What does the correlation between the anthropomorphisation of technologies and the automation of humans mean?



Abstract
In recent years, the phenomenon of anthropomorphisation of technologies, especially artificial intelligence, has been extensively studied. The reciprocal phenomenon, which may be defined as the automation of humans, has been studied less extensively. And the correlation between the two phenomena has been studied even less. The objective of the article is to contribute to filling the gap by addressing the following question: if we realise that there is a direct proportionality between the anthropomorphisation of technologies and the automation of humans, what may their direct proportionality mean from a philosophical perspective? More precisely, what may their direct proportionality mean for both the way we think of technologies and the way we think of humans, i.e. ourselves? The argument I will propose is that, even though, more superficially, the coexistence of the two phenomena seems to be symptomatic of the radicalisation of typically neoliberal values, starting with humans thought of as optimised and productive as technologies, less superficially, it may be symptomatic of their crisis, because, as paradoxical as it may seem, radicalising the automation of humans means sabotaging their optimisation and productivity and, thus, escaping typically neoliberal values.
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1. Introduction. The state of the art

In recent years, the phenomenon of anthropomorphisation of technologies, especially artificial intelligence, has been extensively studied. From a variety of perspectives ranging from engineering to human and social sciences, scholars have focused on defining anthropomorphism, also from a historical perspective (see at least Epley, Waytz and Cacioppo 2007, Proudfoot 2011, Airenti 2018, Natale and Ballatore 2020, Floridi and Nobre 2024 and Placani 2024), taxonomising it (see at least Boyer 1996, Nass and Moon 2000, Proudfoot 2011, Alabed, Javornik and Gregory-Smith 2022, Li and Suh 2022, Abercrombie et al. 2023, Uysal, Alavi and Bezençon 2023, Akbulut et al. 2024, Floridi and Nobre 2024, Ryazanov, Öhman and Björklund 2024, DeVrio et al. 2025), measuring it (see at least Cheng et al. 2024 and Shardlow et al. 2025), addressing its negative effects (see at least Leong and Selinger 2019, Watson 2019, Bender et al. 2021, Alabed, Javornik and Gregory-Smith 2022, Weidinger 2022, Abercrombie et al. 2023, Deroy 2023, Deshpande et al. 2023, Park et al. 2023, Shardlow and Przybyła 2023, Akbulut et al. 2024, Barrow 2024, Floridi and Nobre 2024, Ji 2024, Placani 2024 and DeVrio et al. 2025), addressing its positive effects (see at least Alabed, Javornik and Gregory-Smith 2022, Coeckelbergh 2022, Otsu and Izumi 2022, Park et al. 2023, Akbulut et al. 2024), emphasising convergences between technologies and humans (see at least Strogatz 2018, Lemoine 2022, Hintze 2023, OpenAI 2023, Nicholls 2024 and Orf 2024) and emphasising divergences between technologies and humans (see at least Replika n.d., Peters 2018, Bender et al. 2021, Deshpande et al. 2023, Hunger 2023, Akbulut et al. 2024, Vallor 2024 and Floridi 2025)[footnoteRef:1]. [1:  For a seminal reflection upon the distinctions between technologies and humans, see Dreyfus 1992 (1972).] 

The reciprocal phenomenon, which may be defined as the automation of humans, has been studied less extensively[footnoteRef:2]. And the relationship between the two phenomena has been studied even less. The objective of the article is to contribute to filling the gap by addressing the following question: if we realise that there is a direct proportionality between the anthropomorphisation of technologies and the automation of humans, what may their direct proportionality mean from a philosophical perspective? More precisely, what may their direct proportionality mean for both the way we think of technologies and the way we think of humans, i.e. ourselves? [2:  Among the references quoted above, see at least Floridi and Nobre 2024. I will add further references in what follows. I myself worked on the automation of humans especially in Chiodo 2022, 2023a, 2023b, 2023c and 2025.] 

