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The overall purpose of this essay is to find what treatment of ethics and morality might be relevant for the human situation close to the ‘precipice’ in Toby Ord’s metaphor; that is to risk of total destruction, not personal misfortune. Ord (2020) himself examines ‘existential risk’ – that is to say, risk of human and perhaps any living existence, or at least civilised society, being completely eliminated - from any possible source, including natural events like relatively nearby supernovae or asteroid impacts. In The Precipice, (2020), and in Sam Harris’ ‘Making Sense’ podcast (# 208), Toby Ord has estimated ‘existential risk’ for humanity from natural events at around 1 in 1,000 over the next 100 years, but the corresponding anthropogenic risk at 1 in 6.1 The analysis shows that risks from the possible natural events, which have no ethical or moral relevance whilst they remain outside the scope of human control, is smaller by a factor of at least hundreds compared with ‘anthropogenic’ risks of collective self-destruction provides a background for the arguments here about implications for ethics. For this purpose it is at once necessary to note the attempts made, for instance, by international law, to adjust humans’ behaviour as technology becomes more potent, and yet to leave aside the (unanswered) question whether they are capable of adjusting sufficiently to ensure a general future with technology that has reached the point of rendering general self-destruction possible. In these arguments I give most attention to nuclear weapons for the simple reason that whilst the category of ‘weapons of mass destruction’ includes chemical and biological weapons that can be no less devastating, those latter types are subject to international agreements prohibiting their deployment and even manufacture which largely appear to be holding even in the current context of international tension and widespread warfare. I trust it will be understood that nothing said here is meant to exclude the possibility of, for instance the Chemical Weapons Convention of 1997, being revoked or ignored in the future, especially as accusations of chemical weapons development - or use - have already been made in connection with Syria and China.2 In addition, other dangers, such as climate change and migration, become relevant through their potential to generate international conflicts. 

It would be surprising if no adjustments to ethical ideas with a long, and in many aspects ancient, history were needed to take account of human technology arriving at the power of total self-annihilation (of civilisation at least); a change which happened more than 70 years ago. ‘Being needed’ is not the same, however, as an assurance that any such adjustments will take place. I cannot disprove John Gray’s (2024) argument that scientific and technical progress is cumulative and permanent, whereas moral and political progress – when it occurs – is not. Ord partly endorses Gray, saying that wisdom makes only faltering progress compared with the increasing power of technology. What I can do is pose a question: Can the change in the technological background to morality and politics which took place 79 years ago force a permanent, perhaps one and only, change in them? As yet it is not possible to give a definite answer to that question but if the answer is ‘no’ (as Gray (2002: 14) says: ‘Technology is not something that humankind can control. It is an event that has befallen the world’) then humans are unlikely to survive in large numbers except, conceivably, through becoming merged with machines and so fundamentally changed.  

This essay takes the stand that technology, including in its destructive aspect, plays a major part in producing changes in the background which in turn will form generally accepted moral judgments. The change highlighted here is emergence of danger to survival in the sense of general survival of communities and even homo sapiens in toto and not just to survival of individuals and groups that conflict has always produced. Despite the arguments of early sociologists such as Durkheim or Weber there has been a tendency to assume changes in ethical background will be slow and imperceptible, but sometimes – as in the late 20th century or even the 1910s – such changes can be very rapid. (Whether they will be lasting is another matter.)

The historical argument here is, at least apparently, ‘materialist’ in the philosophical sense of that term because it takes technology and its physical capacities to be a driving force for ideas and practices, not least about peace and war. Where I depart from what is probably still the best known version of materialism as applied to human society, i.e., Marx and classical Marxism, is in seeing technology as it were two-faced. Alongside the working and constructive side of technology, mediated through the tools with which we work and learn, (i.e., productive capacity) there is at the same time the destructive side of technology, regularly mediated through decline of older industries and environmental impacts but most of all through war and use of weapons (which are also tools, and like any tools will remain such unless artificial intelligence – AI – were to jump across the boundary to agency). The point that matters most for modernity and changes in morality characteristic of modernity is that both of these faces of technology expand in power and scope with technical progress. The capacities for production and destruction expand together. A dimension of that which has not received as much attention as it deserves is the impact on human emotions involved in public and even personal life, such as loyalty, empathy, anxiety, hope for the future, and so on. With ‘mass destruction’ weaponry in particular expansion of technological force has passed into the stage of endangering communities – potentially all communities – as well as individuals, soldiers and civilians alike, of which more later.

