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Norberto Albano, Sandro Brignone, Carmine Urciuoli1

Beyond Dichotomies: Subjectivity, Ethics, and Ontology in
David J. Gunkel’s Philosophy of Artificial Intelligence

David J. Gunkel is a globally recognized scholar in the philosophy of technology, whose re-
search has profoundly influenced contemporary debates on the ethical and legal status of artifi-
cial intelligence and robotics. He currently serves as Presidential Research, Scholarship and Art-
istry Professor at Northern Illinois University and Associate Professor of Applied Ethics at Łazarski 
University in Warsaw. His work is distinguished by an interdisciplinary approach that bridges 
moral philosophy, communication theory, and emerging technologies. Author of numerous pub-
lications, Gunkel has significantly contributed to redefining the conceptual foundations of hu-
man-machine relations. Among his most recent works are: Communicative AI: A Critical Introduc-
tion to Large Language Models (2025, with M. Coeckelbergh), which offers a critical and accessible 
philosophical and theoretical overview of LLMs; The Rights of Robots (2024), which explores the 
extension of legal and moral rights to non-human entities; Duty Now and For the Future: Com-
munication, Ethics and Artificial Intelligence (2023), a critical examination of the ethical responsi-
bilities in AI development; and ChatGPT: Deconstructing the Debate and Moving it Forward (2023, 
with M. Coeckelbergh), which provides a philosophical analysis of conversational AI systems.
Through these and many other contributions, Gunkel continues to set the agenda for the ethical 
interrogation of advanced technologies in a rapidly evolving digital society.
Below is the interview conducted by the guest editors of this issue with Professor Gunkel, aimed 
at introducing his work to the Italian academic audience.

Interview with Prof. David J. Gunkel

Question - The increasing integration of artificial intelligence into society is not merely a matter 
of technological progress; rather, it compels a redefinition of the moral, epistemological, and so-
cial categories through which we comprehend agency and responsibility. The overcoming of an-
thropocentrism in the consideration of machines, as you have proposed, necessitates a profound 
reconsideration of how we conceptualize the relationships between human beings and artificial 
systems, as well as the criteria by which we ascribe agency and normativity to technological 
artefacts. Rather than proactively addressing these concerns during the design phase, debates 
on their implications tend to emerge only once the technology is already deeply embedded in 
society, making governance more challenging.
From this perspective, how can we foster a more structured and interdisciplinary dialogue be-
tween engineering and the social sciences, ensuring that AI development transcends a purely 
technical approach and instead becomes a deliberate and critically informed process? Specif-
ically, how can this collaboration be designed to proactively engage with ethical and societal 
complexities, allowing for the anticipation and responsible governance of social and moral un-
certainties, rather than merely responding to them as unforeseen externalities?

I definitely appreciate this question as it identifies what has been my principal objective as both a 
researcher and teacher. When we ask “How can we foster a more structured and interdisciplinary 
dialogue between engineering and the social sciences, ensuring that AI development transcends 
a purely technical approach and instead becomes a deliberate and critically informed process?” 
we are recognizing 1) that the opportunities and challenges of AI, robots, and other forms of 
seemingly intelligent and social technologies transcend disciplinary boundaries and knowledge 

1	 Norberto Albano, PhD candidate, Luciano Gallino Behavioral Simulation and Educational Robotics Laboratory, Univ. 
of Turin;  Sandro Brignone, PhD, Research Fellow, Department of Philosophy and Education Sciences, University of 
Turin; Carmine Urciuoli, PhD, Research Fellow, Department of Political and Social Sciences, University of Calabria
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domains and 2) that responding to these opportunities and challenges will not be successful if 
we do not call upon and mobilize the wide range of human insight, experience, and innovation. 

The unprecedented pace and scope of technological development—encompassing artificial 
intelligence, algorithmic governance, datafication, etc.—pose fundamental opportunities and 
challenges that no single discipline can adequately address in isolation. Technical advancements 
in machine learning and computational infrastructure, for instance, carry with them profound 
implications for human subjectivity, agency, ethics, and social organization. At the same time, 
philosophical insights into language, epistemology, and ethics are increasingly finding unex-
pected relevance in computational contexts. This mutual entanglement calls for a space where 
technologists, theorists, and practitioners can think together critically, creatively, and reflectively. 
Thus, it seems obvious that interdisciplinary collaboration is going to be necessary to meet the 
opportunities and challenges of the 21st century. But how do we do this? Or, perhaps better stat-
ed, how should this kind of productive interaction be conducted?

