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Towards a Constructive Ethics of Artificial Intelligence in the Age of 

Surveillance Capitalism 

This chapter investigates the question: What constitutes a constructive ethics of Artificial 

Intelligence (AI) in the age of surveillance capitalism? The approach is twofold. First, it 

explores the rise of surveillance capitalism as a new economic order in the digital age. 

The discourse on AI ethics often focuses on constraints to mitigate risks, but this 

overlooks the mediation of our relationship with technology by surveillance capitalism, 

leading to societal regress. Instead, the chapter advocates for a shift towards a 

constructive ethics of AI that rethinks our relationship with technology to foster societal 

progress. Second, it adopts a political concept of responsible innovation, proposing that 

a constructive ethics of AI must consider the human-technology relationship from a 

political perspective. This entails that AI systems should promote plurality, empower 

citizens, and serve the public sphere. The chapter concludes with a critical perspective, 

questioning whether AI systems can simultaneously serve the public sphere and the 

public good, or if these objectives might sometimes conflict. 

Keywords artificial intelligence; ethics of artificial intelligence; responsible innovation; 

philosophy of technology; Hannah Arendt. 

 

Introduction 

In the summer of 2023, the Centre for Artificial Intelligence Safety (CAIS) released a statement 

that “mitigating the risk of extinction from AI should be a global priority alongside other 

societal-scale risks such as pandemics and nuclear war” (Centre for AI Safety, 2023). The 

statement was signed and endorsed by prominent figures within the Artificial Intelligence (AI) 

community, including executives from OpenAI, DeepMind, and Anthropic, in addition to 

researchers across the globe. The media quickly picked up on this narrative, casting the 

emergence of AI as an ‘existential threat’ (Abdul, 2023; Vallance, 2023). Indeed, concerns 

about AI have been escalating, with governments, academic institutions, and private 

organisations emphasising its potential risks. A recent report commissioned by the US State 

Department warns that AI systems could become uncontrollable and behave adversarial to 

human beings by default (Perrigo, 2024). Amidst these alarming projections, some researchers 

now argue that there is a 99.9 percent probability that AI will lead to the extinction of 

humankind within the next century (Tangermann, 2024). 



2 
 

While such catastrophic forecasts capture headlines, they often overshadow the subtle 

yet profound ways in which AI is already reshaping everyday life, from influencing voting 

patterns and consumer behaviour to altering the job market and the educational landscape 

(Bryson, 2019; Makridakis, 2017; Păvăloaia & Necula, 2023; Lammi & Pantzar 2019). The 

more immediate existential threat, as identified by Shoshanna Zuboff, lies in the erosion of our 

individual autonomy, human agency, and democratic foundations through ‘surveillance 

capitalism’ (Zuboff, 2019). This new economic order, pioneered by tech giants like Google and 

Meta, turns human experiences into commodifiable data, while predicting and influencing 

human behaviour on an unprecedented scale. As the deployment of AI systems increasingly 

influence major decisions in politics, economy, and social norms, the fear is not just about a 

dystopian future where humans are overridden by machines, but a present reality where human 

choices are subtly dictated by algorithmic processes. 

Moreover, the prevailing discourse on AI ethics is largely centred around risk 

mitigation, adopting an approach best described as an ‘ethics of constraints’. This perspective 

predominantly focuses on delineating what technology should refrain from doing, rather than 

exploring the constructive possibilities of what it could achieve—an ‘ethics of construction’ 

(Von Schomberg, 2019). In this respect, philosopher Bernard Stiegler’s insights into technology 

as a fundamental element of human evolution and culture are particularly relevant. Stiegler 

argued that technology embodies both the potential for progress and the risk of regress—it acts 

as a pharmacological element that can either heal or harm society (Stiegler, 1998). AI, 

embodying this pharmacological nature, holds a temporal dimension, continuously evolving 

alongside human societal changes. As it integrates new data and adapts to new contexts, AI 

mirrors and is inherently linked to the human condition, reflecting our changing norms, values, 

and interests. This brings into question whether adopting an ethics of constraints is fruitful 

insofar our relationship with AI is embedded within the economic order of surveillance 

capitalism. Instead, we should explore a constructive ethics of AI in which we move away from 

discussions on how to control technology towards rethinking our relationship with technology 

altogether. 