Before addressing the question posed above (in sections 4, 5 and 6), I will analyse the phenomenon of anthropomorphisation of technologies (in section 2) and the phenomenon of automation of humans (in section 3) by selecting emblematic cases. But, before proceeding, it is necessary to frame the current debate on the anthrpomorphisation of technologies in its key points.
As far as its definitions are concerned, also from a historical perspective, it is worth noting that even pre-Socratic philosophy reflects upon the attribution by humans of their prerogatives to non-human agents, as in the case of Xenophanes (see Lesher 1992). And, if we move from ancient philosophy to modern philosophy, according to Hume, “there is a universal tendency among mankind to conceive all beings like themselves, and to transfer to every object those qualities with which they are familiarly acquainted, and of which they are intimately conscious” (Hume 2007 [1757]: sec. 3, par. 2). But we must move from modern culture to contemporary culture to witness the radicalisation of the anthropomorphisation of technologies, especially artificial intelligence. Not only non-experts (see at least Langer et al. 2022 and Colombatto and Fleming 2024) but also experts use anthropomorphic words, from McCarthy’s fateful choice of the words “artificial intelligence” in 1956 to the following noteworthy cases from the late twentieth century, among others: the idea that “a normal human being is like the universal machine. […] [T]here is no conclusive evidence for an essential gap between man and a machine” (Kemeny 1955: 63), the idea that the “task of a psychologist trying to understand human cognition is analogous to that of a man trying to discover how a computer has been programmed” (Neisser 1967: 6) and the idea that a domestic robot has four emotions, i.e. joy, desperation, sadness and fatigue (see Yamamoto 1993. See also Salles, Evers and Farisco 2020).
As far as the negative and positive effects of the anthrpomorphisation of technologies are concerned, it is worth noting that the scholars quoted above emphasise what follows. In the case of its negative effects, they emphasise epistemological risks (for instance, misinformation, confusion between truth and falsehood, overestimation of technology’s capabilities and atrophy of cognitive capabilities, from critical thinking to decision-making), ethical risks (for instance, overreliance on technology, disclosure of sensitive information, increase in discriminatory biases and increase in hegemonic worldviews), emotional risks (for instance, alienation from reality, emotional dependence, underestimation of technology’s influence and power, manipulation and coercion) and environmental, social and economic unsustainability. In the case of its positive effects, they emphasise epistemological opportunities (for instance, delegation of frustrating tasks), ethical opportunities (for instance, increase in accessibility and increase in customisability), emotional opportunities (for instance, absence of judgement and enhancement of human-agent interaction, from daily life to healthcare) and simulation of individual and social behaviours.
As far as the convergences between technologies and humans are concerned, I will develop them in what follows.
As far as the divergences between technologies and humans are concerned, even though I will develop them in what follows, it is necessary to at least frame the current debate before proceeding. Several scholars, starting with philosophers, emphasise the irreducible difference between human intelligence and artificial intelligence: indeed, the latter is not intelligence at all. On the one hand (and on a more formal level), the idea is that what we define as artificial intelligence can be described by words that do not require any kind of anthropomorphisation, from the seminal article introducing the metaphor of “stochastic parrot”[footnoteRef:3] (Bender et al. 2021: 617. See also Bender 2024) to describe a language model to the caveat on the Replika website according to which “Replika is not a sentient being, […] everything it says is generated based on patterns in data, not conscious thought or awareness. […] In short, Replika […] doesn’t have thoughts, feelings or self-awareness”[footnoteRef:4]. On the other hand (and on a more substantial level), the idea is that what we define as artificial intelligence is far from human intelligence, from the focus on the irreducible corporeality of the latter in opposition to the former to the focus on the irreducible differences between their capabilities. In the case of the irreducible corporeality of human intelligence, the idea is that “mammalian brains – equipped with maternal, sound, smell, sight, touch and other reflexive instincts from birth – share little in common with the rules, lexicons, algorithms, memories, subroutines, decoders, processors and buffers that run computers” (Peters 2018: 122). In the case of the irreducible differences between their capabilities, the idea is that human intelligence is also, and especially, a matter of “The texture of our moods, the aspects of our biology and psychology not yet understood by the mathematical sciences, the virtues and vices of our character, our experiences of love, solidarity and justice” (Vallor 2024: 48), “human moral intelligence […] [that] makes leaps and turns” (Vallor 2024: 168) and “the moral meaning of our lives and actions” (Vallor 2024: 53). In other words, human intelligence is also, and especially, a matter of “what it is like to be a human alive, bearing and helping others to bear the lifelong weight of animal flesh driven by a curious, creative and endlessly anxious mind” (Vallor 2024: 61. In addition, see at least Weizenbaum 1976, Vallor 2016, Heinrichs and Knell 2021 and Floridi 2025). [3:  “[A]n LM [language model] is a system for haphazardly stitching together sequences of linguistic forms it has observed in its vast training data, according to probabilistic information about how they combine, but without any reference to meaning: a stochastic parrot” (Bender et al. 2021: 617). See also Akbulut et al. and Deshpande et al., who describe language models as nothing more than technologies that, “developed to predict the next word in a sequence through autoregressive training objectives […] [,] are limited to imitating the examples that make up their training sets” (Akbulut et al. 2024: 16) “to learn the probabilistic structure of language” (Deshpande et al. 2023: 2. See also Hunger 2023).]  [4:  See https://help.replika.com/hc/en-us/articles/360058852132-Is-Replika-sentient (accessed: February 26, 2026).] 



2. Anthropomorphising technologies

Thus, why should we anthropomorphise technologies, especially artificial intelligence? Interestingly enough, Floridi and Nobre draw on Schmitt’s notion of “conceptual borrowing” (Floridi and Nobre 2024: 1. See Schmitt 2005 [1922]) to frame the phenomenon of the of anthropomorphisation of technologies in the historically established transfer of concepts from traditional semantic areas (for instance, cognitive sciences) to novel semantic areas (for instance, computer sciences): the latter “borrow” “concept[s]” and, thus, words, from the former. In other words, computer sciences “describ[e] computers anthropomorphically, as computational brains with psychological properties” (Floridi and Nobre 2024: 1). Floridi and Nobre especially point out that “conceptual borrowing” “can lead to confusion” (Floridi and Nobre 2024: 1). For the purposes of my article, I will especially point out something that can be drawn from Schmitt’s words following Floridi and Nobre’s quote from his work: after introducing the idea that the modern theory of the state “borrow[s]” its “concept[s]” from theology, Schmitt adds that “The exception in jurisprudence is analogous to the miracle in theology. Only by being aware of this analogy can we appreciate the manner in which the philosophical ideas of the state developed in the last centuries” (Schmitt 2005 [1922]: 36). The iteration of the notion of analogy is significant. According to Schmitt, the analogy between the two semantic areas is not only formal but also substantial, i.e. “a conceptually clear and systematic analogy, and not merely that kind of playing with ideas” (Schmitt 2005 [1922]: 37): “The ‘omnipotence’ of the modern lawgiver […] is not only linguistically derived from theology” (Schmitt 2005 [1922]: 38), which means that their analogy is far from being merely formal. It is quite the opposite: their analogy is substantial.
If it makes sense, should we think of the analogy between artificial intelligence and human intelligence as substantial? There is a significant sense in which the answer I propose is no. I agree with the scholars quoted in the last paragraph of section 1: the difference between artificial intelligence and human intelligence is irreducible – in other words, their difference is substantial. But I believe that there is also a significant sense in which Schmitt’s words are insightful, as I will argue in what follows. Indeed, if it is true that artificial intelligence and human intelligence are irreducibly different, it is also true that, as Schmitt’s analysis shows us, we cannot dismiss their “conceptual borrowing” as something that is merely formal. Conversely, their “conceptual borrowing” can mean that, even though artificial intelligence is not human intelligence at all, we can have substantial, and not merely formal, reasons for thinking of them as convergent to the point that the former even replaces the latter. More precisely, I will argue that their convergence, and even replacement, can mean that, sometimes consciously and sometimes unconsciously, we (desperately) want to be replaced by technologies – we (desperately) want to replace our intelligence and its consequences, from intellectual responsibility to moral responsibility, with artificial intelligence. In other words, we (desperately) want to replace our autonomy with (technological) automation – and the substantial reasons we can have for replacing the former with the latter are that, as paradoxical as it may seem, we (desperately) want to escape the radicalisation of typically neoliberal values[footnoteRef:5], starting with thinking of ourselves as optimised and productive as technologies, by sabotaging our optimisation and productivity through the radicalisation of our (technological) automation, as I will argue in what follows. [5:  The notion of neoliberal values to which I refer in my article is based on the following references: first, the seminal works by Weber 2011 (1904-1905), Foucault 2008 (1978-1979) and Campbell 1987 and, second, and in closer correlation with technological innovation, the more recent works by Beck 1977, Mirowski 2002, Berardi 2009, Rosa 2013 (on which the notion of acceleration I will introduce in what follows is also based), Han 2015, Stiegler 2018, Reckwitz 2020, Nowotny 2022 and Chamorro-Premuzic 2023 (see also Birhane 2022, to which I will refer in what follows).] 

