
The Ethics of Robotics



What is Ethics?

Ethics describe one’s morality. 

Your ethics tell you how to make decisions and lead your 
life.

The word comes from the Greek ‘ethos’ which means 
custom or habit.



What is Ethics?

Ethics deals with the following:

● what is a correct and just way to live

● rights and responsibilities

● what is good and bad, morally?



Robotics and Ethics

• Robots raise new ethical questions because they 
create opportunities for:

− Social change

− New kinds of crime

− Warfare



Ethical Ideas

There are a number of general ideas about Ethics that we 
can follow.

Here are 6 examples:



1. The Golden Rule

Do unto others as you would 
have them do unto you



1. The Golden Rule

This rule is present in many of 
the world’s religions.



2. Kant’s Categorical 
Imperative

“If an action is not right for 
everyone to take, it is not right for 
anyone”



2. Kant’s Categorical 
Imperative

This was invented by Immanuel 
Kant, who was an influential 
German philosopher in the 18th 
century.



3. Descartes’ Rule of Change

“If an action cannot be taken 
repeatedly, it is not right to take 
at all”



3. Descartes’ Rule of Change

René Descartes was a great 
French philosopher, 
mathematician, and scientist in 
the 17th century.



4. Utilitarian Principle

“Take the action that achieves the 
higher or greater value”



4. Utilitarian Principle

The founder of utilitarianism is Jeremy 

Bentham, an English philosopher. 

Bentham defined it as: "It is the greatest 

happiness of the greatest number that is 

the measure of right and wrong.”

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Philosopher


5. Risk-Aversion Principle

“Take the action that produces the 
least harm or least potential cost”



Robot Ethics



Robot Ethics

Humans are very close to creating truly intelligent and 
independent robots

However, we have to realise that complicated ideas, such 
as consciousness, feelings, etc. may not mean the same 
thing for people and robots



Isaac Asimov

Asimov was a great writer and 

biochemistry professor.

He is best known for his writings in 

Science Fiction and Robotics.

He wrote over 500 books.



The Three Laws of Robotics

Isaac Asimov wrote the Three Laws of Robotics in 1942. 

1. A robot may not injure a human being or, through inaction, allow a human 

being to come to harm. 

2. A robot must obey orders given to it by human beings except where such 

orders would conflict with the First Law.

3. A robot must protect its own existence as long as such protection does 

not conflict with the First or Second Law.



The Zeroth Law of Robotics

Later, Asimov added the Zeroth Law: 

0: "A robot may not harm humanity, or, by inaction, allow 

humanity to come to harm"



Robot Ethics in the Real World

While Asimov’s laws are interesting to think about, in 
real life, we are faced with more practical questions 
about robot ethics.

We will discuss them now.



1. Building Robots 

Are we being ethical in how we build and operate robots? 



1. Building Robots 

A lot of things are involved in 

building robots:

Materials: Can we get these 

ethically?



1. Building Robots 

Cost: Would robots be too expensive 
for people that aren’t rich? Would only 
rich people be able to afford them? 
Would this give them an advantage, 
therefore increasing inequality? 





1. Building Robots 

Energy: Where are we getting the energy to operate robots from?  Is 

it sustainable? Is it polluting?



1. Building Robots 



2. Who would be affected by robots?

We also need to think about who robots would affect.



2. Who would be affected 
by robots?

How will workers be affected 
by robots?

Will it be a positive effect or a 
negative one?







2. Who would be affected by robots?

We must also think about the people making the robots in the 

factories.

How will they be impacted?





3. What about the environment?

How will robots impact the world around us?



3. What about the environment?

The urban environment? 



3. What about the environment?

Hospitals, nursing homes, assisted living facilities? 



3. What about the environment?

Animals around us?





For Homework:

Read this short story by Isaac Asimov:

“Evidence”

http://ekladata.com/-Byix64G_NtE0xI4A6PA1--o1Hc/A
simov-Isaac-I-Robot.pdf



For Homework:

This story is about a politician that might or might not be 
a robot. 

The main question is: ‘Does it matter if someone’s a 
robot or not if they do things well?’


