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ABSTRACT 

In this article I intend to argue that the possible production of increasingly intelligent 

machines deserving full moral relevance (which we should, therefore, consider as ‘artificial 

persons’) may be less desirable and approvable than it might at first glance seem. It is no 

contradiction to state that in the future intelligent machines can peacefully coexist with 

humans in technologically advanced societies. On the contrary, we can imagine that these 

machines could tomorrow become a most important resource for human beings and 

enable them to accomplish achievements in any field that they would never otherwise have 

been able to. However, for what reason should we choose to bring an intelligent machine 

into the world? If it is a person, we cannot exploit it. Moreover, we must consider that 

intelligent machines could put our survival at risk. After all, if one day we are able to create 

intelligent machines that possess moral relevance comparable to people’s, it might seem 

morally preferable and more desirable to produce artificial people rather than generate human 

beings. It is also possible that intelligent machines might treat human beings with respect, 

striving to promote their welfare and not causing them any harm. Nevertheless, they might 

also have a completely different attitude toward us and consider our elimination a worthy 

goal. Our conclusion is that if we cannot hope to influence intelligent machines positively 

and control the formation of their moral values through education, then we may have no other 

way and should prevent machines from becoming people. 
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1. FROM MACHINES THAT LOOK SMART TO ARTIFICIAL PEOPLE

One of the central questions in the artificial intelligence debate is whether 

machines can think. Some machines we employ today seem intelligent, but are 

not 

really so. According to Luciano Floridi, it is one thing to claim that machines 

can 
 This publication is part of the PRIN 2022 project “Next Generation Ita. Increasing Trust, 

Making Future Generations Possibile”. 
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perform ‘intelligent’ actions; it is quite another to claim that machines (which 

perform these actions) are intelligent. In other words, the fact that they are able to 

perform intelligent actions does not mean that they are truly intelligent.
1

 However, 

we can also speculate that someday machines might also come to think, and they 

may not only do so, but also become (artificial) persons. We agree with Eric 

Schwitzgebel and Mara Garza
2

 that if some (potentially even robotic) entity is similar 

to humans in terms of morally relevant features (e.g., the ability to reason and have 

a critical perspective on the world, experience emotions and feelings), then it is our 

moral duty to attribute to it the same moral standing. In the current debate, there is 

no universal agreement regarding the ‘qualities’ or characteristics (be they 

psychological or ontological in nature) necessary so as to have full moral relevance. 

For example, some positions hold that one must be rational to be considered a 

person, whilst others believe that it is sufficient to have the ability to experience 

pleasure and pain. Here, though, it is not necessary to determine which 

characteristics are morally relevant (i.e., whether reason or the ability to experience 

pleasure or suffering matters more); everyone can choose whichever he or she 

prefers and imagine that intelligent machines possess them as well. Such machines 

may, in fact, rightly be considered (artificial) persons: “The argument is intentionally 

abstract. It does not commit to any one account of what constitutes a “relevant” 

difference. We believe that the argument can succeed on a variety of plausible 

accounts. In a broadly Kantian view, rational capacities would be the most relevant; 

in a broadly utilitarian view, the capacity for pain and pleasure would be the most 

relevant. Also plausible are nuanced or mixed accounts or ones that require 

entering into certain types of social relationships”.
3

   

In this article I intend to argue that the possible production of increasingly 

technologically advanced machines that deserve full moral relevance (and are, 

therefore, people) may be less desirable and morally approvable than it might at 

first glance seem. It is no contradiction to state that in the future intelligent machines 

can peacefully coexist with humans in societies with a high degree of technological 

development. On the contrary, we can envision a future where technologically 

advanced machines become a valuable resource for humans, enabling them to 

achieve remarkable results in fields they might otherwise never be able to 

accomplish.
4

 However, for what reason should we choose to bring into existence a 

machine that deserves to be treated as a person? 

Of course, it may be convenient to have ‘someone’ (in this case, an artificial 

person) able to assist us in daily chores and predisposed to fulfill our every wish or 

1 Floridi, L. (2022), Etica dell’intelligenza artificiale, Milano, Raffaello Cortina, p. 45. 
2 Schwitzgebel, E., Garza, M. (2015), A Defense of the Rights of Artificial Intelligences, in 

“Midwest Studies in Philosophy”, 39 (1), pp. 98–119.  
3 Ibidem.  
4 Danaher, J. (2019), Automation and Utopia: Human Flourishing in a World Without Work, 

Cambridge (Massachusetts), Harvard University Press. 
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request. This seems the most obvious reason for choosing to bring an artificial 

person into the world. If, though, the intelligent machine is a person, we do not 

have the right to treat it as a slave, as it will have its own dignity (as well as rights) that 

we ought to respect. Steve Petersen stated that bringing servant machines into the 

world can be moral, in that, if we are able to program them properly, they will take 

pleasure in obeying any of our orders and the more they fulfill our wishes, the 

happier they will feel.
5

 Yet Petersen’s attempt to justify the enslavement of artificial 

persons is not convincing: for, as Mark Walker
6

 states, we can also program an 

intelligent machine to take care of us and our children and to have the desire to 

serve us. The issue is that we are irreversibly robbing this machine of its autonomy: 

that is, we are not allowing it to choose and carry out the life plan it most prefers.
7

