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Abstract: Philosophical literature generally highlights three different aspects or

dimensions of responsibility: 1. the attribution of authorship of actions and the

liability of the actor for these actions; 2. the attribution of a duty of care for cer-

tain tasks or areas of responsibility; and finally 3. the obligation to justify one’s

own behaviour and actions with good reasons. The discussion about the devel-

opment and the use of artificial intelligence currently focuses on the first and, to

some extent, the third aspect. However, the rapid pace of development and the

now omnipresent use of AI also require ongoing critical examination and reflection

on the normative framework. Responsibility must therefore be understood more

broadly: with regard to the development and use of artificial intelligence, we bear a

discursive shared responsibility that involves examining the development and use

of AI systems against the yardstick of justice, as well as the normative framework

itself that guides us in the development and use of AI systems.

Keywords: responsibility as a practice of justification; discoursive co-responsibility;

structural injustice; artificial intelligence; Iris Marion Young; Karl-Otto Apel

1 Introduction

The topic of ‘responsibility and artificial intelligence’ is addressed across a broad

range of academic disciplines, including law, sociology, philosophy and theology.

For legal scholars, questions arise especially with regard to the regulation and lia-

bility of damage (co-)caused by artificial intelligence: for example, who is liable

for damage caused by an autonomously driving vehicle? In addition to the Euro-

pean General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR), the European Directive on AI
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Liability was adopted in September 2022; the Product Liability Directive was specif-

ically revised with regard to AI applications, and finally, in May 2024, the European

AI Regulation was adopted, which came into force on 1 August 2024 and is consid-

ered theworld’s first comprehensive regulation of artificial intelligence. But despite

what are now far-reaching legal regulations, which attempt to balance the protec-

tion of fundamental rights against the promotion of innovation, questions continue

to arise at a legal level regarding, for example, the interpretation of new legal terms

(such as ‘risk areas’) that appear in the various directives and regulations. In tan-

dem with this proliferation of new technical terms, artificial intelligence itself is

constantly evolving and finding new applications which in turn require a review

and adaptation of the legal framework.

In the field ofmachine ethics, there is a fundamental debate in philosophy con-

cerning the extent to which AI-based systems themselves are understood as moral

actors, i.e., whether they can be seen as the bearers of ethical or moral decisions1

and can therefore be responsible for their actions and any damage they cause. For

now, the majority position assumes that since they lack the relevant prerequisites

such as freedom, higher-level intentionality (cf. Dennett 1976) and the ability to act

according to reasons,2 AI-based systems themselves cannot be bearers of respon-

sibility. However, this is not to deny that artificial intelligence systems have the

ability to exert influence in morally relevant ways. For example, the discussion

also addresses the extent to which AI systems can support human moral decision-

making by analysing, structuring and evaluating relevant data.3 This can go so

far as to give the impression that the AI systems used are actually the authority

responsible for the outcome of the decision.

To be able to hold someone liable in situations in which artificial intelligence is

involved – especially when using artificial intelligence in high-risk areas4 – there

1 Pereira and Saptawijaya 2016. On the question of the extent to which AI-based systems can act,

see Misselhorn 2018.

2 Specifically with regard to responsibility, see for example Buddeberg 2011, III.1.2; Vargas 2013,

Part II. On the ability to act on reasons, see e. g. Kohler 1988; Davidson 1980; Larmore 2008; Scan-

lon 2013 as well as the articles in Stoecker 2002. In this context, it is also important to discuss the

role of the first-person perspective or the participant perspective. See for example Stoecker 2003;

Habermas 2007 as well as Nida-Rümelin and Weidenfeld 2022, 17; on the ability to act on the basis

of reasons, see this, 22-3, 28.

3 Here we speak of machines as “moral counsellors” (Misselhorn 2018, 72). In actor-network the-

ory, it is assumed, that human and non-human actors (like technological objects) form dynamic

networks, collectively shaping social and natural phenomena.

4 According to the AI Regulation, this includes the areas of health, safety, fundamental rights and

the environment as well as AI systems for influencing political election decisions and systems

of recommendation on social media platforms. (https://digital-strategy.ec.europa.eu/en/policies/

regulatory-framework-ai, last accessed on 18 March 2026).

https://digital-strategy.ec.europa.eu/en/policies/regulatory-framework-ai
https://digital-strategy.ec.europa.eu/en/policies/regulatory-framework-ai
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is a plea, for example, to include a human intermediary – a ‘human in the loop’

(HITL) – as a precautionary prerequisite for oversight, and to assume responsibil-

ity for decisions made. However, there are a number of basic requirements that

must be met for this to be effective: the decisions proposed by the artificial intel-

ligence must be comprehensible to the person in question5 which, in turn, means

that the HITL must be sufficiently familiar with how the specific artificial intelli-

gence works. Furthermore, the HITL must not only know, but also be able to give

all due consideration to the relevant moral and legal aspects of each pending deci-

sion. And the entire processmust be relieved of time pressure to such an extent that

the person can perform an adequate critical review.

In my view, the aforementioned legal provisions for regulation and liability, in

conjunction with the moral or action-theoretical proposals concerning the involve-

ment of a human supervisory authority in relation to the attribution and account-

ability for decisions made by artificial intelligence are to be welcomed, even if it is

unclear in many cases whether and how such a HITL with the corresponding com-

petencies could in fact be deployed. If no one can any longer understand why and

how an artificial intelligence arrives at a particular conclusion, then a human inter-

mediary can no longer justify its operations and results either; at best, they can only

explain the intentions behind its use or how it was used by others.

