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1. THE IMPACT OF TECHNOLOGICAL EVOLUTION ON ETHICAL ARGUMENTS 

When discussing ethics and technology, we normally focus on evaluating some 

type of technological risk, whether it be physical, political or moral. While this 

assessment is indispensable, it is also insufficient in order to understand the full range of 

the relationship between ethics and technology; in addition, the focus on these risks 

neglects some of the more interesting philosophical aspects of technoethics and 

roboethics.1 However serious the risks may be, they alone are not the most relevant 

aspect of our new technologies. On the other hand, risks are inherent in social life and 

human condition. The more or less shared acceptance of (sometimes serious) risks has 

always been an essential part of our biographical, social and historical reality. As a 

result, from a philosophical perspective, technological evolution raises other 

                                                           
1 A good analysis of the state of the art in roboethics can be found in Det Etiske Råd (The Danish Council 

on Ethics): http://etiskraad.dk, within the Homo-Artefakt project. See also Veruggio, 2005; Veruggio & 

Operto, 2010; Lin et al., 2012; Moon et al., 2012. In 2007 the South Korean Ministry for Commerce, 

Industry and Energy created the first government department on roboethics. 



fundamental issues besides such and such risk that genetic engineering or new 

information and communications technologies can precipitate. 

In one of his scarce entries into the field of technology, Popper makes this 

remarkable, incidental observation: every new invention refutes a world view (Popper & 

Kreuzer, 1986). In making certain objects and certain forms of existence come to 

fruition, technological change permanently affects and challenges the most fundamental 

part of our world views and ideas. Expecting ethics to remain outside the range of this 

statement is a dangerous prejudice. There is not such a thing as a preexisting ethics with 

which to evaluate and drive a subsequent technology; at least not, whenever ethics is 

understood as a form of human knowledge.2 Ethics is now also the result of technology, 

as is technology a result of ethics; and here is precisely the most interesting part of the 

debate. 

The purpose of the research in this text can be summarized in the following 

question: What essential innovations does the current technological situation introduce 

to the structure of our ethical arguments? Judging the scope of this question requires an 

understanding of two aspects of moral reasoning: the first is argumentative, the second 

is historical. 

 

1.1. The argumentative aspect 

Regarding the argumentative aspect, our past experience in these debates 

suggests the need to classify the ethical arguments about technology into four different 

types.  

Type 1 or instrumental arguments consider the ethical preference between 

concrete technological options from a technical but not truly axiological perspective 

―for example, if we keep eating meat with so many antibiotics, our own bacteria will 

become resistant and our current medical treatments will become ineffective―. Even 

though this type of argument can involve associated moral concerns ―such as the 

serious responsibility of the citizen to be informed about and involved in the debate on 

our development models― they do not deal with true ethical issues. In effect, no one 

defends the idea that human medical treatments, in this case, become less effective. The 

discrepancy is whether, in fact, our eating habits and/or the interests of the meat 

industry pose a serious risk to our health or not. However, this problem is not a moral 

problem but an epistemological and/or technical problem. Therefore the scientist and 

the technician are mainly responsible at this level of argumentation. 

                                                           
2 Note that ethical formalism would at first reject our claim that ethics is not preexisting to technology. 

We will soon see the extent to which the strength of Kantian formalism itself may have to do with our 

technological change. In this sense, it is necessary to emphasize the importance of an ethical approach to 

technological design, very neglected in relation to the approach of benefit, use and risk. See Mitcham & 

Duval, 2000.  



Type 2 arguments can be named applied or classical arguments. They refer to 

cases in which technical innovations do not really require new ethical concepts but 

instead utilize old ethical resources applied to new contexts. For example, in order to 

determine whether it is fair that the meat industry puts human health at risk for the 

benefit of its stockholders, it is sufficient to appeal to the priority of the good of the 

community as opposed to and over the good of the individual. This priority has been 

already well established within our culture for several centuries before the emergence of 

environmental concerns. In this case, technical innovation requires ethical work but 

does not need any ethical updates or innovations in the structure of arguments. These 

issues are better addressed by politicians, educators, and lawyers, and their 

philosophical interest is not always significant. 

Type 3 arguments are those in which technical innovations present a moral 

problem that requires a genuine ethical novelty, either in the basic concepts involved or 

in the very structure of the argument.3 This paper deals precisely with an example of 

this type of argument.  

Finally, Type 4 arguments deal with a global, philosophical or moral evaluation 

of all the technological change throughout the history of any one society, or also of the 

entire human technological history. Do advances in technology make us happier? Are 

we building a society of loneliness? And so on. Here we would find grand theoretical 

interpretations regarding technology in the style of Martin Heidegger, José Ortega y 

Gasset or Lewis Mumford. 

These four types of arguments are all of vital importance to our society. The 

boundary between them is not always clear. Nevertheless, a definite distinction between 

them is necessary for many reasons: for our purposes, the very existence of Type 3 and 

Type 4 arguments could be challenged by some important ethical approaches. In 

addition, it seems evident that roboethics ―or ethics regarding the production of robots 

and the interaction between humans and robots― as a really justified philosophical 

discipline would fall under the category of Type 3 arguments. 

This work defends the need to pay more attention to Type 3 arguments and 

provides an example, among many, that show their relevance. At this point, it is 

necessary to address the historical aspect of this subject. 

 

1.2. The historical aspect 

In the following we do not attempt to argue for technological determinism; that 

is to say, our argument does not assume that technological change is the main causal 

                                                           
3 There can be, of course, the reverse situation in which genuine ethical innovation provokes technical 

innovation, or that both innovations, technical and ethical, are partial aspects of some other novelty at 

another level of cultural evolution. See Quintanilla, 2006: 147. 



factor of all other societal changes. On the contrary, a historical review of human 

technological change rather suggests that our ideas determine our technology as much 

as technology determines our ideas.  

