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Abstract: In mapping the emerging landscape of political theory on artificial intelligence, this
chapter identifies significant contributions to date as well as areas for future research, concerning
(1) theories of justice, (2) democracy, and (3) rights. It addresses issues of algorithmic injustice,
the digital public sphere, digital-age human rights, as well as the contested possibility of Al
rights. Along the way, the chapter assesses what existing theories imply for new policy questions
in a world with Al and what basic theoretical commitments or assumptions may need to be
rethought.

Introduction

Al and Political Theory

Political theory is a rich and varied discipline, extending across philosophy, political science,
international relations, law, and economics. Our focus in this chapter is on political theory as a
predominantly normative — rather than empirical or historical — enterprise, concerned with
assessing and defending values, principles, and reasons for action (Estlund, 2012; Miller, 2022).

The aim of this chapter is not to defend substantive positions but to set out some of the issues
related to artificial intelligence that preoccupy political theorists. The task is to map emerging
scholarship, identifying some of the most significant contributions to date, and to highlight
propitious lines of inquiry for future research. In some cases, the task involves assessing what
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existing theories imply for new policy questions raised by Al In other cases, it involves
rethinking basic theoretical commitments or assumptions. What makes Al a fertile and important
topic for political theorists is its potential to contribute to or prompt us to rethink our
understanding of substantive problems that political theory has traditionally sought to address.

The chapter is divided into three main parts: (I) Justice, (IT) Democracy, and (IIT) Rights. It does
not discuss many other important issues of interest to political theorists, some of which are taken
up in other chapters in this volume. These include issues concerning national security and
international relations (Chapter 8), economic inequality and the labor force (Chapter 7), policy
making and the administrative state (Chapter 4), and research methods (Chapter 10).

Within the confines of this chapter, we cannot hope to adequately characterize the rich array of
different subdisciplinary traditions and approaches in political thought and theory. But this may
be just as well. AI’s claim on the attention of political theorists of all stripes has begun to blur
traditional boundaries between different methods and approaches (Risse 2023). While thinkers
outside of analytic liberal-egalitarian political theory have long been concerned with the ways in
which technology affects people’s lives, much of contemporary analytic political theory is
comparatively late to the party (Bernholz et al., 2021; Risse, 2023; Lazar, 2025). As political
theory evolves as a field, Al may become a powerful catalyst for the convergence of different
approaches within political thought.

I. Justice
Algorithmic Injustice

This section provides an overview of scholarly discussions of algorithmic injustice, broadly
construed as situations in which Al systems introduce new forms of injustice or exacerbate
existing ones.

Regarding the unjust impact of algorithms, considerable attention has been drawn to the issue of
algorithmic bias: Algorithms produce biased outcomes that perpetuate or exacerbate existing
forms of discrimination and oppression (O’Neil, 2017; Noble, 2018; Benjamin, 2019;
Buolamwini and Gebru, 2018). Algorithmic biases occur, for example, when algorithms
systemically assign higher health needs to White populations compared to people of color
(Obermeyer et al., 2019) or when algorithms associate denigrating messages with women and
people of color (Noble, 2018).

In response to concerns about algorithmic bias, the term algorithmic fairness was introduced to
describe the vision of ensuring that algorithms operate fairly. (For an overview, see Hellman,

https://doi.org/10.33774/apsa-2026-x1f8c Content not peer-reviewed by APSA. License: All Rights Reserved


https://doi.org/10.33774/apsa-2026-x1f8c

2025.) The initial scholarly debates differentiated various notions of fairness — primarily
understood as ensuring statistical parity — and debated their suitability in assessing whether
algorithms operate fairly (Kleinberg et al., 2016; Narayanan, 2018; Binns, 2020; Hedden, 2021;
Hellman, 2025). Valuable critiques have been raised about the limitations of understanding
algorithmic fairness as ensuring statistical parity. One prominent worry is that such an analysis
problematically isolates Al systems from broader social contexts and overemphasizes
technocentric responses (Hoffmann, 2019; Le Bui and Noble, 2020). These reflections have led
to a “structural turn” that goes beyond exploring technical methods for debiasing Al systems and
considers how Al systems shape broader power dynamics and contribute to injustices (Kalluri,
2020; Le Bui and Noble, 2020).

Major questions concerning algorithmic fairness include: What is algorithmic fairness? Why is it
valuable? What does it require in practice? Different traditions of political theory have been
drawn on to provide insights.

John Rawls’ theory of justice (1971) and its implications for distributive justice have been
widely engaged with and translated into practical guidelines by computer scientists. In political
theory, Gabriel (2022) is a notable example of engagement with Rawlsian principles of justice
that outlines their implications for Al. For example, what is known as Rawls’s first principle of
justice requires that the design and deployment of Al should protect the equal basic liberties of
all. The principle of fair equality of opportunity implies moving away from a formal conception
of fairness (or “de-biasing” Al systems) toward more substantive fair outcomes, such as how Al
tools might help mitigate discriminatory impacts due to social membership. Furthermore, Gabriel
suggests that the difference principle implies that, when Al systems are integrated into key social
practices, they must work to the greatest advantage of the least advantaged members of society.

Scholarship in feminist and critical race theories offers a more multifaceted understanding of
algorithmic (in)justice that extends beyond distributive justice. While the terminology varies, a
common theme in this literature is its emphasis on power dynamics, social relations, and social
status across different populations. This emphasis has led to suggestions to rethink the goals and
practices of algorithmic fairness. For example, Iris M. Young’s influential work on structural
injustice (2010) has led scholars to reconceptualize the goal of algorithmic fairness as the pursuit
of a more just social-technical structure in which unjustified power imbalances are mitigated
(Lin and Chen, 2022; Kasirzadeh, 2022). Insights from intersectionality research (Crenshaw,
1991; Collins 2002) and relational egalitarianism (Anderson, 1999; Fraser, 1995) suggest that the
goal of algorithmic fairness should encompass not only distributive equality but also people’s
ability to relate to one another as equals (Kong, 2026).