I think a good model can be found in what is perhaps one of the oldest methods available to us, 
the Platonic dialogues. Plato’s dialogues routinely stage encounters between individuals repre-
senting different traditions, including philosophy, mathematics, rhetoric, politics, poetry, etc.; 
where no one discipline has the upper hand and insight is generated from seemingly irresolvable 
tensions and differences in perspective. In this way, dialogue between diverse and different do-
mains is not simply additive but generative—capable of producing new forms of understanding 
that exceed what any single discipline or approach could achieve in isolation. In this respect, 
then, the Platonic Dialogue serves as an early and enduring paradigm of productive intellectual 
cooperation and pluralism. In effect, what I am suggesting is that we apply what is arguably one 
of the most original and ancient of philosophical methods to confront, respond to, and take 
responsibility for the epoch-defining challenges of our time.  

But I want to add one additional item here. This procedure will only be successful if it draws on 
the wide range and diversity of human knowledge and experience. One of the complications 
with using the Platonic dialogues as a model is that this tradition is and remains Western, mean-
ing, among other things, European and Christian. If we are to interrupt and critically address this 
ethnocentrism and the very real risk of intellectual colonialism, our approach to interdisciplinary 
dialogue also has to listen to, learn from, and engage with “non-Western” traditions (in the plu-
ral)—recognizing, of course, that this term is itself already a problem insofar as it characterizes 
Others negatively, thus already (and perhaps unknowingly) normalizing Western philosophy 
and science. An interdisciplinary dialogue that does not include other ways of seeing, think-
ing, and acting will remain incomplete and limited to its own ethnocentric frames of reference, 
modes of inquiry, and restricted range of possible solutions. 

Question – The growing pervasiveness of artificial intelligence in contemporary societies has led 
to a critical reconsideration of the traditional philosophical categories that distinguish subject and 
object, human and machine. You have argued that machines, as social robots, can no longer be 
interpreted merely as passive instruments but must be understood within a conceptual framework 
that acknowledges their potential ethical relevance and a specific form of functional agency which, 
rather than implying intentionality or autonomy, refers to their capacity to influence human inter-
actions and decision-making within structured environments. From a sociological perspective, we 
privilege an understanding of technology not as an autonomous force but as one that is deeply 
embedded in and shaped by social, economic, and cultural dynamics, while still exerting a transfor-
mative influence on these very structures. Such narratives risk obscuring the socio-cultural and eth-
ical dimensions of these transformations, reducing the debate to a fatalistic and linear perspective.
How, then, can we develop a theoretical and methodological model that, while incorporating your 
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critical reflections on digital subjectivity and the rethinking of the human-machine relationship, 
avoids both anthropocentrism and technological determinism as an independent driver of change, 
instead constructing a perspective that acknowledges the reciprocal and dynamic interaction be-
tween technological development and social transformation, ensuring a nuanced and contextual-
ly grounded understanding of AI’s role in contemporary societies?

You ask, as I understand it, how to develop a theoretical and methodological model that avoids 
anthropocentrism, on the one hand, and technological determinism, on the other? For me the 
most potent means of intervention in this (or any other) conceptual opposition is deconstruc-
tion. Despite a common misperception that has (for better or worse) become something of a 
professional (mal)practice, what is designated by the term “deconstruction” is not synonymous 
with “destruction,” “disassembly,” or “dismantlement.” As Jacques Derrida, the progenitor of this 
method (which, strictly speaking, is not and cannot be a method) explained: “The de- of decon-
struction signifies not the demolition of what is constructing itself, but rather what remains to be 
thought beyond the constructionist or destructionist schema” (Derrida, 1993, p. 147). Thus, “de-
construction” names a critical intervention in the system of binary oppositions by which Western 
philosophy and science has divided up and made sense of all that is, e.g. human/animal, person/
thing, subject/object, active/passive, etc. 