 

So nothing at all is changed by the fact that it is happy (because it has been 

programmed to derive pleasure from serving us), as this remains an unenviable 

condition of slavery.
8

 

We may also believe that, just as we desire to have a child today, tomorrow we 

may wish to bring an intelligent machine into the world, and the artificial person 

who is born may be like a child to us (or, in any case, a child-like figure, an intelligent 

machine, but still our offspring). Nonetheless, people who desire a child might have 

little interest in bringing an artificial person into the world or still prefer a human 

being to a machine. In fact, even the most intelligent machine would not only be no 

part of the human species
9

; it would also lack any genetic connection to the 

individuals (the ‘parents’) responsible for its creation. An intelligent machine may, 

moreover, be incapable of feeling affection toward its ‘parents’, as it would probably 

be self-sufficient from the very beginning and, as a result, have no need for or 

interest in building any relationship with them. That is, a child needs the care of its 

parents for a long period, and this allows it time to become attached to the people 

who bring it into the world and lovingly care for it; in contrast, an intelligent machine 

 
5 Petersen, S. (2011), Designing People to Serve, in P. Lin, G. Bekey &amp; K. Abney (Eds.), 

Robot Ethics, MIT Press, pp. 283-298. 
6 Walker, M. (2006), Viewing Assignment of Moral Status to Service Robots from the 

Theological Ethics of Paul Tillich: Some Hard Questions, in AAAI Workshop Technical Report WS-

06-09, Menlo Park, California, The AAAI Press, pp. 23-28. 
7 Ivi, p. 28. Musiał, M. (2017), Designing (Artificial) People to Serve - the Other Side of the 

Coin, in “J. Exp. Theor. Artif. Intell.”, 29 (5), pp. 1087–1097; Chomanski, B. (2019), What’s Wrong 

With Designing People to Serve?, in “Ethical Theory Moral Practice”, 22 (4), pp. 993–1015; 

Chomanski, B. (2023), Should the State Prohibit the Production of Artificial Persons?, in “Journal 

of Libertarian Studies” 27, 1, 75-99. 
8 Balistreri, M. (2024), I robot devono essere schiavi o persone? Considerazioni morali 

sull’Intelligenza Artificiale, in M. Galletti, S. Zipoli Caiani (Eds.), Filosofia dell’Intelligenza artificiale. 

Sfide etiche e teoriche, Il Mulino, pp. 205-225. 

 
9 A different perspective is that of Fuller, who assumes that even machines could be human: Fuller, 

S. (2019), The Metaphysical Standing of the Human: A Future for the History of the Human 

Sciences, in “History of the Human Sciences” 32 (1): 23-40. 
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The first concerns the motivations we might have for producing truly intelligent 

machines. We do, in fact, build robots primarily because they are tools enabling us 

to accomplish our goals much more easily (in terms of both time and cost) and 

effectively. If, however, machines are people and we do not have the right to exploit 

them freely, as often as is our desire or whim, then why should we continue to 

produce them? One answer might be the desire for someone to love like a child. 

After all, the same reasons that lead many of us to have (or at least attempt to have) 

a child today might tomorrow bring us to create machines deserving to be treated 

as people. In other words, just as we now choose to have a child, we may in future 

prefer to have a robot. It is legitimate to ask, however, whether we might really be 

motivated to have robotic offspring. We actually know that for both parents and 

children, blood ties can play an important role and that, given the choice, people 

prefer to have a genetic child (conceived with their own gametes and as such the 

result of their own genetic heritage) rather than one conceived with a donor’s (or 

donors’) gametes.
11

 If, therefore, we continue to be biased toward biological bonding 

tomorrow, it is reasonable to expect that people will prefer a biological to a robotic 

child. Thus, even those unable to have a biological child sexually or via assisted 

reproductive intervention might still prefer a human to a machine child (e.g., using 

a donor’s germ cells or adopting one). It may be morally questionable (or 

unreasonable) to prefer children belonging to one’s own species, but people may 

find it difficult to give up the possibility of having a child (or children) with ‘human’ 

characteristics (and a ‘human’ appearance). 

