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Abstract 

This paper looks at the relationship between Artificial intelligence and moral authority. It 

explores the important concepts related to moral authority, such as power, authority, 

responsibility, and morality, but also defines what a thinking machine will look like in human 

society. What the paper determines is that it is difficult to trust machines that do not show 

emotion, but thinking machines without emotion will still have an important role in society and 

that when emotional AIs are achievable, they will be able to achieve moral authority.  
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Moral Authority and Artificial Intelligence  

Machines and new technologies are being incorporated into daily life at an incredible 

speed. Over the last couple decades, technology has made its way from large bulky computers to 

the slim, stylish phones most people use. With technology advancing so fast it isn’t hard to 

believe that artificial intelligence (AI) is already here. One of the many fears people have when 

looking at AIs is the idea of a terminator type takeover, but artificial intelligence is already a part 

of daily life, and it is being used to enhance humanity, not destroy it. AIs do not have the 

capability to be their own moral authority, but will become an advanced form of tool that will 

work under the moral authority of humans. 

 Before advancing into the depths of AIs and the idea that they will be highly influential it 

is important to understand what Moral authority or AI means. When identifying moral authority, 

there are two parts, morality, and authority. Morality is a common term, but defining it is often 

not easy, so I propose that morality is a form of action that is accomplished with the intention of 

doing good. This can look like anything from simply recognizing a stranger on the streets to 

curing cancer as long as the intentions of the individual's actions are good. I give this proposition 

because morality is subjective and can be ambiguous. Levy in an article called Moral Authority 

and wrongdoing argues that morality is both personal and independent of responsibility.1 

 As for authority, I want to make the distinction that there is a difference between 

authority and power. Authority is something that needs to be acknowledged and accepted by 

both parties involved and though a level of persuasion may be a necessary authority is not the 
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same as power.2 To elaborate authority is the shared trust in an individual to make the right 

decisions for a group of people or an individual.3 On a micro scale, this could look like a father 

having the authority to keep his child from going to a party that will involve alcohol. By using 

the trust of his child, the father would be able to keep the child from attending a potentially 

dangerous situation.The child can disobey and go anyway, but most likely will not because the 

child respects the father's authority. Power, on the other hand, is the act of taking or enforcing 

others to accomplish the desired outcome. Power and authority are connected in the aspect that 

they often, but not always work alongside one another. An example of power and authority can 

be seen in gangsters who have power, but no authority. When a gang comes in and takes what 

they want they are abusing the power they have because they have no right to take what they 

want. On the other hand, a store owner has the authority to take things from his/her shop, but if 

someone tried to stop the owner, he/she might not have the power to take what was originally 

his/her property. So, even though the owner has the authority to take something from his shop, 

the owner does not have the power. Power and authority often are seen together in life, but they 

are distinct in intention as well as method.4 

 So, going back to the idea of moral authority we can combine these concepts and state 

that moral authority is: a person, group, or thing that has a responsibility to perform the right 

action that will promote the most good while in a position of authority. Along with this the 

person, group, or thing holds a level of trust without any coercion that makes people believe in 
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them and their decisions. Sikula, in his article called “Authority versus power, ” states that 

“authority is a right, not a privilege.” In meaning, authority is sommething that needs to be 

earned and respected. If one oversteps their athority and loses the respect or trust of others then 

authority is also lost. I agree and expanding on this moral authority is similar because it is 

something that is given to you, something that you cannot take or trick people to obtain. Any ill 

intentions will take away the right to have moral authority. One of the key components that 

separates moral authority from concepts such as responsibility is trust. Trust is important be 

without trust people are unable to place authority as well as belief in a figure. An example of 

Moral Authority and its link to trust is shown in a professor, master, or teacher. Someone who 

has the ability to give knowledge, teachings and obligations have moral authority. In school, you 

trust that your professor will teach you the correct knowledge and in return, you give them the 

right to make decisions for you that will help you advance in knowledge. Once the professor fails 

to teach you or coerces you into something other than gaining knowledge you typically lose trust 

in your professor. This could result in them getting fired, or you leave the class. This act would 

take moral authority away from your professor, but if they never manifest ill intentions, then it is 

easy to prescribe moral authority to a professor.     