Concerning practices of pursuing algorithmic fairness, reflections on power dynamics have led to
advocacy for participatory approaches to technological development (Costanza-Chock, 2018;
D’Ignazio and Klein, 2020), emphasizing the importance of engaging a wide range of
stakeholders (especially with marginalized perspectives) in the process. Though they offer a
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promising direction, participatory approaches in Al design often face practical challenges and
lack concrete guidelines. They have also raised concerns about “participation washing” (Birhane
et al.,, 2022). How to best implement participatory visions remains an important question for
future exploration.

Another body of literature concerns how Al models shape epistemic norms and practices, and
produce unjust impacts. One major theme is how Al systems contribute to epistemic injustice —
that is, injustice concerning the domain of knowledge. Studies have suggested that the algorithms
behind social media exacerbate epistemic injustice through algorithmic targeting and sorting
(Stewart et al., 2022) and constitute a novel form of hermeneutical injustice, as algorithmic
profiling leads to epistemically fragmented environments (Milano and Prunkl, 2025).

The content-creation capacity of generative Al models has further impacted collective
knowledge and epistemic practices, presenting new forms of testimonial and hermeneutical
injustices through amplification of misinformation, intentional manipulation of wrongful content,
and increased hermeneutical obstacles for marginalized groups (Kay et al., 2025; Mollema,
2025). Since algorithmic systems tend to encode and manifest the conventions of dominant
groups, such as accents and communication styles, the constant cultural code-switching required
of marginalized groups constitutes a new form of epistemic oppression: cultural smothering
(Falbo and LaCroix, 2022). Similar concerns have been raised about Al models’ tendency to
generate content that reflects or prioritizes Western-centric perspectives, which may unjustly
reinforce Western epistemic hegemony. (See the subsection on Global & Environmental Justice
for further discussion.)

Finally, across many discussions about algorithmic injustice, the insights that non-Western
traditions can provide are worth further exploration. Birhane (2021) has used Ubuntu’s relational
ethics to highlight the value of relationality and to rethink how Al practices shape the web of
relations. Wong (2025) has drawn from Confucian philosophy to rethink trustworthiness and
trustworthy AI. Green (2025) has compared the AI ethics principles developed by tech
corporations in Silicon Valley and those proposed by the Roman Catholic Church to examine
different approaches and facilitate potential dialogue between technology and religion. With Al
systems’ growing prevalence and global impact, the need to engage with diverse perspectives
and epistemic traditions is as urgent as ever in theorizing the many faces of algorithmic
(in)justice.

Rectificatory Justice

Rectificatory justice is broadly concerned with how to respond to injustice in its aftermath, in an
effort to rectify or repair wrongful harm. While Al plausibly intersects with this topic in
numerous ways, we restrict ourselves to two prominent aspects of the contemporary debate. The
first focuses on issues of liability to compensation. Who is responsible for harms caused by AI?
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Relatedly, who incurs the duty to remedy the harm caused? If political theory is to offer adequate
normative guidance to policymakers designing regulations for Al, including by rethinking tort
liability for Al-inflicted harms, it must wrestle with this question. The second aspect concerns
the other main way in which the state responds to wrongdoing: criminal punishment. Here the
most discussed issue concerns the use of Al technologies in the administration of criminal
justice.

Consider, first, the general issue of responsibility for harm, on which compensation claims turn.
In contexts in which people may suffer harms caused by Al, assigning responsibility is of special
moral urgency. Think, for example, of crashes involving autonomous vehicles, harms and
destruction caused by autonomous weapons, or harms caused by delayed, incorrect, or
insufficient treatment as a result of errors by Al tools in healthcare. Consider, too, administrative
contexts in which people may be unfairly burdened or denied resources as a result of mistaken
automated decision making.

One prominent concern is that autonomous systems’ autonomy — understood as a certain kind of
independence from human agents — makes it difficult, if not impossible, to assign moral or legal
responsibility to human persons for acts performed and harms inflicted by Al. Neither operators
nor programmers nor manufacturers may be sufficiently directly morally or causally linked to
Al-inflicted harm to be held meaningfully accountable. The influential notion of a ‘responsibility
gap’ describes this presumptive ‘gap’ between machine action on the one hand and responsibility
for those actions on the other (Matthias, 2004; Sparrow, 2007). More recently, the label has come
to be used to describe several different concerns about ascribing responsibility for Al-inflicted
harms (Santoni de Sio & Giulio Mecacci, 2021).

One question is, “Who is ‘on the hook’ for harms caused by AI?”” More precisely, “Under what
conditions do people become liable to punishment, and under what conditions do people incur
obligations to compensate victims for harms caused by AI?” Another question is whether
responsibility gaps really exist and, if they do, whether they can be closed. One complication
here arises from the somewhat ambiguous nature of relevant “gaps.” On the one hand, the
question of whether a responsibility gap is bridgeable arises only if there really exists at least a
prima facie gap. On the other hand, some views suggest that, if a prima facie gap can be closed,
there is no relevant gap in the first place.

Perhaps harms caused by Al can be traced back to human agency to a sufficient degree to hold
persons morally responsible for those harms (Simpson & Miiller, 2016). Perhaps human agents
have the normative power to deliberately take responsibility, to make themselves answerable, for
harms caused by Al (Kiener, 2022). Or, perhaps, we should view Al systems as physically
instantiated socially constructed institutions, such that any difficulty to attribute responsibility is
no different from any other collective action problem (Robillard, 2018). Perhaps the gap can thus

https://doi.org/10.33774/apsa-2026-x1f8c Content not peer-reviewed by APSA. License: All Rights Reserved


https://doi.org/10.33774/apsa-2026-x1f8c

be closed by treating institutions and group agents, rather than individual persons, as relevant
responsibility-bearers (Taylor, 2021).

Not everyone assumes that responsibility gaps are necessarily objectionable. On some views,
certain gaps might actually be desirable. They may be beneficial, at least in contexts of tragic
moral choices, because they reduce the psychological costs of responsibility that would
otherwise fall on human decision makers (Danaher, 2022b).

