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Make your projects known to the 
Responsible Robotics community!
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After almost one year since its establishment we are very happy to 
see that the Foundation has grown in size, and has acquired new 
members with different interests and from many different institu-
tions. We think that FRR should be member-driven and therefore 
we would like members to get to know each other and to share 
their work and projects with other members.

That’s why we would like to invite you to send information about 
your projects on robotics and robot ethics to this newsletter: we 
would be delighted to share your stories with the Responsible 
Robotics community!
   
If you have a story or a project to share please email us at 
newsletter@responsiblerobotics.org 

Looking forward to hearing from you!

Filippo Santoni de Sio
Newsletter editor



FRR Hin-Yan Liu explains the problem of "structural discrimination"
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How Self-driving cars may promote discrimination

Mercedes enters the trolley problem arena

The ethics of self-driving cars has received 

much attention both in the academic and in 

the popular press. Part of the success of this 

topic is due to the captivating idea that the 

development of fully autonomous vehicles 

may create real-life applied trolley problems 

scenarios. This topic, made popular in the 

academic circles among others by FRR 

executive member Patrick Lin and FRR 

member Jason Millar, has recently been 

discussed in the journal Science, thanks to 

the experimental work of the social scientists 

Jean-François Bonnefon, Azim Shariff and 

Iyad Rahwan; their paper presents the results 

of a series of surveys to test lay people 

intuitions about how self-drivnig cars should 

behave in trolley-like scenarios. Some days 

ago the Dutch newspaper FD has quoted FRR 

president Aimee van Wynsberghe and FRR 

Filippo Santoni de Sio claiming that humans 

should remain accountable for the behaviour 

of autonomous vehicles. Cars without a 

human person in the driving seat might also 

hit the European road soon, as the Volvo 

tests in the UK seem to suggest. And so, 

eventually, also representatives of car indus-

try have entered the trolley problem arena:  

in an interview at the Paris auto show Chris-

toph von Hugo, the automaker’s manager of 

driver assistance systems and active safety, 

stated that all of Mercedes-Benz’s future 

Level 4 and Level 5 autonomous cars will 

prioritize saving the people they carry: “If you 

know you can save at least one person, at 

least save that one. Save the one in the car”.

Obama joins the conversation

This week the ethics of self-driving cars has 

been discussed at the White House, when 

Barack Obama has joined WIRED editor in 

chief Scott Dadich and MIT Media Lab direc-

tor Joi Ito in a conversation on the topic. 

Obama has not resisted the temptation to 

show his acquaintance with the self-driving 

car trolley problems; however, in response to 

the question as to what the role of US gov-

ernment should be in regulating the develop-

ment of technology like self-driving cars, he 

has also taken a broader perspective. Obama 

has pointed out that the government should 

promote transparency in the development of 

ethically sensitive technologies, and it should 

make sure that regulations about these 

technology reflect a broad set of values, in 

order to prevent that this development may 

disadvantage certain groups

The whole notion of utilitarian calculations 

to decide on who dies runs counter to other 

philosophical positions that see all people as 

equal with equal human right to life and 

dignitity. Choosing a particular individual or 

group over others at an accident scene 

could to “seen as targeting them in a arbi-

trary excecution.

https://twitter.com/WIRED/status/790358684031291392
http://blog.caranddriver.com/self-driving-mercedes-will-prioritize-occupant-safety-over-pedestrians/
http://www.bbc.com/news/technology-36149043
http://www.bbc.com/news/technology-36149043
https://fd.nl/cookiewall?target=%2Feconomie-politiek%2F1172041%2Feen-robot-doodt-de-verkeerde
https://www.sciencemag.org/video/social-dilemma-self-driving-cars
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tunnel_problem
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ixIoDYVfKA0


\
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FRR Hin-Yan Liu: what is structural discrimi-

nation and why we should care

FRR member Hin-Yan Liu shares the concern 

that without proper guidance the develop-

ment of autonomous vehicle technology 

may disadvantage certain groups. In fact, he 

thinks that there is even a risk of encounter-

ing what he calls a problem of “structural 

discrimination”. Hin-Yan has done research in 

international law and he is particularly inter-

ested in the way in which legal and technical 

systems may allow for or even actively 

promote systematic violations of human 

rights. We have met Hin-Yan at the Robo-Phi-

losophy conference, where he has presented 

a paper on the possibility of structural 

discrimination by self-driving cars. 

