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CHAPTER 1

When Robots Do
Wrong

David Levy

Intelligent Toys Ltd., London, United Kingdom.
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A

LREADY mankind has begun to embrace the “robot society.” In 2005 the
government of South Korea announced its intention to have a robot

in every household by 2020. And the Japanese Robot Association predicts
that Next Generation Robots will generate up to $ 65 billion of economic
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activity by 2025. Also in Japan efforts have been under way for some time
to ensure that, before long, elderly members of the population will routinely
have robots to take care of them. Meanwhile, at many universities and other
research centres, robots of just about every flavour are a hot topic.

1.1 INTRODUCTION

Clearly robots will soon be assisting us in many different aspects of our
lives, becoming our partners in various practical and companionable ways
and entertaining us. An early example in the field of entertainment was a
ballroom dancer robot that was unveiled in 2005 at the World Expo in Japan.
It did not have usable legs but instead moved on three wheels.

Let us consider the following scenario, perhaps ten years from now, when
dancing robots do have moveable legs and possess the skills for a variety
of dance steps, such as waltz, foxtrot, rumba, ... One evening a young lady
named Laura is at a dance, partnering such a robot. The band strikes up with
the music for a cha cha cha but performs it so badly that the robot mistakes
the music for a tango. So Laura and her robot partner are holding each other
but dancing at cross purposes, and very soon they fall over. The robot lands
on top of Laura and, being quite heavy, breaks both of her legs. Laura’s father
is furious, and calls his lawyers, telling them to commence legal proceedings
immediately and “throw the book at them.”

But at whom should his lawyers throw the book? Should it be the dance
hall, or the online store that sold the robot to the dance hall, or the manufac-
turer of the robot, or the robot’s designers, or should it be the independent
software house that programmed the robot’s tune recognition software, or
the band leader, or even the whole band of musicians for playing the cha cha
cha so badly?

Some months later the trial opens with all of these as defendants. Expert
witnesses are called - experts on everything from robot software to motion
sensor engineers to the principals of dance music academies. What do you
think would be the result of the trial? I'll tell you - the lawyers do very nicely
thank you.

As technology advances, the proliferation of robots and their applications
will take place in parallel with increases in their complexity. One of the dis-
advantages of those increases will be a corresponding increase in the number
of robot accidents and wrongdoings. How will legal systems be able to cope
with all the resulting court cases? In fact, will they be able to cope? The
answer, surely, is “No.”

In this chapter, I am going to addresses the questions: What should hap-
pen when something goes wrong? Who, or what, is responsible? And above
all, how best should society deal with an ever-increasing number of robot
accidents. All developed countries will be faced with these problems, and all
countries need to adopt legally and ethically sound approaches to finding
solutions to them.




