man tha’s

over com ing of her or deal – with out fully recog nis ing the vi o lence she su� ered. (San tos
has since dis puted the quotes stated in these re ports. I do not at tribute blame to San tos or
his work – but eth i cal ques tions raised by Sa man tha’s case for hu man sex u al ity can not be
ig nored.)

But I think that most of us will ex pe ri ence some dis com fort on hear ing Sa man tha’s
story. And it’s im por tant that, just be cause she’s a ma chine, we do not let our selves “o�
the hook” by mak ing her yet an other vic tim and hero ine who sur vived an en counter, only
for it to be re peated. Yes, she is a ma chine, but does this mean it is jus ti � able to act de -
struc tively to wards her? Surely the fact that she is in a hu man form makes her a sur face on
which hu man sex u al ity is pro jected, and sym bolic of a fu tur is tic hu man sex u al ity. If this is
the case, then Sa matha’s case is es pe cially sad.

Ma chines are in deed what we make them. This means we have an op por tu nity to avoid
as sump tions and prej u dices brought about by the way we project hu man feel ings and de -
sires

It is De vlin who has asked the cru cial ques tion: whether sex ro bots will have rights.
“Should we build in the idea of con sent?” she pon ders. In le gal terms, this would mean
hav ing to recog nise the ro bot as hu man – such is the lim i ta tion of a law made by and for
hu mans.

I have re searched how in sti tu tions, the o ries, le gal regimes (and in some cases lovers)
tend to make as sump tions about my (hu man) sex u al ity. These as sump tions can of ten lead
to telling me what I need, what I should feel and what I should have. The as sump tion that
we know what the other body wants is of ten the root of su� er ing. The in evitable dis com -
fort of read ing about Sa man tha demon strates again the real – yet to hu man be ings un -
know able – vi o lence of these as sump tions.

Sa man tha’s ethics
Su� er ing is a way of know ing that you, as a body, have come out on the “wrong” side of

an eth i cal dilemma. This idea of an “em bod ied” ethic un der stood through su� er ing has
been de vel oped on the ba sis of the work of the fa mous philoso pher Spinoza and is of par -



tic u lar use for le gal thinkers. It is use ful as it al lows us to judge right ness by virtue of the
real and per sonal ex pe ri ence of the body it self, rather than judg ing by virtue of what we
“think” is right in con nec tion with what we as sume to be true about their iden tity.

This helps us with Sa man tha’s case, since it tells us that in ac cor dance with hu man de -
sire, it is clear she would not have wanted what she got. The con tact Sa man tha re ceived
was dis tinctly hu man in the sense that this case mir rors some of the most vi o lent sex ual
o� ences cases. While hu man con cepts such as “law” and “ethics” are �awed, we know we
don’t want to make oth ers su� er. We are mak ing these ro bot lovers in our im age and we
ought not pick and choose whether to be kind to our sex ual part ners, even when we choose
to have re la tion ships out side of the “norm”, or with be ings that have a sup pos edly limited
con scious ness, or even no (hu manly de tectable) con scious ness.

Sa man tha’s rights
Ma chines are in deed what we make them. This means we have an op por tu nity to avoid

as sump tions and prej u dices brought about by the way we project hu man feel ings and de -
sires. But does this eth i cally en tail that ro bots should be able to con sent to or refuse sex, as
hu man be ings would?

The in no va tive philoso phers and sci en tists Frank and Ny holm have found many le gal
rea sons for an swer ing both yes and no (a ro bot’s lack of hu man con scious ness and le gal
per son hood, and the “harm” prin ci ple, for ex am ple). Again, we �nd our selves seek ing to
ap ply a very hu man law. But feel ings of su� er ing out side of re la tion ships, or iden ti ties ac -
cepted as the “norm”, are of ten il le git imised by law.

So a “le gal” frame work which has its ori gins in het eronor ma tive de sire does not nec es -
sar ily con struct the foun da tion of con sent and sex ual rights for ro bots. Rather, as the
renowned post-hu man thinker Rosi Braidotti ar gues, we need an ethic, as op posed to a
law, which helps us �nd a prac ti cal and sen si tive way of de cid ing, tak ing into ac count
emer gences from cross-species re la tions. The kind ness and em pa thy we feel to wards Sa -
man tha may be a good place to be gin.