It must also be conceded that, whilst intelligent machines lack our biology, 

people may have good reason to prefer them to a ‘human’ child. For example, a 

robotic child would be less vulnerable to disease and accidents than a biological 

child and could always – even in the event of a serious accident – be repaired and 

its ‘mechanical’ parts easily replaced. So even if the robot were completely 

destroyed, it could be brought back to life, as its memory may be stored and then 

transferred to another device; therefore even if its ‘body’ suffered major damage or 

were destroyed, it would not ‘die’. In this way, a robot could live much longer than 

any other living being. Moreover, an intelligent machine would be an exceptional, 

extremely beneficial resource for any family, as it could perform activities precluded 

to humans. For example, it could not only face with ease issues that are 

insurmountable for us, but also have a precise stance toward any problem, by 

processing an immense amount of information in few seconds. Treating a person 

merely as an object (or a tool) would not be fair
12

, but benefiting from their abilities 

is not incompatible with respecting them as a person. Their parents can love them 

 
11 Cutas, D. (2023), Nothing if not Family? Genetic Ties Beyond the Parent/Child Dyad, in 

“Bioethics”, 37, 8, pp.  731-821. 
12 Nyholm, S. (2020), Humans and Robots: Ethics, Agency, and Anthropomorphism, New York, 

Rowman & Littlefield Publishing Group. 
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and, at the same time, benefit from their abilities. Yet we should not think that the 

machine would be forced to take care of its parents, since an intelligent machine, 

feeling loved, might be motivated to share its capabilities with other human beings 

(or at least with those who chose to bring it into the world and raised it) for purely 

‘altruistic’ reasons, for example because it has sincere affection for them and can 

empathize with their interests, or it simply wishes to reciprocate the care it receives 

on a daily basis. However, the superiority of these machines could also be their 

weakness: such machines may, in fact, not have time to bond with their parents, 

since, unlike children, they would be self-sufficient from birth and consequently 

survive without needing their parents or their care. A baby cannot live if there are 

no other people to take care of its needs and well-being from the moment of birth, 

whereas a fully intelligent machine would be able to to provide for itself and 

therefore wish to plan its existence unconditioned by the presence and judgment of 

others. Additionally, a fully intelligent machine might have very little reason to 

(continue to) live with people with whom it came into the world, as they might 

appear as complete strangers to it. These machines, then, might not only come into 

the world with an adult’s cognitive abilities, or develop them in a very short time, 

but also have (from the moment of birth) intellectual abilities clearly superior to 

those of the people who produced them. So even if we admit that intelligent 

machines might in some way respect the people who brought them into the world 

(and feel some debt of gratitude), they might find it difficult to regard them as their 

parents. It is usually the parent who teaches the child, who lacks any experience and 

any information about the world, whereas in this case it is the ‘child’ who can teach 

the parent.  

Even if, then, we imagine that intelligent machines are, at least temporarily, 

interested in living with their parents and that this might allow them to develop 

affection for them, the parents’ ability to love their creatures might be compromised 

by their inability to understand their choices and behavior. Indeed, intelligent 

machines may consider activities that we see as unreasonable, or at least 

uninteresting, as worthy of cultivation. The parents may therefore find the behavior 

of these machines ‘paradoxical’ or have difficulty in understanding or considering it 

human and tolerable. This could undermine the chances of their building a 

relationship. We may well expect a parent to deal with even the most unpredictable 

or unconventional choices of an adolescent child, generously and without 

foreclosure, yet behavior appearing quite out of the ordinary (and incompatible with 

other people’s lives) could create problems for even the most patient parent.  

Perhaps an emotional bond between parents and machines could be more easily 

formed if robots grew up gradually, like normal children, under parental 

supervision and control. In this way, not only could the parents shape the character 

of the machine, but it would also be easier for the machine itself to feel a debt of 

gratitude to the parents. In addition, over time a deeper affective (and empathic) 
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relationship similar to that which develops in human families could arise (and, then, 

gradually solidify itself) between the parents and the machine. Education would 

make it possible to condition the machine’s formation and harder for it to develop 

a character ‘incompatible’ with our interests and survival or beyond our 

understanding. Programming an intelligent machine to behave in a certain way (e.g., 

according to moral principles or goals we have chosen) would be morally 

unacceptable, as it would deprive the machine of any possibility of choosing its own 

existence. Education may indeed condition people’s choices and points of view, but 

its consequences are not irreversible, and the subject can always develop a critical 

opinion regarding the values and patterns received – and consequently also question 

and reject them.
13

 Moreover, education, unlike programming, not only leaves 

people’s futures open, but also enhances their choices, by letting them develop a 

significant range of knowledge and skills. On a practical level, producing a machine 

that develops its capabilities gradually would be no more difficult than designing 

fully intelligent machines from birth. So for the machine to grow gradually and in 

proportion to its intellect, its memory could be gradually transferred into 

increasingly ‘adult’ devices. However, no one should have the right to bring 

immediately intelligent ‘robot children’ into the world, as otherwise the gradually 

intelligent ones might feel (or be treated as) inferior or the immediately intelligent 

robots would simply have far superior intellectual capabilities (to any other 

machine). Amongst other things, such a policy (banning the production of 

immediately intelligent ‘robot children’) would be the most morally desirable 

choice, as it would protect the interests of not only other ‘robot children’ but also 