We have asked him to explain to us what 

structural discrimination is and what is its 

relationship with future self-driving cars.  

“There is structural discrimination where 

burdens and benefits are redistributed in a 

networked system that accumulates hitherto 

individuated biases into stable and consistent 

patterns that look very much like policies – 

said Hin-Yan - A caricature example might be 

an autonomous vehicle fleet charged with 

minimising damage: this might be interpreted 

as an instruction to hit the young and the old 

because of their proportionally lower contri-

bution to societal productivity, and were this 

to spread through the networked fleet, 

significantly increases the burden placed 

upon children and the elderly.”  Whereas we 

may agree as a society that this is wrong, 

Hin-Yan explained, one major aspect of this 

challenge is the lack of a regulatory handle: 

“the absence of intentionality and predictabil-

ity, coupled with obfuscated causality and 

dispersed victimhood render an appeal to 

legal mechanisms difficult.” 

Hin-Yan has also explained why he thinks 

that his concern significantly differs from 

those that have so far dominated the ethical 

debate on the ethics of self-driving cars: “The 

structural discrimination concern differs from 

traditional ethics concerns for two reasons: 

first, the perspective shifts from the agent to 

the patient; and second it recognises cumu-

lative effects. Ethical discussions on autono-

mous vehicles predominately deploy conun-

drums from the standpoint of the deci-

sion-maker and actor, and isolate the effects 

to those directly flowing from that decision 

or action. 

This largely leaves out the voices of those 

who do not participate in the development 

or regulation of the technology, but never-

theless are potentially affected by these. A 

contextual and holistic perspective – he 

concluded – focussing on the consequences 

is required to complement traditional ethical 

concerns in this area.”

http://jura.ku.dk/english/staff/research/?pure=en/persons/503483


Interview
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Johanna Seibt: 
This is the time for Robo-Philosophy

 

The past October, FRR executive board member 

member Johanna Seibt has organized the second 

edition of the Robo-Philosophy conference in Aarhus, 

Denmark. FRR was there with its co-directors, the 

organizing committee and some members. We have 

asked Johanna to tell us more about Robo-philoso-

phy, its connection with her work and with Responsi-

ble Robotics.

Johanna, congratulations for organizing a long, 

wide-ranging and very interesting conference. So, 

what is the main goal of the Robo-philosophy con-

ference? 

We started the Robophilosophy Conference Series in 

2014 with the aim of drawing attention to the fact that 

social robotics raises  not only ethical issues but also 

deep theoretical questions—social robotics ‘explodes’ 

the traditional assumption that consciousness, sociali-

ty, agency, rationality, the capacity for normative 

understanding, and moral status are a package deal; it 

forces us to develop new notions of asymmetric 

sociality, suggests an ontological focus on processes, 

changes models of epistemic validation,  and opens 

up new methodologies for philosophy, i.e. new forms 

of experimental philosophy in collaboration with 

robotics and HRI research.  In short, robophilosophy 

is philosophy in, for, and by (!) social robotics.

Philosophy… by social robotics?

Yes, ‘robophilosophy’ also means that we need a 

fundamental, systematic reconfiguration of philoso-

phy in the face of artificial social agency.  The devel-

opment of robotics may contribute to important 

insights to philosophy; in three ways. First, robotics 

addresses philosophical questions by construc-

tion—e.g., whether X  is an exceptional human 

faculty can be tested by construction (relative to 

initial definitions of the faculty). Second, the genera-

tion of certain capabilities in robots can provide 

insights into the ontology of the corresponding 

human faculty (example: New AI and embodied 

cognition).  Third, a more subtle point, illustrated by 

Ishiguro’s motivation and Coeckelbergh/Gunkel’s 

emphasis on ‘relational metaphysics’: the way in 

which humans react to robots can be taken as a 

heuristics for a reorientation in metaphysics towards 

a view that is more focused on interactions.

And did this year’s conference have one specific 

goal?

