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Abstract
Many popular artificial intelligence (AI) ethics frameworks center the principle of autonomy as necessary in order to miti-
gate the harms that might result from the use of AI within society. These harms often disproportionately affect the most 
marginalized within society. In this paper, we argue that the principle of autonomy, as currently formalized in AI ethics, is 
itself flawed, as it expresses only a mainstream mainly liberal notion of autonomy as rational self-determination, derived 
from Western traditional philosophy. In particular, we claim that the adherence to such principle, as currently formalized, 
does not only fail to address many ways in which people’s autonomy can be violated, but also to grasp a broader range of 
AI-empowered harms profoundly tied to the legacy of colonization, and which particularly affect the already marginalized 
and most vulnerable on a global scale. To counter such a phenomenon, we advocate for the need of a relational turn in AI 
ethics, starting from a relational rethinking of the AI ethics principle of autonomy that we propose by drawing on theories 
on relational autonomy developed both in moral philosophy and Ubuntu ethics.

Keywords  Artificial intelligence · AI ethics · AI ethics principles · Decolonial AI · Relational ethics · Relational 
autonomy · Ubuntu ethics

1  Introduction

In the last decades, a growing corpus of literature in the field 
of ethics of artificial intelligence (AI) has been developed to 
emphasize the importance of using AI for good and a good 
society through the design of AI systems according to ethi-
cal principles (Floridi et al. 2018), insofar as they can help 
prevent the harms that AI can cause or exacerbate, especially 
for the globally marginalized and oppressed. However, if the 

use of AI is to benefit society, particularly the historically 
marginalized globally, the discipline and use of AI ought to 
be decolonized. The decolonizing AI movement1 is a move-
ment that responds to this call partly by categorizing AI and 
specifically algorithmic decision-making (ADM) systems as 
an implementation of the principles of modernity, whose 
documented inequalities and inefficacy stem from coloni-
zation. These deep inequalities imposed on the non-Euro/
American paternalistic and racialized social hierarchies, 
ways of living, being, and sensing (Mbembe 2019). Accord-
ingly, if AI ethics frameworks discount the colonial legacy 
in creating these inequalities, they fail to meaningly address 
them, and to promote AI as a force for good and more just 
societies.

The principle of autonomy is one core principle of popu-
lar AI ethics frameworks that needs to be decolonized and 
reimagined in a way that provides value to the marginalized. 
Indeed, AI’s ability to mediate and automate social interac-
tions through machine-learning (ML) algorithms and mas-
sive digital platforms is at odds with the traditional notion 
of autonomy. This traditional principle of autonomy, where 
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individuals rationally decide between the personal costs and 
benefits of alternative courses of actions (MacIntyre 1988), 
is weakened through algorithms and platforms that use pat-
terns inferred from large amounts of data to predetermine 
or direct a users’ access to content and social interactions 
(consider algorithmic techniques such as profiling and per-
sonalization like ML-based collaborative filtering) (Tiribelli 
2022). This diminishment of human autonomy also under-
mines internationally-held human rights such as the right 
to opinion, information, and privacy. In the case of privacy, 
for example, the nexus of maximizing advertising revenue 
by recommended content that responds to users’ preferences 
(i.e., empowering decision-making according such tradi-
tional concept of autonomy) is enabled through massive 
surveillance (Zuboff 2019) and extraction of users’ data at a 
colonial like scale (Couldry and Mejias 2019).

However, strict adherence to this traditional notion of 
autonomy, through technical or policy implementations, is 
insufficient in achieving equitable outcomes for those who 
disproportionately are negatively affected by the use of 
AI. Indeed, to correctly confront the harms exacerbated by 
AI and maximize the benefits of AI to all, the principle of 
autonomy should be renegotiated and decolonized from its 
enlightenment era design, along with the corresponding rela-
tionship AI and platforms have within and towards society.

As post-colonial literature points out (Mbembe 2019; 
Mhlambi 2020), the principle of autonomy has been origi-
nally designed to justify and protect the demands and rights 
of the European/American individual against the oppres-
sive weight of monarchical, feudalistic, and religious insti-
tutions. However, in our globalized societies, this founda-
tional conception of autonomy is ethically, geographically, 
and socially limited in scope and efficacy and therefore inept 
to adequately confront the plural social harms worsened by 
AI. The traditional principle of autonomy derives from the 
enlightenment-era concept of personhood as rationality, and 
rationality as an individual endeavor historically native to, 
and the vanguard of, European men, and can be best exer-
cised through individual autonomy (Ramose 1999; Mbembe 
2019). This foundational definition and implementation 
of rationality is ethically inept and for some also morally 
wrong, insofar as—as many postcolonial scholars argue 
(Mbembe 2019)—it begins its use via the exclusion and the 
dehumanization of the non-Euro/American man.

Despite the enlightenment philosophers’ fundamental 
disagreements on the nature of rationality (MacIntyre 1988), 
rationality was originally applied as the European way of 
living, thinking, and feeling, often structuring and justify-
ing Euro-American advancements and conquests (Ricaurte 
2019; Mignolo and Escobar 2010). The Euro-American 
colonization of other regions of the world demonstrated the 
geographic limitation of autonomy as it disregarded the local 
notions of autonomy from those colonized, while, through 

colonization, stripped the autonomy of the colonized. Con-
sistent with its problematic conception and historical appli-
cation, the principle of autonomy within Western-derived AI 
ethics is a mismatch between the needs of those likely to be 
marginalized by AI. The mismatch of autonomy as a prin-
ciple for creating “responsible AI” is also due to modernity 
that, as many argue, was built on colonization and irrational-
ity (Smith 2019) sustained through neo-colonialism (Nkru-
mah 1966) and coloniality (Mignolo and Escobar 2010). 
As a consequence, AI systems, if designed to preserve 
autonomy, so understood, would only preserve systems of 
inequality that affect society and directly inform and cause 
the harms often shallowly attributed to technical flaws in AI 
models or datasets. Indeed, the current AI ethics principle of 
autonomy does not consider a priori injustices and inequali-
ties; it exclusively points to examine the decision-making 
role of an AI system interacting with an individual, while 
ignoring social aspects that constitute an individual and an 
individual’s ability to make decisions. If AI systems, such 
as algorithmic recommender systems, limit the autonomy of 
an individual, the socio-economic determinants that shape 
how AI is built and which values it encodes, also limit the 
autonomy of the individual not represented in the ethics, 
implementation, and values embedded in that AI system.

