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Preface

The integration of algorithms and artificial intelligence into diverse domains—
including education, healthcare, caregiving, and warfare—poses significant chal-
lenges to longstanding philosophical frameworks traditionally employed to
conceptualize, interpret, and characterize human beings. Among these, the concept
of autonomy can be identified as a central and enduring principle within the tradi-
tion of modern philosophy. Against the backdrop of human autonomy, which is
traditionally understood as rational self-determination grounded in a free and mor-
ally responsible will, the emergence of so-called “autonomous” machine agents—
capable of learning, decision-making, and action—challenges established
assumptions and calls for renewed theoretical and ethical reflection. In response to
the urgency posed by these radical transformations, the concept of autonomy has
once again become a central focus of contemporary philosophical and ethical
debate, particularly within moral theory, where it plays a foundational role in articu-
lating principles of responsibility, agency, and moral accountability. Over the centu-
ries, the paradigm of personal autonomy has been articulated through various
conceptual frameworks, including rational, moral, political, and relational interpre-
tations. Although the concept of personal autonomy plays a central role in both
moral and political philosophy, its precise definition and scope remain a matter of
considerable debate. Several influential philosophers have developed and accepted
analyses of autonomy closely aligned with the idea that an autonomous person is
their own legislator—someone who governs themselves and determines their
actions independently. This interpretation ranges from Immanuel Kant’s founda-
tional anchoring of autonomy in the moral rationality of the subject, through Harry
J. Frankfurt’s “self-government” perspective, to the feminist framework of rela-
tional autonomy advanced by Marina Oshana, Natalie Stoljar, and Catriona
Mackenzie, which challenges the traditional notion of autonomy as simply being
one’s own legislator. Autonomy has consistently played a pivotal role in shaping the
conception of human identity. Concurrently, the concept has gradually expanded,
leading to the attribution of autonomy to increasingly broader and more diverse
categories of subjects. However, in contemporary discourse, the attribute of “auton-
omous” is increasingly applied to objects as well, particularly in the context of
advanced technologies. Autonomous machines and artificial intelligence systems—
capable of learning, making decisions, and acting without direct human control—
exemplify this shift. This extension of autonomy beyond human agents raises
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complex theoretical and ethical questions about the nature of agency, responsibility,
and moral accountability in relation to non-human actors. With the design and con-
struction of “autonomous” machines—systems to which we delegate tasks tradi-
tionally performed by humans, often involving moral responsibility—the notion
that autonomy is an exclusive human attribute increasingly comes into question.
Through the integration of artificial intelligence, machine learning, and advanced
decision-making capabilities, these machines replicate human autonomous action
in a manner that is unprecedented both in scope and complexity. This technological
evolution raises profound ethical challenges, particularly regarding accountability,
responsibility, and the delegation of moral agency to non-human actors.
Philosophically, it calls into question longstanding assumptions about the unique-
ness of human autonomy, prompting a re-examination of what it means to be an
autonomous agent in a world increasingly shared with intelligent machines. The
blurring boundaries between human and machine agency demand new theoretical
frameworks that can address issues such as machine moral status, the limits of algo-
rithmic decision-making, and the conditions under which autonomy can be ascribed
beyond the human subject. We are confronted with a challenge whose full contours
remain yet to be defined. In our view, addressing this challenge requires focusing on
the connection between human vulnerability and the fundamentally relational
nature of human autonomy—an aspect emphasized, for example, in the concept of
empathic relationship.

This volume is driven by two central aims: to rethink human autonomy consider-
ing the rise of “machine” autonomies and, simultaneously, to critically examine the
descriptive and normative boundaries attributed to these forms of autonomy. The
idea is neither to reinforce yet another dichotomy of “us” versus “the machines” nor
to endorse optimistic narratives that portray Al as a means for humanity’s moral
enhancement. Instead, this volume calls for an inversion of perspective—inviting
readers to explore how debates surrounding the autonomy of artificial systems can
“refract” and illuminate the limits, possibilities, and transformative potential inher-
ent in human autonomy, both at the individual and collective levels. To this end, in
contrast to oppositional approaches that regard machine autonomy as a threat to
human autonomy;, this book adopts a co-evolutionary and dialogical approach. This
text explores how new forms of autonomy in artificial and technological contexts
contribute to a broader, more pluralistic, and contextualized understanding of human
autonomy. Rather than viewing autonomy as a fixed, monolithic notion, the text
considers it a historically contingent concept subject to ongoing refinement. The
challenge before us is to address these theoretical, ethical, and political issues by
critically questioning the traditional approach. Rather than evaluating the “machi-
nicity” of artificial autonomy solely through human-centric parameters, we investi-
gate the evolving forms of autonomy with the aim of fundamentally reconsidering
the concept of human autonomy itself.