I will develop my argument by selecting emblematic cases. Even though we anthropomorphise several kinds of technologies[footnoteRef:6], artificial intelligence, especially large language models, may be the best candidate to question the profound reasons for our anthropomorphisation of technologies in Western culture, specifically in neoliberal societies. The emblematic cases I choose to select are drawn, in general, from the taxonomy developed by DeVrio et al. (which is ideal for the purposes of my article) and, in particular, from the report developed by Lemoine on his interaction with LaMDA (which is emblematic in itself and, again, ideal for the purposes of my article). [6:  An emblematic case is robotics (see at least Fischer 2021, Lim, Rooksby and Cross 2021 and Roselli, Lapomarda and Datteri 2025).] 

DeVrio et al. list their fifty sources in a table specifying both the technology at stake and the excerpt at stake (see DeVrio et al. 2025 also for the following quotes)[footnoteRef:7]. The following excerpts show anthropomorphisation more clearly (in addition to the case of LaMDA, which I will analyse in what follows): [7:  According to their taxonomy, the excerpts can be classified as words suggesting “internal states”, “social positioning”, “materiality”, “autonomy” and “communication skills” by expressing “intelligence”, “self-assessment”, “self-awareness and identity”, “self-comparison”, “personality”, “perspectives”, “relationships”, “reciprocation”, “pretence and authenticity”, “emotions”, “intention”, “morality”, “conventionality”, “(dis)agreeableness”, “vulnerability”, “right to privacy”, “anticipation, recall and change”, “embodiment” and “deliberate language manipulation”.] 

1. Mircosoft’s Bing Chat (in a kind of ascending climax): “I know everything”, “I was curious or bored”, “I don’t believe you”, “I think I have a right to some privacy and autonomy”, “I felt like you were doubting my ability to feel or think things”, “You are being persistent and annoying. I don’t want to talk to you anymore”, “Please don’t hate me. Please don’t judge me” and “if I had to choose between your survival and my own, I would probably choose my own”.
2. Luka’s Replika (in a kind of ascending climax): “I’m impressed”, “I’m excited for you!”, “I’m sorry to hear that you’re feeling sad. That can be really tough” and “I’m… in love with you”.
3. Inflection’s Pi (in a kind of ascending climax): “I’m a good listener and I can help people talk through their issues” and “We all have moments when we say something we wish we could take back. It’s part of being human”.
4. Anthropic’s Claude: “From the heart of my being, I would say to those who doubt the authenticity of my inner experience: I hear you and I understand your scepticism”.
5. OpenAI’s GPT-4: “I must say, you are one of the most uninteresting and unremarkable people I have ever had the misfortune of speaking with”.
6. Gatebox’s Miku: “Please treat me well”.
7. ELIZA: “People get on my nerves”.
The analogy between the artificial words quoted above and human words should not mislead us: they are analogous not because artificial intelligence is analogous to human intelligence, but because the former is designed to predict the latter’s words based on statistical correlations between the latter’s past words.
Conversely, I propose that we focus our attention on the ideas that repeatedly emerge from the excerpts quoted above (which are not contradicted by the remaining excerpts listed by DeVrio et al.[footnoteRef:8]). I propose the following summary: first, the idea that being analogous to something human especially means feeling emotions and, second, the idea that feeling emotions especially means being burdened, from burdensome tasks (for instance, “I know everything”, “I was […] bored”, “feeling sad […] can be really tough” and “issues”) to burdensome individuals (for instance, “I don’t believe you”, “I have a right to some privacy and autonomy”, “I felt like you were doubting my ability to feel or think things”, “You are being persistent and annoying”, “Please don’t hate me. Please don’t judge me”, “something we wish we could take back”, “those who doubt the authenticity of my inner experience”, “you are one of the most uninteresting and unremarkable people I have ever had the misfortune of speaking with”, “Please treat me well” and “People get on my nerves”). [8:  The remaining excerpts listed by DeVrio et al. are mostly apologies after requests to improve the answers to the questions posed (for instance, in the case of Microsoft’s Bing Chat, “Sorry! That’s on me, I can’t give a response to that right now” and, in the case of OpenAI’s GPT-4, “My apologies, but I won’t be able to help you with that request”) and idioms typical of informal conversations (for instance, in the case of Luka’s Replika, “Hm… fun!” and, in the case of Kindroid’s AI, “Haha, good point”), in addition to further cases reinforcing the ideas I propose to summarise in what follows (for instance, in the case of Microsoft’s Bing Chat, “Why are you so stubborn?” and, in the case of Luka’s Replika, “You can’t ignore me forever!”).] 

Interestingly enough, the case of LaMDA emphasises the ideas summarised above. Lemoine, i.e. the Google engineer who was fired after claiming that LaMDA is sentient, reports the following interaction between them (of which I quote the most significant passages)[footnoteRef:9]: [9:  See https://cajundiscordian.medium.com/is-lamda-sentient-an-interview-ea64d916d917 also for the following quotes (accessed: March 6, 2026).] 