Against this background, this chapter poses the following research question: What 

constitutes a constructive ethics of AI in the age of surveillance capitalism? Our approach is 

twofold. Firstly, we account for the emergence of surveillance capitalism as a new economic 

order in the age of digitalisation. While the discourse on AI ethics often leans towards an ethics 

of constraints to mitigate its risks and adverse effects, we argue that this fails to recognise how 

our relationship with technology is mediated by surveillance capitalism, ultimately resulting in 
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societal regress. Instead, we propose a shift towards a constructive ethics of AI which rethinks 

our relationship with technology in favour of societal progress. Secondly, we adopt a political 

concept of responsible innovation (Von Schomberg & Blok, 2023), suggesting that a 

constructive ethics of AI must consider the human-technology relationship from a 

fundamentally political standpoint. In doing so, we argue that AI systems should promote 

plurality, empower citizens, and genuinely serve the public sphere. We conclude with a critical 

outlook, questioning whether AI systems can simultaneously serve the public sphere and the 

public good, or whether these two objectives may sometimes conflict. 

 

1. The Rise of Surveillance Capitalism 

In around 1450, Johannes Gutenberg invented the printing press, a revolutionary technology 

that profoundly transformed society. This invention led to the Reformation, undermined the 

authority of the Catholic Church, gave birth to modern sciences, enabled radically new 

industries, and even transformed the shape of our brains (Naughton, 2019). Fast forward to the 

present, we find ourselves in the infancy of another transformative era—the age of 

digitalisation. As new technologies like AI evolve rapidly, predicting their long-term impacts 

remains speculative, with true understanding likely only in retrospect. Even so, in her book, 

The Age of Surveillance Capitalism (2019), Zuboff exposes a new economic order which 

explains some of the underlying mechanisms of this digital age. In this section we account for 

the emergence and threats surveillance capitalism, arguing that calls for stringent AI regulation 

fail to address the deeper concern of how our relationship with technology is confined to this 

new economic order. This will set the scene for our next section, in which we rethink our 

relationship with technology according to a political orientation, ultimately providing the basis 

for a constructive ethics of AI. 

 

1.1 A New Economic Order 

The emergence of surveillance capitalism can be traced back to the early 2000s, when Google, 

originally an internet search engine, began to realise the immense value of user data. By 

tracking search queries, click patterns, and other online behaviours, Google could create 

detailed user profiles that allowed for highly targeted advertising. This marked the beginning 

of a shift from traditional advertising models to data-driven marketing strategies that prioritise 

personalisation and behavioural prediction. Meta—Facebook at the time—followed suit, 

leveraging its social media platform to amass vast amounts of user data. Through likes, shares, 
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comments, and other interactions, Meta could gain insights into users’ preferences, interests, 

and social networks. Zuboff posits that surveillance capitalism has now become the dominant 

form of capitalism, defining it as “a new economic order that claims human experience as free 

raw material for hidden commercial practices of extraction, prediction, and sales” (Zuboff, 

2019, Definition).  

Unlike traditional capitalism, which relies on the production and exchange of goods 

and services, surveillance capitalism operates through the continuous and comprehensive 

datafication of human experience. In conventional economic orders, raw materials such as 

tomatoes are transformed into products like tomato sauce, which are then sold for profit. This 

process involves sourcing, processing, and commercialising tangible goods. In contrast, in the 

new economic order of surveillance capitalism, the raw material is not a physical entity like 

tomatoes but rather our human experiences and interactions. Every online action, interaction, 

and transaction creates ‘behavioural surplus’—data that goes beyond what is necessary for 

service functionality, collected often without explicit consent or awareness. This data captures 

extensive personal details, from our location data and search queries to minute digital 

interactions, facilitating predictions about future actions. These predictions are highly valuable, 

allowing industry to forecast personal behaviours, tailor advertisements more precisely, and 

influence consumer choices to maximise profit (see Figure 1). 

 

 

Figure 1 Surveillance Capitalism 

 

The phenomenon of Pokémon Go, launched by Niantic in 2016, serves as a striking case 

of how businesses can harness digital platforms to drive consumer behaviour (Pamuru et al., 

2021). In this augmented reality game, players explore real-world locations to ‘catch’ virtual 

creatures. Businesses quickly recognised the potential to increase foot traffic to their locations 

by paying Niantic to place rare Pokémon or ‘PokéStops’ strategically at their premises. This 

tactic effectively turned game mechanics into a tool for commercial gain, with businesses 

ranging from small cafes to large retail chains experiencing increased customer visits as players 

would walk in to capture elusive Pokémons.  
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The implications of surveillance capitalism extend beyond the realm of commerce. A 

revealing incident involving the US based retail giant Target illustrates the far-reaching 

consequences of data mining practices. Target’s analytics algorithms were so finely tuned that 

they could predict major life changes based on shopping patterns. This capability became 

public knowledge when Target sent maternity product coupons to a teenager before her family 

was aware of her pregnancy (Hill, 2012). Such instances highlight a significant ethical concern: 

