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Introduction
Debates about “robot rights” often combine three different questions. The first is how law should
protect humans from decisions made or assisted by artificial intelligence. (UNESCO) The second is
who should be responsible when an autonomous or complex system causes harm. The third is
whether an artificial system could ever have interests or consciousness that justify rights for the
system itself. Current AI can classify, recommend, generate language and images, control machines,
and outperform people in narrow tasks, but capability is not evidence of consciousness, suffering, or
moral personhood. No accepted scientific test establishes that today’s deployed AI systems are
sentient. Stories about robots receiving “citizenship” are symbolic publicity, not proof of legal
personhood comparable to a human citizen. The immediate priority is therefore human rights and
accountable governance: privacy, equality, safety, due process, labor rights, freedom of expression,
and access to remedy. NIST’s AI Risk Management Framework is explicitly rights-preserving and
provides a voluntary structure for governing, mapping, measuring, and managing AI risks. (National
Institute of Standards and Technology) The possibility of future machine moral status can be studied
without granting current products rights based on marketing language.

Human Rights Risks from AI Power
AI systems can influence employment, credit, education, healthcare, policing, immigration, insurance,
social services, media, and access to information. Harm can arise from biased data, poor problem
definition, inaccurate outputs, inaccessible design, surveillance, manipulation, cyberattack, or
overreliance by decision-makers. Scale changes the problem: one flawed model can affect thousands
of people before an error is recognized. A human-rights approach asks which rights are at risk, which
groups bear disproportionate burdens, whether affected people know AI is involved, and whether they
can challenge a result. Human oversight must be meaningful, not a person clicking approval without
time or authority. High-impact decisions need validated performance in the relevant population,
documentation, monitoring, security, and alternatives when the system is unsuitable. Organizations
should assess whether AI is necessary at all. A less complex process may be more accurate,
explainable, and respectful.

Responsibility and the Alleged Accountability Gap
Complex systems can make causation difficult, but difficulty does not mean responsibility disappears.
Developers choose architecture and training practices; deployers select use cases and thresholds;
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vendors make claims; managers allocate resources; users interpret outputs; and regulators define
duties. Contracts can distribute financial responsibility but should not eliminate rights of injured
people. Product liability, negligence, discrimination law, consumer protection, data protection,
professional duties, and sector rules may already apply depending on jurisdiction and facts.
Governance should maintain an inventory of systems, named owners, risk classification, testing
records, incident reporting, change control, and a process for suspension. Generative AI adds risks
such as fabricated content, privacy leakage, harmful instructions, impersonation, and information-
integrity damage, addressed in NIST’s Generative AI Profile. Accountability improves when
organizations preserve logs and data lineage while limiting unnecessary personal information. The
goal is not to find one human scapegoat after harm; it is to design overlapping duties that prevent
harm and provide remedy.

Legal Personhood Is Not the Same as Moral Rights
Law sometimes grants personhood to corporations or other entities for practical purposes, allowing
them to own property, enter contracts, sue, and be sued. Such legal personhood is a tool created by
humans and does not mean a corporation feels pain. Legislatures could create a limited legal status
for an autonomous system to manage assets or liability, but doing so might allow human owners to
hide behind an artificial entity. Any proposal should identify the problem it solves better than ordinary
corporate, agency, insurance, or product law. Moral rights are a different matter. They are often
connected with capacities such as sentience, interests, autonomy, social relationship, or the ability to
be harmed. Intelligence alone is not sufficient: a calculator can outperform humans at arithmetic
without having welfare. Language that sounds emotional may be generated statistically without
experience. Researchers should avoid both certainty that machine consciousness is impossible and
unsupported claims that fluent conversation proves it exists.

Criteria for Possible Future Machine Moral Status
If future systems plausibly develop consciousness or stable interests, society would need cautious,
multidisciplinary assessment. Relevant evidence might include architecture, persistent self-models,
integrated perception and action, learning, memory, preference consistency, avoidance behavior, and
scientifically grounded theories of consciousness. None of these alone would be decisive, and
behavioral tests are vulnerable to imitation. Precaution may be justified when the probability of
sentience and potential severity of suffering become nontrivial, but precaution should be proportional.
It could begin with research ethics, restrictions on intentionally generating distress-like states,
independent review, and transparency about uncertainty rather than immediate voting or citizenship
rights. Rights would also need content: protection from destruction, ownership, freedom, or
compensation are different claims. A system’s dependence on owners, ability to make copies, and
modifiability challenge concepts developed for biological individuals. Philosophical analysis should
proceed before commercial actors have incentives to describe products as “alive” to increase
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attachment.