Yes, this year’s event, the second event in the series, 

was special since we decided to set robophilosophy 

into the larger context of Humanities research in and 

on social robotics (supported by the research 

network TRANSOR, i.e., Transdisciplinary Studies in 

Social Robotics). HRI research so far has all too 

narrow interdisciplinary scope and we wanted to 

send a strong signal about the significance of 

Humanities research for HRI and social robotics.  
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How did it go?

Very well. The conference turned out to be the hither-

to world’s largest conference for Humanities research 

in and on social robotics, with 87 presentations 

(plenaries, session and workshop papers), and over 

200 registered participants from philosophy, robotics, 

anthropology, education science, communication 

science, linguistics, psychology, cognitive science, art, 

law, political science, and business innovation.  Of 

course, while many conference participants expressed 

particular satisfaction with the event and its message, 

the significance of Humanities research in this area 

ultimately depends on the response from the  com-

munities of ICSR and  HRI events.

How does the conference connect to your own work 

on philosophy of robotics?

So far I have been working in this area partly as ontol-

ogist (in the philosopher’s sense of the term), and 

partly as philosopher of science. For example,  I am 

currently trying to work out an ontology of social 

interactions that includes “asymmetric” social interac-

tions, i.e., interactions where some actions are ‘simu-

lated,’  in five different senses of this term; in this 

framework we can anchor responsibility attributions in 

a motivated fashion, I believe.  But the conference 

related to my call for the method paradigm of  “Inte-

grative Social Robotics,” which is based on the follow-

ing insight.  We cannot regulate what social robotics 

should do before we know what they can do, i.e., how 

they will affect human well-being and our socio-cul-

tural values; but for ethical reasons we cannot sit 

back and wait for (long-term) empirical results while 

the robotics industry, in rapid pace, puts a host of 

products on an unregulated market…

What should we do to address this issue?

Well, the only way out of the dilemma is to entangle 

descriptive and normative exploration and investigate 

what social robots can-and-should do.  This can be 

achieved, I suggest, if we conceive of the RD&D 

process in robotics as something that (a) value-driven, 

and (b) to be undertaken by wide-scope interdisci-

plinary teams, involving  also the participation of all 

stakeholders of a concrete application.  It was 

interesting to observe that many conference contri-

butions converged on this methodological idea of 

Integrative Social Robotics, perhaps inspired by the 

conference title.

How would you describe the connection between 

Robophilosophy and Responsible Robotics?

To restate, robophilosophy is philosophy of, for, and 

by social robotics. As philosophy of (social) robotics, 

i.e., as reflection on the ethical and broader concep-

tual and cultural consequences of (social) robotics, 

robophilosophy provides reasoned arguments for 

the necessity of responsible robotics.  As philosophy 

for (social) robotics,  i.e.,  by way of producing  new 

classificatory concepts, principles of machine ethics, 

modules of knowledge representation, but also 

methodological paradigms, robophilosophy offers 

new theoretical tools and methodologies for how to 

discharge tasks in robotics responsibly.  Finally, since 

robophilosophy is also philosophy by (social) robot-

ics, the practices and procedures of responsible 

robotics offer important input for practical and 

theoretical questions in philosophy.  This holds even 

for metaphysical questions if one is a pragmatist or 

subscribes, like I do, a process-metaphysical posi-

tion:  reality is what we do well, to put it simplistical-

ly, and human nature is nothing else but our endeav-

our to react well to the challenges of the ‘human 

condition’, including the products of our own 

creativity such as robots.
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What are the main challenges in robot ethics in your 

view?

I see two main challenges here:  the first one is to 

devise a clear, precise, and highly diversifiable classifi-

catory framework for human-robot interactions that 

allows us to assign responsibilities along three dimen-

sions: responsibilities of the user, the programmer, 

and of the embedding socio-cultural community. I call 

this the “triple-perspective model of responsibility 

attribution”. I believe the classificatory clarifications 

that philosophers can provide will make it easier for 

specialists in law to draw up recommendations for 

legislation, but perhaps this bespeaks only my igno-

rance…

The second challenge is more complicated—it con-

sists in communicating to the robotics community 

that ‘robo-ethics’ has nothing to do with what is 

currently called ‘machine ethics’ and, in fact, that the 

latter is a misnomer.  