Neither do we attempt to prove a moral sociologism. Sociologism in matters of 

moral argument ―that is to say, the reduction of human moral arguments to the causes 

or effects, whether political or social, of behavior― is often a methodological error and 

is almost always a distortion of the actual ethical problems.  

With that said, however, we need to emphasize that Western moral reasoning 

does indeed correspond to the main stages of our technological development. In fact, 

our moral arguments are more closely related to the historical phases of our 

technological development than to any other cultural dimension of our evolution, 

including politics, metaphysics, religion and science (Quintanilla, 2012: 71-88). We 

have identified four different historical phases: 

 

(1) The socialization of affection in general and violence in particular, as well as 

their symbolic and ritualistic conformation, seem to be the first appearance of morality 

in human communities. This process of settlement of a common social affection and of 

a shared moral appraisement ―that continues being basic in our postmodern societies― 

characterizes what we can consider as the first stage in the history of our moral 

deliberation. This stage corresponds chronologically to the first human stage of 

technological development, too: that of prehistoric technics. We are referring to that 

period between the emergence of humanity and the beginning of the polis or history. 

The identification of the individual moral conscience with group tradition, the 

intimate overlap of morality and religion, and a very concrete natural ecosystem, make 

it so that an explicit moral reflection in the form of ethical theory such as it is conceived 

from its Greek origins, is virtually absent in this phase of human morality. This phase, 

however, is also stratum, because it has been preserved in later phases of morality 

(Plato, in Protagoras, presents it as a very primitive ethico-political stage that the 

politeia ―the conditions and rights of the citizen, or citizenship― must overcome).4 

 

                                                           
4
 Protagoras, 320c-322d. This level of human praxis ―in which the distinction between community and 

organization is virtually non-existent― greatly facilitates the affective and functional integration of the 

individual in its natural and social context. Hence the fascination exercised over the modern discourse by 

the figure of the savage and his or her style of morality (see for example James Cameron’s Avatar 2009 

movie). In the savage, the integration of the individual into the community and into a natural habitat fully 

coincide, that is, duty, tradition and “ecology” (always in a partial and idiosyncratic sense) are virtually 

indistinguishable. This stratum of morality never ceases to be operative in a society, and the emergence of 

our present ecological culture can be seen in fact as the search for a new habitat or ecosystem that fits our 

new forms of morality. 



(2) The second human-technological phase began around 3500 B.C., during the 

classical period of civilization. It is associated with the formation of large, permanent 

population settlements with complex social structures. In short, the polis, or city-state, is 

born; and it is there, in the polis, where circumstances favor deliberation among equals 

as a means to the resolution of conflicts, that a rational reflection on the praxis of the 

citizen is also born. It is this reflection that leads to ethics in the proper sense of our 

tradition. The figure of Socrates clearly incarnates this transition from the symbolic-

ecological morality of the tribe to the autonomous-dialogic morality of the citizen; 

whereby, ultimately, the charges against him at the time ―of introducing foreign 

gods― are revealed as rigorously accurate. 

Socrates discovered four different levels of practical reasoning that have been 

difficult to distinguish for his contemporaries ―and ours―: what is genuinely good, 

what has political or ethical legitimacy, what is legal at any given moment, and finally, 

what is socially correct. The fascinating area of investigation opened by this fourfold 

distinction, which we witness in awe even today while reading the Platonic dialogues, 

initiates a second period in our moral thought which corresponds chronologically to 

preindustrial technology. This is the classical period, structured around praxis 

conceived as the social realization of the citizen through an individual and collective 

project of a good life.5 

The virtues and habits that shape, as second nature, this good life are found 

here closely related to the biographical contemplation, comprehension, and 

internalization of a certain natural and immutable order of things that has to be 

understood and accepted.  

That is to say, in this second stage of moral reasoning, ethics continues to be 

the practical corollary of nature, and it maintains an “aristocratic” character in that the 

best human in a natural sense and the best human in an ethical sense coincide. The 

influence of this scheme of argumentation ―which can be appreciated in both Plato and 

Nietzsche― is easy to verify.6 

What thus far has lacked sufficient attention is that the end of this second 

stage of moral reasoning, which was born out of the rational maturity of the ancient 

polis, coincides with the consolidation of the Industrial Revolution. This stage, 

however, as well as the first, continues to survive today as a second stratum of morality. 

 

(3) In effect, this classical conception of ethics undergoes its first rectification in the 

work of Immanuel Kant. The theological and political motives for the radical 

transformation of the ethical discourse seem clear. However, combined with these 

                                                           
5 See Arendt, 1958 for the most influential analysis of this stage of praxis and its present prevalence. 

6 A classical work in this respect is MacIntyre, 1981.  



motives, it is a fact that the emergence of Kantian ethics coincide with a revolution 

―the Industrial Revolution― whose impact is, certainly, much more diffused but also 

much more crucial than that of the Lutheran Reformation or that of the French 

Revolution (Quintanilla, 2012: 174-178). Kant’s work is a philosophical fulcrum 

between two grand stages of the human-technological condition; and what better 

characterizes this inflection (being this crucial to understand the intellectual drama of 

the 19th century) is the fact that the notion of nature stops functioning as it used to; 

instead, nature ―never more maternal and welcoming― is opposed to freedom and 

goodwill: 

Even if through the peculiar disfavor of fate, or through the meager endowment of a 

stepmotherly nature, this Will were entirely lacking in the resources to carry out its 

aim, if with its greatest effort nothing of it were accomplished, and only the good 

