Virtual Reality

Virtual reality is neither frivolous nor necessarily the nost inportant
invention since transistors. (Pratt et al. 1995: 17)

In the conputing world there has | ong been talk of the virtual. "Virtual

machi nes" and "virtual nmenory" have been around for decades. These are
essentially technical terns of little interest to anyone outside the conputing
prof ession. More recently we have begun to hear of virtual libraries, virtua
conferences, virtual offices, and even virtual villages and conmunities. These
have all resulted fromthe spread of the Internet and of socalled "cyberspace."
Peopl e do not need to attend a conference physically. They can instead
comunicate via the Internet. Rather than commuting to a physical office
workers can tel ecommute, that is, work fromhome via a conputer link to an
"office." Libraries, instead of being collections of books, journals, and the
like in buildings, can consist of electronically stored docunents accessible
remotely by conputer.

These cases of the virtual do not really constitute virtual reality,
al though they do, to a greater or |lesser extent, sinulate parts of reality. A
virtual nmachine much of the time gives the inpression of being a stand-al one
computer (in one use of "virtual nachine"), and a virtual library performs the
central functions of a "real" library, such as the storage of docunents and
met hods for their retrieval. Wth virtual reality (VR) however, there is a nore
total involvement with the

conput er- generated and -nmai ntai ned environment. According to Pratt et al., VR
is:

an application that lets users navigate and interact with a three-di nensional,
conput er -generated (and conput er -mai ntai ned) environnent in real tine. This type
of system has three major elements: interaction, 3D graphics, and inmersion.
(1995: 17)

They go on to explain this:

3D graphics, a formof conputer output, let users "see" the virtual environment.
ImMmersion refers to the user's feelings of "presence" in the virtual world. An
i er sive application convinces users that they are in a replicated environnent.

This is pretty much a description of the current state of the art,
concentrating as it does on the visual. In the future, however, nore of the
senses wi ||l probably become involved. By donning special equipnment |inking you
via sensory interfaces to a conputer, you nay enter a world of VR Depending on
the program and in sone cases on technol ogi cal advances and refi nenents, you may
then have the experience of clinbing M. Everest, of making a century at Lord's,
or of making love, without these things actually happening: you are not really
clinmbing or cricketing or copulating, it just seenms that you are

What, if any, noral issues arise fromthe virtual in general, and fromVR
in particular? There is nothing of noral interest in virtual machines or nenory.
The next |evel, however, does raise sone concerns, but ones considered el sewhere
in this book. For exanple, intellectual ownership is a nuch discussed topic in
relation to virtual (or digital) libraries, and we considered this in chapter 5.
Again, there is the question of whether inportant human interaction is
threatened by tel ecormuting, virtual libraries, shopping and banking over the
Internet, and so on. This issue was also raised in chapters 8 and 9. The uses of
VR itself range from education to entertai nnent, from science to sex. Its



scientific and educational uses are largely ethically uncontroversial, but sone
of its other uses are much |l ess so. One of the best-known uses of VR is flight
sinmulation, but there is an increasing nunber of others, for exanple, in
surgery, in the treatnent of the fear of heights, and in driving instruction
(see Goble et al. 1995; Hodges et al. 1995; Kuhl et al. 1995). In all of these
cases it woul d appear that behaviour in the real world can be enhanced by these
virtual environments. Useful skills can be |earnt w thout danger to the
participants or to others in ways not previously possible, and this is surely
uncontroversially good. At the other end of the spectrum

are things not so obviously good: virtual nurder, rape and other violence, and
ot her kinds of sex. Virtual violence, including nurder and rape, nay have sone
redeeming features. If it could be shown that people committing those virtua
crimes were less likely to commt the real ones, then there would be some
argument for those uses of VR While society would undoubtedly be better off

wi t hout any viol ence, presumably virtual violence is the |lesser of two evils. It
is an enpirical matter whether virtual violence would increase or decrease rea

viol ence, and given that there is still no consensus on the effect of television
vi ol ence, any strong evidence of the effect of virtual violence is sone way off.
Virtual sex is another matter, and it is on this that we will concentrate in

this chapter for two reasons. First, it is controversial, and second, it

hi ghli ghts an inportant question: |Is the real better than the virtual? Is an
experience of the real better than an experience of the virtual ? Wiether VR
shoul d be enployed to train pilots and car drivers is hardly a noral issue, nor
is its use in, for exanple, giving the physically disabled the "experience" of
hi ki ng through the Andes. Enriching people' s experience is one way to enhance
the quality of their lives. Some uses of VR obviously have this potential
enabl i ng val uabl e experiences that could not be obtained in any other way. But
perhaps virtual sex is not in this category and instead |essens the quality of
life. Perhaps again, all virtual experiences are like this.

Real virtual reality is not quite with us yet, but aspects of it are, and
it will undoubtedly be devel oped further. But suppose that it is all with us
now, and choi ces must be made and counsel given about its acceptable uses. O
suppose that it is about to be with us, and we have the opportunity to help to
deci de whether it will be or not; it is often |lanented that certain
technol ogi es, notably in the bionmedical area, have raced ahead of our noral
social, and political readiness for them and so |let us suppose that here we
have the chance to be ready and to allow or disallow the technol ogy to exist.

VI RTUAL SEX

VR authority Howard Rheingold invites us to inmagine dressing for a hot
night in the virtual village. You don a |ightweight body-quit,

sonething |i ke a body stocking, but with the kind of intimte snugness of a
condom Enbedded in the inner surface of the suit, using a technol ogy that does
not yet exist, is an array of intelligent sensor-effectorsfa mesh of tiny
tactile detectors coupled to vibrators of varying degrees of hardness, hundreds
of them per square inch, that can receive and transnmt a realistic sense of
tactile presence. (1991: 346)

They receive and transnmit by exerting counterforces agai nst your skin,
counterforces corresponding to those you woul d encounter when handl i ng act ual
obj ects. "You can run your cheek over (virtual) satin, and feel the difference
when you encounter (virtual) flesh. Or you can gently squeeze sonething soft and
pliable and feel it stiffen under your touch” (1991: 346). By plugging your
whol e sound- si ghttouch tel epresence system (which will include 3-dinmensiona



gl asses and an appropriate auditory interface) into the tel ephone network, and
"dependi ng on what nunbers you dial and which passwords you know and what you
are willing to pay (or trade or do), you can find one partner, a dozen, a
thousand, in various cyberspaces" (1991: 346); your physical body may be
thousands of mles fromyour partner's, but you may touch and caress each
other's virtual body.

You will whisper in your partner's ear, feel your partner's breath on your neck.
You run your hand over your partner's clavicle, and 6000 mles away, an array of
effectors are triggered, in just the right sequence, at just the right
frequency, to convey the touch exactly the way you wish it to be conveyed. I|f
you don't like the way the encounter is going, or someone requires your presence
in physical reality, you can turn it all off by flicking a switch and taking off
your virtual birthday suit. (1991: 346)

Rhei ngol d goes on to say, however, and no doubt to the disappointnent of
some, that the required technol ogy seens to be a long way of f. Extensive
fibreoptic networks will be required, though we will eventually be getting them
anyway. The mesh of transducers, the tiny, high-speed, safe but powerful sensor-
effectorsN'smart skin"Rwi |l take some tinme to devel op. But the biggest problem
he says, and the one that puts the above scenario into the early-to-nid-twenty-
first century rather than the 1990s, is that extrenely powerful conmputers wll
be needed to make the enornous nunber of cal cul ations required to nonitor and
control hundreds of thousands of sensors and effectors. "Every nook and
protuberance, every plane and valley and knob of your body's surface, will
require its own processor" (1991: 347). Suitably sophisticated ol factory and
gustatory sensors and effectors, to conplete the range of sensory communication
woul d presunably be technically challenging too. W shall just have to be
patient.