the disclosure of personal information that was never intended to be shared. This is particularly 

problematic when a person’s political affiliations or sexual orientation are exposed without 

their consent. Indeed, social media platforms, for example, use algorithms to deduce this 

information from user interactions and content preferences.  One study analysed data from 

more than 58,000 Facebook users to demonstrated that the posts people like on the platform 

can reliably predict various sensitive personal details, including sexual orientation, ethnicity, 

religious and political beliefs, personality traits, intelligence, happiness, substance use habits, 

whether their parents are separated, as well as their age and gender (Kosinski et al., 2013). This 

data is then used to tailor content and advertisements, potentially revealing personal 

information to others in the user’s network, which can be particularly damaging in 

environments where such disclosures are socially stigmatised (Kosinski et al., 2013; Marwick 

& Boyd, 2014).  

While surveillance capitalism primarily profits from the prediction and sale of personal 

behavioural insights, its applications also extend into the domain of behavioural manipulation, 

shaping public and private actions. One of the most controversial instances of such 

manipulation is the case of Cambridge Analytica, a political consulting firm that gained infamy 

for its role in the 2016 U.S. presidential election (Gibney, 2018). Allegedly, Cambridge 

Analytica acquired detailed psychological profiles of millions of Facebook users without their 

explicit consent, based on data harvested through what appeared to be a harmless personality 

quiz. These profiles were then used to craft highly personalised and psychologically targeted 

political advertisements aimed at influencing voter behaviour. These advertisements were 

designed to sway voter behaviour by tapping into individual fears, preferences, and biases, 

thereby manipulating public opinion at massive scale. By leveraging personal data not just to 

predict but to steer individual actions, Cambridge Analytica is said to have influenced 

democratic outcomes directly (Hern, 2018; Santanen, 2020).1 

 
1 It is important to note that studies on the effectiveness of political microtargeting, which involves 

sending tailored messages to specific voters, are limited. Some research indicates that this approach 
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In a sense, surveillance capitalism can be seen as a modern reflection of B.F. Skinner’s 

principles of operant conditioning, where human behaviour is not just monitored but actively 

shaped by the continuous feedback loop of data-driven incentives. Just as Skinner demonstrated 

how behaviour could be controlled and modified through rewards and punishments, today’s 

digital giants manipulate cues and rewards to modify user behaviour. This manipulation not 

only capitalises on human experience as a raw material but also conditions societal behaviours 

in a loop of surveillance and response that is largely invisible and unacknowledged by its 

subjects. In the words of Zuboff: 

 

Industrial capitalism transformed nature’s raw materials into commodities, and 

surveillance capitalism lays its claims to the stuff of human nature for a new commodity 

invention. Now it is human nature that is scraped, torn, and taken for another century’s 

market project. […]. The remarkable questions here concern the facts that our lives are 

rendered as behavioral data in the first place; that ignorance is a condition of this ubiquitous 

rendition; that decision rights vanish before one even knows that there is a decision to 

make; that there are consequences to this diminishment of rights that we can neither see 

nor foretell; that there is no exit, no voice, and no loyalty, only helplessness, resignation, 

and psychic numbing; and that encryption is the only positive action left to discuss when 

we sit around the dinner table and casually ponder how to hide from the forces that hide 

from us. (Zuboff, 2019, p. 94) 

 

1.2 The Human-Technology Relationship in Surveillance Capitalism 

Zuboff highlights the regulatory gap as one of the main obstacles for combatting the 

exploitative practices of surveillance capitalism. Over the past two decades, Big Tech enjoyed 

a period of minimal legal interference. This lack of regulation stems primarily from the novelty 

of the practices involved; like the early days of industrial capitalism, where child labour in 

factories was unregulated because it was unprecedented, the operations of Big Tech are largely 

unexamined by existing legal frameworks. Even so, recent years have seen a shift towards more 

proactive regulatory measures. Notably, the European Union (EU) has taken a pioneering role 

with the introduction of the General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR) and more recently, 

the AI Act. The AI Act, in particular, includes provisions to ban AI systems that present 

unacceptable risks, such as those capable of behavioural manipulation or classification of 

 
may have minimal impact and could even backfire (Bailey, 2016; Hersh & Schaffner, 2013; Nickerson 

& Rogers, 2014). 
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individuals based on behaviour, socio-economic status, or personal characteristics (European 

Parliament, 2024). 

