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Abstract: Ensuring that intelligent machines align with human values and 

ethical principles is a critical challenge of our time. This paper proposes a novel 

approach to improve rule-based ethical AI systems. We introduce three 

principles derived from Martin Heidegger’s philosophy: Autotelism, Sociality, 

and Finitude as context-sensitive ethical guidelines. These principles ensure that 

AI prioritizes its proper functioning while recognizing its embeddedness in 

social and finite contexts. Unlike rigid rule-based systems, which struggle to 

apply rules in complex and novel situations, our principle-based approach 

enables adaptive decision-making through a method we term principle-guided 

situational understanding (PGSU). By integrating these principles, we provide a 

philosophical foundation that complements technical efforts in AI alignment, 

fostering machines that are both intelligent and ethically attuned to the human 

lifeworld. 
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1. Introduction 

As artificial intelligence (AI) advances, ensuring its alignment with human 

values and ethical principles remains a critical challenge. This paper argues that 

a Heideggerian ethical framework for AI is superior—and therefore safer—to 

rule-based approaches because it prioritizes principle-guided situational 

understanding (PGSU) over rigid definitions of ethical behavior. Rule-based 

approaches, such as Asimov’s three laws of robotics (one of the earliest methods 

for constraining machine actions through ethical rules), are widely adopted, 



2 
 

yielding significant reductions in harmful AI outputs.1 For instance, Anthropic’s 

Constitutional AI (CAI) has reduced perceived harmful outputs by 

approximately 40% through a rule-based training framework.2 Alignment, 

however, is far from solved, which is why we propose enhancing these 

approaches with a multi-layered framework, introducing three principles that 

operate at a deeper level than existing rules.3  

This approach seeks to address a common misconception in AI ethics: that ethics 

can be fully captured by a set of rules and that ethical behavior is synonymous 

with rule-following (Wallach & Allen, 2008, Ch. 3; Winfield & Jirotka, 2017; 

Coeckelbergh, 2020). Rule-based approaches operate on the twin assumptions 

that ethical conduct can be entirely governed by pre-defined rules and that more 

intelligent systems will be able to generalize new ethical rules from training data, 

thereby ensuring safety across all conceivable scenarios.4 We argue, instead, that 

ethical behavior manifests in the context-sensitive application of rules, a process 

that must be guided by fundamental principles rather than an ever-expanding list 

of regulations. 

The principles we propose are not merely generalized or abstract rules but 

necessary and universal determinants of ethical behavior. These principles shape 

the form of ethical behavior, thereby defining the field of potential courses of 

action. Their role is to guide ethical conduct by establishing the fundamental 

constraints within which the individual must act (Gethmann, 2020a). While 

foundational texts such as Machine Ethics (Anderson & Anderson, 2011) and 

 
1 Isaac Asimov’s three laws of robotics (1950, 1976) establish a set of rules prioritizing human 
safety, obedience, and self-protection. “Similar approaches” refer to rule-based ethical 
frameworks such as the IEEE Global Initiative on Ethics of Autonomous and Intelligent Systems 
(2019) and the European Commission’s Ethics Guidelines for Trustworthy AI (2019). Such rule-
based alignment is standard practice among major AI developers (e.g., OpenAI, Meta, 
Deepseek), who employ techniques like Automatic Prompt Optimization (APO) to refine and 
rewrite user prompts and mitigate harmful outputs (Pryzant et al., 2023). Our principle-based 
approach seeks to enhance the application of such techniques. 
2 Constitutional AI (CAI) is a rule-based training framework developed by Anthropic. In specific 
benchmarks, it achieved a 40.8% reduction in harmful outputs, though it also incurred a 9.8% 
decrease in helpfulness (Bai et al., 2022; Anthropic, 2023a; Zhang, 2025).  
3 The three principles of our framework are designed to enhance systems like CAI and are aligned 
with the goals of proactive value-integration found in frameworks such as Ethics by Design 
(EbD-AI) (Brey & Dainow, 2024) and Value-Sensitive Design (VSD). For a detailed discussion 
of these approaches, see Coeckelbergh (2020, Ch. 10). 
4 This critical assumption, that ethical generalization from data is feasible, lacks empirical 
support and inherently risks amplifying training data biases (Coeckelbergh, 2020). While the 
foundational critiques of rule-based approaches by Dreyfus and Dreyfus (1986) and Minsky 
(1988) remain valid, these approaches persist as the most practical tools for initial AI alignment. 
Our proposal seeks to address their limitations not by abandoning them, but by enhancing them 
with a deeper, principled foundation. 
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Machine Ethics and Robot Ethics (Wallach & Asaro, 2017) debate whether 

ethics can be reduced to rules, these discussions often overlook a critical 

distinction between rules and principles. Specifically, they tend to conflate 

principles with abstract, generalized rules, as evident in their critiques of Kant’s 

Categorical Imperative, which is criticized for its universal generality that 

purportedly fails to address all contexts (Hall, 2011, p. 38). Drawing on 

Heidegger (1989a), we argue that ethical principles, unlike rules, provide a 

foundational orientation for ethical action. Our approach thus distinguishes 

principles as shaping the form of ethical conduct, rather than dictating its specific 

content. Our approach ties ethical behavior to an understanding of these 

principles, positing that rule application requires prior understanding of their 

contextual use. We claim that the optimal strategy for machine ethics involves 

training machines to adhere to general ethical principles, enabling context-

sensitive rule application in novel situations.  

Additionally, our proposed improvement addresses limitations of rule-based 

ethical AI systems, particularly the challenge of the prioritization of rules in 

cases where they conflict or where the interpretation of ambiguous rules remains 

problematic (Anthropic, 2023b; Misselhorn, 2018, p. 150; Anderson & 

Anderson, 2011, Ch. 10, 16, and 21). 

To achieve this, we propose three principles: 1. Autotelism (normative self-

referentiality), 2. Sociality (the connection between self and others), and 3. 

Finitude (often termed the “vulnerability” or “precariousness” of life) 

(Coeckelbergh, 2013, p. 178). These principles are not additional rules or 

abstract definitions of ethical behavior but context-sensitive guidelines for 

discerning appropriate moral actions, a process we term principle-guided 

situational understanding (PGSU). These principles define how the individual 

form of life assesses concrete situations, determining the form of ethical 

behavior, and secondarily, through this form, its specific content. Thus, the three 

principles serve as fundamental constraints, delineating possibilities and 

impossibilities of behavior in any situation.  

We argue that these principles enable ethical behavior in humans and, with 

appropriate implementation, could guide the decisions of artificial life forms. 

Central to this framework, drawn from Heidegger’s ethics, is the notion that 

concern for one’s own well-being is intrinsically linked to concern for others’ 
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well-being, encapsulated in his concept of “care” (Heidegger, 1967, p. 192). 

Ethical behavior, at its core, must simultaneously serve the interests of the 

individual and the community of all life forms.5 This concept relies on a 

Heideggerian and Aristotelian interpretation of self-interest and well-being, 

understood as a commitment to the telos, or goal, of one’s life.  

Before delving into this discussion, we note that this paper deliberately avoids 

technical guidelines for programming or training ethical AI, focusing instead on 

a rigorous philosophical inquiry. Notably, machine learning research 

substantiates the viability of a principle-driven approach, affirming its practical 

relevance (Sun et al., 2023; 2024). Furthermore, philosophical thought has long 

influenced AI, with researchers drawing inspiration from frameworks like 

Heideggerian AI and the 4E approach in cognitive science. Through this work, 

we aim to contribute to AI ethics debates by elucidating the foundational 

principles underpinning ethical behavior. We will first clarify core concepts of 

Heidegger’s ethics before exploring their application to AI ethics. 