Note that in Rheingold s scenario one is paying or trading or doing
sonmet hing in exchange for the experience; probably, in fact, one would be
payi ng. So we have not only virtual sex, but virtual prostitution. And certain
further concerns mght arise on the strength of this. Before we tackle those
| et us take Rheingol d~s scenario one |arge step further. Imagine that

the virtual body you are virtually caressing is not a representation of an
actual person who is virtually in contact with a simlar representation of your
actual body, but a virtual body behaving as it does nerely as a result of a very
sophi sticated conmputer program witten or chosen presumably according to your
wi shes. There is no person on the other end, or at |east no person having the
sensation of contact with your body corresponding to your sensation of contact
with hers or his. W have no idea when such a program and thus such an event

m ght come about, but they seemimaginable. And if and when they do, they will
provide virtual sex of a different kind: Your virtual partner will be ani mated
not in a symetrical way by sonmeone who is doing essentially what you are doing,
but in an asymmetrical way by the programmers and technicians who are not doing

what you are doing at all. Let us distinguish these two kinds of virtual sex by
calling them SV (for symetrically virtual) and AV (for asymmetrically virtual)
sex. SV sex so defined will not of course necessarily be symetrical in any

other way, as the partners may differ markedly in terms of notivation and
enjoyment, just as in actual sex. In AV sex, the virtual partner nmay be nore or
| ess closely nodelled (perhaps according to the client's request) on sone rea
person, with any inmaginable positive or negative degree of that person's
approval or consent. But however close the nodelling and however consenting the
original person may be, it is appropriate to classify such a case as AV rather
than SV, for the original is not having a reciprocal sexual experience, and may
not even be alive at the time. Where the nodelling i s close and there is no



consent, sone nmay see it as a special case of rape; others nmay see it as norally
di stingui shabl e, wi thout necessarily defending it.

Virtual Sex and Pornography

Virtual sex obviously invites conparisons wth pornography. Various types
of AV sex may be seen as respectively corresponding to various types of
por nography: We nay distinguish, for exanple, fiction or drawi ngs of inmaginary
peopl e on the one hand from drawi ngs or paintings fromlife, photographs, and
films on the other. And of course in the latter cases nodels nay have been
somehow expl oited or otherwi se harned. Watever the circunstances of its
production, however, one of the standard objections to pornography is that it
causes or may help to cause the consuner to commit sexual assaults, perhaps of
the very kind that he (usually he) has enjoyed pornographically. Should there be
a sinmlar concern about either SV or AV sex? It is often pointed out that on
such tricky matters we rmust be careful in drawi ng conclusions as to what causes
what. Even if sexual offenders tend to be consunmers of ponography, this does not
show that the latter contributes causally to the offences even if the offenders
say and believe that it does: The interest in ponography and

the subsequent crimnnal behavi our may both be caused by sone underlying
personal ity factor absent in the many consumers who do not commit offences.
Maybe so; but the woul d-be censor or opponent of pornography usually replies
that it may at |least act as a trigger, having an inportant causal role despite
not being the nost fundamental factor. And when virtual sex is available, may it
not do so as well?

On the other hand, it is often clainmed that pornography may actually serve
as a "safety valve," by diverting or satisfying the lust of sone potentia
rapists and nmolesters; it mght be suggested that if virtual sex of either kind
is realistic enough, it could do this job quite effectively. It may al so seem
that any virtual sex acting as such a safety valve is likely to be AV rather
than SV, since not nany wormen would wish to be "virtually raped" and not many
children would wish to be, or would be allowed to be, "virtually nolested." But
some worren may be prepared to take part in virtual rape, especially for noney,
just as sone prostitutes presumably go along with sone clients' rape fantasies
and sone actresses and nodels take part in sinulated rape scenes; and sone
adults might, again especially for noney, allow their virtual selves to be
met anor phosed by VR technol ogy into those of mol estable children. Such SV safety
val ves may | ook very squalid, but they may be safety val ves nonethel ess. W
shoul d al so consider the possibility that, to serve as a safety valve preventing
a rape, an episode of either SV or AV sex need not be one of virtual rape, in at
| east sone cases virtual consensual sex may do the trick. But this idea invites
the rem nder that many rapes, perhaps nost of them appear to be notivated
primarily not by a desire for a sexual experience nor even by a desire to have
actual sex, but by a desire to exercise power over an actual woman, power that
in the rapist's viewis nost satisfactorily exercised in a sexual manner with or
Wi t hout additional violence. Wiere sonething like this is the rapist's
notivation and he wants to exercise this power rather than merely experience the
feeling of exercising it, then of course no VR experience known to be such wll
do. Another potential offender who will not be diverted by a VR safety valve is
the one who, having experienced virtual sex (perhaps virtual rape), w shes to
try out the real thing to see whether and how the two experiences differ, and is
prepared to rape accordingly. As in the previous case, a high degree of
sophi stication and realismin the VR experience will not divert such a person,
and here it may only encourage him But of course he would have to be not only
curious in this matter, but prepared to rape or otherw se assault someone to
satisfy that curiosity. And it would seemdifficult to be sure that the nunber



of of fences thus caused by the availability of VR sex woul d exceed the nunber
prevented by its operation as a safety val ve

Sorreone who opposes indul gence in virtual sex or would wish to ban it may
per haps be confident of having good grounds for the belief that its bad
consequences will outweigh its good ones. The bad ones may be

thought to include not only crimnal behaviour, but the treating of wonen and
maybe chil dren as sex objects, which pornography is often thought to help to
cause. A hedonistic or Benthamte utilitarian, of course, would have to count
the pl easures of the consuners anong the good consequences; a w der view m ght
count the sexual exploitation in sonme forns of AV sex as a bad thing, even where
it causes no distress. Alternatively, one might hold that a significant chartce
of harmis enough to justify opposition or prohibition, even if this chance
falls short of an even nobney bet. Such a position is vulnerable to a counternove
in terms of a significant chance of averting harm by way of a safety val ve, and
al so to the question of whether it can be established that the chance of harmis
significant enough to justify the restriction of personal l|iberties, especially
those of people whose ot her behaviour and personality give no cause for concern.
But there is a different type of position that the opponent of virtual sex may
take, along with or instead of either of the two just considered\he position
that, quite apart fromtheir consequences, virtual sexual experiences are in
some way obj ectionable. How so? Two conpatible answers may be offered

First, it may be thought that such experiencesNike various other sexua
experiences including the enjoynment of pornographyRare bad, and that it is wong
or sinful to seek them because they contravene the purpose of sex as
di scoverabl e by biology or divine revelation or the "natural law. " Sex is for
procreation, it is said, and it is wong to seek sexual experiences that do not
at |l east leave that possibility open. But there are certain well -known
difficulties here. Biology tells us only what actually happens in nature, not
what we ought or ought not to do; divine revelation is hard to verify and (even
in the npst respected texts) not very explicit anyway on such matters as this,
so that it requires interpretati on by supposed authorities; and natural |aw,
however understood, is not very obviously able to steer between one of these two
probl ens and the ot her.

The Real and the Right

Alternatively, one may see virtual sex as a bad thing because it is
essentially fake. The objection here does not specifically concern its sexua
nature, but the fact that one is accepting or seeking a fake thing instead of a
real one, a shadow i nstead of a substance, even if the shadow seens by courtesy
of VR to be mghty substantial .

Several things may be said in response to this. First, in what sense is SV
sex objectionably fake? Is the fact that the partners' sexual encounter is not
directly body-tobody decisive, despite the fact that they are behaving
symmetrically in our inportant sense, with each partner's sexual sensations
being intentionally caused by appropriate behavi our of the other? AV sex may be
a different matter, but it is not clear that SV

sexual intercourse is any nore fake intercourse than tel ephone conversation is
fake conversation because the sound waves the talkers enmt do not directly

stri ke one another's eardruns, but rather are translated into and then out of
electrical signals. But |let us concede for the sake of argunent that SV sex as
wel | as AV sex should be seen as fake. Let us al so concede that, other things
being equal, a real X is better thanN more worth having thanfa fake X: The rea



Mona Lisa is nore worth having than a forged Mona Lisa, real teeth are nore
worth having than false teeth, and so on. But what if the real thing is not
avail abl e? If your real teeth have gone, you may well settle for a set of false
ones, provided that the appearance and confort are up to scratch, and nobody
woul d think any less of you for that. What about the Mna Lisa? Here one ni ght
think that, rather than a fake that inplausibly purports to be the original, it
woul d be better to have what is obviously just a print; but a | ot depends here
on one's interests. A forgery mght be of special charmor interest (or nonetary
val ue) because of its quality or who did it or owned it, while a print m ght be
better to have for certain other purposes such as display in the school art
room Mist the original, however, be preferable to either? Even if one could
acquire the original by lifting it fromthe Louvre, one night very nuch prefer
not to do so for various reasons: its safety, fear of arrest, the interests of
woul dbe vi ewers, and so on.