Will were left over (to be sure, not a mere wish, but as the summoning up of all the 

means insofar as they are in our control): then it would shine like a jewel for itself, 

as something that has its full worth in itself. (Kant, 1785:10) 

When Kant presented his work as a Copernican revolution in the world of philosophy, 

he was expressing a profound truth. The main arguments and debates within the 

Critique of Pure Reason continue to be, up until today, the crucial tension points in our 

society. They can be summarized in two novelties that, from a technological 

perspective, appear to be perfectly clear: the practical inability of the modern notion of 

Nature to ground the rationality of our moral action, on the one hand, and the theoretical 

incapacity of the modern notion of Nature to justify the rationality of our scientific 

knowledge on the other. That is to say, the natural order of the universe loses both its 

traditional moral function, able to endorse and give meaning to human praxis, and its 

primordial theoretical function which was to give meaning to physical reality and 

explain its intrinsically rational character.7 

While Kant was writing his last works, Napoleon Bonaparte moved his army 

through Europe at about the same speed as Julius Caesar. But that was about to end. In 

the European and American continents, the unaltered, fundamental elements from the 

Greek polis, both in technology and in ethics, would expire by the end of the 18th 

century. 

The generations that have succeeded Kant have been forced to face this 

Copernican revolution and test various strategies to recover rationality from this new 

perspective. These can be reduced to three: a new rationality from the historical-social 

                                                           
7 That’s why the two most striking developments in Kant’s work are (1) his effort to place the field of 

ethical reflection outside of nature ―human or cosmic― and therefore of any kind of “natural” moral 

experience, and (2) his refusal to accept the possibility of a scientific knowledge of the thing-in-itself 

(Ding an sich). By the way, this second thesis, that of transcendental idealism, implies in Kant’s work the 

denial of the possibility of a genuine science of the artificial, in a titanic, and for now successful, effort to 

preserve a Greek epistemological paradigm; namely, that the domain of objective knowledge is 

circumscribed to the realm of the natural, and therefore there can be no genuine science of the artificial. 

The first criticism of this approach is found in Simon, 1969. 



must be sought; all aspects of culture must be reinterpreted and based on the technology 

available at a given moment, beginning with mechanical engineering in the times of 

Kant;8 or, finally, different versions of the end of Western rationality, as conceived 

since Socrates or Plato, must be explored. 

German Idealism, as well as Positivism, Irrationalism, or Marxism will 

therefore be philosophies of the industrial age and, as such, will have to face its large 

adjacent phenomena. For example, phenomena like the emergence of the culture of the 

masses, which is to say, of vast, human groups of producers-consumers embedded in a 

network of standardized processes and products; or like the transition of the community 

to the organization as a model of social interaction; or like the preponderance of the 

categories of work, production or creation in all contexts ―economic, aesthetic, 

scientific, biological― with consequences as our mystification of the genius and the 

social victor which replaces that of the saint, the sage, and the hero; or, finally, like the 

prevalence of a conceptual model of struggle and competition as a paradigm of human 

social interaction.9 

Edmund Husserl’s The Crisis of European Sciences, like so many other works 

between the 19th and 20th centuries, thus reflects the confrontation between the 

contemplative notion of intelligence that characterizes the classical cosmovision, and 

the new epistemological situation of a culture which finds that man has a responsibility 

to modify nature, because the (traditional) “order of nature” is not any more accepted as 

merely given and immutable. Throughout the 19th and the beginning of the 20th 

centuries, the impact of this new technological status determined ethico-political 

categories and arguments that continue to be relevant as a third stratum of moral 

reasoning.10 

Note then that, even if the bulk of our “official” academic culture is mostly 

based in the industrial phase, it can be said that the nucleus of humanities is still rooted 

in a technological situation which is no longer our own. This discrepancy between 

literature, sociology, law, pedagogy, philosophy, etc., and technology, is understandable 

given the magnitude and acceleration of our technological change and explains both the 

confusion and the dispersion of our fundamental ideas in all those aspects.  

                                                           
8 Franz Reuleaux paradigmatically incarnates that colossal nineteenth-century project of mechanizing the 

entire culture. 

9 Nor can it be forgotten that, in the industrial phase of ethical argumentation, the category of novelty 

appears as an intrinsically positive quality that drives the ethico-political justification around the axis of 

progress and the task of liberation. However, although this intrinsic assimilation between novelty, 

progress and goodness takes place mainly in the collective mentality of the United States since the 

beginning of the 19th century, in Europe it will not be generalized among the population until the 

beginning of the 20th century. 

10 Not only in philosophical literature, but also in literature in general. Themes such as uprooting, the 

absence of the father, the lack of a home to return, or the absence of a narrative framework to enable the 

figure of a hero, refer our official culture directly to the industrial phase of the technology. 



 

(4) And so we arrive to the eclosion of Postmodernism. If the modern man used to 

internalize the drama of someone still waiting on logical and ethical functions coming 

from Nature, which Nature can no longer provide, the postmodern man has assumed the 

vertigo-serenity of the definitive rejection of these demands on Nature. Neither Nature 

nor History ―conceived as a grand metanarrative which prolongs the course of nature 

in culture, or the return to nature after a traumatic split― are now able to support a 

shared common rationality.  

This transition occurred during the time between the two World Wars. It is 

during the Second World War, precisely, when the emergence of a new technological 

situation is witnessed: the postindustrial stage or the “third wave”, using the term coined 

by Alvin Toffler in his famous book (Toffler, 1980). This new stage could be defined by 

the close access to virtually inexhaustible energies and materials ―with which 

distribution and recycling become more pressing than production itself―; by the 

incorporation of genetics and cellular biology ―and with them the whole human 

body― into our production and design network; and, specially, by the emergence of 

new information and communication technologies. 