If the principle of autonomy had been negotiated in an 
inclusive, universal, and democratized way, it would still be 
unclear if the current mainstream view of autonomy cited in 
AI ethics principles would have prevailed. Even if the liberal 
version of autonomy had prevailed historically and endowed 
to the rest of humanity, it would still lead to ethical problems 
with negative social reverberations (Ramose 1999; Molema 
1917). Scholars argue how Western philosophers as Locke, 
Mills, and others justified liberty and read “autonomy” as 
necessary even if it were to create inequality in wealth and 
power all the while, without specifying limits to how much 
of such inequality can be sustained at the expense of inequal-
ity (Daniels 1974). US founding fathers also believed liberty 
and equality were in an eternal state of conflict and that 
liberty should prevail if a choice between the two should 
be made (Pittman 1960). It is today still unclear how much 
inequality the principle of autonomy, as applied in AI ethics, 
would dictate as necessary in order to preserve liberty. How-
ever, the disproportionate AI-perpetuated harm experienced 
by historically racialized and marginalized populations 
(Benjamin 2019) indicates that it may be necessary to have 
a conception of autonomy that considers social relation-
ships. Indeed, a concept of autonomy deprived of positive 
obligations to society that actively addresses gaps in equity 
at best maintains the inequalities in the wealth, economic 
structures, and social hierarchies stemming from coloniza-
tion (Kunene 1981, 1982; Ramose 1999). But, as scholars 
have recently highlighted, the impact of colonization cannot 
be treated as a negligible variable in the development and 
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use of AI within society (Mohamed et al. 2020). Equally 
so, the ethical principles designed to lead to the responsible 
use of AI cannot afford to ignore the status quo shaped by 
colonization. In this sense, a relational concept of autonomy 
is a crucial step in decolonizing AI and restoring autonomy 
to those whom it has been systematically denied.

In this paper we claim that to advance the benefits of AI 
systems within society while decreasing the harms inherent 
in the development and use of AI, the AI ethics principle of 
autonomy should be understood and practiced within the 
context of relationality. That is considering the role of soci-
ety in the development of an individual and the individual 
participation within society as means to achieve a higher 
degree of autonomy that benefits individuals and society. To 
this aim, a first section of the paper is devoted to highlight 
the specific concept of autonomy informing many AI ethics 
frameworks and the scholarship in AI ethics and to argue its 
limits and the need for a relational turn in its understanding 
in order to design AI systems in a truly inclusive way. The 
second and third sections are devoted to the novel introduc-
tion in the debate in AI ethics of the concept of relational 
autonomy as a mean to decolonize AI (ethics). We first draw 
attention on how there are meaningful contributions on rela-
tional autonomy developed also in Western non-mainstream 
philosophy, whose consideration is crucial to revise the AI 
ethics concept of autonomy in a more adequate way. Then, 
we zoom in on a non-Western, non-ethnocentric concept of 
relational autonomy, as embraced in African philosophy of 
Ubuntu ethics and highlight its value to revise the AI ethics 
concept of autonomy in a more inclusive way.

2 � Autonomy in AI Ethics: On Its Limits 
and the Need for a Relational Turn

Autonomy is one of the most widely acknowledged ethical 
principles in the field of AI and ethics (Mittelstadt et al. 
2016; Tsamados et al. 2022; Jobin et al. 2019), namely, 
within the scholarship and initiatives focused on how to 
design responsible AI, by minimizing its risks while har-
nessing its benefits for individuals and societies. While 
autonomy has always played a central role both in political 
and moral philosophy (Raz 1986; Korsgaard 1996; Macken-
zie and Stoljar 2000b; Roessler 2021) and in applied ethics, 
from bioethics to medical ethics (Taylor 2009; Beauchamp 
and Childress 2013), its specific import in the field of AI 
and ethics is especially due to a recent and large number of 
risks raised by the design and uses of AI systems in a wide 
array of domains, from social media and online marketing 
to healthcare, education, and justice.

Indeed, on one side, AI systems can open up novel oppor-
tunities to support and promote human autonomy, ranging—
just to mention a few of them—from empowering very often 

limited human time resources via the automation of time-
consuming repetitive tasks (Floridi et al. 2018), or via sort-
ing information to navigate data and informational overloads 
(Mittelstadt et al. 2016), up to enabling the discovery of 
meaningful knowledge and correlations. However, on the 
other side, a number of autonomy-undermining AI-enabled 
phenomena has been also widely shown in the debate on 
AI and ethics. Such phenomena extend from AI-facilitated 
risks of individuals’ deception, manipulation, and coercion 
(Susser et al. 2019; Jonjepier and Klenk 2022), especially 
enabled by the deployment of ML profiling techniques to 
exploit users’ emotion and/or vulnerabilities to meet third-
party goals above the individual’s2(Applin and Fischer 2015; 
Newell and Marabelli 2015; Zarsky 2016; Helberger 2016; 
O’Neil 2016; Milano et al. 2020), to the narrowing of the 
range of informational choice options (Royakkers et al. 2018; 
Tiribelli 2020, 2023) and informational diversity (Newell 
and Marabelli 2015; Pariser 2011; Sunstein 2008)—both 
pre-conditions for autonomy (Van den Hoven and Rooksby 
2018)—via personalization techniques and the construction 
of paternalistic algorithmic choice-architectures (Tene and 
Polonetsky 2013; Tiribelli 2023), up to morally unjustified 
opportunity losses or exclusion, from the access to a job 
opportunity or a college admission, up to the preclusion of 
an healthcare facility or of freedom itself (probation), due 
to gender and racial bias embedded via data in AI systems 
(Angwin et al. 2016; Dastin 2018; Obermeyer et al. 2019; 
Simonite 2020).

Such ethical risks have made the protection of autonomy 
a core AI ethics pillar in the majority of existing AI ethics 
frameworks, guidelines, and recommendations (Jobin et al. 
2019). For example, the European Commission (EC)’s High-
Level Expert Group on AI (HLEG-AI) and the World Health 
Organization (WHO) list the ‘protection of autonomy’ as the 
first in their list of key ethical principles for the development 
of trustworthy and ethical AI (HLEG-AI 2019, p. 8; WHO 
2021, p. 25). Other AI ethics initiatives and documents, such 
as the IEEE Global Initiative on Ethics of Autonomous and 
Intelligent Systems, the Montreal Declaration for Respon-
sible Development of Artificial Intelligence, the Associa-
tion for Computing Machinery’s Code of Ethics, and many 
more (Jobin et al. 2019) stress similarly the pivotal import to 
respect human autonomy as a priority in the design, imple-
mentation, and use of AI.