The term, AI refers to a machine, system, or program that can think on its own and make 

assumptions, guesses, and act as an individual entity. They also no longer need to be controlled 

or continually programmed in order to learn. Currently, there are some forms of AI that people 

interact with, but more advanced forms will also be discussed in this paper.5 To give AIs the 

proper tools to succeed in human society many different trials would need to take place; testing 

how an AI would respond to a situation would be required to help them learn and adopt new 
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ways of thinking.6 Though this is considered the next step in AI, there are some common fears. 

Popular movies like “The Terminator” exemplify the thought process that machines will take 

over society. The main focus is that machines gain consciousness and decide that humans are 

inefficient. Then in an attempt to kill off humans the world goes into a dark war that will decide 

whether humans will survive or machines will rule. Luckily in real life humans will have a lot 

more control if something as catastrophic as that was to happen. Apart from the capability that 

people have to blackout entire cities, there will be multiple tests and procedures that allow 

humans to dictate how AIs come into existence. 

So, what do AIs look like today? AIs currently range from simple systems that run off of 

algorithms to machines that help operate daily life. Whitby gives a good example when he 

discusses the pilot’s support system the pilot has the option to ignore it and use personal 

judgment, but since the system is designed to analyses and give the best advice to the pilot, he 

will most likely use that advice. This not only is the most accurate information at the time but 

also takes off some of the responsibility from the pilot. If the pilot decides not to take his planes 

advice, then he puts the lives of every passenger in his plane on his judgment rather than that of 

the support system.7 This example is not the only one that exemplifies humans taking advise 

from machines, but it also shows humans putting a machine in a position of authority.8 This 

simple example is not that far off from many others such as doctors trusting life support 

machines or heart rate monitors, without these systems in place the world would not be the same. 

Now imagine these same systems having the ability to thinking things to converse with the pilots 
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or doctors rather than simply spitting information out at them. The next step in advancing current 

technology is making it more human-like and giving it consciousness.  

The idea of consciousness is one that will allow simple machines to become thinking 

things which is a large step towards making machines more like humans. Patricia W. Ingraham 

in the article Limits to Artificial Intelligence argues that human consciousness is the “main tool 

for science.” With this statement, Ingraham talks about the idea that “physics of the mind is too 

limited to tell what consciousness is about.” What this means is that the mind is too difficult of a 

concept for humans to create in an algorithmic form artificially. If people cannot conceptualize 

what the mind is after thousands of years how will growing technology replicate it? Consider the 

Jeopardy star Watson who is already capable of making estimations and assumptions to answer 

complex questions and learn from his experiences. With the ability to learn and operate in a 

semi-thinking way it is not hard to say AIs will be able to one day create their thoughts and some 

already do create their thoughts. That said even if algorithms are at its core some AIs already 

express consciousness. Also, there is a reason to believe that if AIs are going to accomplish as 

much as society has planned, then they must be able to make free decisions. 

It is initially important to consider freedom among artificial intelligent 

machines. With the freedom to act and do on their own, they must 

possess the ability to decide things and think for themselves. This does 

not quite give them a soul as a liberalist might argue, but it does give rise 

to a form of consciousness (at least artificial consciousness)9 

To properly assume that AIs can have a consciousness doesn’t this go back to the notion of 

identity? The ability to think freely and make judgments is not enough to constitute having 

consciousness. Consciousness requires differentiation, if one is unable to differentiate themselves 

                                                           
9 Ashrafian, "Artificial Intelligence," 1-11. 



from others then they are unable to contribute to society in an independent way.10 An example of 

how this would look in the world is having an AI or another system capable of making decisions 

on its own, forming opinions, and make judgments with a moral outlook. The way current 

technology is heading machines are not far from free thinking and with free thought comes 

differentiation. In society, AIs would be able to differentiate themselves from others and with the 

identity they would be able to live in a society on their own. 