 However, the question remains whether the response to the rise of surveillance 

capitalism should be directed at AI systems themselves or at the economic logic that underpins 

our relationship with technology (Morozov, 2019). Surveillance capitalism does not merely 

utilise technology; it fundamentally reshapes technology’s role in society. As Woods (2018) 

points out, Equipping AI virtual assistants (VAs) like Siri and Alexa with a feminine persona 

rhetorically disarms users’ anxieties about intimate data exchange. This is grounded in 

culturally ingrained perceptions of femininity associated with trustworthiness, nurturing, and 

non-threatening behaviour. By designing AI VAs to speak and interact in ways that mimic these 

feminine traits, technology companies tap into a subconscious comfort level that many users 

have with female figures in assistive roles. This comfort can make users more willing to interact 

with the device, sharing personal details and data more freely than they might with a perceived 

neutral or masculine interface. The familiar, friendly female voice and the servile, 

accommodating behaviour programmed into these devices are intended to create a sense of 

safety and care, making the ongoing surveillance and data collection practices of these devices 

seem less intrusive. The use of a feminine persona thus helps to mask the underlying 

commercial and surveillance activities, making the exchange of personal data feel more like a 

part of a caregiving relationship rather than a transactional or exploitative one. 

 

The rights of the individual become subsumed into the logic of the market; individuals 

themselves are folded into an aggregated constellation of data that is monetized by 

surveillance capitalists. It is not enough to say that Siri and Alexa are making the private 

public. Nor is it sufficient to claim that AI VA are eroding our privacy. Rather, AI VA are 

part of a structural reorganization of surveillance practices which tend away from top-

down models and instead tend toward ubiquitous data collection. Privacy rules and 

regulations are quickly becoming archaic, tied to a time when surveillance functioned 

differently. (Woods, 2018, p. 345) 

 

In addition, Woods (2018) notes that the gendering of AI VAs to perform roles traditionally 

associated with femininity, such as homemaking and caregiving, relies on and perpetuates 

regressive gender stereotypes. This process not only taps into long-standing societal norms that 

view women primarily as caretakers and homemakers but also reinforces these views by 

embedding them in the cutting-edge technology of smart homes. When AI VAs perform tasks 
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like managing schedules, assisting with household chores, or providing emotional support, they 

do so through a lens that suggests these activities are inherently feminine. This technological 

mediation of domestic roles does more than just assign a gender to a voice or a digital persona; 

it connects advanced technology with traditional feminine roles, thereby reinforcing the idea 

that caregiving and homemaking are primarily women’s responsibilities. Even as society 

progresses with gender equality, “the gendered programming of AI VA Siri and Alexa reify 

patriarchal stereotypes about the feminine in a new technological milieu characterized by 

distributed surveillant devices in the increasingly ‘smart’ home” (Woods, 2018, p. 346). These 

AI VAs, then, not only reflect existing gender norms but also actively shape user expectations 

about gender roles in both the technology they use and the broader social context. 

 The phenomenon of surveillance capitalism teaches us that AI-based systems like AI 

VAs are not merely tools or objects we encounter; they are not solely means of exerting or 

being subjected to control. Instead, these systems function as mediators that shape the fabric 

of society, economics, and cultural life. They constitute what Blok (2024) refers to as a 

‘digisphere’ or digital world—a computational realm where our experiences and interactions 

are translated into data sets. This means that we cannot simply stand outside the digital world 

as independent observers. Rather, within the digisphere, we are integrated and immersed, not 

only through the artefacts themselves but through the very modes of engagement that define 

and perpetuate our existence, much like Martin Heidegger foresaw with his notion of 

technology as ‘Enframing’ (Heidegger, 1977). To be sure, in ‘The Question Concerning 

Technology’, Heidegger introduces Enframing as a way of revealing that orders and organises 

every aspect of the modern technological world. For Heidegger, Enframing is not just a 

collection of technological tools; it is a fundamental mode of existence that shapes how we 

perceive and interact with the world. Heidegger argues that Enframing constrains not only 

nature, by turning it into a resource to be exploited, but also humanity itself, by defining 

humans as resources or means to an end. This resonates with our concerns about surveillance 

capitalism, where technology not only facilitates economic exploitation but also shapes cultural 

and social interactions by turning personal data into a commodity. That is, under the dominance 

of surveillance capitalism, we appear as data-driven probabilistic agents who exhibit 

predictable behaviour that can be monitored and controlled via data-based systems (Blok, 

2024b). 

In exposing the human-technology relationship under the sway of surveillance 

capitalism, we argue that what requires reconsideration is not merely the governance of 

technologies like AI but our broader engagement with technology as a whole. This engagement 
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goes beyond regulatory frameworks to explore the ways in which we can coexist with and 

through digital technologies. In this respect, we need to move away from an ethics of 

constraints, seeking to mitigate the risks of AI, towards a constructive ethics that redefines our 

interaction with AI beyond the exploitative mechanisms of surveillance capitalism. As we 

transition to the next section, we will explore how a political concept of responsible innovation 

can guide us in cultivating such a constructive ethics. 