The application of destructive technology is not to be confused with Derrida’s ‘deconstruction’ of texts aimed at revealing possible meanings which might pass unnoticed on reading. The deconstruction which might occur here would be, and has been, social deconstruction of norms and structures leading to new patterns. The idea in sociology of ‘constructivism’ relating to emotions, culture, and ethics is incomplete without recognition of social deconstruction through wars, economic disruption, political action, and so on. It is probably impossible to say whether positive or negative aspects are more important, but technology impacts on both. 

When I write of ‘survival’ here I mean, first, in the simple sense of continuing to exist. In the case of non-living phenomena from waterfalls to stars existence means being present as a recognisably distinct entity. Notably, we frequently use the metaphor of ‘death’ to depict the end of that existence, as with ‘dead’ stars. With respect to living organisms ‘survive’ in its simple sense means remaining alive, but is also applicable to groups of individuals such as tribes or species. Any fuller life, such as Bonnie Honig (2009, 10) argues should be included in the idea of survival, depends in the first place on the physical survival of living organisms or beings.  Technology has reached the stage of placing that in question for the general case as well as the individual, at least as regards human civilisation and possibly even life on earth. I may give at least a tacit nod to Foucault by implying a history of power here.

What technology, even in its destructive aspect, does not do directly is create ‘emergency politics’ in the sense discussed by Honig. The question of what exceptional measures, such as suspension of legal rights and protections, may be permitted to deal with an emergency remains a current one for many political and legal theorists. Carl Schmitt’s classic notion of the ‘state of exception’ turns out to be relevant for emergencies which develop over a longer period of time (without becoming routine) such as the Covid-19 pandemic, or which are more localised like smaller scale wars or natural disasters. In such cases, even the pandemic, arguments over how (in)effective or (un)justifiable the emergency measures, including lockdowns and social distancing, were is apt to blend in with general assessments of governments or public services, including at more local level. Where nuclear weapons are concerned, however, restriction of information about them when they are not being used in combat tends to be part and parcel of military security generally – that is to say, part of routine and not in itself an emergency. But the case of destructive technology, even the most extreme case of nuclear weapons, was never part of a state of exception simply because it is not temporary or exceptional but became part of our everyday situation for all that for much of the time most people do not think about it. It is true that the invention of nuclear weapons in particular created a mighty irruption (although modern warfare had already begun to change culture profoundly before), but since the middle of the twentieth century that irruption has been sustained and become a routine danger. It is always possible, as has happened on several occasions, that threatened use of mass destruction weapons gives rise to an emergency, but the paradox is that in extreme cases such as the Cuban missile crisis of 1962 time is actually not available for application of restrictive institutional measures. Instead, the crisis requires direct contact and negotiation. That has its bearing on the arguments about decision on use of such weapons being outside democratic control, because then considered decision in the normal sense of the term would not be possible anyway, so the crucial question becomes that of possession of the weapons on which democracy does have an impact.