The notion of responsibility gaps raises the broader question of what, if any, bearing the
possibility of holding someone responsible should have on the permissibility of delegating
decisions to Al systems. The possibility of accountability — often used synonymously with
responsibility in this context (Lechterman, 2022) — is sometimes treated as a necessary condition
for the permissible use of AI. A common argument, for example, is that human agents must
remain in control over autonomous systems precisely because, unlike human moral agents, Al
cannot be held morally or legally accountable for its actions and decisions (Asaro, 2020).

If the use of Al ultimately reduces harm and leads to fewer lives lost, for example, in road traffic
and armed conflict, but responsibility gaps cannot be closed, we may be left to choose between
states of affairs in which less harm is caused but there is no possibility of accountability and
states of affairs in which more harm is caused but responsible agents can be held to account
(Eggert, 2023). One resulting question for future research in this area is how to weigh the
harm-reducing benefits of Al against the importance of traditional accountability mechanisms.
Further questions for future research include how accountability affects the permissibility of
delegating certain potentially harmful actions and decisions to Al; how accountability should
affect design choices; and, under what conditions and at what cost human agents must retain a
certain degree of control over Al agents specifically for the purpose of exercising responsibility.

Now, consider the issue of criminal justice. Though traditionally the purview of legal theorists,
criminal justice is now widely recognized as a fundamental concern of political philosophy. Al is
deployed in the context of criminal justice in numerous ways. One way, not strictly concerned
with rectification of crime but rather its prevention, concerns the role of Al in predictive policing
(Jorgensen, 2025). Al is also increasingly deployed downstream, in decisions about the
sentencing of offenders and about their suitability for release under parole, based on risk
assessments for recidivism. The actual punishments that criminals receive could thus be
determined by algorithmic tools (though some scholars would quibble about whether these
predictive algorithms are sufficiently sophisticated to be called “AI”).

The use of predictive technology to determine the punishments of criminals is highly

controversial (Lewis, 2013). Some of the controversy tracks general worries about predictive
algorithms, especially if training data reflect racial biases (see the section on Algorithmic
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Injustice). Insofar as there are duties to rectify the historical injustices of institutional racism, the
use of criminal rectification measures that reinforce racist injustice seem particularly perverse,
reinforcing the racist injustices that pervade the very institution of punishment (Shelby, 2022). A
related concern is the phenomenon of statistical discrimination, whereby someone is treated not
as an individual but rather on the basis of properties of the group of which they are a member.
(For relevant background, without particular focus on Al, see Enoch et al., 2012.) Some theorists
argue that predictive algorithms can be unjust, even if they do not produce any downstream
harms, by virtue of involving impermissible epistemic claims (Stone and Lazar, 2022).

To the extent that punishment should be determined by backward-looking considerations of
retribution or communicative condemnation, forward-looking risk assessments may seem
irrelevant (Kelly, 2018). After all, crime prevention and punishment are two different domains.
To the extent that one endorses an instrumental approach to the justification of punishment,
based on its future effects, one will be less inclined to rule out forward-looking measures ex ante.
Given the increasing popularity of instrumental approaches to criminal punishment (e.g. Tadros,
2011), it is no surprise that there is an active research agenda exploring when risk-based
sentencing algorithms can and cannot be justified. (For useful overviews, see Ryberg, 2020 and
2024, and Ryberg and Roberts, 2022). Fruitfully, the question of Al has also prompted theorists
to return to foundational theoretical issues, such as whether repeat offenders merit greater
punishment than first-time offenders (Ewing, 2019).

Global and Environmental Justice

Certain practices surrounding Al systems raise issues of global justice, particularly concerning
the unfair distributions of benefits and burdens between the Global North and the Global South,
as well as such distributions’ implications for global power dynamics. This subsection highlights
specific dimensions of justice that gain heightened salience when examined through a global
justice perspective, which critically accounts for the power asymmetries of the prevailing, and
historically rooted, global order.

One aspect that has received extensive analysis is Al’s impact on the environment. Al systems
consume vast amounts of planetary resources and impose substantial environmental costs
(Crawford and Joler, 2019). The manufacturing of Al infrastructure requires vast amounts of
mineral resources. These resources are largely extracted from low- and middle-income countries
and have been linked to geopolitical conflict and environmental harms in those countries
(Crawford, 2021; Dauvergne, 2022). Training and using Al models further requires large
amounts of energy, such as electricity and water, while energy consumption by data centers
(Bender et al., 2021) exacerbates environmental degradation that disproportionately burdens
already marginalized populations (Sultana, 2022; Ngcamu, 2023). While the extent of Al’s
energy consumption is an empirical issue, the information disclosed by tech companies remains
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limited. The lack of transparency impedes proper evaluation and leads to polarized attitudes
toward Al’s environmental impact (Luccioni et al., 2025).

Besides potential benefits of Al and short-term employment impacts affecting tech workers (see
Chapter 7 in this volume), another part of the story is the labor behind the development of Al
systems, which marks another domain of AI’s extractive process and unjust impacts. Currently,
the Al supply chain relies on an international division of digital labor (Muldoon and Wu, 2023).
The high-paid, well-regarded software engineering and Al research jobs are clustered in the
Global North. But many other types of human labor behind the Al supply chain — from workers
supporting the physical infrastructure of Al (e.g., miners and workers assembling electronic
components) to data workers (e.g., those who undertake data preparation and annotation, verify
algorithmic results, and review content for moderations) — tend to be low-paid. They also work
under precarious and even harmful and exploitative conditions. And they are largely located in
the rest of the world (Gray and Suri, 2019; Tubaro et al., 2020; Roberts, 2019; Crawford, 2021).
Even though AI supply chain labor plays a crucial role in AI’s development and deployment,
corporate Al narratives and the design of microwork platforms have been found to obscure and
devalue certain forms of human labor, thereby further enabling labor exploitation for the benefit
of some large tech corporations (Gray and Suri, 2019; Crawford and Joler, 2019).

