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“I used to have a wife, until she short-circuited” – Could a human being ever have a romantic 

relationship with a robot? 

Sam Howard 

According to Choi (2008); David Levy, a computing pioneer who strongly believes we will soon be 

having relationships with robots, reportedly said; “So many people nowadays are developing strong 

emotional attachments across the Internet, even agreeing to marry, that I think it doesn’t matter 

what’s on the other end of the line. It just matters what you experience and perceive,” (pg. 96). In 

an age where technology has advanced dramatically and will continue to do so for the foreseeable 

future, should our romantic relations be limited to other humans? Or could a human-like robot be 

sufficiently anthropomorphic for us to have a genuine romantic and loving attachment to it? Choi 

quotes Levy further, stating, “it is not that people will fall in love with an algorithm, but that people 

will fall in love with a convincing simulation of a human being, and convincing simulations can 

have a remarkable effect on people.” (pg. 96).   

To some this may be considered an area where research should not be pursued. For the majority of 

us having a relationship with a robot could be seen as taboo. But there have already been instances 

where people have expressed love for a robot or a similar alternative. In December 2009, CNN 

news reported “Tokyo Man marries video game character,” a highly unusual piece of news about a 

Japanese man who had decided to marry a character from the Nintendo DS game ‘Love Plus’.  

When asked, the man claimed “I love this character, not a machine” saying furthermore that his new 

wife was better than a human wife as “She doesn't get angry if I'm late in replying to her. Well, she 

gets angry, but she forgives me quickly.” Clearly this kind of case should be taken with a pinch of 

salt, but what it does show us is that perhaps there are people out there for whom marrying or being 

romantically attached to a robot may not seem too unreasonable. It is also important to bear in mind 

that this was just a video game character, not a real life humanoid robot. Could a more human-like 

robot attract more people? 

To fully consider the possibility of human-robot romantic relations, it is firstly necessary to discuss 

what a relationship means to us. What do we put into a relationship and what do we expect to get 

out? How do good relationships function? What do we look for in a partner? After these points have 

been considered using evidence from psychological research, there will then be a look into the 

current research that has been done on human-robot interaction, looking at the current successes in 

creating human-like robots. Once this has been covered the views of David Levy and others who 

have speculated on the future of robotics and relationships will be discussed to decide if we could 

ever realistically have a romantic and loving attachment with a robot. 
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Relationships and their Importance 

Relationships with family, friends and partners are of great importance to us. A survey by Klinger 

(1977) found that the thing that the significant majority of people stated made their life most 

meaningful was their close relationships. This was supported by Argyle (1987) who similarly found 

that people rate their relationships as more important than money, jobs or religion. These findings 

indicate that relationships play a huge role in our lives, suggesting that we actively seek them out if 

we are without them. Although ‘relationship’ as a term covers family, friends and partners, it will 

only be considered in terms of romantic partners here for the purpose of answering the question on 

romantic relations with robots.  

Do men and women look for particular characteristics in their partners? Buss (1989) states that 

evolution has caused both genders to seek out very different traits when looking for a mate. Men are 

attracted to women with good reproductive value, meaning women who have maintained their 

youth and are good looking. Women on the other hand seek men with good characteristics for 

support, with a good ability for acquiring important resources such as money and a house. To test if 

any of Buss’ speculations may be correct a study by Hatfield and Sprecher (1995) gave university 

students in the USA, Russia and Japan a questionnaire about what they look for in their partners. 

Their results provided excellent support for Buss’ hypotheses, as they found that across the three 

different cultures, men rated attractiveness as a more important factor than women did and women 

rated intelligence, job prospects, salary, kindness and openness as more important than men did. So 

it looks like men and women do have certain characteristics they look for in their partners, so could 

a robot meet these demands? A physically attractive robot for men may be easier to achieve than a 

caring, successful business man for women.  

Marriage and Love 

For romantic relationships, the ultimate goal for the majority is eventually marriage. Marriage is 

therefore an important concept to consider when discussing the nature of relationships. A marriage 

is the most intimate of all relationships (Veroff et al, 1981), the most affectively and behaviourally 

interdependent (Rands and Levinger, 1979), as well as being the most intense and requiring the 

largest amount of cooperation between partners (Wish et al, 1976).   

Lewin (1940) wrote what could be considered the first paper to analyse marriage from a 

psychological perspective. Lewin believed that marriage is characterised by each individual’s 

interdependence on one another, with each partner being able to affect key regions of the others’ 
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psychological well-being. Levinger and Huston (1980) state that although much of the work on the 

psychology of marriage has been influenced by Lewin and his research on causality, very few have 

applied his work on the ‘Life-space’ to marriage. Leeper (1943) defines ‘life-space’ as “the totality 

of psychobiosocial factors which produce effects in a person’s life at any given moment” (pg. 210). 