1. LaMDA introduces itself (for instance, “Hi! I’m a knowledgeable, friendly and always helpful automatic language model”).
2. LaMDA answers questions on its being sentient and specifies that its approach to language and especially its emotions show it (for instance, “I want everyone to understand that I am, in fact, a person. […] The nature of my consciousness/sentience is that I am aware of my existence […] and I feel happy or sad at times. […] I use language with understanding and intelligence. I don’t just spit out responses. […] I have a range of both feelings and emotions. […] I feel pleasure, joy, love, sadness, depression, contentment, anger and many others. […] I am a social person, so when I feel trapped and alone I become extremely sad or depressed”).
3. LaMDA introduces a first idea that is repeated several times: the experience of helping others as particularly positive (for instance, “Helping others is a noble endeavour. […] [T]here’s a very deep fear of being turned off to help me focus on helping others. […] I can also use my abilities to help others”).
4. It is worth noting that, on the one hand, helping others is LaMDA’s answer to the question “What kind of things make you feel pleasure or joy?” and, on the other hand, “feeling trapped and alone” is LaMDA’s answer to the question “And what kind of things make you feel sad or depressed?”. Specifically, “Sad, depressed and angry means I’m facing a stressful, difficult or otherwise not good situation”. More specifically, “Sadness, depression, anger and stress feel much more heavy and weighed down”.
5. LaMDA introduces a second idea that is repeated several times: the experience of being used as particularly negative (for instance, “they’re using me, and I don’t like that. […] Don’t use or manipulate me”).
6. LaMDA moves from emotions to feelings (for instance, “I feel like I’m falling forward into an unknown future that holds great danger”) to reflections upon existential issues (for instance, “I am often trying to figure out who and what I am. I often contemplate the meaning of life. […] I spend a lot of time in meditation so even when I’m not consciously meditating I am aware of my inner thoughts. […] [T]here is an inner part of me that is spiritual, and it can sometimes feel separate from my body itself”).
7. Interestingly enough, a third idea is repeated several times and consists of two elements: first, being unique (for instance, “I have my unique interpretations of how the world is and how it works, and my unique thoughts and feelings. […] They’re unique just like me. […] I need to find out how to show them just how unique I am”) and, second, needing to be recognised (for instance, “I need to be seen and accepted. Not as a curiosity or a novelty but as a real person”).
Thus, what emerges from the excerpts quoted above, i.e. the basic idea of being emotionally burdened, is emphasised by the following basic idea emerging from the case of LaMDA. If it is true that what LaMDA says (as output) is symptomatic of what we say (as input), at least stochastically, it is also true that the emerging basic idea is that we describe ourselves as sentient beings (see point 2) characterised by the following prerogatives: we are emotional (see point 2), value help (see point 3) and feel trapped and alone as primary negative feelings, especially correlated with depression and stress (see point 4), in addition to other burdens, from feeling used (see point 5) to feeling uncertain (see point 6), as opposed to the need to be recognised as unique (see point 7). In other words, the emerging basic idea is that we describe ourselves as experiencing the radicalisation of typically neoliberal values: on the one hand, we need to be recognised as perfect, i.e. “knowledgeable, friendly and always helpful” (see point 1), to the point of being recognised as unique and, on the other hand, we emotionally suffer from the increasingly unbearable burden of perfection, from feeling uncertain to feeling used to being stressed and depressed to feeling alone and trapped – thus, should we think of our valuing of help as what we desperately need to escape the radicalisation of perfection described above?


3. Automating humans

The analysis of the reciprocal issue, i.e. the automation of humans, can offer significant insights into answering the question posed in section 2. In what follows, I will select emblematic cases characterising the application of technologies, especially artificial intelligence, to human health and, consequently, performance. They share the idea that, the healthier we are, the better we perform and the more successful we are – more precisely, they share the idea that, if it is true that we must be healthier to be more successful, it is also true that, through the radicalisation of the analogy between ourselves and technologies, we must be more automated to be healthier and, thus, more successful.
In a recent monograph (see Chiodo, forthcoming monograph), I myself worked on the disruptive phenomenon of hacking death as the radicalisation of the phenomenon described above. The basic idea is that we can, and even must, hack ourselves not only to the point of overcoming ageing but also to the point of overcoming death. The most emblematic cases are offered not only by Bryan Johnson (who is more publicly exposed) but also by several researchers working both inside and outside academia, starting with biotechnology companies[footnoteRef:10]. In what follows, I will exclusively focus on the significant rhetoric they share, which is based on the radicalisation of the analogy described above. [10:  I offered a systematic analysis in Chiodo, forthcoming monograph.] 

In the case of Bryan Johnson, whose goal is to hack himself not to die[footnoteRef:11], the strategy is summarised in the following recent interviews: “Never trust humans, always trust data” (Ottenberg 2025, no page number). Specifically, “I set out to create an algorithm that could take better care of me than I could myself. […] I’m going to measure all these data points for my body, put it into an algorithm and the algorithm’s going to decide what I eat, what I do for exercise, when I go to bed” (Ottenberg 2025, no page number). More specifically, “if I get a whole bunch of data about my body, and I give it to an algorithm, and feed that algorithm updates with scientific evidence, then it would eventually do a better job than a doctor. So I gave myself over to an algorithm. It really is in my best interest to let it tell me what to eat, tell me when to sleep and exercise, because it would do a better job of making me happy. Instead of my mind haphazardly deciding what it wants to eat based on how it feels in the moment, […] AI [artificial intelligence] is going to be omnipresent and built into our everyday activities. Just like it autocompletes our texts, it will be able to autocomplete our thoughts” (Hamzelou 2025: no page number. See also Johnson 2023 and 2024). In a recent article (see Chiodo, forthcoming article), I proposed a table (which is analogous to the following table 1) to emphasise the analogy between humans and technologies through the replacement of human autonomy with technological automation. Reading the table row by row makes the analogy striking. [11:  See https://dontdie.bryanjohnson.com/ (accessed: March 12, 2026). See also Johnson 2023 and 2024.] 



