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A  SHORT  INTRODUCTION


The curiously prosocial human interaction has throughout history baffled first philosophers, then clergymen, and most recently anthropologist and biologists. The modern flock of scientific researchers who wonder how this has come about includes ethnographers, sociologists, psychologist and political scientists. Philosophers hold that some kind of morality lies as the foundation of human prosociality, just as anthropologists, psychologists, biologists and geneticists hold that human evolutionary forces play an important role in forming and fomenting prosocial cooperation.


This essay concerns the philosophical and the political views on our peculiar and miraculous prosocial cooperative faculties. To sustain this miracle and make it long-lasting in tumultuous times like the present hyper-modernity where phenomena like alternative facts, deepfakes, and disinformation abound, we might need some proposals to narrow down the wide variety of beliefs that eventually polarize and divide to the point where cooperation and the closely connected necessary common view of the world collapses. Beliefs and world views in such fluid times are bound to differ, sometimes to be misunderstood or mistaken, thus diminishing personal opportunities of real choices – i.e. autonomous decision-making.


This is the central claim of the present essay: moral agents and citizens cannot thrive in an unravelling polity that currently imperil liberal democracy as we have known it since World War II. The peaceful state of international relations, too, is likely to come to an end. Or so it seems: Democratic backsliding is not inevitable, but we have to rethink the public spheres, the institutions, and the very structures that uphold a stable and sustainable society.


Political disruption and anarchy have historically been commonplace; now, the world atomizes while our everyday experiences converge as people try to maintain some kind of meaningful identity. People increasingly identify themselves with their cultures, their states and governments, with their languages and ethnicities. People even identify with their sexual affinities and political affiliations. Climate change exacerbates global migration flows. Ingroup/outgroup conflicts are on the rise. The need for widespread cooperation has never been more urgent while the opportunities to cooperate rapidly decline.


In a capitalist world order the lucky few essentially identifies with their consumption. Or better: consumers’ social settings, situated outside of the physical room with their use of digital applications. This claim, of course, has grave caveats since it reflects a privileged Western point of view. Western identities have long converged due to institutionalized individualization which leads to a kind of cultural emancipation, even if most people seem to assimilate into some international nativism; ‘nationalists everywhere, unite!’ The obvious sign of the times is a hard to fathom polarization caused by political extremism that flourish in dark web echo chambers or just in plain social media.


However, many people around the worlds are still tied to material subsistence, struggling to survive. The proverb that it’s better to live than it is to merely survive is now challenged: Does the reality of rough survival feel more ’alive’ than mere numbness of online life? Posed with this question, I believe that most would choose the latter. Harsh survival comes with a bitter cost, though – suffering. Most would prefer existential fading away to pain and hunger. Some would even say that this is a precondition for capitalism as we know it. People willing to take the next job keep the cogs spinning or the mill stones grinding, depending on the ideological perspective. But ideology cannot be an apology to the disregard for human (and animal) suffering!


The nineteenth-century philosopher Immanuel Kant famously wrote how “enlightenment is the human exit from self-imposed infancy.” (Kant 1784: 481) The English term infancy does not quite cover the original German Unmündigkeit . ‘Infancy’, ‘desempowerment’ , ‘enslavement’ and ‘immaturity’ are interchangeable translations.


Polethics designates a philosophical endeavor to examine the relationship between individual lifeworlds (in plural) and the structures surrounding them, the system. The core of the argument is that politics should be separated conceptually from morals, not necessarily from ethics which stand in its own (indeterminate) right. The distinction already is implied in the discipline of practical philosophy, but it doesn’t seem to bridge the moral gap between what ought to be an ethical theory and what should be a political one; for example, utilitarianism works well as a theory of efficiency and therefore as a backdrop for markets and politics, the market of operationalized ideas, whereas deontology ideally serves as the basic theory of justice. Virtue ethics cannot be endorsed as an ethical theory as a guide in both politics and morals. Virtues appear only as morality, i.e., the contingent cultural framework for approved conduct, so virtues will not work well in politics, even if politics can be virtuous.


The proper title of this subsection should be ‘why philosophy?’, leaving the ‘moral’ aside, since we in the end want to supplant hitherto ethical theory with a new eclectic and, in my opinion, far more coherent theory of polethics. Philosophical eclecticism has far too long been deemed unserious and unworthy to consider as real philosophy, but this comes down to the desperate attempt to reconcile philosophy with the scientific method, in our case particularly from the realm of biology, an endeavor which itself is eclectic.


Eclectic theories can indeed be analytical. The three main moral theories all have their raison-d’être, but not as broadly believed: Their strengths show themselves in different domains!