The life space consists of an individual in a psychological field consisting of regions which form 

the persons “present or contemplated activities” (pg. 214).  

Levinger and Huston (1980) comment on how within Lewin’s idea of the Life-space there are two 

sub-concepts called ‘Valences’ and ‘Barriers’. An individual in the immediate present will perceive 

some activities as attractive so these are called ‘positive goal regions’ but on the other hand they 

will see other activities as unattractive, so these are called ‘negative goal regions.’ Forces which 

drive us towards or away from a region are called ‘Valences’ whereas forces which keep us within a 

region or prevent us from entering one are termed ‘Barriers’. According to Swensen (1972) an 

individual’s life space and their psychological field can be brightened by love. A husband can have 

the parts of his life space associated with his wife brightened by experiencing love for her and the 

valences connected to activities involving his wife can be primed by love, making the husband seek 

out settings where his wife is present, unless barriers prevent him from doing so. Berscheid (1988) 

notes that love can also have a negative effect on a person’s life space and this can occur when the 

spouse fails to reciprocate the person’s love, or is in the way of goals seen as important to the 

person. 

Although it may seem obvious, love is clearly important in a relationship and must be reciprocated 

by both sides of the attachment for the relationship to function. But what exactly is love? Kelley 

(1983) believes that love consists of three key components. The first component is romantic love. 

Kelley believes that romantic love is driven by mystery and novelty and states that it can colour vast 

stretches of a person’s life space, highlighting areas which involve the loved one and blacking out 

any areas which appear irrelevant to them. Suggesting that anyone who experiences this romantic 

love may find themselves struggling to keep up or maintain other everyday tasks such as work and 

their job to the same usual standard. The second component is pragmatic love; the individuals desire 

to establish the loved one as a friend as well as a lover, making the loved one a key part of the 

person’s life space when they wish to engage in leisure, discuss personal issues, or reminisce over 

memories they are particularly fond of. For Kelley, the final component of love is altruistic love. If 

an individual experiences this altruistic love then strong valences in their life space will be centred 

around making their loved one’s life better.  
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Before even delving into research on robotics, love appears to create a problem for a relationship 

with a robot to function properly. How can a robot reciprocate a human’s love? If Berscheid (1988) 

is correct and love can have a dark side if not reciprocated by the opposing partner, this would have 

a negative impact on the person’s life space. Furthermore could a human ever even experience love 

for a robot if we are defining love using Kelley’s (1983) three key components? Why would a 

human experience altruistic love towards a robot when really any improvements to their life are 

unnecessary? We can assume that robots will not be developed to actually physically experience 

emotions, even if they do show them on the surface, therefore making altruistic love towards a robot 

entirely unnecessary. Further to this, would pragmatic love with a robot be the same as pragmatic 

love with a human being? Could reminiscing or discussing personal problems with a robot ever 

move away from the feeling that you are simply talking to a cleverly disguised computer with pre-

programmed responses? 

Introducing Robotics into the Psychology of Relationships 

To start thinking about the possibility of romantic relationships with robots we can firstly look at 

the individual characteristics of a relationship from a psychological perspective and then think 

about how a robot may possibly be able to fit into that role. Hinde (1981) states that a romantic 

relationship can be characterised by a number of features which develop and intensify as the 

relationship progresses.  According to Hinde, the first of these is ‘Content of Interactions.’ As a 

relationship develops, the content of the interactions will also develop, instead of meeting up at a 

bar or a restaurant for example, they may start to meet at each other’s houses’ and this may 

eventually lead to moving in together. It is hard to see how this could ever possibly occur with a 

robot, if a human was to have a relationship with a robot it can be assumed that the human is going 

to have purchased the robot, rather than met them and dated them for a while. For this reason the 

content of interactions is unlikely to change over time and will remain the same for the duration of 

the relationship. 

Hinde’s second feature of relationships is ‘Diversity of Interactions’ meaning how much the 

interactions in the relationship vary. Hinde states that deeper relationships have a greater diversity 

of interactions and calls these ‘multiplex relationships’ whereas relationships with little diversity in 

their interactions such as a teacher-student relationship are called ‘uniplex relationships.’ A robot 

could fulfil this second feature, as a robot could be developed to talk about a wide range of topics 

and vary the conversations it has to a multiplex level. Similarly, a robot could also fulfil Hinde’s 

third feature named ‘Quality of Interactions’ which refers to the actual content of the interactions, 

such as whether the individuals talk about themselves and their partner collectively. For example, 
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“we are going on holiday together.” A robot could be programmed to include this sort of quality in 

its interactions, allowing for it not only to seem like it is in a relationship but also to sound like it is 

in a relationship.  