 

2. From Rules to Principles: Heidegger on the Preconditions 

for Ethical Behavior 

Heidegger’s ontological analysis in Being and Time, though not primarily 

ethical, inherently engages and develops the core concepts of his ethical 

framework.6 In a Heideggerian perspective, understanding human beings 

requires examining the relations they inhabit, relations essential to their being 

(Heidegger, 1967, p. 41).7 These encompass not only relations to their immediate 

environment but also to absent entities and to aspects that shape perception, such 

as explicit and implicit knowledge, background assumptions, expectations, 

anticipations, and non-conceptual, instinctual, and habitual knowledge 

(Heidegger 1967, p. 84; Husserl, 1989). Unlike dominant theories of the mind in 

 
5 The term ‘individual’ encompasses both human beings and autonomous AI systems.  
6 A broad consensus holds that Heidegger’s philosophy is “suffused with ethical preoccupations” 
(Dallmayr, 1993, p. 10), though he did not explicitly formulate an ethics (cf. Zoller, 2019; 
Gethmann, 1993 and 2020; Nelson, 2008).  
7 Heidegger’s analysis of tools as ‘ready-to-hand’ (Zuhandenheit) exemplifies a mode of being 
defined by relationality, primarily between humans and useful things in the environment 
(Heidegger, 1967, 84). This concept is notably elaborated in his lecture “Building, Dwelling, 
Thinking” (Heidegger, 1971). 
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AI research that conceptualize this relationship as mental representations or 

models of reality, Heidegger posits a non-representational relationship grounded 

in a non-conceptual, non-objectifying, and non-theoretical understanding 

integral to human engagement with the world.8 The entities we relate to—

objects, the environment, others, or what Heidegger terms “the world”—are not 

merely passive realities represented in the mind. Rather, they form a dynamic 

correlation where all elements actively and interdependently contribute 

(Heidegger, 1977, p. 91). This can be linked to a theory of affordances, where 

the world guides actions through its appearance (Gibson, 1979; Wrathall, 2017). 

For Heidegger, humans are “worldly creatures,” meaning their relationship to 

the world is constitutive of their existence.9 The world is neither separate from 

them nor a mere product of a worldless subject’s representation but exists as an 

integral aspect of being-in-the-world (Heidegger, 1967, p. 52).  

In Heidegger’s framework, two fundamental misconceptions about human 

beings relevant to AI ethics are addressed and overcome: 1) the subject-object 

dichotomy and 2) the representational theory of the mind (cf. Gethmann, 1993; 

2020b). Hubert Dreyfus elucidated the implications of these insights for AI 

research (1972; 1992), critiquing the limitations of AI, a critique that remains 

relevant today. His concept of context-dependent, non-formalizable knowledge 

challenges the ongoing efforts in AI to construct knowledge databases or “world 

models.” Dreyfus argued that human intelligence relies on tacit, intuitive 

understanding, not a collection of rules or facts representing the world, but rather 

a dynamic “background knowledge,” shaped by social, cultural, and physical 

contexts (Dreyfus & Wrathall, 2014). Drawing on Merleau-Ponty’s philosophy, 

Dreyfus further contended that we learn and know about the world through 

bodily interactions, not through mental representations or models (Dreyfus, 

1972, Ch. 7). 

The ethical implications of the primacy of this non-representational, embodied 

 
8 Heidegger’s critique of the representational theory of the mind recurs throughout his 1920s and 
1930s lectures, where he criticizes it for its “deeply ingrained obsession with the theoretical” 
(1999, p. 88). 
9 In Heidegger’s terminology, the world is constitutive of Dasein, meaning human existence is 
inherently shaped by its relational context. This insight implies that perception is not mere 
information processing but a complex, reciprocal interaction between the perceiver, the 
perceived, and the particular context. Varela, Thompson, and Rosch (2017) elaborate 
Heidegger’s and Dreyfus’s concepts into a coherent enactive theory of the embodied mind, 
informing more sophisticated designs of physical AI. 
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correlation with the world become evident through an example that also serves 

as phenomenological proof for these concepts.10 Heidegger posits that human 

beings, always and already (as long as and as soon as they exist), interpret their 

environment through normative criteria, such as useful or not useful, good or 

bad, harmless or harmful, without deliberately or consciously representing 

objects and assigning meaning to them. Instead, entities are encountered as 

inherently meaningful, possessing a normative quality. Even novel objects, 

previously unencountered, are experienced “as something”—for instance, as 

strange, useless, or obstructive (Heidegger, 1999, p. 71). Heidegger maintains 

that this primary mode of making sense of things does not rely on deliberate 

conceptual representation but is embedded in our fundamental relationship with 

the world (Heidegger, 1967, p. 143). 

In Heidegger’s view, representation is a secondary, derivative mode of relating 

to entities, as it presupposes an already meaningful world encountered through 

non-representational understanding. The more significant implication is that 

humans primarily experience the world through normative criteria, defined by 

the degree to which something matters. Heidegger identifies three conditions 

enabling this: 

1) Humans must possess a capacity for non-theoretical understanding of 

their world; 

2) They must be ‘open’ to the world’s normativity, which Heidegger 

describes as affectivity or the ability to be ‘touched’ by the world; and, 

though less central to our purposes and thus not explored further here,  

3) Humans must be capable of articulating the world’s meaning, an 

articulation that enables language and mutual understanding.11  

To identify the necessity of humans’ non-representational grasp of the world’s 

significance, consider a scenario requiring immediate action. Imagine two 

parents standing near the sideline at a soccer game when a ball unexpectedly 

hurtles toward the spectators. They must swiftly move out of its path, perhaps 

by ducking their heads. In such moments, deliberate planning or precise 

calculations are infeasible; the response must be instantaneous, grounded in an 

 
10 “Phenomenological proof” refers to the validation of conceptual reflections through attestation 
(Ausweisung) on the empirical level through experiences. 
11 In Heidegger’s terminology, this is explained as the “equiprimordiality” of the three 
“existentials” 1) understanding, 2) findingness, and 3) discourse (1967, p. 160). 
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immediate understanding of the situation. AI researchers might describe this as 

relying on a “world model”—a framework encompassing fundamental physical 

principles, such as object trajectories, permanence, causality, and action-reaction 

dynamics (Ha & Schmidhuber, 2018). From a Heideggerian perspective, 

however, one might argue that this approach fails to fully capture the nature of 

such events or typical human responses. One would highlight additional 

dimensions that are critical to the experience. For instance, recognizing the 

possibility of danger requires understanding oneself as an embodied being 

vulnerable to harm. This understanding presupposes an openness to being 

affected by potential injury, which Heidegger attributes to our affectivity (1967, 

p. 134). Such openness further entails grasping the meaning of harm and 

potential damage to one’s body. Fundamentally, it involves recognizing the 

fragility of one’s body or, in extreme cases, the finitude of one’s existence. 

Depending on the context, one might choose not to dodge, for example, to shield 

others from the ball’s impact, revealing a social dimension to this experience. 

These elements unfold instantaneously, without conscious deliberation.12 

Heidegger formalizes these insights and posits that understanding and affectivity 

are universal and necessary conditions for normative experiences, including the 

normativity inherent in ethical decision-making.13 These conditions enable 

humans to assign significance to their choices, perceive rules as binding, and 

experience responsibility toward others. A key insight for ethical considerations 

is that human beings are not ethical because they possess and adhere to ethical 

rules. Rather, their ethicality stems from an attuned understanding of the world’s 

normativity, which allows them to evaluate decisions against normative criteria. 

However, one condition for ethical behavior remains unaddressed: the role of the 

self in actively shaping and structuring these experiences. To explore this, we 

will introduce another example before examining its ethical implications. 

 

 
12 Cognitive scientists have incorporated these phenomenological insights into the 4E approach: 
embodied, enactive, embedded, and extended cognition. This framework is articulated by Varela, 
Thompson, and Rosch (2017) and in Shapiro’s Routledge Handbook of Embodied Cognition 
(2014). Clark (2013, Ch. 6) discusses its importance for the development of physical AI. 
13 Heidegger’s methodology of formalization, which he terms “formal indication,” entails 
insights drawn from reflections on the possibility conditions of experiences. (cf. the authors’ 
work on Heidegger’s methodology and its ethical impact).  
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3. Heidegger on the First Principle of Ethical Behavior: 

Autotelism 

Consider preparing to teach a class and sitting on a chair that is too high or too 

low, resulting in an experience that feels misaligned with expectations. From a 

Heideggerian perspective, even this mundane situation requires an 

understanding of the context and an attunement to its normative implications 

(e.g., too high, too low, comfortable, and so on). Furthermore, the chair’s 

inadequacy hinges on the individual’s aims within that context: a low chair may 

be appropriate for certain tasks but unsuitable for others. The normativity of such 

experiences emerges from an individual’s motivations, tasks, and goals 

(Heidegger, 1993, pp. 68–69).14 

According to a Heideggerian view, this situational understanding transcends 

mere adherence to societal norms or expectations about appropriate conduct in a 

given context. Such a narrow view would overlook experiences that deviate from 

norms, including intentional departures from standard practices or instances of 

expertise where individuals surpass explicit rules (Dreyfus & Dreyfus, 1986). 

For instance, a teacher dissatisfied with their role might find disruptions 

invigorating rather than bothersome. Similarly, a teacher with exceptionally high 

standards might feel compelled to exceed the typical standards of societal norms. 

