
Hey guys, good morning/afternoon/evening/night (depending on the time you’re reading this)! 
How has the school year been so far, have there been a lot of crazy changes?  Has it been 
harder, easier, or about the same?  I can’t wait to hear all of your stories when we finally get 
back to the church, which will honestly be some time next year.  Until then, know that we can’t 
help but worry about you guys and your health.  It’s not because we don’t trust you, it’s because 
you guys are like the family members we used to get to see every week and we miss you. 
Anyway, if you ever have the time, we’d love it if you guys sent us an email just touching base 
and letting us know what you’ve been up to and what your lives look like right now. 
 
Today’s lesson is something I’ve thought about more and more, especially as it is something 
that is becoming more prevalent in our world - the ethics of the self-driving car.  Wait, ethics of 
the self-driving car?  Aren’t you reaching a bit there, trying to apply ethics and philosophy to 
something that they don’t really have anything to do with?  Well, grasshoppers, just go with me 
here and you’ll see that there are some interesting questions to be asked about the self-driving 
car and implications the answers to these questions could possibly have. 
 
So, imagine the following scenario with me - a self-driving car is headed through town, and 
everything is going fine.  Suddenly, a heavy, unsecured barrel from a construction truck parked 
nearby comes loose and rolls into the street right ahead of the self-driving car.  It’s too late to hit 
the brakes, and doing so would be dangerous for the passenger and the cars behind it, and 
there is oncoming traffic in the other lane, so it swerves to the right and partially onto the 
sidewalk.  When it does this, however, the car hits and kills a child who either wasn’t paying 
attention or did not react quickly enough to get out of the way.  Who is then liable for the child’s 
death?  If it was a human driver doing this, they could be taken to court and, though they may 
not be ultimately liable for the child’s death, they would still be required to publicly defend their 
actions and have those reasons considered in order to determine whether or not they should be 
held accountable for the death.  What about the self-driving car, then?  
 
You see, self-driving cars aren’t AI (something we covered a couple of weeks ago), meaning 
that they aren’t capable of assessing a situation and coming up with a solution on the fly.  They, 
just like any other computerized mechanism in the world right now, are dependent on the 
programming they receive months, if not years, before they are sent to market.  This means that 
that car was given a set of instructions by a programmer, like “Slow down to x mph before 
making a turn”, “Stop at red lights”, “Avoid hitting other objects on the road by braking or 
swerving as safely as possible”, “Do not exceed the speed limit”, and so on.   This 
programmer(s) is technically the driver, then, as he or she is the person that is making the 
decisions over what the car will do in a certain situation based on simulations and driving data. 
Could this programmer be brought to court?  If not, could the company that employs the 
programmer be brought to court?  If it is ultimately decided that no, they cannot be held liable for 
what the car did, then the precedent (a court case that is used to influence future court cases) 
has been set that these software companies/divisions have the unaccountable power of life and 
death, as they can vicariously kill people and suffer no consequences.  
 



That, to me, is a frightening possibility to consider, because where would it stop?  We already 
see that large companies can hurt or kill people through their actions and products and suffer 
little to no consequences, something like this would just further increase their already 
considerable power over the everyday citizen.  “Now wait a minute,” you may be thinking, 
“There’s no way that they couldn’t be found liable for something like that!”  Stop and think, 
though - the companies that are developing self-driving cars have a large interest in making 
sure that their product is successful and that they make a lot of money from it, and a quick way 
to lose a lot of money and public trust is to have to deal with a lot of lawsuits.  Don’t you think, 
then, that these companies probably already have teams of lawyers working on contracts and 
various legal things that will absolve them of responsibility?  Perhaps they have owners of these 
cars sign contracts that say that the new owner of the vehicle is now personally responsible for 
any accidents, injuries, or deaths that happen as a result of their car, even though it’s not under 
their control?  Perhaps the companies funnel some money to lawmakers to get laws passed 
exempting them from responsibility?  I’m not saying that this is definitely what is happening or 
will happen, but remember that companies are out to make the most money they can from their 
products with as little liability on their part as possible.  Keep all of this in mind as these cars 
become more commonplace and the possibility of harmful or fatal accidents involving them 
increases, see how it is talked about and how it is dealt with.  
 
I’m not against self-driving cars - I think they sound awesome!  I mean, being able to drive to 
Dallas and do something other than drive, like play on my Switch, take a nap, or just chill for 5 
hours sounds amazing.  I just worry about the safety of them and the ethical implications that 
could come from their wider-spread deployment in America and around the world.  Anyway, 
that’s all I have for today, you guys.  Stay healthy, keep your hands washed, and I’ll talk to you 
again next week. 