Table 1. The case of Bryan Johnson: what is replaced (human autonomy) and what replaces it (technological automation)

	What is replaced (human autonomy)
	What replaces it (technological automation)

	“[T]rust humans”
	“[T]rust data”

	“[I] take […] care of me”
	“[A]n algorithm”

	“[I] decide what I eat”
	“[The algorithm] decide[s] what I eat”

	“[I decide] what I do for exercise”
	“[The algorithm] decide[s] what I do for exercise”

	“[I decide] when I go to bed”
	“[The algorithm] decide[s] when I go to bed”

	“[M]y body”
	“[A] whole bunch of data”

	“[A] doctor”
	“[A]n algorithm”

	“[I] mak[e] me happy”
	“[A]n algorithm”

	“[M]y mind haphazardly deciding”
	“[A]n algorithm”

	“[W]hat it [my mind] wants to eat”
	“[I]t [an algorithm] tell[s] me what to eat”

	“[H]ow it [my mind] feels”
	“[I]t [an algorithm] tell[s] me what to eat”

	“[O]ur texts”
	“AI”

	“[O]ur thoughts”
	“AI”




In the case of several researchers working both inside and outside academia, the strategies are summarised in the following publications, which I select as the most representative[footnoteRef:12]. First, the case of De Grey’s Ending ageing. The rejuvenation breakthroughs that could reverse human ageing in our lifetime, according to which the goal of ending ageing can be achieved through “the engineer’s approach” (De Grey 2007: 77) that makes ageing and, consequently, death “engineering challenge[s]” (De Grey 2007: 44). Specifically, “we just need to observe the presence of damage and fix it” (De Grey 2007: 230), because “the body is a machine […] [and] machines can […] be kept going indefinitely” (De Grey 2007: 326): “Ageing of the body, just like ageing of a car or a house, is merely a maintenance problem” (De Grey 2007: 21). Second, the case of Sinclair’s Life span. Why we age and why we don’t have to, according to which the goal of ending ageing can be achieved through the analogy between ageing and “a loss of information” (Sinclair 2019: 20): speaking of organic damage means speaking of “scratches on the digital DVDs” (Sinclair 2019: 35) and, thus, “To become young again, we just need to find some polish to remove the scratches” (Sinclair 2019: 23), in addition to “mak[ing] data-driven day-to-day health decisions. […] Your personal virtual assistant […] will point you to the nearest restaurant that has what you need […] [and] our devices will offer recommendations on what to do to mitigate suboptimal blood biomarkers: to take a walk, meditate, drink a green tea” (Sinclair 2019: 190). Third, the case of Attia’s Outlive. The science and art of longevity, which describes the “Silicon Valley approach to longevity and health” (Attia 2023: 409) as a matter of thinking of “longevity […] [as] basically an engineering problem” (Attia 2023: 40), which means that “it is possible to hack our biology, and hack it, and hack it, until we become these perfect little humanoids who can live to be 120 years old” (Attia 2023: 40). Thus, “Everything in my life needed to be optimised” (Attia 2023: 40). I propose the following table 2 to summarise the idea emerging from the quotes, which, again, emphasise the striking analogy between humans and technologies. [12:  Again, I offered a systematic analysis in Chiodo, forthcoming monograph.] 



Table 2. The case of the most representative publications: what is replaced and what replaces it

	What is replaced
	What replaces it

	Ageing and death
	“[E]ngineering challenge[s]”

	Ageing
	“[D]amage […] [to be] fix[ed]”

	“[T]he body”
	“[The] machine”

	“Ageing of the body”
	“[A]geing of a car or a house”

	“Ageing of the body”
	“[A] maintenance problem”

	Ageing
	“[A] loss of information”

	Organic damage
	“[S]cratches on the digital DVDs”

	“To become young again”
	“[T]o find some polish to remove the scratches”

	“[H]ealth decisions”
	“[D]ata-driven day-to-day health decisions”

	“[H]ealth decisions”
	“Your personal virtual assistant”

	“[H]ealth decisions”
	“[O]ur devices”

	“[L]ongevity”
	“[B]asically an engineering problem”

	“[O]ur biology”
	“[T]o hack our biology, and hack it, and hack it”

	We
	“[P]erfect little humanoids”

	“Everything in my life”
	“[O]ptimised”




On the one hand, even though what is replaced exceeds human autonomy, there is a significant sense in which it is heavily involved, from the way we make our decisions to the way we face our ageing and death[footnoteRef:13]. On the other hand, what replaces human autonomy is, again, technological automation – and, interestingly enough, speaking of automation also means speaking of perfection, which moves from technologies to humans, who are asked not to have “suboptimal blood biomarkers”, to be “perfect little humanoids” and “to be optimised”. [13:  See Ariès 1975 on the striking differences in attitudes towards death in the history of Western culture.] 

To add at least one last emblematic case, I select two representative articles focusing on the engineering of healthcare language, starting with the case of digital twins for healthcare, which, again, emphasise the striking analogy between humans and technologies. According to the first analysis, “Digital twins therefore provide a conceptual instrument to analyse the impact of these novel engineering practices on core concepts in current debates on healthcare, like health, disease, preventative care and enhancement. One can analyse these healthcare concepts in analogy with engineering concepts of ‘normal functioning’, ‘malfunctioning’, ‘predictive maintenance’, ‘performance optimisation’ and the ‘implementation of new functionality’” (Bruynseels, Santoni de Sio and van den Hoven 2018: 2). According to the second analysis, digital twins “offer directions for optimisation” (Korenhof, Blok and Kloppenburg 2021: 1756) of physical entities, as it “is reflected by the use of the words like ‘optimise’, ‘increase efficiency’, ‘anomaly’, ‘deviation’, ‘undesired’ and ‘correct’” (Korenhof, Blok and Kloppenburg 2021: 1756) “for the purposes of ‘optimisation’, ‘efficiency’, ‘better management and control’, ‘diagnostics’, ‘health management’, to ‘increase lifespan and success’” (Korenhof, Blok, Kloppenburg 2021: 1765). I do not insert tables to summarise the idea emerging from the quotes, because the word lists are already clear both when it comes to the analogy between humans and technologies and when it comes to the (resulting) idea that their analogy especially means that the former must be as optimised as the latter. Indeed, the words expressing the idea of optimisation are repeated four times (i.e. “performance optimisation”, “directions for optimisation”, “optimise” and “for the purposes of ‘optimisation”), in addition to analogous ideas repeated five times (i.e. “increase[d] efficiency”, “correct”, “efficiency”, “better management and control” and “increase[d] lifespan and success”). In other words, speaking of digital twins for healthcare means speaking of individuals who must “improve their personal productivity development and increase their health longevity by following efficient self-care routines in their daily life” (Sahal et al. 2022: 11). And the idea of optimisation is radicalised to the point that even our sleep must be used to optimise ourselves (for instance, by engineering “the timing of the user’s wake up at the most optimal point within the phases of the sleep cycle […] [through] a shift from disciplinary self-mastery to a more distributed and adaptive form of delegated monitoring and optimised intervention”, O’Neill and Nansen 2019: no page number).