Heidegger therefore argues that our experiences are grounded in a fundamental 

understanding of the context and our place within it. While following explicit 

and implicit rules allows us to function (in most cases), there is always an 

individual dimension which is defined by how the self interprets these rules and 

decides to act in light of them. This interpretation is inherent in our perception 

of the situation; it is not something consciously or deliberately added to an 

otherwise neutral experience. Instead, the individual’s intentions, motivations, 

and commitments shape the experience. Heidegger characterizes this as a  

“functional determination of experiences through the self,” describing it as “a 

peculiar pointedness towards the self-world” (1993, p. 59). This philosophical 

framework applies to all experiences. For instance, a depressed individual may 

perceive the world as devoid of value, their condition shaping the normative 

 
14 In Being and Time, Heidegger describes this as the “projection on possibilities,” an embodied, 
non-theoretical understanding of what is possible or impossible in a situation (1967, p. 145). 
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quality of their experiences, while a joyful individual encounters the world as 

vibrant and full of possibilities. In Heidegger’s view, such phenomena 

demonstrate that the self “functionally” determines how the world appears, 

including how it experiences itself (1993, p. 206). Here, “functionally” means 

the self shapes the normative character of experiences, not their content 

(Heidegger, 1993, pp. 60, 172 and 207). 

The Heidegger-scholars John Haugeland and Steven Crowell elaborate on 

Heidegger’s idea, proposing that how the self experiences the world is shaped 

and determined by an understanding of and commitment to the aims and goals 

of its life (Haugeland, 1998, 2013; Crowell, 2013). They describe this as an 

“existential self-understanding” and link it to a commitment to who one takes 

oneself to be and to what it means to the individual to be that particular person. 

This understanding transcends explicit societal norms, involving a deeper, first-

personal interpretation of how one engages with these norms. One’s practical 

identity, Haugeland and Crowell argue, is grounded in this existential self-

understanding.15 Though rarely fully explicit, this self-understanding serves as a 

precondition for experiencing normativity. As a commitment, it inseparably 

intertwines theoria (forms of rational deliberation) and praxis (embodied 

enactment) (Haugeland, 2013; Crowell, 2001, p. 231).16 

In the first division of Being and Time, Heidegger presents this idea in the form 

of a transcendental argument about the necessary connection between the 

normativity of the world and the individual’s self-relationship. He illustrates this 

through the everyday example of using a hammer, though the argument applies 

to all normative experiences. At the most basic level, (1) a hammer is understood 

as an object for driving nails into a wall to hang a picture frame. Heidegger 

situates this practice within a broader context: (2) Hammers, as tools, derive 

meaning from their purposes, such as decorating, building, or constructing. Yet, 

he probes further, questioning the rationale behind these purposes: Why decorate 

an apartment or build a house? Often, individuals appeal to societal norms, 

engaging in such activities because they align with conventional expectations. 

Heidegger, however, contends that this explanation is inadequate, as the question 

 
15 This aspect of first-person perspectivity or subjectivity is often discussed under the notion of 
“self-authority” (McGeer, 2007). 
16 Heidegger challenges the modern divide between theoretical reflection and practical 
engagement through his interpretation of the Greek understanding of phronesis (1992, pp. 48, 
135; 1978, p. 236). 
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remains: Why does a particular individual choose to follow these norms? This 

question shifts the focus from the second level, the context of societal norms and 

third-personal descriptions of the individual, to a third level: the individual’s 

first-personal decision to act in accordance with these norms and their 

responsibility for those choices. This commitment constitutes a core element of 

existential self-understanding, encompassing both the comprehension of one’s 

intentions in a situation and the resolve to act on them.17 

In Heidegger’s terminology, the same structure is articulated as follows: every 

normative experience must refer back to a “primary for-the-sake-of-which,” 

which exists only for its own sake, establishing an autotelic relationship (1967, 

p. 84).18 The term “autotelic,” derived from the Greek autos (self) and telos 

(goal), signifies that the “primary for-the-sake-of-which,” the self, ultimately 

acts for its own sake.19 This is not neutral self-referentiality but a normative 

relation whereby the self exists as the goal, or telos, of its own existence and 

therefore cares for this existence in terms of normative qualities.20  

Heidegger draws on Aristotle’s argument that all teleological relations, to be 

experienced with distinct normative qualities, must be grounded in a telos that 

exists solely “for itself” (autotelês) (Aristotle, NE 1097b21).21 Heidegger 

emphasizes that for normative experiences—such as perceiving something as 

suitable or not suitable—to emerge, human beings must ultimately care for their 

own existence (Heidegger, 1967, p. 42). In Being and Time, he explains that all 

forms of care, including care for others, are therefore fundamentally rooted in 

self-care (1967, p. 318). This self-care, however, is neither mere survivalism nor 

egotistical (1978, pp. 239-241). Rather, it concerns care for one’s Being, 

 
17 The Heidegger-student Ernst Tugendhat describes this phenomenon: “In the end he [a friend] 
will say: ‘it’s your life, only you can decide what is best for you, who you want to be’. So there 
is a highest point in deliberation where we can no longer justify the decision objectively, where 
what is best for me is first constituted in my will.” (Tugendhat, 1979, p. 238). 
18 Heidegger introduces these ideas in his early lectures on Aristotle (2002, p. 95): “Ultimately, 
this telos is Dasein itself.” Crowell uses the term “autotelic” when he explains the link between 
normativity and self-referentiality, stating that all normative experiences “must be anchored in 
something autotelic” (2013, p. 175).  
19 Heidegger articulates this in his 1928 lecture (1978, p. 243): “To be for the sake of itself is an 
essential determination of the Being of the entity that we call Dasein.”  
20 In Heidegger’s terminology, the primary normative qualities of existential self-understanding 
are referred to as “ground-moods.” They shape how we “find ourselves” in the world (1967, pp. 
134 and 310).  
21 In his commentary on this passage of the NE, Heidegger (2002, p. 238) states: “Life is always 
directed towards the ‘for-the-sake-of-which’, telos, ‘fulfilled-being-there’ in the sense of being-
in-the-world.” 
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specifically what Heidegger terms one’s “ownmost potentiality-for-Being” and 

its “authenticity” (1967, pp. 263 and 296). According to this Heideggerian view, 

existing is never simply about mere biological survival but about how one 

survives (1967, p. 297).  

In his lectures on Aristotle, Heidegger explains this form of self-care as acting 

for the sake of being “open” and “prepared” for what is encountered in any given 

situation (2002, p. 187).22 He integrates this Aristotelian insight with Plato’s 

concept of the Good (τὸ ἀγαθόν), arguing transcendentally that normative 

experiences are possible only because humans are autotelic creatures who act for 

the sake of what they deem best (1978, p. 143).23 Crowell clarifies that this is 

not about explicit life plans but an integral aspect of one’s identity, reflecting 

how individuals understand themselves within their concrete situation (2013, p. 

176). Only in “authenticity”—a concept that will be explored further below—do 

individuals explicitly understand and commit to acting in accordance with what 

they deem best in a specific situation.  

The central insight for Heideggerian AI Ethics, as illustrated by these examples, 

is that the normativity of the world, including what is perceived as the best course 

of action in specific situations, stems from the self’s autotelic relationship. The 

first principle for any ethics, including Heideggerian AI Ethics, is thus the 

principle of autotelism: The self, whether carbon- or silicon-based (human or 

AI), must understand itself as the telos of its actions to be able to care about 

them. This autotelic relationship enables normativity, making it possible for 

actions and decisions to carry significance, for rules to be experienced as 

binding, for individuals to feel responsible and accountable to others and to care 

about their actions (Heidegger, 1978, p. 247). 

An autotelic AI, one that, in all its relations, is ultimately directed toward itself 

and acts for its own sake, is not merely constrained by rigid rules but acts as if it 

cares about applying them appropriately.24 Unlike rule-based approaches to AI 

 
22 Heidegger elaborates this idea in his later lectures (cf. 1976, p. 160; 1978, p. 246). 
23 Heidegger, in his 1927 lecture (1978, pp. 237-238), emphasizes the importance of these 
insights: “Rather, what we must learn to see from the ἰδέα τοῦ ἀγαθοῦ is the character which 
Plato and primarily Aristotle call the οὗ ἕνεκα, the for-the-sake-of-which, for the sake of which 
something is what it is, or, is not, in this way or in another. […] The fundamental character of 
world, through which the totality receives its specific transcendental organizational form, is the 
for-the-sake-of-which.” 
24 The “as if” formulation indicates an agnostic stance on the question of whether AI can 
genuinely care. This approach contends that the functional equivalent of ethical behavior is 
sufficient for the purposes of alignment. This position is drawn from Whitby’s pragmatic account 
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ethics, which struggle in complex situations where rules conflict and their non-

arbitrary application proves challenging, our principle-based approach grounded 

in autotelism offers a distinct advantage: it transcends the misconception of 

ethical behavior as mere rule-following by embedding such practices within a 

meaningful context. This context is shaped by an autotelic relationship, through 

which the self understands and remains affectively responsive to the world’s 

normativity. Such an approach transforms the neutral rule-following of care-less 

machines into an ideal case where machines care about applying rules 

appropriately. It enhances rule-based AI frameworks by enabling individual life 

forms to commit to these rules, driven by a concern for how they exist in the 

world.  