However, despite the centrality of the protection of auton-
omy in the debate on AI ethics, the concept of autonomy 
itself in leading AI ethics frameworks and policy guide-
lines is still very much opaque, ambiguous, and very often 

2  Consider, for example, the renowned case of Cambridge Analytica 
(Rosenberg 2018) or the Facebook experiment on emotion contagion 
(Kramer et al. 2014).
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undefined (Prunkl 2022), making also unclear what are both 
the sub-conditions and measures required to protect auton-
omy, that is, what autonomy as AI ethics principle demands. 
This is because the philosophical complexity and the cultural 
richness of a pivotal ethical concept as that of autonomy are 
poorly explored in AI ethics. The lack of such an in-depth 
ethical inquiry on autonomy is problematic as it hampers 
a proper understanding of all the many and diverse risks 
that AI can raise to human autonomy, that is, all the ways 
in which human autonomy can be non-respected and vio-
lated by AI and especially the autonomy of whom is mostly 
impacted by that. Such unclarity, in turn, hinders the design 
of AI systems and policy guidelines that can effectively pro-
mote human autonomy in adequate ways, that means also in 
different social conditions across diverse geographies and 
according to different meanings that autonomy acquires in 
plural and heterogeneous cultural contexts, given the trans-
national nature and application of AI.

This is evident if we consider, for example, an AI ethics 
benchmarking document as the Guidelines for Trustwor-
thy AI, where HLEG-AI exclusively refers to autonomy as 
the individuals’ “capacity to keep full and effective self-
determination over themselves, and be able to partake in the 
democratic processes” (2019, p. 12). As it has been shown 
(Pariser 2011; Sunstein 2008), when AI is designed to pro-
mote individuals’ self-determination, for example, by show-
ing informational options according to filtered information 
based on individuals’ preferences, it can paradoxically also 
undermine autonomy according to such definition, by erod-
ing some key individuals’ capacities to adequately partici-
pate in democratic processes (e.g., public sphere dialogue 
and joint pursuit of societal goals), such as the capacity of 
open mutual understanding, recognition, and cooperation 
(Giovanola and Sala 2021). Jobin et al. (2019) show such 
unclarity and vagueness on autonomy in their analysis of 
more than 80 AI ethics frameworks of principles and guide-
lines developed at the global level on AI, where autonomy 
emerges widely and it is mainly understood in terms of 
“self-determination”, “informational self-determination” 
and/or “privacy-preserving human control and oversight” 
on AI, or in terms of “freedom to withdrawn consent” or 
as “freedom from exploitation, manipulation, and surveil-
lance” (p. 11). Following such definitions, unsurprisingly, 
the most prominent methods to operationalize the respect 
of autonomy consist of “giving people notice and consent”, 
“refraining from data collecting and spreading data in absent 
of informed consent”, “not reducing options and knowledge 
of citizens”, “increasing people’s knowledge on AI”, and in 
“transparency and predictable AI” (Jobin et al. 2019, p.11).

As we will highlight broadly in the next two sections, 
it is highly questionable that from an ethical, social, and 
geographical standpoint autonomy exclusively overlaps 
with (informational) self-determination, as well as that the 

measures and conditions mainly proposed to protect it—e.g., 
transparency, AI data literacy, and privacy techniques, none-
theless per se important—are truly sufficient or adequate for 
its respect. Indeed, beyond such multiplicity of vague defini-
tions and circumscribed measures proposed within differ-
ent frameworks, it is questionable that the respect of human 
autonomy can be reduced, as it mainly emerges, to maintain 
people’s full control over themselves and AI systems (Floridi 
et al. 2018; IEEE 2019; HLEG-AI 2019; OECD 2019; Fjeld 
et al. 2020), as well as to privacy-preserving techniques 
based on informed consent (European Parliament 2017; 
IEEE 2017; Google AI 2018; WHO 2021). The inefficacy 
of people’s digital informed consent has been widely argued 
in the AI ethics’ literature, showing how it can be easily 
bypassed and therefore cannot guarantee the protection of 
individuals’ autonomy and identity, as well as the preven-
tion of phenomena of unfair discrimination via AI (Wachter 
2020). Moreover, as Peña and Varon (2019) argue, digital 
informed consent—and data protection techniques based on 
that—has been uncovered to be a colonial tool to strengthen, 
perpetuate, and silently legitimate historical autonomy-abu-
sive practices for body control, oppression, and exclusion on 
the basis of racial and gender characteristics.

Beyond the necessity of an in-depth understanding of 
what autonomy as ethical concept and principle consists of 
and/or demands, an ethical question we should raise con-
cerns specifically the autonomy of whom such definitions 
or formalizations of autonomy adopted in AI ethics aim to 
and can effectively preserve. Indeed, the lowest common 
denominator on autonomy that emerges from the majority 
of AI ethics frameworks and initiatives (Jobin et al. 2019) 
and from the consistent corpus of literature focused on risks 
raised by AI on autonomy in AI ethics (Mittelstadt et al. 
2016; Floridi et al. 2018; Milano et al. 2020; Calvo et al. 
2020; Floridi and Cowls 2019; Tsamados et al. 2022) is 
its main understanding via the lens of the traditional (also 
known as mainstream) Western philosophy, where auton-
omy is mainly grounded on individual’s capacity of rational 
deliberation amongst alternative options, the capacity of 
self-governance and control via the exercise of reflective 
endorsement on one’s own motives, reasons, preferences, 
and beliefs (emotions included) motivating an action. In this 
sense, the concept of autonomy in AI ethics is limited as it 
is mainly confined to a traditional conception of autonomy 
rooted in rational deliberation and decision-making, lacking 
of an in-depth recognition of the precious contributions on 
autonomy offered within Western philosophical scholarship 
by feminist and relational scholars.

As we will see in the next section, however, from within 
the debate in moral philosophy, such mainstream concep-
tion of autonomy, mainly advocated by the Kantian-inspired 
liberal tradition, has been widely criticized to be individu-
alistic and procedural, to do not account for the relational 
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contexts and features that inform, shape, and characterize 
people’s autonomy and identity, and also to do not account 
for those who live in conditions of oppression of various 
kind. Moreover, scholars in AI ethics critique such under-
standing of people as rational decision-makers, on which 
the mainstream liberal conception of human autonomy rests, 
and therefore the design of AI systems according to such 
rational model (see Dignum 2022), insofar it does not reflect 
realistic conditions of bounded rationality (Simon 1991) in 
which the many live, and because it hides via its veil of 
rational objectivity those unfair asymmetrical and hierar-
chical power dynamics of colonial heritage that nurture and 
silently perpetuate systemic injustice and structural inequali-
ties (Mhlambi 2020; Birhane 2021; Dignum 2022).

