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On Wednesday, November 27, the Netherlands Atlantic Youth and study association L.S.A. 
Custodia organised a public meeting about the deployment of artificial intelligence (A.I.) in 
warfare, focusing specifically on autonomous weapon systems (AWS). Our panel consisted of 
Berenice Boutin (Asser Instituut), Leon Kester (TNO) and Maaike Beenes (PAX). The panel 
was moderated by Amit Arkhipov-Goyal (HCSS) and attended by around 50 students and 
young professionals.   
 
Amit Arkhipov-Goyal started the event with an introduction into A.I. and AWS, and the 
questions and concerns surrounding human control, human dignity, and accountability. 
Militaries across the world increasingly rely on AI. This comes in various forms: from 
machine-learning based defence systems to autonomous weapons, called “killer robots” by 
critics. According to Arkhipov-Goyal, A.I. brings all kinds of advantages on an informational 
or strategic level, but also poses new challenges. He asked the panel to discuss the following 
central questions: How can we safeguard meaningful human control over these machines? 
And what are the ethics of delegating questions of life or death to nonhuman entities? And 
how should we respond to adversaries that maintain lower ethical standards?  
 
Berenice Boutin stressed that from a legal perspective, meaningful human control over 
military technology is an absolute necessity to ensure accountability for the consequences of 
the actions of A.I. systems. According to Boutin, current international law concerning armed 
conflict suffices to be the basis for dealing with autonomous weapons. She emphasized we 
shouldintegrate international legal norms throughout the whole process: fromthe design to 
the deployment and governance of A.I. systems. 
 
Leon Kester was sceptical about the feasibility of the integration of legal norms,. According 
to him, there is a misconception about A.I.: fully autonomous artificial intelligence can never 
be rule-based. Instead, it must be goal-oriented, for which it needs a decision-making 
algorithm that judges outcomes in accordance with certain values that are formalized and 
quantitative. Kester argued we need to have a debate in the Netherlands on  who 
programmes the intelligence and with which values. 
 
Maaike Beenes insisted that we should not allow enthusiasm for technological innovation to 
cloud our judgement. According to her, the most important thing at stake is the 
humanitarian impact of warfare and the loss of innocent lives. She pointed out programmers 
might naturally reason from a ‘scientific’ utilitarian perspective, and therefore we should not 
forget the diversity of ethical perspectives that also exists. As such, she argued for the 
involvement of citizens and experts from a diverse range of backgrounds in the policy-
making process of autonomous weapon systems.  


