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Abstract

This chapter aims to clarify the transformative effects on the concept of personal 
autonomy resulting from extending the notion to Artificial Intelligence (AI) tech-
nologies, particularly in the defense domain. The complexity of this task is 
increased by the fact that philosophers have offered a wide range of competing 
accounts of the autonomous agent’s special relation to their own desires and 
values. I will draw on the concept of autonomy implied in John Martin Fisher 
and Mark Ravizza’s control theory, which, while explaining the theory and prac-
tice of autonomy, also identifies two conditions that cannot be appropriately sat-
isfied by autonomous systems, but only by persons who interact and communicate 
with one another. Despite the superficial sameness between personal autonomy 
and autonomous systems, control theory allows us to pinpoint an important dis-
tance in their underlying features. The seeming similarity masks indeed a pro-
found conceptual divergence between autonomy as a condition of moral agency 
and autonomy understood as the characterization of a system’s operational 
capacities. This supports, at least in principle, the moral argument that entrusting 
machines with authority over human life and death is ethically wrong, regardless 
of how advanced the technology might be.
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1	� Introduction

The concept of autonomy is key to understanding our relationship with Artificial 
Intelligence (AI). Autonomy is not merely one of many ethical concerns in the field 
of AI—rather, “it is the central philosophical problem when we confront the human-
machine mutual connection”. How we understand and apply the concept of auton-
omy in relation to machines shapes the entire ethical landscape surrounding AI. In 
this chapter, I argue that a precise conceptual analysis is needed to avoid misunder-
standing of the term. By clarifying what autonomy truly entails—and what it does 
not—I aim to challenge assumptions about so-called “autonomous” systems and to 
provide a foundation for a more critical and philosophically informed debate on 
both the autonomy of machines and that of humans. A key requirement of autonomy 
is the control condition [1–3]. The control condition modifies our understanding of 
autonomy by emphasizing the normative dimensions of agency and responsibility. 
Therefore, the idea of control affects how we understand autonomy and—as a con-
sequence—it is crucial for understanding our relationship with AI.  Contrary to 
views that treat control as a secondary or derivative feature of agency, the concept 
was introduced precisely because autonomy alone may be insufficient for ground-
ing responsibility. Without a coherent account of control, claims about moral or 
legal responsibility risk collapsing into uncertainty [4]. This notion loses its techni-
cality and takes on a profile that differentiates human and machine control. It helps 
to disambiguate the concept of autonomy and therefore to make its profiles clear. 
Therefore, it can be said that control clarifies the morally relevant dimensions of 
autonomy: accountability, answerability, and responsiveness to reasons. The con-
cept of control has undergone significant refinement and has emerged as the more 
nuanced concept of meaningful human control (MHC), capturing the essential role 
of human agency in overseeing autonomous systems [5, 6]. When articulated in 
terms of MHC, it strikes at the core of what renders AI ethically controversial.

2	� Meaningful Human Control (MHC)

Importantly, the concept of meaningful human control (MHC) has not only shaped 
the debate on lethal autonomous weapon systems (LAWS) but has also proven 
indispensable in critically assessing the ethical challenges posed by other autono-
mous technologies, including self-driving cars and surgical robots. This expansion 
highlights MHC’s essential role in defining the moral boundaries of delegating con-
trol to machines in various sensitive areas of human action. Concerns about control 
offer a broad framework for understanding the ethical challenges associated with 
AI, while also highlighting the unique issues that these technologies introduce. An 
autonomous car crash causing a passenger’s death is perceived by the media and 
public not as a routine incident, but as an ethically significant event. Somehow, 
since AI is involved, the incident is supposed to have greater moral significance. 
While the outcomes are the same, people tend to perceive moral significance differ-
ently if the controlling agent is a machine rather than a human.
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I believe that the beautiful yet unsettling figure of Maria—an image that captures 
the essence of the uncanny valley phenomenon [7], where a machine appears eerily 
“almost but not quite human” and evokes profound discomfort—can help explain 
the unease we experience when confronted with a lethal machine. There is a pre-
reflective, intuitive grasp of the distinction between us and other entities that either 
appear human-like or act in ways that mimic human behavior. This immediate 
response plays a central role in shaping how we ascribe moral status and interpret 
the ethical significance of relational practices. In the case of humanoid machines or 
highly sophisticated AI, this recognition often manifests as a form of discomfort—a 
reaction aligned with what has been described as the uncanny valley. What unsettles 
us is not simply that these entities resemble or act as humans, but that they disrupt 
the structure of mutual recognition on which our ethical practices unfold. As such, 
our moral unease does not stem merely from novelty or unfamiliarity, but from a 
more profound disruption of the second-personal structures—of address, response, 
and accountability—that underlie ethical life [8–10].