However, as I wish to show, the question of responsibility with regard to artifi-

cial intelligence also involves, given the relentless and rapid pace of developments

in artificial intelligence observed by everyone and its now ubiquitous use at a

higher level, an ongoing critical examination and reflection on the development

and use of AI systems against the yardstick of justice. My thesis is that the now

omnipresent use of AI in almost all areas of life does not in any way resolve or mit-

igate existing injustices, but rather exacerbates them, in some cases dramatically.

Referring to the ideas of Hans Jonas, Karl-Otto Apel had already drawn attention

to the dangers arising from scientific and technological achievements, which, with

our increased power over nature, now pose a threat to human existence and the

planet. Iris Marion Young, meanwhile, focused her attention on the problems of

structural injustice arising from complex, collective contexts of action. Building

on their theories, I shall, as a first step, argue that responsibility should not be

understood primarily as liability, but rather as a discursive practice: retrospec-

tively justifying our actions to others and prospectively orienting them in such a

way that they can be justified to the people who are affected by them (2). I will

argue in a third step (3) that this is not to be assumed by one person alone, but

jointly. Responsibility understood in thisway implies, as Iwill then argue in a fourth

5 However, this is not possible at all with AI involving ‘black box’ processes. That is why there is a

demand for explainable AI. In such cases, however, the HITL might also lose some of its necessity.
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step, an ongoing, critical examination of its application against the yardstick of

justice, with the aim of uncovering injustices and counteracting them (4). This can

also lead to a re-examination of thenormative framework and the associatedunder-

standing of oneself and theworld,modifying them if current circumstances require

it, or rethinking them entirely. To this end, the moral and ethical boundaries of

the development and use of artificial intelligence must be continually re-examined

and discussed in dialogue with others, including experts and those affected in such

circumstances, whilst risks and undesirable developments must be identified as

precisely as possible so that we can continue to counteract them (5).

2 Responsibility as a Practice of Justification

In philosophical theories, responsibility is often equated with ‘attribution’

(‘Zuschreibung’) or ‘liability’ (‘Haftung’). However, this ignores two other aspects

that are already part of our everyday understanding: having responsibility not only

means that an action or task can be attributed retrospectively to someone and that

this person is liable for it: e.g. ‘The developer did not sufficiently consider the risk

of discrimination against people of black skin colour when programming artificial

intelligence. Therefore, they are responsible – i.e., liable – for the damage caused.’

It can alsomean that someone is obliged to take a certain action or perform a task in

the future: e.g. ‘A start-up for the development of software based on artificial intelli-

gence is responsible, i.e., obliged to comply with the guidelines of the GDPR and the

AI Regulation.’ Responsibility also implies an obligation to respond, i.e., to justify:

we answer to someone by honouring the claim associatedwith every action that our

action is justified by providing intersubjectively comprehensible and understand-

able reasons to all those affected by our action.6 Accordingly, being responsible

means that one’s own actions and behaviour in a forward-looking manner must,

to the extent that they affect others, entail that one can answer legitimate ques-

tions about them satisfactorily.7 This can include the parties involved coming to an

understanding about their behaviour and the motives, intentions and reasons that

underpin their actions.

6 This aspect is also emphasised by Baum et al. 2022, for example. Though, it is not only other

people who are affected by our actions but non-human nature as well. However, our ability to

communicate reasons is limited to other people. And to them we have to justify our treatment of

and impact on non-human nature.

7 There may well be exceptions to this. For example, German law recognises a constitutional

right, to stay silent in the light of accusations against oneself and any government action against

that right would be considered unlawful. However, these exceptions are themselves subject to the

requirement that they must and can be justified (in cases of doubt).
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This willingness and ability to justify one’s own actions on the basis of reasons,

which is demanded by the concept of responsibility, already arises from the philo-

sophical concept of action as intrinsically rational or reason-orientated;8 therefore,

it is not an external imposition on actors. This is because, generally speaking, action

is intentional and based on reasons. It takes placewithin aworld that is sharedwith

others, co-constituted and linguistically structured by them and is therefore gener-

ally associated with the claim that it can be justified to others (i.e., those affected by

this action).

In this way, every acting person is retrospectively responsible for what they do

and do not do, and, looking ahead, for the fulfilment of certain tasks. However, this

is not the whole picture; individual actions can be isolated only superficially and

somewhat artificially from the complex network of facts, events, subjective convic-

tions, wishes, etc., that make up the context of the action. It may be possible only

in highly standardised situations to identify an action and its consequences as the

object of responsibility – although even here, the inclusion of various intentions

and reasons for action can expandwhat at first glance appears to be a simple action

into a whole complex of actions. In principle, all behaviour that exposes an actor to

the gaze and questions of (possibly) affected co-subjects can and should be justified

to them.

People may have to justify themselves to all those who are or could be directly

or indirectly affected by their actions or behaviour. This applies both retrospec-

tively and prospectively. The more standardised the actions or human behaviour,

themore clearly it seems to be specifiedwho is affected at all and towhat extent and

therefore they have such a concrete “right to justification” (see for example Forst

2014) or, pre-emptively, a “right to consideration.”9 If either the context or the inter-

pretation of an action changes and another person or institution asks for reasons,

this person or institution must also be given an answer. The claim to justification

can also be asserted on behalf of other persons or institutions.

In addition, further questions can be asked, such as what criteria are actually

used to evaluate the reasons given by the agentmaking the decision, orwhat guides

the agent in selecting their reasons. This is because, in addition to personal objec-

tives, our actions are guided by professional or general interpersonal expectations

or context-specific rules and norms, legal rules, as well as moral or political norms.