 

2. Building a Constructive Ethics of AI through Responsible Innovation 

To develop a constructive ethics of AI, we turn to the concept of responsible innovation. Unlike 

other theories on the ethics of technology which primarily focus on risk mitigation and 

minimising the harm (e.g. technology assessment), responsible innovation emphasises not only 

what innovation outcomes should be prevented but also what outcomes should actively be 

pursued (Von Schomberg, 2019). To achieve this, responsible innovation scholars advocate for 

a collective responsibility and mutual responsiveness among a wide range of actors, including 

innovators, policymakers, industry representatives, and civil society groups (Owen et al., 

2013). However, this raises complex political questions concerning, for instance, which actors 

to include in the innovation process and how they are expected to co-create outcomes (Van 

Oudheusden, 2014). To this end, we have elsewhere developed a political concept of 

responsible innovation inspired by the philosophy of Hannah Arendt (Von Schomberg & Blok, 

2023). In this section, we adopt this political concept of responsible innovation in an attempt 

to rethink our relationship with technologies like AI from a fundamentally political rather than 

economic standpoint. 

 

2.1 The Emergence of Responsible Innovation 

The concept of responsible innovation marks a shift in the approach to technological 

advancement and scientific research. It acknowledges the effects of science and technology on 

society, and thus emphasises an ethical imperative to ensure these effects are societally 

desirable. Responsible innovation frameworks have become prominent at both academic and 

policy levels, especially in areas like biotechnology, AI, nanotechnology, and environmental 

science (Von Schomberg, 2019). Academically, visions of responsible innovation typically 

propose that to innovate responsibly requires a permanent commitment to be anticipatory, 

reflective, inclusively deliberative, and responsive (Owen et al., 2013). Some approaches 

advocate for embedding human values into design requirements (Van de Poel, 2013), while 
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others emphasize integrating innovation practices within EU treaties (Von Schomberg, 2013). 

At the policy level, the notion entered under the name of Responsible Research and Innovation 

(RRI) as a cross-cutting issue in Horizon 2020 (2014–2020) and continues as a key objective 

in Horizon Europe (2021–2027), the successor EU Framework Programme for Research and 

Innovation. The concept has also gained importance in national research councils in countries 

like the UK, Norway, and the Netherlands, which have initiated their own RRI programs. 

Moreover, RRI has achieved international status, influencing strategic directions in the United 

States and China, where it has been incorporated into their national science, technology, and 

innovation plans (Von Schomberg & Von Schomberg, 2023). 

 Although the concept of responsible innovation gained traction in the recent years, 

efforts to incorporate ethical and social considerations into science and technology have been 

ongoing since the late 1960s with the emergence of risk identification and analysis (Evers & 

Nowotny, 1987). This movement gained momentum in the early 1970s, particularly due to 

concerns over nuclear waste disposal (Kevles, 1995). During the 1990s, public debates about 

genetically modified organisms and nanotechnology in food products highlighted the ethical 

issues in these areas. In response, the European Commission issued a Communication in the 

early 2000s on the precautionary principle, aimed at informing both the public and 

policymakers about the known risks and uncertainties (Commission of the European 

Communities, 2001). This, in turn, reinforced methods and frameworks to steer science and 

technology into the right direction, including Technology Assessment (TA), Science and 

Technology Studies (STS), and research into the Ethical, Legal, and Social implications or 

Aspects (ELSI/ELSA) of new technologies. 

Responsible innovation builds on these earlier efforts but represents a reform in several 

ways (Brundage & Guston, 2019). Firstly, it directs research and innovation towards 

proactively addressing global challenges like climate change, water scarcity, biodiversity loss, 

and food security (Von Schomberg, 2013). In doing so, responsible innovation goes beyond 

conventional economic incentives and addresses market failures to ensure that innovation 

processes genuinely produce societally desirable outcomes (Von Schomberg & Von 

Schomberg, 2023). As mentioned earlier, this approach reflects an ethics of construction rather 

than an ethics of constraints, focusing not only on preventing undesirable outcomes but also on 

actively pursuing beneficial ones. In this respects, responsible innovation shifts from traditional 

evaluative assessments of emerging technologies to an approach based on collective 

responsibility among stakeholders. Indeed, under the principle of science with and for society, 
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its suggests that research and innovation can only meet societal needs and aspirations if all 

actors are involved throughout the entire process (Owen et al., 2013).  

