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Justice in the age of algorithms: can Al weigh morality?
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“We can only see a short distance ahead, but we can see
plenty there that needs to be done.” — Alan Turing

Artificial intelligence (AI) has transitioned from futur-
istic speculation to a present-day disruptor in nearly every
field, and the legal profession is no exception. From draft-
ing contracts to conducting legal research, Al tools prom-
ise to revolutionise how justice is delivered. Yet, when it
comes to decision-making—the sacred ground where law
and morality intersect—AlI encounters a profound chasm it
cannot cross.

Legal systems are not merely instruments for enforcing
rules; they are arenas where human morality is tested and
refined. A judge deciding a criminal sentence weighs not just
the facts but the intangible elements of intent, redemption,
and societal impact. Courts grappling with constitutional
matters must balance individual freedoms against collec-
tive welfare. These are deliberations steeped in history,
empathy, and a deep understanding of context—qualities
that no machine can emulate, no matter how advanced its
algorithms.

Proponents of Al in law often highlight its ability to
streamline labor-intensive tasks. Tools like GPT-4, Kira Sys-
tems, and ROSS Intelligence have demonstrated their prow-
ess in areas such as contract analysis, compliance checks,
and legal research. By automating these repetitive functions,
Al allows lawyers to focus on higher order intellectual tasks,
potentially lowering costs and increasing access to justice.

Estonia offers an intriguing case study. The country intro-
duced AI “judges” to handle small claims disputes under
€7,000, a move aimed at reducing case backlogs. These Al
systems handle evidence processing and preliminary rul-
ings before final human oversight ensures ethical integrity.
The results have been promising: efficiency has improved
without sacrificing fairness.
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But here is the rub—efficiency is not the same as jus-
tice. The ability to process cases faster or cheaper does not
address the fundamental question: Can machines truly make
decisions that align with the principles of fairness, empathy,
and accountability?

This brings us to the concept of the “Moral Turing
Test.” Building on Alan Turing’s original question—
“Can machines think?”—the Moral Turing Test asks: Can
machines reason ethically? Can they weigh competing inter-
ests and arrive at a decision rooted in human values?

The answer, so far, is a resounding no. Al operates on
historical data, and history is rife with bias. Take the case
of COMPAS (Angwin et al. 2016), an algorithm used in the
U.S. to predict recidivism risks. A landmark investigation by
ProPublica revealed that Black defendants were dispropor-
tionately labeled as high risk compared to white defendants
with similar criminal records. This was not just a glitch—it
was the logical outcome of training an Al system on biased
historical data.

Bias is not the only issue. Accountability is another
thorny challenge. Human judges are held to a high standard
of scrutiny; their decisions can be appealed, debated, and
overturned. But when an Al system like COMPAS (Ang-
win et al. 2016) makes a flawed recommendation, who takes
responsibility? The developers who coded the algorithm?
The legal professionals who relied on it? Or no one at all?
The opaque, “black-box” nature of many Al systems com-
plicates this further, as even their creators may struggle to
explain how a specific decision was reached.

The flaws of Al are most evident in morally complex
legal scenarios. Imagine a criminal sentencing case. A judge
must consider not only the severity of the crime but also the
defendant’s intent, remorse, and potential for rehabilitation.
These factors require empathy, discretion, and a nuanced
understanding of human behavior—qualities that Al inher-
ently lacks.

Similarly, constitutional cases demand a deep apprecia-
tion of societal norms and evolving values. When courts
weigh matters like freedom of speech versus national secu-
rity, they engage in a dialogue with history, culture, and
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ethics. Al, which relies on pattern recognition and proba-
bilistic models, is ill equipped to navigate this interpretative
terrain.

This is where the Human-in-the-Loop (HITL) framework
comes into play. HITL ensures that Al systems serve as
tools, not decision-makers. In Estonia’s small claims courts,
for example, human judges review every Al-generated rec-
ommendation. This hybrid approach allows Al to handle
the heavy lifting of data analysis while humans provide the
moral compass.

But even HITL is not a panacea. Over-reliance on Al can
erode critical thinking skills among legal professionals, as
they may come to defer to machine-generated recommenda-
tions. Ensuring that humans remain active, skeptical partici-
pants in the decision-making process is crucial.

Transparency is the cornerstone of any ethical legal sys-
tem. Traditional courts operate under principles of open-
ness, where decisions are explained and subject to public
scrutiny. Al systems, however, often operate as black boxes,
their decision-making processes shrouded in mystery.

This lack of transparency is not just a technical issue—it
is an ethical one. Without explainability, how can we trust
that an Al system is making fair and unbiased decisions?
Techniques like SHAP (SHapley Additive exPlanations) and
LIME (Local Interpretable Model-Agnostic Explanations)
aim to bridge this gap by shedding light on how AI models
reach their conclusions. But explainability must go hand in
hand with accountability. Regulatory frameworks, such as
the European Union’s Al Act (European Commission 2021),
are a step in the right direction, mandating that Al systems
be auditable and that mechanisms for redress be in place.

The risks posed by Al in law extend beyond bias and
accountability. They touch on the very nature of justice
itself. Legal systems are designed not just to resolve disputes
but to reflect societal values. Al, however, is a product of its
training data, unable to adapt to changing norms or recog-
nise the intangibles of human experience.

Consider the case of predictive policing (Wexler 2017).
Tools like PredPol analyse historical crime data to forecast
potential crime hotspots. While these systems can optimize
resource allocation, they also risk reinforcing discriminatory
practices. Over-policed communities become self-fulfilling
prophecies, with more arrests leading to more data that justi-
fies further targeting.

Ethical dilemmas like these underscore the importance
of robust safeguards. Regular bias audits, the diversifica-
tion of training datasets, and the establishment of independ-
ent oversight bodies are not just best practices—they are
imperatives.

Al is not inherently good or bad—it is a tool, and its
value depends on how we wield it. The integration of Al into
legal systems offers immense potential, but it also demands
vigilance. Policymakers, developers, and legal professionals
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must collaborate to ensure that Al enhances justice rather
than undermining it.

Education is a key component of this effort. Legal profes-
sionals must be trained not only in the use of Al tools but
also in their limitations. They must understand that Al is a
partner, not a replacement, and that the ultimate responsibil-
ity for justice lies with humans.

Public engagement is equally important. Building trust in
Al-driven legal systems requires transparency, participatory
governance, and open dialogue about the ethical implica-
tions of this technology.

The promise of Al in law is undeniable, but so are its pit-
falls. As we stand on the cusp of a new era, we must decide
what kind of justice system we want. One that prioritizes
efficiency at the expense of empathy? Or one that harnesses
technology to support human judgment without losing sight
of the values that make justice meaningful?

Alan Turing’s vision of machines that can think was bold.
But the challenge before us is even bolder: to ensure that
these machines, however intelligent, remain tools of human-
ity rather than its replacement.

The path forward is clear, if not easy. By embedding
ethical safeguards, fostering human-Al collaboration, and
prioritising fairness, we can chart a future where technol-
ogy serves the cause of justice without compromising it.
As Turing himself might remind us, there is plenty to be
done—but the journey is worth it.
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