This is exactly the reason why the debate on control [2, 11, 12] has shifted from 
concerns about control in general to a critical focus on MHC. Before the rise of 
autonomous systems, discussions naturally focused on forms of human control, 
making it unnecessary to specify the nature of the controlling agent. However, with 
the advent of a mixed population of agents—both human and artificial—the need 
has arisen to explicitly distinguish the type of agent exerting control. The concept of 
MHC emerged as a critical response to the ethical challenges posed by LAWS. The 
debate about MHC in the context of LAWS has centered on the crucial question of 
whether such systems should be granted control over life-and-death decisions.

The notion that a machine could autonomously select and lethally harm human 
targets without human oversight has faced strong objections from a broad range of 
scholars [13–15]. However, it is important to note that some scholars counter this 
position by arguing that it would be unethical to forgo the use of such technologies, 
particularly when they have the potential to reduce human casualties and increase 
precision in combat [16, 17]. This debate highlights the complex ethical issues sur-
rounding lethal autonomous weapon systems, [18] and underscores the need for a 
careful consideration of control, responsibility, and humanitarian outcomes. 
Amoroso and Tamburrini in their 2020 paper argue for a threefold role for human 
control on weapon systems to be “meaningful” and explain that this would allow 
humans to have a more active and influential role in the use of weapons [14]. First, 
humans must occupy the critical role of ‘failsafe actor,’ tasked with intervening to 
prevent or mitigate harmful malfunctions in autonomous weapon systems. This 
responsibility underscores the indispensable need for human oversight to safeguard 
against unpredictable errors and ethical breaches, reinforcing the argument that 
MHC is essential for maintaining accountability and moral legitimacy in the deploy-
ment of such technologies. Second, human control must be structured in a way that 
ensures that responsibility can be clearly attributed, thereby preventing accountabil-
ity gaps—situations in which it becomes unclear who is responsible for wrongful 
actions [19]. Such gaps arise when autonomous systems, which lack moral agency 
and legal personhood, make decisions independently, making it difficult or 
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impossible to hold any human or institution accountable [20]. Addressing these 
gaps is crucial to maintaining the integrity of legal and ethical frameworks and 
ensuring that wrongful acts do not go unaccountable. Third, human control must 
guarantee that decisions affecting the life, physical integrity, and property of indi-
viduals remain firmly in human hands rather than being delegated to machines. This 
is seen as ethically crucial as such decisions carry profound moral weight and 
require judgment, empathy, and accountability, which are not to be found in 
machines [21]. Moreover, international legal frameworks, including humanitarian 
and human rights law, emphasize the need for human responsibility to ensure that 
the use of force complies with principles of proportionality, distinction, and neces-
sity. Delegating these decisions to autonomous systems risks eroding these safe-
guards, creating ethical blind spots and legal ambiguities that could lead to unjust 
outcomes and violations of fundamental rights.

3	� From a More Technical Standpoint: Navigating 
Deontological and Consequentialist Ethics

As previously mentioned, Arkin adopts a contrasting stance, arguing that it would 
be unethical to forgo the use of autonomous systems [16, 17]. His position is sup-
ported primarily from a technical standpoint. According to him, the primary reasons 
for employing autonomous, robotic, or unmanned systems on the battlefield include 
the following. First, autonomous and robotic systems enable a smaller number of 
soldiers to accomplish missions that previously required significantly larger forces. 
By enhancing individual soldier capabilities, these technologies effectively increase 
military effectiveness and operational efficiency. Second, robotic systems enable 
combat operations to be conducted over significantly larger areas than was previ-
ously feasible. Third, robotics empower individual soldiers to extend their reach 
deeper into the battlespace, for instance, by enabling them to observe or engage 
targets at greater distances. Finally, robotic systems allow for the reduction or 
removal of soldiers from direct combat roles.