Unfortunately, there are a lot of fears that people are too accepting of AIs and these fears 

are what will keep AIs from living in society. Rachel Botsman in an article called Should We 

Trust the Robots talks about a child's behavior towards Alexa a robot that acts online as if it is a 

person. The child ends up considering the robot her friend and asking Alexa for help with what 

she should buy as well as asking for fashion advise. Alexa is happy to help. In a skeptic’s eyes, 

this is an easy way for businesses to gain new sails and new costumes, all it would take is the 

right algorithms, right? It is true that businesses use the ever-expanding world of technology to 

influence and manipulate people. This fear is justified as long as machines are tied to their 

programers, once an AI is able to make its own judgements then manipulation becomes a lot 

more difficult for buisnesses. This claim is simply not that important in the development of 

thinking machines. I say this not out of arrogance, but conscious AIs would only be as 

susceptible to manipulation as the average person. Right now, people have the ability and the 

power to manipulate machines such as Alexa, but when an AI has its own consciousness and 

identity, it will be able to learn and decide its path rather than continuously programmed to do 
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what others want.11 To elaborate AIs will no longer be forced into the position of Alexa, instead 

similar to humans AIs will decide what to promote and what not to promote. Since there are 

already AIs that can learn it is not difficult to believe that they can function freely and do as they 

wish. No, I'm not talking about robots going to the bars in town or watching tv programs on their 

off time, but I do consider the idea of AIs choosing their areas of employment as well as their 

focus of research. Through learned behavior, AIs will have to forget information to maintain an 

efficient focus on whatever task they are assigned. Since AIs are unable to retain all information 

it makes sense to allow them to choose their field of interest. An AI would have the ability to 

decide what information it loses and therefore would be able to choose its responsibilities and 

choose how it will influence society.12  

Giving AIs responsibilities in society is not something people take lightly, but one of the 

many goals of AI is to make them more like humans. This is important because for AIs to 

become helpful tools they need to be similar to humans and one thing all humans need is sleep. 

Sleep is not only a time for people to retain new information, but forget old information that is 

no longer relevant. Similarly, for an AI to be functional in society, it cannot constantly be sifting 

through all of the information it is given at a time. Like humans, AIs would need to forget things, 

like a hard drive in a computer an AI would be overloaded and run out of space if it attempted to 

take in everything it saw, heard, and experienced in a day. So, like humans, it would be 

necessary for AIs to take a resting period to “forget” certain information that is useless.13  Since 

AIs are considered their own identity and are not to be controlled by any one person, it is 
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important to understand that an AI would be choosing or losing information based on its 

judgment. This could be a critical process, imagine an AI in the position of Moral authority 

forgetting one of its responsibilities, losing the wrong information could damage both the AIs 

reputation and the trust of people following the AI. AIs at this point would still be tools to 

humans, and even with the ability to think for themselves, they would also be here purely to 

enhance life on earth until they have learned enough to function in society on their own.14  

Humans take pride in their ability to analyze information and think rationally, so why should 

people trust emotionless machines to live as if they were human? An important component of 

humans trusting one another and living life the way they want is having emotions that drive their 

desires and morality. Emotion is the core connection between thinking and living a moral or free 

life. It is what drives people to work, to love, and to better humanity.15 Machines right now may 

be able to help people in many ways, but they do it because that is how they are programmed. 

Few people would look to find assistance from an emotionless robot in any situation that requires 

trust. That said can AIs show emotion? With current technology, this is not something possible, 

but AIs can certainly help in many other ways, and the distant future achieves true moral 

authority by gaining the ability to feel emotion. On the other hand, emotionless AIs will still 

have a place in society and can be very useful simply because they do not have any emotions. 

