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ABSTRACT
Decades ago, Pattie Maes (perhaps among others1) first argued for
the use the word ‘agent’ to describe both animals and ‘animats’
— that is, to easily express the unified concerns of artificial and
natural intelligence. Now those of us with experience in building
agentic systems seem only able to gape in horror as ordinary users
blithely give password and credit card control to systems no one
has validated.

What are the limits of the agency we can attribute to AI? Are
humans really no more than ‘stochastic parrots’, and do AI systems
even rise to that level? What does it mean to be collaborator? What
does it take to establish trust? How do we stop people from being
stupid or evil about AI?

In this talk, I lay out the ontology for understanding what qual-
ifies for not only agency [4], but legal and moral agency [1, 3]. I
describe how trust is built in a community [6], and collaboration
built between partners [5]. I also touch on the massive legislative
effort the European Union has made to ensure that AI is deployed
in ways that do not destabilise our world [2].

I do this all in about thirty minutes, so we can have plenty of
time for the discussion and debate that builds our society, and gives
us collective agency.
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BIOGRAPHY
Joanna J Bryson has been Professor of Ethics and Technology at
Hertie School, Berlin since February 2020. She is globally recog-
nised for expertise in intelligence broadly, including AI policy and
impacts. Her original academic focus was behavioural ecology, us-
ing AI for scientific simulations of intelligence. During her PhD on
systems engineering of AI, she observed the confusion generated by
anthropomorphised AI, leading to her first ethics publication “Just
Another Artifact” in 1998. In 2010 her work in AI ethics was first
recognised by a policy body when she was invited to participate

1If anyone has her 1987 VUB AI Lab Tech report, I’d love to see it!
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in the UK research councils’ Robot Ethics retreat, where she coau-
thored the UK’s (EPSRC/AHRC) “Principles of Robotics,” the world’s
first national-level AI ethics soft policy. Her present research focus
is the impact of intelligent technology on economies, security, and
human cooperation. She also studies transparency for and through
AI systems, technological impacts on power, interference in demo-
cratic regulation, the future of labour, redistribution, and digital
governance more broadly. She consults frequently on policy and
science including to government entities in Germany, the UK, the
EU (EP/EC), US, Singapore, Switzerland, and Canada; transnational
organisations including Unesco, the UN, OSCE, OECD, CoE, Eu-
roMed; NGOs such as the Red Cross, Chatham House, IEEE, WEF.
In 2020, Germany nominated her to the Global Partnership of AI,
where she chaired an AI Governance committee.
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