The very ideal of a basic, common experience for all mankind, based on an 

inflexible ontological substrate, has been disabled or has to be conquered again by 

means of complex (though not necessarily erroneous) argumentative exercises such as 

phenomenology. As Lewis Mumford points out, the internalization of this new 

existential and metaphysical paradigm of everything is now possible has been witnessed 

since the beginning of the 20th century.11 

Ethical reflection has barely begun to explicitly address the impact of this 

situation on the core of moral reasoning and to explore the reach of its implications, 

which surpasses the scope of this work. However, we are going to address one of these 

implications by means of a concrete example: the production of an artificial system in 

whose interactions with humanity lying is possible. This situation, while serving as an 

interesting alternative to the Turing test as a measure of development of artificial 

intelligence, forces us to rethink at the theoretical level our own status as moral agents 

as well as the structure of moral arguments. 

 

                                                           
11  One effect of this new technological situation is that the entire humanity, without distinction of 

cultures, political communities or societies, happens to live immersed in a single common vector of 

technical transformation. In addition, for the first time in history, the private consumption of the average 

citizen in times of peace becomes a motor of technological change more influential than the war or the 

consumption due to political, religious or industrial institutions. Everyday life at the modern home 

becomes the environment in which direct contact with technological change takes place. Also, for the first 

time in the history of ethics, the main problems of public and private morality are collectively defined and 

elucidated in terms of acceptance or rejection of specific technological options (Quintanilla, 2012: 203). 



2. KANT ON LYING TO ROBOTS 

Our purpose in this section is to explain the sense of the title we have given to 

the paper: Who can lie to a robot? In other words, whether lying to a robot is 

technically possible and morally permissible. Does it make any sense, the notion of a lie 

to a robot? Do we need to know what a robot essentially is, to be able to answer this 

question? Is a robot someone you can lie at all? And, assuming that lying is technically 

possible: is it Good or Bad, is the moral appraisal of lying to a robot different from 

lying to a human being? The starting point of our philosophical analysis is Kant’s 

approach to the morals of veracity and mendacity. 

In 1797, Benjamin Constant published one of his first texts: Des réactions 

politiques (On Political Reactions), in which, among many other things, he criticized 

the thesis (supported by a certain German philosopher he did not cite) that humans have 

the absolute obligation to always tell the truth. Constant considered this principle was 

morally unrealistic and incompatible with a viable society, and defended the alternative, 

namely that it is only necessary to tell the truth to those who had earned that right. 

Although Constant did not specifically refer to him, Kant assumed with certainty that he 

was the philosopher in question since he had written about the idea that one must tell 

the truth under any circumstances in very significant passages from Groundwork of the 

Metaphysic of Morals, for example.  

Kant took therefore the bait and in that same year published one of his most 

famous ethico-juridical essays: On a Supposed Right to Lie from Philanthropy.12 His 

refutation of Constant’s thesis has various levels of argumentation that are not relevant 

to this paper.13 The point of interest for us is specifically Kant’s thesis that truthfulness 

is a formal duty of human communication independent of its positive or negative 

consequences. When one lies, one harms oneself and the entire humanity in oneself, 

because lying renders useless the basis of all human pacts, contracts, or agreements. 

Lying perverts communication and social life, because it denies the rationality of the 

interlocutor, i.e. the possibility of there being free rational action at all; according to 

Kant, then, lying is a conceptual contradiction and therefore it is in conflict with moral 

duty.14 This is a development (with some minor alterations) of the argument presented 

at the end of the first chapter of Groundwork of the Metaphysic of Morals. 

                                                           
12 This short essay is sometimes translated On a Supposed Right to Lie from Altruistic Motives, On a 

Supposed Right to Tell Lies from Benevolent Motives, On a Supposed Right to Lie because of 

Philanthropic Concerns, etc. See Kant, 1897. 

13 Such as a critique of Constant’s concept of right to the truth, or the inconsistency in Constant's use of 

his notion of intermediary principle, in the context of an interpretation of the French Revolution. 

14 “Untruthfulness is a violation of duty to one’s self”, Kant points out in a footnote, without further 

developing this idea for the sake of the legal character he wants to give to his reply to Constant. 



The authors do not necessarily share all the elements in Kant’s formal ethics,15 

but we consider it is worth extracting the implications of his ethical approach in our 

present technological context. A reinterpretation of Kant’s argument from the point of 

view of philosophy of technology reveals several motives and arguments whose current 

relevance needs to be underlined. There are two specifically: first, his rejection of 

consequentialism implies that the moral quality of technological design and innovation 

cannot be based on the forecast of the consequences of the design and use of artifacts. 

The second is the implicit revision of the notion of subject in moral action that the 

Kantian arguments contain. A breakdown of these two issues is necessary.  

 

2.1. Kant’s rejection of consequentialism 

From a Kantian approach, moral consequentialism16 is as unacceptable in the 

field of technological change as in any other field of human action that is susceptible to 

moral appraisal. An ethical evaluation of technological innovation is only feasible, for 

Kant, from the exercise of a pure rationality: that is, a priori, and by virtue of principles 

or maxims that apply in advance of said innovative action. 

This is the case, firstly because, as Kant stated with respect to mendacity, “the 

consequences of my supposed cunning are not so easy to foresee” (Kant 1785: 18); in 

other words, the evaluation of consequences can be highly uncertain. Prudence, 17 

though exercising much cunning and foresight, cannot ever legitimize the mendacious 

use of information. Secondly, in contrast with actions merely conformant with duty 

(pflichtgemäß), only actions that are done with the motive of duty (aus Pflicht) possess 

real moral significance. For the same two reasons, the foresight of consequences cannot 

substantiate the moral evaluation of whatever human act, including the production and 

use of artifacts.  