Various attempts to explain contemporary morality have focused on the evolutionary traits that make humanity unique. Evolution can be thought of as blind or teleological; in its extreme versions it can be either indeterministic or predetermined. People may be able to choose between these sets of belief or people may regard one person’s beliefs as set from the onset of personhood. We distinguish between natural evolution and cultural evolution, but when we do that, we always presuppose the scientific viewpoint which in most cases is appropriate insofar as we want to describe the world or the world in a manner that leads to the more correct explanations; never absolutely correct, but always only approximating some correct descriptions of the world.


During the latest decades, even natural science has abandoned the certainty of determinate causality for probabilistic causality. Scientific predictions are not written in stone anymore. This raises several questions about objectivity in science, but it still leaves science with considerable theoretical and explanatory power which of course serves as a useful background, underpinning our attempt to clear the epistemic wilderness of ethical aberrations.


This book is not scientific in the ordinary sense; it purports to be a philosophical investigation of politics, morality, and the curiously prosocial human conduct.










Chapter  1: CIRCUMSTANCES AND CONDITIONS


Political and moral philosophy traditionally go together under the general discipline of practical philosophy which both is meaningful and has served philosophers well throughout history. Ethics, too, has bound the two together, but misunderstandings occur when moral philosophy, morality and ethics are confused – or not, since ethics and morals often are used interchangeably. To distinguish these notions, the concept of polethics is therefore needed, in part because it can replace or supplement the general discipline of practical philosophy, but also because it incorporates the distinct ideas into one heading. The premise of this whole enterprise is both metaethical and practical; metaethical because the position is non-cognitivist, and practical because the three fundamental moral theories (deontology, consequentialism, and virtue ethics) all have their practical application in a polethical scheme.


First, we must map the cultural environments in which we live, whether they are social or political; then we attempt to describe or even define the individuals that inhabit the environments by showing which resources and obligations we may ascribe to them.





1.1 The worlds we live in     


In 2008, Fareed Zakaria wrote a book called The West and the Rest . The general assumption at the time was that power was diffusing from the center, the Western world led by America, which was the leading unipolar superpower and the unquestioned hegemon. We live in a segregatingintegrating world in the sense that people naturally crave simultaneous belonging and connection. Whenever it’s possible to differentiate, we highlight our differences; whenever we share experiences and selfimages, we highlight our profound similarities and deep connections to each other. The universality of human beings goes beyond the culturally induced differentiation. At the core, even our ethical starting points are similar.


1. A geopolitical division seems to be in order. Unlike historian Samuel Huntington’s divide between seven or so culturally incompatible regions of the world, (Huntington 1996) universalism and human rationality will be at the forefront belief in this inquiry, both of which we intend and hope to argue for convincingly. Politically, an obvious division between countries appears as we contemplate the forms of government and the sources of power. Is power granted by the people or is it not. If it is not, ideas dissipate and visions faulter; if power does not originate from the people, authoritarian rule and other kinds of legitimacy follow.


Before we inflate our own ideals as something that is derived from our Western culture, we should look into and examine which ideals and ideas we have before us and how and why they have developed. The goal or telos almost always has to do with creating a better world and often this involves a better world for most, ideally all , people. This is the universalistic presumption. In autocracies this may be true on an individual level, but here the (common) good seems to be depraved from even the autocratic elites who supposedly should be the beneficiaries of the system. How is a better world brought about, and what preconditions are needed for such transformation that can be either incremental or sudden. For the former to happen, strong institutions to protect civil and political liberties was developed in the West to safeguard the life, goods and freedoms of individual citizens. To Locke, who identified these three rights, they were inalienable and self-evident.


In the Western world individualist ideals like freedom and rationality have been prevalent ideas since the Age of Enlightenment. Throughout human history transactional authoritarianism has been the norm; might was right and rule of the stronger was the lay of the land (almost) everywhere. Prehistoric mall-scale societies with no more than a few hundred members such as groups of hunter-gatherers may have divided power and distributed resources equally among its members, but historically most large-scale societies have been ridden by profound inequality. How such inequality is ameliorated or whether is it should be, will be a moral and an ideological question. Prioritizing and justifying distribution of resources are an essential political endeavor.


Extremist politics are either libertarian or moralistic; the former, as it were, promotes exclusive freedom of action to the individual, no matter the cost of the collective opportunity. The latter asks for individual submission at the cost of individual freedom and is often associated with either traditional or extensively planned economies. An Aristotelian middle road is the intuitive solution to find common ground between these two extremes, but only insofar as this does not itself go to the virtue ethical extremes: “Moderation and courage are indeed destroyed by excess and deficiency, but they are preserved by the mean.” (Aristotle: Nicomachean Ethics, book 2, chapter 2: 1104a) Virtue ethics cannot be devised as a political tool without falling into a moralistic trap because politics is reserved to citizens’ private view of the world order and of how to elect representatives who manage to prioritize the distribution of collective resources according to the private view of each citizen. Who citizens are and why electing the right representatives is so important will be discussed in the sections 1.3 and 2.1. No one can legitimately impose their particular will on other citizens; this would be moralistic. Who is to define the morals?


