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Who is responsible for the 
consequences of autonomous actions?



What is an AI agent?

+

Kaplan et al., 2020 Scaling laws
Capability emerges from data, not explicit rules.

+

Wei et al., 2022 Chain-of-thought
Intermediate steps unlock multi-step reasoning.

+

Tool use & feedback
Act on the world, observe, iterate.

=

AI Agent
Pursues goals across many steps — no human at each 

checkpoint.

Vaswani et al., 2017 Transformer
Next-token prediction at scale.

The block that made every term in this equation 

possible. Vaswani et al., 2017 
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AI capabilities are doubling every 7 months.

By 2025: tasks taking human experts ~1 hour. Extrapolation: week-long autonomous tasks within 2–4 years —

longer horizons mean longer autonomous action chains, and a wider gap between action and human oversight.

METR, 2025 · metr.org/blog/2025-03-19-measuring-ai-ability-to-complete-long-tasks
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The conditions for accountability.

Hart, 1968 · Punishment and Responsibility. Oxford University Press.

I / IV

Causation

Did they cause it?

II / IV

Knowledge
Did they know?

III / IV

Freedom
Did they have a choice?

IV / IV

Intention

Did they mean to?
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The EU’s three-instrument framework — and the gap it left.

INSTRUMENT WHAT IT COVERS WHAT IT MISSES

EU AI Act
Regulation 2024/1689

Risk classification & market-entry obligations. Harm after deployment.

Revised PLD
Product Liability Directive, 2024

Defective products — software included. Emergent, non-defect harm.

AI Liability Directive
Proposal, COM(2022) 496

Fault-based claims; eased opacity burden. Withdrawn October 2025.
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Two categories: Person & Tools

Aristotle, 4th c. BCE · Nicomachean Ethics, Hart, 1968 · Punishment and Responsibility

I / II

Person

Acts with intention.

Has moral standing.

Can be held responsible.

II / II

Tool

Extends human will.

No agency of its own.

Responsibility traces back to the user.
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A third category.

Floridi, 2025 · Philosophy & Technology

I / III

Person

Acts with intention.

Has moral standing.

Can be held responsible.

II / III · NEW

Mind-less agency

III / III

Tool

Extends human will.

No agency of its own.

Responsibility traces back to the user.
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Acts autonomously.

No moral standing.

Cannot be held responsible



The principal hierarchy.

Gabriel et al., 2024 · The Ethics of Advanced AI Assistants.

Values, capabilities & hard limits — set through training.

Context — configured via system prompt.

Task direction — given at runtime.
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Responsibility evaporation.

Floridi, 2025 · Philosophy & Technology

Agent Caused the harm.

User Intended the goal — not the harm.

Operator Configured deployment — not the 

specific act.

Developer Built the system — not this behaviour.

Nobody Responsibility too thin to function.

Not that no one is responsible. That everyone is — just not enough.
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The relational infrastructure of accountability.

Coeckelbergh, 2020 · AI & Society

Responsibility emerges from relationships and social practices between parties — not from individuals alone.

1 Confrontable party

The agent cannot receive a moral claim. The principals are too 

remote to be genuinely confrontable.

2 Shared medium of explanation

The agent did not reason through contestable steps — it 

transformed inputs through parameters no shared language can 

render.

3 Compatible timescale

Accountability requires legible moments to pause and respond. 

Autonomous action chains allow none.

4 Mutual exposure

The affected party is fully exposed. The agent is exposed to 

nothing. Each principal is insulated by the hierarchy.

Autonomous agents dismantle all four conditions simultaneously.
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Vulnerability asymmetry.

Vallor & Vierkant , 2024 · Minds and Machines.

Accountability requires mutual vulnerability. Without shared exposure, the social obligation to protect and respond has no foundation.

Physical

Be harmed in body as consequence of another’s actions.

Social

Be harmed in one’s relationship, reputation, to be shamed.

Psychological

Be affected emotionally by consequences and moral judgement.

Existential

To have one’s projects, commitments and sense of self at stake.

When AI handles moral decisions on our behalf, our skill for human moral agency deteriorates.
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Synthesis — three diagnoses, one gap.

Floridi (2025) · Coeckelbergh (2020) · Vallor (2016)

THE NEW CATEGORY

Floridi
A mind-less agent

AI is neither tool nor person — a new 

category : capable of everything a 

person is, yet aware of nothing. So it 

cannot hold responsibility. Across the 

principal hierarchy each party carries 

only a portion.

No one feels responsible.

THE BROKEN RELATIONSHIP

Coeckelbergh
Responsibility as relation

Responsibility emerges through the 

relationship between parties. The 

agent's nature can't build the 

connection — too unlike us; the 

humans in the hierarchy too 

distant.

A victim, and no relationship to 

hold the responsibility.

THE VANISHING EXPOSURE

Vallor
Vulnerability & moral atrophy

To feel responsible, you must be 

vulnerable . AI is not. And as we use 

it more, humans drop out of decisions 

— eroding moral responsibility at the 

level of society itself.

Moral responsibility deteriorates 

society-wide.

ONE GAP The agent cannot bear responsibility, and the humans around it can no longer feel.
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Would you accept personal legal liability for the 

worst foreseeable misuse of code you ship?
Causation, Knowledge of action, Freedom of choice, Intention

Would you rather be harmed by a human making a 

bad decision, or by an agent producing the same 

outcome?

Who is accountable?
Agent, User, Operator, Developer, Others…