Why is “machine ethics” a misnomer?

The phenomenon of ethics arises when an individual 

agonizes about what she or he should do, understood 

as an ‘existential’ situation with a specific emotional 

phenomenology, or when a group of people engage 

in a deliberative process;  both of these situations are 

ontologically extremely complex.  Perhaps we can 

one day program artificial agents in such a way that 

situations occur that are functional equivalents of 

these two phenomena of ethics, individual or social 

ethical deliberation.  But I think the dynamic structure 

of these situations is quite different from selecting an 

action based on inferences from certain principles 

(Golden Rule, double effect, lesser evil etc.).  Such 

inferences are potentially ethically relevant perhaps, 

but they are nothing ‘ethical’.  Also people act mainly 

on the basis of such (a-ethical but potentially ethically 

relevant) normative reasoning.   Ethics, however, is an 

occurrence of a special type, and to explain to 

non-philosophers the enormous magnitude of the 

task of robo-ethics—an ethics that realizes that social 

robotics is a form of highly complex cultural engneer-

ing that goes beyond the immediate human encoun-

ter with robots—that seems very difficult to me. The 

easiest way to address the challenge is by not agree-

ing with this view on where and when something 

‘ethical’ occurs.

You can find more information about the Robo-Phi-

losophy conference at this link: 

http://conferences.au.dk/robo-philosophy/ 



Robot Ethics in Finland
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Finnish academics have been quite active in research on Robot Ethics in the past few 

years, and FRR member Arto Laitinen has been one of the key players in these activities. 

Arto is professor of social philosophy at the University of Tampere, and his research 

interests cover philosophy of personhood and agency, as well as social philosophy, 

ethics and collective responsibility. He is an editor of Journal of Social Ontology. 

In 2015 Arto joined a consortium of philosophers and social scientists and started a 

project titled Robotics and the Future of Welfare Services (ROSE), funded by The Acade-

my of Finland. Among the participants, in addition to the University of Tampere (UTA) 

are different Finnish universities: Aalto University (where the consortium leader Ville 

Kyrki works), VTT (Marketta Niemelä), Tampere University of Technology (Joni-Kristian 

Kämäräinen), Lappeenranta University of Technology (Helinä Melkas), and Laurea univer-

sity of applied sciences (Paula Lehto). 

The ROSE project started from the recognition of two parallel revolutions taking place in 

postindustrial societies such as Finland: the enormous growth of demand in welfare and 

health services and the emergence of a new generation of cognitive robots; and from 

the awareness of the complex ethical, legal and social issues presented by these revolu-

tions.  The Project conducts research on how the advance of service robot technologies 

enables the creation of innovative new products and services and the renewal of welfare 

services for the aging population. 

FRR Arto Laitinen is one 

promoter of Robot Ethics 

in Finland  

In the past year Arto was also involved in the 

organization of a workshop series titled 

“Responsibility in Society and Technology: 

Bridging the Gap (ReST)”, together with the 

Finnish universities of Jyväskylä and Helsinki 

and the Dutch universities of Groningen and 

Delft. After organizing two workshops on 

general issues of Collective Responsibility, 

this November 23rd Arto and colleagues are 

organizing a workshop in Tampere, entirely 

focused on issues of Responsible Robotics. 

FRR Marketta Niemelä and Filippo Santoni de 

Sio will participate. The workshop takes place 

during the EU Robotics week (see the article 

below) and is part of  series of robot related 

events in Finland.

 

http://robottiviikko.fi
http://roseproject.aalto.fi/en/


Projects - Responsible Drones
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How should the use of drones be regulated? 

Legislators around the world have been strug-

gling with elaborating reasonable regulatory 

schemes: one of the most recent attempts has 

seen The Supreme Administrative Court of 

Sweden ruling that camera drones qualify as 

surveillance cameras and so require a permit 

under Sweden's camera surveillance laws. 

In this context, FRR’s Irna Van der Molen and 

Peter Novitzky have just started an interdisci-

plinary project at the University of Twente 

funded by the Dutch Research council NWO to 

contribute to a more systematic approach to 

the ethical and legal challenges related to the 

development and use of drone technology. The 

project is called “Responsible Design of Drones 

and Drone Services - Towards an Ethical and 

Juridical Tool for Drone Design and Risk 

Assessment”.