Room for disagreement defines the political middle ground. Freedom of expression appears to be a prerequisite to find reasons to disagree and political debate seems futile if opinions do not differ. Everybody should have a say in public affairs by debating without some confinements to prevent excessive polarization, conflicts, and civil war. Democracies are the kind of polities with the ability to preclude such disastrous outcomes and this delicate plant grows in the narrow path between a strong civil society and fair political institutions. (Acemoglu/Robinson 2012/2013)


Polethics as a concept is concerned with fair democracies that protect the political rights such as the subjects’ freedom of expression. Without it, disagreement cannot be manifested, and hence no dialectics needed for deliberation can be put to work. The ‘pol-’ part of polethics refers to the two poles that limit public debate while the ‘-ethics’ part barely needs explaining; the only ethically acceptable polities, politically organized entities like states or nations, are democratic in nature, but democracy is not some fixed system. Different political systems deserve the label. It is not difficult, though, to distinguish democracies from autocracies. It is easier to identify suffering than it is to recognize happiness; likewise, it is easier to identify autocracy and find when a polity falls short of being truly democratic. Democracies are not onesize-fit-all, they come in various forms, and all democracies has a whiff of oligarchy, too. They are mixed regimes. (Bernard Manin: The Principles of Representative Government. (cited by Landemore 2013:105)) Representative democracy means that a chosen few will rule; even direct and deliberative democracy have leading debaters, often the well-educated or the most eloquent. Cultural differences may explain the variety between kinds of democracy, but polethically, I believe, culture cannot explicate why some societies are not democratic. Power, greed, and fear, on the other hand, can explain autocracy and authoritarianism.


Historically, ‘democracy’ as a concept has had many guises and meanings; it has also been used to legitimize non-democracies. China, for instance, describes the Chinese polity as a real democracy because it is sensitive to people’s problems and delivers good outcomes. So, democracy may be the wrong term for polethics? I do not think so. Chinese democracy is a contradiction in terms; the Chinese government focuses exclusively on economic growth while the Chinese misconception of ‘good outcomes’ disregards democracy’s demand of popular participation. People know their own problems better than the state. People’s problem is therefore that people cannot identify and express the grievances that inhibit their autonomy as free agents. Here, the libertarians have a point. The Chinese autocracy’s misconceptions and attempts to direct narratives cause the Chinese conundrum. It hasn’t been clarified just what constitutes goodness which leaves the quality of political outcomes open for philosophical debate. The takeaway from such undefined political goodness is that politics and morals seldomly fit with each other. Further discussion about these issue follows below in section 1.2.


In short, polethics as a philosophical concept only applies to liberal democracies of some sort. Individual autonomy and the possibility to grow into true citizenship (Kantian maturity) is a necessary feature of polethical thinking.


2. Present-day democracies range from the nearly libertarian minimalstate to the full-blown welfare-state. Which kind of state the political entity turns out to be may be correlated with the type of democracy that characterizes the polity. The fundamental feature of any democracy has historically been the franchise, either restricted or universal; voting and elections often entail democracy. Franchise may be restricted by heritage, status, gender, age, or sortition while universal franchise includes all within some specified boundaries, e.g. all persons above the age of 18 years.


Gøsta Esping-Andersen points to three worlds of welfare capitalism, all of which are found in the West among liberal democracies; by analyzing the welfare state through its capacity to de-commodifying its citizens, especially the least advantaged. Commodification or objectivization of people in a capitalist society seems to be the ‘natural’ consequence of a developed, unregulated free labor market, but some kinds of capitalist state may regulate more than others to prevent excessive commodification of the laborers. Esping-Andersen lists three kinds of contemporary capitalist welfare state. To be precise, “[d]ecommodification occurs when service is rendered as a matter of right, and when a person can maintain a livelihood without reliance on the market.” (Esping-Andersen 1990/2015: 21-22) In the first kind of welfare state individuals depend on the market and cannot fully emancipate themselves from it. The more dependent they are on the market, the less likely they are to ‘mobilize for solidaristic action’. (p.→) Total marketdependence entails that the least advantaged, that is, most marketdependent, are also the least de-commodified, if at all. This kind of welfare state only offers poor relief through means-tested social assistance which is granted as a last resort to the most depraved. Anglo-Saxon societies tend to leave much welfare distribution to the markets. The Danish poet theologian turned politician N.F.S. Grundtvig (1783-1872) anecdotally called America a ‘nation of shopkeepers’, while theologian Hal Koch wrote that “Americanism is a culture where machines grab power from humans. The god they worship is named ‘efficiency’, productivity.” (Koch 1960/2005: 89)


In the second kind of welfare state, the conservative, the state compels compulsory social insurance followed by strong entitlement. The German example shows that social insurance does not de-commodify individuals on the lower socioeconomic rungs, essentially because social insurance depends on the recipients’ ability to work and therefore their attachment to the labor market. Weber calls this their market value. If the market value falls below a certain point the wage owner may as well be enslaved.