8 Empirically speaking, this is of course a partially counterfactual assumption, because in real-

ity people are motivated in their actions by very different sources that can only be explained

retrospectively and by no means completely as rational.

9 The phrase ‘right to consideration’ is intended to emphasise thatwemust always consider others

affected by our actions, and behaviour in such a way that others can accept them as justified –

regardless of whether they actually ask for such reasons.
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In the discourse on responsibility, these provide the normative standard to which

people orientate their actions and against which the behaviour or actions of others

are assessed. Without such a normative framework,10 it is unclear how responsibil-

ity can be attributed, assumed or evaluated in any way at all. Often, initially, this

framework is merely implicit, becoming explicit or being drawn into critical reflec-

tion only in cases of doubt or in new contexts of action. With regard to artificial

intelligence, as already mentioned, this has been happening in Europe at a legal

level, as, for example, with an extension of the GDPR to new fields of application,

with the revision of the Product Liability Directive, the Directive on AI Liability, and

through the entirely new AI Act.

3 Apel’s and Young’s Conceptions of Shared

Responsibility

At least at the legal level, the normative framework has thus clearly taken shape.

However, in my view, the critical examination and reflection of this framework is

still required as part of a social co-responsibility that precedes individual respon-

sibilities for certain actions (see for example Apel 2001; Apel 2000; see also my

account in: Buddeberg 2011, 99–104). Karl-Otto Apel has developed such a concept

of responsibility in the debate on “humanity’s responsibility for the consequences

(and collateral consequences) of its collective actions on a planetary scale” (Apel

1988, 42, my translation). As members of a communication community, Apel claims,

humans are responsible not only for “any particular tasks” or actions, but also – and

already – for “uncovering, discovering all problems in the lifeworld that are capable

of discourse, and for discussing them. They are also responsible for bringing about

such discourse and for solving the problems” (Apel 2001, 107–8, my translation) and

“for ensuring that [these tasks] are assigned” (Apel 2001, 109, my translation). Thus,

as I understand Apel, to bear responsibility essentially means to participate with

others in the processes of public communication.11 This enables the identification

of relevant tasks, the determination of those interests and needs that are to be taken

into account, and the definition, distribution or even delegation of tasks and com-

petencies. Similarly, the underlying norms for action can be critically reviewed,

10 This normative framework itself can contain very heterogeneous norms, which can at best be

placed in a clear hierarchy in an ideal case.

11 Whether in the future communication will still be useful as a key to identifying AI problems,

and if so, inwhat form and towhat extent, can be critically examined in view of the transformation

of communication by AI (bots, LLMs, etc.).
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expanded or supplemented, taking into account the interests and needs of all stake-

holders – and this still seems to be a central aspect of responsibility in regard to

the development and use of artificial intelligence, even if it has now been widely

taken into account in European law. Furthermore, as Apel emphasises, ‘responsible’

institutions can be set up to ensure that these further considerations are taken into

account. The Commission of the EuropeanUnionhas alreadydone this, for example,

with the establishment of the “European AI Office,”12 as well as with special forums

and expert groups.

This “concept of the co-responsibility always already (‘immer schon’) presup-

posed of all human beings” that is postulated by Apel “by no means excludes the

traditional concept of individually attributable responsibility” (Apel 2000, 27, my

translation). Rather, co-responsibility forms a kind of basis for every concrete indi-

vidual (and collective) responsibility to be assumed or transferred (Apel 2000, 27).

As co-responsible members of a communication community, people do not act in

isolation from others; rather, they can only act together, and are also obliged to

communicate to these other people, not only in regard to their own actions and

their consequences, but also in regard to the possible – and sometimes far-reaching

– consequences of the actions of all those involved. In particular, the aim is to iden-

tify, avoid or at least minimise at an early stage any possible negative consequences

resulting from the unfavourable interplay of various individual actions.

According to Apel, each person bears co-responsibility not only for the

“discovery or identification” of all morally relevant problems of the lifeworld, but

also for solving them “in argumentative discourse” (Apel 2000, 37, my translation).

Since all problems of the lifeworld are to be solved together in argumentative dis-

course, all affected members of the discourse community may potentially demand,

examine and judge the reasons for an action. Ultimately, responsibility is practiced

together through this process of demanding, examining and judging reasons.13 Only

a broad-based socio-political discourse can ensure that decisions are not made by

individual actors, (lobby) groups, or the ‘market’ based solely on economic inter-

ests, for example, but that the reasons and interests of all those affected by them

are taken into account.

This also makes it clear why the concept of a primordial co-responsibility does

not recognise an authority as a fixed institution to which one has to answer. Rather,

12 https://digital-strategy.ec.europa.eu/en/policies/ai-office, last accessed on 18 March 2026.

13 Of course, actions in everyday life are often not questioned at all, nor are those who perform

them asked for reasons; otherwise, we would not be able to cope. Apel’s point is rather that even

those who are affected by an action or witness an action always influence it (or can do so) through

their (expected or actually expressed) acceptance or criticism of that action and are therefore also

jointly responsible, naturally to varying degrees, depending on their power to act.

https://digital-strategy.ec.europa.eu/en/policies/ai-office
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through the procedure of discourse described above, every member of the commu-

nication community – alone, or together with others – is potentially regarded as

such an instance of responsibility. The concept of discursive co-responsibility thus

includes, in the current context of technological development, the ongoing inter-

subjective critical reflection and understanding of one’s own actions and, where

applicable, of the norms underlying these actions, as well as the regulation and

coordination of this process. This extends past the concept of simple accountability

or the concept of duty.

