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Objective 

This week we will conclude our investigation of machine moral agency. The goal of this week’s 
reading is to examine critically the concept of moral agency in general and the various efforts to 
ascribe moral agency to machines in particular. We will, therefore, investigate the philosophical 
assumptions and consequences of agent-oriented moral reasoning and evaluate the various 
proposals to extend moral agency to machines, like the “Machine Ethics” of Michael and Susan 
Anderson, the “Artificial Moral Agents” described by Colin Allen, and the Artificial Agency of  
Kenneth Einar Himma. The goal of this week’s reading, therefore, is to understand fully the 
moral opportunities and challenges of using an agent-oriented approach.    
 
Readings 
D. Gunkel, The Machine Question: Critical Perspectives on AI, Robots and Ethics (15-92) 
 
 
Questions 
1) What is an agent? How have we typically defined and characterized agency in general and 
moral agency in particular? What have been customarily considered the necessary and 
sufficient conditions for anything to be considered a moral agent? And do you see any problems 
with extending this criteria to non-human entities, like animals, corporations, or machines? 
What, in other words, are the conditions of possibility for machine agency in general and 
machine moral agency in particular?  

 
2) What does it mean to be a person? How is “person” defined and characterized as both a 
legal and moral category? Can a machine be a person? If so, how or why? If not, why not? 
What are the opportunities and challenges of using the concept “person” as a means for 
distinguishing between who is a legitimate moral agent and what remains a mere instrument? In 

other words, can “personhood” provide both a necessary and sufficient condition for deciding 
the question of moral agency? Why or why not? 
 


