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Forster put it, connects “the prose and the passion.” I deploy lessons learned in this process 
to identify and face what I believe to be crucial challenges to science and to freedom (as 
defended by, among others, Cicero, Pete Seeger, Bob Dylan, Thomas Hobbes, John Stuart 
Mill, and Bertrand Russell). Finally I consider threats to freedom of a different sort, posed 
by the creation and dissemination of “alternative facts” and by what is sometimes called 
“super” or “full” artificial intelligence (AI).
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Preamble

Far between sundown’s finish an’ 
midnight’s broken toll
We ducked inside the doorway, as 
thunder came crashing
As majestic bells of boats struck shad-
ows in the sounds
Seeming to be the chimes of freedom 
flashing
Flashing for the warriors whose 
strength is not to fight
Flashing for the refugees on the 
unarmed road of flight
An’ for each an’ ev’ry underdog sol-
dier in the night
An’ we gazed upon the chimes of 
freedom flashing1

This essay brings together work I have 
done over the past 10 years: on the 
nature of ethics, on the purpose of eth-
ics, and on its foundations in a way 

that, I hope, as E.M. Forster put it, con-
nects “the prose and the passion.”2  
I deploy lessons learned in this process 
to identify and face what I believe to be 
crucial challenges to science and to 
freedom (as defended by, among oth-
ers, Cicero,3 Pete Seeger, Bob Dylan, 
Thomas Hobbes, John Stuart Mill, and 
Bertrand Russell). Finally I consider 
threats to freedom of a different sort, 
posed by the creation and dissemination 
of “alternative facts” and by what is 
sometimes called “super” or “full” arti-
ficial intelligence (AI).

Bob Dylan’s “Chimes of Freedom” is 
the “motto” or “epigram” for this essay. 
The reasons for using epigrams and other 
forms of illustrative or suggestive mate-
rial from art, literature, and other non-
academic (but not non-rigorous) sources, 
are complex. In my own case, mottos 
serve two functions. First, they often 
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help to remind me of the larger pur-
pose of what I am trying to do, to help 
me keep my “eyes on the prize.”4 More 
importantly, as Wittgenstein famously 
suggested, the use of suggestive exam-
ples, comparisons, or images is part 
of the core business of philosophy. 
Wittgenstein identified this as involving 
the assembling of “reminders”5 to facili-
tate perception and understanding of 
a bigger picture, and to prompt the 
dawning of particular aspects of an 
issue or problem.6

Epigrammatic Validity

One of my undergraduate tutors in 
philosophy, Frank Cioffi, was fond of 
saying that a “telling phrase” or dra-
matic image could have “epigram-
matic validity,” with the implication 
that this, of itself, gave valuable argu-
mentative force. Cioffi also liked the 
epigram: “science is just magic that 
works.” Epigrammatic validity is what 
visual art and poetry7 have always 
provided; by bringing together and 
juxtaposing disparate objects of con-
templation within the same “frame,” 
and by assembling objects, forms, col-
ors, landscapes, people, and ideas, art 
frames or stimulates our thinking in 
new ways, adding a “field of force” to 
the subject, concentrating attention and 
perhaps shifting focus. Wittgenstein 
clearly thought that these reminders 
not only possessed epigrammatic 
validity, but that they could also alter 
perception, changing the very nature of 
what we see and hear.

Pete Seeger immortalized the phrase 
“eyes on the prize” in the song of the 
same name, which he performed live at 
Carnegie Hall on June 8,1963.8 In his 
introduction to the performance, Seeger 
reports that he had found elements of 
his version of the song in October of 
1962 while visiting Albany, Georgia, 
and singing along “in negro churches.” 

He then, in the true folk song tradition, 
adapted what he had heard for a differ-
ent audience and purpose. However it 
came to prominence, its point is self-
explanatory. The song ends by identify-
ing the fight for freedom as the prize:

The only thing that we did right
Was the day we begun to fight
Keep your eyes on the prize, hold on, 
hold on.9

For Pete Seeger, and for the singers he 
so admired in Albany in 1962, freedom 
was indeed the prize; however, it was 
more than physical or spiritual free-
dom, it was political, moral, and legal 
freedom. But the appeal of freedom is 
also aesthetic, as Seeger says in the 
song, “Freedom’s name is mighty 
sweet.” At the right time and in the 
right place, aesthetic appeal can trump 
all the others; it can herald the dawning 
of a new aspect.

Why is Freedom the Prize?