The third kind of capitalist welfare state succeed in de-commodifying even more individuals by granting them universal social benefits. Everyone is entitled to education and health service regardless of their social status. Such “universalistic system promotes equality of status” and “is meant to cultivate cross-class solidarity.” (Esping-Andersen 1990/2015: 25)


Could de-commodification be quantified., the degree of decommodification would be an appropriate measure of the kind of welfare state. Equality of opportunity increases when nobody is restricted from basic and higher-level education and personal development due to fear from want or inadequate economic means to pursue one’s interests. Physical disabilities may restrict opportunity in a way that cannot be solved by the public or private intervention.


The first quasi-libertarian welfare model promotes an instrumental use of the employed class. It may in certain circumstances increase efficiency on the market when employers are not met with demanding unions and solidaristic workforces. On the other hand, the lack of solidaristic action spills over to the political sphere in a manner that may impede the right development of the citizenry that is fundamental to democracy. Society may not mature to a standard that can oppose elite governance when social stratification excludes most social classes, often the least resourceful. Still, Western democratic societies must strive for “removing the shame and stigma often attached to dependency”. (Nussbaum 2023:121)


3. The future worlds that we will live in will be much more unequal than those we now inhabit, not least because of new digital technology that a few big tech firms most probably will dominate (big-tech). An allencompassing big-tech monopoly will regulate our lives through and through, unintendedly and opaquely as increasingly general generative artificial intelligence (G-AI) and ever-larger black box problems will define the new normal. This may obliterate privacy and liberty as the 20th century man knew it and maybe it will also render liberal democracy itself obsolete: why should humans be in control when all decisionmaking is automated anyway?


On the other hand: why leave all decision-making to unconscious bots, that we cannot even trust to tell the truth, to make efficient, legitimate, and fair decisions, let alone do justice according to well-established standards? Quite contrary to the tech-capitalist dreams, we need cooperative democratic decision-making to counter such apparent menace. There are many options to build bodies for such decisionmaking, and most societies already provide institutions to handle this, for instance citizens panels, roundtables, and even parliaments.


Institutionalized liberal democracies with fair and free elections are presumably the best way forward to secure legitimacy and to avoid a tech take-over. Instead of transferring power to big tech by becoming passive consumers, or vice versa, future societies need an active citizenry. Politics cannot be left to small units, narrow elites that in this scenario hold both the political and the economic power.


Besides big-tech apocalypse, we face climate change and potential nuclear destruction. These three challenges fertilize the ground for extremist right-wing movements that endanger democracies in the broad Western world; in this view, liberal democracies are considered Western due to the geographical origin of a pollical order inspired by the Enlightenment that grew out of English, French and German philosophy. Recently, Japan, South Korea, Taiwan, and most Latin American nations also count as Western in this respect. Democracies are in decline worldwide; even the oldest and most stable current democracy, the United States, has been weakened by the current conservative right-wing administration.


When the number of citizens decrease, so does the volume of critical thinking, ceteris paribus , even if there are no numbers to measure it. Thinking is an intellectual endeavor not suited to all, not because of ability, but because of different social and economic circumstances. Of course, talent and ability also count, but only marginally. Our intuitions, on the other hand, are powerful instruments to wave off what appears to be destructive changes to society. The mentioned democratic dilemma has historically been a straight-forward to debilitating democracy; Hitler and Mussolini were democratically elected. The societal framework and provision of security and freedom, a paradoxical requirement, rests on state protection of rights by a liberal state whose governing elite must be accountable for their political decisions. Without state protection, everybody is left with insecurity as Thomas Hobbes tried to exemplify with ‘the state of nature’: Everybody’s war against everybody.


4. As moral philosopher Hanno Sauer puts the human ambiguous urge to engage in the peculiar prosocial interaction while also aggressively defend the valuable: “Inwardly, our ancestors were family-centric pacifists, but outwardly, they were gangs of murderers and plunderers.” (Sauer 2023/24: 20) Most people are still ‘family-centric pacifists’ who will defend their family regardless the cost. Family and descendance are from an evolutionary perspective the most valuable; protecting this becomes the one goal that (almost) legitimates all means. When we agree to the goal, survival and security, we may exit the state of nature and, together, enter a cultural state that institutes some framework to protect our life and provide security. All kinds of state, even autocracies, ideally deliver protection, but only liberal democratic states deliver both protection and provision, and mostly even better than do autocracies. To understand how states have developed, and the present state of international affairs has come about, a short historical recursion might prove purposeful for the further presentation of this essay’s subject. Since the Enlightenment and large-scale democracy were rooted in Western Europe and America by European ideas, this recount will be Eurocentric.