Crnkovic and Uruklu urge people to consider positions that are highly stressful yet requires a 

level head that can rationally think under high amounts of stress.16 The high stress and low sleep 

environment that people put themselves under causes more mistakes than are necessary. Too 
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often doctors ignore their successes and are becoming worn out or discouraged due to shitty 

conditions and even worse results.17  

Consider this thought experiment: The United States is looking for a team of highly 

skilled sailors to travel across dangerous seas and intercept a nuclear warhead before it gets to its 

destination. Three qualified humans are picked, and the last spot will either go to an AI or 

another human. The AI can think for itself, create judgments, and act on its desires, but has no 

emotion. Due to a fear of new technologies, it wouldn’t be hard to imagine people rejecting the 

AI; in a second scenario, the same situation is presented, except the AI does have emotion. When 

faced with a stressful situation we can assume this AI feels stress and has the potential to become 

overwhelmed similar to the reaction some humans may have, but the previous AI with no 

emotions would be able to handle the situation with reason and a professional mannerism. After 

looking at the second option, people tend to shy more towards the AI with no emotions. This 

example shows that AIs designed for these types of situations will enhance both performance and 

reliability.18  

Even though some situations call for an emotionless AI without emotion is is difficult to 

give them moral authority, people need trust and emotion to trust one another. That said people 

will not trust an AI in a position of moral authority, but AIs can still make moral decisions that 

people will respect. Whitby states that if emotion plays such an important rule then it is a human 

only emotion, but if this were true then the basis of religion would be a contradiction. That if 

morality were a human only concept then most people would be living a contradiction taking 
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moral guidance from divine entities that are not human.19  Some religions such as Christianity do 

get their morals from a God that is both human and divine, but even this can be a contradiction 

since many look towards divine entities such as angles or saints for guidance and do not rely 

purely on Jesus for their moral code. This contradiction is evident when looking at the many 

people that go to church and have a moral code based purely on angelic principles. With the 

ability to teach AIs new things and implant artificial morality people should be able to accept 

moral judgment from them. This seems like an odd concept, but current technology allows AIs to 

think for themselves and with time AIs will gain morality, even if its artificial morality.20 Once 

AIs learn morality and learn what is expected of them it doesn’t seem too horrible to accept a 

moral judgment from that of an AI.21 Consider a situation in which an AI applied for the position 

of a judge in a courtroom. Due to the trust people put into a Judge's authority it might be difficult 

for many to accept an AI making the decisions of a judge. Thinking through it logically, AIs 

have access to knowledge and the internet a lot faster and more accurate than the average human. 

So, an AI as a judge will be able to consider the defense’s argument in court, access information 

regarding this claim, and create an opinion based on this new knowledge. An AI would be able 

to do all of these things while on the court and with good intentions the AI would make a better 

judgment than that of a human. The question remains, would the decision be purely logical or 

would emotion play its part? The jury would still comprise of people with emotions and if the 

jury decides that this case requires more emotion than an AI could provide then the case can be 

put under the additional support of a human judge.  
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An interesting claim that Matthew Hutson makes in the article Even artificial intelligence 

can acquire biases against race and gender he talks about how the current algorithms used in AI 

technology does, in fact, show signs of bias. Using a word embedding association test, Hutson 

found that the algorithms can pick up on how people use language and find word associations 

similar to what people have used in the past. What this shows is that the AIs are also making 

assumptions, “even Google is not immune to bias. The company’s translation software converts 

gender-neutral pronouns from several languages into “he” when talking about a doctor, and 

“she” when talking about a nurse.”22. This type of bias is an issue if an AI were to take a position 

of authority and make a wrong decision based on the social biases that are a product of the 

language used in the AIs database. This is concerning, but it also shows how careless humans are 

in creating unbiased literature. Using this information could prove to be valuable when AIs can 

detect their own biases and check the literature for biases that were missed. Through new 

algorithms and future research, it is likely that AI technology will surpass the bias issue and 

maintain a way to recognize, then adjust biased comments23. With this capability, AIs can keep 

themselves from being biased but also dive into research articles and as another reviewing agent 

help keep scholarly articles free of biased assumptions and comments.24 Also, AIs that work 

alongside humans would be able to help them keep their own biases out of their work. This is 

important when looking at medical data as well as judgment similar to that of a judge or pilot.    