Freedom from slavery is the most dra-
matic form of freedom, but the concept 
of liberty, linked as it is, with the ideas 
of justice and equality, lies at the heart 
of democracy itself and of the “social 
contract” that establishes the ground 
rules of any civilized society. And this 
is so whether that “contract” is a doc-
ument, as in the Constitution of the 
United States, is a rational construct, 
as in John Rawls’s famous Theory of 
Justice,10 or is part of an analysis of 
legitimate power, as in Hobbes. Such 
documents or theories not only set out 
the rights and obligations of citizens 
and the duties of government, but 
also define the protected limits within 
which citizens can live fully and 
freely.11

I tried to set out some of the basics 
involved in my recent book How to be 
Good.12
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In The Leviathan, Thomas Hobbes gives 
this account of the obligations of “the 
office of the sovereign”:

The office of the sovereign, be it a 
monarch or an assembly, consisteth in 
the end for which he was trusted with 
the sovereign power, namely the proc-
uration of the safety of the people; to 
which he is obliged by the law of 
nature, …But by safety here, is not 
meant a bare preservation, but also 
all other contentments of life, which 
every man by lawful industry, without 
danger, or hurt to the commonwealth, 
shall acquire to himself. And this is 
intended should be done…by a gen-
eral providence, contained in public 
instruction, both of doctrine and 
example; an in the making and execut-
ing of good laws, to which individual 
persons may apply their own cases.13

Hobbes interprets the idea of the safety 
of the people very widely and in an 
egalitarian spirit. He was famously pre-
occupied with personal violence and 
physical danger (as was Machiavelli), 
but when such dangers were less press-
ing he was prepared to reflect more 
widely on the concept of public safety. 
Later in the same chapter, Hobbes 
makes clear that: “the safety of the peo-
ple, requireth further from him, or them 
that hath the sovereign power, that 
justice be equally administered to all 
degrees of people; that is, that as well 
the rich and mighty, as poor and 
obscure persons, may be righted of the 
injuries done them.”14

He also allows that people who are 
the victims of accidents should be pro-
vided for by the state: “And whereas 
many men, by accident inevitable, 
become unable to maintain themselves 
by their labour; they ought not to be left 
to the charity of private persons; but 
to be provided for, as far forth as the 
necessities of nature require, by the 
laws of the commonwealth.”15

Hobbes’s analysis not only sets out 
the basis of legitimate government, but 
also lays the foundations for the United 
Kingdom’s National Health Service. 
Where sovereign power is required for 
protection, the failure to deploy that 
power when it could be deployed, or a 
denial of its protection in ways that 
deny equal protection to all citizens, 
breaches the social contract, a breach 
that turns the vulnerable citizen into an 
outlaw and turns the sovereign into an 
enemy. Equally, as Hobbes was well 
aware, perhaps the commonest and 
most ubiquitous enemies, both of free-
dom and of security, are disease and 
injury.

Against this background, if it can 
be accepted that the state has a prima 
facie obligation to provide for the 
safety of the people, then today this 
obligation applies to the obligation to 
provide healthcare to all, to ensuring 
equitable access to medicines, to the 
social welfare measures without which 
mere physical security is fruitless, 
and, vitally, to pursuing and promot-
ing the science and the discovery that 
generates many of these liberating 
goods.

Thomas Hobbes anticipated John 
Stuart Mill by some 200 years.

By sketching a safe context for human 
cooperation, Hobbes provided a frame-
work of agency within which citizens 
could effectively cooperate peacefully, 
safely, and, importantly, freely. Hobbes 
went so far as to suggest that if the state 
denies a citizen “any…thing without 
which he cannot live; yet hath that man 
the liberty to disobey.”16 John Stuart 
Mill’s famous statement of the Principle 
of Liberty presents the obvious corol-
lary of Hobbes’s thought: “That the sole 
end for which mankind are warranted, 
individually or collectively, in interfer-
ing with the liberty of action of any of 
their number, is self protection. That the 
only purpose for which power can be 
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rightfully exercised over any member 
of a civilised community against his will, 
is to prevent harm to others.”17

Compare this with the passage from 
Hobbes quoted previously: “But by 
safety here, is not meant a bare preser-
vation, but also all other contentments 
of life, which every man by lawful 
industry, without danger, or hurt to 
the commonwealth, shall acquire to 
himself.”

For Hobbes as for Mill, humans are 
free to pursue their own conception  
of “the contentments of life … without 
danger, or hurt to the commonwealth;” 
without, in short, causing “harm to 
others.”