Pax Romana was supplanted by Pax Christiana that enveloped Middle Age Europe in an ominous Catholicism with a lingua franca , Latin, that on the one hand tied together its competent users, an erudite clergy and some feudalists who were the intellectual elite of the day. On the other hand, the vast illiterate majority was excluded from access to the elitist thoughts and therefore excluded from influence. The elite’s only responsiveness to the demand of the populations was an effort to guarantee peace which most often was not successful.


The protestant Reformation in Northern Europe, led by the three Central European clergymen Martin Luther, Huldrych Zwingli and Jean Calvin, was followed by religious strife between the Catholic South and the Protestant North ending with the Thirty Years’ War, it actually lasted thirty years. The Peace of Westphalia in 1648 marked a new era of international order where the sovereignty and territorial integrity of nation-states were to be respected by all international, that is, European, actors. The Westphalian system has defined international order since the then and is even enshrined in the United Nations Charter that forbids territorial claims and aggressive war. Henceforth, from an acceptance of war as politics by other means, it became outlawed in the new framework of European order. Writing in the wake of the Napoleonic Wars, Prussian general Carl von Clausewitz wrote that ”’the political object is the goal, war is the means of reaching it.’” (Overy 2024: 160)


Meanwhile and under the benign shadow of Westphalian peace, expansive European imperialism was developing. Non-European territories were fair games to the European nation-states. Spanish conquerors invaded what was to be known as the New World, even if indigenous peoples already upheld highly sophisticated cultures like the Aztec in México and the Inca in Perú. Respect for sovereignty was not a viable currency of the widespread colonialism of the next centuries, first in the Americas, later in Africa and Asia.


The thirteen British colonies in North America revolted against the British government when taxation on tea and paper was introduced in 1773. The famous cry from the Boston Tea Party: ‘No taxation without representation’ animated to the independence war with its democratic sentiment that led to the Declaration of Independence by the 4th of July, 1776. Allied with France, the colonists eventually defeated the British by 1783. The French revolution of 1789 overthrew the feudalistic l’ancien régime and introduced equal political rights to a broad franchise that regrettably soon eroded. Women who gained the right to vote, for instance, had it taken away almost immediately, but this was only the least of the atrocities that followed the revolution. Le nouvelle régime shortly became known as le régime de la terreur which was not an unfitting name. Both the American and the French revolutions paved the way for democratic thought and, hence, a wave of European revolutions and South American independence wars in the 19th century.


In Europe, the chaotic aftermath of the French revolution helped Napolean Bonaparte seize power in a coup d’état as her self-coronated Emperor. Imperial France then engaged in an ambitious conquest of Egypt and the European neighbors to ‘liberate those countries in the spirit of French revolutionary ideals, among them democracy and human rights. The Napoleonic Wars ended after twelve years – and the French defeat I May 1814 after which Napoleon was exiled – with a peace settlement during the Congress of Vienna where territories were redistributed to the benefit of the congress negotiators, Britain, Prussia, Austria, and Russia. Napoleon returned from exile, gathered an army and was finally defeated nine days after the Vienna agreement was signed.


The Congress of Vienna laid out the foundation for a lasting peace in Europe. Until the outbreak of the Great War, later: World War I, European nation-states could concentrate on their overseas endeavors, particularly the colonial conquests, suppression, and exploitations of foreign peoples, some of them organized in complex societies, many of them still in tribal ones. By the time of Victorian rule, Britain became the ‘empire on which the sun never set’ after being a phrase previously used to describe the Spanish empire under Felipe II.


After the Great War American prowess replaced that of the Pax Britanica, and American dominance of the West lasted well into the Cold War. American dominance has lasted more than a century and was fortified after World War II by building solid international institutions to make sure that war on the scale of the last one would occur ‘never again’. The following decades were prosperous due to peaceful industrial innovation, economic and productivity growth, just like the European expansion during the Paw Brittanica peace after the congress of Vienna. The French even called the three decades after World War II les Trente Glorieuses during which the European welfare states developed. Stabile international order provided the framework for more international trade, eventually leading to a globalized world with free trade and global insight to cultural, economic and political ideas which has empowered and motivated people to migrate for better future for themselves and for their children.


Societies, particularly those in Western Europe and North America, have ended up much more culturally diversified, multicultural and heterogenous than before. Even so, Western democracies endure and remain both mostly politically liberal and democratic. Nevertheless, populism threatens these stable polities from within, and international world order has until the Russian invasion into Ukraine in 2022 been stable and peaceful. By the time of writing the solid international institutions of peace and prosperity are disrupted under new threats; so are the Western liberal democracies and the welfare states. Will all solid evaporate?


In 1972, just before the first oil shock unfolded and challenged the Pax Americana, Italian historian Umberto Eco wondered whether we were then entering a new Middle Ages, whether American hegemony could continue. President Nixon’s opening to China might have set the stage for Eco’s idea. “After the breaking down of a big Pax, crisis and uncertainty follow, cultures clash, and a new kind of man slowly appears.” (Eco: ‘The New Middle Ages’ 1972/1988: 25) The new Middle Ages have been said to be ‘a time of permanent transformation’. (p.→) Are we humans oblige to live in such unstable worlds?


