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Introduction

Generative Al is widely regarded as the most advanced
technological development of our time, the fruit of the long
process of scientific and technological rationalization that has
characterized modernity. Awareness of its “exciting
opportunities and serious risks” (JMP 2024, 1) has grown
dramatically since the launch of ChatGPT on November 22,
2022, soon followed by numerous other applications based on
generative Al models.

These technologies offer extraordinary possibilities for
expanding knowledge, optimizing processes, and improving
many aspects of personal and social life. At the same time, they
raise far-reaching challenges: reducing the human person to a
collection of data, replacing human judgment with algorithmic
decision-making, concentrating technological power in the
hands of a few, manipulating information, and reinforcing what
Pope Francis has called the technocratic paradigm. Responding
to these challenges requires more than asking what Al can do.
The decisive question is what kind of humanity we wish to
build with it.

In this context, the recent encyclical Magnifica humanitas
reflects on “the safeguarding of the human person in the age of
AL” Tt acknowledges AIl’s immense potential to promote
integral human development while also warning against the
danger of absolutizing technical rationality until it becomes the
supreme criterion of truth, power, and social organization.
When important and genuinely human decisions are
uncritically delegated to algorithmic systems, wisdom gives
way to calculation, and personal responsibility is replaced by
automation. Instead of safeguarding human dignity and our
intrinsically relational nature, we risk “worshiping the work of
our own hands,” reducing the human person to what is
measurable, predictable, or programmable. In this way, Al
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becomes a new idol, a contemporary expression of the ancient
temptation of Babel.

Magnifica Humanitas and the Franciscan Tradition

This book is not primarily about Al. Rather, it explores
how a humanism of fraternity can be reconstructed in the age
of Al To this end, it places the encyclical Magnifica humanitas
in dialogue with the Franciscan intellectual tradition.

At first glance, it may seem paradoxical to turn to a
medieval tradition in order to address one of the most
sophisticated challenges of the twenty-first century. Yet this
apparent paradox constitutes the central thesis of this work. The
Franciscan tradition was, in fact, one of the intellectual currents
that made a decisive contribution to the emergence of modern
rationality and Western scientific thought.

Many of the categories that made possible the
development of experimental science, modern political
philosophy, the market economy, and a new understanding of
nature were first elaborated or significantly advanced within
medieval Franciscan thought. Roger Bacon promoted the
experimental method; William of Ockham made a decisive
contribution to the development of a new epistemology and to
the critique of absolute power, thereby opening the way to
political modernity; Peter John Olivi developed an innovative
understanding of economics and the market; Francesc
Eiximenis reflected on political organization, popular
sovereignty, and the social covenant; and Luca Pacioli
systematized double-entry bookkeeping. Likewise, the
Franciscan schools of Oxford and Paris—with masters such as
Alexander of Hales, St. Bonaventure, John Duns Scotus, and
William of Ockham—developed philosophical and theological
categories that profoundly influenced the formation of modern
culture.
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Working Hypothesis

The hypothesis guiding this study may be formulated as
follows: the Franciscan tradition is one of the historical sources
of modern scientific and technological rationality and,
precisely for that reason, it offers the spiritual, anthropological,
and intellectual resources necessary to reorient that rationality
toward the service of the human person and to prevent
technology from becoming a new form of idolatry.

In this sense, one may speak of a genuine Franciscan
paradox: having contributed to the emergence of fundamental
aspects of modernity and, precisely because of that
contribution, being uniquely positioned to offer an internal
critique of its technocratic drift.

This perspective allows Magnifica humanitas to be read as
a creative updating of insights deeply rooted in the Franciscan
tradition. The opposition between Babel and Jerusalem, which
structures the encyclical, expresses the enduring tension
between two ways of understanding rationality: one oriented
toward domination, self-sufficiency, and power; the other
grounded in relationship, gratuitousness, fraternity, and
communion.

The true alternative to the technocratic paradigm does not
lie in rejecting scientific progress or technological
development, but in integrating them within a broader vision of
the human person and of humanity’s relational vocation.

From this perspective, Al ceases to be merely a
technological challenge and becomes, above all, an
anthropological, ethical, and spiritual question. The decisive
issue is no longer what machines are capable of doing, but how
their immense potential can be placed at the service of human
dignity, the common good, and universal fraternity.