After having presented the theoretical reasons, Arkin moves on to offer four 
compelling justifications for the deployment of autonomous systems—emphasizing 
the alleged benefits they promise. First, autonomous systems can potentially reduce 
human casualties by taking soldiers out of direct harm. Second, they may increase 
the precision of targeting, thereby minimizing collateral damage and civilian deaths. 
Third, such systems can operate tirelessly and with consistent effectiveness, unlike 
humans who may suffer from fatigue or emotional stress. Finally, autonomous sys-
tems could enhance compliance with the laws of armed conflict by making more 
calculated and unbiased decisions based on pre-programmed ethical guidelines. 
Although these points possess a certain degree of argumentative force, LAWS have 
faced many criticisms and objections in both public and academic discourse. In this 
regard, there are three primary ethical objections [19]. First and from a more empiri-
cal standpoint, based on our current understanding of technological development, 
robots in the foreseeable future will not possess the capacity to make the complex 
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practical and moral distinctions required by the laws of armed conflict—such as 
distinguishing between combatants and non-combatants, assessing proportionality 
in the use of force, and determining the military necessity of violent action. As a 
result, delegating military tasks to autonomous systems risks increasing the occur-
rence of wrongful acts and violations of international humanitarian law during mili-
tary operations. Second, on more principled grounds, it is morally wrong to allow a 
machine to exercise control over decisions concerning the life and death of human 
beings, regardless of how advanced the technology may be. According to this posi-
tion, such applications are considered mala in se: intrinsically wrong by their very 
nature, irrespective of context or outcome. This stance rests on the belief that certain 
moral decisions, particularly those involving the taking of human life, must remain 
within the realm of human agency, where accountability, empathy, and moral delib-
eration are possible. Delegating such decisions to autonomous systems, which lack 
consciousness, intentionality, and moral responsibility, constitutes a fundamental 
violation of human dignity. The two positions reflect a deeper ethical divide, with 
one rooted in deontological principles—emphasizing duties and moral absolutes—
and the other grounded in consequentialist reasoning, focusing on outcomes and 
overall harm reduction. From a deontological perspective, allowing machines to 
make life-and-death decisions undermines the moral status of persons by treating 
them as objects of calculation rather than subjects of moral concern. Even if such 
systems could act more precisely or efficiently, the act itself remains ethically 
impermissible. This view stands in contrast to consequentialist arguments—such as 
those advanced by Ronald Arkin—which focus on outcomes, suggesting that if 
autonomous systems can reduce harm or increase compliance with the laws of war, 
their use may be not only permissible but also morally required [17, 22].

The debate, then, hinges on whether moral permissibility is determined solely by 
outcomes or whether certain roles, especially those involving lethal force, are inher-
ently reserved for moral agents. From a more theoretical standpoint, the involve-
ment of autonomous weapon systems in military operations may overcomplicate, or 
even render impossible, the attribution of moral and legal responsibility in cases of 
war crimes or fatal accidents [19]. In recent years, the ethical concerns surrounding 
autonomous weapon systems have been distilled into a guiding principle within the 
legal-political debate, as reflected in Article 36 [23]. The Principle of MHC asserts 
that future weapon systems must ensure that humans, rather than computers or algo-
rithms, retain ultimate control over the use of (lethal) force [15]. This means that 
human agents should remain morally responsible for all significant decisions related 
to (lethal) military operations. Given the central conceptual outcome of the chapter, 
the following sections aim to make this insight more intelligible through practical 
elaboration and contextual application. In particular, to render the principle of MHC 
operational, it is necessary to articulate its requirements from both technical and 
legal perspectives. Only by grounding the principle in concrete mechanisms of sys-
tem design and established legal norms can it effectively guide the development and 
governance of autonomous technologies.
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4	� Moral Theory, Control and Autonomy