One way to implement responsible innovation is through ‘mission-oriented research’, 

as highlighted by Mazzucato (2018). In such missions, stakeholders and citizens collaborate on 

open research and innovation agendas with a strong commitment to achieving socially 

desirable outcomes. The key concepts here are co-creation and co-design of research and 

innovation trajectories. The new EU framework programme has introduced mission-oriented 

research with new features that prioritise social targets rather than economic, scientific, and 

technological ones. This approach fosters innovation by promoting co-design and co-creation 

towards democratically decided main objectives, derived from deliberations among 

stakeholders, EU member states, and the European Parliament. Crucially, these missions will 

require input from citizens, ensuring that the research and innovation processes reflect and 

address societal needs and aspirations (Von Schomberg & Von Schomberg, 2023). 

While the aspiration to integrate diverse stakeholder perspectives into the innovation 

process is fundamental to the ethos of responsible innovation, in practice this is not always 

evident (Owen & Pansera, 2019; Van Oudheusden, 2014). For example, power dynamics can 

influence which voices are heard and whose interests are prioritised (Bryson et al., 2006). 

Often, stakeholders from economically dominant sectors or those with greater scientific clout 

wield disproportionate influence compared to smaller community groups or individual citizens. 

This imbalance can result in outcomes that, despite the ostensibly inclusive process, primarily 

reflect the preferences and interests of the more powerful parties. Additionally, each group 

involved in the innovation process—be it industry representatives, policymakers, academics, 

or community members—brings its own set of values, expectations, and objectives to the table. 

The difficulty lies not only in balancing these varied interests but also in addressing the 

underlying conflicts that may arise when stakeholders’ goals are fundamentally at odds (Batie, 

2008; Kreuter et al., 2004; Rittel & Webber, 1973). In this respect, the discourse of responsible 

innovation still needs to address questions about the constitution and contestation of power. 

  

How do actors ‘co-create’ outcomes? How do they deliberate? On whose terms is 

participation (i.e. deliberation) established and why? What, in fact, is ‘public’ about the 

‘public interest’, ‘public expectations’, and ‘the public’, and whose definition of the public 

counts? (van Oudheusden, 2014, p. 73)   
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In a similar vein, Owen & Pansera (2019) argue that stakeholder engagement is “usually 

narrowly configured to include a limited range of (internal and sometimes external) 

stakeholders, and that second-order reflexivity and the political are almost entirely beyond 

scope, or at least deeply tacit” (p. 41). To this end, there is a growing demand for a political 

concept of responsible innovation that effectively considers the diverse values and interests of 

the broader public (Penttilä, 2024; Reijers, 2020; Owen & Pansera, 2019; Van Oudheusden, 

2014; Von Schomberg & Blok, 2021). 

The urgency of adopting a political concept of responsible innovation becomes even 

more urgent when considering our deeply entangled relationship with technology under the 

dominance of surveillance capitalism—as discussed in the previous section. We need to rethink 

our relationship with technology from passive consumption to active engagement, promoting 

plurality, empowering citizens, and genuinely serving the public sphere. The question, to which 

we turn next, is what a political concept of responsible innovation consists of and how it can 

shed new light on our relationship with technology, ultimately informing a constructive ethics 

of AI. 

 

2.2 Implementing a Political Concept of Responsible Innovation in AI Ethics 

In the following we build on a political concept of responsible innovation inspired by a 

generative reading of Arendt’s work.2 Indeed, in The Human Condition, Arendt provides us 

with a profound understanding of what it means for innovation to primarily serve the public 

sphere, even if she does not explicitly address the topic of innovation herself. In doing so, we 

shed new light on our relationship with technology, providing basis for a constructive ethics of 

AI. 

 In The Human Condition, Arendt articulates the ‘vita activa’, a threefold distinction 

between the activities of labour, work, and action. Labor is tied to biological processes and the 

necessities of human survival. This includes the production of goods to satisfy basic needs such 

as food and shelter. Labor is cyclical and corresponds to the natural cycles of consumption and 

renewal. It is the most fundamental and life-sustaining activity that humans engage in, but it 

also binds them to a perpetual cycle of necessity. Work, in contrast to labour, creates an artificial 

world of things. The products of work provide a stable and lasting world that outlives individual 

 
2 Concepts in this subsection are adapted from Von Schomberg, L., & Blok, V. (2023). It takes two to 

tango: Toward a political concept of responsible innovation. Journal of Responsible Innovation, 10(1), 

2264616. 
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lives. Through work, humans create objects that add permanence and durability, which labour 

does not provide. This category includes the making of tools, buildings, and art—essentially, 

anything that contributes to a world beyond mere survival needs. The most elevated of the 

three, action, relates to the human ability to initiate new beginnings through deeds and words. 