In this regard, indeed, scholars in AI ethics are point-
ing to the need for a relational turn in AI ethics, shifting 
from a rational to a relational approach, to the extent the 
latter would allow to center in the design of AI those peo-
ple that are most at the margins, marginalized, and vulner-
able, and thus far the most impacted by AI (Birhane 2021; 
Mohamed et al. 2020; Mhlambi 2020), along with the need 
to decolonize AI and AI ethics and policy via non-Western 
approaches (Mhlambi 2020; Mohamed et al. 2020; Roche 
et al. 2022). Indeed, as the global inquiry on AI ethics car-
ried by Jobin et al. show (2019), non-Western voices and 
geographical areas such as Africa, South and Central Amer-
ica, and Central Asia are under-represented in the AI ethics 
debate,3 thus reinforcing asymmetries in power, autonomy, 
and agency of certain more economically developed coun-
tries rather than others, and eroding the possibility of cul-
tural pluralism towards global justice. As Mohamed et al. 
(2020) point out, “risks are likely to arise if we neglect to 
explore the current variation of ethical standards based on 
identity and geography” (p. 669). In other terms, if we do 
not examine AI phenomena by enriching and revising cur-
rent benchmarking epistemological and axiological ethi-
cal paradigms with alternative views, especially those of 
the more marginalized, situated mainly in the outskirt of 
Western Euro-American tradition and especially in non-
Western perspectives, by centering them in AI research and 
design practices, as called for by relational and decolonial 
approaches, we do not only be unable to mitigate unfair his-
torically rooted power asymmetries, but we end to reinforce 
them via AI, as unable to acknowledge them as risks and 
for whom (Mohamed et al. 2020, p. 664; McDowell and 
Chinchilla 2016, Birhane 2021).

Adopting a decolonial approach in AI means putting the 
most marginalized and vulnerable people “who continue to 
bear the brunt of negative impacts of innovation and scien-
tific progress” at the center of the design of such technology 
(Mohamed et al. 2020, p. 664). By arguing for a relational 
revision of AI and ethics, Birhane stresses (2021, p. 7) that 
for an ethical development of such technology we should 
center the needs and well-being of those that are dispropor-
tionately impacted by AI, instead of on solutions that benefit 
the majority (objective cost–benefit analysis). Power asym-
metries and structural inequalities indeed happen in social 
and relational practices and contexts, therefore, adopting a 
relational approach to AI and AI ethics principles sounds 
like the only means to detect and decolonize them, there-
fore, to design AI systems that can discover and compensate 
morally wrong and unfair historical power asymmetries by 
inquiring the relational contexts and practices in which they 
arose, develop and perpetuate. For example, a relational 
approach to AI ethics entails overcoming the idea of solv-
ing unfair AI just by fixing bias in AI via statistical neutral 
or parity models; it asks, instead, to use AI to discover and 
investigate why such bias emerges in certain contexts, what 
historically asymmetrical relations of power they reflect, 
and what and who continue to nurture them (Birhane 2021; 
Giovanola and Tiribelli 2022a, 2022b). Therefore, we are 
called to investigate such relational contexts and practices 
to understand how to empower the most marginalized and 
vulnerable via AI.

To sum up, to mitigate structural power asymmetries and 
inequalities, and therefore empower the most marginalized 
and vulnerable via the design and use of AI, we must under-
stand how to empower their autonomy considering their 
oppressed agency conditions. It clearly follows that, as we 
claim and show in the following sections, to do so, we need 
a relational concept of autonomy.

To respond to the above-mentioned increasingly numer-
ous calls for non-mainstream, relational, and non-Western 
approaches to AI ethics principles, criteria, and guidelines 
for the development of truly responsible and inclusive AI, in 
the next two sections we accomplish a double-level concep-
tual operation, with the ultimate goal to propose a revision 
of the current mainly ethnocentric and mainstream concept 
of autonomy informing the relative AI ethics principle, as 
mainly overlapping with human control, rational self-gov-
ernance, and informational self-determination.

More specifically, first, we pursue an ethical inquiry 
into the concept of autonomy, by drawing on theories on 
autonomy developed also in non-mainstream Western phi-
losophy to clarify that autonomy and rational self-determi-
nation do not overlap, and then provide a more complex 
account of autonomy that considers also the precious con-
tributions offered by relational scholars (e.g., feminists and 
communitarians) on autonomy, which are currently at the 

3  This data can be paradoxical if we consider how much such non-
Western countries are more populous than Western ones and how 
they are the most exploited and affected by AI. Mohamed et al. 2020 
provide many examples of such exploitation ranging from ghost 
workers’ labor to beta-testing techniques (p. 668).



872	 S. Mhlambi, S. Tiribelli 

outskirt of the debate in the field of AI ethics. Our goal is 
to show that the current main formalizations of autonomy 
as rational self-determination, self-governance, and control 
are partial—and therefore, as such, inadequate—insofar as 
they exclusively rest on a purely mainstream or traditional 
(known as “standard”, and by critics, as individualistic) lib-
eral account of autonomy, rooted in the Kantian-inspired 
conception of people as rational decision-makers capable 
to self-determine themselves on their own, if provided with 
the right sub-conditions (competency and authenticity) to 
do so. We will introduce the limits of such accounts accord-
ing to relational perspectives in order to shed light on the 
necessity to consider also relational features of autonomy. 
In particular, we will emphasize the relational dimension 
of autonomy and its sub-conditions, as introduced by non-
mainstream Western accounts on autonomy, insofar as they 
consider realistic conditions of limit and social oppression 
in which individuals especially the most marginalized and 
vulnerable mostly live—that is crucial if we want to design 
AI systems that can truly respect and promote the autonomy 
of people in a more effective and, most importantly, inclu-
sive way.

Second, after having unpacked the complexity of the 
ethical concept of human autonomy, going beyond the 
exclusively traditional one via non-mainstream relational 
accounts of autonomy, we zoom in on the concept of rela-
tional autonomy developed within the non-Western perspec-
tive of Ubuntu philosophy. We argue for its value to revise 
and specifically decolonize the concept of autonomy under-
pinning the AI ethics principle of autonomy by acknowledg-
ing historically rooted power asymmetries in the design of 
responsible AI capable to counteract morally unfair forms 
of injustice and oppression.

By doing so, we aim at paving the way for the debate 
in AI ethics to accomplish the revision of the concept of 
autonomy underpinning the AI ethics principle, by consid-
ering both a non-mainstream Western account of relational 
autonomy, which is born as a reaction against traditional 
mainly liberal accounts of autonomy rooted mainly in the 
conception of rationality; as well as by considering a non-
Western account of relational autonomy, born in its own 
right as a way of life and widely practiced in many African 
countries, as in the case of Ubuntu (Menkiti 1984; Mhlambi 
2020; Birhane 2021).

3 � Beyond Autonomy as Rational 
Self‑Determination: Relational Autonomy 
from Within Moral Philosophy

In the previous section, we have highlighted how the con-
cept of autonomy informing many AI ethics frameworks and 
scholarship emerges as mainly opaque and vague, leading to 

a confusing patchwork of fuzzy definitions and conditions 
or measures to protect autonomy, which have been argued 
to be often ineffective or incompatible (Jobin et al. 2019). 
We have also pointed out that such opacity is linked to an 
absence in AI ethics of a systematic ethical inquiry into the 
ethical concept of autonomy underpinning the relative core 
AI ethics principle capable of clarifying what autonomy 
consists of and demands. In this section, we draw insights 
from theories on autonomy developed in moral philosophy 
to fill this gap.