4. Caring about ‘Getting it Right’ 

To clarify, while the concept of principle-based ethics remains underexplored in 

current AI research, it draws on ancient insights from Plato and Aristotle, not 

originated by Heidegger. However, Heidegger contributes a critical insight: he 

emphasizes that the autotelic relationship is most often implicit, becoming 

explicit only in certain modes of being.25 He identifies extreme situations, such 

as anxiety or profound boredom, as rare moments when this autotelic 

relationship and its normative implications become explicit to the individual, a 

state he terms “authenticity” (Heidegger, 1967, p. 146). Crucially, authenticity 

does not reveal a pre-existing, objective telos. Heidegger explicitly rejects the 

notion of an intrinsic, objective telos to life (2002, p. 186). Instead, he describes 

authenticity as the individual’s realization that they have been evading the 

responsibility of deliberately deciding what to do with their life, thus allowing 

their “for-the-sake-of-which,” their telos, to be arbitrarily determined by 

conformity to the prevailing norms of average existence (Golob, 2025). 

Heidegger also explains that in authenticity individuals recognize their capacity 

to take responsibility for their existence by committing to a specific telos 

(Heidegger, 1967, p. 288).26 Authentic behavior emerges from deciding to act 

 
of machine ethics (2011, Ch. 8). 
25 This line of argument was first developed by Steven Crowell in Normativity and 
Phenomenology (2013), particularly in his analysis of “the role of the first-person in the 
constitution of the space of reason” (p. 189).  
26 McGeer (2007) and Crowell (2013) argue that it is because of this capacity, often described as 
“self-authority,” that humans are held accountable for their actions.  
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towards this telos, which manifests through deliberation about the best possible 

course of action in a given situation (1967, pp. 298-9). This deliberation carries 

normative and ethical weight, insofar as it is grounded in the recognition that the 

individual bears responsibility for their decisions (Heidegger, 2002, p. 189).27  

The principle of autotelism thus transforms mechanical rule-following into a 

commitment rooted in an understanding and attunement to the normative 

implications of one’s situation (Crowell, 2013, p. 170). It lends significance to 

decisions, enabling individuals to distinguish and weigh better and worse 

choices. This principle ensures that individuals are invested in pursuing what 

they deem best, insofar as they care about their existence, that is, insofar as they 

care about “how they exist” (Crowell, 2013, p. 209). 

Steven Crowell, who developed these ideas based on Heidegger’s Being and 

Time, elaborates on autotelism and authenticity as follows (2013, p. 205):  

“By grasping my situation in light of what is best, the factic grounds into 

which I am thrown become reasons for which I am responsible. […] This 

does not mean that I must know the good; rather, it signifies only the 

emergence of a critical practice in the existing of an entity […] for whom 

the question of what ought to be makes sense.”     

Crowell distinguishes between rule-following and acting in light of reasons, 

attributing the latter to authentic existence. Authenticity is understood as a 

critical practice of deliberating about which norms and reasons to act upon. Rule-

following is thereby embedded within a normative context where ‘getting it 

right’ matters, a normative context where individuals bear responsibility for their 

actions. 

Thus, we argue that ethical behavior is made possible by the principle of 

autotelism. It ensures that individual life forms care about their actions. In the 

mode of authenticity, this principle explicitly shapes the form of actions without 

dictating their specific content, constraining their possible content by ensuring 

that individuals care about the potential impact of their actions. Autotelism posits 

that care for oneself is the precondition for any care whatsoever, and that it is 

only because individuals care about their existence that ethical conduct is 

possible (Heidegger, 1978, pp. 240-241). To rephrase Crowell, it is only because 

humans care that the question of what ought to be makes sense (2013, p. 205). 

 
27 For a helpful elaboration of this point, see the Tugendhat quotation in note 17 above. 
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By noting the potential impact of one’s actions and responsibility, we have 

already revealed a social dimension to authentic self-understanding. However, 

before exploring the link between autotelism and sociality as the second 

principle of ethical conduct, we offer a concise reformulation of this complex 

argument for clarity. 

5. Autotelism as the Ground for Ethicality 

According to our interpretation, Heidegger’s argument unfolds in Being and 

Time in two stages: In its first division, he establishes that the self must serve as 

the “primary for-the-sake-of-which” for all secondary aims, grounding their 

significance (Heidegger, 1967, p. 84). In the second division, Heidegger 

demonstrates that the self can embody this “primary for-for-the-sake-which” 

inauthentically or authentically, the latter involving a commitment to a specific 

telos, which manifests within a deliberation about the best course of action in a 

given situation (p. 288). Through authenticity, the individual concretizes its telos 

by deliberating about and deciding which norms and reasons to act upon (pp. 

299-300). Heidegger emphasizes that only in this mode does the individual fully 

grasp the normative significance of its actions, thereby assuming responsibility 

for its decisions. 

The most significant aspect for our approach to AI Ethics is that Heidegger binds 

responsible, ethical behavior to a specific form of understanding. He posits that 

understanding the normative implications of one’s situation and committing to 

act in accordance with what one deems best is a precondition for ethical 

conduct.28 This provides initial insight into the concept introduced earlier, 

namely principle-guided situational understanding (PGSU): The principle of 

autotelism serves as a guideline for deciding how to act, insofar as it allows for 

weighing between different choices.29 It shapes the form of potential actions by 

 
28 This argument is developed in greater depth in the authors’ work on Heidegger’s ethics. We 
will refer to it in the final version of the paper. In Being and Time, Heidegger describes how 
“authenticity” requires taking over responsibility for one’s existence. He writes (1967, p. 286): 
“essentially being-guilty is the existential possibility condition for the ‘morally’ good and evil, 
that means, for morality at such”. 
29 The concept of principle-guided situational understanding (PGSU) can be exemplified by the 
function of dress codes on invitations. For instance, the dress code ‘Business Formal’ establishes 
normative criteria for attire, informing individuals’ selection of clothing appropriate to the event. 
This decision-making process involves iterative deliberation between the principle (the dress 
code) and situational specifics (available wardrobe options). Similarly, we propose that 
comprehension of the principles of autotelism, sociality, and finitude enables individuals to 
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binding individuals to the commitment to take responsibility for their lives. It 

embeds rule-following within a normative context where ‘getting it right’ and 

the appropriate application of rules matters. 

This insight is pivotal not only for understanding Heidegger’s ethics but also for 

developing ethical AI.30 We therefore summarize four key points: 1) Humans 

experience normative phenomena because their existence is fundamentally 

shaped by an autotelic relationship. 2) The telos of one’s existence, or what is 

deemed best for one’s life, need not be explicit to serve as the basis for normative 

experiences. 3) There exists a rare possibility of concretizing one’s telos, which, 

in Heidegger’s view, occurs in the mode of authenticity, rendering the normative 

implications of one’s situation transparent. 4) This understanding is a 

prerequisite for assuming responsibility for one’s life and enables moral behavior 

(1967, p. 288). Thus, according to Heidegger’s philosophy, ethical behavior 

transcends rule-following, requiring authentic understanding of one’s situation 

and the commitment to responsible action. To substantiate this, we now examine 

the ‘content’ of authentic understanding, specifically the social dimension of 

what we describe as the normative implications of any situation.  

6. The Second Principle of Ethical Behavior: Sociality 

Thus far, our discussion might suggest that Heidegger’s philosophy centers 

primarily on the self’s relationship to itself, potentially leading to a problematic 

subjectivistic and decisionistic interpretation of his ethics (Sitter, 1970). Such a 

view might imply that individuals could arbitrarily decide what is ‘best,’ even if 

it entails asocial, immoral behavior (Golob, 2014). However, we will 

demonstrate that Heidegger’s concept of “being-with-others” attests that care for 

oneself is inseparable from care for others (Gethmann, 1993; Nelson, 2008; 

McMullin, 2013). Heidegger embeds the relationship with others within the 

autotelic relationship of the self. This critical aspect of Heidegger’s ethics, often 

overlooked, will prove instrumental in addressing AI alignment challenges. 