Here, then, is a second inportant point: that while the real thing nmay be
better to have than a fake or copy where other things are equal, other things
may very well not be equal, as various considerations nay affect one's overal
preference. Wth respect to certain types of things, and in certain
circunstances or for certain purposes, one nay reasonably prefer to have a fake
or copy of sonme kind rather than the real thing. One may choose to | ook at
photos or films of exotic places rather than incur the trouble and expense (and
maybe danger) of going there oneself; one may wear imtation fur for financial
or noral reasons; one may eat imtation butter (margarine) for noral or health
reasons. Wy shoul d soneone not be prepared to nake a similar choice, at |east
sometines, as to sexual experiences? It is often noted that virtual sex, |ike
currently avail abl e entertai nments such as anonynous "fantasy phone calls,"”
woul d be free of the risks of serious unwanted consequences such as pregnancy
and di sease. So sonme m ght be attracted to a form of sexual expression that,
whil e

ferior "initself" to sone nore or | ess achievable alternative, is on bal ance
preferable at | east sone of the time because it does not expose oneself or a
partner to such risks. Particularly (though not necessarily) where one has the
partner's interests in mind, one's preference here nay actually be a noral one.

Quite apart fromthis there is a third inportant point to be noted. Even
i f any reasonabl e person would judge a certain choice to be inferior to

some other, this does not nean that it would be nmorally wong to make the forner
choi ce either occasionally or regularly. Eating at a fast-food restaurant may be
thought inferior to dining in style at a slowfood one, but this does not nean
that it is wong to choose the fornmer where one can afford the latter. W may be
sad that soneone makes the worse choice on some occasion or on nost, and we nay
feel entitled or even obliged to say so. But this sentiment may well fall short
of a judgenent of wongness; your regret at your friend' s choice of partner or
pastinme may not amount to the feeling of blane or resentnment, however nild, that
is characteristic of judging something norally wong. It would be a very
demandi ng norality that extended judgenents of obligation and wrongness to cover
all such cases. And might one not see virtual sexfbf either the SV or the AV

ki ndRas a rather sad thing for a person to choose where the real thing is
avai |l abl e, without seeing the choice as norally wong?

Fourth, even if we do judge it norally wong, this does not nean that we
nmust favour any coercion or legal sanction. The proper province of the | aw may
be seen as stopping short of prohibiting imorality as such: One nay adhere to
J. S. MIIl"'s celebrated doctrine, which we came across in an earlier chapter,
that we should have the liberty to do as we |ike "w thout inpedi nent from our



fell ow-creatures, so long as what we do does not harmthem even though they
shoul d think our conduct foolish, perverse, or wong." Unless it is argued that
virtual sex causes or threatens to cause harm of sone kind, such as nentioned
earlier, to prohibit it would be an exercise of what is now called | ega

nmoral i sm condemmed by MII| and many others in the liberal tradition. The

wr ongness of a person's behaviour, says MIIl, is, like folly, a good reason "for
renonstrating with him or reasoning with him or persuading him or entreating
him but not for conpelling him or visiting himwith any evil in case he do

ot herwi se" (1859: 11). The line between sonme fornms of persuasion and some ways
of "visiting with evil" may be rather fine, but MII would certainly w sh

society to attenpt to draw it in the case of behaviour that, even if widely
thought to be wong, cannot be plausibly seen as harnful to others. Various
sexual activities such as honpbsexuality and promiscuity have been suggested as
exanpl es; virtual sex mght be offered by sone as anot her.

Virtual Prostitution

Both SV and AV sex will have their comercial nmanifestations. There wll
be SV prostitution, in which the real person on the other end may be regarded as
akin to a prostitute, giving and having a sexual encounter for nmoney. AV sex
will presumably be typically comrercial, and the technicians and marketers who
arrange it will be akin to pinps. Cases wll

include those in which the virtual partner is nodelled on a fully consenting
person who, if being paid, will thus have sone sinmlarity to the SV prostitute,
t hough one step further renmoved fromthe client; those in which the virtua
partner is nodelled on a nonconsenting person who woul d understandably see
hersel f (usually herself) as being distastefully exploited; and those in which
the client's virtual partner is not nodelled on anyone in particular, so that
there is a virtual prostitute but no real person who is virtually a prostitute.

Real prostitution, the sort famliar to human society as its ol dest
profession, is norally condemmed on various grounds. As in the case of virtua
sex, the objections may be divided into two categories. On the one hand, it is
often clained that prostitution is in some way harnful to one or nore of the
parties directly or indirectly involved. Alternatively, or additionally, it may
be held that it is sonmehow a bad thing in itself, quite apart fromany harmit
may do to anyone. Let us briefly consider these types of objection in turn and
their bearing on virtual prostitution.

An inportant point often nmade is that nuch of the harm all egedly caused by
prostitution may be caused by factors involved in only some types or instances
of it, or by its being illegal or socially frowned on, not by acts of
prostitution as such. No doubt sone prostitutes are exploited in being coerced,
or in pinps and clients taking advantage of their inability to keep thensel ves
and their children in any other way. But could it be said that even the up-
mar ket prostitute who prefers that occupation to a nore nodestly paid but
available altemative is being exploited, in a sense substantial enough to nean
that she is being wonged? To say that she is however strong her sense of free
choice may be, is to suggest that no wonan could rationally and autononously
make t hat choice. There seenms to be no good reason to accept that suggestion,
and good reason for many prostitutes to be offended by it. The choice may not be
one that w

ourselves would ever care to make, but the sane goes for nany a choice that we
woul d not dream of calling irrational

SV prostitution could certainly be exploitative in very unpl easant ways,



al t hough, given the hi-tech and possibly up-market nature of the exercise, one
may guess that the worst types of case would be found |es

commonly there than in the real thing. And it could be just as nonexploitative
as the real thing too. AV cases of the kind in which the virtual partner
represents a recogni sable, actual person could be very exploitative, either
because that actual person has been subjected to unfair influence to be the
nodel , or (perhaps nore probably) because she has not consented at all and the
virtual prostitution consists in her virtual services being sold, not in her
selling them But where she has given her fre

and informed consent, then she too (like her SV and actual counterparts) can
hardly be seen as exploited. And in AV cases of the nmore "fictional"

kind, in which the partner is not nodelled on anyone in particular, there is
nobody to be exploited.

According to noral objections of the second type, prostitution is sinply
wong in itself. Wy? It is hard to see why the selling of sex should be as such
imoral, and, as often observed, hard to see howit differs norally fromtrading
sex for other goods such as the material support and social status of a
marri age, which sone spouses nore or |less frankly do. Perhaps the wongness of
commercial sex, as well as much other sex, is seen as due to its |ovel essness.

It is not clear that it is necessarily loveless, at |least on the part of the
client, but let us agree that it is at |east characteristically so. Wll, what
is wong with |ovel ess sex? Sone have argued that just as sexless |ove may be
perfectly all right, so may the converse: Love is a wonderful thing and so is
sex and it is fine when the two coincide, but nothing is ami ss when they do not
unl ess soneone is or may be hurt or betrayed, in which case the objection is not
to the separation of |ove and sex per se but to the hurt or betrayal. It may
well be that the idea of an entirely loveless sex life has little appeal for
sensitive and | oving people, but this does not mean that occasional |ovel ess sex
is unappealing to themtoo. Even if it is, nore than the know edge of this
attitude would seemto be required to justify the claimthat |oveless sex is
inferior. And there are several further points to be nmade that parallel those
made earlier concerning the fake and the real. That which is inferior where
other things are equal is not necessarily to be avoi ded where other things are
not equal: Wat if enbarking on a | oving sexual relationship would create risks
and harms for the other party? One m ght be about to go overseas for years, or
off to war or a nmonastery. And of course in a given situation a |oving
relationship may sinply not be in prospect. Next, to choose the inferior is not
necessarily wong; we may regret that sonmeone chooses occasionally or
exclusively to have |l ovel ess sex with prostitutes or casual pickups rather than
devel oping a relationship in which the sex will be |loving, but this is not the
same as thinking it wong. And finally, of course, even if we do think it wong
to have sex lovelessly and comrercially, this is not to believe that it should
be illegal. One might see prostitution as wong but in essence harnl ess, and
thus in that realmof private norality that is no business of the |aw. One m ght
al so see positive benefits in toleration, including the reduction of police
corruption and other associated crine, and, as many have clai med, the protection
of "honest wonen" from much nol estation. One of us once net at a soiree a

pl easant el derly | ady who, commenting on a recent spate of sex crinmes in a |large
city, said she thought there ought to be nore brothels. "And they should
befree!"