In addition to material injustices, concerns have been raised about AI’s unjust impacts in
reinforcing the Western hegemony of values and epistemologies. Currently, Al models are
primarily trained on high-resource languages — those with large amounts of digitized data, such
as English, French, and German (with English content being the most dominant one). While
many other languages are spoken by huge populations, their countries have significantly lower
quantities of digitized data. This has created a digital language divide in which English speakers
are granted greater access to advanced Al tools than speakers of lower-resource languages (Ta et
al., 2023). Furthermore, studies reveal that Western-centric, especially American-centric,
perspectives are often encoded in Al models (Johnson et al., 2022). The skewed perspectives
embedded in Al systems have given rise to concerns about Western hegemony and cultural
imperialism (Birhane, 2023; Muldoon and Wu, 2023). This situation also echoes what Cave and
Dihal (2020) call the “Whiteness of AI” — the fact that Al is predominantly portrayed and
perceived as for and about White people, which perpetuates and exacerbates the racialized
hierarchy of power.

Based on these observations, burgeoning scholarship has recently argued that the power
dynamics shaped by Al systems and surrounding industrial practices mirror and further extend
the extractive dynamics of colonialism (Kwet, 2019; Ricaurte, 2019; Couldry and Mejias, 2019;
Coleman, 2019; Amrute, 2019; Oyedemi, 2019; Mohamed et al., 2020; R. Adams, 2021;
Birhane, 2023; Muldoon and Wu, 2023; Nothias, 2025). While using slightly different terms —
including digital colonialism, data colonialism, algorithmic colonialization, and algorithmic
coloniality — the core concern is the concentration of economic and political power that big tech
companies which are primarily based in the US hold over the rest of the world. These companies
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conduct extractions in the name of progress, while imposing disproportionate harms and violence
(including environmental degradation, labor exploitation, and cultural imperialism, as discussed
above) on a broad range of populations, including populations of the Global South and other
underserved populations, such as Black, Indigenous, and Latinx communities. Thus far,
discussions have drawn on literature in decolonial studies (Maldonado-Torres, 2007; Quijano,
2007; Mignolo, 2012) to delineate the mechanisms that shape these global power dynamics
(Muldoon and Wu 2023) and to explore ways to disrupt them (Mohamed et al., 2020; R. Adams,
2021).

Many questions about digital colonialism remain to be further theorized. Both the concept of
digital colonialism and the adequacy of related terminology are issues of scholarly debate
(Moosavi, 2020; Mouton and Burns, 2021; Taiwo, 2022). Further examination is also needed to
historicize the idea of digital colonialism, analyze its connections to traditional forms of
colonialism and coloniality, and explore potential responses to it. Last, but not least, while
scholars largely converge on diagnostic aspects of digital colonialism, one area that warrants
further scholarly exploration is the compatibility of their prescriptive approaches (Nothias,
2025).

Intergenerational Justice

According to some commentators, an already existing cluster of concerns about existential risks
arising from climate change and other global threats now also includes potentially catastrophic
risks posed by Al (cf. Bales et al., 2024). Rather than discuss the possibility of existential risk
and the future of humanity, we will limit our discussion here to issues of intergenerational
justice. Intergenerational justice concerns what duties, if any, present-day generations have to
consider justice for past and future people (Meyer, 2021). Since Al creates new ways in which
we in the present can exercise power over people who are no longer alive and people who do not
yet exist, it is an appropriate subject of intergenerational justice.

One foundational question is whether valid justice claims exist only between people who can
harm or benefit one another (Barry, 1989; Buchanan, 1990; Gauthier, 1987; Heyd, 2009; Hiskes,
2009). While Al has no bearing on the general question of between whom duties exist, and thus
on whether duties exist only between people who can harm or benefit one another, Al does
affect, in specific contexts, who is able to harm and benefit others. To the extent that Al affects
whether and how we, in the present, might harm, wrong, or benefit people who are no longer
alive or who do not yet exist, it may bear on questions of intergenerational justice. While
political theorists have come to grapple with how Al mediates power relations between living
people (Lazar, 2025), a nascent area of research thus concerns how Al mediates the power we, in
the present, exercise over both people who are no longer alive and people who do not yet exist.

https://doi.org/10.33774/apsa-2026-x1f8c Content not peer-reviewed by APSA. License: All Rights Reserved


https://doi.org/10.33774/apsa-2026-x1f8c

Consider, first, so-called afterlife technologies. Advances in generative Al have made it possible,
in effect, to digitally revive the dead (Worth, 2025; Dickey, 2025; Hern, 2024; Yang, 2024).
Users can now create interactive avatars and Al companions that are essentially deepfakes of
deceased people. ‘Griefbots’ or ‘deadbots’ are mainly marketed as providing new, digital ways
of grieving. But deepfakes and chatbots that mimic deceased people could, in principle, appear
anywhere; including in schools or museums, allowing people to have conversations with
historical figures. Anyone of whom there exists audio and video recordings that can be used to
train models will be revivable as an avatar.

Setting aside reasons we might have not to digitally revive the dead, questions raised by afterlife
technologies include the following. How might generative Al extend theories of privacy to the
afterlife? What does valid consent require to digitally replicate someone and, relatedly, what
should people be consulted concerning how their data may be used after their death? Finally,
how should digital afterlife technologies be regulated to protect deceased people’s rights and
interests, and to minimize risks of psychological harm to living users of deadbots?

Now consider future generations. One characteristic of intergenerational relations is the
asymmetry in power relations between those currently alive and those who are not. Whereas
power relationships between contemporaries can change frequently, present generations
necessarily have asymmetrical power over future generations (Meyer, 2021; Barry, 1977; Barry,
1989). Present generations can affect the circumstances of future generations. Al-related actions
and policies that deplete the world’s natural resources may well set back future generations’
interests or reduce their options (cf Barry, 1999; Beckerman, 1999; Heyward, 2017). Besides the
circumstances in which future generations will live, present-day generations also determine
which future people will exist. That future people’s very identities are contingent on the actions
of those who come before them has given rise to a persistent debate about the very possibility of
intergenerational justice claims (Parfit, 1984). Any applications of Al that might affect what
specific people will come into existence may similarly become entangled in what, following
Derek Parfit, has come to be known as the non-identity problem.