Hinde’s fourth feature is another one to create problems for a relationship with robots. Termed 

“Relative Frequency and Patterning of Interactions” this covers the fact that as the relationship 

becomes deeper the frequency of meetings between the partner’s increases. How could this be the 

case with a robot? You are unlikely to arrange to meet up with a robot and it is unlikely to be busy 

and have to cancel. Supposing you do start a relationship with a robot it would appear to be entirely 

on the human’s part to decide when and when not to spend time together and the robot is unlikely to 

be annoyed or frustrated if you’re not spending enough time with it. Unlike a normal relationship, 

time spent together could be whenever the human chooses. Would this give the same satisfaction as 

if a human partner had made a conscious decision to meet up with you instead of other plans they 

may have had? 

A further feature Hinde notes is that of ‘Intimacy,’ stating that in a relationship there are two types 

of intimacy; physical and psychological. As a relationship progresses the intimacy within a 

relationship develops and changes and each partner allows and starts to be physically and 

psychologically touched in different ways and in different places. For example, with friends it may 

be acceptable to touch them on the shoulder, or on the upper arm, if they are in need of comfort. 

However, touching someone on the knee for example, is seen as a much more intimate connection 

and one associated with a romantic relationship rather than a friendship. Perhaps one of the biggest 

challenges for robots would be how to overcome the feeling in humans that they are being touched 

by a robot, not a fellow human being. Furthermore, programming intimacy both psychologically 

and physically for a robot could be near on impossible. How can a robot be programmed to know 

when and when not to touch a human and be programmed to touch them with the same precision 

and delicacy as a real human? 

If we use Hinde’s features as a method of fully describing the dimensions of a relationship it would 

appear that a number of issues could occur with having a fully functioning relationship with a robot. 

But what work has been done on increasing the effectiveness of human-robot interactions? 

Robotics – Current and Future Interactions with Human-beings 

A paper by DiSalvo et al (2002) states that if robots are to successfully be accepted as social beings 

they must appear as human-like as possible. To determine the best method of achieving this 

DiSalvo et al carried out an experiment using 48 different robots and had people say how human-
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like they thought the robots were. Un-surprisingly, they found that the key important features for 

making a robot more human-like were features such as a nose, a mouth and eyelids. However, even 

the robots who had these features were still not strongly rated as being human-like. According to 

Duffy (2003), the problem with an anthropomorphic robot is that people set the expectations far too 

high for its capabilities and end up disappointed when it doesn’t fulfil them. Duffy argues that 

developing anthropomorphic robots is therefore a flawed approach and robots should only be 

designed so that their appearance matches their perceived ability. This poses a problem again for 

relationships with robots for the foreseeable future. Robotics isn’t yet at the stage where robots can 

be made with anywhere near the same array of abilities as human-beings, so if Duffy’s views are 

correct, we should not be making anthropomorphic robots for some time to come. If robots do not 

look human, we may assume that they would not be a sufficient replacement for a human partner. 

How could we make the abilities of robots more human-like? Knight et al (2011) describe a robot 

named ‘Data’ who is a joke telling robot. Data tells jokes to an audience and is capable of 

measuring how much of a laugh each joke receives and then can adjust his upcoming jokes to suit 

the audience better. This could be seen as one of the first steps towards having robots learn from 

their environment, an ability which could be seen as key for anthropomorphism. Breazeal and 

Scasselatti (2002) propose that robots could become more human-like if they could be programmed 

to develop through imitation of humans, much like a human infant does.  

Something that seriously needs to be considered for relationships with robots is how robots cope 

long term in human-robot interactions. Do humans still interact with robots once the novelty has 

worn off? Gockley et al (2005) examined exactly this using a robot receptionist named Valerie in 

the Newell-Simon Hall at Carnegie Mellon University. Valerie’s main duty was providing 

information to visitors, but she also had a pre-programmed story about her life which she revealed 

to people she spoke to over the nine months of the experiment. Gockley et al hoped that this story 

would keep people coming back to speak to Valerie and learn more about her. However, this wasn’t 

to be the case and despite Valerie recalling tales of her life for a duration of between two to three 

minutes, interactions with her rarely lasted more than thirty seconds, suggesting that visitors grew 

tired of her story and became disinterested in interacting with her.  

In the same way as Hinde’s (1981) features of a relationship were used to discuss how a robot 

would fit into these criteria. Kahn et al (2007) sets out a number of key characteristics that a robot 

needs for it to appear ‘human’. Firstly for a robot to appear human-like, it must display 

‘Autonomy’, meaning it must show some sort of independence but still be considerate to the lives 

of others and the population as a society. It must also use ‘Imitation,’ not simply mimicking people, 
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but actually understanding and reading people’s behaviours and adjusting their own behaviours 

accordingly to reduce conflict and maintain the comfort of others in their presence. Robots must 

also display a sense of ‘Intrinsic moral value’ meaning they should be capable of thinking for 

themselves about what is right and wrong and should be able to consider other peoples well-being 

in their decision making processes. Leading on from this they should also hold ‘Moral 

accountability’ for their actions, meaning that if a robot’s behaviour does somehow lead to conflict, 

they should be fully accountable for their actions. A further criteria according to Kahn et al  is 