In deliberately and strategically intervening in these traditional conceptual oppositions, decon-
struction does not choose sides in the existing debates and controversies. Instead, it institutes a 
double gesture of inversion—e.g. overturning an existing binary opposition—and the irruptive 
emergence of a new exorbitant, non-dialectical third term that cannot be contained or con-
trolled by the existing order. Thus the way forward is not to decide between anthropocentrism or 
technological determinism but to identify the shared ideological and metaphysical investments 
that both sides already agree upon and endorse in order to come into conflict in the first place. 
In the process, we not only disrupt expectations of human exceptionalism and technological in-
strumentalism but up-end the usual expectations for who is a subject and what is an object. The 
goal in doing so is not to objectify the human subject or personify the technological object, but 
to challenge the very logic that allows us to differentiate object from subject in the first place. 
As Hannah Arendt (2018, p. 461) advised: “we all grow up and inherit a certain vocabulary. We 
then have got to examine this vocabulary.” And deconstruction names not just the examination 
of inherited binary terminology but a general strategy for seeing, thinking, and doing otherwise.

Question - The debate on social robots lies at the intersection of artificial intelligence, ethics, and 
social theory, raising fundamental questions about their ontological status and role in human 
contexts. Designed to interact with us in socially recognizable and acceptable ways, these systems 
challenge traditional distinctions between subject and object, person and tool, with concrete ethi-
cal and legal implications. Their increasing deployment in fields such as elder care and education 
prompts the question of what kind of recognition - however limited - might be attributed to them, 
without resorting to an anthropocentric model or uncritically equating their agency with that of 
humans.
Within this framework, you have argued that robots could be granted specific and limited forms 
of responsibility and rights, depending on their functions and social roles. Could you provide some 
concrete examples to clarify this position? In the case of social robots, how far should the recogni-
tion of rights and duties extend, and where should it be limited? More broadly, what criteria and 
principles do you consider essential for defining these forms of recognition, ensuring that social 
robots are neither reduced to mere tools nor mistakenly conflated with human capabilities?

Let’s start with “robot rights.” Initially, when you first hear this phrase, it might strike you as not 
just weird but also wrong. Why would we, at this point in time, consider something like rights 
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for robots, when many human individuals and communities struggle for basic recognitions and 
protections? It’s a reasonable question, but it is one that proceeds from some assumptions and 
even misunderstandings of what is meant by the word “rights.” And if we fail to understand 
all the nuances here, we can be forgiven for that. In fact, even experts in law and ethics, as the 
American jurist Wesley Hohfeld (1920) noted over a century ago, tend to use the word “rights” in 
ways that are often inconsistent and not rigorously defined. 

So what do we mean by “rights?” Hohfeld argues that rights are simply the set of powers, priv-
ileges, claims, or immunities that are possessed by or granted to someone or something. His 
point here is simple and direct: A right, like the right one has over a piece of property, can be de-
fined and operationalized by one or more of these incidents. It can, for instance, be formulated 
as a claim that an owner has over and against another individual. Or it could be formulated as an 
exclusive privilege for use and possession that is granted to the owner. Or it could be described 
as a combination of these. 
Hohfeld also recognized that rights are relational. A right only makes sense to the extent that it 
necessitates a correlative duty or obligation that is imposed on at least one other individual. This 
means that a right—like a claim to property ownership—means little or nothing if there is not, 
at the same time, some other entity who is obligated to respect this claim. Thus, rights are the 
way we make sense of and organize conflicting interests in social situations and circumstances. 