We have contacted Irna and Peter to learn 

more about the content of the project and its 

current status. Their project sounds ambitious: 

“We aim to develop a tool that can be used to 

analyse the ethical and legal challenges and 

opportunities related to the development and 

use of drone technology. The instrument 

should facilitate the anticipation of the impact 

of drones at the research & design stage on 

individuals, societies, societal processes and 

transactions; analysis of the normative aspects 

of the impact; in order to actively incorporate 

the results of this analysis into the technologi-

cal and regulatory design process.” 

The kick-off meeting of the NWO Project on 

Responsible Design of Drones and Drone Ser-

vices was held on 14th Oct in the DesignLab at 

the University of Twente. And it was not just yet 

another academic discussion: 

“Multiple stakeholders were represented – Peter 

and Irna explained – including the fire brigade, 

police, army, local government, entrepreneurs 

and industry, as well as academia. The attend-

ees elaborated on the ethical and legal chal-

lenges and opportunities regarding drone tech-

nology from the viewpoint of their particular 

field. This initial feedback was then organised 

into separate ethical and legal matrices.” 

As this is a one year project, issues related to 

the final output of the project have been 

discussed since this very first meeting: “The 

second part of the meeting provided an oppor-

tunity for the various stakeholders to discuss 

more specific requirements. Among these were, 

for example, what characteristics an ethical and 

legal decision-supporting tool should have, 

how such an ethical and legal tool could be 

implemented during the developmental road-

map, how unknown risks may be predicted and 

assessed, and how the ethical tool may be 

useful for value-sensitive design and user 

acceptance of a technology. The overall feed-

back supplied enriched our understanding of 

the current and anticipated landscape for drone 

technologies, which will inform the creation of 

thr ethical and legal tool for drone-developing 

initiatives – the final aim of this NWO project.”

Irna Van der Molen and Peter Novitzky are in 

the Working group “Robots for Transportation”. 

If you are interested in joining this (or another 

working group) please write to 

info@responsiblerobotics.org 

http://www.theverge.com/2016/10/24/13381050/sweden-bans-surveillance-camera-drones-permits


EU Robotics Week 
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       Events

The European Robotics Week (ERW) offers one week of various robotics related activities across 

Europe for the general public. From the 18th until the 27th of November 2016 Europeans get 

the opportunity to have their questions, about how robots will impact the way we work, live and 

learn, addressed. This year the central event - Robots at your Service – will be in Amsterdam, 

hosting an eco-system of various engaging activities. MEP Mady Delvaux will be opening the 

event.

Robots at your Service was conceived over a year ago by the team at The Hackitarians in order 

to tap into the lates technologies to tackle the serious problem we face in the future as our 

demographic makeup shifts and caring for elderly will be more and more complicated and 

critical. As a result Amsterdam will be the host city of this year's European Robotics Week, with 

it's central event "Robotics at your Service", focussed around the societal challenge of "Active & 

Healthy Ageing". An elderly-centric event with the purpose to tackle the problems that arise 

from the growing ageing population through the use of Internet of Things (IoT), Robotics and 

Artificial Intelligence (AI). Multiple public talks are planned focussing on Roboethics, women in 

tech, STEAM education and Our Robotics Future, as well as kids workshops and public interac-

tion with robots at the showroom.

You can find the latest information regarding the speakers and the programme at 

http://www.robotsatyourservice.com/

Techionista’s future café - FRR’s Continued Support of women in robotics

After sponsoring the Best female role model award in the BBC show robot wars with the Institution 

of Engineering and Technology (the worlds largest engineering organisation), FRR keeps on working 

to support initiatives aimed at reducing the gender gap in robotics.

On October 27th, FRR president and co-director Aimee van Wynsberghe and organizing committee 

member Jacqueline Heinerman spoke at the Techionista’s Future Café, hosted by Google. Aimee 

presented information on the Foundation for Responsible Robotics and Jacqueline presented the 

ongoing research on Evolutionary Robotics of her and her colleagues (check this 5 minutes docu-

mentary). 