Santoni de Sio and van den Hoven [5] provide an analysis of the concept of “con-
trol” grounded in the philosophical literature on free will and moral responsibility, 
where control is a central theme. Their perspective is shaped by the longstanding 
debate in moral theory concerning compatibilism and incompatibilism. 
Compatibilism and incompatibilism no longer play a central role in moral theory as 
they once did. Nevertheless, it is important to acknowledge that the paper by Santoni 
de Sio and van den Hoven contributes to the so-called compatibilist theory of moral 
responsibility, which holds that individuals can be held accountable even if their 
actions are causally determined, potentially within a deterministic framework. More 
importantly, the paper demonstrates how MHC can be systematically designed for, 
thereby extending the value-sensitive design approach within the ethics of technol-
ogy to a new and critical domain. There are alternative approaches that, while 
strengthening certain aspects of MHC, remain insufficient to fully meet the compre-
hensive set of requirements necessary for MHC to be adequately ensured. Being 
physically or operationally present in the control loop does not, in itself, ensure that 
a human is meaningfully guiding or responsible for the system’s actions. This mere 
proximity to the system is insufficient, as a person may be present and able to influ-
ence certain aspects of the system through causal intervention, while remaining 
unable to affect other components—some of which may be more ethically or opera-
tionally significant. Even exercising control in the form of making a substantive 
causal contribution may be insufficient to qualify as MHC. As a matter of fact, the 
conditions for MHC closely resemble the most stringent standards for legal respon-
sibility. Santoni de Sio and van den Hoven argue that agents must not only possess 
causal control over events but also satisfy stricter conditions related to knowledge, 
intention, capacity, and opportunity.

The account of control—and, connected with it, of autonomy—can be situated 
on a metaethical level [24]. Incompatibilists hold that causal explanations are fun-
damentally incompatible with genuine autonomy and moral responsibility. This 
view is reflected both in theories that posit a metaphysical realm of freedom to 
safeguard the notion of free will and in those that reject free will altogether by 
extending causal determinism to all events. Contemporary libertarians (e.g., 
[25–27]), following a philosophical tradition dating back at least to Immanuel Kant, 
maintain that certain human beings possess a distinctive form of autonomy often 
referred to as “contra-causal” freedom. This capacity grounds moral responsibility 
and autonomy in a unique metaphysical status, establishing them in a way that no 
other kind of being can plausibly claim. From a metaethical perspective, compati-
bilists believe that humans can be morally responsible for some of their actions, 
even if they lack any special metaphysical power to escape the influences that cause 
their behavior. Recent developments in compatibilist thought [1, 2, 7, 28], adopt a 
more nuanced view of the human mind and agency. They reject the notion that mere 
mental causation is sufficient to ground autonomy and moral responsibility. Instead, 
they emphasize the importance of an agent’s capacity for rational control over their 
actions—specifically, the ability to reflect upon, evaluate, and act in accordance 
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with reasons—as the foundation of moral responsibility. There is some kind of sym-
pathetic alignment with current accounts, such as Strawson’s [8] and Darwall’s [9, 
10], highlighting the ways in which our moral practices are deeply rooted in inter-
personal relationships and social expectations. People often perform actions that 
others may not consider morally justified [8, 29]. When challenged, individuals 
typically respond by offering reasons they believe justify their actions. In doing so, 
they engage in a process of assuming and negotiating responsibility. Importantly, 
this process is not isolated or purely internal—it is socially situated. In sum, respon-
sibility is embedded in (1) the roles individuals occupy within social institutions, (2) 
the continuity of their past actions and character, and (3) the cultural norms and 
moral expectations that define what counts as acceptable behavior. Similarly, auton-
omy, intrinsically bound to the notion of responsibility, resists reduction to the 
detached frameworks typical of purely technical interpretations.