5. Before we enter the worlds that we could live in, a detour around a possible marketplace of ideas is necessary because the epistemic and conceptual logic of polethics has to be considered from a human point of view. Politics and ethics are not science; polethics is not either. The truth is that the human realm at the deeper level requires truth and understanding while science, albeit all too human, provides facts and explanations. Understanding carries meaning while explanations do not, by default, but the latter make useful predictions possible. The polethical domain includes the entire sphere of practical philosophy with tolerance of various ethical theories concurring simultaneously with different ideological stances. Of course, the distinction of the subdomains is academically helpful, but polethics allows broader discussions without the reciprocal exclusion of the positions. Admittedly – and this is the advantage of traditional discussions – some positions may seem more rational than others, but that can also be the result from polethical analysis which further reading hopefully shows. Below, we need to address the academic and philosophical distinction between culture and science.


From Luciano Floridi’s concept of the infosphere , I extract the meaning of the concept and insert meaning to it to operate with the notion of semantosphere , by which I mean the domain where communicative action in the Jürgen Habermas’ sense dominates, meaning the lifeworld itself. The purely linguistic element of the semantosphere differs from the lifeworld because the latter includes cognitive and intentional readiness to communicate. The semantosphere is predominately situational rather than processual, hence creating a needed context for communication. Take semantics out of the communicative equation and you’re left with nothing. Of course, changing meanings of conceptions comes from procedures, thus leaving the semantosphere a little procedural. Everything is! But the truth and the facts must be solid truths and hard facts if we are to communicate.


Floridi claims that semantic information is both well-formed, meaningful, and truthful data. (e.g., Floridi 2011: 80) False sentences, though, can be untruthful, meaningful, and well-formed, too. They may very well be deceptive! The semantosphere contains all meaningful utterances which we will see, for instance, as we investigate the hyperconnectivity. If only semantic information (an oxymoron or a pleonasm?) were truthful, many controversies would be avoided. Floridi calls the persons that engage in the infosphere inforgs (information organisms). Maybe it’s time to address them as veritorgs (veritas organismus ), truth organisms, instead?


6. Why not call them/us semantorgs or persons? Concepts become superfluous when they fail to refer to some new and hitherto unappreciated abstracts. Human beings are innately embedded in language that both allows us to understand, makes ourselves understood, cooperate, and ultimately find meaning in both senses: purpose and semantics. In short, humans inevitably inhabit a linguistic world. This means that for humans to be persons, we first must understand our surroundings, and second, we must acquire the ability to be responsible agents.


In that same spirit, the polethical future directedness also revolves around some environment where people are psychologically adapted to an infinitely progressive society with dynamic goals that always may change so that tomorrow will be better than today. I call this society for the telosphere , a bubble of promise for what will come.


However, much promise is endangered by progress’ companion: loss. Sociologist Andreas Reckwitz shows us the structural and cultural mechanisms that spell out modernity’s loss paradox (Reckwitz 2025, part 2), pervasive and all-consuming since every hope for a better world entails a sensitivity to loss of meaning and identity. Loss of this kind disrupt lifeworlds. Populism thrives on the critique of the better world that is regarded as a bitter world because it has risen from the ashes of what populists see as a foregone better world. It seems that populists use moralist dogmas to win political power which empirically has not proven hard to do. But could such facts constitute a justifiable and legitimate access to political power?


So how is ethics related to politics? Ethicist Philip Kitcher consistently writes about political realism as opposed to moral idealism. Such thinking implies that morality is thoroughly idealist while politics is realist, a view that may fit with Karl Popper’s insistence not to let political utopians, the idealists, define the political trajectory. These do utopian social engineering in opposition to the piecemeal social engineers. (Popper 1945/2011: xxxvi, CH9) On the other hand, Kitcher seems to equate political realism with neoliberalism when claiming that these realists will let markets set inequalities right if wages go down too much, supply and demand will undo most market distortions. (Kitcher 2025: 31-2) This is, of course, not compatible with Kitcher’s ordinary line of thought, but it is Kitcher pointing to some political and economic dilemmas that politics must address.


The neoliberal agenda doesn’t rest on realist foundations, though, and it must be managed adequately: neoliberalism presupposes too many effects that are not properly supported by evidence. Politics ought always to strive for policies that, in a Popperian vein, seek to prevent harm and suffering. Preventing this is according to Popper “the internal problems of public moral, the ‘agenda’ of public policy”. (Popper 1945/2011: 442) Public moral may in the context of this essay become a slightly outdated notion since it had a better fit in yesteryear’s more homogenous Western societies. Now, normative constitutional patriotism as proposed by Habermas must do the job; additionally, morality tend to be agent-related so individual morals, group-related ethics, and public polethics may be a thesis for the new multicultural circumstances which, of course, make stronger demands on personal responsibility alongside the accountability of every citizen in dealing with politics, technology, and information overload in general.