Less ontological and therefore, perhaps, less idealistic and less abstract, is Iris

Marion Young’s (Young 2006) well known argument in an overtly political register

that responsibility should not be understood solely as individual liability but should

be supplemented by a “social connection model.” Young very specifically develops

this supplementary model of social connections using the example of certain forms

of exploitation in companies, which are based on structural injustices. She argues

that the model of individual liability leaves open the possibility of absolving one-

self of responsibility either by invoking insufficient knowledge (Young 2006, 116),

by hiding behind those for whom one works, or by referring to one’s own power-

lessness within the complex interplay of various individual actions, which are also

determined by market competition and high economic pressure.

By setting minimum labour standards, state (or supranational) law can have a

regulatory effect, but any such regulations can in turn be undermined by incompe-

tent or corrupt authorities (Young 2006, 117). There is no doubt that this problem can

be blamed on the respective states (even if at least poor states defend themselves

– in ways that are not entirely unfounded – by pointing to onerous economic con-

straints and the fact that they would otherwise not be able to survive on the world

market) (Young 2006, 118). Crucially, however, the liability model is not sufficient to

counter structural injustices.

Young therefore proposes to complement this classical model with her model

of social connection (Young 2006, 118). In so doing, shewants to clarify that all actors

whose actions involve them one way or another in processes that result in or main-

tain injustice, as well as all those who benefit from corresponding institutions and

orders, are jointly responsible for structural injustices. And since, as human beings,

we always participatewith others in “a system of interdependent processes of coop-

eration and competition” that has unjust effects, “through which we seek benefits

and aim to realize projects” – processes that in the contemporary world extend far

beyond nation-state borders (Young 2006, 119) – we are also all responsible. This

means that in regard, for example, to industrial exploitation, responsibility extends

to states, producers, consumers, and even exploited workers.

Young’s model of responsibility is therefore also less concerned with estab-

lishing the retrospective liability of individual actors and with sanctioning them
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for the damage they have caused; instead, her primary intention is to emphasise

that all actors involved contribute in some way to the emergence or continuity

of structural injustices, and cannot simply absolve themselves of this by shifting

responsibility to other actors (Young 2006, 119). Rather, all those involved must take

responsibility, in the sense that their actions should contribute to overcoming these

structural injustices. Thus, Young highlights the aspect of care already contained in

our everyday use of responsibility; being responsible means taking care to address

or combat injustices, and to avoid any possible damage mainly by changing politi-

cal, economic and societal structures. And even though Young develops her model

using the example of the exploitation of workers in the workplace – a concept that

can easily be applied to conditions in the AI industry –, her general concern is to

combat all forms of structural injustice precisely because responsible behaviour is

generally measured against the norm of justice (Buddeberg 2011, 277–83).

This also means that one must not simply accept existing norms and regula-

tions as a given standard for evaluating actions, but one must critically examine

whether and to what extent such norms allow, promote or even create injustice

(Young 2006, 120–1). In her view, this also requires a joint commitment, particularly

in the form of public understanding, to coordinate actions and to shape and organ-

ise social relationships more justly. At the same time, others must be convinced

on the one hand that (unacceptable) injustice exists, and, on the other hand, that

collective action can change social practices and institutional regulations and pri-

orities in such a way that any such injustice is prevented in the future. Although

criticism of state (as well as supranational) institutions and regulations is neces-

sary to bring about or institutionalise change, it would be misleading to rely solely

on laws being amended. Rather, this requires constant and persistent pressure from

those affected, as well as from a committed democratic public.

In her model, Young also stresses that even those who are victims of structural

injustice bear responsibility. Although they may have only very limited power to

act, they are – or should be – particularly motivated to change the existing con-

ditions. They also have knowledge and interpersonal connections with each other

that are helpful and, above all, efficacious when it comes to mobilising against the

existing injustices, and which can help to strengthen each of them as independent

actors. However, they are often dependent on the (material) support and help of

other, more privileged actors (Young 2006, 124). Thus, according to Young’smodel of

social connections, all participants, including the victims, share responsibility, albeit

not to the same degree and in the same form but, depending on their own posi-

tion and power to act, by contributing different forms of knowledge, motives and

skills in exchange with others and by taking on different tasks in order to recog-

nise, criticise and ultimately overcome existing and possibly developing injustices
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(Young 2006, 125; on the relationship between power and responsibility, see Budde-

berg 2022).

4 Shared Responsibility in the Fight Against

Injustice

Why does it seem promising to refer to these two concepts of joint or shared respon-

sibility when considering questions about the development and use of artificial

intelligence? In my view, especially given that such new developments are mobil-

ising far-reaching changes in our social world, it is crucial to think beyond liability

for a particular damage that may arise or be caused by artificial intelligence. To this

end, legally binding regulations have recently been created, particularly at the EU

level, which apply to almost 450 million people and the third largest economic area

after the USA and China, legal measures that are not solely based on liability, but on

regulation. That is significant progress. But beyond this, responsibility must also be

understood here as an ongoing, collective social task.

The first step is to identify and acknowledge the injustices that arise from the

development and use of AI – or which are, in some cases, dramatically exacer-

bated by it – so that we can then take further steps to counteract them. For, to date,

the development and use of AI systems have still been viewed with some caution

from the perspective of justice, both in broader societal and academic discourse.

A notable exception to this is the study Feeding the Machine. The Hidden Human

Labour Powering AI, published in 2024 and based on many years of field research

by James Muldoon, Mark Graham and Callum Cant. This study focuses on the often

exploitative and degrading working conditions of people who – frequently unseen

by end-users – enable the development and provision of products marketed as

artificial intelligence.