Philosophy is Poetry with Arguments

There is an important point about phil-
osophical methodology, highlighted by 
Bob Dylan in “The Chimes of Freedom” 
and well understood by philosophers 
from Plato onward, and, of course, 
often better understood by poets. It 
concerns the power, not just of ideas, 
but of the words in which those ideas 
are expressed; in short, the power of 
language and of “rhetoric.” In philoso-
phy, the arguments are often more 
explicit, and indeed more labored, than 
in poetry, but the methodology is often 
indistinguishable. It would be a brave 
philosopher and a reckless poet who 
denied that the storytelling and poetry 
of Homer and of Shakespeare are two 
of the greatest contributions, not only 
to culture, but to our understanding 
of the human condition and of human 
nature.18

The assassination of United States 
President John F. Kennedy, on 
November 22, 1963 is an obvious inspi-
ration for Dylan starting work on  
the song (although apparently Dylan 
denied this). He seems to have drafted 
a number of poems in 1963 following 
Kennedy’s death:

the colors of friday were dull
as the cathedral bells were gently 
burnin’
strikin for the gentle
strikin for the kind
strikin for the crippled ones
and strikin for the blind.

Wikipedia has suggested:

Kennedy was killed on a Friday, and 
the cathedral bells in the poem would 
have been the church bells heralding 
his death…. By the time Dylan wrote 
the first draft of “Chimes of Freedom” 
the following February, it contained 
many of the elements of this poem, 
except that the crippled ones and the 
blind were changed to “guardians 
and protectors of the mind.” In addi-
tion, the cathedral bells had become 
the “chimes of freedom flashing”, as 
seen by two lovers finding shelter in 
a cathedral doorway.19

Dylan’s “Chimes of Freedom:” links 
almost every conceivable woe that 
human flesh is heir to with the concept 
of freedom. Indeed the song ends with 
the words:

Tolling for the aching ones whose 
wounds cannot be nursed For the 
countless confused, accused, mis-
used, strung-out ones an’ worse An’ 
for every hung-up person in the 
whole wide universe An’ we gazed 
upon the chimes of freedom flashing.

Despite the total disregard of Bishop 
Butler’s famous aphorism that “every-
thing is what it is and not another 
thing,”20 Dylan’s perhaps somewhat 
overenthusiastic comprehensiveness 
embodies an important message. There 
are many concepts like “freedom” (for 
example, “welfare,” “happiness,” “mis-
ery,” and “suffering”) that involve 
considerably more than seven types of 
ambiguity21 and may wax and wane, 
fuelled by many radically different 
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freedom-maximizing or -inhibiting fac-
tors. More important for now, however, 
Dylan’s song reminds us of the central-
ity of freedom in our moral thinking 
and of the power of the word itself: 
Freedom.

The Moral Imperatives for Science22

The idea that justice delayed is justice 
denied continues, rightly, to have cur-
rency. It has been inconclusively attrib-
uted both to a famous Anglo-American, 
William Penn,23 and to a legendary 
English prime minister of the nineteenth 
century, William Ewart Gladstone.24

But just as justice delayed is justice 
denied, so therapy delayed is therapy 
denied, and because illness is confining 
and health liberating, freedom reap-
pears as inextricably allied to science 
and medicine. Likewise, “scientific 
freedom,” freedom to do and publish 
scientific research, is also often advo-
cated as a basic right.25 One reason to 
have not faith in science (Heaven for-
bid!), but to put cautious trust in sci-
ence, is that science has indeed proved 
to be “magic that works.” It is the fact 
that science works, and snake oil does 
not that, above all, makes science 
trustworthy.26

Equally fruitless is the concentration 
on protection against real and present 
dangers, while neglecting prepared-
ness for future threats. Preparedness 
for the future calls for science and tech-
nology and for the habits of mind, free 
inquiry, reliance on evidence and argu-
ment, and, above all, intellectual hon-
esty, which characterize science broadly 
conceived.

It is important to remind ourselves of 
the moral nature of science, threatened, 
today more than ever, by a culture of 
reckless deceit, shameless denial of his-
tory and of evidence, and the profligate27 
invention and repetition of more conve-
nient “alternative facts.” The dishonesty 

and untruths perpetrated by the culture 
of alternative facts are polluting every 
aspect of those freedoms that are worth 
fighting for.28 I have been preoccupied 
with the moral character of science for a 
very long time, and here is why.29

We all benefit from living in a society, 
and, indeed, in a world in which sci-
ence is respected and in which science 
flourishes. Science and the discovery 
and innovation it generates, resulting 
in products in the clinic and the mar-
ketplace, and the objectivity, rigorous 
analysis, evidence, and respect for truth 
it promotes, is in the interests of us all.30

The Other Imperative for Science 
(and for Philosophy)

Although there are powerful moral rea-
sons for practicing science and philoso-
phy, these activities are not necessarily 
pursued solely (or even principally) for 
moral, or even for prudential reasons, 
powerful as these are. There is a sim-
pler, but perhaps even more powerful, 
imperative at work.