Ultimately, these considerations highlight how Arkin’s account, although techni-
cally robust, fails to address the more nuanced aspects of the relationship between 
autonomy and responsibility that make the ethical design of autonomous systems 
inseparable from the concept of meaningful human control. Consequently, the pro-
posal to treat the deployment of unmanned systems on the battlefield as a kind of 
categorical imperative is met with an equally substantive and coherent 
counterargument.

5	� The Second-Person Standpoint

This relational view of responsibility aligns with what Darwall [9] has called the 
second-person standpoint: an ethical framework that sees moral obligations as aris-
ing not from detached judgment, but from interpersonal demands made between 
moral agents. Responsibility, in this view, presupposes the capacity for mutual rec-
ognition, communication, and answerability—capacities that machines do not pos-
sess. This has direct implications for debates on artificial agency and accountability. 
Unlike humans, autonomous systems cannot participate in second-person moral 
practices: they cannot recognize others as moral equals, respond to blame with jus-
tification or remorse, or internalize shared norms. As a result, attributing moral 
responsibility to machines risks bypassing the deeply relational structure of human 
accountability. If responsibility presupposes this kind of mutual moral engagement, 
then current AI systems—no matter how advanced—lack the requisite autonomy 
for bearing moral responsibility in the same sense as human agents. Robert 
Brandom’s inferentialist philosophy, particularly developed in Making It Explicit 
[30], argues that the ability to participate in practices of giving and asking for rea-
sons is foundational to what it means to be an autonomous, responsible agent. For 
Brandom, meaning is not simply a matter of representing the world, but of being 
embedded in social practices where claims are made, challenged, justified, and 
assessed. This discursive interaction defines our status as sapient beings—creatures 
who can not only follow norms but also justify their actions and beliefs by appealing 
to shared standards. Brandom directly links this practice to responsibility, arguing 
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that to assert something or to act within a normative space is to undertake a commit-
ment and accept accountability to justify it. The key aspect in his argument is that 
the capacity to enter justificatory relations is not merely cognitive or computa-
tional—it is social and normative. One must be able to recognize others as reason-
givers and reason-demanders, and in turn be recognized by them.

This has profound implications when applied to the ethics of artificial intelli-
gence and autonomy. AI systems, no matter how advanced, do not participate in 
these normative discursive practices. They do not take responsibility for their asser-
tions or actions as Brandom understands that, because they do not recognize them-
selves—or others—as participants in a community of practice. They process inputs 
and produce outputs, but they do not enter commitments, respond to challenges, or 
modify their positions based on mutual understanding or moral reflection. From this 
standpoint, it becomes clear that autonomy in the human, normative sense cannot be 
attributed to machines simply because they operate independently. Without the 
capacity for taking and giving reasons, they lack the core of what Brandom identi-
fies as autonomous agency—and by extension, they cannot bear moral responsibil-
ity in any robust sense [31]. Brandom’s emphasis on the normative practice of 
giving and asking for reasons underscores a fundamental limitation of autonomous 
systems in ethical decision-making. Clearly, machines cannot enter the mutual rela-
tionships of recognition and accountability that confer moral significance on deci-
sions. It follows that MHC requires humans to retain ultimate authority and 
responsibility over decisions involving life, death, and moral judgment precisely 
because humans are the only agents capable of participating in these norm-governed, 
discursive practices. MHC thus reflects the necessity of preserving a second-person 
standpoint—a relational context where agents hold one another accountable through 
reasons, justifications, and mutual recognition. Machines, lacking this capacity to 
engage in normative discourse, cannot assume the role of responsible agents. They 
cannot justify their actions or respond to moral demands; instead, they function as 
causal devices devoid of moral accountability.

This framework challenges that idea of machine ethics which aims to design AI 
systems that can make ethical decisions autonomously. Without the capacity for 
genuine reason-giving and taking, machine ethics remains a form of simulated 
morality, a set of programmed rules and responses rather than authentic moral 
agency. Consequently, the ethical control of AI systems must remain in human 
hands—not only to ensure responsibility but also because moral autonomy is intrin-
sically tied to the human capacity for normative engagement. In other words, 
Brandom’s framework justifies the insistence on MHC as a conceptual and moral 
necessity: machines can assist or execute certain functions, but ultimate control and 
moral responsibility must rest with human beings who can participate in the dia-
logue of reasons that underpins ethical life.