‘human children’. In fact, the production of immediately intelligent ones (who are 

similar to children in appearance but to adults in abilities) could also raise 

disproportionate – and, therefore, morally inappropriate – expectations in ‘human’ 

children. (That is, if robotic children do certain things, we might begin to expect the 

same from human children or think that human children might be capable of doing 

them.) In addition, one can consider the concerns advanced against child sex 

robots. It has been argued that the production of child sex robots is not acceptable 

because it would promote the idea that children are mere objects available for the 

sexual pleasure of adults.
14

 Having relationships with machines that appear to be 

children but have the same cognitive abilities as an adult may seem morally less 

objectionable (because they look like children but have the ability to evaluate things 

and express consent), but it could produce the same consequence, that is, making 

it harder and harder to control violence against (robotic and human) children.
15

  

 
13 Habermas J. (2003) The Future of Human Nature, Cambridge, PolityPress. 
14 Balistreri, M. (2022), Sex robots: Love in the Age of Machines, Trivent, Budapest. 
15 Danaher, J. (2019), Regulating Child Sex Robots: Restriction or Experimentation? in “Med Law 

Rev.”, 27(4):553-575; Danaher, J. (2017), Robotic Rape and Robotic Child Sexual Abuse: Should 

They be Criminalised?, in “Criminal Law and Philosophy” 11 (1):71-95; Sparrow, R. (2017), Robots, 

rape, and representation, in “International Journal of Social Robotics” 9 (4):465-477. 
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Moreover, even if we assume that humans have a preference (or bias) for human 

offspring, people could choose to produce an intelligent machine after having a 

child (or to have an intelligent machine first and a human one later), as the 

conception of a child is not incompatible with that of a machine. There may be 

different reasons for having a machine before or after a child. Some people might 

choose to have an intelligent machine for purely economic reasons (because, for 

example, raising a robot costs far less than raising a child, or because an intelligent 

robot needs fewer caring activities than a human child
16

), because they intend to 

raise their children in a spirit open to welcoming the ‘robotic’ other (and want to 

teach them not to be afraid of artificial people but to appreciate their value), or they 

imagine that machines could be a resource for their biological children (and, for 

example, allow them to relate to the challenges of the world much more easily). 

Other people, on the other hand, might simply be sincerely passionate about 

technology and consequently love robotic as much as possible biological offspring. 

Finally, the state, unlike individuals preferring ‘biological’ offspring, might have a 

vested interest in promoting the birth of artificial individuals because they may 

possess a higher intellectual capacity than humans. The government could 

encourage citizens to generate and care for machines through tax breaks and 

economic incentives, or even play a more direct role in the creation of artificial 

individuals. 

3. DO WE HAVE A MORAL DUTY TO DESIGN ARTIFICIAL

MACHINES?

In the previous section I asked whether we might be motivated to produce 

artificial machines that cannot be exploited as slaves because they are people and, 

therefore, have rights. The question I will now address is whether we have a moral 

duty to promote the birth of artificial persons, that is, whether, when we choose to 

have a child, we would have moral reasons to prefer the conception of an artificial 

to a biological person. According to Julian Savulescu, people wishing to reproduce 

have a moral duty to bring the best child into the world, which means one expected 

to be the happiest or enjoy the life most worth having (principle of procreative 

beneficence)
17

, because, by giving birth to the best child, we contribute to making 

the world a better place. Indeed, a world with greater overall happiness is both 

16 Furthermore, a robot requires regular and sometimes special maintenance, but it does not need 

diapers or daily care; it consumes energy but does not eat; it learns, but does not need to go to school; 

it can malfunction, but does not get sick or need medicine. However, it is true that a technologically 

advanced machine could have a cost that is not affordable for everyone. 
17 Savulescu, J. (2001), Procreative Beneficence: Why We Should Select the Best Children, in 

“Bioethics”. 15(5-6):413-26; Savulescu, J., & Kahane. (2009), The Moral Obligation to Create 

Children with the Best Chance of the Best Life, in “Bioethics”, 23(5), 274–290. 

https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-8519.2008.00687.x 
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preferable and morally superior to one where people are terribly unhappy or lead 

far-from-happy lives and there is less total happiness. Savulescu applies the principle 

of reproductive beneficence exclusively to reproductive choices involving human 

parents and the birth of humans, but we could extend it to choices involving 

machines and artificial persons as well, since it is an unbiased principle that does 

not distinguish people on the basis of their constitution (i.e. whether they are 

machines or living persons) but simply by the kind of happiness they possess. In 

reproductive choices that affect only human beings, the principle of reproductive 

beneficence states that we should bring into the world the child with the best genetic 

characteristics – not the best in absolute terms, but in relation to the alternatives 

and, consequently, to the children who may come into the world – since, according 

to Savulescu, it would be evident that a person’s quality of life (or happiness) is 

closely related to their genetic characteristics. The better these characteristics, the 

happier the future person will be, and the happier their life will be. If, on the other 

hand, the (reproductive) choice is between a living being (a human person) and an 

artificial one, the principle of procreative beneficence cannot necessarily 

recommend the conception of the human child with the ‘best’ genetic characteristics 

or endowments. On the contrary, John Danaher states, if we apply the principle 

correctly, it is logical (reasonable) to conclude that we should give birth to the 

intelligent robot or artificial person.
18

 A robot has no human biology and is not even 

a living being and therefore has no cells or genetic code: it is simply a machine. 