Unlike democracy theorist Simone Chambers who does “not see a threat to democracy […] in citizen apathy, ignorance, or incompetence” but in “affective and destructive polarization [that] are the product of political and contingent forces often driven by elite agendas” (Chambers 2024: 221), I think that citizen incompetence is at the root of polarization and that a competent citizenry will serve as powerful checks on elite agendas. Political scientist Hélène Landemore acknowledges the “apparent paradox of the right of the people to rule themselves and the simultaneous belief […] that they lack the cognitive competence for it.” (Landemore 2013: 21-2) It is straightforward to call this the democratic competence paradox. Landemore recounts the positive and normative approaches to citizens’ incompetence, the latter being irrationality, apathy, ignorance, and that many democratic decisions are impossible and meaningless. Among the normative approaches to citizens’ incompetence are elitist, participatory, and epistemic theories. Landemore leans on the epistemic account of democracy according to which the very legitimacy of democracy consists in the better judgement of the democratic populace, compared to autocrats, aristocrats, or even experts. The theory even is falsifiable: “democratic procedures can be shown to have epistemic qualities and that those provide powerful reasons to value democratic procedures and embrace the outcomes they produce.” (Landemore 2013: 47)


7. Apparently, epistemic accounts of democracy are like competent selfrule of the incompetent? The paradox is not apparently as Landemore suggests, but indeed very real insofar that so many democracies are backsliding. It is, of course, a quite high-handed statement that if politics are not going in the right direction, it must be wrong; that people vote for the wrong politics, for the wrong reasons. The world we live in is such that if democracy is preferable to autocracy, then the political direction toward autocracy seems wrongheaded. The ideal will be to educate citizens to engage in political action, deliberation by equipping people with the affordances of critical thinking. If people still prefer the policies of the extremes (i.e. left- or right-wing populists) that polarize politics, then nothing more can be asked of the citizens. The explanation of such popular preferences may be psychological or emotional, not rational or reasonable.


Admittedly, the position of this essay and of what polethics must cover derives from the Enlightenment view: everybody has the innate ability to reason and deliberate with solemnity and sobriety to advance the interests of themselves and of the society as a whole. The polethical proposition is that individual interests, preferences, and beliefs cannot be met without the rights that society (the state) provides. If this is right, we must conclude that people as citizens must think critically to best further their interests. Often common interests appear contradictory to individual ones, but critical thinking may look past narrow self-interest.






1.2 Of truth and facts   


Hypermodern information overload that exceeds narrow human cognitive capacity renders necessary some kind of common intersubjective understanding and accessibility to a means of communication. Educating to common sense could be an answer, since common sense has been spilt into too many cultural understandings. Educating common sense seems paradoxical, but in a multicultural and diverse context it seems appropriate. A relativistic view of things lays the ground for mutual misunderstandings and thus undermine communal communication. The educational ideal therefore is to make way for common truth and scientific facts through proper education.


1. The assumptions in this essay are not probabilistic because they must be coherent. That coherence, or what philosopher J.S. Austin calls the relational aspect of truth, (Austin 1950/1970) plays a central logical role because truth must not be self-contradictory or self-defeating. This goes without saying; we may say that it is common sense. Meanwhile, the scientific approach to the world almost always draws on a correspondence theory of truth. The truth value of a scientific proposition will always be doubtful since the fact corresponding to the proposition never reveals itself but may be verified only from the evidence of a successful prediction. Alas, the predictive power of a probabilistic forecast decreases as more diverse outcomes can be considered successful. The picture drawn doesn’t seek to be predictive, but if it is intellectually testable, that will not be a bad thing.


The standard criticism of a coherence theory is the plurality objection (Dancy 1985/1994: 113) because we can concoct various coherent sets of propositions that between themselves are not contradictory. Obviously, the larger coherent set is preferable to the minor sets when evaluating its overall truth value and the truth value of its different parts. The plurality of falsehoods exceeds that of truths, so the larger set exposes itself for more predictive conjecture and therefore for wider risks of being falsified. As Saint Augustine supposedly put it, truth defends itself, but appealing to some foundation or understanding of truth has its merits when we aid to the defense of truth. We need to reveal which truths to defend. Religious beliefs are more often than not make-beliefs that pretend to represent some truths, but unfortunately religious beliefs render themselves incoherent with widespread social, political and scientific assumptions and theories. To Saint Augustine, his god will lend a helping hand when truth defends itself. Philosophers probably say that apparent contradictions reveal falsehoods while the absence of contradictions suggests truths. Often, the absence of contradictions suggests coherence.