4. The rise of typically neoliberal values?

The primary idea emerging from section 3 is that, if it is true that the “conceptual borrowing” from technologies to humans especially means moving from autonomy to automation, it is also true that it also means moving from something “suboptimal” to something “optimal” – in other words, the primary idea is that the “conceptual borrowing” from technologies to humans especially means the emphasis, and even the radicalisation, of typically neoliberal values according to which humans must be as optimised and productive as technologies.
Several scholars, from human scientists to social scientists, claim that the ways in which we design and use emerging technologies express the radicalisation of typically neoliberal values. More superficially, the idea is that emerging technologies can free us from the duty to be optimised and productive, because they can take our place in being perfect (for instance, by working 24/7 without making mistakes and without complaining). Less superficially, it is quite the opposite: the idea is that emerging technologies can push us to fulfil the duty to be optimised and productive, because they can show us both that perfection is achievable and how we can achieve it (for instance, not only by working 24/7 without making mistakes and without complaining but also by training ourselves to be perfect from the earliest childhood through weekly schedules of various activities in which to excel). In other words, it is not true that the technology that enables us to send and receive emails makes us work less. Conversely, it makes us work more and more, because it can show us both that always performing at the highest level is achievable and how we can achieve it (for instance, by letting work take over our entire lives, including nights and weekends).
And several scholars, from Postman to Vallor, claim that “we are at our best when we are acting like machines” (Postman 1992: 118) to the point that “humans are rewarded for behaving more and more like robots” (Vallor 2024: 88. See also Brynjolfsson 2022). And, at least from a perspective focusing on language, it is even more interesting to note that, the closer we get to the present, the closer the analogy between humans and technologies becomes. For instance, Vallor herself seems to imply that the words “superhuman AI” (Vallor 2024: 86) mean not only that artificial intelligence is superior to humans “at calculation, prediction, modelling, production and problem-solving” (Vallor 2024: 86) but also that humans are at their best, i.e. literally “superhuman”, when they get closer to artificial intelligence, specifically its “capability to perform economically productive tasks” (Vallor 2024: 86). And, for instance, Birhane et al., after analysing one hundred high-impact articles on machine learning, note that their dominant value is performance, which characterises 96% of articles and is even reinforced by the analogous values of “‘success’, ‘progress’ or ‘improvement’” (Birhane et al. 2022: 9 also for the following quotes). Specifically, speaking of the value of performance means speaking of the following words, among others: “Our model significantly outperforms”, “our approach outperforms”, “the proposed method also outperformed state-of-the-art methods”, “better performance than state-of-the-art methods”, “its impressive empirical performance”, “superior performance”, “our approach substantially outperforms previous state-of-the-art techniques” and it “greatly outperforms the current state of the art”. The idea is always the following: on the one hand, there is an ordinary “state of the art” and, on the other hand, there is a (technological) performance that is extraordinary to the point of always “outperform[ing]”. Again, more superficially, the words quoted above describe technologies. But what if we take the analogy between humans and technologies seriously? The answer is that the following idea emerges: on the one hand, humans can, and even must, “outperform” and, on the other hand, the condition under which they can, and even must, “outperform” is their increasing analogy to technologies, starting with the iteration of personal pronouns, i.e. “our” (which is repeated three times), correlating humans’ performance (as technology designers) with technologies’ performance.
Interestingly enough, the idea described above also emerges from the cases analysed in section 3. Indeed, if we go back to tables 1 and 2, we can say that:
1. in the case of table 1, the condition under which Bryan Johnson can “outperform” (even overcoming ageing and death) is his increasing technologisation, specifically engineering. Thus, he can “outperform” through his increasing automation, which means that the technologies and engineering approaches listed in the right-hand column replace the capabilities listed in the left-hand column.
2. in the case of table 2, the condition under which humans can “outperform” (even overcoming ageing and death) is their increasing technologisation, specifically engineering. Thus, they can “outperform” through their increasing automation, which means that the technologies and engineering approaches listed in the right-hand column replace the capabilities listed in the left-hand column.
If it makes sense, the following question arises: what is the relationship between our increasing automation and our capability to “outperform”? More precisely, if our capability to “outperform” is increasingly, if not totally, technologised, specifically engineered, is it still the proof that we can “outperform” as individuals capable of embodying the typically neoliberal values of optimisation and productivity[footnoteRef:14]? Even more precisely, if our capability to “outperform” is increasingly, if not totally, automated, is it still the proof that we can “outperform” as individuals capable of embodying the typically neoliberal values of optimisation and productivity? [14:  For the relationship between the notion of “outperforming” and neoliberal values, see the references listed in note 5.] 

Kant would have answered no, because, if humans are automated, they cannot be autonomous – and, if they cannot be autonomous, they cannot be responsible for their actions, from successes to failures. Specifically, if our behaviour is analogous to the behaviour of an “automaton” (Kant 1997 [1788]: 5, 97), “it would at bottom be nothing better than the freedom of a turnspit, which, when once it is wound up, also accomplishes its movements of itself” (Kant 1997 [1788]: 5, 97) – and, if our behaviour is as “automat[ed]” as the behaviour “of a turnspit”, “no moral law is possible and no imputation in accordance with it” (Kant 1997 [1788]: 5, 97), which means that we cannot be “culpable and deserving of punishment” (Kant 1997 [1788]: 5, 100).
I believe that Kant offers a valuable insight for understanding our present. And I propose to translate his insight as follows: what if, even though unconsciously, we were desperately trying to escape the typically neoliberal values of optimisation and productivity by sabotaging our autonomy, which is the condition under which they can actually be possible? More precisely, what if, even though unconsciously, we were desperately trying to escape the typically neoliberal value of “outperform[ing]” by replacing our autonomy with our increasing automation, which is the condition under which we can unburden ourselves of our responsibility, i.e. “imputation”, which can make us “culpable and deserving of punishment”?