Understood in this way, it is easy to see how and why robot rights makes sense, not (at least 
not principally) for the sake of the robot but for us and our shared social situations and circum-
stances. And it might surprise you to learn that this is not some speculation about the future. It 
is already happening. Robots already have rights. In November 2020, the legislature of the Com-
monwealth of Pennsylvania passed a bill (Senate Bill 1199) that classifies autonomous delivery 
robots, or what the text of the act calls “personal delivery devices” (PDD) as pedestrians in order 
to provide a legal framework for their deployment on city streets and sidewalks. Similar laws 
have been passed in a number of other jurisdictions, including the Commonwealth of Virginia, 
which provides the following stipulation: “a personal delivery device operating on a sidewalk 
or crosswalk shall have all the rights and responsibilities applicable to a pedestrian under the 
same circumstance.” In granting this status and the rights and responsibilities that go with it to 
personal delivery robots, the State Legislature was not seeking to resolve or even address the big 
philosophical questions of robot moral standing or AI/robot personhood. It was simply seeking 
to scale existing law to accommodate a new kind of social entity. Robots not only can have rights, 
we will need them to have rights to ensure responsible integration of these technologies into our 
existing moral and legal systems. 

Now this brings us to the last item in your question: “More broadly, what criteria and principles 
do you consider essential for defining these forms of recognition, ensuring that social robots 
are neither reduced to mere tools nor mistakenly conflated with human capabilities?” What you 
ask about here is the fundamental ordering principle of Western law and ethics, the division of 
all that is into one of two types—persons or things. This binary opposition is old, going all the 
way back to Roman law. As Roberto Esposito (2015, p. 1), who arguably wrote the book on this 
subject, explains: “If there is one assumption that seems to have organized human experience 
from its very beginnings it is that of a division between persons and things. No other principle 
is so deeply rooted in our perception and in our moral conscience…” The problem with robots 
and other seemingly intelligent and social artifacts is that they do not fit nicely into one or the 
other category. Obviously, robots are things. They are human designed and manufactured tech-
nologies that we own and possess. But these things are not quite like other things. They have 
social presence, they can talk and interact with us, and they successfully simulate many of the 
capabilities that are commonly associated with human persons. Does this therefore mean that 
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robots should be persons? The problem is not trying to fit robots into one category or the other. 
The problem is with this moral and legal ontology—this binary opposition that requires that 
everything be accommodated to one or the other. What we need, I believe, is a new way of 
thinking—a new moral and legal ontology that can scale to the novel social opportunities and 
challenge we now face in the face or the face plate of the robot and other forms of socially inter-
active technology. This is precisely the task that I have taken up and pursued in the book Person, 
Thing, Robot (MIT Press, 2023).  

Question – In your book Person, Thing, Robot: A Moral and Legal Ontology for the 21st Century 
and Beyond, you examine the distinction between persons and things, a principle rooted in Roman 
law (concerning personhood and the distinction between subjects and objects of rights), which is 
now being challenged not only by philosophical critiques stemming from anti-speciesism, which 
challenges the moral and legal privileging of human beings over other sentient entities, but also by 
the emergence of new technologies, such as artificial intelligence systems and robotics.
Another critical perspective arises from the ecological crisis: recent studies indicate that the twelve 
wealthiest billionaires in the world, through their assets and investments, generate more carbon 
footprints than those produced annually by two million households. From this standpoint, the cat-
egory of “person” appears to be unequally applicable even to individuals with radically different 
environmental impacts.
Given that some artificial intelligence systems, such as large language models, have an ecological 
footprint comparable to that of the economic elite rather than to that of the more impoverished 
segments of the population, in what ways do you believe the traditional distinction between 
persons and things proves inadequate in the context of contemporary sustainability crises? And 
how should our ethical and ontological categories be revised to account for these aspects?

The person/thing dichotomy allows us to organize everything into one of two types. The former 
are other moral and legal subjects who have rights and responsibilities that we need to respect 
and take into consideration. The latter are mere objects or what can be used and even abused 
as we see fit. And as Derrida (2005) points out, everything depends on the difference between 
“who” and “what.” The problem, especially with the climate crisis and the challenges of sustain-
ability is that it is we—we human beings—who have invented these categories and given to our-
selves the right and the privilege to divide up all that is according to this binary ordering system.