One central question in debates about intergenerational justice is whether we have reasons to
discount future persons’ interests (Sidgwick, 1907; Rawls, 1971; Parfit, 1984; Broome, 1994;
Mintz-Woo, 2021). These concerns extend well beyond questions relating to technology.
Nevertheless, decisions about the development of AI models today can account for or ignore the
interests of future generations. AD’s familiar promises and perils — from significant medical
advances to jeopardizing the future of humanity — also raise questions about whether Al’s
benefits to existing or near future people may justify risks to those in the more distant future. If
Al promises to be sufficiently beneficial to present-day generations, does that justify exposing
future generations to certain risks? Might powerful AI models even help determine whether, and
to what extent, future people’s interests may permissibly be discounted?

10
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II. Democracy

Since this volume contains a dedicated chapter on Democracy/Elections (Chapter 1), our focus
here will be on democratic values, rather than institutions, practices, and processes. In a
remarkable example of how social (in this case technological) developments can and should
prompt us to rethink our theories (Dewey, 1927), the rise of Al has led democratic theorists to
rethink values and paradigms core to the field (Bernholz et al., 2021).

Existing democratic governance practices involving Al have already spawned a considerable
body of literature. This trend continues political theory’s longstanding concern with not just
governance by the state but also governance by private as well as other types of public
institutions (N. P. Adams, 2018; Anderson, 2017; Kirby, 2022). While normative evaluation of
governing institutions that rely on algorithms has been in the public consciousness for a while
(Danaher 2016), contemporary Al has spurred theorists to consider whether and how Al should
be used to mediate relations in a democratic society (Danaher, 2022a; Lazar, 2024, 2025) and in
what circumstances the use of Al entails, for example, a democratic duty of explanation (Lazar,
2024).

Another body of literature concerns the democratization of Al. To “democratize AI” can, as a
descriptive matter, mean many things — from merely increasing access to Al to ensuring
democratic governance of Al Seger et al. (2023) give a helpful categorization of various
descriptive uses of the phrase “democratizing Al.” Considering normative questions of whether
and how we ought to democratize Al, many authors helpfully examine the semantic ambiguity
the phrase licenses. Among the concepts most commonly discussed (with significant overlap) are
the design, development, deployment, use, and governance of Al (Himmelreich, 2023; Lin,
2024; Noorman & Swierstra, 2023). (Note in particular Himmelreich’s argument against the
democratization of Al, conceived of as ensuring more democratic governance of Al. On AI’s
impact on democracy, see Coeckelbergh, 2024; Jungherr, 2023; Kreps and Kriner, 2023.)

Perhaps three of the most prominent areas on which Al has had substantive effects for political
theory are (1) representation, (2) formal deliberation, and (3) the digital public sphere. It is these
three areas which will be our focus. (For practical applications of Al to democratic processes, see
Chapter 1 in this volume). We will begin with a note about how to categorize Al’s various uses in
democratic governance.

Conceptualizing Al Uses in Democratic Governance

Al is increasingly used to enhance, support, or implement democratic governance processes in
both public and private institutions. These developments have sparked a growing literature in
political theory concerned with when and how, if at all, Al should be incorporated into
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democratic governance processes (Schneier and Sanders, 2025; Boehmer et al., 2025; Devine et
al., 2023; Edelman, 2023; Fish et al., 2024; Konya et al., 2023; Lazar, 2025; Mendoza, 2023;
Tessler et al., 2024).

Two different conceptual schemas for categorizing different uses of Al have emerged so far. The
first is the Input-Process-Output (IPO) model (Han, 2025). This is a four-fold categorization that
focuses on whether a given Al application in a democratic process (1) “originate[s] from the
citizenry” (input) and (2) “whether Al decisions carry legal or authoritative weight” (authority of
output). Han then assesses the four resulting categories of Al application (democratically
binding, undemocratically binding, democratically unbinding, undemocratically unbinding) in
terms of democratic values: “inclusive and equal participation, quality of decisions, deliberation,
and the autonomy of citizens to set the political agenda” (Han, 2025).

The second schema is Lazar and Manuali’s categorization of the various ways large language
models (LLMs) are currently used in proposed democratic processes: summarization,
aggregation of preferences, facilitation of deliberation, and representation (Lazar & Manuali,
2026). These uses are not mutually exclusive. For example, facilitation of deliberation may
involve using LLMs to summarize conversation. Generalizing from Lazar and Manuali’s focus
on LLMs, we will examine how Al has been theorized and used in democratic governance most
commonly: representation and deliberation.

Al in Representation

Perhaps the most prominent example of the influence of Al on democratic theory stems from
efforts by computer scientists and democratic practitioners to use Al as representatives for people
(Boehmer et al., 2025; Fish et al., 2024; Gudiio et al., 2024). One could apply existing theories
of political representation to extract a normative analysis of such efforts.

The technological possibility that Al could predict and extrapolate our preferences over possible
policy options with relative accuracy (Boehmer et al., 2025; Fish et al., 2024; Konya et al., 2022)
raises the normative question of whether Al could /egitimately represent us. Lechterman (2024)
worries that the normative viability of such a proposal would reduce representation to the mere
prediction of preferences. After summarizing some of the arguments in favor of digital
representatives (what he terms “Avatar Democracy’’), Himmelreich (2023) argues that digital
representatives run into the same classic problem as human representatives. Namely, they might
deliberate with other representatives and disagree with the preferences of their constituent(s) due
to expertise that they have, at which point justifying and explaining their decision(s) to their
constituent(s) (a requirement of legitimacy) will be difficult. Han (2025) sees promise in Al
representatives to which duties by citizens can be delegated with those citizens’ authorization,
and which can be overseen by citizens to ensure that those Al representatives continue to act
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within their remit. Taylor (2025) also gives a more tentative answer in the affirmative by
outlining conditions under which current or near-term-future Al could act as a representative in a
normatively robust sense — though he notes that many conditions (including ones involving Al
representatives continuously consulting with citizens) would have to be met for that to be the
case.