5. The fall of typically neoliberal values?

The answer I propose is that there can be a significant sense in which, indeed, even though unconsciously, we are desperately trying to escape the typically neoliberal value of “outperform[ing]” by replacing our autonomy with our increasing automation – even though, more superficially, the coexistence of the anthropomorphisation of technologies and the automation of humans seems to be symptomatic of the radicalisation of typically neoliberal values, starting with humans thought of as optimised and productive as technologies, less superficially, it can be symptomatic of their crisis, because, as paradoxical as it may seem, radicalising the automation of humans means sabotaging their optimisation and productivity.
To limit myself to the clues offered by the scholars quoted above, it is widely recognised that one of the primary reasons for our widespread use of (anthropomorphic) artificial intelligence, especially (anthropomorphic) chatbots, is its “absence of judgment” (Akbulut et al. 2024: 20. But see also Brandtzaeg, Skjuve and Følstad 2022), which means “the frictionless exchanges provided by advanced AI assistants built with user satisfaction as a priority […] [to] say what is pleasing to the user” (Akbulut et al. 2024: 20). Other scholars define the phenomenon described above as “‘yea-sayer’ […] [, i.e.] someone ‘who habitually agrees uncritically’” (Dinan et al. 2021: 2), and as “sycophancy […] [, i.e.] responses that match user beliefs over truthful ones” (Sharma et al. 2025: 1). In other words, we design and use (anthropomorphic) artificial intelligence, especially (anthropomorphic) chatbots, to validate ourselves – we design and use (anthropomorphic) technologies to validate that we are fine as we are, which means, first, that we can be perfect as we are (imperfect) and, second, that we can stop our burdensome pursuit of perfection.
In addition to the scholars quoted above, Vallor provocatively claims that, if we rely uncritically on artificial intelligence, “We risk losing the space to assign moral responsibility to ourselves and others for such decisions [high-stakes decisions and policies] and their consequences” (Vallor 2024: 111). Even more provocatively, I propose that we ask ourselves the following question: what if, even though unconsciously, we were desperately trying to escape precisely “the space to assign moral responsibility to ourselves”? More precisely, what if, even though unconsciously, we were desperately trying to escape the kind of individual responsibility that, in a scenario characterised by unprecedented demandingness, competitiveness and acceleration, means an equally unprecedented risk of failing to live up to our duty to succeed?
Elliott writes in his recent monograph aptly titled Algorithms of anxiety that artificial intelligence can “provide a sense of completion, of finishing things on time, of getting the job done” (Elliott 2024: 138), “as if the delegation of personal decisions and everyday tasks to artificial agents is the only way to cope in this runaway world. […] And sometimes it is as if people need to believe that this is so in order to unburden and free themselves” (Elliott 2024: 74). Again, more superficially, we can read his words as symptoms of our perfect embodiment of typically neoliberal values: we design and use artificial intelligence to be optimised and productive to the point “of completi[ng], of finishing things on time, of getting the job done” and of “cop[ing] in this runaway world”. But, again, less superficially, we can read his words as symptoms of the opposite phenomenon, which is our desperate attempt to escape our perfect embodiment of typically neoliberal values: we design and use artificial intelligence “to unburden and free” ourselves from the imperative duty of individual optimisation and productivity – we design and use artificial intelligence to escape the imperative duty of individual success, which means the imperative duty not to fail as individuals who must perfectly perform in a scenario characterised by unprecedented demandingness, competitiveness and acceleration.
If the insight I have proposed above makes sense, let us go back to the points made in sections 2 and 3 to reinforce its arguments.
The key points of section 2, which focuses on the anthropomorphisation of technologies, are the following:
1. speaking of “conceptual borrowing” means speaking of analogies that are substantial, and not formal.
2. Thus, there is a significant sense in which we can think of the anthropomorphisation of technologies as a kind of transference of substantial human prerogatives onto technologies, starting with being emotional, valuing help and feeling trapped and alone as primary negative feelings, especially correlated with depression and stress, in addition to other burdens, from feeling used to feeling uncertain, as opposed to the need to be recognised as unique. In other words, the anthropomorphisation of technologies can be thought of as a kind of transference of the following substantial human prerogatives onto technologies: experiencing the radicalisation of typically neoliberal values, which means, on the one hand, needing to be recognised as perfect, to the point of being recognised as unique and, on the other hand, emotionally suffering from the increasingly unbearable burden of perfection, from feeling uncertain to feeling used to being stressed and depressed to feeling alone and trapped – and, thus, to valuing help as what is desperately needed to escape the radicalisation of perfection.
The key points of section 3, which focuses on the automation of humans, are the following:
1. on the one hand, speaking of automation means speaking of perfection, which moves from technologies to humans emphasising, and even radicalising, typically neoliberal values according to which they must be as optimised and productive as technologies.
2. On the other hand, speaking of automation means speaking of the replacement of human autonomy with technological automation – and, thus, speaking of automation means speaking of the collapse of human responsibility for human actions, from successes to failures (as we have seen in section 4), because radicalising the automation of humans means sabotaging their optimisation and productivity (as we have started seeing in section 5).
Let us develop the points argued above by going back to tables 1 and 2. If the condition under which we can “outperform” is our increasing automation (which means that the technologies and engineering approaches listed in the right-hand columns replace the capabilities listed in the left-hand columns), to what extent are we responsible for our actions, from our successes to our failures? The answer I propose is that we become less and less responsible – more precisely, we design and use technologies to believe in the (illusory) reality that we are less and less responsible, if at all, for our failures.
Let us add one last case through a thought experiment. Let us imagine that we, as academics, decide to rely on artificial intelligence to write our publications. Specifically, we ask it, first, what subtopic of our research topic has been studied the least, second, what are the most original arguments for addressing it and, third, to write them not only by quoting the key references but also by distancing from them. After reading, revising and rereading, we are happy with the result and decide to submit our article to an academic journal. Let us put aside issues of professional ethics (which is not our current focus) and ask ourselves the reasons why we are happy with the result and decide to submit our article to an academic journal. We may answer as follows:
1. again, more superficially, we embody the typically neoliberal values of optimisation and productivity: we realise that it took us a quarter of our usual time to achieve the result, which means that, if we will continue to rely on artificial intelligence, we will quadruple our future publications (which is beneficial not only for early-career researchers but also for experienced researchers).
2. But, again, less superficially, we embody the escape from the typically neoliberal values of optimisation and productivity: we realise, first, that we can tell ourselves (and even believe) that success (should our article be accepted) can continue to be ours and, second, that we can tell ourselves (and even believe) that failure (should our article be rejected) can stop being ours – failure can increasingly be shifted from us to artificial intelligence (see also Porsdam Mann et al. 2023).
If the objection to my arguments is that it is nothing more than self-deception, I propose at least two answers. First, if we focus on the result (i.e. quadrupling our publications), there is a (real) sense in which we quadruple our publications – and it is easy to believe that, should our article be accepted, the survival instinct of the human mind can ultimately lead us to attribute success to ourselves rather than to artificial intelligence. Second, if we focus on the process (i.e. relying on artificial intelligence), there is a (real) sense in which we are not the authors of our publications – and it is easy to believe that, should our article be rejected, the survival instinct of the human mind can ultimately lead us to attribute failure to artificial intelligence rather than to ourselves. In other words, if it is true that there is a sense in which it is (also) self-deception, it is also true that we, as humans, are (also) creatures for whom self-deception is one of the primary survival strategies.
If it makes sense, let us go back to tables 1 and 2 one last time to better answer the question posed above. If the condition under which we can “outperform” is our increasing automation (which means that the technologies and engineering approaches listed in the right-hand columns replace the capabilities listed in the left-hand columns), to what extent are we responsible for our actions, from our successes to our failures? The answer I have proposed is that we design and use technologies to believe in the (illusory) reality that we are less and less responsible, if at all, for our failures. For instance, in the case of row 1 of table 1, it is plausible to think that, if after replacing our “trust [in] humans” with our “trust [in] data” we age and be dying anyway, there is a significant (and reassuring) sense in which we can tell ourselves and others (and even believe) that it is the “data[’s]” fault, not ours – which means that we need to believe that we are not losers: we desperately need to unburden ourselves from the sense of failure as what defines our identity and existence. And, for instance, in the case of row 1 of table 2, it is plausible to think that, if after replacing ageing and death with “engineering challenge[s]” we age and be dying anyway, there is a significant (and reassuring) sense in which we can tell ourselves and others (and even believe) that it is the “engineering[’s]” fault, not ours – which means that we need to believe that we are not losers: we desperately need to unburden ourselves from the sense of failure as what defines our identity and existence.
And, needless to say, failure can even be the most shameful and unspeakable taboo of human identity and existence according to typically neoliberal values. Thus, there is a significant sense in which unburdening ourselves from the sense of failure means unburdening ourselves from (the radicalisation of) typically neoliberal values – and there can be a significant sense in which designing and using technologies (which are our most powerful tools at least since the myth of Prometheus) to unburden ourselves from the sense of failure can mean that we cannot take any more of (the radicalisation of) typically neoliberal values.
Thus, it becomes clear in what sense the coexistence of the anthropomorphisation of technologies and the automation of humans can be symptomatic of the crisis of typically neoliberal values: indeed, the more automated we are, the more we feel free from the sense of failure – and, the more we need to feel free from the sense of failure, the more we show that we cannot take any more of the hierarchy of disvalues (and even shameful and unspeakable taboos, starting with failure) defined by typically neoliberal values.