There are several matters, each of profound importance in their own right, where I need briefly to set out a position so as to assist in making my overall argument understandable. To begin with I disagree with those who try to make a sharp distinction between morality and ethics. For instance, A. C. Grayling (2023) identifies ethics with (personal) character, and morality with conduct and rules about that. I would submit that contemporary usages, such as ‘code of ethics’ which can include the Ten Commandments and Leviticus, or ‘moral character’ which we use more readily than ‘ethical character’, do not bear Grayling out.3  But I also trust it will be useful for me to restate briefly my philosophical position on the status of ethics, in the nearest we have to a distinct meaning for the term, i.e., as one of the fields of study in philosophy.4 That is, I accept the now traditional view that there is no logical connect between facts about ourselves and the universe around us and values, including moral values, but I hold that there is a practical connection between them. This view places me at odds with both the ‘emotivism’ prevalent in early 20th century (British) philosophy that confined ethical claims to the expression of emotional feelings, and the ‘moral realists’ who claim that there are some moral facts that are true in the same sense that at least empirical facts, if not also mathematical and logical statements, are true.5 Although I do not see moral/ethical principles as ever being ‘true’ in that sense because ‘social facts’ like conventions or even law are malleable as mathematical and analytic truths are not. With regard to Donald Davidson’s (2004) point that most philosophers who deny moral judgments have truth values (that is, can themselves be judged true or untrue) have not made a serious attempt to explain the semantics of sentences containing such judgments, I would interpret the position of moral judgments with respect to truth values in this way: Moral judgments like ‘I ought to visit my sick friend’ (Davidson’s example) have truth values which depend upon background cultural and ethical standards which are commonly – not always – unstated. But especially in modern conditions of rapidly developing technology and social change such background standards for conduct cannot be relied upon to stay unchanged. On the contrary, they are liable to change, sometimes rapid and disconcerting change. 

Recent philosophy around the very notion of truth has often confused a ‘deflationist’ understanding with an idea that affirmation of truth contributes nothing to what we can know in specific cases. From that, and the now usual (in philosophical circles) position that there is no logical way to derive values, such as goals or aims, from factual observation, arises the supposition that truth, or true facts, has no bearing for values, including ethical/moral values in particular which are then left hanging loose, save for the vagaries of cultural traditions. There is potentially a double error here, since the purpose or function of truth was never to add information on top of whatever the speaker or writer making statement(s) has to say, but to affirm (or deny) that the speaker or writer is a reliable source of information. So, the witness in a court case called upon to swear to speak ‘the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth’ is called upon to affirm that the judge and jury can believe what she has to say in answer to questions from the lawyers, and that is what they need to know. 

The other problem here comes from what is ultimately still the traditional Catholic idea that we can ground values – including morals – on metaphysics. This fundamentally misinterprets a real relation between what humans (or sentients) can know and think, and the values they can apply in their lives. What metaphysics, and metaphysical relationships exemplified by mathematics, logic, and formation of concepts in language, sets is the parameters for how we think in general – or express our feelings and emotions in language. Metaphysics, that is what we can conceptualise, does not set parameters for what we think or feel in specific cases, which is what influences our values. But it is just in that connection that some (simple) concept of truth is essential – not least for when it is being evaded. For that purpose attention to reality, in the everyday sense of whatever we find in the world and the universe, irrespective of whether we wish it to be the case or not, is the only alternative to deception – or self-deception. (This also provides a joke definition of reality as that which doesn’t go away when you want it to.) 

What emerges here is that truth has two dimensions, viz., (i) Metaphysical truths, such as 7 + 8 = 15, which apply for any conceivable case no matter what we learn or discover; and (ii) factual, i.e., epistemological (knowledge) truths, which apply to what we can actually find out and know, and to what we can do. It is this second dimension of truth which can set conditions for values – that is to say, there is a practical relation between facts and values, not a logical (i.e., metaphysical) one. The first can come into that practical relation only in so far as conceptual relations may have practical implications, as when someone claiming a tripling rather than doubling of (say) greenhouse gas emissions or electric vehicles on the roads commits themselves to one particular claim because of the (metaphysical) difference between 3 and 2. 

For purposes of my broader argument, these points about (observed) facts and the nature of truth make it reasonable for me to say that technology (applied science) can, and does, set parameters for ethics and morality, as instances of values generally. Further, mass destruction technologies, or potential outcomes from technologies if misapplied like AI, set a new condition of general survival which did not exist before the mid-20th century. Instead of resorting to contortions like postmodern denial of general truths – or at least of their significance – or emotivism which goes from the fact that values regularly arise from feelings and emotions to denying that anything else counts, I can say simply that factual knowledge, such as knowledge about our capability for (general) self-destruction, can and does set limits on which values make practical sense when applied in the world.

