"Conference: Standardization of Al Ethics: Stakeholders, Values, and Profit"

To Be Loved or Deceived? Operationalizing Ethics in the Case of Social Robots Under the
European Al Act.

In a world where emerging technologies such as Al and robotics are rapidly expanding and playing a crucial
geopolitical and economic role, the European Artificial Intelligence Act (European Commission, 2024)
represents one of the first attempts to regulate a field that has typically developed in a legislative vacuum.

This effort is particularly significant given that our relationship with technology is not occasional but an
integral part of daily life. Smartphones can almost be seen as extensions of our bodies, and Al-powered
devices are becoming embedded in our cognitive, emotional, interpersonal, cultural, and even affective lives.
One growing concern in this context is the role of social robotics. Social robots are “a new class of machines
designed to function as ‘social partners’ for humans” (Damiano & Dumouchel, 2020). Care and
companionship robots, in example, are created to take on caregiving roles for vulnerable populations, such
as the elderly or children with disabilities.

A common feature integrated into robotic design to foster acceptance and long-term use is the simulation of
human interaction and characteristics, ranging from linguistic capabilities to aesthetics and behavioural cues.
This has led some scholars to raise concerns about authenticity, reciprocity, and deception in human-robot
relationships (Sparrow & Sparrow, 2006, Sharkey & Sharkey, 2012)

The ability of social robots to imitate human behaviour and foster attachment feelings in their users could, in
fact, be considered manipulative, raising ethical questions about their role in society.

This risk is addressed in Article 5, Chapter Il, of the Al Act on Prohibited Al Practices. The article states that
“subliminal techniques beyond a person’s consciousness or purposefully manipulative or deceptive
techniques” should be prohibited and condemns “the placing on the market, the putting into service or the
use of an Al system that exploits any of the vulnerabilities of a natural person or a specific group of persons”
(European Commission, 2024).

In light of this, a crucial question arises: are social robots inherently deceptive, and should they therefore be
banned altogether? Should their development be restricted?

Fortunately, philosophy offers valuable insights in two key ways. My argument integrates both top-down and
bottom-up approaches, combining ethical and philosophical analysis with the development of an operational
framework aimed at informing regulatory policies.

Starting with the theoretical aspect, | will draw on the frameworks of Human-Robot Affective Coordination
(Dumouchel & Damiano, 2017) to demonstrate that the common accusation of deception is based on false
premises.

In fact, modern philosophy of mind, while affirming the overcoming of Cartesian dualism and recognizing the
mind as a cognitive machine like any other, continues to assume the human mind as a paradigmatic epistemic
agent. The argument of deception is precisely based on this residual dichotomy, as it demands an authentic
correspondence between a personal mind and its external expression. In reality, this is not the case: the mind,
as well as emotions and affective processes, exist within a relational space.



This also supported by empirical evidence. Experiments from the behavioural sciences have shown that
affective and cognitive processes are bidirectional, with external expressions influencing internal emotional
perceptions (Strack et al, 1988, Laird & Lacasse, 2014, Dutton & Aron, 1989) - aligning with the theories of
pragmatist philosopher and psychologist William James (James, 1890, Murphy, 1997). Moreover, insights
from behavioural and moral psychology suggest that what we describe as introspection is frequently a post-
hoc reconstruction (Bem, 1972, Haidt, 2001).

However, specific guidelines must be established, based on an affective and behavioural coordination
agreement between humans and robots, a notion grounded in the pragmatist philosophical tradition
(Murphy, 1997).

Given this, | will explore how these ethical considerations can be operationalized within regulatory and legal
frameworks.

For instance, when it comes to the automation of ethical principles in technological development, several
approaches can be considered. One such approach is Value-Sensitive Design (Friedman and Kahn 2003), which
aims to integrate moral values directly into the design of technological systems. This perspective aligns with
Social Construction of Technology (SCOT), which acknowledges that technoscience does not evolve in a
deterministic vacuum but is always embedded within social values and practices, and User-Centred Design,
according to which end-user preferences are crucial in determining the social acceptance of technology. In
the specific domain of robotic care, the Care-Centered Value-Sensitive Design approach (van Wynsberghe,
2020) proposes the integration of care-related values — such as ensuring eye contact while assisting an
elderly person — into the design of care robots. These approaches furnish practical instruments and
guidelines to turn theoretical principles into practical regulatory policies.

In conclusion, | will discuss how ethical conclusions regarding human-robot attachment can be translated into
regulatory frameworks for the construction, commercialization, and use of social robots to mitigate the risk
of deception.
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