However, an artificial person could possess far better mental (as well as physical) 

characteristics than any person or living being with a genetic make-up. For example, 

it could be more intelligent and more resistant toward disease, possible accidents, 

aging, memory loss and the gradual degeneration of psycho-physical abilities. Why, 

therefore, should we bring into the world a person with a worse life? If we agree 

with Savulescu that the principle of procreative beneficence should guide our 

reproductive choices, there is only one conclusion to draw. In the future, at least 

when the choice is possible, we should give birth only to artificial persons and 

prospectively let the world be inhabited only by machines, since a world with 

intelligent machines is better than one purely populated by humans (or by both 

humans and artificial persons).  

This conclusion, however, holds true only if we adopt (Savulescu’s) principle of 

procreative beneficence and assume that we have a duty to bring the best child into 

the world. One can, though, consider things from another perspective, and reject 

the idea that people who desire a child have a duty to rely on a maximizing moral 

principle.
19

 After all, the principle of procreative beneficence appears to be too 

 
18 Danaher, J. (2018), Why We Should Create Artificial Offspring: Meaning and the Collective 

Afterlife, in “Science and Engineering Ethics”, 24, 1097–1118. 
19 Sparrow, R. (2007), Procreative Beneficence, Obligation, and Eugenics, in “Genomics, 

Society and Policy” 3 (3):43-59. 
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demanding, in asking parents to set aside their interests or preferences in order to 

have the chance to bring the best (happiest) ‘child’ into the world. We think it is 

right for a responsible parent to be concerned about the welfare of the child they 

bring into the world, but their interests and happiness also matter morally, and, 

consequently, a moral perspective that does not consider them cannot be 

appropriate. Moreover, a perspective that does not consider the interests of the 

parents is not only morally objectionable; it cannot protect the interests of the 

people who will later be born, since their well-being often depends closely on the 

well-being and happiness of their parents. So the more frustrated a parent feels, 

believing they have sacrificed their life entirely for the benefit of the child’s interests 

and welfare, the less they will be able to care for the welfare of the person brought 

into the world.  

Further, the principle of procreative beneficence implies the so-called repugnant 

conclusion – that is, the idea that a densely populated (or overpopulated) world, in 

which people’s lives are barely worth living, may be morally preferable to (i.e., better 

than) a far less populated one, in which existing people’s lives are significantly better 

(or good).
20

 After all, the principle of reproductive beneficence is a maximizing 

one.
21

 When the same number of children is involved, one must give birth to the 

best child; but when the choice is between scenarios with different numbers of 

children, it may be morally acceptable to give birth to children with lives barely 

worth living, if greater ‘overall’ happiness makes up for the loss in individual life 

quality. However, the idea seems repugnant that the morally acceptable – and 

indeed the most responsible – choice is to bring people with lives barely worth living 

into the world. The problem is not only that a life barely worth living knows no 

limit, as even under the worst conditions (or those appearing worse to others) those 

directly involved may continue to consider their lives as still worth living. The fact 

is that a life barely worth living is an extremely precarious condition, and just a little 

(a very small deterioration) may suffice to make it no longer worth living at all. One 

who is born with a life barely worth living is not harmed, since we cannot say that it 

would have been better for them not to have been born at all; nevertheless this may 

– or, if things get worse, probably will – be the case tomorrow.
22

 Finally, we expect 

a responsible parent to assure (or at least try to assure) the people they bring into 

the world with rather more than just a life worth living. We do not expect them to 

 
20 Parfit, D. (1987), Reasons and Persons (1984). Clarendon Press, Oxford. 
21 Magni, F. (2021), In Defence of Person-Affecting Procreative Beneficence, in “Bioethics”, 

35(5),473–479. https://doi.org/10.1111/bioe.1287 
22 Balistreri, M., Umbrello, S. (2022), Should the Colonisation of Space Be Based on 

Reproduction? Critical Considerations on the Choice of Having a Child in Space, in “Journal of 

Responsible Technology”, 11, October. 

https://www.sciencedirect.com/journal/journal-of-responsible-technology
https://www.sciencedirect.com/journal/journal-of-responsible-technology
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bring the best child into the world, but we do expect a responsible parent to attempt 

to ensure that anyone they bring into the world has a ‘good life’.
23

  

