
Responsible Machines:
The Opportunities and Challenges of Artificial Intelligence



“No matter how virtual the subject 

becomes, there is always a body 

attached” – Stone 1990

First Conference on Cyberspace
University of Texas - Austin, TX  4-5 May 1990



The Other may appear in the 

guise of different virtual 

characters, screen names, 

profiles, or avatars, but there is 

always somebody behind it all. 
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Task: Investigate the opportunities and 

challenges of these increasingly 

responsible machines—machines that 

are designed for and are able to 

respond to us as another autonomous 

social entity and in so doing may have 

a legitimate claim to some level of 

rights, responsibilities, or both. 



1) Default Setting
The Instrumental Theory of Technology

Agenda

2) The New Normal
Recent Challenges to the Default Setting

3) Rise of the Machines
Consequences of this Machine Incursion
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“Morality rests on human shoulders, and 

if machines changed the ease with 

which things were done, they did not 

change responsibility for doing them. 

People have always been the only 

‘moral agents.’” – J. Storrs Hall 2001

Technology = Tool



Computer Mediated Communication



Communication Technology
Something through which human messages pass

Computer Mediated Communication



Logical—Attribute agency to 

an inanimate object

Moral—Deflect responsibility to 

a mere instrument or tool





Default Setting – Summary
The instrumental theory locates 

accountability in human decision making 

and action, and it resists any and all 

efforts to defer responsibility to some 

inanimate object by blaming or scape-

goating what are mere tools.



The New Normal
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“The machine is a mechanism 

that, after being set in motion, 

performs with its tools the same 

operations as the worker 

formerly did with similar tools.” 

– Marx 1867 

Machine != Tool



The machine occupies 

the position not of the 

tool but of the human 

worker—the active 

agent who had used 

the tool.



“To be autonomous is to be self-governing, independent, not ruled 

by an external law or force. In the metaphysics of Immanuel Kant, 

autonomy refers to the fundamental condition of free will—the 

capacity of the will to follow moral laws which it gives to itself. 

Kant opposes this idea to "heteronomy," the rule of the will by 

external laws, namely the deterministic laws of nature. In this light 

the very mention of autonomous technology raises an unsettling 

irony, for the expected relationship of subject and object is exactly 

reversed. We are now reading all of the propositions backwards. 

To say that technology is autonomous is to say that it is 

nonheteronomous, not governed by an external law. And what is 

the external law that is appropriate to technology? Human will, it 

would seem.” – Winner 1977



Customer Service



Sender Receiver

Customer Service



Sender ReceiverMedium

Autonomous Artificial Agent

Customer Service
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Algorithmic Culture

“We have adapted our personalization 

algorithms to this new scenario in such a 

way that now 75% of what people watch is 

from some sort of recommendation.”

http://techblog.netflix.com (6 April 2012)
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Algorithmic Culture

David Cope’s EMI

Shimon - Georgia Tech 



Algorithmic Culture



Social Robots

Social Robots are socially intelligent robot partners that interact 

with humans to promote social and intellectual benefits, work 

alongside with humans as peers, learn from people as apprentices, 

and foster more engaging interaction between people.



Social Robots





New Normal – Summary
The instrumentalist theory, no 

matter how useful and seemingly 

correct in some circumstances for 

explaining some technological 

devices, does not exhaust all 

possibilities for all kinds of devices.



Rise of the Machines
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“Robots on the Move,” General Electric, November 2012



Robot Invasion!





Machine Moral Agency



Machine Moral Patiency



1. Instrumental Theory



“My thesis is that robots should be 

built, marketed and considered 

legally as slaves, not companion 

peers.” – Bryson 2010

1. Instrumental Theory



+ Human Exceptionalism: Machines are

tools; only human beings have rights

– Slavery 2.0: Produce a new class of

slaves and rationalize this decision as

morally sound

1. Instrumental Theory



2. Machine Morality



+ Machine Rights: Extend moral 

standing to these social aware entities

– Reboot Ethics: Think beyond human 

exceptionalism and instrumentalism

2. Machine Morality



3. Actor Network Theory

Users

Technologies

Manufacturers



3. Actor Network Theory

“When computer systems behave there 

is a triad of intentionality at work, the 

intentionality of the computer system 

designer, the intentionality of the 

system, and the intentionality of the 

user.” – Johnson 2006



3. Actor Network Theory

+ Hybridity: Agency is distributed across 

networks composed of both human and 

non-human elements.

– No Escape: Still need to decide between 

who counts as a moral subject and what

can be considered a mere object.