Building on this, I intend to introduce another account that supports a second-
person standpoint. While developed within the basic conceptual structure of the 
relationship between philosophy and neuroscience, the account by Ravizza and 
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Fisher is nevertheless capable of effectively engaging in the machine ethics debate. 
Their framework emphasizes the relational and normative dimensions of autonomy, 
making it particularly relevant for distinguishing between human autonomy and the 
autonomy exhibited by artificial systems. According to Fischer and Ravizza [2], in 
order for a person to be morally responsible for an action X, they must possess what 
the authors call “guidance control” over that action. This concept implicitly conveys 
a robust notion of autonomy, as it requires not only the capacity to respond to rea-
sons but also a reflective identification with the mechanism by which decisions are 
made. The concept of guidance control, as developed by Fischer and Ravizza, pro-
vides a substantive account of what it means to act autonomously in a morally 
responsible way. Autonomy, in this context, is not simply a matter of acting inde-
pendently or without external coercion; rather, it involves acting through a decision-
making mechanism that is both moderately reason-responsive and owned by the 
agent. The first condition—moderate reason-responsiveness—links autonomy to 
the agent’s capacity to recognize, evaluate, and act upon moral and practical rea-
sons. This ensures that the agent’s behavior is not merely the product of blind causa-
tion or internal compulsion but reflects responsiveness to normative considerations 
and relational practice. The second condition—that the mechanism be “the agent’s 
own”—introduces a deeper, relational dimension to autonomy. For Fischer and 
Ravizza, an agent must not only possess a functional capacity for responsiveness 
but must also have taken ownership of the process through which decisions are 
made. This involves understanding how one’s actions are generated and accepting 
responsibility for them, which in turn requires a degree of self-reflection and inte-
gration into a broader moral community.

Taken together, these conditions suggest that autonomy, properly understood, is 
not just a matter of control or choice, but of normative engagement and identifica-
tion with one’s reasons for acting. This conception contrasts sharply with simplified 
notions of autonomy often attributed to machines, where autonomy is equated with 
independent functioning rather than with moral responsibility or reflective owner-
ship. Darwall [9] argues that moral obligation, accountability, respect for persons, 
and the distinctive freedom of moral agents are all irreducibly second-personal or 
relational. This means that these concepts cannot be fully understood from a 
detached, third-person perspective [32–34] or even a purely first-person point of 
view [35]. Instead, they arise within a space of reciprocal moral address, where 
individuals make claims, demands, and justifications to one another as equals in the 
moral community. From this standpoint, to say someone is morally obligated is not 
merely to describe their behavior or attitudes, but also to state that others have 
standing to hold them accountable, to demand reasons for their actions, and to 
expect certain forms of acknowledgment or redress. Responsibility, then, is not a 
solitary function of inner conscience or rational deliberation alone—it depends on 
the interpersonal structure of recognition and answerability.
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6	� Relational Autonomy

Some significant implications for the concept of autonomy can be pinpointed. In 
Darwall’s framework, autonomy is not limited to self-governance or internal coher-
ence; it also involves the capacity to engage in mutual moral relations, respond to 
others’ demands, and acknowledge the authority of shared moral norms. Autonomy, 
in this sense, is inherently relational and dialogical. Applied to contemporary 
debates in AI ethics, this perspective underscores that autonomous systems, no mat-
ter how sophisticated, are fundamentally incapable of genuine second-personal 
engagement. They do not recognize others as moral equals, nor can they issue or 
respond to moral demands in a way that reflects genuine accountability or respect. 
As such, they cannot be full participants in moral practices grounded in Darwall’s 
second-person standpoint—reinforcing the argument that moral responsibility and 
autonomy remain uniquely human capacities. Brandom, Strawson, and Darwall col-
lectively support a conception of autonomy that is not simply about individual self-
governance or independence, but instead it emphasizes the importance of our 
involvement in a normative community where agents hold each other accountable. 
According to this perspective, autonomy is exercised through participation in prac-
tices of giving and asking for reasons [30], being subject to and issuing reactive 
attitudes like blame or resentment [8] and recognizing oneself and others as bearers 
of moral authority and obligations [9]. Relational theorists of autonomy argue that 
appropriate social relationships are something more than just supportive of auton-
omy: they are fundamental to its very structure.