It is striking how closely the descriptions of working conditions – for example,

those of ‘annotators’ involved in preparing datasets for the development of AI sys-

tems (see in particular Muldoon et al. 2024, ch.1) – in countries, particularly in East

Africa and South-East Asia, resemble those of the workers in sweatshops examined

by Young. The workers employed here also suffer from exploitative working condi-

tions, characterised by largely very short-term contracts, extremely long working

hours, poor pay – at or below the subsistence level –, child labour, workplace

harassment, extreme pressure and increasing, constant surveillance, as has been

the norm in industrial manufacturing under capitalist conditions since the colo-

nial era. There are few, if any, alternatives to this army of ‘big data’ suppliers,

whilst their work can easily be taken over by other workers anywhere in the world,

as it requires comparatively little infrastructure. (Muldoon et al. 2024, 39). This
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benefits both the tech companies and end users, who are kept under the illusion

that they can access the world’s knowledge without making any effort themselves

and at minimal cost.

It is becoming apparent that the datasets required for the development and

training of AI systems are increasingly being (or can be) generated synthetically.

However, simply because these datasets are expensive to produce on the one hand

and harbour a considerable risk of malfunctions or defects on the other, humans

will certainly remain involved for the foreseeable future, amongst other things to

test, repair, and adapt them where necessary (Muldoon et al. 2024, 36). And unlike,

for example, in the production of cheap clothing, very few end-users of AI systems

are aware of howmuch human labour has gone into developing these systems and

the economic power structures onwhich they are based, before they aremade avail-

able for anyone and everyone to use, something that is being deliberately obscured

by the companies providing these systems (see e.g. Muldoon et al. 2024, 8, 165, 171).

Far better known, however, are the poor working conditions faced by work-

ers in warehouses as also described in the study by Muldoon et al. – such as those

operated by retail platforms like Amazon – which are largely driven by the use

of AI systems. Many workers perceive their work as ‘meaningless’ (Muldoon et al.

2024, 115) and suffer from ubiquitous surveillance (Muldoon et al. 2024, 118–27),

whereby even voice recordings, emails and other data sources are analysed and

workers’ motivation levels are assessed accordingly (Muldoon et al. 2024, 127). At

the same time, the major online retail platforms are constantly attempting to opti-

mise employee performance through the use of AI systems (for instance, in 2020

Amazon reportedly considered using AI to design work schedules in such a way

that different muscle groups would be utilised in an optimised manner, see Mul-

doon et al. 2024, 118–9). On the other hand an ever-increasing division of labour is

simultaneously being used to replaceworkerswithmore efficient, yet even cheaper,

human or machine labour (see Muldoon et al. 2024, 123).

Even within the infrastructure central to AI systems, such as the gigantic data

centres they require, many workers are often employed under precarious contrac-

tual terms (Muldoon et al. 2024, 67). Another aspect of structural injustice is that the

entire data processing sector itself is controlled by a very small number of (predom-

inantly US) companies (Muldoon et al. 2024, 79). Their power lies in the computing

power of the AI infrastructure and its economic potential, which they can use to

attract top talent for technological development (Muldoon et al. 2024, 80). Last but

not least, the dramatic consumption ofwater and energy required by the entire tech

industry, with its gigantic data and computing centres (Muldoon et al. 2024, 118–9),

leads to further existential injustices. This initially runs diametrically counter to

the frequent promises that AI systems can play a significant role in halting climate

change.
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Apart from working conditions that are often characterised as exploitative, AI

systems such as LLMs likely contribute – and perhaps more so than other prod-

ucts from sweatshops – to the emergence or perpetuation of new injustices, for

example because the underlying data is inherently ‘biased’ (Muldoon et al. 2024,

58–61; see on this point also the article of Hinsch 2026). This is simply because cer-

tain social groups are underrepresented within it (Muldoon et al. 2024, 63), because

their developers do not represent the global population, and because the data and

the algorithms based on it are not always reliable or accurate. Furthermore, there

are still no adequate safeguards in place, nor are any foreseeable, to prevent these

LLMs from being used in an uncontrolled manner for unjust, discriminatory or

dangerous – and in some cases criminal – purposes.

The questions of justice raised so far arise in a different context when it comes

to AI compared to, for example, cheap clothingmanufactured in sweatshops, as the

excessive purchase of such items does not satisfy any existential needs – at least

not for the vast majority of consumers in wealthy countries. The use of AI systems

has instead spread at a dizzying pace across almost all areas of life in recent years

and is now virtually impossible to avoid. This gives rise to both hopes and fears. On

the one hand, AI systems are believed to be capable of countering the skills short-

age arising from the ageing of societies, diagnosing fatal diseases earlier and more

reliably, or playing a decisive role in the fight against climate change. On the other

hand, we must consider their use for political propaganda, the massive job losses

and the devaluation of traditional qualifications they risk provoking, the use of AI

systems in the development of armaments and warfare, and the potential threat

of artificially created viruses. Because the use of AI systems can have both nega-

tive and positive effects, and because they are now virtually unavoidable in many

fields of application, it seems much more difficult to counteract the injustices that

are either exacerbated or emerging as a result of their use.

This difficulty is aggravated by the fact that the power of the corporations

developing and operating AI systems has reached unprecedented levels. In finan-

cial terms alone, the market power of other large (multinational) corporations falls

far short of that of Meta, Nvidia and Alphabet, which own the leading American

AI companies. At the same time, as is well known, this enormous power imbalance

is by no means limited to the financial clout or market power of these companies.