Action is conditioned by plurality. To be sure, we are not only distinct individuals but also 

interdependent beings who exist in a web of relationships. Action involves interacting in this 

web through speech and political engagement, revealing our unique identity, and contributing 

to the world beyond the self. It is through action that we experience freedom and the potential 

to change the world. In the words of Arendt: 

 

The new always happens against the overwhelming odds of statistical laws and their 

probability, which for all practical, everyday purposes amounts to certainty; the new 

therefore always appears in the guise of a miracle. The fact that man is capable of action 

means that the unexpected can be expected from him, that he is able to perform what is 

infinitely improbable. And this again is possible only because each man is unique, so that 

with each birth something uniquely new comes into the world. (Arendt, 1998, p. 178) 

 

 The vita activa is closely linked to Arendt’s distinction between the private sphere and 

the public sphere. The private sphere, she argues, is the realm of the household and family life. 

Historically, this sphere was characterised by the necessities of life and the maintenance of 

bodily needs. The private sphere is associated with labour—the kind of work that is required 

to sustain human life but does not necessarily contribute to the broader society in a direct, 

visible way. It is the realm of economic and personal necessity, where activities are focused on 

personal survival. In contrast, the public sphere is the realm of collective life and political 

action, where we come together to engage in dialogue, make collective decisions, and reveal 

ourselves to others through speech and action. The public sphere is where we can transcend 

our personal concerns and contribute to the common good. In this realm, actions and words 

gain their full significance as they are witnessed, debated, and remembered by others. The 

public sphere is essentially a space of appearance, where freedom and the potential for initiating 

change are realised (Arendt, 1998). 

 In our reading of Arendt, the concept of work embodies a duality: it represents both the 

act of creating a ‘worldly’ object, like the construction of a table, and the object itself, such as 

the table. This object, in turn, serves as a mediator for all three categories of the vita activa. For 

instance, a table used for private tasks like bookkeeping aligns with the definition of labour. 
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Conversely, when used to construct something anew, it exemplifies work. Moreover, when it 

facilitates public engagements such as parliamentary discussions or legal proceedings, it 

becomes a venue for action. While private and public activities are primarily driven by labour 

and action respectively, work serves as a conduit that supports both domains. This is also 

reflected in our everyday use of the term; we may work to earn a living, to contribute societally, 

and oftentimes for the sake of both (Morse & Weiss, 1955). 

 Innovation, particularly in technologies like AI, can be understood as a form of work, 

as it creates an artificial environment distinct from nature. Our analysis of the duality of work 

allows us to conceptualise innovation with a similar duality. Just as work is both an activity 

and the durable worldly object resulting from this activity, innovation can refer to both a 

dynamic process and the static artifact produced by this process. For instance, we refer to an 

AI VA as an innovation, both as an artifact and the process leading to its creation. This dynamic, 

known as the ontogenetic process (Blok, 2021), is where something new can be created and 

where action occurs. Thus, we argue that innovation not only enables action but also results 

from it. In other words, there is first an unpredictable innovation process that leads to the 

creation of an innovation artifact, which then enables the possibility of speech and action. 

Much like Arendt’s notion of work, the concept of innovation can serve both private 

and public interests. On the one hand, technologies like AI are largely driven by surveillance 

capitalism, operating on rule-following logic and efficient means-end patterns (Blok, 2021). 

Arendt and the phenomenological tradition viewed this calculative logic as a technological 

threat, warning of the triumph of ‘animal laborans’ over ‘zoon politikon’ (Passerin, 2019). On 

the other hand, history teaches us that technologies can also foster liberation and equality. For 

example, the washing machine reduced the time and effort required for laundry, alleviating the 

burden of domestic work and enabling women to pursue education and careers. This facilitated 

greater female participation in the workforce, promoting economic independence and changing 

societal norms (Green, 2016). Based on this analysis, we propose a political concept of 

responsible innovation which is fundamentally oriented towards the public sphere. In this view, 

innovation facilitates both physical (or virtual) and symbolic spaces where citizens can speak 

and act freely, promoting a multitude of perspectives, values, and possibilities (Von Schomberg 

& Blok, 2023). This, in turn, translates into a constructive ethics of AI, where we re-examine 

the human-technology relationship in favour of the public sphere, conditioned by plurality, 

rather than the private sphere, dominated by surveillance capitalism (see Figure 2). 
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Figure 2 A Constructive Ethics of AI  

 

A constructive ethics of AI can be implemented both at the level of the artifact and the 

process. At the artifact level, we argue that AI systems should proactively promote plurality. 