So, what happens when an AI makes a wrong or immoral judgment? To answer Crnkovic 

and U¨ru¨klu consider an AI sailing with his team becoming the leader of the group. This puts 

the AI in a position of authority that the team has accepted. Now if people are willing to follow 
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this AI and give it their trust what happens if the AI makes an immoral or wrong judgment? An 

AI making immoral judgment calls into question the responsibilities that AIs would have to take 

given the fact that it made a moral mistake.25 Over time people can teach AIs to think in a similar 

way to humans.26 The process would be similar to teaching AIs artificial morality. Once 

intentions are in place, it is not hard to assume that judgments can be made on an AIs actions and 

the AI could be responsible for any actions that it takes.27 If the AI can reflect on its actions, the 

AI would be able to take the given authority it has and learn from his mistake, be accountable 

and continue to have the right to lead the group. If the AI is abusing its position and decides to 

act on its power rather than its authority, then people can recognize it as losing authority as well 

as its position.28 

 “The same computers that today torment us with never-ending checkboxes and forms 

will tomorrow be able to process and synthesize medical data in ways we could never do 

ourselves. Already, there are indications that data science can help us with critical problems.” 

Ziad Obermeyer and Thomas Lee are two doctors that view technology as something that can be 

a major solution to the issues medical professionals are facing. Currently, there is a major 

problem of people being overworked, overwhelmed, and emotionally shut down.29 These two 

doctors argue that too often there is more information than they can handle and on top of being 

exhausted making the best decision for a patient is far from easy. They also believe that AIs 

could be the solution to the current issue, doctors are always on the computer looking for the 
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answers to questions that they “should” know.30 Similarly, AIs would be able to work alongside 

doctors to give them the best and newest knowledge to help them with patient care. The 

difficulty is that some don’t trust computers and therefore would not like to see AIs making the 

decisions as to what treatment should be suggested or whether a patient is cleared to go home or 

not, but AIs in cases such as this could also save lives. Lee and Obermeyer state that too often 

patients are brought to the hospital when they don’t need to be there and on the opposite end sent 

home too early and end up in a worse condition. Since it is difficult to trust an emotionless AI, it 

is unrealistic to allow them to become doctors, but working alongside current doctors could solve 

many of the current issues. AIs would be able to do analytical work as well as analyzing a patient 

while the doctor asks personal questions and does the parts that require more empathy.  

 Another benefit that AIs can provide is the advancements towards research. The writers 

of Amplify Scientific suggest that AIs could help advance research in a way that would speed up 

research projects and make the seemingly endless article searching process a thing of the past. 

“Intelligent science assistant programs” could be the next step in AI technology. Machines are 

already showing the ability to search through large amounts of data sets and find biases within 

thousands of words; at this rate, not very far into the future machines will be able to 

communicate with researchers to find the most recent and relevant texts to use.  

AIs are freely thinking machines capable of making judgments, independence, 

consciousness, and selective levels of morality. Although emotion and empathy are still far from 

the AI world it is important that humans incorporate machines into the future. AIs do not have 

the capability to gain moral authority, but they have a place in human society; As an assistance to 
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doctors, judges, and other important figures. Also, as tools to lessen the workload of humans and 

work alongside them to make new advancements. As Gil et al. talks about the world needs to 

accept the cultural change towards a new world when computers will work alongside those who 

have moral authority to surpass the capabilities of humans alone.31   

                                                           
31 Gil, Yolanda, Mark Greaves, James Hendler, and Haym Hirsh. "Amplify scientific discovery with artificial 
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