But beyond the question of whether Al can legitimately represent us, the technological
possibility of Al representatives also allows us to challenge some of the tenets of representation
theory. Taylor’s (2025) approach is especially illuminating. It adjusts classic formulations of
principles in representation theory in such a way that an Al representative could, assuming
certain conditions and constraints, meet them. The challenge, then, is to figure out whether, and
why, such revised principles are implausible, or to accept that the original formulations were
mistaken. The technological possibility of Al representation thus allows us to try and refine
representation theory, either by affirming or by adjusting the original formulations in light of
Al-inspired challenges.

The relationship of Al to systems of representation will depend on the capabilities of AI models,
of course. How accurate our predictions are with respect to the future capabilities of Al
representatives (real or hypothetical) determine how we might be able to challenge current
formulations in representation theory. For instance, Taylor’s (2025) normative argument in favor
of Al representatives depends on a suitably idealized Al representative, with a particular suite of
abilities that no currently existing projects that attempt to instantiate Al representation seem to
have. If theorists make assumptions that are implausible in light of present and future Al
abilities, any normative proposal for an Al representative will be vulnerable to the critique that it
is too remote a possibility to consider. It may also be subject to a ‘problem of the second best.’

The rise of advanced Al has also led democratic theorists to consider, at least hypothetically, the
possibility of a completely Al-run government. Lovett and Zuehl (2022) conclude that something
would be missing from such a world: the non-instrumental value of collective self-determination,
which they conceive of as a form of distinctly democratic autonomy. This is an example of how
engaging with questions about Al may lead to a contribution in its own right to the literature
relating to justifications for democratic governance. Contemporary Al has thus helped articulate
a value that purely instrumentalist accounts of democracy have not been able to capture.

Al in Formal Democratic Deliberation

One prominent set of proposals for using Al in democratic governance involves employing Al in
democratic deliberation (see Chapter 1 in this volume). Formal deliberative processes are costly,
and it is especially difficult to train and pay for human moderators. Landemore (2024) asks if Al
can be used, then, to bring “quality deliberation to the masses.” She considers two different
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proposals for scaled-up deliberation — Mass Online Deliberation and Multiple Rotating
Mini-Publics — and several different roles for Al in scaling up these proposals to allow for more
participation. She suggests that Al could facilitate, summarize, select participants, translate,
fact-check, and aggregate data (Landemore, 2024). Still, whether Al can actually “scale up”
deliberation remains to be seen. One recent study suggests that Al-based facilitation incurs a
“penalty” in that people prefer human facilitators in deliberation and so participate less in
Al-facilitated deliberation (Jungherr & Rauchfleisch, 2025).

Besides asking whether and how Al can “scale up” deliberation, one might ask what normative
constraints should be placed on Al as we employ it in formal deliberative processes, such as in
mini-publics. Mikhaylovskaya suggests that AI’s guiding value qua facilitator ought to be
(democratic) equality (Mikhaylovskaya, 2024). She proposes that Al (as opposed to humans)
might be better at being an impartial facilitator and at making sure all voices are included. In her
view, we ought to design Al facilitators in light of the non-instrumental democratic value of
equality.

Considering the use of Al in citizen assemblies, McKinney (2024) offers both (1) a conceptual
framework for the various functions of Al in citizen assemblies and (2) a normative framework
that allows for the assessment of these functions with respect to democratic goods.

A common thread among those focusing on incorporating Al into formal deliberative processes
emerges from the original deliberative-democratic tradition dating back to Cohen and Habermas
(Cohen, 1989; Habermas, 1996). Deliberative democratic practitioners in the present context
often focus on the ability of Al to identify consensus or agreement (Devine et al., 2023; Konya et
al., 2023; Tessler et al., 2024). However, other deliberative democrats resist the claim that
deliberation should (in some sense) aim at consensus or agreement (Fraser, 1990; Young, 2002).
In a similar spirit, Palomo Hernandez (2025) critiques one popular project that incorporates Al
into a democratic decision-making process: the Habermas Machine (Tessler et al., 2024). In
addition to critiquing the lack of engagement between participants, Palomo Hernandez (2025, p.
1951) argues that the Habermas Machine “overemphasises the desirability of agreement in
deliberative processes.”

Other theorists have more recently taken an even less deliberation-focused approach. Instead of
proposing to use Al in formal deliberative processes (such as in mini-publics), Farrell and Han
(2025) suggest that we ask how we can use Al to create, maintain, and strengthen the power of
democratic publics. Reminiscent of the agonistic democratic tradition (Mouffe, 1993), they
remind us that a crucial aspect of politics, in general, and democracy, in particular, is the
negotiation of power relations between groups, and that democracies require people to recognize
themselves as part of publics to tackle shared problems (Dewey, 1927). Farrell and Han (2025)
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thus call for both theorizing and empirical research related to the question of how Al can support
the formation of publics and their negotiation of social problems.

The Digital Public Sphere

Consider now the place of much of the contemporary democratic action: the digital public
sphere. Our public discourse is increasingly mediated by Al. We are, as Seth Lazar puts it,
“connected by code” (2026). The most conspicuous way in which Al mediates our public
discourse concerns its role on social media platforms. For better or worse, these platforms
continue to serve as the most significant fora in which people argue with one another about
important social and political issues, express their opinions, and learn information about current
political events. Whether they want to be or not, Facebook, Instagram, X, TikTok, BlueSky,
YouTube, and other spaces together constitute our new digital public sphere.

How does AI govern our communications in this space? First, Al systems enforce the rules on
what speech is allowed. While humans formulate the general rules prohibiting harmful content
(from hate speech to death threats to child abuse material), Al systems play a fundamental role in
applying and enforcing them. Second, Al systems determine what content people see.
Algorithms tuned to optimize our engagement control what posts appear in our feeds. Finally,
machines loom large on social media because the content we encounter is itself often
synthetically produced — the product of generative Al tools powered by large language models,
such as ChatGPT, Claude, and Grok. Increasingly, chatbots are integrated into the platforms,
themselves participants in our digital public conversation.

