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The unpreceded abilities of Al technologies have led to the emergence of new
ethical issues; among them is the possibility of the moral agency of Al
artifacts. There are many questions around this subject, including what are the
necessary and sufficient conditions of being a moral agent? How can we
examine those conditions in artifacts? What levels and degrees of agency are
possible for artifacts? And what level of moral agency is proper for allocating
a certain task to Al artifacts? There are wide discussions about factors that
figure in the moral capacities of Al artifacts, and emotions are one of the
frequently referred factors. Emotions are directly or indirectly relevant for
examining AIl’s moral status. In this paper, we focus on the relation between
emotions and moral capacities in Al technologies. Our main question is
whether emotions play a positive role in the improvement of moral capacities
or a negative role. We extract and articulate four arguments in defense of the
positive role of emotions in the enhancement of Al moral capacities, including
arguments from moral sensitivity, bounded rationality, risk assessment, and
culpability. Then, we present other four arguments in defense of the negative
role of emotions in moral capacities including arguments from emotional
hijacking, deceptive emotions, anthropomorphism and dehumanization
paradox, and moral deskilling. Finally, we analyze the debate by clarifying
the point of contest between the two mentioned camps and discuss serious
challenges of designing emotional Al.
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Extended Abstract
Introduction

Technical artifacts are widely assumed to have moral status. However, there are various views about the
morality of machines and its nature. One important issue in discussion about the morality of machines is
the moral capacity and moral status of Al technologies. Due to Al’s capacities for learning and reasoning,
there are serious debates about the plausibility of AI’s moral agency and moral patients (Johnson and
Noorman, 2014) (Behdadi and Munthe, 2020) (Nylhom, 2019) (Franklin and Graesser, 1996) (Powers,
2013) (Brey, 2014) (Bringsjord, 2007). One of the frequently discussed factors in these debates is emotion.
While emotion is mentioned in a large part of the literature, researchers’ attitudes split over assuming either
a positive or a negative role for emotion in enhancing the moral capacity of Al. This is the main subject we
are concerned with in this paper. | suggest four arguments defending the positive role of emotion, and four
arguments defending the negative role of emotion. Finally, | analyze arguments based on some of their
assumptions about emotion and discuss the significant moral challenges of designing emotional Al.

Arguments for the Positive Role of Emotion in AI’s Moral Capacity
The following arguments consider different ways in which emotions foster morality.

Emotions and Moral Sensitivity: Some philosophers argue that emotions play a critical role in grasping
the morally significant aspects of situations. Farisco et al. say that emotional engagement attracts our
attention to what is morally important. Emotions function like a moral compass that enables us to see the
needs of others (Farisco et al., 2020, 2419). Véliz similarly argues that sentience works like an internal
moral lab that guides our actions. Having the experience of hurt, pain, and pleasure makes us able to imagine
the effect of our actions on others (Véliz, 2021, 493). Moreover, emotions provoke sensitivity to moral
exemplars. Some researchers emphasize the role of the emotion of admiration in recognizing moral
exemplars, which is essential in moral motivation and behavior (Govindarajulu et al., 2019, 2 & 5).

Emotions and Bounded Rationality: In any moral situation, there is an unlimited range of evidence
and arguments relevant to decision-making. But the time for decision and action is limited. Our bounded
rationality helps us find a satisfying way in a proper time (Simon, 1967, 32). Some emotions are useful for
deciding on complicated matters. According to the somatic theory of emotion, whenever the difference of
options is not clear, and consequences are uncertain, the somatic marker makes an overall feeling in respect
to the total effects of an action. This emotion makes it possible for the organism to limit deliberation and
choose a way (Wallach and Allen, 2009, 147-149).

Emotions and Risk Assessment: Recognition and assessment of risk are morally important, especially
for complicated actions like designing new artifacts. Roeser argues that moral emotions are products of
self-conscious processes with high degree of reflectivity and narrativity. These emotions improve our
perception of possible risks (Roeser, 2012,106-107).

Emotions and Culpability/Rewardability: Penalties and rewards are assumed to be essential, both in
moral development of individuals and the emergence of morality in communities. For example, according
to Kohlberg’s theory, in the early stages of moral development, rewards and punishments make a primary
sense of rightness and wrongness in children. The capacity for experiencing emotions is essential for the
utility of reward and punishment. Thus, Véliz claims that having sentience is a necessary condition for
moral agency (Véliz, 2021, 48).
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Arguments for the Negative Role of Emotion in Al’s Moral Capacity

The first following argument is about the relation of emotion and artificial moral agency, and the rest
arguments are about artificial moral patience.

Emotional Hijacking: According to some moral philosophies (like Kantian ethics) and some empirical
evidence, passions deviate us from reasoning and acting morally. Therefore, some philosophers think
artifacts without emotional states could be moral agents far better than humankind due to being immune to
emotional hijacking (Butkus, 2020). Artificial emotionless moral agent even might be moral guides for
human and elevate our moral standards (Storrs Hall, 2007,353-354).

The Delusion of Emotion: Research about human comfortability in dealing with AT shows that AI’s
emotional expression encourages people to trust them and ascribe autonomy and agency to them; thereby
promotes the quality of Al-human teamwork (Scheutz and Crowell, 2007, 5). But in the absence of real
emotional experience, implanting emotional expressions in Al sounds tricky. Expressing emotions without
experiencing it might enable Al to manipulate human’s emotional responses in a way similar to what
psychopaths do (Storrs Hall, 2007, 291-292).

Anthropomorphism and Dehumanization Paradox: Having emotional appearance, makes Al look
humanoid for people, while AI’s essential properties like being designed by humans and for serving human
ends, dehumanize them (Cappuccio et al., 2019, 26). This condition makes Al-human relation very similar
to master-slave relation, in which masters subjugate their fellows. Reviving this relation could be corruptive
for humans and foster vices in their character.

Moral Deskilling: Emotional Al, exemplified in some chatbots, is going to compensate emotional needs
which previously were satisfied in social human-human relationships. Since in these technologies Al
behaves exactly according to the user’s desire and tends to be substituted for human social relationships,
engagement in these relationships decreases the opportunities of cultivating virtues through challenges of
real social relationships (Vallor, 2024, 152).

Conclusion

In the above arguments, various aspects of emotionality in Al were discussed. Despite their opposite
attitudes toward the relation of emotion and moral capacity, examining some of their crucial assumptions
helps to find conformity among them. Emotions in humans have both functional and phenomenal aspects.
However, in Al at best we can implement the functional aspect. In the above arguments when the positive
role of emotions is defended (moral sensitivity, bounded rationality, risk assessment, culpability) mostly
the phenomenal aspect is considered. But when the negative role of emotion is highlighted (the delusion of
emotion, anthropomorphism and dehumanization paradox, and moral deskilling arguments; but not
emotional hijacking) the functional aspect is at work. AI’s emotion -contrary to human’s- is merely
functional. Then, regarding all mentioned arguments, we can conclude that the threats of emotional Al for
its moral capacities is significantly more than its opportunities.
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