The day of the free brothel nay be sone way off; that of the virtua
brothel may be a little closer. Perhaps the cost of the technology will even



tually drop so nuch that the AV brothel is practically free anyway. Its
commodity may fall somewhat short of an ideal many of us have about sexuality at
its best, and in fact may be seen as nultiply removed fromthat ideal in being
fake, comercial, and |oveless; but nore than that is needed to justify nora
condemmation, and nore still to justify prohibition of its operation or of the-
devel opment of its sensational technol ogy.

VI RTUAL REALI TYANDTHE QUALI TY OF LIFE

VR in general has the potential to enhance the quality of life,
particularly in education and science; that is alnost certain. Qur argument
about virtual sex suggests that this use of the technology too could nmake life
nore rewarding at |east for sone. Even if virtual sex is not as good and
satisfying as the real thing in a loving relationship, it could neverthel ess
enhance the quality of life for those for whoma loving relationship is beyond
reach, for whatever reason. It also has the potential for making life safer,
especially for wonen and children, by providing sexual outlets that harm nobody.
While the world would be a better place in all sorts of ways if everybody were
in aloving relationship, this ideal world does not exist and al nost certainly
never will. W need therefore to use technology in ways that will make it a
better place, even if not the best one. Although this chapter has concentrated
on virtual sex and concluded that it does have a place, that is not really the
mai n concl usi on of the argument. The main conclusion is that, in general, there
is nothing wong with simulated or virtual environments. Virtual sex may not be
as good (in sone sense) as real sex, or virtual travel as real travel, but
nothing follows fromthat about their rightness or wongness. They nmay be a | ot
better than m ssing the experiences altogether. There are dangers of course. It
woul d seem undesirabl e that someone should live his or her whole life in virtual
reality if the real thing is available. Wiy it seenms undesirable is not so easy
to explain. Perhaps it is because living like this is parasitic on the rest of
society. Another reason is that perhaps it is a denial of humanity. Such a
person woul d go through life wi thout facing and overcom ng any chal | enges. But
that is another issue. Qur concern here has been to argue that there is nothing
wong with VRin itself, even for use in very personal areas.

SUMVARY

The di scussion of VR has centred on virtual sex because it is
controversial, and if VR can be defended here, it can probably be defended in
al nost any area. We argued that while it (virtual sex) m ght be poorer than the
real thing, that in itself does not nean that it has no value. W found no
argunents to support banning it, and it was suggested that it does

have the potential to inprove the quality of |ife for sone. These argu

ments can be generalised to nost applications of VR It can i mprove our

l'iving, working, and playing environnments.
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M nds,

Machi nes,

and Morality
When a man Reasoneth, tree does nothing el se but conceive a sume totall, from
Addition of parcels: or conceive a Remainder, from Substradi on of one sumre from
another.... Qut of all which we may define, (that is to say determi ne,) what

that is, which is nmeant by this word Reason, when wee reckon it anongst the
Faculties of the mnd. For REASON, in this sense, is nothing but Reckoning (that
is, Adding and Subtracting) of the Consequences of generall nanes agreed upon,
for the marki ng and signi ping of our thoughts. (Hobbes 1651: 1 1~1 1)

The issues discussed in this book cluster around the idea of a conputer as an
i nformation processing nachine. W& have | ooked at questions related to the
processi ng and communi cati on of information, and at sone related to the

i nformati on generated by conputers. The environnent, both real and virtual
created by various kinds of conputer use was al so exam ned. It remains nowto
consi der the nature of the machines thensel ves. The use of these information
processi ng nmachi nes rai ses a host of noral questions, sone of which we have



seen. Do the machines thenselves raise any? Can they, in principle, be devel oped
to a stage at which they should be treated as noral agents? This is one of those
i ssues, mentioned at the beginning of the book, that has not arisen as a
practical problemyet, but in all probability will, if there is continued
research and devel oprment in intelligent machines. It is our contention that
likely problenms should be discussed, so that if or when they surface, we have
some i dea of how to deal with them The central question here is whether

or not computers can have nminds as humans do, and it is to this that we now
turn.

In previous chapters we | ooked at sone ethical questions about conputers
perform ng tasks normally done by humans or that may i ndeed go well beyond the
abilities of even the smartest humans. They perform feats of nenory, of
cal cul ation, of deduction, and so on, that for speed and difficulty | eave human
m nds far behind. Could conputers thensel ves have m nds? Could they reason as we
do, going through a sequence of thought? Could they have any thoughts at all?
What about feelings or enotions, such as irritation or anger or envy or |ove?
When a systemerror occurs in nmy conputer and it says "Sorry," it is behaving as
if it is sorry. Nobody believes that it actually is, but could there be a
conmputer that not only says "Sorry" but is sorry?

We shal |l approach this question by way of considering the nature of
mentality in a human being. Each of us has this dimension of life, in that we
think, feel, believe, and so on. What is the nature of this mentality? And what
is its relationship to our physical body, and in particular to the brain, which
clearly has a nore intimte connection with our nmentality than does the liver or
the thorax? Many answers have been given to these questions, nmany different
theories advanced on the "mind-body problem" as it is often called. W shal
survey a few of these theories, inquiring in each case as to the conpatibility
of the theory with the idea of nmachine nentality.

THE M ND- BODY PROBLEM
Dual i sm

According to a very popular view, a human being has two fundanmentally
di fferent conponents. One is the body, a physical thing with size, shape, nass,
and so on, and including many physical parts and organs. The other is the m nd,
regarded as a nonphysical, immterial thing, a thing without size or shape or
mass but a thing nonetheless. The mnd (or soul, as dualists sonetines call it)
is the bearer or arena of our nentality of our consciousness. Many dualists
willingly concede that the nmnd and the body are closely |inked, especially via
the latter's brain; what goes on in the brain may have quite an effect on the
m nd, and vice versa. An injury to the brain, for exanple, or an encounter wth
al cohol, may produce odd perceptions in the nmnd, while a nental event such as a
decision to go home will norrmally cause el ectrochenmical events in the brain that
in turn cause nmessages to go out to the nmuscles and the body to nobve in the
direction of honme or the means of getting there. But despite this causa
interaction, intimte though it is, the mind and the body are different things.
Many dualists hold further that they are not of equal inportance in the

constitution of a personfthat your mind in fact constitutes the essential you
One of the nost fanous dualist philosophers, Rene Descartes, said in his Sixth
Meditation, "I amreally distinct frommy body, and could exist without it"
(Descartes 1642: 115). And |ike many ot her dualists, Descartes held that the
mnd (i.e., the person) does survive the body, and indeed survive it for ever.
Dualismis consistent with many religious beliefs, and this helps to account for



its popularity, though it also appeals to those who hope for survival of death
in some formw thout any specifically religious focus. (Sonme people hope for
life after death just so that they may see their |oved ones again.) Yet it is
important to be aware that the distinctness of nind and body is one question
the survival of the latter by the former is another, and survival forever is
anot her one again. A bolt and its nut, though intimately related, are two
distinct things that could survive apart; but it does not follow that either
will survive forever, and they may even perish together by rusting away or

mel ting. Nevertheless, dualismis obviously congenial to the ideas of life after
death and immortality, and certainly nore so than several other views we shal
be nenti oni ng.

Despite its appeal, dualism faces nmany problenms for the reasons enunerated
above and others. Essentially, a lot of the difficulties come down to one of the
following: First, there is the problem of what sort of thing an i mmaterial m nd
or soul could be. It is tenpting to try to define it negatively, by saying that
it is invisible, intangible, and so on, but this fails to distinguish the nind
fromnothing at all, because nothing is also invisible, intangible, and so on.
Positive descriptions of the mnd, especially descriptions of what it is as
distinct fromwhat it does, are not easy to cone by. Second, there is the
problem of its relationship with the body, a relationship admtted by nost
dualists to be very close despite their utterly different natures. On the latter
in particular Descartes was pressed by Princess Elizabeth of Bohem a, with whom
he corresponded in later life, and was driven to say to her in exasperation that
the union of soul and body is perfectly well understood until we cone to do
phi | osophy, and so perhaps we'd better not do too ruch phil osophyfa rat her
startling suggestion froma man often called the Father of Mdern Phil osophy.

