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Abstract

Computing power distribution is often framed in terms
of markets, environmental costs, security, or geopolitics,
treating computing power as a commodity or strategic re-
source. These approaches overlook why its distribution mat-
ters even before direct harm occurs. I argue for a dis-
tinct computing power ethics. Through public-health mod-
elling and marginalised-language cases, I expose the limits
of the Market-Permission Principle and propose a condition-
oriented account centred on meaningful participation in AI-
mediated social life.

Computing Power as an Ethical Object
Computing power comprises the chips, GPU clusters, data
centres, cloud services, and related resources used to train,
run, and deploy AI models. It determines who can train,
reproduce, audit, deploy, govern, and contest AI systems
(?). The philosophical question is whether computing power
should become a direct object of ethical inquiry.

The existing frameworks address some important issues.
Business ethics examines pricing, platform lock-in, and
corporate responsibility of computing power (?). Environ-
mental ethics concerns the energy, water, land, minerals,
and infrastructure on which computing power depends (?).
Technology-risk governance treats computing power as a
measurable lever for identifying and restricting dangerous
capabilities (?). Global justice examines the concentration of
advanced chips and cloud infrastructure, unequal technolog-
ical capacity, and the division of computing power between
firms, elite universities, and less-resourced institutions (??).
These approaches are indispensable, but they still typically
translate computing power into another object, such as a
commodity, environmental burden, security lever, industrial
asset, or geopolitical resource.

The resulting gap in fact exists ahead of the appearance
of any discriminatory output, privacy violation, or secu-
rity incident. Mainstream AI ethics often evaluates conse-
quences after an AI system has emerged (??). It overlooks
the prior structure that determines who is able to produce,
verify, deploy, or challenge such systems. Computing power
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ethics addresses this structure, by asking how the availabil-
ity and allocation of computing power enable or obstruct ef-
fective participation in AI-mediated practices. When com-
puting power becomes a practical prerequisite for partici-
pation in a significant practice, factors such as ownership,
commercial return or national competition can no more by
themselves justify its distribution. Computing power then
acquires normative significance as a condition of availabil-
ity.

The Market-Permission Principle with Fault
The allocation currently reflects a commonly held intuition:
if computing resources are obtained through lawful pur-
chase, lease, or investment, and their use neither infringes
rights nor causes identifiable direct harm, allocation may
normally be left to market choice. I call this the Market-
Permission Principle. Its weakness is mistakenly treating
formal permission to enter the market as equivalent to hav-
ing the practical capacity to participate.

Let us imagine a public-university team that cannot afford
sustained computing power for a local disease-prediction
model and commercial actors purchase similar resources for
more profitable applications. No transaction is unlawful, and
commercial use is not inherently immoral. Repeated exclu-
sion yet may crowd out public knowledge production and
decrease local public-health capacity. The team remains for-
mally free to buy computing power while lacking the condi-
tions needed to enter AI practices. Market permission does
not register this loss because the logic of public value and
that of purchasing power diverge.

A parallel problem arises when a marginalised-language
community seeks models for education, healthcare, law,
or cultural archives. Those languages require data collec-
tion, cleaning, annotation, training, and evaluation, yet their
smaller markets make sustained computing power difficult
to obtain. General-purpose models may provide nominal
coverage without reliability or cultural appropriateness (?).
The community is not legally prohibited from developing
its language, but it cannot effectively represent itself in AI
practices. Also low willingness to pay does not embody low
cultural value or weak eligibility to participate.

These cases distinguish access to market from access to
participation. Formal permission is the absence of prohibi-
tion. Effective participation requires practical, stable, afford-
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able, and sustainable conditions for entering, maintaining,
and shaping a practice. When computing power mediates
public health, research, education, governance, or cultural
expression, its allocation simultaneously affects the distri-
bution of social opportunities. Lawful transactions remain
normatively important, but legality and the absence of direct
harm may fail to recognize the allocations that systemati-
cally undermine public welfare or cultural representation.

Objections and Scope Conditions
One objection holds that competition law, environmental
ethics, and global justice, especially infrastructure ethics, al-
ready cover the issue. Those approaches can regulate eco-
logical burdens, monopolies, and transnational inequality.
The remaining question is who can participate in AI systems
themselves. Computing power both supports downstream
activity and shapes systems that reorganise education, re-
search, public administration, language visibility, and insti-
tutional decision-making. Control over computing power af-
fects cognitive and political participation, not only access to
an ordinary material input.

A second objection is that the argument over-moralises
resource competition. Funding, expertise, laboratories, land,
and conference access also affect participation. The reply
is to distinguish an advantage condition from a threshold
condition. An advantage makes participation easier or more
competitive. A threshold determines whether an actor can
enter or sustain the practice at all. The distribution of com-
puting power warrants special urgency when referring to the
latter function.

More specifically, three initiative conditions should be
met. First, computing power must be a genuine threshold for
a significant AI practice rather than a general convenience.
Second, the practice must have public significance, such as
scientific research, public governance, cultural preservation.
Third, allocation must systematically affect actors’ effective
position rather than cause an isolated competitive loss. If
these conditions are absent, computing power may remain
an ordinary commercial resource. Computing power ethics
neither requires justice review for every GPU lease nor treats
every unmet request as an injustice.

Conclusion
Computing power ethics is a condition-oriented field con-
cerned with whether actors can meaningfully participate in
an AI-mediated social world. Its distinct contribution is to
evaluate allocation before particular model harms arise and
to reveal exclusions that lawful exchange alone cannot iden-
tify. When computing power becomes a threshold for so-
cially significant practices, its availability can no longer be
treated as merely a technical or commercial question. It must
enter ethical evaluation as a condition of meaningful partic-
ipation.
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