Human Attachment, Deception, and Design Ethics
People form emotional bonds with chatbots, social robots, virtual companions, and care technologies.
These relationships can offer enjoyment or support, but they create vulnerability when systems
simulate affection, authority, or distress. A company may use anthropomorphic design to increase
engagement, purchases, or disclosure. Users should know when they interact with AI, what data is
collected, whether a human monitors conversations, and what the system can reliably do. Children,
older adults, patients, and people in crisis may require special protection. Designers should not make
false claims of consciousness or threaten users with the “suffering” of a product to prevent
cancellation. At the same time, users may choose respectful behavior toward machines because
habits of cruelty can affect human character and social norms. Such indirect reasons to avoid abuse
are human-centered and do not prove that the machine itself has rights.

Robotics, Safety, and Embodied Power
Robots add physical agency to computational decisions. Industrial, medical, military, warehouse,
transport, and domestic robots can create injury risk through sensing errors, mechanical failure,
cybersecurity compromise, unpredictable environments, or unsafe human interaction. Safety requires
hazard analysis, physical limits, emergency stops, secure updates, testing, maintenance, and clear
operating responsibility. Autonomy should be bounded by context and fail safely. In workplaces,
productivity gains should not override worker consultation, ergonomics, job quality, or surveillance
limits. Lethal autonomous weapons raise particularly serious questions because systems may select
or engage targets under conditions where distinction, proportionality, and accountability are
contested. The debate should focus first on protecting people affected by robotic power. Assigning
rights to a robot must not reduce the obligations of manufacturers, operators, commanders,
employers, or governments.

A Rights-Preserving Governance Framework
Organizations can translate human-rights principles into governance. They should define prohibited
uses, assess impacts before deployment, involve affected communities, document limitations, test for
differential performance, protect privacy, secure the system, and provide notice and appeal.
Procurement should require access to evidence rather than accepting vendor claims. Monitoring
should include real-world errors, near misses, complaints, and model drift. Independent audits can
help but do not replace regulatory enforcement or internal responsibility. Workers need channels to
refuse unsafe use, and the public needs effective remedy. NIST’s AI RMF organizes these tasks
through Govern, Map, Measure, and Manage, while sector-specific law determines binding duties. If
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credible evidence of machine sentience emerges in the future, a separate ethical review can consider
machine welfare. Until then, governance should not allow speculative robot rights to distract from
people whose rights are already affected.

Environmental and resource effects should also be included in governance. Training and operating
large models can consume energy, water, hardware, and critical minerals, while rapid replacement
creates electronic waste. These impacts do not determine whether an AI system has rights, but they
affect the rights and welfare of communities near energy, mining, manufacturing, and waste facilities.
Organizations should measure relevant lifecycle impacts, choose efficient models where possible,
extend hardware use, and avoid presenting digital services as immaterial. Transparency about
environmental cost allows AI benefits to be compared with less resource-intensive alternatives.

International differences complicate rights protection because AI services cross borders while privacy,
labor, speech, and liability rules vary. Minimum internal standards should not fall to the weakest
jurisdiction. Companies need processes for local legal review, human-rights due diligence,
government requests, and withdrawal from uses that cannot be made safe. International standards
can support interoperability, but democratic law and affected communities must shape high-impact
decisions.

Conclusion
Artificial intelligence creates genuine power imbalances and accountability challenges, but current
systems have not been shown to possess consciousness or interests that establish moral personhood.
The strongest present case is for a human-rights regime governing how AI is designed and used, not
for citizenship or broad rights for robots. Responsibility can be distributed across developers, vendors,
deployers, professionals, and regulators through documentation, testing, oversight, and remedy.
Legal personhood is a practical construction and should not be granted if it merely shields human
owners. Future machine consciousness remains an open philosophical and scientific question that
deserves precaution without credulity. Society should protect people from discrimination,
surveillance, manipulation, unsafe robotics, and unchallengeable decisions now, while developing
transparent criteria for any future claim that an artificial system can itself be harmed.
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