Can a Robot Be Our Brother?

The title of this book—Brother Robot—must also be
understood from this perspective. Deliberately provocative, the
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expression does not seek to attribute personality, subjectivity,
or intrinsic rights to Al, nor does it embrace the assumptions of
transhumanism or posthumanism. Al can never be a “brother”
or a “sister” in the proper sense, because fraternity belongs
uniquely to persons and, in a broader sense, to the whole of
creation willed by God.

In the Canticle of the Creatures, Saint Francis addresses
the sun, the moon, water, fire, and even death as his brothers
and sisters. He does so not because they share the same nature
or dignity, but because he recognizes that they all proceed from
the same Creator, are ordered toward God’s glory, and belong
to the one great family of creation. Franciscan fraternity
therefore does not arise from ontological equality but from the
recognition of a common origin and a shared vocation to live
in harmony. From this perspective, Francis replaces every
claim to absolute dominion with an attitude of respect,
gratuitousness, and fraternity toward the whole of creation. It
is not a way of classifying creatures but a way of standing
before them and relating to them.

The title “Brother Robot, therefore, does not describe the
nature of the robot; rather, it challenges the way we position
ourselves in relation to it. The decisive question is not what a
robot is, but how we relate to it and what kind of relationship
we establish with our own technological creations.! To speak
of Brother Robot is to ask how Al can be integrated into a
network of relationships ordered toward the service of life,
while avoiding both the logic of domination and the
technological idolatry that turns our own creations into
absolutes.’

The robot, then, is not a brother in an ontological sense,
but only in an analogical and metaphorical one, insofar as it

! On the distinction commonly made in philosophical discourse between techni-
que and technology: FABRIS, Etica per le tecnologie, 13-16.

2 “It is the world that is adapting to Al, not vice versa.” FLORIDI, Ethics of AI, 23.
“This is precisely what Kant recommended we should never do: treat humans
as only means rather that ends, [... becoming] the new means of digital pro-
duction.” Ibid. 28.
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reminds us that our relationship with technology should
likewise be shaped by responsibility, service, and fraternity.
The metaphor does not humanize machines; it humanizes the
way we use them.

From this perspective, the real problem lies not in
algorithms as such, but in the cultural, economic, political, and
social practices we develop around them. We can engage Al
according to a logic of domination, control, and technological
idolatry, or according to a logic of fraternity, service, and the
common good. Consequently, this book does not seek to
develop an ontology of Al; rather, it proposes a Franciscan
ethics of our relationship with technology, guided by the
principle of fraternity.

The Organizing Principle: Fraternity

The entire book is structured around the principle of
fraternity, which understands reality through the lenses of
relationality, reciprocity, and the common good. This principle,
extensively developed within the Franciscan intellectual
tradition,® was defined by Pope Francis in the following terms:

“Fraternity is both the complement and the fulfillment of the
principle of solidarity. Whereas solidarity is the principle of so-
cial planning that enables those who are unequal to become
equal, fraternity enables those who are equal to be different per-
sons. Fraternity allows people who are equal in their essence,
dignity, freedom, and fundamental rights to participate in the
common good in different ways.”*

From this perspective, fraternity does not appear in this
book as merely one ethical value among others. Rather, it

3 “La fraternita & un concetto tipicamente cristiano, ampiamente sviluppato dalla
Scuola di pensiero francescana [...]. La parola fratellanza invece viene intro-
dotta nel lessico popolare dopo la Rivoluzione Francese. Quindi sono due con-
cetti diversi. Mentre la fraternita presuppone una comune origine, la fratellanza
si basa piuttosto su un comune sentire.” ZAMAGNI, quoted in MAUSSIER, [/
mondo in divenire, 301. “La fratellanza universale ¢ la dimensione fondamen-
tale del francescanesimo.” BERTIN, [/ Cantico delle Creature, 20.

4 FRANCISCO, “Fraternity as the governing principle of the economic order,” 7.
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functions as a genuine organizing principle, capable of
reorienting scientific and technological rationality and offering
an alternative to the technocratic paradigm. It thus becomes a
criterion of discernment that permeates every sphere of human
existence and provides the unifying thread of the entire work.