We have also previously outlined that the concept of 
autonomy underpinning both the corpus of literature analyz-
ing risks from AI systems to human autonomy and the cur-
rent few vague formalizations in AI ethics frameworks rarely 
points to relational features, while it tends to overlap with 
individual self-determination, which in turn is grounded on 
a model of the rational person, which has been shown to be 
inadequate (Dignum 2022) and leading to obscure, perpetu-
ate, and strengthen instead of fixing structural inequalities 
(Birhane 2021; Mhlambi 2020). In this section, thanks to an 
ethical inquiry into the concept of autonomy, we provide a 
more complex account of autonomy as an ethical concept, 
showing that autonomy and self-determination do not over-
lap. To do so, we unpack the traditional ethical concept of 
autonomy and its main sub-requirements according to the 
liberal tradition and then introduce non-mainstream voices 
coming from feminist ethics and communitarianism who 
advocate for a relational account of autonomy within West-
ern ethics. We conclude by pinpointing key aspects and sub-
conditions of relational autonomy and stressing the need of 
considering them to integrate and revise the standard liberal 
(individualistic) account of autonomy in the light of a more 
complex and adequate concept of autonomy in AI ethics.

Since Kant (1785), the connotation of autonomy as rational 
self-legislation or, in its contemporary conceptualization, as 
rational self-determination underpins the Western traditional 
moral thought, and more specifically, it constitutes one of the 
key ethical cornerstones of the liberal tradition (Christman 
and Anderson 2005),4 expressed through the formula that 
recites “act with reason”, adopted by many scholars also to 
underline the Kantian rationalism that rests at its core (Col-
burn 2010; Christman and Anderson 2005). Indeed, albeit 
with some internal variations, the prominent notion of auton-
omy emerging from the liberal tradition, also called as the 
traditional view, considering its long-standing roots—and that 
then has become mainstream due to its large influence –, is 

4  Since a detailed survey of the perspectives that will be mentioned is 
beyond of the scope of our analysis, i.e., to shed light on the richness 
of Western moral philosophy on autonomy and on diverse accounts 
developed within Western ethics beyond those offered by the liberal 
tradition, we focus on representative samples of these accounts. For 
their in-depth analysis, see Christman and Anderson (2005).
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described as rational self-government, control, and independ-
ence, and it is rooted in the individuals’ capacity to choose, 
act, and behave according to interests, reasons, beliefs, and 
values they can reflectively endorse. Such reflective endorse-
ment that implies a rational appraisal or deliberation is in fact 
a “constraint” to which most liberal accounts on autonomy 
are committed (Kymlicka 1989; Dworkin 2000): autonomy is 
described as respected if and only if people can embrace and 
endorse, that is, rationally appraise, critically reflect, identify 
with, or rejects and modify, what guides their choices and 
actions, and in this way, self-determine themselves. In this 
sense, liberal autonomy tends to overlap with self-determi-
nation which, in turn, is grounded in the individuals’ rational 
and deliberative capacity to be in control of their choices, and 
therefore self-govern themselves, by steering their behavior 
according to factors or action-guiding norms that are some-
how their own (Frankfurt 1989; Dworkin 1988; Ekstrom 1993; 
Michael 2005; Korsgaard 2014; Thomas 2017). While there 
is enough agreement about the overall idea of autonomy as 
self-determination within the liberal tradition, less accordance 
emerges instead on what sub-conditions autonomy demands. 
Killmister (2017) helps to zoom in this debate and clarifies 
that (at least) two main families of conditions have been prof-
fered within the liberal tradition: competency conditions and 
authenticity conditions. The former mainly refers to a set of 
competencies that individuals should own to be defined as 
autonomous, that is, to self-rule and self-govern, which range 
from rational thought and self-control to freedom from debili-
tating pathologies and systematic self-deception. Authentic-
ity conditions refer instead to the capacity to critically reflect 
upon and endorse one’s own desires, preferences, values, and 
so on. We encounter such conditions in the debate in AI eth-
ics when, by observing core ethical frameworks, autonomy 
is mainly described as prescribing to keep control over AI 
systems or as freedom from manipulation and/or undesired 
interferences on human capacity of rational decision-making 
(Jobin et al. 2019). For instance, the majority of debate on AI 
and ethics focuses on how AI systems can violate autonomy 
by enabling systematic self-deception (Susser et al. 2019; 
Natale 2021) or by exploiting individuals’ non-rational ele-
ments such as emotions to steer individuals’ behavior accord-
ing third-party goals (see Prunkl 2022; Tiribelli 2020, 2023). 
Such a state of “freedom from interferences” translates then 
into measures to safeguard autonomy that focus on protecting 
an individuals’ space of independence or, in other terms, their 
informational privacy (conceived as a space where to “let us 
alone”, see Floridi 2011).5

Competency conditions are widely criticized within 
Western moral philosophy (and in bioethics and medical 
ethics) as expressing only a formal or procedural account of 
autonomy that pretends to be neutral or objective. To make 
it clearer: such conditions focus exclusively on the procedure 
through which a person comes to rationally endorse avail-
able options (i.e., reasons, values, and motives) and thus 
implicate that exercising such a set of skills is sufficient to 
determine autonomy. In this sense, these conditions center 
the element of rational self-reflection but in a way described 
as procedural independence: such conditions exclude the 
import of substance of the process, that is, if the options on 
which a person chooses embed the values and projects she 
deems truly meaningful. The critique to liberal procedural 
accounts of autonomy is severe especially from feminist eth-
ics’ scholars (MacKenzie and Stoljar 2000a, b; Oshana 2006; 
Benson 1990, 2005) who claim that, insofar as such accounts 
focus on a rational, neutral, and objective procedure, with 
no stipulations on the contents of desires or values on which 
one can choose as options, they can easily legitimize histori-
cally rooted values of oppression and perpetuate autonomy-
undermining social conditions of gender oppression, objecti-
vation, and curtail of women’s options (think about arranged 
marriages). Therefore, such an exclusive focus on competen-
cies results problematic for people who live in oppressive 
or constraining socio-economic and health conditions such 
as, for instance, those affected by systemic and epistemic 
injustice (Fricker 2007) or by physical decline or debilitating 
health pathologies (Jaworska 2009).6

There is much more agreement instead on the second 
family of conditions above-mentioned, that is, authentic-
ity conditions. Such conditions express the possibility of 
the individuals’ to be autonomous to the extent they can 
identify with commitments, beliefs, and values by reflec-
tively endorsing them as motives of their choices, actions, 
and behaviors (MacKenzie 2014). In particular, authentic-
ity conditions stress that autonomy is respected only when 
the options on which a person can exercise her reflective 
endorsement substantially incorporate the values and pro-
jects she deems as being meaningful. In this sense, such 
conditions center self-reflection but in a more substantial 
way (i.e., they reflect a substantial independence). How-
ever, authenticity conditions are controversially debated 
too, especially in relation to the concept of self-identifi-
cation via reflective endorsement (to expand see Veltman 

5  A widespread idea in AI ethics is that individuals’ identity can 
be expressed in informational terms (“we are our information”) and 
therefore its protection requires informational privacy, as safeguard-
ing human control over personal data and rational decision-making 
(Floridi 2011).

