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I remember the first time I told one of my colleagues that I was 
writing a paper about the ethics of sex robots. They laughed, awkwardly, 
then politely excused themselves from the conversation. Over the years, 
I have encountered similar reactions several times. Perhaps it is just the 
subject matter? Sex is, after all, a private affair and we often feel awkward 
and self-conscious discussing it in public. But I think there is something 
more to it. I think that many academics and researchers think that there 
is something faintly ridiculous about the topic of sex robots. Surely, they 
say to themselves, no serious-minded researcher could dedicate their 
time and attention to such a fringe topic? 

On the face of it, this attitude is odd. Sex is central to the human 
condition. Most of us are, at least at some point in our lives, sexually 
active. Our sexualities are often integral to our sense of self and 
belonging in the world. We are drawn to sexual pleasure and driven by 
sexual desires. These desires lead us to do crazy things. They can be a 
source of great joy and a cause of much pain. What’s more, technology 
has always been used to complement and facilitate our sexual impulses. 
We see this in the early days of stone tools – carved dildos and other sex 
‘toys’ have been found in archaeological sites dating back 30,000 years – 
and in the modern era of internet porn and virtual reality. Robots are just 
one of the latest frontiers in the long-standing technological exploration 
of human sexuality.  Of course we should take them seriously. 
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That is exactly what Maurizio Balistreri does in this provocative and 
punchy book. In three, tightly-argued chapters, he explores a number of 
key questions arising from the development of sex robots. He starts, in 
chapter one, by considering whether it is possible to have a meaningful 
sexual relationship with a robot and what it might say about us if we did 
have one. In chapter two, he explores a number of crucial ethical and 
social questions arising from the gendered nature of sex robots and sex 
work. In particular, he considers the hypothesis that sex robots will result 
in increased violence against women, and the claim that they might 
reduce the demand for human sex workers. In chapter 3, he concludes 
by considering the possibility of intimacy beyond sex with robots. Could 
we love a robot? Could one love us back? 

Balistreri has thoughtful answers to each of these questions. I will not 
summarise them here. The book is a brisk read and can speak for itself. 
Nevertheless, I would like to highlight some virtues of Balistreri’s 
analysis in the hope that you will appreciate them as you read on.  

First, it is worth appreciating the range of Balistreri’s sources. Not 
only does he engage with the key philosophical and ethical debates about 
sex and technology, he also draws from literature, film and his own 
personal life experiences to further illuminate and enrich the analysis. On 
top of this, where appropriate, he draws from the relevant (and still quite 
scant) empirical literature on the likely impact of this technology on 
human behaviour.  

Second, and perhaps most interesting from my perspective, it is worth 
appreciating the overarching thesis about sex and technology that 
emerges from Balistreri’s discussion. I hope I am not misrepresenting 
him, but I see Balistreri as a defender of a liberal and open-minded 
approach to human sexuality. He sees many potential positives in the role 
that sex robots can play in human life. This does not mean that he is 
blind to the dark side, but simply that he is sensitive to bright side. This 
sensitivity is often missing in conversations about sex and technology.   

He does not bludgeon the reader over the head with this position. He 
wears it more lightly than that, weaving it into his substantive analysis, 
but I think it is still discernible if one reads between the lines. It emerges 
perhaps most clearly in chapter one. There, Balistreri argues passionately 
that fantasy and benign self-indulgence are an important part of human 
life in general and human sexuality in particular. He takes to task overly 
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moralistic critics of human sexuality, such as those who would cast 
judgment on sexual roleplay or ‘fetishes’, and those that claim to indulge 
in unusual sexual fantasies is to display bad character or a lack of virtue.  

It might be worth noting that I am not a neutral reader of these 
passages of the book. One of the people that Balistreri takes to task is 
me. I have written, in the past, that certain forms of interaction with sex 
robots – such as acting out rape fantasies with robots -- do say something 
negative about our moral characters. Balistreri has some plausible 
critiques of my views. While I still think that there is something to what 
I wrote, I certainly appreciate Balistreri’s careful engagement with it, and 
I believe he moves the conversation forward in significant ways. 

In any event, it would be wrong of me to dwell on potential points of 
disagreement here. Philosophers will always disagree with one another. 
It would also be wrong of me to waste too much of your time sharing 
my own thoughts in this foreword. After all, I am preventing you from 
reading one of the most engaging, lively, and critical disquisitions on the 
future of human sexuality that I have ever read.  

So let me step aside and allow Balistreri to take over. 
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