We humans are curious birds;31 we 
like to understand stuff.32 We like to 
know why, to know what, to know 
how, and to know whether. We like to 
know how things work, what they are 
for, and what they are good for. We also 
like to know why events happen and 
the probability of their occurrence. This 
includes the question of why we exist at 
all. We spend a lot of time on such ques-
tions, and we do so, not because it is 
good for us, or because either the ques-
tioning process or the answers conduce 
to our welfare or well-being or make 
us happy, or protect our vital rights or 
interests or confer evolutionary advan-
tage (although they may). We do so 
because of the sorts of creatures we 
are: curious birds who like to ask and 
answer questions.

True, there are myriad “rewards” 
for education, science, and curiosity. 
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The reason we pursue these, however, 
if one is needed, is in our will,33 our free 
will; it is what we choose to do and how 
we choose to live.

But if the exercise of our curiosity is 
not honest and evidence based, then 
the exercise of our will is thwarted. We 
simply will not find out the why, what, 
how, or whether to questions that we 
ask. We may get “answers” but they 
will not be informative; they will sim-
ply deliver lies, fantasies, or “alterna-
tive facts.”

As Thomasine Kushner and James 
Giordano have argued recently in this 
journal: “It is important to recognize 
that sound ethical analysis begins with 
and proceeds from facts about the con-
text, circumstance, agents, implements, 
and actions involved. These facts should 
not be ‘alternative’; they need to be real. 
However, this is an age of increasing 
misinformation.”34

I have described the sorts of creatures 
we are. We may be on the verge of creat-
ing new unprecedented creatures, not 
only with powers and capacities com-
parable to ours, but also perhaps with 
powers enhanced beyond those that 
humans have yet attained, or even 
beyond those that creatures consti-
tuted as we are, with our evolutionary 
history and maybe also constructed as 
we are—as flesh and blood creatures—
can attain to. But the success of such 
creations will depend vitally on the 
nature of the creatures we create and on 
how that nature can develop and relate 
to or coexist with our own.

AI Persons

I discuss here AI with intelligence 
comparable to or greater than that of 
humans, which I call “AI persons.”

If we create beings as smart, or 
smarter, than we are, how can we limit 
their power to act detrimentally toward 
us, perhaps deliberately to destroy us, 

or simply to act in ways that will have 
this result? Martin Rees has observed 
that there may be scientific facts that 
will never be discovered by beings with 
brains that have evolved in the way 
that human brains have so far devel-
oped, and scientific theories that crea-
tures with our evolutionary history are 
incapable of postulating.35 One reason 
for creating AI persons might then be to 
solve problems that we humans cannot 
address or even imagine.

How can we ensure that such crea-
tures, if we bring them into being, will 
act for the best? Some have thought 
that this problem can be solved by pro-
gramming them (or us) to obey some 
version of Isaac Asimov’s so-called 
“laws” of robotics, particularly the first 
law: “a robot may not injure a human 
being, or, through inaction, allow a 
human being to come to harm.” The 
problem is how would the robot be able 
to obey such a law when ethical dilem-
mas often involve choosing between 
greater or lesser harms or evils rather 
than avoiding harm altogether; or by 
allowing or causing some to come to 
grief for the sake of saving others. 
How would they be able to keep their 
eyes on the protective prize?

John Milton provided one answer in 
1667.36 In Paradise Lost, Milton reports 
God as reminding humankind that if 
we want to be good, to be “just and 
right,” we need autonomy. “I made 
him (mankind) just and right, suffi-
cient to have stood, though free to 
fall.” This phrase has been taken up 
by many subsequent thinkers, notably 
William Golding in his novel Free Fall. 
Milton and Golding have, like Dylan,37 
put the pursuit and preservation of 
freedom at the center of morality, 
something I tried to do in How to be 
Good.