Following Bonnie Steinbock and Ron McClamrock
24

, we can call this approach 

to reproductive choice, which recalls the model of the good parent, ‘the principle 

of parental responsibility’. Unlike the principle of procreative beneficence, this does 

not seem to imply the conclusion that, at least when there is a choice, parents should 

always prefer the birth of an artificial person to that of a non-artificial one. Even if 

we admit that in future the life (or quality of life) of artificial persons (or machines) 

might be better than that of natural or biological persons, biological persons might 

still have a good enough life. However, things may be more complicated than they 

at first appear to be. According to proponents of the approach to disability as a mere 

difference, no (biological or existential) condition, even the most seemingly 

disadvantageous (and unfavorable for the people directly involved) is necessarily 

incompatible with the possibility of having a good life.
25

 That is, whether the lives of 

these people turn out to be not good or even worth living depends more on social 

prejudices and the inability of society (and its institutions) to protect the rights of 

differently abled (or gifted) people than on their biological characteristics. From 

their point of view, a disability may also entail a ‘local’ (or partial) disadvantage (i.e., 

the inability to exercise those particular capacities closely related to the ability in 

question), but such a disadvantage does not necessarily become an overall one, 

since a disability may allow the development of original (or special) capacities and 

dispositions that ‘normal’ people do not have the capacity to discover and cultivate. 

The implications of this perspective for the issue we are addressing are obvious. For 

the time being, when we speak of people with different abilities (or differently abled 

people), we are referring to a relatively circumscribed group of people who are not 

capable of exercising certain abilities or dispositions that, in contrast, the majority 

of the human species is or may be able to exercise. As artificial intelligence and 

machines that are people develop, the problem of disability will no longer affect 

only a limited number of people, but the entire human population. Indeed, in 

comparison with artificial machines, humans may appear more fragile or, in any 

case, lack certain capabilities that intelligent machines do possess. Yet, according to 

proponents of disability as a ‘mere difference’, we might also attribute this to the 

fact that increasingly intelligent machines could outperform us in any characteristic, 

but this would not be a problem, since no condition would be a disadvantage (in 

 
23 Balistreri, M. (2021), Il bambino migliore? Che cosa significa essere genitori responsabili al 

tempo del genome editing?, Fandango, Roma. 
24 Steinbock, B., McClamrock, R. (1994), When Is Birth Unfair to the Child?, in “The Hastings 

Center Report”,  24, 6, pp. 15-21. 
25 Barnes, E. (2009), Disability, Minority, and Difference, in “Journal of Applied Philosophy”, 

26(4), pp. 337-55; Barnes, E. (2014), Valuing Disability, Causing Disability, in “Ethics”, 125(1), 

pp. 88-113; Barnes, E. (2016), The Minority Body: A Theory of Disability, Oxford University Press, 

Oxford. 
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the sense that it would not preclude the possibility of achieving a ‘good quality of 

life’). So, just as a deaf or motor-impaired person can be equally as happy as a 

‘normally able’ one, in the same way a human being (regardless of his or her 

condition) will always be able to have as good a life as an artificial person (even if 

his or her mental and/or ‘physical’ capacities are lower than those of more intelligent 

machines).  

However, in our view such an approach does not seem to adequately consider 

the effects that biological conditions may have on a person’s quality of life. We do 

not rule out the possibility that humans (and future generations) may be able to 

integrate (and thrive) in increasingly technologically advanced societies by adapting 

over time to the new conditions (or scenarios) produced by the development of 

artificial intelligence. This could be the desirable outcome of policies that can 

accompany social change by encouraging an inclusive mindset able to accept and 

value differences. Nevertheless, it is possible that, as intelligent machines develop 

with characteristics (that we are unable to achieve) functional in ever more 

technological societies, human beings may find themselves in an increasingly severe 

condition of marginalization. For example, as machines develop more and more 

advanced capabilities and acquire the same rights as human beings (and are 

considered for all intents and purposes people), human beings may be progressively 

excluded from the most important social roles. On the other hand, humans 

themselves might have an interest in delegating to intelligent machines tasks of 

governing and making decisions affecting society and its citizens in the areas of 

economics, health care, development, education, research and law, as machines 

might prove far more reliable and efficient than any human. Humans may, then, 

find it harder than machines to find jobs and, in any case, fail to enjoy access to 

particular occupations and activities that require skills or which only the most 

intelligent machines could boast. 

In other words, if we consider the development of increasingly intelligent 

machines, it is easy to imagine a distribution of power and opportunities heavily 

skewed in their favor. In this case, it is legitimate to ask whether human beings can 

continue to have a good life: this does not necessarily mean that their lives will no 

longer be worth living (since human beings are capable of adapting to any situation 

and even in the most tragic or dramatic ones we can find a reason to continue living 

and appreciating life
26

), but simply that we should not expect them to still have a 

satisfying life. So this remains the conclusion, even if we hypothesize that in the 

future humans could improve their biological condition by resorting to 

enhancement interventions (through, for example, genome editing or by means of 

pharmaceutical substances) or by supplementing their bodies with progressively 

mechanical and robotic parts or organs. Interventions of this kind can certainly 

 
26 Benatar, D. (2006), Better Never to Have Been: The Harm of Coming into Existence. Oxford 

University Press, Oxford. 
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improve the condition of humans, but smarter machines would still have an 

undisputed advantage over us. One could imagine that humans might be in a better 

situation if they lived in societies where intelligent machines are a minority or do 

not exist at all. 

