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good place to start in ad-
dressing the question of AI 
and the common good is 
with the question:

What is AI for? Why are we developing 
AI and what should it do?

In order to approach this question 
properly, we need to be clear about the 
common good. In what does the “good” 
consist, and how is it “common”? In the 
classical metaphysics of Aristotle, taken 
up by St Thomas, the good is what fulfils 
the nature of a being. Human beings are 
not like animals, driven by instinct alone, 
so this fulfilment of our good involves 
the exercise of our reason and will, ma-
king free choices. We can also identify 
basic elements of this good, since human 
beings have a spiritual, psycho-physi-
cal nature that they share, even if these 
elements will be expressed concretely in 
very different ways in the specific circu-
mstances of life of different people. The 
common good, then, is the shared goal of 
the human community, fulfilling the life 
of that community in a way that is analo-
gous to the fulfilment of each one of us 
in our good.

Modern societies, on the other hand, ta-
king their lead from modern philosophy, 
have largely abandoned the idea of a 
human nature that helps guide us in un-
derstanding what is good for us. They fa-
vour a kind of untrammelled freedom of 
will; each one of us can decide what we 
deem to be good for us. This means that 
the goals of a good human life can only 
really be decided on the level of each in-
dividual, and this then empties the idea 
of the common good of most of its me-
aning. When politicians today talk about 
the common good, they are usually refer-
ring to a procedural or instrumental idea: 
the common good for them consists in 
all the systems (rule of law, infrastructu-
re, government policy, an economy that 
produces results that can be distributed, 
and so on) that allow each one of us to 
achieve our individually-defined goals. 
It goes without saying that this modern 
philosophical mindset has been a forma-
tive influence on the development of te-
chnology since the industrial revolution. 
It is also, therefore, a formative influence 
on the development of AI.

Can we identify the goal of AI accor-

ding to the modern mindset? If our goal 
in modernity is to exercise free will with 
as few limitations as possible, then we 
might say that the modern goal of AI is 
to free us from ‘the burden of having to 
think’. AI could thus become a part of 
what, from a Thomistic point of view, 
we could call an illusory, procedural 
common good, providing another tool 
or system that we can use, but this time 
achieving AI-defined goals that are only 
seemingly ours. Furthermore, research 
on the implications of AI for human flou-
rishing suggests that, in its current form, 
it will create a number of other key pro-
blems for human development, not least 
in education and the world of work. This 
is why much of the current discussions 

about AI focus on regulating it, with the 
idea of preventing it from damaging hu-
man wellbeing.

If we are to confront the challenges of 
AI in relation to the common good, its 
richer, Thomistic version gives us more 
resources for doing so. Indeed, this is so 
more generally, for the social and syste-
mic problems we face today cannot be 
faced properly using the individualistic 
thinking of the modern mindset. We now 
know, for instance, that economic and po-
litical systems have to take into account 
the nature of the environment around 
them. Resolving such a problem requires 
us to find a way to harmonise the use of 
our freedom within the framework pro-
vided by the living world around us. In 
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order to do this, the older, Thomistic idea 
of the common good, with its strong po-
sition on the unity of human beings, with 
each other and the natural world around 
them, through our nature and, therefore, 
through the chance of achieving a shared 
goal without sacrificing genuine human 
freedom, provides us with a much stron-
ger starting point.

Can we identify the goal of AI accor-
ding to this richer view of the common 
good? Here we might adopt the fortu-
nate metaphor devised by Steve Jobs to 
describe the goal of the products he was 
developing at Apple, and see AI as a ‘bi-
cycle of the mind’. In this view, AI would 
not think for human beings, but would 
rather create more favourable conditions 
for human beings to think. It would, the-
reby, support human beings in their ef-
forts to achieve their good and fulfil their 
nature, both personally and communally. 
In the conference, we plan to have some 
AI developers who are working on forms 
of AI of this kind.

At the moment, as we know, mainstre-
am AI is developing according to the mo-
dern mindset. Although we can hope that 
a form of AI could emerge that is more in 
line with the Thomistic idea of the com-
mon good, at the moment, this is not a 
realistic scenario. In the meantime, there-
fore, it is also useful to examine how the 
richer idea of the common good could 
help us “resist” the damaging effects of 
AI and support what it can do for us. Sin-
ce the human being has (i) material-phy-
sical, including social and reproductive, 
needs; (ii) the need for knowledge, whi-
ch we might call a philosophical or cul-
tural need, and, (iii) the need to relate to 
God, which we might call a theological 
or spiritual need, we could do worse than 
look at AI and the common good on the-
se three levels.

It is clear that AI is having, and will 
continue to have, significant impact on 
the material or economic level of the 
common good. At this level, the poten-
tial harm to social justice and democratic 
equality that AI could cause may turn out 
to be more significant than any of AI’s 
potential benefits.

When it comes to the effect of AI on the 
common good at the philosophical/cultu-
ral and spiritual levels, its pros and cons 
are somewhat less clearcut. It is a general 
and underlying truth in a world increa-
singly defined by what may be called a 
‘statistical AI’ that this world will be seen 
ever more widely ‘from the perspective 

of data and probability’ (sub specie da-
torum probabilitatisque) – a perspective 
which must have a detrimental effect on 
the cultural and spiritual spheres of the 
common good if combined, more often 
than not, with an almost insatiable drive 
to perform. AI, data, and the striving for 
performance prompted by them, are in-
vading the ‘mental world’ of cultural, in-
tellectual, artistic, scientific and religious 
pursuits. As a consequence of this inva-
sion, we can hardly resist churning out 
‘products’ linked to our own ‘brands’. 
There is an obvious potential, and actual, 
harm caused by AI at the cultural and 
spiritual level of the common good.

Can this current version of AI possibly 
bring benefits at the same time?

What might qualify as an antidote to 
‘the climate of performance’ within the 
cultural and spiritual spheres of the com-

mon good? How can the richer idea of 
the common good we have discussed, al-
ready present in the community by virtue 
of shared tradition, a shared past and sha-
red ways of understanding, help us resist 
this damage? In the conference, we will 
explore this question. Here we mention 
communal feasts and celebrations – ei-
ther local, or national, or religious. In an 
‘AI society’ where a great deal of perfor-
mance previously carried out by human 
beings would be performed instead by te-
chnology, human beings could be given 
greater space for celebration.

What would be required for them to 
seek to sustain and enrich ‘commu-
nal-political’, and religious, festivities 
instead of withdrawing into their ‘priva-
te worlds’?