When the characteristics and speed of technological change are considered, the 

growing impossibility of taking into account all the possible effects that innovation can 

have on the totality of reality becomes obvious. For example, it is now virtually 

impossible to determine the possible effect of a web application on the life of one’s 

                                                           
15 In particular, we do not share Kant’s effort to reduce ethics to logic, that is, to state that unethical 

behaviors are those that some way or another are contradictory, i.e. illogical; this approach is properly 

expressed in his first formulation of the categorical imperative, that is, the principle of elevating the 

maximum of one’s action to universal law. The impossibility to know the Good as Good in Kant is of 

course derived from his denial of the possibility to know beyond phenomena (sensibility) and logic (pure 

reason). 

16 ‘Consequentialism’ is the doctrine that the morality of actions must be judged based on their possible 

consequences. The term was coined by Elizabeth Anscombe (1958). See also Génova et al., 2007. 

17 Note Kant uses the word ‘prudence’ (Klugheit) in the sense of ‘astuteness’, not in the classical sense of 

‘wisdom’. 



child. This technological perspective provides new interesting and strong reasons, 

besides those of ethical formalism, to reject consequentialism.  

The analysis of this situation, besides, demands an important innovation in the 

Type 3 level of arguments (remember: those in which technological innovations require 

a genuine ethical novelty, either in the basic concepts involved or in the very structure 

of the argument). Since Kantian ethics is based on purely formal, universal and a priori 

imperatives, it discards from the start the consideration of technological change for the 

moral evaluation of “new” situations (or, simply, it denies the mere possibility of true 

ethical novelty). On the contrary, we think the introduction of artificial intelligence 

systems pose really new problems regarding what is rational communication and what 

is a rational interlocutor. We will come back to this later. 

 

2.2. Kant’s notion of subject in moral action 

We can observe that the condition of moral subject in Kant’s formal ethicality 

must be revisited and revised when developing this scheme in the context of artificial 

intelligence. As is well known, when a person acts not with the motive of duty (aus 

Pflicht, from duty) but simply with accidental conformity to the duty (pflichtgemäß, 

where true motives might be self-interest, self-preservation, sympathy, happiness, and 

so on), he or she does not act, according to Kant, as a true moral subject, but with a 

motivation which likens one to the function of any natural (or artificial) system; that is, 

not on the ground of rational motives, but according to “mechanical” inclinations; in 

this sense we can say it is a kind of pathological, non-fully human, acting. We could 

also say that, when one does not act from duty, one becomes a robot that behaves 

according to its program, in conformance with duty.  

Above all, we need to pay attention to the underlying Kantian postulate that, 

wherever a situation of rational or communicative interaction occurs, a moral 

responsibility arises not only regardless of whether or not the parties have emotional 

bonds to each other, but also independent of whether one of the parties involved has the 

condition of moral subject or free agent.18 In effect, a crucial assumption of the Kantian 

argument is that the phenomena of sympathy, compassion, or the perception of another 

external self as an emotional-psychological correlate of one’s self are not inherent to 

moral behavior in relation to lying. In other words, the moral appraisement of lying to a 

robot has nothing to do with the perception of the robot as a human person.19 But, even 

                                                           
18 This is one of the most controversial points in Kant’s conception of ethics. According to the general 

notion of “communication”, a rational communicative interaction makes sense only when both parties are 

rational interlocutors. If one of the parties has not the condition of moral subject or free agent, then no 

communicative interaction —such as telling truths or lies— can take place. 

19 Using the language of the Kantian formalism, the status of moral agent is wholly independent of any 

transcendental intuition, conviction, or assumption about the existence or essence of any nature (i.e. 



more, according to Kant, what is morally relevant in a rational interaction is not only 

whether the interlocutor is or is not a rational agent: lying is bad in itself because of the 

relationship that I, as a rational agent, have with Reason, regardless of any other 

rational agent in the universe.  

Thus, to refute the argument of the conditional legitimacy of lying, as 

expressed by Constant, Kant established three principles. The first was that the practice 

of lying is intrinsically unacceptable from the sole point of view of the liar as a moral 

agent, and that this is independent from the interlocutor. The second was that the subject 

harmed in every lie is all humanity, regardless of the subject and situation out of which 

it arises because, as previously indicated, lying damages the humanity in the self of the 

liar. The third, finally, is that the figure of the deceived interlocutor, or a third harmed 

party, is irrelevant in determining the immoral nature of a lie because, really, what is 

infringed upon is a sacred duty of Reason to itself. This idea must be kept in mind 

when, later, the Aristotelean active intellect is discussed as one of the most famous 

classical versions of what would be an objective intelligence in the universe. 

 

2.3. A modern version of the benevolent liar’s dilemma 

Kant tried to make all these theses more accessible with a famous example, 

which is also an incipient example of the application of game theory in modern 

philosophy. A murderer asks someone the whereabouts of his or her intended victim 

and that person tries to prevent the murder by lying. The benevolent person responds 

that the possible victim is not in his or her house even though that is not the case. If, as a 

result of this lie, the victim escapes, the liar is still morally responsible of mendacity and 

should not congratulate on having saved the victim. On the other hand, if the benevolent 

person tells the truth and the victim is killed, the former has no moral or legal 

responsibility for the event, since the only actor of the crime is the murderer; even more, 

this behavior is perfectly honest and not objectionable. Kant is perfectly clear about 

this:  

“To be truthful (honest) in all declarations is therefore a sacred command of reason 

prescribing unconditionally, one not to be restricted by any conveniences”. (Kant, 

1897: 613) 

The key here lies in analyzing the strength of the Kantian argument and up to what 

point it remains wholly or partially intact in the case of one or more of the three people 

in the previous example being a robot —which is not so unrealistic, according to Kant’s 

postulates, if the murderer is caught in anger, does not behave “rationally” (i.e. from 

duty), and is carried away by his or her “natural” inclination—. We want to analyze this 

                                                                                                                                                                          

sensible thing), and is therefore prior to it. In other words: the question What is its nature? does not play 

any logical role in the determination of our moral conduct in relation to any agent. 



situation independently of the intellectual, moral, or empathic qualities that can be 

attributed to an artificially intelligent being, or even its legal or political status.  