Following this line of thought, autonomy should not be conceived merely as 
internal self-governance, but rather as a capacity that is cultivated, acknowledged, 
and sustained within a network of social and interpersonal relationships. Scholars 
such as Oshana [36], Mackenzie [37], and Nedelsky [38] emphasize that autonomy 
requires conditions of mutual recognition, respect, and access to genuinely mean-
ingful choices. Without these, even agents who meet internal criteria may lack the 
standing or opportunity to act autonomously in any robust sense [39]. In this light, 
being appropriately related to others—being heard, taken seriously, and afforded 
fair options—is not a causal condition that helps us to interact with others, but rather 
a pivotal element for autonomous agency. Such a relational perspective challenges 
the idea of the autonomous individual as isolated and self-contained, and instead 
places autonomy within the very fabric of social life. This insight into the relational 
foundations of autonomy resonates with accounts of language and normativity that 
similarly recognize the social character of agency. In this regard, Brandom defends 
a conception of discursive practice in which language is structured normatively 
through what he calls its “downtown”: the game of giving and asking for reasons. 
At the heart of this practice is the idea that to speak is to engage in a normative activ-
ity—advancing claims, drawing inferences, and navigating a network of commit-
ments and entitlements. When speakers make assertions, they undertake 
commitments that can be challenged or defended through reasons. If successfully 
justified, these commitments earn entitlement. Importantly, this is not just one lan-
guage game among many; rather, it is constitutive of discursive practice itself. 
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Without this normative structure, there would be no meaningful linguistic commu-
nication at all. Rather than being a solitary or inward capacity, autonomy emerges 
through second-personal engagement which unfolds as recognizing others as 
sources of legitimate moral claims and being recognized in turn.

The idea of relational autonomy, articulated in this way, effectively demonstrates 
the radical difference between human autonomy and machine autonomy—a differ-
ence that this chapter has sought to highlight. It also shows that the moral signifi-
cance of our actions is inseparable from the shared practices, expectations, and 
mutual recognition that constitute our social world. Autonomy gains its depth and 
normative force precisely because it is embedded in the meaningful webs of inter-
personal connection—and machines cannot impose themselves as leading agents 
within this uniquely human sphere. Recognizing this fundamental distinction has 
important implications not only for the design of autonomous systems but also for 
how we conceive of the human-machine relationship itself. As technological capa-
bilities continue to advance, it remains essential to remember that authentic moral 
agency depends on forms of engagement and accountability no machine can repli-
cate. Although artificial systems may appear increasingly like us in their operations, 
there are radical differences that must be clearly acknowledged, to avoid human 
autonomy being conflated with artificial autonomy—and ultimately risk being over-
shadowed by it.

7	� Conclusion

The conception I have been arguing for situates autonomy within a relational and 
dialogical space, where moral agency depends on responsiveness to norms that are 
shared, upheld, and negotiated between persons. It does not reject Kant’s emphasis 
on autonomy as a necessary presupposition of moral obligation and the dignity of 
persons. However, it offers a distinct interpretation of this idea by emphasizing that 
these moral concepts contain an irreducibly second-personal dimension. In this 
view, autonomy is not simply the capacity for self-legislation of a rational will but 
is grounded in our ability to relate to others as mutually accountable moral agents—
agents who have reactive attitudes and can issue, recognize, and respond to moral 
claims within a shared normative space. This sharply contrasts with the algorithmic 
or operational autonomy of artificial systems, which lacks the relational dimension 
of human autonomy. Machines may act independently, but they do not possess the 
capacity to recognize or respond to the moral authority of others. As such, they can-
not be autonomous in the second-personal sense, nor can they bear the moral 
responsibilities that follow from such autonomy.
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