Articulated into three sections, the volume navigates through conceptual geneal-
ogy, ethical considerations, and practical applications.

In the first part, “What Is Autonomy in the Age of AI?”, contributions undertake
the essential intellectual task of disentangling the idea of “autonomy” from its
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exclusive human-centric ties. In this section, the question of autonomy is also
addressed from a historical-philosophical perspective, questioning its foundations
and transformations in the light of comparisons with artificial intelligence. The con-
tributions analyse the aporias of the modern concept of autonomy, explore feminist
and relational perspectives, focus on the limits of traditional categories in describ-
ing the agency of machines, and propose a critical analysis of the mimetic and
perception-based models that shape our relationship with artificial agents. Starting
from Mariafilomena Anzalone’s account of the imitative devices that inform Al
(Chap. 1), through Stefania Achella’s feminist reinterpretation (Chap. 2), to the
delimitation of the criteria of agency and moral patiency in Paul Formosa, Inés
Hipdlito, and Thomas Montefiore’s contribution (Chap. 3), this section shows how
autonomy, far from being a unitary concept, is articulated in a plurality of dimen-
sions: cognitive, relational, normative, perceptual, and projective. In this case, Al
acts as a “litmus test”, forcing us to distinguish and circumscribe what, in our tradi-
tion, has been called autonomy—freedom, responsibility, self-legislation—from
what machines actually achieve—learning, adaptation, and action without
supervision.

The second part, “Human and Machinic Autonomy. Ethical Implications”,
focuses on the ethical and social repercussions of the interaction between human
agents and autonomous machine systems. This interaction is investigated with par-
ticular attention to specific autonomous technological systems such as AVs, per-
sonal avatars, autonomous weapons, and recommendation systems. By applying
theoretical perspectives such as that of relational autonomy or reflecting on the con-
ditions and specificities of personal and moral autonomy, the contributions of this
section concretely explore the transformative effects of such interaction. Hugo
Cossette-Lefebvre and Natalie Stoljar show how recommender systems shape—and
sometimes distort—users’ preferences, reproducing social biases (Chap. 4); Mario
De Caro reopens the question of the moral status of strong Al (Chap. 5), whereas
Fiorella Battaglia’s contribution focuses on how the concept of personal autonomy
changes when it is extended to artificial intelligence systems, with a specific focus
on the domain of defence (Chap. 6); Fabio Fossa criticizes techno-solutionist views
on human autonomy “enhanced” by autonomous vehicles (Chap. 7); Paula Sweeney,
finally, investigates how personal avatars and synthetic agents challenge the identity
continuity of the subject and the ownership of actions (Chap. 8). As a result, the
essays in this section also draw a map of the new ethical-political challenges that
emerge from the attribution of autonomy to artificial devices: from widespread
responsibility and algorithmic manipulation to the displacement of action and new
configurations of power.

The third part, “Autonomy and Al in Medicine and Health Care. Challenges,
Problems, and Opportunities”, explores one of the most delicate and significant
fields of Al application: the health sector. Here, the focus falls on the key areas of
health and care, where the value of autonomy meets the fragility of bodily vulner-
ability. In this context, the introduction of Al is generating enormous expectations,
both from the point of view of medical and pharmacological research and for clini-
cal practice and the management of health activities. In this context, the question of
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autonomy, as the essays in this section aptly show, must be addressed from several
points of view—that of doctors, that of patients, and that of their relationship.
Special focus is placed on the impact of predictive systems, diagnostic chatbots, and
choice-supporting algorithmic tools on the decision-making autonomy of the patient
and of the doctor, which redefines the terms and quality of their relationship. The
authors’ analytical viewpoints—which encompass the ethics of care, narrative med-
icine, culturally attuned healthcare, and biopolitical theory—illustrate that the con-
cept of autonomy has become a crucial intersection of epistemological, cultural, and
political issues in contemporary discourse. Miranda Boldrini argues in favour of a
relational view of autonomy that can enrich the ethics of Al in the health sector,
focusing attention on the issues of trust, responsibility, and care (Chap. 9). While
assessing risks and opportunities deriving from the impact of Al in health decision-
making, Andrea Berber and Jelena Miji¢ identify the interest and well-being of the
patient as the reference value apt to balance patient autonomy and that of the doctor
(Chap. 10). Deivide Garcia da Silva Oliveira elaborates and presents a philosophical
model for the doctor-patient relationship in the age of Al inspired by Feyerabend’s
pluralism (Chap. 11). Chantal Marazia, Vasilija Rolfes, and Fabio De Sio focus on
the concept of “algorithmic humility” to promote a relational and reflective approach
to health care, in which patient autonomy is established as a dynamic and socially
rooted process (Chap. 12). Finally, Chetan Shirvankar asks how to promote a
human-centred care system, in the light of the growing datafication of the doctor-
patient relationship, and the risks of epistemic injustice introduced by the anthropo-
morphization of machines in the clinical field (Chap. 13).