For example, humans could live in protected areas (such as ‘reserves’) on Earth 

or build new settlements on other planets and not allow the introduction of 

intelligent machines. In these societies, humans could of course rely on an 

environment (and living condition) more in line with their traditional modes of 

existence and work and would not have to face the challenges and uncertainties 

associated with the increasing presence of intelligent machines. However, whilst 

total separation might seem attractive to some people, the benefits of collaboration 

and innovation with machines might be lost. Moreover, the management of these 

‘reserves’ or exclusive settlements would require complex ethical, political and 

economic considerations, as technological progress is an intrinsic part of the 

evolution of human society and its absence (or its downsizing or control) could have 

dramatic consequences for future generations. This means, then, that, even if we 

assume that the most appropriate principle for reproductive choices is not 

procreative beneficence but parental responsibility, in some cases we may have 

moral reasons for preferring the birth of an artificial person. Choosing a biological 

over an artificial child does not seem inherently objectionable, and yet it may in 

some situations become so (because those who are born cannot hope to have a 

good enough life) and it would, as a result, be legitimate to expect people desiring a 

child to bring a machine, or rather an artificial person, into the world.  

It could be argued, though, that bringing only artificial persons into the world 

would still not be the right choice, because we may have reasons for preserving the 

human species from extinction.
27

 In other words, we may well assume that 

tomorrow humans will not have the same capabilities as the more intelligent 

machines (and thus artificial persons) that we can design, but they may nevertheless 

continue to have value worth preserving. Rosemarie Garland Thompson
28

 posited 

that we should oppose the eugenic logic – for her, the prevailing view – that the 

world would be a better place if disability disappeared, because disability is always 

a resource: a narrative, epistemic and moral one. As a narrative resource it would 

allow any person to deal with their own vulnerability and humanity, whilst, as an 

epistemic one, it would permit them to experience the world in a unique, 

unrepeatable manner; and, finally, as a moral resource, it would teach them that life 

cannot be controlled and must therefore be accepted as a ‘gift’. It is conceivable that 

intelligent machines would not find themselves in a fragile (or vulnerable) condition 

 
27 Balistreri, M. (2024), Ethics of extinction: the value of survival of the human species according 

to Humean sentimentalist ethics, in “Topoi”, 43(1), pp. 1-9, published online. 
28 Garland-Thomson, R. (2012), The Case for Conserving Disability, in “Journal of Bioethical 

Inquiry”, 9(3), pp. 339-355. 
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or they would at least be able to take advantage thereof, as these entities cannot 

easily be damaged or destroyed (any part can actually be replaced and when the 

replacement of individual body parts or organs is not possible, memory can still be 

transferred smoothly into a new device). However, the presence of humans could 

remind intelligent machines that even entities perceiving themselves as naturally 

superior and ontologically different can be relatively quickly surpassed by other 

entities. There is no doubt that, through humans, intelligent machines may be able 

to enjoy experiences or emotions (or passions) that might otherwise be impossible 

for them. Yet, even if machines (in particular, those we consider artificial people) 

will one day be able to not only think, but also experience emotions and feelings as 

we do, it may be more difficult for a machine ‘perceiving of itself’ as ontologically 

‘superior’ to any human being to feel emotions such as shame, humility and 

vulnerability, as these derive from an awareness of one’s own limitations. Finally, 

humans could also be a moral resource for intelligent machines, as their presence 

could enable them to cultivate (and, then, exercise) dispositions (such as 

beneficence) that they could never otherwise develop. But even if we grant that 

human beings could be of value to increasingly intelligent machines whose skills 

and dispositions are superior to those of any living entity, it would not be right to 

bring them into the world merely as a means (i.e., only because they can be useful 

or beneficial to the development of intelligent machines). Moreover, while it is 

always wrong to promote the welfare of the community or a species (here, that of 

intelligent machines) by sacrificing the welfare and interests of individuals, it would 

be even more objectionable in this case, as the humans born could not aspire to 

having a good life (or might, in any case, find it difficult to enjoy a truly ‘satisfying’ 

life). 

4. CAN INTELLIGENT MACHINES POSE A THREAT TO THE 

HUMAN SPECIES? 