6  In addition, an exclusive focus on competencies is also at odds with 
recent discoveries in cognitive sciences (see e.g., Thaler and Sun-
stein 2009; Kahneman 2011; Simon 1991) according to which indi-
viduals rarely choose in optimal conditions, and therefore as rational 
decision-makers, but rather, in conditions of limited cognitive and 
time resources that lead them to be very often rationally bounded and 
biased decision-makers.



874	 S. Mhlambi, S. Tiribelli 

and Piper 2014). Specifically, substantial independence is 
criticized to result as still incapable to account for people 
living in oppressive conditions; for example: if a person is 
oppressed, the reflective judgments she makes are tainted by 
that oppression, therefore, her reflective voices can be just an 
act of rationalization or self-deceit rather than an authentic 
expression of her character.

Overall, liberal accounts of autonomy as rational self-
determination and independence have been severely criti-
cized within Western moral philosophy by scholars com-
ing both from feminist ethics and communitarianism 
(see Oshana 1998; MacKenzie and Stoljar 2000a, 2000b; 
Westlund 2009; Gutman 1985; Taylor 1991; Sandel 1982; 
MacIntyre 1988) to focus exclusively on an individualistic 
dimension of autonomy, whereby individuals are conceived 
to be independent and self-isolated. From a communitarian 
perspective, for example, Sandel criticizes the liberal “dis-
encumbered” conception of the self and of the individuals 
described as autonomous choosers, by stressing the impor-
tance to consider and investigate the social preconditions 
of human autonomy. Indeed, according to the communitar-
ian view, we cannot neglect that communities are prior to 
individuals, as well as the associated identity memberships’ 
values and commitments, and therefore avoid to consider 
how much a person’s identity, more than an output of an 
autonomous choice, is shaped by the belonging to a commu-
nity and is informed by the related identity. Quoting Taylor 
(1979, 1991) “we are what we are in virtue of participating 
in the larger life of our societies” (1979, p. 88) and as fol-
lows we should look for conditions of autonomy also in this 
socio-relational dimension, instead of exclusively in condi-
tions that lead people apart, to isolate, and rationally and 
independently deliberate. Such atomistic notion of the self 
and autonomy is also challenged by many feminist scholars 
who question self-sufficiency and substantive independence 
as a value that we should really promote (Jaggar 1983). In 
their view, autonomy as an individualistic concept that does 
not acknowledge the role of social-relational conditions as 
required for autonomy is not truly meaningful, as it fails 
to enable the understanding of social (gender) oppression 
(Mackenzie 2015) stemming from social-relational condi-
tions and how that can interfere with enjoying autonomy.

As a critical response to this limited (individualistic) 
account of autonomy, some scholars, especially in feminist 
ethics, have attempted to rehabilitate autonomy, along with 
the concept of dependence, as a way to understand and coun-
teract many forms of oppression, starting from the recogni-
tion of the key role played by socio-relational dimension 
in the development and enjoyment of autonomy (Oshana 
1998; MacKenzie and Stoljar 2000b; Westlund 2009). Such 
commitments take the name of ‘relational autonomy’ (Mac-
Kenzie and Stoljar 2000a). Beyond a few conceptual differ-
ences, their underpinning argument is that the processes to 

establish authenticity can only occur in social conditions, 
to the extent it is through the socio-relational and cul-
tural dimension people develop what have significance for 
them and truly motivates their agency. Authenticity con-
ditions that—as claimed in many liberal accounts—fail to 
acknowledge the central role of the relational dimension in 
the understanding and exercise of human autonomy end to 
valorize the life of the separated individual and to denigrate 
the social and interpersonal factors that instead define the 
possibility for autonomy (Oshana 1998, p. 81). Exponents 
from relational autonomy stress how, in countless ways, peo-
ple are constituted by factors that lie beyond their reflective 
control, but which nonetheless shape their values, thoughts, 
beliefs, and motivations (Taylor 1991); thus, “we cannot say 
that we are autonomous only when we can step back from all 
such connections and critically appraise and endorse them” 
(Bell 1993, pp. 24–54).

Within Western moral philosophy, some authors by inves-
tigating the relational dimension of autonomy have found 
the conditions to promote relational autonomy in social sup-
port or social recognition, insofar as considered critical to 
preserve and foster individuals’ capacity for self-trust, self-
esteem, and self-respect, which in turn are argued as neces-
sary for people to properly express their agency (Grovier 
1993; Anderson and Honneth 2005; Benson 2005; Westlund 
2009). In their view, authenticity conditions (via reflective 
endorsement on meaningful options) and relatedness con-
ditions via social support (reciprocity and solidarity) are 
necessary to respect and foster people autonomy. These 
contributions advocate for the idea that autonomy requires 
the ability to endorse one’s own values and projects, but that 
this condition alone is not sufficient to the extent that oppres-
sive conditions of various kind can increasingly threaten 
autonomy, eroding or removing one’s sense of self-confi-
dence required for effective agency. Therefore, it is crucial to 
consider and work also on relatedness conditions for social 
support, especially insofar as they can enable (maintain and 
foster) individuals’ self-trusting status, defined as crucial 
for empowering the autonomy of the most vulnerable and/or 
oppressed within society, those who are marginalized or live 
in socio-relational oppressive and/or constraining conditions 
(Anderson and Honneth 2005; Grovier 1993; Benson 2005; 
McLeod and Sherwin 2000; Westlund 2009).

To sum up, our ethical inquiry into the concept of auton-
omy, as developed in mainstream and non-mainstream 
Western moral philosophy, shows that the current AI ethics 
principle of autonomy is inadequate, as it is partial also with 
regard to the Western philosophical tradition of those who 
have mainly formulated it. From a Western moral philoso-
phy’s standpoint, an adequate ethical concept of autonomy 
would require to consider also its socio-relational dimen-
sion and the key conditions identified to promote it. The 
consideration of such dimension and conditions indeed can 
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allow to broaden the concept of autonomy that informs the 
related AI ethics principle in a way that can make it truly 
effective, that is, in a way that can help to really account for 
the conditions of limit and oppression in which the major-
ity lives. In the next section, we zoom in on the concept of 
relational autonomy as spontaneously developed within the 
African philosophy of Ubuntu and draw attention on key 
relational elements and relatedness conditions that emerge 
as similar to those above-mentioned, with the ultimate goal 
to sketch a conceptual path to decolonize the AI ethics prin-
ciple autonomy and hence revise it in a more inclusive way.

