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In recent years, the emergence and rapid use of Artificial Intelligence (Al) systems
have posed a fundamental question for moral philosophy and the technology: how
can moral responsibility be meaningfully articulated in a context where decision-
making and action are carried out by non-human entities? In the classical
philosophical tradition, moral responsibility has been intrinsically linked to human
agency, intention, consciousness, and free will; however, the advent of intelligent
technologies has profoundly challenged this traditional linkage. Aiming to re-
conceptualize moral responsibility in relation to artificial intelligence, this article
seeks to advance a philosophical account of the challenges surrounding it—
commonly referred to as the “responsibility gap”. The research methodology
adopted in this article is analytical-interpretive and grounded in the philosophy of
technology and Al ethics. The findings indicate that within human-machine
interactive networks, classical models of responsibility are no longer sufficient.
Instead, responsibility must be understood within a relational, intersubjective, and
distributed framework encompassing both human and non-human agents. In the
subsequent stage, through the analysis of two applied case studies, concrete
instances of the responsibility gap are examined. Based on this analysis, the article
proposes a three-level model of moral responsibility—design-level,
organizational-level, and institutional-level responsibility. The study aims to
demonstrate that, in the face of emerging technologies, the question of a single
moral agent gives way to an inquiry into a network of relations, influences, and
reciprocal forms of accountability. In conclusion, the article argues that the
possibility of moral responsibility in artificial intelligence can only be defended if
one moves beyond the classical individual-centered approach and
reconceptualizes responsibility as an institutional and participatory mechanism
embedded within the full constellation of human and non-human factors.

Cite this article: Firoozbakht, S. & Shahraeini, M. (2026). The Possibility of Moral Responsibility in Artificial Intelligence:
A Philosophical Explanation of the Responsibility Gap. Journal of Philosophical Investigations, 20 (55),

© The Author(s).

241-264. https://doi.org/10.22034/jpiut.2026.70724.4376

Publisher: University of Tabriz.



mailto:sajede8897869@gmail.com
mailto:m-shahraeini@Ihcs.ac.ir
https://doi.org/10.22034/jpiut.2026.70724.4376
https://orcid.org/0009-0003-9935-7770
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-2315-7628

Journal of Philosophical Investigations, University of Tabriz,Volume 20, Issue 55, 2026. pp. 241-264 242

Extended Abstract

A philosophical analysis of the possibility of moral responsibility in the context of Artificial
intelligence (Al), with particular attention to what has been described in contemporary
literature as the “responsibility gap” is one of the most important topics of the ages. As Al
systems increasingly participate in decision-making processes that have morally significant
consequences—such as in criminal justice, healthcare, finance, and public administration—
traditional frameworks of moral responsibility appear insufficient to account for how
responsibility should be attributed when harm occurs. The article argues that this difficulty is
not accidental or merely practical, but instead reflects a deeper conceptual tension between
classical theories of moral responsibility and the socio-technical nature of Al systems. The
discussion begins by outlining the dominant assumptions underlying classical accounts of
moral responsibility. Traditionally, moral responsibility presupposes the existence of a human
moral agent who possesses intentionality, rational deliberation, sufficient epistemic access to
relevant facts, and control over actions and their outcomes. On this view, responsibility is
typically attributed to an individual who freely performs an action with foreseeable
consequences. The article shows that these assumptions are increasingly challenged by Al
systems, especially those based on machine learning, which operate in opaque ways, adapt over
time, and generate outcomes that are not fully predictable or traceable to a single human
decision. Against this background, the article introduces the concept of the responsibility gap,
understood as a situation in which morally significant harm occurs, yet no single agent appears
to satisfy the standard conditions for moral responsibility. Importantly, the article emphasizes
that this gap should not be interpreted as evidence that responsibility disappears altogether.
Rather, it indicates that prevailing moral concepts may be ill-suited to technologically mediated
forms of action. The responsibility gap thus functions as a philosophical problem that calls for
conceptual revision rather than moral resignation.

The article then critically examines several prominent responses to the responsibility gap.
One such response involves attributing a form of moral or quasi-moral agency to Al systems
themselves. Proponents of artificial moral agency argue that sufficiently autonomous systems
may bear responsibility in their own right. The article rejects this approach, contending that
current Al systems lack the normative capacities—such as moral understanding, intentionality,
and accountability—that are required for genuine moral agency. Treating Al as morally
responsible risks obscuring human and institutional accountability rather than clarifying it.
Another response focuses on locating responsibility exclusively in human actors, such as
programmers, designers, operators, or end users. While this strategy preserves the human-
centered nature of moral responsibility, the article argues that it often relies on overly simplistic
causal models. In complex Al systems, outcomes emerge from interactions among multiple
agents, technical components, datasets, organizational practices, and regulatory environments.
Isolating responsibility at a single point in this network fails to capture how moral influence is
distributed across the system as a whole. To move beyond these limitations, the article draws
on contemporary philosophy of technology, particularly theories of technological mediation,
actor—network theory, and the philosophy of information. These approaches emphasize that
technologies are not morally neutral tools but actively shape human perception, reasoning, and
action. Al systems, in this sense, mediate moral agency by influencing what agents can know,
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what options are available to them, and how decisions are framed. Responsibility, therefore,
must be understood as emerging within human—technology relations rather than residing solely
in isolated individuals. Building on this insight, the article argues for a relational and distributed
conception of moral responsibility. On this view, responsibility is not eliminated by automation
but reconfigured across multiple levels, including system design, data governance,
organizational deployment, and institutional oversight. The article illustrates this claim through
discussion of real-world domains such as algorithmic risk assessment in criminal justice and
Al-assisted medical decision-making. In these cases, morally relevant outcomes depend on a
chain of decisions involving engineers, policymakers, institutions, and users, none of whom
alone fully control the system’s behavior.

The article further distinguishes between individual moral responsibility and forms of
systemic or institutional responsibility. While individuals remain morally relevant, many
ethical failures associated with Al arise from structural conditions, such as incentive systems,
regulatory gaps, or organizational cultures. Consequently, the article argues that ethical
analysis must shift from a narrow focus on blame toward broader questions of accountability,
governance, and responsibility allocation. In its concluding sections, the article proposes a
multi-level framework for moral responsibility in Al. This framework integrates ethical design
principles, organizational responsibility, and public governance mechanisms. Rather than
asking whether Al systems themselves can be morally responsible, the article emphasizes the
importance of algorithmic accountability, transparency, and participatory oversight. Moral
responsibility, on this account, is best understood as a shared and ongoing practice embedded
in socio-technical systems. The article concludes that the responsibility gap does not undermine
the possibility of moral responsibility in Al but reveals the need for a revised ethical
framework. By reconceptualizing responsibility as relational, distributed, and institutional, the
article offers a philosophically grounded response to one of the most pressing ethical challenges
posed by contemporary artificial intelligence.
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