If a conventional order is assigned to the three actors in the aforementioned 

hypothetical situation, where #1 is the person asking for someone at the house, #2 is the 

tenant of the house who must respond, and #3 is the fugitive who has sought refuge in 

the house; and if the motivation of the persecutor is left open (whether he or she is a 

criminal or not), an interesting casuistry emerges in which eight possible situations of 

interaction must be considered. Namely, that the three actors are human beings (people): 

PPP; that they are all robots (with a human aspect, also called androids, to round out the 

situation with an aesthetic element which is not negligible but cannot be explored in this 

paper): AAA; and finally the cases of APP, PAP, PPA, AAP, APA, PAA. In turn, one 

can imagine different variants and shades in each of these cases that are significant in 

drawing conclusions regarding the morality of interactions, especially when one keeps 

in mind that “morality” can mean, in this case, legitimacy, justice, or kindness.  

Consider, for example, the case of a robot police officer in a legitimate State 

and that the friend who is hiding in the house is, like so many characters in the films of 

Hitchcock, a victim of a terrible misunderstanding, or so she says. As a result of the 

misunderstanding, the robot has classified her (based on their decision-making 

protocols) as a terrorist in full implementation of a horrible attack. This situation raises 

the three questions of whether it is (1) technically possible,(2) legitimate and (3) good to 

lie to the robot, who could well express the general will of the republic (as the 

revolutionary tribunals of the 22 prairial).20 

Or consider the dilemma that a Kantian android butler would have in the case 

of PAP, when it came time to decide between (a) following the first of Asimov’s Laws 

of Robotics: “a robot may not injure a human being or, through inaction, allow a human 

being to come to harm”, and (b) obey the argument that Kant proposed in his pamphlet 

against Constant and which is expressed in the first formulation of the categorical 

imperative.21 The casuistry is varied and always interesting. Without wishing to exhaust 

this investigation, attention must be drawn to three philosophical problems associated 

with our mental experiment. 

The first problem is whether the axiological blocking of the robot butler in the 

PAP case manifests an internal inconsistency between the first and third formulations of 

the Kantian categorical imperative; that is to say, between the principle of elevating the 

maximum of one’s action to universal law, and the principle of always taking a person 

                                                           
20 The Law of 22 Prairial (Law of the Great Terror, Loi de la Grande Terreur), was enacted on 10 June 

1794 (in the French Revolutionary Calendar, 22 Prairial, Year II). By means of this law the Committee of 

Public Safety simplified the judicial process to one of indictment and prosecution, depriving the accused 

of the right of defense and of appeal. 

21 For more regarding the moral consideration of Asimov’s famous Three Laws of Robotics, first featured 

in the short story Runaround (1942), see Anderson, 2008.  



as an end in itself and not just as a means. Certainly, the truthful butler is acting in 

conformance with both Kantian formulations with regard to the inquisitor; however, 

with regard to the fugitive, in telling the truth the life of the fugitive is given less value 

than the veracity of the own butler. 

The second problem builds on the fact that between truly knowing what must 

be done and being good exists a difference whose problematic relationship spans the 

whole history of ethics (Palacios, 2008). Transferred to our situation, this distinction 

highlights a specific moral facet in the programming and execution of artificial 

intelligence systems. Being able to recognize the Good is not the same as being willing 

to realize it; therefore, the design of an agent or system endowed with true moral 

intelligence requires adequate consideration of both aspects. 

Thirdly, the analysis of Kantian morality (which, as has been seen and, at 

least in terms of the first formulation of the categorical imperative, does not assume any 

empathic experience of the other’s self) should be reoriented with Scheler’s approach to 

sympathy and how he conceives “otherness”, being “another self”, in such an ethical 

interaction as we have described. The following lines from Scheler himself are 

sufficient in demarcating the roboethical problem indicated:  

The problem of individual and society, and of self and other as conscious subjects, is 

also, in its most fundamental sense, a problem of value, an ethical as well as a 

juristic problem. (...) Fichte is the clearest, acutest and most radical exponent of the 

problem from this point of view. He argued more or less as follows: the central core 

of the Pure Ego consists in a primordial consciousness of duty, or pure 

consciousness of obligation; (in virtue of his interpretation of the ‘primacy of 

practical over theoretical reason’ this constitutes, for him, as it does for Kant, not 

only the prior condition of all apprehension of value and practical decision, but also 

of all theoretical assertion and denial of matter of fact); this consciousness of duty 

entails that there must also be other conscious subjects towards whom the Self can 

have duties of some kind. (Scheler, 1923: 227; the emphasis is ours)22 

What this Schelerian argument entails in the aforementioned case amounts to the 

following: the neighbor is not the starting point of my moral obligations, it is the point 

of arrival; my moral duties to him do not depend on the perception of any quality in 

him. The problem of the moral relationship in any rational person-robot interaction is 

not at all that my duty towards the robot depends on its ontological —a posteriori— 

character (whether it has consciousness, feelings, or a personality).23 On the contrary, it 

is the transcendental —a priori— essence of my duties which gives it, the robot, its 

particular ontological status. Moreover, its condition of moral subject is not perceptible, 

                                                           
22 Scheler himself then expands the perspective of the problem by revising the function that intuitive 

certainty —that is, the immediate apprehension of something that cannot be experienced— plays in our 

access to another agent as a self (Scheler, 1923: 235). 