Applied to knowledge, fraternity invites us to understand
truth as a shared and dialogical search rather than as the
monopoly of those who possess information. In politics, it
understands authority as service rather than domination. In
economics, it restores the logic of gift and gratuitousness
alongside efficiency.’ In culture, it privileges encounter over
polarization and isolation. In ecology, it promotes an integral
vision that restores harmony between the human person,
creation, and technological development.

This perspective finds a particularly suggestive expression
in what Pope Francis has called the three languages: the
language of the mind (knowledge), the heart (affection), and
the hands (action and service).® Genuine wisdom arises from
the harmonious integration of these three dimensions. Al may
dramatically expand the capacities of the first, but by its very
nature it lacks the other two. Fraternity reminds us that
technological progress will become truly human only when it
remains at the service of this unity of intelligence, affection,
and responsible action.

Structure and Content

The structure of this book follows the progressive
development of the hypothesis outlined above. The first part

5 “The principle of gratuitousness and the logic of gift as an expression of frater-
nity can and must find their place within normal economic activity.” (CV 36).

6 “It is to use the three languages: the language of the mind, the language of the
heart and the language of the hands. All three together, harmoniously: what
you think, you feel and you do. Your information descends to the heart, moves
it and gets translated into action. And all this in a harmonious way: I think what
I feel and do, I feel what I think and what I do, and I do what I think and what
I feel.” Francisco, “Meeting with young people in Manila” (Jan. 18, 2015).
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reconstructs the historical contribution of the Franciscan
intellectual tradition to the emergence of modern scientific and
technological rationality. Its purpose 1is not merely
historiographical. Rather, it seeks to demonstrate that some of
the anthropological, philosophical, and epistemological
assumptions that made Western technological civilization
possible are deeply rooted in medieval Franciscan thought.

The second part examines the subsequent evolution of this
rationality until it culminates in what Pope Francis has called
the technocratic paradigm—that is, the absolutization of
technical rationality—which the encyclical Magnifica
humanitas interprets in light of the symbolic tension between
Babel and Jerusalem. Extraordinary scientific and
technological advances have vastly expanded human
possibilities, yet they can also lead to a profound
anthropological crisis when efficiency replaces wisdom,
calculation displaces discernment, and technical rationality
claims to become the supreme criterion of truth, power, and
social organization.

The following five parts show how the Franciscan
tradition, precisely because it contributed to the birth of modern
rationality, can today provide the criteria needed to reorient it
through an authentic humanism of fraternity. This proposal
unfolds successively in five fundamental areas: epistemology,
politics, economics, culture, and ecology.

These are not five independent applications, but five
complementary expressions of a single organizing principle:
fraternity. The journey of this book thus moves from the
historical roots of modernity toward a proposal for a humanistic
reconstruction capable of directing scientific and technological
development toward the service of the human person,
fraternity, and the common good.

Toward a Humanistic Reconstruction of Modernity

This book is neither a nostalgic defense of the past nor a
rejection of scientific modernity. Its purpose is to contribute to
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a humanistic reconstruction of modern rationality, inspired by
Saint Francis of Assisi, the Franciscan intellectual tradition,
and the recent Magisterium of the Church. From this
perspective, fraternity is not merely an ethical ideal added to
others; it is the organizing principle capable of directing
scientific and technological development toward genuinely
human progress.

The true alternative to the technocratic paradigm does not
consist in less technology, but in a richer anthropology; not in
slowing scientific progress, but in reorienting it toward the
service of the human person, fraternity, and the common good.

The opposition between Babel and Jerusalem, evoked by
Magnifica humanitas, does not contrast two models of
technological development, but rather two fundamentally
different ways of understanding intelligence, power, and
humanity’s destiny: one oriented toward domination, self-
sufficiency, and the idolatry of our own achievements; the other
grounded in relationship, communion, and service.

Only when it remains at the service of human dignity,
universal fraternity, and the common good does Al discover its
true purpose and become capable of contributing to a
civilization that is more just, more supportive, and more
fraternal.

This is the conviction that inspires this book and the
horizon toward which the pages that follow are directed.
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