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On February 28, 2024, Sewell Setzer III, a 14-year-old boy from Florida, killed himself at the
urging of a lifelike Al character generated by Character.Al, a platform that is also reportedly hosting
pro-anorexia Al chatbots that encourage disordered eating among young people. Clearly, stronger
measures are urgently needed to protect children and young people from Al. Of course, even in strictly
ethical terms, Al has immense positive potential, from promoting human health and dignity to
improving sustainability and education among marginalized populations. But these promised
benefits are no excuse for downplaying or ignoring the ethical risks and real-world costs. Every
violation of human rights must be seen as ethically unacceptable. If a lifelike AI chatbot provokes the
death of a teenager, the fact that AI could play a role in advancing medical research is no
compensation.

Nor is the Setzer tragedy an isolated case. This past December, two families in Texas filed a
lawsuit against Character.Al and its financial backer, Google, alleging that the platform’s chatbots
sexually and emotionally abused their school-age children, resulting in self-harm and violence.

We have seen this movie before, having already sacrificed a generation of children and teens to
social-media companies that profit from their platforms’ addictiveness. Only slowly did we awaken to
the social and psychological harms done by “anti-social media.” Now, many countries are banning or
restricting access, and young people themselves are demanding stronger regulation.

But we cannot wait to rein in AI’s manipulative power. Owing to the huge quantities of personal
data that the tech industry has harvested from us, those building platforms like Character.Al can
create algorithms that know us better than we know ourselves. The potential for abuse is profound.
Als know exactly which buttons to press to tap into our desires, or to get us to vote a certain way. The
pro-anorexia chatbots on Character.Al are merely the latest, most outrageous example. There is no

good reason why they shouldn’t be banned immediately.
[Hi#] Kirchschliger, P.G., How Many Children Must AI Kill? Project Syndicate, May 16, 2025.
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