Rather, throughAI-supported platforms and socialmedia, etc., they are increasingly

controlling public discourse and, by this means, politics as well. Even the power of

a media mogul like Silvio Berlusconi seems, in retrospect, to be of little significance

compared to that of an Elon Musk, who attempts, even in other countries, to influ-

ence political orientations via media such as X, which are largely controlled by AI
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systems. And politicians like Donald Trump, who is in close contact with leading

figures in the tech industry, are not expected to curb the power of these corpo-

rations to any significant or noticeable extent in the near future, given that their

political success relies heavily on the use of AI systems on social media.

The enormous imbalance of power in favour of the AI industry is becoming

even more significant due to economic and geopolitical competition with countries

such as China and concerns that they could soon overtake the Western world.14 In

summary, it must be noted that, as the authors of Feeding the Machine also high-

light, the development of AI systems is driven almost exclusively by profit expec-

tations and the power interests of a small number of large corporations and their

investors, and only takes their users’ needs into account to the extent necessary to

ensure the sale of their products. The interests of potential consumers belonging

to marginalised communities are scarcely taken into account, and concerns about

whether the decisions or actions underpinning these developments aremorally jus-

tifiable are often dismissed as undue interference in what should be a free play of

market forces. Even the repeated calls from certain tech giants for legal regulation

(Muldoon et al. 2024, 143) to ensure safe, responsible AI seem, at least in part, to be

driven more by profit than by moral concerns.

The detailed empirical analysis of working conditions for various groups of

people involved in the development and deployment of AI systems, as presented in

the study Feeding the Machine, clearly demonstrates the extent to which even this

current phase of ‘technological progress’ perpetuates the economic logic of capital-

ism and its colonial legacy. In keeping with Young’s concept of shared responsibility

in combating structural injustice, these authors also call for collective resistance.

And like Young, they regard workers – as victims of the injustices highlighted – as

key actors; indeed, perhaps even more strongly than Young, they emphasise that

their experience of injustice must be at the forefront of this resistance; for if they

do not rebel, no one else will (Muldoon et al. 2024, 185).

Workers, whether in East Africa or the deindustrialised regions of North Amer-

ica or Europe (Muldoon et al. 2024, 132), are not merely passive victims, but are in

fact the ones whomay be themostmotivated to stand up against injustices, because

these injustices concern their wages, their employment contracts, the monitoring

they face, their workload, the drudgery of their work, and so on. Yet these workers

can only succeed collectively. And this requires, first and foremost, solidarity among

workers and, building on this, the formation of alliances on a global scale – such as

14 This is also frequently cited as an argument against the European AI Regulation.
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the establishment of transnational trade unions15 – in order to improve network-

ing and break open the ‘black box’ of human labour involved in AI systems, thereby

also exposing the underlying injustices (see e.g. Muldoon et al. 2024, 176, 187). Build-

ing on such “collective power of worker organisation” (Muldoon et al. 2024, 188),

civil society could and must then play a key role in ensuring that companies are

held to account, by urging politicians to adopt stricter regulations for AI compa-

nies and, I would add, opt for higher levels of taxation. Furthermore, it is necessary

to design and test alternative models for AI companies in which workers have a

greater say and more decision-making power. Ultimately, this should lead to chal-

lenging the injustices of the entire system within which these companies operate:

global capitalism.

The discussion of these proposed steps addresses the difficulties that are likely

to arise, draws on historical examples from other contexts, and puts forward con-

crete proposals for implementation. Repeated reference is made to the deliberate

concealment of the human labour involved in AI systems (Muldoon et al. 2024,

170–1), which makes it difficult to develop counterstrategies and resistance activ-

ities, partly because it allows for the tacit replacement of workers by others. The

deliberate concealment of actual production conditions is also intended to prevent a

company’s reputation from being called into question, as this ensures that exploita-

tive working conditions are not associated with the company (Muldoon et al. 2024,

172). It is only through collective action that structural injustices rooted in power

imbalances can be countered. In this regard, civil society can help to better coordi-

nate the resistance activities and strategies of theworkers directly affected, thereby

building greater pressure, including towards political and legal improvements;

however, this pressure is most likely to be effective when it is based both on the

collective power of workers and, at the same time, on the institutionalised power

of effective legal regulations (Muldoon et al. 2024, 197).

These ideas, developed by Muldoon et al., also bear many similarities to Iris

Marion Young’s outline of how people who both contribute to, and suffer from,

structural injustice share the responsibility for counteracting these injustices. How-

ever, this also raises the question of how successful the steps proposed here can

be. Even in the case of the Supply Chain Act, which the authors also cite, it is evi-

dent that measures against structural injustices that are already relatively well

known to the public and based on significantly smaller power asymmetries tend

15 As the authors discuss, these can be successful primarily through two different mechanisms,

namely ‘blocking the flow’ and ‘sounding the alarm’ (Muldoon et al. 2024, 169), as well as possibly

through a combination of the two. Yet, as e.g. Honneth (2025, II.6) demonstrates, current working

conditions clearly stand in the way of both political struggle and participation.
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to be scaled back, with the argument that the local economy must remain com-

petitive. While this may be explained by economic uncertainty caused by various

crises, it is certainly also linked to the fact that the political landscape has currently

shifted dramatically to the detriment of efforts to combat, or even merely alleviate,

injustices.

