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Abstract

Al systems are presented as intransparent, yet increasingly
ascribed varieties of agency implying moral status. Such a
context can produce credible, and even self-fulfilling, threats
to the rationality, stability, and process legitimacy of bureau-
cracies deploying Al. We argue here that bureaucracies can
always adopt Al systems in ways that even increase the bu-
reaucracy’s own legitimacy, rationality, and even agency, but
also that this is by no means a given. Legitimate use of Al in
governance mandates careful design across both Al system
and institution. We provide a candidate design framework.
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The Dual Purpose of Bureaucracy

Bureaucratic public-sector organizations serve two pur-
poses, which (i) are in trade-off, and (ii) each require the
moral agency of human bureaucrats. The first is the legit-
imate implementation of legislation, which Weber (1991)
describes as the “compliance model” of bureaucracy. Here,
the moral agency of bureaucrats — specifically, their respon-
siveness to systemic reward and punishment — enables con-
straining them in an “iron cage,” making them predictable,
and in aggregate, making the bureaucracy legitimate. The
second purpose is the provision of “stewardship”, the main-
tenance of long-term stability for the general public and
other branches of government, including resilience to bouts
of policy extremism (Heath 2020). This stewardship is en-
abled by the diversity and plurality of individual bureaucrats,
including their moral dispositions (Zacka 2017).

Situating Al in Bureaucracy

We consider two conceptions of Al: as tool and as moral
subject. We argue neither fully captures the role of Al in
bureaucracy. We resolve the apparent resulting dilemma via
an alternative conception of Al as an element of the institu-
tional structure of Weberian bureaucracy.

* The “tool” conception falls short because details of Al
systems are too intransparent, autonomous, and general
to meet the Heidegger (2008) definition of a tool requir-
ing full understanding by individual operators. (Gunkel
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Figure 1: Three conceptions of Al systems (in red) in bu-
reaucracy: (i) as tool, (ii) as a moral subject, (iii) or in our
recommended conception, as part of the institutional struc-
ture, amplifying human agency and accountability.

2017). Therefore, the conception cannot be used as justi-
fication to allocate all responsibility to humans, yet such
allocation is possible in principle (Lazar 2024).

* The “moral agent” conception is inapplicable because
digital systems can’t be guaranteed to experience an aver-
sion to punishment (Dennett 1978), or even to maintain
sustained identity. These are necessary for structures of
responsibility attribution and accountability.

* We formulate the “institutional structure” conception:
we conceptualize Al systems as artifacts with no moral
agency of their own, which nonetheless amplify, alter,
and interact with the moral agency of humans. This is the
exact status already ascribed to elements of bureaucratic
structure like hierarchy and documented procedure.

A Moral Agency Framework
1. Maintain clear and just human lines of ac-
countability for any decisions involving or af-
fected by Al systems.

2. Ensure that humans can verify the correctness
and appropriateness of Al system outputs within
their operational context.

3. Introduce AI only where it does not inhibit
a bureaucracy’s ability to pursue legitimacy and
stewardship.
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In conclusion, the potential threats from Al systems to
bureaucratic legitimacy and stewardship are substantial, but
procurement of Al deploying a suitable moral framework
reduces such threats while enabling access to Al’s benefits.
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