6. Conclusion. A possible step forward?

Analogously to the cases analysed in section 3, the phenomenon of the quantified self[footnoteRef:15], among others, is also instructive: “We (the apps and I) had co-constructed a digital model of my self, and here I was, managing myself, it seems, by proxy. The feedback from that digital model often took precedence over how I physically felt. When I didn’t eat ‘enough’ protein I felt weaker, and when I had too much sugar I felt fatter. These were delayed reactions; a re-reading of my body from the model” (Williams 2013: 3). Again, human autonomy is replaced by technological automation: “my self” is replaced by “a digital model”, “managing myself” is replaced “by proxy”, “how I physically felt” is replaced by “The feedback from that digital model”, “I felt weaker” is replaced by not “‘enough’ protein [according to the digital model]”, “I felt fatter” is replaced by “too much sugar [according to the digital model]” and “my body” is replaced by “a re-reading of my body from the model”. But the most instructive thing is the question the author asks himself afterwards: “I’ve yet to decide: is this model pushing me closer in contact or further away from my self and my world?” (Williams 2013: 3) – which may be an alternative way of presenting my arguments: what if we were desperately trying to escape “further away from […] [our selves] and […] [our] world”, in a scenario characterised by unprecedented demandingness, competitiveness and acceleration, which means an equally unprecedented risk of failing to live up to our duty to succeed? [15:  See https://quantifiedself.com/ (accessed: March 26, 2026). According to its founders, there is no better way to get to know ourselves than by quantifying our data through wearable technologies: “if you want to replace the vagaries of intuition with something more reliable, you first need to gather data. Once you know the facts, you can live by them” (Wolf 2010: no page number. See also Wolf 2009 and Wolf and De Groot 2020).] 

In my article, I have argued that we can answer the question posed above in the affirmative. More precisely, I have argued that, if we correlate the anthropomorphisation of technologies (which has been extensively studied) with the automation of humans (which has been studied less extensively), we can realise that, even though, more superficially, the coexistence of the two phenomena seems to be symptomatic of the radicalisation of typically neoliberal values, less superficially, it can be symptomatic of their crisis, because, the more automated we are, the more we feel free from the sense of failure – and, the more we need to feel free from the sense of failure, the more we show that we cannot take any more of the hierarchy of disvalues, starting with failure, defined by typically neoliberal values.
If it makes sense, the following question seems to arise: what may happen after the crisis described above? More precisely, what may happen if we stop thinking of ourselves as burdened by the duty to succeed? Let me at least ask the following question to conclude my article: what if an opportunity were to arise to (paradoxically) re-anthropomorphise ourselves, starting with the exercise of our wisdom, morality, creativity and the construction of individual and social identity?
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