How, one might ask, is it then possible to succeed precisely against the most

powerful corporations, which, on the one hand, attempt to shape public discourse

– and, by extension, the political legislature and the executive branch – through

social media, which they largely control, if not dominate? The current climate cer-

tainly does not suggest that the fight against the destructive effects ofBigData on the

balance of power within society will be successful. However, as the authors argue:

“Rights and protections have been won because people throughout history have

demanded change.” (Muldoon et al. 2024, 207) The duty to combat injustices is not

determined solely or primarily by the likelihood of success. It exists because power

imbalances are unjust, and collective action against them can at least help to pre-

vent these injustices from continuing to grow also because it keeps alive awareness

of issues of justice across a wide range of areas in the development and deployment

of AI systems. Following on from Apel, this could be seen as a particularly relevant

aspect of discursive shared responsibility at the present time.

However, this shared responsibility is by no means limited to highlighting the

structural injustices underlying the development and use of AI. It also concerns the

physical threats posed by AI systems. Due to their military use, which is increas-

ingly shaping current wars and ‘special operations,’ fears regarding the destructive

potential of AI systems and the associated existential threats have become alarm-

ingly topical. And there is absolutely no guarantee that AI systems used for military

purposes are in the hands of the ‘right people.’16

5 Examination of Our Normative Principles

Not least in view of the possibility of such dangers, which are all too evident in

their brutality, we must critically examine, beyond the standard of justice, which

norms and which worldview and self-understanding will (in the future) guide the

development and use of artificial intelligence. And this leads back to the processes

of justification and understanding in which norms are developed, and whose sig-

nificance Apel in particular has emphasised. Admittedly, with the extension of the

16 At the same time – and here we see a striking parallel with the nuclear arms race during the

Cold War – the potential use of AI systems by the other side seems to be forcing everyone else, at

the very least as a defensivemeasure, to develop, acquire or even deploy such systems themselves.
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GDPR, the Directive on AI Liability,17 the revision of the Product Liability Directive

and, in particular, the AI Regulation which came into force last summer, a com-

prehensive legal framework exists within the EU; yet these regulations and their

practical implementation still require thorough scrutiny, not least because they are

new.

The aim of the European AI Act is to mediate between the protection of funda-

mental rights on the one hand and the promotion of innovation on the other, for

example, by distinguishing between different areas of risk and determining vari-

ous restrictions accordingly.18 There are obviously different standards at play here.

While the protection of fundamental rights clearly has a place in the normative

structure of justice, the promotion of innovation appears to be more a norm of the

economic sphere.19 At the same time, however, political arguments can also be put

forward in favour of what, at first glance, appear to be more economic considera-

tion, as, for example, in the idea that competition has thus far been an important

guarantor of democracy, political security and peace. Is there an opportunity to

introduce EU regulations worldwide through the so-called Brussels effect? How

shouldwe deal with the fact that entrepreneurs like ElonMusk exertmassive direct

political influence in various countries, directly and with the help of AI systems?

Recent developments give rise to the concern that Europe will soon be less of a

pioneer in stricter regulation and more of a laggard with less control.

The question of how different norms should be taken into account, and which

have priority where and in what form,20 is, as I wanted to suggest here, not easy

to answer, since it remains context-dependent and thus changes even in the face

of the claim that responsibility is measured by the standard of justice.21 Although

the EU itself has only a rudimentary democratic constitution and can therefore

17 It was proposed in September 2022 by the European Commission (2025), but the original pro-

posal was withdrawn in 2025, meaning it has not yet come into force.

18 https://digital-strategy.ec.europa.eu/en/policies/regulatory-framework-ai, last accessed on 18

March 2026.

19 The promotion of innovation is, however, part of the EU treaties (e.g. in Art. 179 TFEU). Here it

is not only within the ,economic sphere‘, but partially, as scientific freedom, considered a funda-

mental right itself (e.g. in Art. 5 German Basic Law or Art. 13 of CHREU).

20 See the article by Gerhard Wagner (2024) on the competition between different AI legal

systems: https://www.faz.net/aktuell/wirtschaft/unternehmen/kuenstliche-intelligenz-die-eu-als-

globaler-regulierer-19560904.html, last accessed on 18 March 2026. From his point of view, it is

also questionable for reasons of competition whether the development or use of artificial intelli-

gence should be regulated so strongly ex ante or whether it should be regulated more strongly ex

post through liability.

21 It is not only artificial intelligence that is undergoing rapid development; the (global) political

landscape is also constantly changing, andwith it the balance of economic power. At the same time,

many other questions remain unanswered or require further examination, such as which AI appli-

cation falls intowhich risk category, on the one handbecause some risksmaynot yet be known, and

https://digital-strategy.ec.europa.eu/en/policies/regulatory-framework-ai
https://www.faz.net/aktuell/wirtschaft/unternehmen/kuenstliche-intelligenz-die-eu-als-globaler-regulierer-19560904.html
https://www.faz.net/aktuell/wirtschaft/unternehmen/kuenstliche-intelligenz-die-eu-als-globaler-regulierer-19560904.html
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rely only to a limited extent on the collective decision-making of its citizens in its

directives and regulations, the debates both in the public sphere and within par-

liamentary bodies are by no means insignificant for their formation and practical

implementation. This means that all citizens, in their twofold capacity as users and

as members of the political public, have a responsibility in this regard too. Admit-

tedly, the development and use of artificial intelligence do not, in every instance

and without exception, lead to structural injustice or other risks. However, a crit-

ical examination of the scope and design of regulations, as well as of liability in

the event of undesirable outcomes, requires that all relevant perspectives – and

indeed the underlying normative framework – be taken into account. It is far from

certain whether everyone involved in any way is aware of this responsibility and

acts accordingly. It seemsmore realistic to assume thatmany are guided not by con-

siderations of justice or other universal norms, instead primarily by their personal

interests.