The difficulty of establishing the nature of an immterial nmind does not
show that there is no such thing, and the difficulty of describing its
relationship with the body does not show that there is none. If dualismof sone
sort is the correct view of human nmentality, where does the conputer stand?
Surely, many say, a conputer could not have an inmmterial soul. How could the
engi neers at | BM or Apple possibly make and install one? Presunmably they could
not. But does it follow that a conputer could not acquire a soul in sone other
way? When you nix concrete, you do not add the hardness as one of the
ingredients |ike the cement and the sand and the water. The hardness conmes about
as a result of your mxing those three things together. Now admttedly the
hardness is not a thing in the

way that the dualist's mnd or soul is supposed to be, but rather a quality,
and a physical quality at that. Neverthel ess, the exanple shows that in
assenbling X you can give it Y without doing so directly: Y may be a product of
what you are doing directly. It may even be an uni ntended product, dependi ng on
the case. So, even though a conputer builder could hardly nake or take a soul
and put it into a conputer, could not a suitably sophisticated machi ne produce
one for itself?

Many dualists will respond to this by saying that this is inpossible, and
that human bodi es do not produce souls for thenselves either. The soul is made
by God and inplanted by himat conception, according to the Catholic Church, at
| east since a ruling by Pope Pius I X in 1869; prior to that, the church accepted
the ancient idea that "ensoul nent"” took place on the fortieth day of the
pregnancy in the case of a nmale foetus and on the eightieth day in the case of a
fermal e one. But whenever it actually occurs, ensoul nent is done by God, and he
woul d never do it for anything nonhuman. He would certainly never do it for a
machi ne. But why is this out of the question? How do we know what God m ght or
m ght not choose to do? The soul, if it exists, is such a nmysterious thing



anyway, as is its relationship to the living body, as also are God's soul - maki ng
and soul -installing activities, that it seens highly presunptuous on our part to
think we can be sure that he would never give one to a nonliving thing. Perhaps
it would have to be sufficiently like us in sone key respect, but who can know
what that respect is or what degree of simlarity would be sufficient?

Behavi ouri sm

Let us now consi der another significant view of nentality and its
implications for conputer nentality. Dualismis attractive to many people

especially those with a religious belief or an interest in an afterlifefbut
unattractive to others, who reject the idea of the body sonehow containing and
being directed by an inmaterial nental substance, a "ghost in the machine."
Anong those who reject dualismare many psychol ogi sts of an enpiricist

temper Ndeal ing only with, and believing only in, that which can be publicly
observed, neasured, and so on. The resident psychol ogist on a tabl oid newspaper
was once asked by a reader why he never said anything about the soul. He replied
that he had | ooked up "soul" in his dictionary, and it said "the inmmterial part
of man." He then | ooked up "immterial," and it said "irrelevant," so we need
not bother with it. His reply traded of course on the anmbiguity of "immterial,"
but he nay have been well aware of that.

Rej ecting dualism many psychol ogi sts and phil osophers have enbraced in
one form or another a view known as behaviourism Essentially, the behaviourist
position is that there are not two things, the m nd and the

body, but only one, the body. Thanks largely to its brain but also of course to
its nerves and nuscl es and bones and the rest, it behaves in all sorts of
waysfNwal ki ng, talking, |eaping, weeping, and so on. Qur nentality, says the
behavi ourist, is not something behind this bodily behaviour, a nysterious inner
life that sonehow directs it; rather, it just is our bodily behaviour in sone
way. To believe that today is Tuesday, for exanple, is to behave in a Tuesdayi sh
way, which will involve responding appropriately to questions and doi ng ot her
thi ngs one does only on Tuesdays; to be amused is to engage in anusenent

behavi our, such as |laughing or smling. The bodily behaviour is no doubt caused
by neural and nuscul ar events, with the brain playing an inportant role; but
whatever its causes may be, nentality itself is constituted by the outward
behavi our .

VWil e dualismis commonly thought (perhaps wongly, as we have seen) to
exclude conmputer nentality, behaviourismseens to allowit, at least in
principle. If a conputer, or at |least a conputerised robot, could walk, talk
smle, and so on, then it would be displaying the behaviour of a being with
mentality and so it would have to count, on the behaviourist view, as having
mentality. OF course sonmeone m ght say that a robot's smle is not a real snile
for a real one has to be on a human face and not on a netal or plastic one. But
this would be to settle the issue against the robot sinply by definition; it is
not going to be allowed to qualify by displaying the appropriate behaviour
because the appropriate behaviour is by definition human. And a point scored
agai nst the robot in such a way is no point at all. W might just as well say
that a robot could never be said to play the piano, no natter how beautiful the
rendition of the Monlight Sonata it produces by striking the keys with its
metal fingers, because playing the piano is by definition an exclusively human
activity.

So behavi ouri sm unprejudicially understood, seens to also allow the
possibility in principle of machine nentality. How possible it is in practice



wi |l depend not only on technol ogi cal devel opnents but also on the |evel of
sophistication in the behaviour required. Unfortunately, however, behaviourism
seenms very easy to refute. A nental state (such as feeling or believing
somet hi ng) cannot be in any way identical with the appropriate physica

behavi our for the sinple reason that it is quite possible to have either one
without the otherRa nmental state without the physical behaviour in which it is
normal |y expressed, or vice versa. Take, for exanple, amusenent. This state may
often or characteristically be manifested in certain outward behavi our, such as
smling or |aughing. But you might feel anused without showing it at allRsoneone
has commtted a terrible faux pas, and tact or propriety require you to pretend
not to have noticed. Or you mght display amusenent behavi our without being at
all anusedRyour wealthy prospective father-in-law has just made a very feeble

j oke, and you fall about | aughing. Another possibility is that you are acting in
a play, and you have to |laugh at sonething that anused you

the first time you heard it but not any |longer. The state of anusenment then is
sonmething different fromthe amusenent behavi our; they often occur together and
are causally related, but in various circunstances either one may occur without
the other. The same goes for other nental statesﬂfeelings, enoti ons, thoughts,
beliefs. They are connected with our behaviour but distinct fromit, and have an
i nner status.

A simlar point may be nade concerning conputers. Qutward behavi our is one
thing, nmentality is another. In his discussion of conputer mentality, John
Searl e offers his now cel ebrated parable of the Chinese Room | magi ne, he says,
that you are |locked in a roomw th several baskets full of Chinese synbols
(perhaps on pieces of paper). Further collections of synbols are passed into the
roomfromtine to tine. You understand neither the synmbols in the baskets nor
the ones coning in, but you do have a rule book (in English) which gives you
precise directions for responding to the incom ng symbols by assenbling ones
fromthe baskets in certain ways and passing them out again. Unknown to you, the
peopl e outside the roomcall the collections they are sending in "questions" and
the ones comi ng out fromyou "answers." If the rule book is good enough and you
become qui ck enough, the answers you send out may be indistingui shable from
those of a native Chinese speakerRbut, says Searle, you are not |earning any
Ch~nese.

Fol | owi ng such rules then, no matter how well you do it, is not enough to
gi ve you an understandi ng of Chinese. You may acquire an excellent know edge of
Chi nese syntaxNt he formal rules for arranging the synbol sfbut you have no
semantics, for you do not know what the synbols mean. And when a conputer
follows the set of rules that constitute its program then no matter how
sophi sticated that program and how excellent the machine's execution of it, this
is not the sane thing as having an understandi ng of what is going on, and thus
not the sane thing as having a mnd. For, says Searle,

There is more to having a mind than having formal or syntactical processes. Qur
internal nental states, by definition, have certain sorts of contents. If | am

t hi nki ng about Kansas City or wishing that | had a cold beer to drink or
wondering if there will be a fall in interest rates, in each case ny nenta

state has a certain nmental content in addition to whatever formal features it

m ght have. That is, even if nmy thoughts occur to me in strings of synbols,
there nust be nore to the thought than the abstract strings, because strings by
thensel ves can't have any neaning. |If nmy thoughts are to be about anything, then
the strings nust have a nmeani ng which nakes the thoughts about those things. In
a word, the mind has nore than a syntax, it has a semantics. (1984: 31)

And so, Searle concludes, "no conputer programby itself is sufficient to give a



systema mnd. Prograns, in short, are not nminds, and they are not by thensel ves
aufficient for having mnds" (1984: 39).