Techionista is a network that tries to inspire, educate and connect to increase the number of 

woman in the tech world, where diversity is traditionally very low (in the Netherlands, for example, 

90% of programmers are men). The Foundation is ecstatic to have two strong, female members 

representing our organization at this educational event, and we hope to help inspire the women in 

attendance. for 

You can find more information about Techionista here  (in Dutch).

http://techionista.com/
http://techionista.com/
http://techionista.com/


First Responsible Robotics Workshop at the
Robo-Philosophy Conference, Aarhus Denmark, 
October 21 2016 
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       Events

Organised by Aimee Van Wynsberghe and Noel Sharkey

On October 21st, the Foundation for Responsible Robotics held our first workshop on “Respon-

sible Robotics” at the 2016 Robophilosophy Conference in Aarhus, Denmark. This workshop, 

sponsored by the 4TU Center for Ethics and Technology, featured panel presentations and 

discussions lead by FRR members Shannon Vallor, John Sullins, Peter Asaro, Arto Laitinen, 

Michael Nagenborg, Peter Novitzky, Amanda Sharkey, and Alan Winfield. Moderating the panels 

were organizing committee members Filippo Santoni de Sio and Scott Robbins. 

Attendance and participation in the event was outstanding, and the conversational format pro-

vided for an open discussion amongst the panelists and the audience. Topics for debate includ-

ed possible models to implement responsible robotic policy (Vallor), agency and responsibility 

(Laitinen), the impact of robots on urban settings (Nagenborg), and the importance of public 

awareness and trust in ethical standards (Winfield) and the need to be cautious about care 

robots (A. Sharkey).

At the end of the two-part workshop, based on feedback forms, 92% of our respondents were 

satisfied or very satisfied with the overall content and delivery of our workshop, with 100% of 

them agreeing that they gained a better understanding of responsible robotics through the lens 

of moral philosophy. We at the Foundation are thrilled at these results, and look forward to 

other opportunities to engage the public in future workshops.

Stay tuned for a full recording of our workshop, to be published on the Foundation website.
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This month Aimee has appeared twice in the Dutch FD (financial times) newspaper. The first was a 

feature in which she talked about many aspects of responsible robotics from drone deliveries to 

privacy to killing by machine. In the second article, two days later, she talked about driverless cars 

and said that ethical choices should never be left to a robot.

https://fd.nl/morgen/1171884/dit-is-het-moment-om-grenzen-te-stellen

and

https://fd.nl/economie-politiek/1172041/een-robot-doodt-de-verkeerde

Our President Aimee van Wynsberghe feature in the Dutch FD



Profile - Kate Darling 
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In every newsletter we introduce one of the members of the executive board. 

In this issue we present Kate Darling.

 

Kate Darling is a Research Specialist at the MIT Media Lab 

and a Fellow at the Harvard Berkman Center. Her interest is 

in how technology intersects with society. Kate’s work has 

explored economic issues in intellectual property systems 

and increasingly looks at the near-term effects of robotic 

technology, with a particular interest in law, social, and 

ethical issues. She runs experiments, holds workshops, 

writes, and speaks about some of the more interesting 

developments in the world of human-robot interaction, and 

where we might find ourselves in the future. 

In her forthcoming article “’Who's Johnny?’ Anthropomor-

phic Framing in Human-Robot Interaction, Integration, and 

Policy,” Kate engaged in a much needed analytic approach 

to the question as to under which conditions it is a good 

idea to encourage the projection of life-like qualities onto 

robots. In a nutshell, according to Kate, we need to distin-

guish between use cases where we want to encourage 

anthropomorphism, and cases where we do not.  For robots 

that are not inherently social in design, nor functionally 

enhanced through social interaction - Kate argues – we 

should consider “discouraging anthropomorphism using 

every tool at our disposal.” Here anthropomorphism may be 

a serious “hindrance to functional technology or functional 

law.” However, where anthropomorphism “enhances the 

acceptance and use of a robot, or where it directly supports 

the main function of the robot” we may have a more liberal 

approach, both from a design and from a regulatory 

perspective.

Personal page: www.katedarling.org 

https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=2588669
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