Each of these three areas raises important normative questions, including for political theorists —
concerning the moral duties of both private corporations and policymakers tasked with regulating
them. Consider the role of Al in content moderation: the process by which platforms govern the
speech of their users. Insofar as such policies have a profound effect on users’ communicative
interests, they are arguably evaluable by normative standards of political theory; and when such
policies are compelled by the state, they are inarguably so (see Lazar, 2026 and Howard, 2026a).

One question concerns permissible and impermissible uses of Al by platforms as part of their
content moderation practices. Social media platforms deploy supervised machine learning (ML)
models, trained on massive data sets of labelled training data. For each type of prohibited
content, platforms build what is known as an ML classifier to adjudicate whether a fresh piece of
content is allowed or disallowed. (This approach replaces older, cruder uses of technology to
moderate content — such as simple lists of banned keywords.) Suppose a user on X or Facebook
offers a robust critique of a politician — perhaps one that could arguably be interpreted as a threat
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(see Fisher and Howard, 2025). Suppose the speech is then removed, thanks to an Al classifier.
Why might the user object?

There are many potential objections — all applications of more general worries about deploying
Al in decisions that impact our fundamental interests. Some have argued for the notion of a
fundamental right to a human decision (for a full treatment of this view, see Huq, 2020). Others
have raised worries about the inaccuracy of Al, though there are questions as to whether humans
are really “better,” not least, since they cannot do the relevant work at scale. In the content
moderation context, Al classifiers struggle to interpret speaker intent or purpose, such as
inferring sarcasm and nuance — leading to false positives (Douek, 2022). Likewise, efforts to
evade rules by speakers outsmarting Al leads to false negatives. And there are familiar worries
about bias, and that Al will end up producing unfairly worse results for members of historically
marginalized groups (see the section on Algorithmic Injustice).

One particularly instructive objection concerns the opacity of Al models — the fact that they
constitute a so-called “black box,” such that even engineers often cannot explain fully why those
models produce the verdicts that they do. Machine learning models can detect patterns in training
data far more subtle and complex than humans ever could themselves. But this may make it
difficult for users to understand and predict when, and why, their speech is likely to be affected —
and to contest mistakes, holding power accountable. This impairs users’ interest in what Kate
Vredenburgh, writing about Al opacity in general, calls informed self-advocacy (2022). Note
that, while this analysis is inspired by the case of Al, it has wider ramifications — helping us see,
for example, what is objectionable about opaque bureaucratic rules that citizens cannot
successfully navigate or contest. In this way, Vredenburgh’s work fruitfully illuminates how
attention to problems raised by Al prompts us to make progress in more fundamental normative
questions. (For related analysis, see Lazar, 2024.)

These objections need not render the use of Al impermissible in the governance of online speech.
Rather, they constrain what sort of Al should be used, and what requirements of transparency
and oversight properly apply to it. Further, the costs of using Al must be weighed against the
benefits. Content moderation is a defensive effort to prevent harm; and preventing harm requires
speed. Faced with billions of user-generated posts per day, the large platforms cannot feasibly
catch the surfeit of harmful content without the use of technology. Insofar as platforms have a
duty to combat such content, they may have a duty to use Al (Howard, 2026a, though cf. Barnes,
2022).

What about the role of Al in curating public discourse, such as deciding what content users see
in their recommended algorithm-powered newsfeeds? Political theorists are only beginning to

address this question. As Lazar argues, settling the boundaries of permissible and impermissible
online speech does not settle this problem (2026). Rather, we need a positive vision of what a
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flourishing public sphere ought to involve. Despite historic attention to this question by
luminaries, such as John Dewey (1926), Iris Marion Young (2002), Jiirgen Habermas (1989 and
1996), and John Rawls (2005), there has been insufficient effort to update our conception of a
public sphere for the digital age (for an early exception, albeit in legal theory, see Balkin 2007).
But progress is afoot. Some work addresses the principles that should govern the amplification of
content (Brown forthcoming; Lazar, 2026; Miller, 2021). Some work explores the ways that
amplifying some (otherwise innocuous) speech can cause harm (Howard and Kira, 2026), as
with forms of online public shaming (Billingham and Parr, 2020). Other work focuses on the
discursive norms that citizens ought to follow in their online discourse (Cohen and Fung, 2021).
And some work focuses on how to design online spaces to build community (Forestal, 2021).
There is also a raft of work on such problems as polarization which, while not limited to the
digital realm, may be exacerbated by it (Sunstein, 2017; Talisse, 2019), as well as on the problem
of manipulation (Renzo, 2025).

A final set of concerns about Al involves the burgeoning use of LLM-powered chatbots. Insofar
as these chatbots are used as new search engines, they bring back to the fore familiar questions
about how citizens ought to receive their information (Sunstein, 2017), and what the normative
principles are for governing search (Grimmelmann, 2014). Indeed, the question of the
appropriate role of the news media in an age of algorithmic media, and how to rebuild shared
media institutions that command widespread trust, remains seriously under-researched by
political theorists relative to its importance (though see Heawood and Peter, 2023) — a problem
only exacerbated by LLMs. Some existing work concerns the moral obligations of Al companies
that produce public-facing chatbots (or other content-creation tools, such as image or video
generators) — e.g., concerning how to align model outputs with important moral and political
values (e.g., Kasirzadeh and Gabriel, 2023). Other work concerns the downstream obligations of
platforms that host Al-generated content (Fisher et al., 2024).

Cutting across all these concerns is a research agenda on the political economy of Big Tech.
Many argue that antitrust and anticompetition policy tools, or reforms to business models, are the
appropriate remedy for the pathologies of our digital public sphere (Balkin 2021 and 2022;
Hindman 2018; Reich et a/ 2021). In this way, concerns about Al are fruitfully reinvigorating
broader debates about economic justice.