M nd-Brain Materialise..

If mentality is something innerRsomething causally connected with outward
behavi our but distinct fromitNhen is the dualist view correct after all? Not
necessarily. The dualist viewis that the mnd is an inner thing of an
immterial nature. But could it not be sonething of a material nature, nanely
the brain? According to a third view of the m nd-body rel ationship, nmenta
states such as belief or anmusenent are sinply states of the brain, and nental
processes such as inferring or speculating are sinply processes in the brain
Ment al goi ngs-on are not just correlated with or connected with physical goings-
on in the brain, as nost dualists acceptNrather, they are those brain goings-
on. Such a viewis sonetinmes called materialism though this termis also used
in a wider sense to cover any viewto the effect that the only constituents of a
human being are material ones. Behaviourismas defined above woul d count as a
variety of materialismin this w der sense. The view we are now considering is
certainly also materialistic in this wi der sense, but differs from behavi ouri sm
in identifying our mentality with states and processes of the brain rather than
with aspects or segnments of outward behaviour. So we shall call it mnd-brain
materialism Like other forns of materialism it seens to rule out the
possibility of life after death because the finish of your brain would be the
finish of your nentality and of your personality and of you yoursel f Nunl ess of
course you see your survival in the continuance of the elenmentary particles that
currently make up your body but will eventually nmake up other things. Wat they
make up wi |l depend on whether your body is burnt or devoured by worns or
crocodi |l es or whatever. But our concern here is nore with two other questions:
(1) Does mind-brain materialismallow the possibility of machine nentality? (2)
I's mnd-brain

materlallsmallow ¥~ 1UU;, ~: ~lulllty Wi All~
materialismtrue?

To the first question, mnd-brain materialists may not all give the sane
answer. Mental processes happen to be, on their view, brain processes; could
they al so occur in sonething that is not a brain but aufficiently |ike one? How
simlar would it have to be? Purifying blood is a process that takes place in
the kidneys, but it may also occur in sonmething that is not a kidney but
relevantly and aufficiently simlar to one - a dialysis machine; it does not
occur in sonething which is like a kidney in other ways, such as a plastic
ki dney in one of those |ife-sized cutaway nodel bodies used in anatony classes.
Ment al processes do not (presumably) occur in the nodel body's nodel brain.
Coul d they occur in sonething sufficiently like a real brain, in whatever
respects are relevant? And what are they?

Sormre will say that no conmputer could possibly be like a real brain in the
rel evant respects, for a very inportant one of those respects is that the latter
is aliving organ. Blood mght be purified by a machine, either outside or
i nside the body, but nentality is sonething altogether different. It sinply
could not occur in anything that is not alive. Wiy not? Wth respect to dualism
we wondered why a conputer mght not produce an i mmterial soul or be given one
by God; in the present case we might simlarly wonder why a conputer could not
equal a brain in having mental processes. The supposed identity between nental
and neural processes is a difficult thing to conprehend even in a human, and the
defender of the possibility of machine mentality nmay ask why a simlar identity.
could not hold between a nental process and an electronic one in a suitably



sophi sti cated conputer.

Now for our second question: Is mnd-brain materialismactually true? It
has the attraction for many people of giving a sinpler account of human nature
than the dualist's, while recognising (as the behaviourist does not) that there
is an inportant difference between being in a certain nental state and behaving
outwardly in the appropriate way. It also offers a neat explanation, which the
dualist can hardly do, of the intimate connection between the brain and the
m nd. They are not two utterly different thing

one with size and shape and mass and the other wi thout, which are neverthel ess
mysteriously bound up with one another, "interm ngled," as Descartes had to
agree. Rather, they are one and the sanme thing. So

what simlarly, what better explanation could there be of the intimte
connection between the lives of Clark Kent and Super man than that they are one
and the sane person?

Despite its attractions, this version of materialismcones up agai nst sone
i mportant objections, of which we shall raise two. First, there is what is often
called the Privacy Objection. It is said that there is a fundanmental difference
bet ween what goes on in the brain and what goes on in the mnd, which shows that
they cannot be identical. The states and processes of your brain are, just |ike
any other bodily states and processes publicly observable, at least in
principle. This means that other people nay observe them as well as you can.
There may wel |l be portions or features of your body that you do not display in
public for one reason or another, but others could observe themin principle; in
fact some parts of your body can be observed nore directly by others than by
yoursel f, such as your eyes, for which you need a mirror, or the back of your
head, for which you need two. Your brain and the events in it may never in fact
have been observed by anyone at all, but, to whatever extent they could be
observed by you, they could be observed equally well (and again, nore directly)
by ot hers.

In contrast, consider some itemin your consciousnessRsay a pain. Can
ot her peopl e "observe" or experience this pain of yours? They may well

infer that you are in pain fromyour behaviour, including your |inguistic
behaviour; if you say "I amin pain," then we would normally infer that you are
O we mght infer that you are in pain from seeing what has just happened to
you. A brick has just fallen on your unprotected foot; although you have not
flinched or cried out, it is a fair bet that you are in considerable pain. But
inferring that you are in pain, however reasonable the inference, is not the
same thing as experiencing your pain in the way that you do. Even if

neur ophysi ol ogy devel ops to the point where the expert can say that such-and-
such a brain process is associated with a sharp pain in the |left knee, and that
since that process is going on right now then you no doubt have such a pain in
your |eft knee, that expert is still only inferring the existence of the pain.
To experience your pain in the way that you do, one woul d have to have itRand
who coul d possibly have your pain but you? It is said that sone tw ns, or
friends or partners, are so close to each other that when one is hurt or in
trouble the other (who nmay be miles away) "feels it"; some nmen, apparently, fee
| abour pains when their partners are giving birth. Is such a man, who of course
is not himself in |abour, feeling sonmeone else's pain, nanely his partner's? Not
at all. He is feeling only his own pain, even if it is caused in sone strange
way by hers, or by the physical events in her body, rather than by any obstetric
events in his. Thus, it is held, physical things and events are, at least in
principle, publicly observable, whereas nental itenms and events are essentially



private. They are private in the sense that only the "owner" of a mental item
can experience it directly, or experience it at all. And this essentia

di fference between the nmental and the physical shows that mindbrain materialism
cannot be true

A second inportant objection, which we shall discuss only briefly, is
sometines called the Infallibility Objection. Suppose you believe that your body
isin acertain stateNfor exanple, that you have a cut on your hand. This belief
of yours, strong though it may be, could conceivably be nistaken: you may be
hal | uci nating, or the "blood" you see may be red dye that soneone has spilt on
you. There may well be circunstances in which it seens very far-fetched to
suppose that such a belief could be mistaken, but it is at |east conceivable,
and so your belief is said to be fallible. In contrast, take your belief that
you are in pain. Could you possibly be wong about this? What would you think if
t he physiol ogi st said that he or she had i nspected your brain thoroughly, and
there is no pain process going on, and so you cannot really be in pain? Wuld
you accept this authority's judgenent, and concede that you were wong? Not at
all. You would rightly insist that you are the authority on the question of
whet her you have a pain. Your belief, that is to say, is infallible. This is not
to deny that you could be m staken as to the source of your pain. You night
conplain of a pain in your right foot, for exanple, and have to be told that in
fact you do not have a right foot at all, but have lost it, and are suffering

fromthe "phantomlinmb" phenonenon in which the nerves that would normally
carry the appropriate nessages fromthe foot are being "triggered" sonewhere
further up the system It nay be too that there are other nental states with
respect to which one is not infallible. Being in love is sometimes offered as an
exanpl e. Could you be m staken about being in | ove? How? But at |east wth
respect to some nental states, such as being in pain or experiencing pleasure,

it is held that your belief that you are in such a state is infallible. And so,
it is concluded, here is a second difference between physical states and at

| east some nental states, which is another body blow, so to speak, to m nd-brain
materialism

Functionalism

The | ast of the theories we shall introduce, and the newest of them is
one that appeals to nany people synpathetic to the idea of machine nentality.
Mentality, it is said, consists in certain causal powers possessed by certain
things, such as brains, in certain states. A given state of the brain may cause
certain things to happen, and another state may cause certain other things to
happen; these states are nental states in virtue of the kinds of thing they
cause, and they are different nental states (or nental states of different
kinds) in virtue of the different kind

of thing they cause. Mental states are defined and classified by what they do,
by their functions.