In the realm of probabilistic physicist science, facts dominate; constructing a large coherent set of scientific facts must also be an endeavor for man to the end that this set will relate to that of truth. If facts and truths cannot integrate, world perspectives and conceptions cannot be coherent. In short, if a statement contradicts the facts, it cannot be true. On the other hand, truths need not involve facts at all. Even if love, for instance, is true and it scientifically can be shown that endorphin and oxytocin levels rise, when in love, these facts cannot account for the fact (!) if it is indeed true love. True love might not even involve said peptides and hormones. Political opinions are held because of particular circumstances that may not involve facts, even if circumstances often are defined by their constitutive facts. Truth comes in many guises and most of the time, not always, it can be measured against facts.


Likewise, facts describe the physical world that, apart from the quantum realm, is characterized by causal relations, while truth lies behind the reasons human have for action. These reasons might be rational or intuitive, moral or political; all kinds of action have consequences, like causes have effects, and actions are evaluated by their consequences, bar moral actions that must be evaluated only by the altruistic (not selfinterested) intentions behind.


Facts are inevitable while truth is essential. Therefore, there cannot be, at the semantic roots of the fact, alternative facts like former presidential US counselor Kellyanne Conway proposed on the second day of the first Trump-term. When alternative facts get in the way, political polarization skyrocket; eventually, the notion of polarization doesn’t even apply, since polarization describes some disagreement around central facts on which the opponents at least agree. In the world of alternative facts, there may be no shared facts at all; when opponents do not agree on the facts (or truths) there is no room for debatable disagreement. One suspects that the suggestion of alternative facts springs from an inability to reason out from the facts of reality. Much superstition deploys such tactics.


Polarization thrives with divergent truths. Remember that facts are a subset of truth. Truths are essential to worldviews that arise from ideological visions of, say, the good society and the chosen facts that go along with the striving for or even implementation of such vision. Our political perspectives may be utopist and envision some end goal, or they may be procedural, of the piecemeal social engineering type, rather than determined so that the social costs of achieving social progress can be minimized. (Popper 1945) Truths may differ, contrary to facts, but facts may be conceived differently, thus leading to different truths. For example, social deprivation may be viewed as an incentive or as an impediment to find work. The former perspective suggests a right-leaning viewpoint while the latter suggests a left-leaning such. There is a Danish proverb: How do you get a man to take off his coat? You can try to let the wind blow it off, or you can let the sunshine warm him up until he takes it off himself. To some, punitive methods work, to others, care works.


2. The need for truth is obvious in the cyber- and hyper-modern infosphere. Mis- and disinformation ‘flood the zone’ (as former Trump advisor Steve Bannon put it), and it takes quite some attention to distinguish lies from truth (Mark Twain famously said that if you only tell the truth, you do not have to remember much). It seems that the pragmatic theory of truth is built into the Germanic languages since the German term Wirklichkeit which is somewhat like the English word reality . Pragmatist philosopher William James approached Wirklichkeit when he supposedly said that ‘truth is what works for each man’. Wirklichkeit connotes something that works (Wirken) and as such the neologism ‘workliness’ should work. The English term, reality , on the other hand, denotes something (latin: res ), a physical object, like a stone or a brain, something that exists independently from consciousness. This inquiry will not examine the ontological state of something on the ‘outside’ any further, the Kantian Ding an Sich or the thing in itself. Still, the notion of truth has important epistemological implications to its communicative applications. In the narrow interpretation of reality , we talk of facts; Wirklichkeit encompasses the larger set of truths. I think that English speakers use reality in the same broad sense, but with an subconscious affinity to a scientific world-view.


Since polethics grounds itself in an anti-realistic stance, the limited logic of ‘realism’ seems invalid whereas Wirklichkeit appears both coherent, valid and consistent. Of course, the logic is tautological in the sense that when we talk about reality, we induce logic and semantics in an effort to talk about the world from which no meaningful notions to communicate can be drawn. This is not to dismiss realistic postures that hitherto have blessed humanity with an array of scientific inquiries but also of other metaphysical myths, religious or ideological (insofar these are not similar). Anglo-American philosophy lacks the distinction between physical reality and Wirklichkeit and thus it falls into reverie about a single unifying theory of all practical and epistemological complexities under the headings of realism, positivism, or pragmatism. The latter approximates the continental understanding that lies in the notion of workliness/Wirklichkeit . C.S. Peirce sums up the pragmatic concept of truth when he states that it is ‘what happens to an idea’. (cit. in Kitcher 2011a: 210) This way, Wirklichkeit denotes the circumstances and the environment, the German Umwelt , which due to comprehension, understanding, and clarification works, thus confirming that the cognitive embracement of the world is correct. Neuroscience philosopher, Peter Carruthers, puts it this elaborate way: “at least folk theories that function successfully in everyday life are likely to be approximately true, since their success may best be explained by at least approximate or partial truth.” (Carruthers 2025: 182)
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