As seen from the individual contributions, the incorporation of Al in the most
varied contexts of our private and public life already widely shows its enormous
transformative potential. When systems are transparent and interactive, they can
strengthen the perception of control and individual choice; in contrast, algorithmic
opacity can precisely undermine the element of trust that supports autonomy. For
this reason, the lived experiences of not only students, teachers, patients, and health
professionals but also, more simply, all the various people who interact with Al for
different reasons are crucial: determining when and why Al emancipates or makes
people dependent means redefining autonomy on the basis of concrete relationships
rather than abstract normative statements. It is precisely in this framework that the
paradigm of relational autonomy, developed by feminist theory, can play a key role
and is recalled in many of the contributions in this volume: overcoming an atomistic
and rationalist approach requires recognizing the structural links and inequalities
that Al risks amplifying. A path is therefore outlined to counter damage to the most
vulnerable subjects and de-emphasize gender biases and algorithmic disparities.
Moreover, the volume highlights the need to carefully circumscribe the analogy
between human autonomy and machine autonomy. While Al systems can replicate
some functions of autonomous decision and action, these functions do not erase the
ontological and moral distance between a human agent—capable of self-reflection—
and a system, however complex, still lacking that internal evaluative dimension.
Even in the military, for example, delegating life and death decisions to autonomous
systems is not equivalent to transferring moral autonomy, but it definitely introduces
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fractional and controversial responsibilities. In the health and training field, the ten-
sion between responsibility and human autonomy is particularly strong. Systems
such as recommenders or virtual avatars redefine the relationship between subject
and knowledge as well as between representation and action. However, their effec-
tiveness in increasing capacity for action and accessibility to information is accom-
panied by the risk of addiction, loss of authority, and agency crises. The figure of the
doctor, for example, is not replaced by an algorithm but is certainly transformed by
it, while the empowerment of the patient can oscillate between information con-
sumption and passive delegation.

This highlights a fundamental regulatory issue. To support or rebuild autonomy
in an algorithmically driven world, Al systems must be transparent, culturally inclu-
sive, and designed on the basis of ethical criteria. This entails a standpoint well
beyond reductionist or techno-solutionist approaches. It also implies acknowledging
the fact that autonomy is not a static attribute, typical of an isolated individual, but
a dynamic, distributed process, negotiated in contexts of care, education, and tech-
nical-social interaction.

This collection of contributions therefore converges on one underlying claim:
human autonomy and machine autonomy should not be understood in terms of mere
conflict or substitution but rather in their complex interrelation. Intelligent are nei-
ther simple neutral “tools” nor independent subjects; they reorient social practices,
forms of interaction, and decision-making processes, thus redefining the very condi-
tions of the possibility of autonomous action. Symmetrically, our moral catego-
ries—responsibility, accountability, agency—condition the design, regulation, and
use of AL

This volume finally invites us to overcome a dichotomously binary vision: auton-
omy is not a fixed attribute to be defended or delegated but rather a dynamic field of
negotiation in which the recognition of subjects, the distribution of skills, and the
construction of inclusive future scenarios play out. For this reason, we think that
reconfiguring autonomy means, ultimately, reconfiguring what is human today. This
amounts to accepting that our practical identity no longer coincides with an ideal of
rational and individual self-sufficiency but is articulated and structured in the social
bonds, in the technical environments, and in the socio-algorithmic networks that we
inhabit.

The complex nature of this process is reflected in the essays collected in this
book with their wide range of analyses and proposals, with their primary objective
being the critical, not naive, exploration of a key question. Moving between moral
philosophy, gender studies, phenomenology, the philosophy of technology, medical
humanities, and ethical engineering, they show how the challenge of Al can become
an opportunity to expand, rather than narrow, the horizons of individual and collec-
tive autonomy.

With this volume, we hope to contribute to a critical discussion that does not
yield naive enthusiasm or forms of apocalyptic Luddism, which are rather common
in contemporary debate. This discussion should allow the reader to see in artificial
intelligence not only a technical tool or an entity “other” from us but also a mir-
ror—sometimes faithful, sometimes deforming—of our most deeply rooted
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categories of understanding and evaluation of reality. Precisely in this ambivalent
duplicity of Al lies its philosophical richness. Here lies the opportunity to walk past
Al as a mere object, the use of which should be regulated, and embrace the investi-
gation of who we are and who we want to be in the world we are helping to build.

Potenza, Italy Mariafilomena Anzalone
Chieti, Italy Stefania Achella
Lecce, Italy Fiorella Battaglia

Naples, Italy Anna Donise
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