23 Remember that, from a Kantian point of view that denies the possibility to access the thing-in-itself, the 

only possible ontology is that of phenomena: the observable qualities of beings, which are of course a 

posteriori. 



that is, it does not depend on one’s feeling (a posteriori, and furthermore highly 

problematic even with humans) about what the robot is in its intimacy. 

 

3. CAN OUR INTERACTION WITH ROBOTS MAKE US BETTER OR WORSE? 

Kant’s work professes that it is possible to identify forms of moral 

responsibility that do not require an empathic perception of the other’s self (which, 

nonetheless, remains still open in human-robot interactions),24 or a perception of the 

natural in any of its variants (that is, “natural” from the physical or from the moral point 

of view). In other words, according to the Kantian approach, none of these perceptions 

is strictly necessary to morally evaluate the communicative situation of lying to a robot, 

or of being lied to by one, because lying is bad in itself, regardless of the interlocutor. 

However, in regard to artificial intelligence, a Kantian approach still has to 

answer the question of whether lying is definable or not in exclusively algorithmic or 

pragmatic terms, or else in mere terms of dysfunction or inconsistency between actions 

(Wagner & Atkin, 2010).25 The “natural” tendency to “lie” that has been detected in the 

interaction between robots as a simulation of an adaptive strategy (Floreano et al., 2007) 

is not philosophically conclusive.26 

Now, if we return to the topic of the third type of moral reasoning (those 

situations where technological innovations require a genuine ethical novelty), it is worth 

asking whether interacting with an artificial intelligence system —such as the android in 

the robotized casuistry of the benevolent liar’s dilemma— can make us better or worse. 

Following the long-standing tradition of the philosophers club, we will not offer a 

definitive answer to this question. We hope, however, to have contributed sufficient 

elements in order to conclude that, in fact, it is a very important question, ethically 

speaking, and it is much more difficult to answer than it could appear at first glance. To 

begin with, from what has been said it follows that: (1) there is no sufficiently 

consolidated consensus in our tradition of ethical reasoning to respond negatively, that 

is to say, “whatever you mean by an artificial intelligence system, interacting with it 

                                                           
24 A real, psychological approximation of human-robot interactions in this type of context can be found in 

Kahn et al., 2012.  

25 Let us briefly remark that, in our view, lying cannot be defined solely in algorithmic terms, which are 

always referred to verifiable information, that is to say, observable facts. But lying, as any other free 

action, cannot be described purely in phenomenical terms, “what happens and can be observed”. Free 

behavior can only be properly described by its intention, “what you want to do” (see Anscombe, 1958). 

Therefore, a lie can be identified only through the will to lie, which is not directly observable; a mere 

(observable) falsehood or error is not a lie. 

26 A liar robot is not one that “knows” it has to be truthful, yet it decides to lie, maybe for convenience 

(like a child — or an adult!). On the contrary, the robot is programmed to lie (or to learn how to lie) under 

certain circumstances, and in doing so it behaves mechanically. There is no freedom in its behavior, 

therefore no moral evaluation is pertinent. Properly speaking, then, the robot does not “lie”. 



will not make you better or worse”; and (2) resolving this issue involves enabling novel 

argumentative resources in the history of ethical reasoning.  

As has been noted before, a strict Kantian formalist approach to ethics will 

deny the necessity or even the possibility of these novel argumentative resources, since 

it postulates that rational ethics is a priori, previous to any consequence or development 

of technology; besides, since the ontological status of the interlocutor is irrelevant, the 

answer to the question is immediate, without need of further reflection. Nonetheless, we 

think we can offer some useful hints to address the issue. In the following, then, we do 

depart from a pure formalist approach in the consideration of robots as interlocutors to 

humans in a communicative relationship. 

In this regard, we can distinguish two different senses of ‘robot’. First, a robot 

is a computational machine that algorithmically (mechanically) stores, processes and 

communicates information; in this sense, a robot is an information system like any other 

(like letters and libraries in the times of Kant, or like phones and web sites in ours), 

whose function is to ease communication between rational parties, but we do not 

attribute true autonomous rational behavior to it, even if its physical appearance or its 

conversational abilities could deceive us; the robot is a mere proxy of the rational being 

behind it, which is the true interlocutor.27 Second, a robot is a true rational being in 

itself, such as science fiction stories frequently depict; we consider our technology has 

not presently reached this point of ‘producing’ artificial intelligent beings but, for the 

purposes of our analysis, we do not want to exclude by principle this possibility in an 

uncertain future; in any case, if a robot becomes truly rational, then it will all together 

be intelligent, autonomous and free,28  therefore it will be a ‘person’; even if not a 

human person, even if establishing emotional bonds seems impossible.  

A robot is, then, either a computational machine or a true rational being. The 

former is not truly free, because it behaves according to programmed, mechanical rules; 

it is not an autonomous agent, a moral subject, although it acts as a proxy for one. The 

latter, instead, deserves the consideration of ‘person’ no matter how little “human” it 

looks like. 

We claim, in a necessary development of the Kantian approach, 29  that 

interacting with an “artificial person” —supposing it becomes real sometime in the 

future— should not bear any significant difference from the moral point of view: lying 

                                                           
27 In a certain sense, a court of justice that behaves according to rigid and formalized decision-making 

protocols is a computational machine, an artificial intelligence system that implements the political will 

behind those protocols.  

28 Implicitly, we are claiming that true rationality is beyond the capabilities of a classical computational 

machine. We cannot develop here this idea, but the interested reader can see Génova & Quintanilla, 2018. 