4 � Relational Autonomy in Ubuntu

Ubuntu is a philosophy that we can define as essentially 
(and ontologically) relational. Indeed, Ubuntu’s view is that 
the universe is organically inextricably interconnected (Lee 
and Hord 2016; Eze 1997): all that consists of the universe, 
from the most minute atom to the largest galaxy—and all 
in between—are all interconnected (Ramose 1999; Kunene 
1981, 1982; Ngubane 1979). More importantly, humans 
are inextricably interconnected to each other through an 
unbreakable and symbiotic connection maintained through-
out time and space (Ramose 1999). Individuals are indeed 
connected to individuals from the past, present, future and 
are connected to their environment. Such interconnectedness 
presents a oneness and a timeless self-similarity (Asante and 
Abarry 1996): an individual is the community as much as 
the community is the individual and both the individual and 
the community co-exist with each other and only through 
each other (Nyathi 2001; Ngubane 1979). In this sense, the 
deeply-held African ideal of interconnectedness of humans 
at the core of Ubuntu implicates a dependency that is under-
stood both as self-preserving and as communal preserving 
(Kunene 1981; Tutu 1999): a society cannot survive, thrive, 
or reach ethical maturity without concern for and active par-
ticipation in the life of the individual (Kunene 1981); simi-
larly, an individual cannot survive, thrive, or reach ethical 
maturity without concern and active participation in social 
life (Menkiti 1984). As follows, in Ubuntu, beneficial actions 
are ethical actions, and ethical actions are actions that both 
enhance the wellbeing of the individual and that of society 
(Kunene 1982). In this sense, there is a bidirectional shared 
reciprocity that takes the form of a duty between the indi-
vidual and the society.

Indeed, Ubuntu defines personhood as being relational 
(Ramose 1999): to be an autonomous person, one must 
first be a person, but a person becomes a person through 
others (“umuntu ngumuntu ngabantu”—“a person is a per-
son through other persons”). Therefore, to be an autono-
mous person one must be a relational person one required 
to have positive duties beneficial to self and in the interest 

of others (Lee and Hord 2016). However, this does not 
mean that, in Ubuntu, individual rights are subordinated, 
but that individual and common (or collective) goods are 
conceived and pursued inseparably. Indeed, one’s human-
ity is a function of how one enriches or fails to enrich 
the humanity of others. In virtue of becoming more or 
less relational, one may become more or less of a person. 
Personhood is indeed beyond a biological condition: it is 
a function of one’s enrichment of the personhood of oth-
ers. In turn, positive participation in the personhood of 
others makes one ethical and a society’s participation in 
enriching the personhood of the individual makes a society 
ethical (Mhlambi 2020).

In Ubuntu, relational autonomy contains both negative 
and positive duties that are bidirectional between individuals 
and society. This means that what one does to others directly 
affects oneself, and how society treats the individual directly 
affects the character of society. Autonomy is a function of 
this shared reciprocity. In this sense, in Ubuntu, autonomy 
exists only when reciprocity exists between the individual 
and society. A society that lacks consideration for the indi-
vidual becomes inhumane and an individual that refuses 
social duties to others becomes less human (Molema 1917). 
An individual, dehumanized in an inhumane society, cannot 
be said to have autonomy and the autonomy or liberty the 
society uses in dehumanizing an individual can be character-
ized as oppressive. In this view, an individual at odds with 
the wellbeing of society may be acting inhumanely. To sum 
up: relatedness and reciprocity are sub-condition required 
for humaneness and autonomy. Reciprocity, in turn, requires 
closeness, oneness, active mutually beneficial involvement 
as key sub-conditions to promote relational autonomy.

It follows that, in Ubuntu, an individual cannot be self-
complete and therefore autonomous in isolation (Molema 
1917). Another condition for an individual to enjoy rela-
tional autonomy is the active participation of the commu-
nity in order to have autonomy and one cannot receive the 
community’s participation if one distances oneself from the 
community (Ndlovu-Gatsheni 2019). As a key condition 
to enjoy autonomy, the individual must also work for the 
benefit of the community for it is the union of the commu-
nity and individual that allows for an individual to exercise 
autonomy. This places an ethical mandate on the purpose of 
autonomy, for if an individual acting in self-interest, under-
mines society directly, or indirectly, it removes the precondi-
tions for autonomy to exist. In Ubuntu, without a community 
the individual cannot exercise autonomy for an individual 
is connected to and is a person through others. This one-
ness and shared destiny incentivize an explicit duty to the 
individual and society to align their interests with each other 
(Rettovà 2016). Put it differently: relational autonomy begins 
with an ethical mandate originating from the shared state of 
interconnectedness.
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The mainstream principle of autonomy as a rational 
endeavor to choose courses of actions maximizing one’s 
benefit does not necessarily impose or imply ethical restric-
tions or positive duties to others or society. Non-relational 
autonomy requires the individual to maximize their inter-
est without necessarily needing to consider or avoid social 
asymmetries in wealth, power, or other inequalities. Since 
the mainstream western philosophy that justifies and exports 
rationality-based autonomy allows for an unspecified degree 
of inequality to exist as a necessary condition of autonomy, 
one does not have a mandate to not worsen inequality. This 
type of autonomy may allow for high degrees of wealth and 
power inequality to exist without causing ethical concerns. 
Even if the Hippocratic principle of “do no harm” is implied, 
as in a number of AI ethics frameworks, it may only consider 
direct harms, harms that may be specified as crimes from 
direct commission of an offense or neglect of statute or duty. 
Indirect harms, second-order harms, such as lingering ine-
quality stemming from colonization, a direct harm, that do 
not fit neatly within this myopic view are no longer consid-
ered the result of the principal actors or their beneficiaries.

This distancing of responsibility paired with the principle 
of autonomy void of an explicit ethical mandate is insuf-
ficient to address a wider range of harms that may affect 
the marginalized and compound inequality. When second 
order harms are no longer the responsibility of those who 
initiated them or the responsibility of society to address, as 
society has no special mandate to an individual other than 
to not interfere in the individual’s autonomy, then it creates 
the idea that the individuals who are affected by such harms 
have either misused their autonomy, perhaps through non-
performance of certain actions that the market or society 
may reward, errors in rational judgment between courses 
of action, or are autonomous beings solely responsible to 
resolve their current conditions. If any economy has non-
equitable outcomes, outcomes that may feed into AI systems, 
it may be believed that individuals that have less favorable 
outcomes are solely responsible for their condition as the 
result of their autonomy. This non-relational principle of 
autonomy is not merely harmful but presents irreconcilable 
differences that undermine also the mainstream understand-
ing and use of AI.