Two i nportant questions arise. First, of what general type, or types, are
the functions concerned? Many things have functional states that are not nental
states; a | awnnower, for exanple, has states that together cause the | awn to be
mown (engi ne runni ng, bl ades attached, nower noving across |awn, etc.) but are
not nental states. So what types of function count, for nmentality? Second, could
anything other than a brain have states that serve the appropriate functions?

On the first question, functionalists differ considerably anmong
thensel ves. Some specify the functions in terms of outward behavi our Na gi ven
mental state is a state that produces certain behaviour of a kind we normally



associate with that nental state. The state of anusement, for exanple, is one
that produces amusenment behavi our such as smiling or |aughing. But this runs
into the problens we encountered with behaviourism In sone cases there is
anusement w t hout anusement behavi our, or vice versa, and the sane goes for many
other states such as pain fear, anger, belief, and so on. This nmakes it very
difficult to define nental states of particular kinds in ternms of what they do
they do not always do it, and other states do it too. Other functionalists seek
to solve this problem by saying that the functions in question nmay include the
causing of certain other nmental states. So, for exanple, the nental state of
anusenment mght be said to cause the desire to smle or |augh, as well as actua

sm ling or laughing. Such a nove may cover the case of the person who is anused
but does not show itNf we can suppose that he or she has at |east a desire to
smile or laugh, caused by being anusedfbut there is still the problemof the
faker. When you |l augh at the rich man's feeble joke you are not only | aughing,
but doing so because of a desire to laugh. Yet this desire has not been caused
by amusenment, but by sone other nental state such as a desire to inpress him So
we have not yet functionally differentiated the nental state of anusenent from
other nental states such as this.

Setting this problem aside, or supposing that it can be dealt with, an
i nportant thing to notice about the appeal to causing other nental states is
that we are giving up hope of defining nmental states in general. If we have to
say that a certain nmental state is one that causes certain other mental states,
how nuch have we said about the nature of nental states as such? It seens rather
i ke saying that a horse is sonething that produces other horses. Does this tel
us nuch about what it is to be a horse? Some functionalists do not nmind this too
much, for they are nore interested in establishing causal |inks anong states of
various specific kinds than in defining mentality in nonnentalistic terns. And
much of the work they have done is very sophisticated and instructive in
extendi ng our understandi ng of nmental operations and rel ationships. But let us
now turn to question (2) above. Whatever the causal functions required for
mentality or for any particular instance of it m ght be, could anything other
than a brain furfil then? Could a conputer?

Functionalists differ as to whether anything other than a brain will in
fact ever do so. But they agree on this: There is no reason in principle why a
conmputer could not. It may require circuitry that copies that of the brain, and
such sophisticated electronics may be a |ong way off, but it cannot be decl ared
i rpossi bl e. Some functionalists go further and say that even such brainlike
physical circuitry may not be required, that even an i mmaterial substance like
Descartes' mind could (conceivably) have such functions. The crucial thing for a
functionalist is what a state can do, not what it is a state of. One point that
seens to justify the functionalist's openness to the idea of things other than
brai ns having nental states is that the nature of those states, and their
rel ati onship to physical states, are at best very nysterious indeed. As we have
seen, it is not at all easy to define nental states in physical terns or any
other terms, and the "reductionist" attenpts by behaviourists and ot her
materialists to show that they are nothing but behavioural dispositions, or
brain states, run into serious problens. |If the relationship between the
mat eri al and the nental, the physical and the psychical, is inpenetrably
myst eri ous anyway, why should we narrow nmndedly rule out the possibility of
such things occurring in conputers or even indeed in inmaterial spirits, should
there be any? Immterial spirits are somewhat

Mozart resulted fromideas that had never been had (at least in those forns and
conbi nations) before, but those ideas in those fornms and conbi nati ons were still
produced by what had gone before. And any being w th enough conprehension of the



rel evant circunstances and | aws of psychol ogy and/or physiol ogy and so on could
have predicted th

artistic productions (together with every other human thought and deed) in
detail, and nmaybe somewhere such a being exists and did predict them The actua
| evel of our understanding sel dom however pernits nore than rough predictability
of some human behavi our, and so we are surprised and i npressed when sonet hi ng
new and undreant of is produced.

The view of human nature just sketched is known as determinism It is a
hi ghly controversial view, with some very chal |l engi ng apparent inplications for
human dignity and noral responsibility, and around it there still rages a mmjor
and manyfaceted phil osophical debate. To enter that debate here would
unfortunately take us well away from our present concern. W raise the topic not
in any hope of resolving it, but to query further the Lady Lovel ace chall enge to
the Turing Test. Any degree of creativ~ty suggestive of nentality may, for al
we know, be the result of "progranm ng" in ourselves or in anything else. So the
legitimacy of the Test seens to be upheld.

Anot her chal | enge, however, conmes from John Searle. Renenber his parable
of the Chinese Room Wth the right instructions in the roomand enough
practice, says Searle, he can fool native Chinese speakers; he can thus pass a
test anal ogous to the Turing Test, but w thout understanding any Chinese. So, if
the conputer's performance could also be the result of very good instructions,
that is, its program its ability to pass the Turing Test no nore proves its
mentality than Searle's ability to fool the Chinese speakers proves that he
under st ands Chi nese (1980: 419). In response to this argument it is often said
that, although the person in the room does not understand Chi nese, the whole
system does. The systemincludes the room the baskets of synmbols, and the
| edgers giving the detailed instructions for Searle to follow, as well as Searle
himsel f. And this system as a whol e understands, or incorporates an
under st andi ng of, Chinese, how else could the instructions be so good as to
enable Searle to fool the native speakers? Sinmilarly, the conputer systemas a
whol e, including the hardware and the software, is what passes the Turing Test
and therefore denonstrates understanding, that is, nentality.

Searle says that this reply is inadequate. Reninding us of his distinction
bet ween syntax and semanti csNoetween follow ng formal procedures, a

he does in the Chinese Room when he follows the instructions, and attaching
meani ngs to those procedures, which he cannot dofkhe says that syntax is not
aufficient for semantics, and there is no way that the systemca

get fromthe forner to the latter. And in this he seens to be quite right. But
does it follow that the conmputer could not acquire the semantics in sone

ot her way? Between sessions in the Chinese Room Searle mght enroll for |essons
i n Chinese and begin to make sense of the nessages he is handling in the room
Simlarly, could the conputer acquire mastery of the semantics in some way ot her
than via its programmed mastery of the syntax?

How could it do this? Let us approach this question by imagining three
artefacts, named Tom Dick, and Harry. Tom synthesised by a clever biochem st
i s nol ecul e-fornol ecul e i ndi stinguishable froma human bei ng. Searl e i magi nes
such an artefact, and says that he could presumably think, but is just a
"surrogate human being" (1984: 36). Dick is a digital conputer, with an
i npressive programthat enables himto pass the Turing Test. This, on Searle's
view, would not show that Dick can think. Harry differs from Tom and resenbl es



Di ck in being nonbiological, being made of silicon and plastic and so on. But he
differs fromDick in having a brain that duplicates the neural structure of a
human bei ng; the neurons and the pat hways and the rest are replicated

el ectronically. Suppose that Harry then sails through the Turing Test, answering
every question with flair, and |lying, where necessary, through his silicon
teeth. Could he have acquired semantics, as we do? Searle may be justified in
refusing to accept Dick as a thinking conputer. But what about Harry?

ROBOT RI GHTS

Many people's first reaction to the prospect of thinking conputers will no
doubt be one of fear. WII| they take over the world? What will they do with us?
Many a sci-fi scenario has exploited this fear, describing bizarre fates that
may await the human species. Perhaps there will be specific Al projects that
shoul d be stopped or disall owed because of such risks; perhaps any attenpt to
buil d a thinking machi ne presents unacceptable risks, whatever the intentions of
the builders and programers m ght be. Let us suppose that it is too late to
stop them and we have before us Harry. Suppose too that there seems no reason
to fear him(it?), or at any rate no reason to fear it any nore than the average
stranger you neet in the street. How should we treat it? The stranger in the
street has various rights, many of which have inplications for your conduct; you
ought not, for exanmple, rob or assault or kill himor her, and maybe you ought
not to do certain things that he or she may find threatening or offensive. \Wat
about Harry? Does it have rights too? Rights to what?