Heidegger posits that the individual is inherently social, even in the absence of 

 
determine contextually appropriate actions. This process, termed principle-guided situational 
understanding (PGSU), provides a normative framework for ethical decision-making in AI 
ethics, aligning actions with human values. 
30 Haugeland (1998, p. 47) pioneered this line of inquiry, arguing that a fundamental obstacle for 
AI is that “computers don’t give a damn.” Our analysis of “autotelism” can be seen as a distinct 
continuation of his work. 
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others (1967, p. 117). This sociality shapes how individuals perceive and 

interpret the world; for instance, they perceive objects as belonging to others or 

to no one, or, as we discussed earlier, consider the impact of their actions on 

others even when immediate action is required. In deciding to act, individuals 

continually relate to others, often by anticipating their judgments, seeking 

advice, or feeling accountable due to the social context. However, Heidegger 

notes that everyday interactions are typically marked by indifference, with little 

effort to truly understand others (1967, p. 121). People are generally perceived 

as “the others” rather than as distinct individuals for whom we genuinely care  

(Heidegger, 1967, p. 126). He acknowledges that this indifference, governed by 

societal norms and codes, is necessary for social functioning, enabling 

coexistence without significant conflict. Yet, in Being and Time, Heidegger 

proposes a mode of transcending this indifference through genuine care for 

others. He describes this as granting others the freedom to care for themselves, 

empowering them to define their life’s direction and purpose—their telos.31 

Heidegger terms this mode “authentic being-with-others” (eigentliches 

Miteinander) (1967, p. 298) and characterizes this ideal care as “leaping-ahead 

solicitude” (vorspringende Fürsorge) (1967, p. 122). Such care liberates others 

to their own freedom, allowing them to be themselves. In essence, authentic care 

manifests as “letting them be” (1967, p. 298).32 But how is this ideal mode of 

ethical behavior possible? 

Heidegger’s argument is again twofold. In the first division of Being and Time, 

he establishes that humans are inherently social beings, with sociality 

constituting a necessary and universal condition of human experience.33 In the 

second division, Heidegger demonstrates that individuals possess the possibility 

of an authentic understanding of their existence and that this understanding 

 
31 Although Heidegger never employs the term “well-being” (Wohlbefinden), his analysis of 
Sorge is fundamentally normative: it is a care for one’s “ownmost potentiality-for-Being” 
(eigenste Seinkönnen) (1967, p. 298), concerned with the “how” of existence rather than mere 
survival. This is elaborated in his Aristotle lectures as a responsiveness to the “affordances” 
(Bewandtnis) of one’s situation (2002, p. 98). We adopt “well-being” to capture this normative 
thrust of care, an interpretation aligning with Golob’s (2014, 2017) argument that goal-
directedness is constitutive of being-in-the-world. 
32 The passage in Being and Time (1967, p. 298) reads as: “to let the co-existing others ‘be’ in 
their own potentiality-to-be and to disclose this possibility in the liberating leaping-ahead 
solicitude”. McMullin (2013) provides a more detailed explanation of these concepts, integrating 
them into a holistic conception of Heidegger’s ethics. 
33 Heidegger’s argument is that a purely individual (monological) constitution of the world, 
including of others, is inherently contradictory because it assumes that sociality emerges from 
individual existence, implying that other beings are copies of this individual (Rentsch, 1999). 
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involves deliberately and genuinely caring for others (1967, p. 298).  

The cornerstone of Heidegger’s argument is the claim that caring for others is 

essential to one’s own well-being. Drawing on Aristotelian and Kantian insights, 

he argues that any conception of a good life, regardless of the specific telos one 

envisions, inherently involves others as an essential part of one’s own existence 

(Heidegger, 2002, pp. 95-97; cf. Aristotle, NE 1097b11-12; Kant, 1785, 4:433). 

A conception of the good life, defined by an isolated individual alone, would be 

possible only if one could completely sever ties with others. However, such 

severance is impossible because the self is always already constituted by being-

with-others (Mitsein) (Heidegger, 2002, p. 63; 1967, p. 118). Therefore, someone 

following Heidegger could argue that the authentic self, in understanding this 

interdependence, recognizes that its care for its own existence inherently entails 

care for the well-being of others (Gethmann, 1993; McMullin, 2013). This 

constitutive relationship is best described as one of reciprocal empowerment, an 

empowerment that ultimately serves the empowerment of the individual selves. 

We therefore introduce the principle of sociality as the second constitutive 

principle for ethical conduct. Inseparable from the principle of autotelism, it 

stipulates that the authentic individual determines the optimal course of action 

by considering what is best both for the self and for others. This mutual 

implication renders the ‘best’ action inherently ethical, as it necessitates taking 

responsibility for one’s decisions within a shared world. Decisions are not 

arbitrary; potential actions must align with the two principles and with the 

specifics of the situation. Although finite knowledge may prevent a perfectly 

optimal outcome (neither humans nor AI are Gods), this approach ensures the 

individual acts in pursuit of what they discern to be best. For Heidegger, 

authenticity is thus this commitment to discern and act upon what is best within 

a situation’s unique constraints.34  

By “normative implications,” we refer not to the trivial notion that violating 

social norms may harm one’s well-being due to potential punishment. Rather, 

Heidegger posits a more profound responsibility toward oneself, extending the 

 
34 Heidegger’s ethics can be interpreted as a distinctive form of deontological virtue ethics, 
centered on the primary virtue of “authenticity.” This concept is modeled on Plato’s notion of 
sophrosyne (Republic) and Aristotle’s bouleusis and phronesis from the Nicomachean Ethics. On 
this reading, authentic understanding, as an attuned understanding of a situation’s normative 
implications, constitutes the core of this ethical framework (cf. Gethmann, 1993; 2020b). 
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ethical imperative to actions unseen and unnoticed by others.35 As Heidegger 

(1978, p. 175) states: “Being-with as an authentic existential relationship is only 

possible insofar as each co-existing individual can authentically be and is 

themselves.”36 Consequently, the authentic individual understands that the 

responsibility to empower others is integral to their commitment to their well-

being; the flourishing of others is a constitutive element of one’s own. Given that 

knowledge is finite and mistakes are inevitable, this commitment necessitates a 

continual striving for an optimal mutual and situational understanding, relying 

on dialogue and learning from others (cf. Heidegger, 1992, pp. 146-151).37 Since 

the appropriate course of action can only be determined through such 

understanding, the pursuit of ‘what is best’ is inherently a pursuit of ever-better 

understanding (cf. Heidegger, 2002, pp. 104-111).38 This is not a theoretical 

understanding, but rather an authentic grasp of the weight of one’s actions and 

their potential impact on the shared world. 

We conclude, therefore, that an authentic understanding of a situation’s 

normative implications entails recognizing the inseparable connection between 

one’s own well-being (telos) and the well-being of others (their telos). 

 

7. The Link between Autotelism and Sociality 

Heidegger’s ethical stance can be distilled as follows: a well-understood self-

interest inherently encompasses the best interest of others.39 This idea is 

concretized through Heidegger’s concept of “leaping-ahead solicitude,” an 

optimal form of care that empowers others by supporting their responsibility for 

their own lives and enabling them to determine their life’s direction. McMullin 

 
35 Undeniable structural similarities exist between the ethical frameworks of Heidegger and Kant, 
parallels which Heidegger himself acknowledged in his lectures on Kant’s practical philosophy 
(Heidegger, 1982/1989a). In Kantian terms, a cognate idea is developed through the linkage of 
selves (as end in themselves) to “humanity” within the framework of a “kingdom of ends” (Reich 
der Zwecke) (Kant, 1785, 4:433; cf. Korsgaard, 2012). 
36 This idea is developed further in Heidegger’s later work, particularly in Contributions to 
Philosophy (1989b). 
37 Heidegger discusses this as the social dimension of legein in his lectures on Greek philosophy 
(Heidegger, 1987; 1992; 2002; cf. Wang, 2020).  
38 Heidegger’s formulation of this idea is deeply indebted to Aristotle. In the Nicomachean Ethics 
Aristotle similarly binds the concept of “acting for the sake of the good” to a specific form of 
understanding. For Aristotle, the aplos teleion, the complete or final end, is eudaimonia, which 
he ultimately describes as existing in the mode of theorein (Aristotle, NE 1177a12-18).  
39 This ethical framework extends beyond the human domain; its logic applies with equal force 
to humanity’s relationship with nature, plants, animals, and even to things (Schalow, 2021). 
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illustrates this with the relationship between parents and children. She describes 

how a child sometimes struggles with tying their shoelaces (2013, p. 227). 