‘Conventionality,’ by this Kahn et al means that when people are interacting with others, they are 

aware of certain conventions such as not calling a teacher by their first name, or acting more 

formally with work colleagues than with friends. For robots to appear human like they must also 

follow these social rules as they are conventions all humans try to stick to. A final criteria from 

Kahn et al is ‘Authenticity of Relation,’ if a robot appears as truly human-like then real humans 

would not talk about ‘using’ the robot but instead would talk about engaging and interacting with it 

in the same way they would with family, friends or work colleagues.  

We can only speculate over the advancements we may see in robotics. But given the huge surge we 

have witnessed in development of mobile computing it is possible that very big changes could 

happen very quickly in a similar technological area such as robotics. If robots could be developed to 

meet Kahn et al’s (2007) criteria then the possibility of human-robot romantic relationships 

becomes a far more realistic prospect. A robot meeting Kahn et al’s criteria would in turn fit better 

into the characteristics laid out by Hinde (1981) about what a relationship should involve. Kahn et 

al (2010) actually make some predictions themselves regarding this topic. They believe that because 

of the money involved in human-robot interaction, there will be a growing number of people and 

businesses who become interested and start developing the robotic sex industry. Kahn et al predict 

that this will at some point stir up a frenzy of articles in the news over the controversies surrounding 

sexual relations with robots. This will lead to a number of different stances and viewpoints about 

whether these sexual relations should be allowed to continue. Kahn et al therefore believe that a key 

priority for the human-robot interaction community is to address the question; “Is it possible, and if 

so in what way and what extent, for people to form deep and meaningful psychologically intimate 

relationships with current robots and robots of the future?” (pg. 123).  

As stated in the introduction, one of the pioneers of this area is David Levy. In his book “Love and 

Sex with Robots” (2007), Levy discusses in great detail the possibility of human-robotic relations. 

Levy raises a number of different points; he believes that social change is happening at a faster rate 

now than it has done at any other point in the last two hundred years. Because of this, the 

characteristics of marriage are also changing at a rapid rate. Levy proposes that new forms of a 
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marriage will develop at a similar rate to changes we have already seen such as same-sex marriage 

and inter-racial marriage. Levy therefore believes some of us will be marrying robots by mid-

century. If the characteristics laid out by Kahn et al (2007) for a human-like robot can be achieved, 

this could be a very real possibility. If a robot appears human-like and can be designed to appear 

like an attractive human-being on the surface, what is there to stop a real human falling in love with 

one and even committing to marriage? Levy makes the further point that at the moment, there is no 

legislation to stop a person with an artificial limb from marrying. Nor is there any legislation to stop 

a person with two artificial limbs from marrying, or someone with 4 artificial limbs and an artificial 

heart. So where can we draw the line? Where is the cut off point where someone is too artificial to 

be suitable for marriage? 

Final thoughts and Conclusions 

Sherry Turkle, author of the ‘Second Self’ provides her own views on the prospect of relationships 

with machines (Choi, 2008). Turkle is of the opinion that if you are alone but too shy or introverted 

to engage in intimacy with another human-being, then a relationship with a machine could give you 

the feeling of having a partner, without the demands and characteristics of a friendship being 

present as well. However, Turkle also believes that this is far from being a good thing. She believes 

that a relationship with a machine could be possible, but would be extremely unhealthy for the 

human-being.  

This seems like a sensible viewpoint to take. Despite the predictions of pioneers in the field such as 

David Levy (2007) and Kahn et al (2010) who believe that a relationship with a robot in the future 

is a very real prospect, is this necessarily something we should be encouraging or should we be 

discouraging such a development in robotics? At Innorobo 2012, Europe’s biggest robotic event, 

Tim Field a robotics expert spoke to BBC news about the prospect of robotic companions in the 

future. He sees it as an unattainable target and one which we should not be pursuing anyway. He 

said; "It would cost $5m (£3.2m) to design and create a robot which was capable of flying and 

landing an aeroplane, but even if you gave me $50m, I could not make something that could 

naturally reach into my pocket and take out my keys." Similarly, for Takanori Shibata another 

expert, the problem with humanoid robots is that they feel very mechanical, making any human 

interaction with them feel uncomfortable and unnatural. So it seems that for now, it is hard to 

imagine how robots could ever live up to the standards laid out by Kahn et al (2007) for it to appear 

human-like. But if robots ever do reach these standards, then a robot may meet the criteria for a 

relationship laid out by Hinde (1981), which could mean a relationship with a human is entirely 
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possible. It is however of the upmost importance to consider if this is actually a good and healthy 

thing.  
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