Sorre of the particular rights possessed by a human seem hardly applicabl e
to a conputer. Not being alive it cannot be killed, and so it has no right not
to be killed; and while it could be physically assaulted, it could not be
sexual | y assaulted. But what if Harry has sexual organs as well as a "neural"
structure that mnics the human one in such a way as to all ow sexual trauma? As
far as killing is concerned, it mght be suggested that switching off the power
supply to a thinking and feeling conputer would

~: ~L ~

stop it fromthinking and feeling, and thus be tantamount to killing it. Or,
since the power supply may be restored and with it the mental activity, would it
be nore like rendering a person unconscious? This of course would still be

regarded as contravening the person's rights, unless of course it is a case of
nmedi cal anaesthesia to which the patient or his or her representative has
consented; and it may be not far removed fromkilling if the victimis rendered
unconscious for a very long tine. But even if some human rights are inapplicable
in any formto a conputer or robot, it does not followthat it has no rights at
all. The right to secondary-1evel education is not applicable to people who are
severely nentally retarded, but they have plenty of other rights

The retarded person is at |east human. Can sonmething that is not human at
all be said to have rights? People do talk of animals having rights, but can
this really make sense? Ani mals cannot claimthese supposed rig~s, nor are tney
seen as navlng noral responsibilities, and surely to have rights you nust be
able to claimthemand you nust have responsibilities too. Several replies to
this may be offered. First, seriously retarded hunans cannot claimtheir rights
and cannot be seen as having noral responsibilities, but surely they have the
right not to be killed and not to be exploited in various ways. Second, whatever
we think about aninmals who says that a suitably sophisticated conputer |ike
Harry could not claimrights or have responsibilities? Third, even if somnething
cannot be said to have rights it may still be wong to treat it in certain ways
It may be thought wrong, for exanple, to cut down a magnificent tree or denolish



a beautiful building, and not only because people have a right to enjoy it. It
has val ue, one mi ght say, even if no rights. And perhaps this could apply to
Harry, though the second reply seens nmore rel evant.

At this point a rather different nove night be made against Harry.
What ever its qualities and abilities mght be, it is a human creation. And the
creator of a thing has the right to do with it whatever he or she likes if you
build a house (out of your own materials) you are entitled to denmolish it,
unl ess you have contracted to sell it, and the sane goes for anything el se you
make. So, while nobody el se may have the right to destroy or "m streat" the
conputer you have built, you may do what you like with it. In response to this
we m ght say that parents, for exanple, who create children out of their own
materials (eggs and sperm, do not thereby acquire the right to do what they
like with them A few people do think they have a right to kill their unwanted
infants, and a | ot of people used to think that it was quite in order to subject
their young children to | abour in chimeys or nines. Some people still treat
their children as itens of property, according themlittle respect as persons;
but even if many of us now are sonetimes guilty on this count, we recognise
important linmits on parents' rights over their children. Wy should the sanme not
apply to conputer engineers, rights over their creations? It is true that

parents do not design their children in the way that conputer builders do; the
procreative act may not in fact have been intended to be procreative at all. But
this difference may be only one of degree. Some parents do try to design their
children in certain ways, by choosing an appropriate coparent, adopting certain
dietary and environnmental habits during pregnancy, and so on; do they thereby
acquire greater rights over the life of the child? If by genetic and / or
environnent al engi neering they could have a child designed precisely to order
woul d they acquire greater rights still? Surely not. The child's potentialities
and needs are the basis of inportant rights that severely restrict the rights of
even its parents, whatever the extent to which the parents designed and nade the
child to be as it is.

There seens, then, no conclusive reason to deny appropriate rights, and
the appropriate treatment, to a conputer like Harry. We leave it to you to
imagine what life with Harry m ght be like. W also | eave you with this
guestion. We may well have difficulty in believing that Harry really does have
thoughts and feelings and therefore rights. He (no, it!) is only a machine
after all; it is not made of flesh and bl ood, but of silicon and plastic and so
on. Can it really think and feel, however plausibly it clains to be able to?
Many of us nay well have a strong and lingering doubt. But given what is at
stakeNife, or something like it, liberty in an appropriate form and the
pursuit of electronic happi nessfshould we not give Harry the benefit of the
doubt ?

SUMVARY

In this chapter the question was exani ned of whether conputers, or any
machi nes, could be thinking and feeling things and therefore have noral rights.
The di scussion began with a consideration of the m nd-body problem There was an
attenpt to establish that no sound objections exist in principle to machines
having minds. Turing's test for intelligence was then exam ned, and it was
suggested that if any machine, or robot, could pass it, we should give it the
benefit of the doubt and assunme that it does have noral rights.
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d ossary

Absol utismthe view that actions of certain kinds are always right or always
wr ong.

Artificial intelligencefumanlike intelligence in machines or the discipline of
attenpting to develop it.

Behavi ouri st he view that nental states and events may be understood or defined
purely in terms of outward physical behaviour.

Bughan error in a computer program



Consequenti al i smikt he normative view that the rightness or wongness of actions
is determined solely by their (likely) consequences. Uilitarianismis a type of
consequentialism

Det ermi ni s\t he view that everything that happens (including all human thought
and behaviour) is caused by what has gone before and is at least in principle
predi ct abl e.

Diversity problenfin ethics, the problem (for objectivists) of explaining the
diversity in noral beliefs.

Di vine command theoryN he objectivist theory that the right action is that which
i s conmanded or approved by God.

Dual i sm\t he view that the nmind is an immaterial thing, distinct fromthe body
even if causally related to it.

Functional i sm\the vi ew that mental states are to be understood in terns of their

causal functions and that in principle things such as conputers could have such
st ates.

Great est happi ness principlefsee Utilitarianism

Hedoni smit he normative ethical view that pleasure is the only thing good for
its own sake.

I mage manipul ationfthe alteration of images stored electronically, usually on a
conmput er di sk.

Internet N he network |inking conputers worl dwi de.

Intuitionisma type of objectivismstating that we know noral truths by a
special intellectual faculty, intuition.

LanbdaMOONt he nost fampus MOO, and primarily the context for a game in which
pl ayers take on personalities and interact in various ways with one another.

Met a-et hi csRthe study of the status or meaning of noral beliefs.

M nd-brain materialisnmithe view that mental states and events are identical to
brain states and events.

MOORE " pl ace" or environment on the Internet where people can interact online.
Currently MOOs are mminly used for ganme playing.

Natural i sm\t he neta-ethical viewthat nmorality may be defined in terns of
ordinarily observable things and qualities, as opposed to supernatural ones.

Nor mati ve ethicsfthe study of particular noral questions, and of general
principles and stances on how we ought to act.

bj ectivismthe neta-ethical theory that there are objective noral truths
i ndependent of societies and individuals.

Ot her-regardi ng actionsfactions that may (sign)ficantly) affect other people, as
opposed to sel f-regardi ng actions.



Paternalism\testricting the liberty of sonmeone for his or her own good

Pl urali sm\the normative ethical view that our duties cannot be reduced to one
fundament al principle.

Prol ogha conput er progranmm ng | anguage based Qn | ogic (Programmng in Logic).

Rel ativi sm\t he meta- ethical position that there are no objective noral truths.
All noral beliefs are relative to, for exanple, a culture (cultural relativism
or the individual (subjectivism.

Sel f -regardi ng acti onsRsee Ot her -regardi ng acti ons.

Subj ectivismit he meta-ethical relativist position that noral beliefs are
relative to the individual; for exanple, the view that noral judgenents express
the speaker's desires and aversions.

Turing TestRh suggested test for art)ficial intelligence in terms of the
machine's ability to converse

Utilitariani smthe normative ethical view, closely identified with Jereny
Benthamand J. S. MII, that the right action is that which pronotes the
great est happi ness or pleasure for the greatest nunber of people affected.

Verification problenNin ethics, the problem of establishing the truth or falsity
of supposedly objective noral judgenents.