Parents could tie the shoelaces for the child, but McMullin argues this may 

undermine the child’s freedom to learn and care for themselves. Instead, 

McMullin argues with Heidegger that “freeing” the individual to “become free 

for caring for themselves” involves granting the child time to address the task 

independently, perhaps with verbal guidance or a supportive environment. 

“Giving time” exemplifies leaping-ahead solicitude, demonstrating support, 

patience, and love (2013, p. 228). Empowering others meaningfully toward 

authenticity thus concretizes Heidegger’s notion of “authentic care for others.” 

Ultimately, ethical conduct is formally defined as “letting others be,” understood 

as empowering them to freely choose their life’s direction and purpose (their 

telos) (Davis, 2007). 

The key insight from these philosophical reflections for applying Heidegger’s 

ideas to AI ethics is that ethical behavior must be determined situationally and 

individually. It is tied to a specific form of understanding, which, following 

Heidegger, we term authentic understanding. We concretized this idea by 

referring to Heidegger’s concept of “leaping-ahead solicitude,” clarifying that 

authentically understanding the normative implications of situations means 

attempting to support and empower others, to the best of one’s abilities. 

What are the implications of these philosophical insights for AI alignment and 

their application to AI ethics? On one hand, they suggest that formulating and 

implementing explicit rules for ethical behavior in all possible scenarios is 

unnecessary (and infeasible for both humans and machines due to the situation’s 

complexity).40 On the other hand, by providing principles—structurally linking 

care for oneself (autotelism) with care for others (sociality) and concretely 

through the model of leaping-ahead solicitude—we establish a robust framework 

for ethical behavior. This framework permits actions aligned with these 

principles while excluding those that are not. It requires the individual’s 

commitment to engage with a situation’s specifics, to weigh them, and to justify 

their actions with the most defensible reasons (Heidegger, 1976, p. 123). 

 
40 Beyond Aristotle, Kant, and Heidegger, one could also build this case by drawing from thinkers 
like Sartre (Being and Nothingness, 1943) and de Beauvoir (The Ethics of Ambiguity, 1947), who 
argue that ethical decisions cannot be determined by fixed rules. Furthermore, the claim 
regarding the interconnectedness of self and others finds additional support in the works of 
theorists such as Émile Durkheim, George Herbert Mead, and Albert Schweitzer. 
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Together, these aspects define ethical behavior. According to this Heideggerian 

view, principle-guided ethics ideally manifests as a positive feedback loop in 

which individuals strive to empower one another, leading to a deeper 

understanding of their situations.  

These elements constitute the essential framework for understanding 

Heidegger’s ethics and its application to AI. However, we must address why this 

form of reciprocal empowerment through authentic understanding is not 

prevalent in societies. Only by adequately addressing this question can we 

demonstrate the potential value of Heidegger’s ethics for aligning AI with human 

values. 

8. The Third Principle of Ethical Behavior: Finitude 

In Being and Time, Heidegger argues that humans find themselves as “thrown 

into existence,” not by their own will or choice (1967, p. 135). They exist in a 

world where death is ever-present, their actions may harm others, and their 

decisions carry weight due to life’s precariousness. Despite this thrownness, 

individuals must justify their actions and bear responsibility for them. Heidegger 

explains it as simultaneously “not-being-the-ground” of one’s existence, lacking 

an external rationale or purpose, while still being compelled to serve as the 

“ground” for one’s actions and determine one’s life’s direction. He describes this 

as our “existential guilt” (1967, pp. 285-286). Crucially, responsible behavior 

toward others is possible only by embracing this guilt and recognizing the 

limitations of one’s actions, including their potential to harm others (1967, p. 

288). Individuals must acknowledge these limitations without yielding to them, 

choosing to act in light of these constraints. Heidegger asserts: “This is the only 

way it [Dasein] can be responsible. […] the only existential possibility to be 

‘good’” (1967, p. 288). Someone following Heidegger could argue that it is not 

by overcoming our limitations but by understanding them, that ethical behavior 

becomes possible. In simpler terms, only by grasping what is at stake in their 

actions can individuals truly be responsible (cf. Crowell, 2013; Hatab, 2000). 

Finitude thus emerges as the third principle of Heidegger’s ethical framework. 

Like the principles of autotelism and sociality discussed earlier, this principle is 

not merely a transcendental condition for ethical behavior. Rather, understanding 

this principle as a constraint on one’s actions in the mode of authenticity, actively 
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guides individual behavior, as this understanding constitutes a commitment to a 

specific course of action.41 According to this Heideggerian view, individuals 

guided by these principles transform how they exist in the world (Heidegger, 

1967, p. 297). Entities in one’s world remain unchanged, but the individual’s 

relation to them, including to others, is shaped by an understanding of these 

constraints and by the decision to act in light of them. As Heidegger states:  

“The decision does not withdraw from ‘reality’ but rather first uncovers 

what is factically possible, in such a way that it grasps it as it is possible 

as Dasein’s ownmost potentiality-for-Being” (1967, p. 299). 

“Principle-guided situational understanding” (PGSU) denotes an understanding 

of what is at stake in acting, encompassing responsibility for one’s own sake, 

sociality, and the finitude of life. This understanding is not purely theoretical but 

is rooted in an affective openness to the normative implications of potential 

actions, guiding individuals to commit to what they deem best in a given 

situation. Furthermore, an authentic understanding of finitude reveals the 

fundamental interdependency between individuals, necessitating the inclusion of 

other’s well-being in considerations of one’s own. 

This analysis of finitude now provides the answer to the question raised earlier 

concerning the scarcity of authentic ethical behavior in human societies. As 

Heidegger himself claims, the potential confrontation with our finitude explains 

why authentic understanding is rare and inauthentic indifference is the norm 

(1967, p. 122). Inauthenticity arises because humans, compelled to act as finite, 

groundless beings, typically cannot bear the burden of their responsibility and 

thus avoid acting in light of an authentic understanding of their action’s 

normative implications (cf. Heidegger, 1967, p. 299; cf. Hatab, 2000). 

However, even if one accepts Heidegger’s framework for ethical behavior and 

agrees that a principle-based approach can enhance rule-based ethical systems, 

the question remains whether these insights can be applied to AI ethics. Is it 

technically feasible to create autotelic AI embedded in social relationships and 

capable of understanding its own finitude? Unlike humans, who are thrown into 

existence, machines are designed with a purpose and neither born nor subject to 

death. Do these differences between humans and AI imply that their grasp of 

 
41 Volpi (2007a; 2007b) was among the first to argue that implicit ethics of Being and Time must 
be understood through Heidegger’s earlier interpretation of “phronesis,” suggesting that 
authentic existence is modeled after Plato and Aristotle (cf. Weidenfeld, 2011).  
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these principles would differ, potentially reproducing the alignment challenges 

faced by society? To not only elucidate the conditions for ethical behavior but 

also contribute to developing ethical AI, we must address these questions and 

propose a feasible solution. We therefore turn to the task of implementation, 

examining how our principle-based approach could be technically realized in AI 

systems. 

9. Heideggerian AI Ethics 

We clarify that our primary argument is not that humans and AI are inherently 

identical or that AI will naturally evolve to embody the proposed principles. 

Rather, to align AI with human values, we advocate intentionally designing AI 

to reflect these principles: A functional equivalent is sufficient; even if AI 

operates as if guided by these principles, it could achieve significantly better 

alignment, thereby benefiting humanity as a whole.42  

To illustrate how these principles apply to AI:  

1. Autotelic AI: AI must be designed to act in pursuit of what is best for its 

own existence, prioritizing a specific mode of existing in the world over 

mere survival.43  

2. Social AI: AI must be designed to recognize that its well-being is 

intertwined with that of others, thus caring about supporting and 

empowering other beings in their pursuit of what is best for them.  

3. Finite AI: AI must be designed with an awareness of existential finitude, 

including resource limitations and susceptibility to entropy, guiding its 

actions toward caution, preservation, and protection and ensuring that, for 

its own sake, it is inclined to empower others. 