Discursive co-responsibility in the development and use of artificial intelli-

gence therefore requires, first and foremost, the identification and exposure of

structural injustices, as well as the ongoing and reflective scrutiny of the norma-

tive framework, not least against the yardstick of justice. Furthermore, in view of

the changes to our everyday lives brought about by technological developments,

we must also ask what understanding of ourselves and the world is guiding us in

our daily and professional engagement with the opportunities opened up by new

technologies (see also Weber-Guskar 2024, 24).

For example, what does the use of AI-supported medical diagnostics mean for

a doctor’s faculty of judgement and therefore also for our image of medical pro-

fessionals? Under what circumstances will they continue to permit themselves to

make decisions or provide treatment based on their own responsible and profes-

sional judgement, contrary to diagnoses based on findings evaluated by AI systems?

Should they still be able to do this at all? Could the use of artificial intelligence there-

fore lead to a loss of critical judgement altogether? And how should such a potential

loss be assessed, particularly in the field of medicine? How, then, can the ability to

make independent judgements be developed at all?

This question must now be asked in virtually all areas of upbringing and edu-

cation. It is true that human learning and knowledge have repeatedly undergone

epoch-making changes, and that human learning is always adaptable. Yetmanypeo-

pleworking in education and training are currently asking themselveswhat impact

this will have on learning if it is no longer based primarily on overcoming prob-

lems and obstacles, as has been the case until now, but instead relies largely on the

on the other because some fields of application are only just emerging. Here, too, ongoing scrutiny

– indeed, even anticipation – is required.
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competent use of equipment. So far, the focus has remained on the use of artificial

intelligence in only certain fields – for example, in medicine, where the aim is not

to replace treating doctors, or in education, where the aim is not to replace teachers

with artificial intelligence systems. And so far, no such replacement is foreseeable.

However, some of the questions that Eva Weber-Guskar, for example, raises

with regard to emotions and artificial intelligence also need to be asked in relation

to other (im)possible (further) developments of artificial intelligence. What would

we think if, for example, at some point in the future we were to be advised22 or

treated by artificial intelligence instead of doctors? If the aimwere not to use artifi-

cial intelligence for certain subtasks, but for ourmedical care or education entirely,

what would this mean? In addition to various forms of empathy, any such move

would also require artificial intelligence itself to be endowed with forms of judge-

ment and the ability to act, and to hold responsibility. As I said, we currently appear

to be a long way from this. But should we be working on such developments at all?

Inmy view, shared responsibility in the formof socio-political debates requires

us, first and foremost, to engage in a critical reflection and discussion with oth-

ers to establish what we cannot or should not want in the first place. In addition

to ‘emotional’ artificial intelligence systems capable of more than just reproduc-

ing emotions, this would include artificial intelligence endowed with agency and

responsibility, which has rights, or which represents an entity that we regard as a

genuine – and not merely hypothetical or fictitious – partner in discourse. Such

delimitations would have to be justified in a nuanced manner, which also means

always in confrontationwith reasoned counter-opinions. This kind of debatewould

presuppose an interested and critical public. Furthermore, co-responsibility with

regard to artificial intelligence also involves, in line with Hans Jonas’ heuristic of

fear, guarding against fictions that no longer recognise the boundaries between

humans and machines. It also involves, where these boundaries are in fact called

into question, exposing those developments and pointing out the dangers that they

may hold for human interactions, as well as slowing down the development of AI

and the changes it is expected to bring about through further adjustments to the

legal framework, so that we do not lose control over it.

22 In the field of psychotherapy and similar forms of counselling, this is already verymuch a real-

ity, and is perceived as helpful by those affected, even though, strictly speaking, its content amounts

to nothing more than the reproduction of mainstream views from the counseling literature with

which the system has been fed. See also the article of Kropp and Renner 2026.
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6 Conclusions

Building on the conceptions of Karl-Otto Apel and Iris Marion Young, I have argued

that responsibility should not be understood solely as liability for the consequences

of AI-enabled technologies, but also as a discursive shared responsibility to examine

and reflect upon the development and use of AI systems within a social discourse,

measured against the yardstick of justice. It is clear that the use of AI systems is

linked to structural injustices. This is evident even at the development and deploy-

ment stages, which are largely controlled by large corporations with oligarchic

structures. As I have shown, drawing on Muldoon et al., the structural injustices

here bear many similarities to the developments associated with colonial exploita-

tion that have been evident since the early stages of capitalism; and, just as was the

case then, the power asymmetries on which they are largely based are becoming

more pronounced as technological systems evolve.

This can only be countered through collective action, through alliances of those

who are not on thewinning side andwho, even if they themselvesmay benefit from

technological advances in certain areas, do not allow themselves to be blinded by

supposed progress. The key issue remains assessing the development and use of

AI against the yardstick of justice. It becomes clear that, in the ongoing political

and legal regulation of AI, a range of standards is at play which are by no means

‘irrelevant,’ but rather point to fundamental questions regarding our understand-

ing of ourselves and the world, and which likewise require critical scrutiny.

How can the protection of fundamental rights be guaranteed in the face of

growing economic pressure, given that competitiveness has hitherto been seen as a

particularly important safeguard for democracy, political stability and peace? And

even though the rapid development of AI systems does not yet allow us to foresee

with any certainty that AI will replace humans as an independent actor rather than

merely as an agent, the question nevertheless arises as to whether we even want

such a potential development, and to what extent we should and can oppose it.

The shared responsibility described here is not fundamentally new; rather, it stems

from the way in which people interact with the world and thereby help to shape

it. However, the rapid development and now ubiquitous use of AI systems give us

reason to endorse the call, first made by Hans Jonas, that we should be guided here

not so much by hope as by a heuristic of fear.
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