It is the development of technology which ensures that the more usual discussion of differences between cultures is less directly relevant for the argument than the aspect of changes within cultures over historical time, including in response to external pressures. For all their failings, ‘historicist’ theories from Hegel onward do have the merit of being able to recognise, and perhaps accommodate, change in those cultural and ethical backgrounds on which any assessment of a moral judgment as true (or false) has to be grounded. There are numerous instances of moral judgments likely to be accepted as true in the past, such as ‘a wife ought to obey her husband’, that would be rejected now. Thus the truth value of the judgment, and the sentence containing it, depends on background valuations in a way that simply does not apply to mathematical or logical truths. That is, the moral judgments are at best contingent truths in themselves. But contingency in the truth value of such moral statements does not affect the objectivity, i.e., lack of contingency, about description of the cultural and historical backgrounds to those statements. Their truth values – positive or negative or mixed – can be absolute. This position is why I prefer, following an argument I have made elsewhere, to view moral or ethical judgments in terms of wisdom, or lack of it, rather than truth value.6 Indeed, in a final analysis the criterion of general survival which I am deploying here has to become a matter of wisdom rather than truth.

Sharon Ryan (2012, 2013) has proposed an interpretation of rationality which might help in the task of relating it to emotions that I believe will be essential in connection with (general) survival. According to her ‘deep rationality’ theory wisdom is identified as a deep and comprehensive kind of rationality.

In the broad sense I believe this has much to offer, although I would accept the first of Ryan’s four ‘conditions’ for being wise, i.e., ‘S is wise iff (if and only if) 1. S has a wide variety of epistemically justified beliefs on a wide variety of valuable academic subjects’; only in application to academically educated people. As Montaigne had understood it is quite possible for uneducated people to be wise. However, Ryan’s other three conditions: ‘2. S has a wide variety of justified beliefs on how to live rationally (epistemically, morally and practically)’; ‘3. S is committed to living rationally’; and ‘4. S has very few unjustified beliefs and is sensitive to her limitations’, can all be generally applicable. 

The advantage of thinking in terms of wisdom, in this or some basically similar form, comes out when making critical judgments about values and people find they need to do more than simply express approval or disapproval (not to mention devotion or loathing) of them. The problem with moral realism is that truth decides such judgments only when the questions are already answered.7 Wisdom still takes account of facts, but they can be at a more basic level even than morality or culture, and survival is the epitome of such a level. My principal focus in this analysis will be on the relation between rationality and emotions. If wisdom is to have any effective place in that context, it will be in developing wise management of both. Whether I can help in achieving that is for others to decide.

If it is possible for my arguments here to be wise in something like Ryan’s sense, then they will not be tied to ‘modernism’ as Slavoj Zizek (1999) has characterised it, i.e., ‘the revelation of the “effective contents” behind the “false consciousness” (of ideology, of morality, of the ego) exemplified by the great triad of Marx-Nietzsche-Freud...’ along with the Frankfurt School’s ‘unmasking of the repressive potential of “instrumental reason”’. In particular, where reason (or ‘rationality’ as it is more often called nowadays) is concerned, wisdom could permit its limitation to an instrumental sense, i.e., purely the servant of some purpose which need be neither rational nor moral at all, only if the name ‘wisdom’ were restricted to the ironic, or slang, usage exemplified by such terms as ‘wise guy’ or ‘streetwise’.8 That kind of usage relates only to individuals, usually thoroughly self-interested with no wider concerns. Indeed, in the context of what Ord has called existential risk, rationality alone is too weak to provide a dependable protection. It will have to be associated with emotional supports and, therefore, will be linked to values which in turn are linked to emotions as values regularly are. The point about protection from existential risk in the form of (human) self-destruction is that sets a severe restriction on the kind of values which can be applied in combination with destructive technology of global power. Accordingly, the restriction can be called ‘modernist’ in the sense of being universal (the danger, for instance of ‘nuclear winter’ being present for all states, not just the ones in possession of nuclear weapons) and not a particular.9
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