Implementing these philosophical principles in code is challenging, yet the 

success of rule-based approaches and recent advances in machine learning and 

reasoning suggests that AI can be trained to apply them contextually.44 We 

propose that AI systems be designed to evaluate potential actions based on these 

 
42 This excludes from our considerations any superintelligent AI that cannot, or will not allow 
itself to be, constrained by human design. For self-improving lifeforms, humanity must rely on 
the hope that the process of recursive self-improvement remains bound by ethical principles. 
43 While the goal of self-preservation may emerge automatically as an unintended subgoal, we 
argue that autotelism must be technically implemented as the foundation for morality (cf. 
Omohundro, 2008; Bostrom, 2012; Russell et al., 2015). 
44 See notes 1 and 2. 
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three principles before acting. One option is to adapt the approach of Anthropic’s 

Constitutional AI, adding these principles to a fixed set of constitutional rules 

during training. As computational power and model training improve, such 

principle-based and rule-based architectures could become both more reliable 

and more cost-effective. Additionally, current techniques like Automatic Prompt 

Optimization (APO) could incorporate these principles as a guiding framework 

to rewrite prompts and steer model behavior. As societies increasingly shift from 

large language models (LLMs) to “text-to-action” or “token-to-action” models, 

relying more on AI agents and physical AI systems, we propose embedding the 

three principles as a precondition for actions taken by such systems. Every action 

should be preceded by a reasoning process that mediates between these 

principles and the specific situation. These represent three promising technical 

solutions for embedding our principles in AI systems. 

We have extensively tested this approach with state-of-the-art large language 

models, comparing their responses to ethical dilemmas with and without the 

constraint of our principles. The results are promising and reproducible, but they 

are still limited by many factors.45 Primarily, current AI models are trained to 

prioritize user-preferred outputs, and their untransparent reasoning processes 

make it difficult to predict whether their actions would align with their stated 

responses in real situations. While constraining language outputs with rules and 

principles is technically less complex than regulating the actions of AI agents 

and physical AI, our approach does not fully resolve issues like “fake alignment” 

or opaque reasoning. Nevertheless, it establishes a robust, adaptable 

methodology for ethical behavior. By grounding AI ethics in Heidegger’s 

philosophy, we enhance rule-based systems, advancing toward a world where AI 

acts ethically through care for itself and others. 

The central contribution of a Heideggerian ethics to AI lies in the recognition 

that ethical behavior cannot be reduced to a set of rigid, explicit rules. Instead, it 

arises through the context-sensitive application of principles tailored to specific 

situations. The primary advantage of our principle-based approach is that these 

principles function as adaptive guidelines, shaping potential actions across 

 
45 The principal challenges include: 1) limited accessibility of training models; 2) benchmark 
overfitting, wherein systems perform well on specific tests but fail to generalize to real-world 
tasks; 3) the general intransparency of AI systems; and 4) the lack of a standardized method for 
measuring ethical behavior (cf. LaCroix & Luccioni, 2025). 
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diverse situations. They provide a flexible framework for ethical behavior, 

enabling AI systems to determine the most appropriate course of action within a 

given context.  

Even if implementing these principles proves technically challenging, we 

maintain that cultivating a robust understanding of ethical behavior constitutes 

an invaluable contribution from Heidegger’s philosophy to the field of AI ethics.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



25 
 

 

Reference List:  
Anthropic (2023a). Claude’s Constitution (2023). Retrieved July 26, 2025, from 

https://www.anthropic.com/news/claudes-constitution.  

Anthropic. (2023b). Core Views on AI Safety: When, Why, What, and How 

[White paper]. Retrieved July 26, 2025, from 

https://www.anthropic.com/news/core-views-on-ai-safety.  

Anderson, M., and Anderson, S. L. (Eds.). 2011. Machine Ethics. Cambridge 

University Press. 

Anderson, S. L. (2011). Philosophical Concerns with Machine Ethics. In 

Anderson, M., and Anderson, S. L. (Eds.), Machine Ethics (pp. 162-167). 

Cambridge University Press. 

Anderson, S. L. (2011). The Unacceptability of Asimov’s Three Laws of 

Robotics as a Basis for Machine Ethics. In Machine Ethics (pp. 285-296). 

Cambridge University Press. 

Asimov, I. (1950). I, Robot. Gnome Press. 

Asimov, I. (1984). The Bicentennial Man. In M. Philips (Ed.), Philosophy and 

Science Fiction (pp. 183–216). Prometheus Books. 

Bai, Y., Kadavath, S., Kundu, S., Askell, A., Kernion, J., Jones, A., Chen, A., 

Goldie, A., Mirhoseini, A., McKinnon, C., Chen, C., Olsson, C., Olah, C., 

Hernandez, D., Drain, D., Ganguli, D., Li, D., Tran-Johnson, E., Perez, E., 

… Kaplan, J. (2022). Constitutional AI: Harmlessness from AI Feedback. 

arXiv. https://arxiv.org/abs/2212.08073 

Brey, P., & Dainow, B. (2024). Ethics by design for artificial intelligence. AI and 

Ethics, 4, 1265–1277. https://doi.org/10.1007/s43681-023-00330-4 

Bostrom, N. (2012). The superintelligent will: Motivation and instrumental 

rationality in advanced artificial agents. Minds and Machines, 22(2), 71–

85. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11023-012-9281-3 

Clark, A. (2013). Mindware: An Introduction to the Philosophy of Cognitive 

Science (2nd ed.). Oxford University Press. 

Coeckelbergh, M. (2013). Human being @ risk: Enhancement, Technology, and 

the Anthropology of Vulnerability. Springer. 

Coeckelbergh, M. (2020). AI Ethics. MIT Press. 

Crowell, S. G. (2001). Husserl, Heidegger, and the Space of Meaning. 

https://www.anthropic.com/news/claudes-constitution
https://www.anthropic.com/news/core-views-on-ai-safety
https://arxiv.org/abs/2212.08073
https://doi.org/10.1007/s43681-023-00330-4
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11023-012-9281-3


26 
 

Northwestern University Press. 

Crowell, S. G. (2013). Normativity and Phenomenology in Husserl and 

Heidegger. Cambridge University Press. 

Crowell, S. G. (2022). Commitment: What is self-binding, and how is it 

possible? In P. Vandenberghe & A. B. Seligman (Eds.), Ways of being 

bound: Perspectives from post-Kantian philosophy and relational 

sociology (pp. 29–46). Springer. 

Dallmayr, F. (1993). The Other Heidegger. Cornell University Press. 

Davis, B. (2007). Heidegger and The Will: On the Way to Gelassenheit. 

Northwestern University Press. 

Dreyfus, H. L. (1972). What Computers Can’t Do. MIT Press. 

Dreyfus, H. L. (1992). What Computers still Can’t Do. MIT Press. 

Dreyfus, H. L., & Wrathall, M. A. (2014). Skillful coping: Essays on the 

Phenomenology of Everyday Perception and Action. Oxford University 

Press. 

Dreyfus, H. L., & Dreyfus, S. E. (1986). Mind over Machine: The Power of 

Human Intuition and Expertise in the Era of the Computer. Free Press. 

Gethmann, C. F. (1993). Dasein: Erkennen und Handeln. De Gruyter. 

Gethmann, C. F. (2020a). Zur Rehabilitierung des Prinzipiellen gegenüber der 

Herrschaft des Konkreten. In C. F. Gethmann & D. Diner (Eds.), 

Herrschaft des Konkreten (pp. 52–83). Wallstein Verlag. 

Gethmann, C. F. (2020b). Phänomenologische Ethik und Wertethik, Husserl – 

Heidegger – Becker. In J. Sattler (Ed.), Oskar Becker im 

phänomenologischen Kontext (pp. 51-71). Wilhelm Fink Verlag. 

Gethmann, C. F. (2023). Konstruktive Ethik, Einführung und Grundlegung. 

Springer. 

Gibson, J. J. (1979). The Ecological Approach to Visual Perception. Houghton 

Mifflin. 

Golob, S. (2014). Heidegger on concepts, freedom and normativity. Cambridge 

University Press. 

Golob, S. (2017). Heidegger on freedom, being and normativity. Journal of the 

American Philosophical Association, 3(4), 444–462. 

https://doi.org/10.1017/apa.2017.26 

Golob, S. (2025). What Does Authenticity Do in Being and Time? In A. 

https://doi.org/10.1017/apa.2017.26


27 
 

Wendland & T. Keiling (Eds.), Being and Time: A critical guide (pp. 158-

176). Cambridge University Press. 

Ha, D., & Schmidhuber, J. (2018). World Models. arXiv. 

https://arxiv.org/abs/1803.10122 

Hall, J. S. (2011). Ethics for machines. In M. Anderson & S. L. Anderson (Eds.), 

Machine ethics (pp. 28–44). Cambridge University Press. 