29 Indeed, not only from a Kantian approach. When being a person is considered a metaphysical property 

not necessarily linked to being a member of the human species, the moral implications are the same, even 

if the formalistic framework plays no role in the argument. 



to it would be essentially the same as lying to a human being, even if it does not belong 

to our biological species and emotional bonds are completely absent.  

On the other hand, we consider that lying to an impersonal machine is 

unethical to the extent, and only to the extent, that it is actually a lie to the person who is 

going to receive that information (there is a difference between lying in my automated 

income statement and lying about my age in a car sales recommendation system). 

In other words, our own position can be summarized as follows: what is 

morally relevant in a rational interaction is whether the interlocutor is or is not a rational 

agent. Whether it is a member of the human species, or of another (possibly alien) 

biological species; whether it is a ‘natural’ or an ‘artificial’ intelligent being; whether 

the communication is immediate or mediated through any communication technology; 

all this is irrelevant. We follow Kant in considering that the empirical or empathic 

perception of the interlocutor is irrelevant; we do not follow Kant when he states that 

being truthful is a sacred duty of reason to itself, regardless of the interlocutor. 

The relationship between human beings and whatever thing or object is a part 

of the human condition; moreover, that thing or object becomes in a certain sense 

“humanized” through the interaction (in fact, almost all religious traditions in the world 

grant some type of divineness or sacredness to numerous objects or places with whose 

interaction the believer becomes better or worse). 

But in addition, in the case of the robot, this kind of humanization earns special 

significance because, in the rational pursuit of understanding the universe and of oneself 

that modern culture sets in motion, the production of a being of equal status and 

capacity as a human is an intrinsic milestone, not an extrinsic one.30 The robot, either as 

an undetermined project or as a precise object, is part of the development of the human 

spirit; whether built on mechanics, electronics, quantics or biology, it is one further 

material fold of human intelligence in its pursuit of self-understanding. After all, the 

relationship between man and robot is, before all else, a very special kind of relationship 

of man to himself by means of the conversational capabilities of the robot. 

Moreover, making robots is a project inherent to the human vocation of Imago 

Dei (image of God) and, in this sense, it is intrinsically linked to all that man takes as 

sacred.31 Technology humanizes the universe and incorporates it into the sphere of the 

                                                           
30 Obviously, this reflection is not just valid in the strict case of robots or androids. The expansion of 

human corporality, inherent in our technological system, encompasses other phenomena such as cyborgs 

or virtual corporality; in fact, any tool or artifact is a bodily expansion. A literary approximation to this 

issue can be found in Hayles, 1999. It should be remembered that artificial prolongations of human 

perception, desire or decision in diverse modalities of technological schemes, play a prominent (albeit 

more or less implicit) role in works as disparate as those of Lewis Mumford, Martin Heidegger, Gilles 

Deleuze, Jean Baudrillard, Don Ihde, etc. 

31 Like the figures of androids or cyborgs in films, the humanoid automaton has played an important role 

in our collective imagination since antiquity. Aristotle, who justified the need of slavery in his time, 

speculated in his Politics, I, 4, that automatons could someday make possible the abolition of slavery. The 



personal. Hence the dehumanizing power of technology when carrying out failed 

personal projects. Only through this technological humanization of the cosmos can 

humanity understand itself. 

This raises an interesting question with which to conclude this work. The 

question can be expressed more or less in the following manner: whether intelligence 

(which is always theoretical and practical at the same time) is a strictly human 

characteristic, in the sense of belonging exclusively to our biological species. Since 

humanizing the universe, and everything in it, is inherent to the human condition, then 

we cannot deny a priori the possibility that mankind achieves to integrate new moral 

agents, wholly or partially artificial, into various levels of ethicality. The creation by 

means of technology, not just on a legal or mental plane but also on a material plane, of 

a physical environment that becomes progressively more ethical, would constitute an 

inescapable dimension in the conformation of the humanized habitat. We could say that 

introducing ethics into the material world is a transcendental condition of any objective, 

technological progress.  

In this sense, we should not succumb to the illusion that natural intelligence is 

more “human” than artificial intelligence, even admitting that any artificial intelligence 

system producible by man is but a formidable structure of “prerecorded” decisions 

(which is already a lot to assume). Artificial intelligence is, precisely, the intelligence 

that we humans understand, the one we know how to make, and that reflects us and 

shows us as social beings. On the other hand, natural intelligence, that belonging to our 

pair of brain hemispheres, continues to be a formidable and strange mystery, which will 

only stop being so once it can be reproduced. Artificial intelligence is a reflection of our 

image; if natural intelligence reflects anyone’s image, it will be that of our creator, not 

ours.  

Having said that, we can also consider the opposing view: that intelligence 

(including ethical intelligence, be it the same as moral goodness or not) does not refer 

exclusively to a biological capacity possessed by a certain species, but also to a real 

quality of events, processes, and systems in the universe. That is, an objective 

intelligence in which, in principle, an infinite number of intelligent agents —among 

them, we human beings— could participate with their own modalities. This second 

opinion is part of a rich and venerable tradition of thought that goes back to 

Anaxagoras’ nous, Philo of Alexandria’s logos, Aristotle’s active intellect (at least in 

the Averroist version), or the universal grammar of Ramon Llull or Leibniz.  

 

                                                                                                                                                                          

legend about René Descartes having constructed an automaton to replace his only daughter, Francine, 

who had died at the age of five, incorporates the principal elements of the robot as a sacred or 

blasphemous figure. According to the legend, Descartes took the automaton with him on a trip to Sweden. 

The automaton impeded the navigation of the boat, until the captain discovered the monstrous passenger, 

and he threw her overboard. The origin of this legend appears to be from the 1700 work Mêlanges 

d’Historie et de Litterature by the Cartesian Bonaventure d’Argonne. For more, see Kang, 2011.  
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