This way of thinking—which is rooted in Roman law—has gained a global foothold through 
colonial expansion and religious conversion. Unfortunately, this way of thinking is the philo-
sophical scaffolding that supports human exceptionalism and justifies the exploitation of other 
things—and not just things but other human individuals and communities who were reified by 
Western colonial administrators; women, who until rather recently were the property—things 
owned by—their fathers or husbands; animals, which have been, for most of human history, little 
more than tools humans to use or raw material for our food, clothing, and other products; or the 
earth itself, which likewise has been seen as little more than a resource that can be used (and in 
many cases abused) for the benefit of persons with little or no consideration. Consequently, it 
is the person/thing binary that facilitates and supports the human exploitation of others, which 
is arguably one of the main driving forces behind many of the problems of the current climate 
crisis and sustainability. Thus, one of the philosophical opportunities with AI, robots, and other 
kinds of things is that they participate in the deconstruction of this binary opposition, opening 
up ways for being, thinking, and acting otherwise. 

Question – Contemporary models of artificial intelligence, often trained on data that reflect the 
stereotypes and power asymmetries embedded within the economically and technologically dom-
inant regions of the Global North, have been described as a new form of digital colonialism. A sim-
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ilar analogy emerges in your work Person, Thing, Robot: A Moral and Legal Ontology for the 21st 
Century and Beyond, where you analyze the Western dichotomous thinking that opposes persons 
and things, instead suggesting alternative perspectives such as Ubuntu thought, which emphasiz-
es relationality and communalism, or Confucian thought, which foregrounds relational ethics and 
social harmony. In your book, you discuss how robots may destabilize the traditional instrumental 
approach, challenging our ethical and social categories.
However, in many educational contexts, some artificial intelligence systems and robots are em-
ployed with algorithms and models that may reproduce and amplify systemic biases. How can 
we design and deploy these systems in ways that actively mitigate rather than reinforce existing 
inequalities? In what ways could these technologies be leveraged as a tool for fostering more eq-
uitable and inclusive interactions?

In order to answer this question, we first need to acknowledge how and why AI is able to gener-
ate decisions and output that can be perceived as either biased or prejudicial. This will require a 
short detour through the technology of AI. From the beginning—and when I say “beginning” I 
mean the moment the idea and term “artificial intelligence” came into being with John McCar-
thy et al’s plans for a summer workshop at Dartmouth College in the mid-1950’s—the field of AI 
divides into two different approaches: symbolic reasoning and neural networks. The former—
initially theorized by Herbert Simon and Alan Newell (1958)—is based on mathematical logic 
and the hypothesis that intelligence consists in the manipulation of symbols. The latter is mod-
eled on the brain, uses artificial neural networks trained on data, and machine learning methods 
that exploit statistical patterns and differences.  

With symbolic reasoning AI or what has also been called Good Old Fashioned AI (GOFAI), the 
intelligence of the algorithm resides in the knowledge of the developer who translates various 
decision-making operations into step-by-step instructions that can be executed by a computer. 
If the system they design spits out erroneous or biased output, this can be identified in the lines 
of code and eventually corrected. Neural networks using machine learning methods are differ-
ent. Here the developers simply set up the neural network and then train it on data, allowing 
the network to develop its own transformational operations by discovering likely patterns in the 
data set. In these cases, if the algorithm spits out erroneous or biased content, the problem is 
not in the coded instructions that set-up the neural network; the source of the problem is in the 
training data. And if, for example, these data, which in the case of an LLM are reams of human 
written content, most frequently associate the word “doctor” with the pronoun “he” and the 
word “nurse” with the pronoun “she,” the system will tend to produce content where doctors are 
gendered male and nurses female, thus perpetuating a sexist stereotype. 

There are two problems here. First, because of the complexity of these systems and the sheer 
quantity of data on which they are trained, the developers of these systems do not know what 
these algorithms will do until they are in operation and start spitting out biased or prejudicial 
content. So the potential for bias remains largely unknown until the damage has been done. 
Second, efforts to correct for these problems (once they have been manifested and identified) 
are not as easy as they are for GOFAI. This is because the source of the bias is not in the code 
but “hidden” in the data. And because the quantity of data is massive, it is virtually impossible 
for any human being to find and remove it from the training data. Thus efforts to remediate the 
effects of algorithmic bias often take the form of some kind of post hoc adjustments: either a set 
of behavioral rules like the constitution of Claude, which filters out output that is pre-defined as 
unacceptable, or various forms of reinforcement learning from human feedback (RLHF) where 
the algorithm is put through the paces by a team of human testers and then retroactively read-
justed to suppress biased or erroneous content. Both approaches have had some success, but 
there is no sure-fire way to ensure that the algorithm will not make mistakes, generate erroneous 
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or hallucinated content, or spit out biased material that users may find offensive. So, here’s one 
way to think about the deployment of these powerful AI systems. These algorithms are like in-
experienced interns. They are capable and can take over some of the heavy lifting for us, but we 
are going to have to check, double check, and validate everything that they produce. 

