Pope Francis raises concerns about artificial intelligence and cultural values
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In a recent address to diplomats and ambassadors at the Vatican, Pope Francis highlighted key concerns regarding the impact of artificial intelligence (AI) and commercial technology on society, culture, and educational values. The meeting took place on January 9 in the Vatican City, where over 180 representatives from nations and international organisations gathered.
Due to health reasons, specifically a lingering cold, Pope Francis did not deliver the speech personally; instead, it was read by Msgr. Filippo Ciampanelli. His comments underscored the importance of media literacy and the role of families and educators as primary agents in the transmission of culture and values, rather than an over-reliance on technology.
Pope Francis articulated, "Here we see the importance of media literacy education, which aims to provide the essential tools needed to promote critical thinking skills, to equip young people with the necessary means for their personal growth and their active participation in the future of their societies." This emphasis on education reflects a broader concern that the rapid integration of technology into daily life could overshadow traditional methods of learning and cultural transmission.
In his speech, the pope also noted the complexities introduced by technological advancements such as AI, which, while beneficial in many areas, poses significant challenges. He expressed that the growth of AI raises various issues related to "intellectual property rights, the job security of millions of people, the need to respect privacy, and to protect the environment from e-waste." These considerations align with ongoing discussions in both the business and political environments about the necessity for regulation and oversight concerning AI technologies.
The intertwined relationship between technology and culture was another focal point of the pope’s address. He warned that the influence of commercial interests in technology contributes to a widespread culture of consumerism, which he described as "threatening to subvert the order of values inherent in the creation of relationships, education and the transmission of social mores." The pope advocated for governments to prioritise support for families and educators to enable them in their roles, especially in fostering critical thinking through media literacy.
In a broader critique, Pope Francis addressed the potential misuse of technology in manipulating the meanings of rights and ideologies, describing it as a form of "genuine ideological colonization." He expressed concern over attempts to reinterpret human rights treaties, suggesting that such actions could undermine the values and traditions of communities.
Furthermore, he reiterated the imperative of protecting all life from the moment of conception to natural death, rejecting the notion of selective rights that could diminish the dignity of individuals at various stages of life. This statement reflects ongoing global debates around reproductive rights and the definition of human rights.
The pope concluded with a call for reform in multilateral institutions, highlighting their failures to adequately respond to contemporary challenges, particularly in relation to technological advancements and their implications for humanity. He recognised the benefits brought forth by scientific progress, while cautioning about its inherent dangers, including the potential for increased societal isolation and polarization.
Pope Francis's address resonates with current discussions among policymakers, educators, and technology leaders as they navigate the complex landscape shaped by AI and automation, considering their future implications for societal structures and individual empowerment.
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