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Ethical Knob: The Key to Solve the Dilemma of Driverless Algorithms?
ZHANG Xueyi, WANG Xiaoxue

(Department of Philosophy and Science, Southeast University)

Abstract: In viewing of the algorithm dilemma faced by driverless cars, Italian scholar Giuseppe
Contissa and his colleagues proposed the theory of “ethical knob” algorithm: the right to set the
algorithm of driverless cars should be handed over to the owner, so as to solve the moral-legal lia-
bility dilemma caused by driverless cars when they cause accidents. However, this algorithm may
fall into the collective “prisoner’s dilemma:” most car owners make extremely selfish choices in
the algorithm setting for self-protection., resulting in an increase in the total social casualties. This
article uses the methods of experimental philosophy to compare “ethical knob” with current ethical
algorithms, to verify people’s acceptance of various ethical algorithms and their desire to purchase
self-driving cars equipped with such ethical algorithms. The data show that although the ethical
knob does not completely solve the moral-legal liability dilemma, it is clearer and stabler than other
algorithms in terms of the liability of driverless vehicle accidents. The “prisoner’s dilemma” that
may exist in this algorithm does not appear in practice. Moreover, driverless cars equipped with eth-
ical knobs have greater market viability. The theory of “ethical knob” algorithm provides a possible
solution to solve the dilemma of driving algorithm, and it is also a beneficial attempt to apply exper-
imental philosophy research methods in the field of ethics.

Key words: Ethical knob; Driverless; Algorithm ethics; Experimental philosophy
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