Question – In educational contexts, the introduction of robotics and artificial intelligence rais-
es fundamental questions concerning the conceptual framework used to define robots and the 
ethical principles through which these technologies are interpreted. Often, the classification of 
robots—whether they are understood as technological instruments, autonomous agents, or even 
entities with quasi-personhood—is predetermined by educators and risks being conveyed to stu-
dents without fostering sufficient critical examination, thereby shaping their conceptualizations in 
ways that may not encourage independent reflection.
In your view, what pedagogical approach could best cultivate a more explicit and reflective aware-
ness among students regarding the nature and theoretical status of robots? Should educators 
adopt a structured and theoretically grounded approach, in which they provide students with a 
clear and well-defined conceptual foundation, or would it be preferable to embrace a more ex-
ploratory and inclusive methodology that grants students the autonomy to develop their own 
perspectives?
Or do you consider this concern to be embedded within a broader epistemic and cultural frame-
work, meaning that any conceptual or ethical perspective on robots will inevitably be shaped by 
the wider social and institutional context in which education takes place?

My own approach to working with students aligns with your second option. Thus I seek—in both 
the undergraduate and graduate courses that I teach—to cultivate “a more exploratory and in-
clusive methodology that grants students the autonomy to develop their own perspectives.” This 
approach to teaching and student learning is consistent with what philosophy is all about. The 
principal objective of philosophy is not to provide ready-made answers to existing questions. 
The task of philosophy is to interrogate and critically assess and evaluate the questions them-
selves. “There are,” as Slavoj Žižek (2006, p. 137) argues, “not only true or false solutions, there are 
also false questions. The task of philosophy is not to provide answers or solutions, but to submit 
to critical analysis the questions themselves, to make us see how the very way we perceive a 
problem is an obstacle to its solution.” 

This effort at reflective self-knowledge is, it should be remembered, precisely what Immanuel 
Kant, the progenitor of critical philosophy, advances in the Critique of Pure Reason, where he 
deliberately avoids responding to the available questions that comprise debate in metaphysics in 
order to evaluate whether and to what extent the questions that are typically asked have any firm 
basis or foundation. Likewise, Daniel Dennett, who occupies what is often considered to be the 
opposite end of the philosophical spectrum from the likes of Žižek and Kant, proposes something 
similar. “I am a philosopher, not a scientist, and we philosophers are better at questions than an-
swers. I haven’t begun by insulting myself and my discipline, in spite of first appearances. Finding 
better questions to ask, and breaking old habits and traditions of asking, is a very difficult part of 
the grand human project of understanding ourselves and our world” (Dennett, 1996, p. vii).
So it’s about the questions and cultivating in students not only the skill of questioning but of 
questioning the questions. And it is precisely for this reason, that the title of the first book in my 
AI/robot ethics trilogy from MIT Press is The Machine Question (Gunkel, 2012). The objective of 
this book and the two that follow it (Gunkel, 2018, 2023) is not to supply readers with definitive 
answers to the questions currently circulating in the AI and robot ethics literature. Instead, they 
have been designed to critically investigate and examine to what extent the way these existing 
problems and inquiries might already constitute a significant problem and difficulty. The point 
to all of this is to develop a mode of research
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that recognizes that all questions, no matter how well formulated and carefully deployed, make 
exclusive decisions about what is to be included and what gets left out of consideration. The best 
we can do—what we have to and should do—is continually submit questions to questioning, 
asking not only what is given privileged status by a particular mode of inquiry and what neces-
sarily remains excluded but also how a particular line of questioning already makes, and cannot 
avoid making, such decisions; what assumptions and underlying values this decision patronizes; 
and what consequences—ontological, epistemological, and axiological—follow from it.
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