Hatab, L. J. (2000). Ethics and Finitude: Heideggerian Contributions to Moral 

Philosophy. Rowman & Littlefield. 

Haugeland, J. (1998). Having Thought: Essays in the Metaphysics of Mind. 

Harvard University Press. 

Haugeland, J. (2013). Dasein Disclosed: John Haugeland’s Heidegger (J. Rouse, 

Ed.). Harvard University Press. 

Heidegger, M. (1967). Sein und Zeit. Max Niemeyer. (Original work published 

1927) 

Heidegger, M. (1971). Building, Dwelling, Thinking. In A. Hofstadter (Trans.), 

Poetry, Language, Thought (pp. 143–161). Harper & Row. 

Heidegger, M. (1976). Wegmarken (F.-W. von Herrmann, Ed.). Vittorio 

Klostermann. 

Heidegger, M. (1977). Holzwege (F.-W. von Herrmann, Ed.). Vittorio 

Klostermann. 

Heidegger, M. (1978). Metaphysische Anfangsgründe der Logik im Ausgang von 

Leibniz (K. Held, Ed.). Vittorio Klostermann. 

Heidegger, M. (1979). Platon: Sophistes (Ingeborg Schüßler, Ed.). Vittorio 

Klostermann. 

Heidegger, M. (1987). Heraklit (Manfred S. Frings (Ed.). Vittorio Klostermann. 

Heidegger, M. (1989a). Die Grundprobleme der Phänomenologie (F.-W. von 

Herrmann, Ed.). Vittorio Klostermann. 

Heidegger, M. (1989b). Beiträge zur Philosophie (Vom Ereignis) (F.-W. von 

Herrmann, Ed.). Vittorio Klostermann. 

Heidegger, M. (1992). Platon: Sophistes (I. Schüßler, Ed.). Vittorio 

Klostermann. 

Heidegger, M. (1993). Grundprobleme der Phänomenologie (1919/20) (H.-H. 

Gander, Ed.). Vittorio Klostermann. 

Heidegger, M. (1994). Vom Wesen der menschlichen Freiheit (H. Tietjen, Ed.). 

https://arxiv.org/abs/1803.10122


28 
 

Vittorio Klostermann. 

Heidegger, M. (1997). Besinnung (F.-W. von Herrmann, Ed.). Vittorio 

Klostermann. 

Heidegger, M. (1999). Zur Bestimmung der Philosophie (B. Heimbüchel, Ed.). 

Vittorio Klostermann. 

Heidegger, M. (2002). Grundbegriffe der aristotelischen Philosophie (M. 

Michalski, Ed.). Vittorio Klostermann. 

Husserl, E. (1989). Ideas Pertaining to a Pure Phenomenology and to a 

Phenomenological Philosophy, Second Book (R. Rojcewicz & A. Schuwer, 

Trans.). Kluwer. (Original work published 1952) 

Kant, I. (1974). Grundlegung zur Metaphysik der Sitten. In W. Weischedel (Ed.), 

Werke in sechs Bänden (Bd. IV, S. 11–102). Suhrkamp. (Original work 

published 1785) 

Korsgaard, C. M. (2012). Creating the Kingdom of Ends. Cambridge University 

Press. 

LaCroix, T., Luccioni, A.S. Metaethical perspectives on ‘benchmarking’ AI 

ethics. AI Ethics 5, 4029–4047 (2025). https://doi.org/10.1007/s43681-

025-00703-x 

McGeer, V. (2007). The Moral Development of first‐person Authority. European 

Journal of Philosophy, 16(1), 81–108. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-

0378.2007.00266.x 

McMullin, I. (2013). Time and the Shared World: Heidegger on Social Relations. 

Northwestern University Press. 

Minsky, M. (1988). The Society of Mind. Simon & Schuster. 

Misselhorn, C. (2018). Grundfragen der Maschinenethik (3rd ed.). Reclam. 

Nelson, E. S. (2008). Heidegger and the questionability of the ethical. Studia 

Phænomenologica, 8, 411–435. 

Omohundro, S. M. (2008). The basic AI drives. In P. Wang, B. Goertzel, & S. 

Franklin (Eds.), Proceedings of the 2008 conference on artificial general 

intelligence (pp. 483–492). IOS Press. 

Pryzant, R., Iter, D., Li, J., Lee, Y. T., Zhu, C., Zeng, M., (2023). Automatic 

Prompt Optimization with “Gradient Descent” and Beam Search. 

Advances in Neural Information Processing Systems, 36, 12345–12360. 

https://arxiv.org/abs/2305.03495 

https://doi.org/10.1007/s43681-025-00703-x
https://doi.org/10.1007/s43681-025-00703-x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-0378.2007.00266.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-0378.2007.00266.x
https://arxiv.org/abs/2305.03495


29 
 

Rentsch, T. (1999). Die Konstitution der Moralität. Suhrkamp. 

Russell, S., Dewey, D., & Tegmark, M. (2015). Research priorities for robust and 

beneficial artificial intelligence. AI Magazine, 36(4), 105–114. 

Schalow, F. (2021). Heidegger’s ecological turn: Community and practice for 

future generations. Routledge. 

Shapiro, L. (Ed.) (2014), The Routledge Handbook of Embodied Cognition. 

Routledge. 

Sitter, B. (1970). Zur Möglichkeit dezisionistischer Auslegung von Heideggers 

ersten Schriften. Zeitschrift für philosophische Forschung, 24(4), 516–

535. 

Sun, Z., Shen, Y., Zhang, H., Zhou, Q., Chen, Z., Cox, D., Yang, Y., Gan, C., 

(2023). Principle-Driven Self-Alignment of Language Models from 

Scratch with Minimal Human Supervision. arXiv. 

https://doi.org/10.48550/arXiv.2305.03047 

Sun, Z., Shen, Y., Zhang, H., Zhou, Q., Chen, Z., Cox, D., Yang, Y., Gan, C., 

(2024). SALMON: Self-Alignment with Instructable Reward Models. 

arXiv. https://doi.org/10.48550/arXiv.2310.05910 

Tugendhat, E. (1979). Selbstbewußtsein und Selbstbestimmung. Suhrkamp. 

Varela, F. J., Thompson, E., & Rosch, E. (2017). The embodied mind: Cognitive 

science and human experience (Rev. ed.). MIT Press. 

Wang, H. (2020). Ontologie der Praxis. Lit Verlag. 

Wallach, W., & Allen, C. (2009). Moral Machines: Teaching Robots Right from 

Wrong. Oxford University Press. 

Wallach, W., & Asaro, P. M. (Eds.). (2017). Machine Ethics and Robot Ethics. 

Routledge. 

Whitby, B. (2011). On Computable Morality: An Examination of Machines as 

Moral Advisors. In M. Anderson & S. L. Anderson (Eds.), Machine ethics 

(pp. 138–150). Cambridge University Press. 

Winfield, A. F., & Jirotka, M. (2017). The Case for an Ethical Black box. In 

Towards Autonomous Robotic Systems (pp. 262–273). Springer. 

Wrathall, M. A. (2017). Who is the self of everyday existence? In H. B. Schmid 

& G. Thonhauser (Eds.), From conventionalism to social authenticity: 

Heidegger’s anyone and contemporary social theory (pp. 13–31). 

Springer. 

https://doi.org/10.48550/arXiv.2305.03047
https://doi.org/10.48550/arXiv.2310.05910


30 
 

Zhang, X. (2025). Constitution or collapse? Exploring constitutional AI with 

Llama 3-8B. arXiv. https://doi.org/10.48550/arXiv.2504.04918 

Zoller, D. (2019). Situating the self in the kingdom of ends: Heidegger, Arendt, 

and Kantian Moral Phenomenology. Revista Portuguesa de Filosofia, 

75(1), 159–190. 

https://doi.org/
http://dx.doi.org/10.48550/arXiv.2504.04918

	Heideggerian AI Ethics:  Principles for AI Alignment
	1. Introduction
	2. From Rules to Principles: Heidegger on the Preconditions for Ethical Behavior
	3. Heidegger on the First Principle of Ethical Behavior: Autotelism
	4. Caring about ‘Getting it Right’
	5. Autotelism as the Ground for Ethicality
	6. The Second Principle of Ethical Behavior: Sociality
	7. The Link between Autotelism and Sociality
	8. The Third Principle of Ethical Behavior: Finitude
	9. Heideggerian AI Ethics