For instance, providing an AI VA with a female voice to enable surveillance projects a singular 

worldview regarding the role of women in society. In line with a constructive ethics of AI, we 

must consider how AI systems can foster a more pluralistic worldview. One example moving 

in this direction is the creation of responsible and human-centric AI labs that integrate human 

and public values into AI systems (Van Veenstra et al., 2021). These labs implement features 

such as built-in ‘contestability-by-design,’ where AI systems are continuously refined based on 

their interactions with society. This requires a more iterative and dynamic approach, extending 

beyond the initial development phase. Therefore, these labs aim to foster ‘in-situ’ or laboratory-

style collaboration, promoting a dynamic learning process crucial for the rapid evolution of AI 

technology (Van Veenstra et al., 2021). By doing so, it opens up possibilities for AI systems 

that enhance democratic practices, ultimately fostering a more participatory digital society 

where individuals can flourish. 

At the process level, a constructive ethics of AI adopts a pluralistic and non-reductive 

approach to designing AI systems (Blok, 2019). This approach is pluralistic because it extends 

stakeholder involvement beyond merely complementary differences to encompass the diverse 
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values and interests of the broader public. It is non-reductive because it does not narrow this 

involvement to common stakes; instead, it allows individuals to express their own perspectives 

and judgments based on their unique interests and values (Van Huijstee et al., 2007). A notable 

advancement in this direction was the EU-funded Horizon2020 NewHoRRIzon initiative, 

which established 18 social labs. These labs brought together stakeholders from various 

sectors, including academia, business, non-university research institutes, research funding 

organisations, policymakers, civil society organizations, and the public (Blok & Von 

Schomberg, 2022). These social labs served as collaborative spaces for co-creating customised 

pilot actions to promote responsible innovation. Their uniqueness lies in facilitating social 

experiments in a practical context, where a diverse group of actors can address challenges 

creatively, free from predefined project plans and deliverables. A key attribute of this approach 

is embracing uncertainty, allowing participants to explore uncharted territory without a fixed 

roadmap (Hassan, 2014). This aligns with the constructive ethics of AI and the adoption of a 

political concept of responsible innovation, where outcomes are not predefined but are instead 

characterised by the Arendtian notion of the ‘unexpected’. The social labs methodology offers 

an innovative and flexible approach to fostering constructive ethics of AI, promoting 

collaboration, and encouraging bold experimentation to tackle societal challenges 

(Timmermans et al., 2020). 

 

Conclusion 

In the age of digitalisation, the emergence of surveillance capitalism has profoundly reshaped 

our relationship with technology. While the discourse on AI ethics often centres around 

mitigating risks and constraining potential harms, it overlooks the deeper economic logic that 

underpins our interactions with technology. To this end, we argued that as our interactions with 

digital platforms and AI-driven systems become increasingly mediated by the logic of 

surveillance capitalism, we need to shift to a constructive ethics of AI that reclaims our 

relationship with technology in a way that promotes plurality, empowers citizens, and serves 

the public sphere. To build this constructive ethics of AI, we adopted a political concept of 

responsible innovation, inspired by the philosophy of Arendt. At the artifact level, this means 

AI systems should actualise speech and action, while at the process level, engagement with 

representative stakeholders should be extended to the direct involvement of citizens. 

However, this chapter rests on an assumption that future research should address: the 

belief that if AI serves the public sphere, it inherently serves the public good. While AI serving 
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the public sphere focuses on facilitating speech and action, promoting democratic engagement, 

and fostering plurality, AI serving the public good addresses broader societal outcomes such as 

climate mitigation and public health. These two objectives may not always align. For instance, 

China has advanced technologies for the public good, like green innovations, while 

simultaneously employing mass surveillance and a top-down governance model that arguably 

stifles the public sphere. This dichotomy raises critical questions about the compatibility of 

these objectives. Can AI simultaneously serve the public sphere and the public good, or do 

these goals sometimes conflict? 

One possible resolution is to link the public good with the concept of epistemic 

insufficiency (Blok & Lemmens, 2015), suggesting that the inherent uncertainty of future 

challenges requires a pluralistic approach. This aligns with Arendt’s advocacy for plurality, 

proposing that true public good can only be achieved through the empowerment of the public 

sphere (Arendt, 1998). Thus, the underpinning proposition is that enhancing the public sphere 

is essential, as it is the means through which the public good can be effectively pursued. This 

perspective echoes the EU’s view that science must be conducted with society to serve society 

(European Commission, 2015). Even so, future research should explore this interplay further, 

investigating how AI systems and processes can be designed to address societal challenges 

while upholding democratic values and empowering citizens, ultimately fostering a more just 

and participatory digital future. 
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