III. Rights and the Future

This section explores the future of rights in a world shared with Al. We will first consider the
future of human rights in a world in which our lives increasingly depend on technology. We will
then briefly consider the contested notion of robot rights.
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Human Rights

Three ‘generations’ of existing human rights are commonly distinguished: (1) civil and political
rights; (2) economic, social, and cultural rights; and (3) collective rights. Al’s transformative
impact on critical areas of human life and activity has led to calls to recognize a new, fourth
‘generation’ of human rights, fit for the digital age (von Schirach, 2021; Risse, 2023; Shany,
2023). These include a right to digital self-determination, the right that certain algorithms be
“transparent, verifiable and fair,” and that “major decisions” be “taken by a human being (von
Schirach, 2021) as well as rights to protect our “epistemic actorhood” as knowers and knowns
and, ultimately, a right to the exercise of human intelligence (Risse, 2023).

No consensus exists on the need for a new generation of human rights for the digital sphere. On
the one hand, a longstanding worry is that positing too many human rights devalues their
currency. If we treat everything important as a right, the worry goes, then rights become
meaningless (Griffin, 2008). On the other hand, some commentators have argued, if human
rights are to remain relevant in a changing world, the human rights framework must adapt as
transformative technologies advance (Schulz & Raman, 2020). One foundational question Al
brings to the fore in human rights theory, then, is how to adjust human rights to changing social
norms and new technological advances while avoiding longstanding fears about conceptual
pitfalls, including rights inflation, overreach, and expansionism. In short, as transformative
technologies advance, should human rights evolve? If so, how?

Even if new technology requires a reassessment of human rights, the determination of which
rights would make the list remains contested. As noted above, proponents of new human rights
have invoked rights to protect people from new and distinct, Al-precipitated harms. Calls for
new human rights raise the question whether non-human, artificial forms of agency create new
and distinct ways of harming and/or wronging people. This possibility, in turn, raises the
question of whether we need new legal protections for people — in particular, as subjects of
algorithmic decision making. While legal rights depend on institutional recognition and
enforcement, moral rights exist independently of political and legal institutions. What, if any,
moral rights are available to humans, non-human animals, or non-human, artificial agents does
not depend on what rights are legally recognized.

An enduring question is what ‘grounds,’ or what justifies, human rights. A prominent assumption
is that all human beings have human rights simply by virtue of being human (Griffin, 2008;
Simmons, 2015). But it is contested whether there is anything special about being human that
can explain the existence of human rights. What feature of ‘being human’ could possibly explain
— in a manner acceptable to people with different commitments, from different cultures, and
different religious backgrounds— what makes humans ‘special’ and why we have certain rights
simply by “virtue of our humanity”?
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One popular response in human rights theory has been to divorce the defense of human rights
from attempts to specify their foundations; to provide an account of their function in global
political practice that does not rely on some contested view about the significance of humanity in
virtue of which we have human rights (Rawls, 1999; Cohen, 2004; Beitz, 2009). While human
rights theorists have been divided over the significance of the notion of “our humanity,” the
arrival of Al on the scene might sharpen views over time about whether there is, in the end,
anything special about “being human.” By providing a new foil to humans, non-human, artificial
agents may help us advance our understanding of the notion of different entities’ “moral status”
(Risse, 2023; Liao, 2020 and 2010). They might bring into sharper relief what — if anything —
makes humans relevantly unique. Or they may confront us with the sobering possibility that
there is nothing special about human intelligence, or being human, after all, and that insisting
otherwise is simply parochially “carbon chauvinist” (Sagan, 1973).

Robot Rights

Consider, finally, the possibility of robot rights (Coeckelbergh, 2010; Gunkel, 2018; Risse,
2023). If the features that ground rights are not unique to humans, we face the possibility that
those same features ground rights of non-human entities, along with questions about whether
those non-human entities can be subjects of justice. It is already a common view that we should
recognize certain rights of non-human animals. (On the question of political membership for
non-human animals, see Donaldson and Kymlicka, 2011.) A less common view is that we should
recognize certain rights of inanimate objects, such as trees, rivers, or mountains. Instead of
taking a position on the possibility of robot rights, we will note simply how much is at stake in
getting the answer right. To say that Al systems are moral rights-holders would be to say that
they are the kinds of entities that can be wronged. Generally speaking, the conceptual possibility
of being wronged comes with the possibility of generating duties of compensation, and apology,
and so on, as well as, possibly, permissions to enforce the protection of rights (Bryson et al.,
2017; Basl & Bowen, 2020). Hence, to argue for Al systems’ rights is, in effect, to argue for the
possibility of duties to compensate Al systems, to apologize to Al systems, and perhaps even the
possibility of permissions for Al systems to enforce the protection of their rights. Recognizing
rights comes with serious normative commitments.

In sum, by providing a foil to humans, Al might help us make progress on the longstanding
question of who has rights and why. Al also gives new urgency to questions about whether new
technological possibilities generate the need for new human rights, and about nothing less than
what, in the end, if anything at all, is ‘special’ about being human.

Closing Remarks

Different theoretical perspectives have always come to different conclusions. Transformative
though it is, Al changes nothing about political theory at the foundational level. Foundational
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questions at the heart of political theory concerning at least the nature of certain values are, in a
sense, impervious to the contingencies of the ‘real world.” Yet, longstanding concerns about, for
example, structural racism now extend to algorithmic bias and discrimination. What one thinks
about Al and the future of work (though we didn’t discuss this here: see Chapter 7) will likely
depend at least partially on one’s views about meaning in life, distributive justice, and equality of
opportunity. And one’s views about robot rights will likely be informed by one’s views about
human rights and those of non-human animals.

This chapter presented a partial snapshot of the intellectual landscape during a moment of great
upheaval. We cannot meaningfully address, not even in theory, the political questions of our time
without grappling with the impact technology has on people’s lives (Risse, 2023). What one
should think about AI’s appropriate place in our social and political lives may, in many cases, be
determined by one’s views in political theory. Political theory has an important role to play as we
grapple with how to live with Al, and we hope to have provided a sample of starting points for
future research.
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