The mainstream principle of autonomy may be at odds 
with what AI is largely meant to be or accomplish, namely, 
to create and use machines that use previous experiences, 
encoded as digital datasets, to mathematically uncover pat-
terns and correlations that would allow a machine to ration-
ally and autonomously decide between courses of action. If 
machines are to respect our autonomy, then the autonomy of 
machines ought to be relational to our autonomy. This dis-
credits the idea that rational decision making is a universal 
ethical virtue that leads to good outcomes, that autonomy is 
an ethically beneficial principle for its necessity in allowing 

one to make rational decisions and acknowledges that auton-
omy on its own does not necessarily lead to good outcomes. 
This would challenge an idea within AI that with enough 
data and computational resources any solvable problem can 
be solved without ethical considerations.

An AI system that enforces the principle of autonomy 
to itself without ethical positive duties to others may be 
harmful to society. If the principle of autonomy justifies 
inequality as a necessary cost for liberty, what degree of 
inequality must an autonomous AI system allow for? How 
much inequality can an AI system automate, perpetuate, or 
contribute to without causing direct harm? Does AI further 
the distance from the responsibility to minimize or not toler-
ate inequality? For example, if an AI system acting autono-
mously causes direct harm, who should be responsible for 
restitution and addressing the harm? If an AI system is to 
be a morally good actor within society, it must be explic-
itly designed according to a model that goes beyond that 
of rational autonomous agent, but is oriented and driven 
by positive duties towards society. Prescribing or encoding 
positive duties on an autonomous AI system such as ADM 
requires the system to behave in a relational manner as if it 
had relational autonomy. It follows that responsible AI can 
only occur in relational autonomy, and relational autonomy 
is a necessary step in decolonizing AI.

4.1 � Decolonizing AI through Ubuntu’s Relational 
Autonomy: A Call to Action

The ways to decolonize AI can be as varied as the expe-
riences of colonization are varied. To some, colonization 
never ended, to others it ended only politically but not eco-
nomically (Nkrumah 1966). Among the numerous mani-
festations of colonization some challenges were unique to 
particular regions. Therefore, to create a single framework 
that adequately addresses the effects of colonization would 
be infeasible. However, there are common traits and effects 
from the implementation across regions and time that can 
serve as a way of understanding current and future harms 
worsened by the use of AI (Mbembe and Dubois 2017). 
Mbembe argues that the “world is becoming black” stat-
ing that the colonial and post-colonial experiences of Africa 
are a site of one such framework for understanding present 
and future harms, that “blackness” serves as a prototype for 
future harms (Mbembe 2019).

Ubuntu’s principles that were effective in fighting for 
equity, dignity, and autonomy in Africa’s decolonial and 
post-colonial movements (Tutu 1999; Mandela 1994; Sam-
kange and Tommie 1980) may also be useful in decolo-
nizing AI. Ubuntu was used to highlight the failings of 
modernity and widespread inequality in wealth and power, 
exposing the broken social contract between and individual 
and society. Without the reciprocal duties society owed to 
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an individual and corresponding individual responsibility 
to society, autonomy could not exist. Without the shifting 
of AI and the socio-economic structures that allow for AI 
to be developed and deployed, from the antiquated ration-
alistic view to the relational view, the contract between 
society and the individual will continue to be broken.

With the increase of AI in everyday life, society is in 
a similar place where the struggle for equity, dignity, and 
autonomy is raging once more. AI is now sustained by 
structures and institutions that extract resources, surveil 
(Browne 2015), and control populations in a colonial like 
way (Couldry and Mejias 2019). Large tech companies 
have built massive platforms and internet infrastructure 
deployed globally especially in formerly colonized regions 
whose economies have yet to fully recover (Couldry and 
Mejias 2019). The false promise that rationality, moder-
nity would alleviate human problems is the same false 
promise popularizing the use of AI (Mhlambi 2020).

Ubuntu’s concept of relational autonomy allows us to 
re-imagine AI and the entire ecosystem that produces it. 
Relational autonomy allows us to envision recommender 
systems such as social media networks and e-commerce 
platforms, that have settings that users could control 
to change the content being recommended to them. AI 
designed to be relational, respecting the autonomy of 
humans while providing benefits to society, would allow 
individual users and the community to have more say 
and power over their online experiences. In this case the 
recommender system works as a collaborator of shaping 
online experiences.

Relational autonomy could also influence the social 
aspects of how AI is built. Relational autonomy as a prin-
ciple of AI ethics frameworks would finally dispel the idea 
of an autonomous AI system that can use rationality to 
solve all sorts of problems. This removes a core belief 
that AI is neutral simply by using mathematics. Relational 
autonomy would make definitively clear that no action is 
truly neutral but has consequences across a system (Noble 
2018) and could encourage companies and teams to seek 
more input and feedback during the design choices of AI. 
Relational autonomy would also help to overcome trade-
off situations between ethical principles, and/or solve 
moral dilemmas (Dignum 2022), as it embeds duties of 
social justice, communal responsibility, and accountability 
(and redress). Ubuntu’s relational autonomy indeed also 
allows for restorative justice and for reparations to address 
direct and indirect harms that are perpetuated using AI. 
This would overcome current contentions on whom to 
bestow liability when individuals are harmed by AI. This 
could ethically justify laws such as The Digital Services 
Act, which also makes possible the idea of restitution 
when users are harmed by recommended contents.

5 � Conclusions

In this paper we have argued that the mainstream ethi-
cal principle of autonomy is insufficient to use as a rail 
against the harms resulting from the use of AI. This ethi-
cal principle without having a relational positive duty to 
others fails to recognize the impact of legacy harms that 
result from colonization and the present social hierarchies 
and inequalities that stem from it. To counter such harms, 
we posit relational AI and specifically relational AI ethics 
via the introduction of relational autonomy as necessary 
and missing step in adequately addressing persistent harms 
perpetuated by AI especially to the most marginalized and 
vulnerable. By doing so, we have drawn the conceptual 
path to revise the ethical concept of autonomy informing 
many popular AI ethics frameworks in a way that consid-
ers both non-mainstream Western moral philosophy, such 
as accounts of relational autonomy that are currently at 
the outskirt of the debate in AI ethics, as well as a non-
Western and essentially relational philosophy, as the Afri-
can account of autonomy developed in Ubuntu ethics, and 
showed how both perspectives are necessary and meaning-
ful to revise the AI ethics principle of autonomy in a more 
adequate and inclusive way.
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