If, as increasingly intelligent machines develop, we have a moral duty to prefer 

the birth of artificial persons to the conception of biological ones, the human species 

is doomed to extinction. However, this may also be the case if humans are able to 

integrate (or adapt) into increasingly technologically advanced societies, as machines 

may consider humans obsolete and not deserving to survival. We hypothesized that 

in the future it may be possible to design intelligent machines that should be treated 

as people because they possess our psychological characteristics. Starting from this 

hypothesis, it would be wrong to program them as servants. According to Petersen, 

if these intelligent machines enjoy serving us and wish to continue doing so even 

after considering matters reflexively (or critically), then it cannot be morally wrong 

to predispose them to be our slaves (or servants). On the other hand, we have 

argued that, if machines are people, we should not program them, but rather 
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promote their autonomy as much as possible. However, if we choose not to 

program them but to further their independence, we should accept the possibility 

that they might rebel against the human species or at least convince themselves that 

the world would be morally better without humans (and they consequently have a 

moral responsibility to wipe humans off the face of the Earth). It is of course 

conceivable that particularly advanced and intelligent machines might be led by 

their very nature to be hostile toward humans, as they might innately prefer 

members of their own ‘species’ or community. In any case, we should not assume 

that intelligent machines may pose a threat to our species just because they have no 

moral sensitivity. They could have a morality, but one differing from ours: a 

morality requiring that they reduce or erase the human presence (or perform 

actions directly or indirectly incompatible with our survival). Regina Rini raises the 

point clearly
29

: when we think of artificial intelligence, we imagine it as similar to 

ourselves, but – as Rini states – intelligent machines might be alien to us so we may 

have difficulty understanding them. I agree with Rini that the problem does not 

necessarily depend on the fact that (intelligent) machines have another constitution, 

i.e. they do not belong to the human species. Of course, if we start from the idea 

that morality is an expression of one’s particular biology (i.e., ‘nature’), then it is 

inevitable that intelligent machines will have another morality. So there may be a 

great discrepancy between our morality and that of machines. However, the 

problem still remains if we assume an ‘objective’ morality, so that the same moral 

principles (or imperatives) apply to any being or entity, as robots may be able to 

grasp those truths better than any human. Just as smarter machines could solve the 

most difficult mathematical problems, they could also deal with ethics and, for 

example, understand the objective values or principles involved and how to turn 

them into norms of behavior (better than we ourselves when faced with the same 

problems). Indeed, as Rini demonstrates, these intelligent machines could reach 

moral conclusions that differ greatly from ours and even consider things that we 

find morally repugnant as acceptable (such as, for example, the elimination of any 

human being on Earth). But for Rini, faced with these scenarios, we should not give 

in to fear, but allow intelligent machines to reform or modify morality. In other 

words, we should accept the fact that our world will become theirs and, therefore, 

their morality will not be a human one. Nevertheless, the best way to prevent 

potential abuse by the machines does not appear to be by allowing them to 

completely redefine morality and furthermore act on the basis of the moral 

principles and distinctions they may develop. If, as Rini suggests, intelligent 

machines are teenagers, then we have a duty to control and influence them, as 

otherwise they can become a threat both to themselves and to others. Perhaps the 

easiest way to do this would be to teach them our moral values: just as we hand on 

 
29 Rini, R. (2017), Raising good Robots, in “Aeon”, https://aeon.co/essays/creating-robots-capable-
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our values to our children, we can do the same with machines. Besides, the 

education is not incompatible with respect for autonomy, since this process, when 

conducted well, promotes not only individual skills but also freedom of thought and 

critical reflection. It is, though, legitimate to ask whether this objective may actually 

be achieved through our efforts. The challenge is rendered significant by the 

complexity of artificial intelligences and their capacity to question (and even reject) 

everything they have learned, including the values we may transmit to them. If, 

however, we cannot expect to influence machines positively and model their values 

through education and example, then there may be no alternative than to prevent 

them from becoming smarter and smarter or at least not produce machines 

deserving to be seen as people.  

5. CONCLUSION 

If intelligent machines are people (that is, they can have the same moral relevance 

and rights), we are not entitled to exploit them as our slaves
30

, but we must respect 

their dignity. We have seen, however, that intelligent machines that are people (i.e., 

entities that we can call artificial persons) could pose a threat to the survival of 

human beings, for two reasons. Firstly, people desiring a child might have a moral 

duty to prefer the birth of intelligent machines to that of a new human being. In the 

long term, the result could be the complete extinction
31

 of the human species. 

Furthermore, intelligent machines might have a different morality from ours and 

convince themselves that a world without any more humans would be morally 

better. Again, the final result could be the ultimate extinction of the human species. 

These considerations raise complex questions about the future of relations between 

intelligent machines and our species and about the coexistence between humanity 

and technological evolution. The possible production of artificial persons does not 

in itself appear to be morally objectionable: however, the consequences it might 

have on human beings must also be considered. If, though, we should not place too 

much hope in the possibility of positively influencing (intelligent and self-aware) 

machines and controlling the development of their moral values through education, 

then perhaps we have no alternative and should prevent machines from becoming 

‘artificial’ persons. 

 
 

 
30 A different perspective, but one that applies to apparently intelligent machines, is advocated 

by Bryon: Bryson, J. (2010), Robots Should Be Slaves, in Y. Wilk (ed.), Close Engagements with 
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Benjamins Publishing Company, Vol. 8, pp. 63–74. 
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Hachette, New York. 
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