The question of how to combine the 
capacity for good with the freedom to 
choose is, I believe, one of the things 
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that Steven Hawking had in mind 
when he told the BBC in 2014 that: “the 
primitive forms of artificial intelligence 
we already have, have proved very use-
ful. But I think the development of full 
artificial intelligence could spell the 
end of the human race.”38

How might AI persons, who could 
determine their own destiny, as we 
humans do, be persuaded to choose 
modes of flourishing compatible with 
those of humans? We currently have 
these problems with respect to one 
another; but at least we have not as 
yet shackled our capacity to cope with 
these by foreclosing some options for 
self-defense by moral bioenhancement, 
or by creating AI persons, both of which 
may be “programmed” in ways that 
selectively preclude acting on the basis 
of genuine choices informed by evi-
dence and argument.39

As we emerge into a post-truth fan-
tasy world, a Trumped up world of lies 
and “alternative facts,” this problem 
becomes acute. In such a world (or even 
in such an administration) how can 
there be genuine choices informed by 
evidence and argument? This post-
truth world raises very real questions 
about the possibility of our long-term 
survival, either as the sorts of rational 
moral beings that evolution has pains-
takingly made us, or as beings of any 
description at all.

Survival

Initial scientific predictions on the 
survival of our planet suggested that 
we might have 7.6 billion years to go 
before the earth gives up on us. These 
were Steven Hawking’s calculations, 
but recently Hawking revised his 
prognosis: “I don’t think we will sur-
vive another thousand years without 
escaping beyond our fragile planet.”40 
And Martin Rees has speculated that 
this might be our “final century.”41

Did Hawking and Rees anticipate 
Trump’s election or the lies that have 
led the United Kingdom to Brexit?

Certainly we need to make ourselves 
smarter, more resilient, and more aware 
that honesty, truth, and objectivity are 
not optional and dispensable extras. 
And we may need to call AI persons to 
aid us to achieve this if we are to be able 
to find another planet on which to live 
when this one is tired of us, or even per-
haps we may even need to eventually 
develop the technology to construct 
another planet. To do so, we will have 
to change, but not in ways that risk our 
freedom; that is, our capacities to 
choose both how to live and the sorts of 
lives we wish to lead, and not by creat-
ing machines that might choose to be 
our masters.42

What We Are Made of

Shortly before 1985, I started to think 
seriously about how we, humans and 
AI persons, might react to one another. 
At that time, I explored the possibility 
of extraterrestrial AIs and suggested 
that: “[T]he question of whether or 
not there are people on other planets 
is a real one. If there are, we need not 
expect them to be human people (it 
would be bizarre if they were!), nor 
need we expect them to look or sound 
or smell (or anything else) like us. 
They might not even be organic, but 
might perhaps reproduce by mechani-
cal construction rather than by genetic 
reproduction.”43

I then went on to speculate that if 
their technology proved to be supe-
rior to ours (perhaps the proof of 
superior technology would be their 
appearing on, or in near proximity to, 
the earth rather than our tracking 
them down in deep space), it would 
be of paramount importance for us  
to convince them that we are also  
persons, if not just like them, at least 
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enough like them to matter. In short, 
that we are persons whom they would 
rather have lunch with than have for 
lunch. They might, in short, recognize 
us as creatures of a moral status equiva-
lent to theirs.

However, if AI persons (created or 
encountered) possess a radically differ-
ent nature than ours, it may be that 
civilized or even peaceful coexistence 
would be impossible to achieve.44 This 
might result from something as simple 
as moral blindness of the sort that has 
allowed slave owning; genocide; and 
racial, religious, gender, and other dis-
crimination, among humans.

An AI person capable of thinking 
about its aims and purposes and 
adapting itself in ways not envisaged 
by its designers and over which they 
had no effective control might, to say 
the least, be difficult to deal with, just 
as we organic, ape-descended humans 
sometimes are. The second reason is 
an epistemological one. We might  
not realize that we have created (or 
encountered) an AI person. If this were 
to happen, we would risk not treating 
“her” (perhaps AIs, like ships, are 
conventionally female?) as morality 
requires, and as she would hope to be 
treated.

We talk naturally of “life forms” and 
“lives,” but an AI person, alien or 
machine, might not be strictly “alive” 
in an organic sense. What might an AI 
life form (or form of existence) actually 
require to survive and thrive? What 
needs might drive an artificial intelli-
gence to act toward its fulfilment? One 
goal an AI person might have would be 
the continued existence of itself and/or 
its kind. To this end, some form of 
reproduction, be it sexual or even self-
replication (as in a virus or other cellu-
lar structures) would do the trick. It is 
reasonable to assume that any novel 
form of life or AI person would follow 
this pattern.

Immortality45

Given that we humans share this fun-
damental goal of survival with other 
beings (although we persons have the 
capacity to choose to ignore it in favor 
of other interests46), all of us are likely 
to pursue continued existence.

Homo sapiens, and all other known 
species, are (at present) “mortal;” despite 
any individual or collective survival 
goal, we cease to exist.47 To achieve a 
somewhat artificial form of immortal-
ity, we reproduce. An AI person how-
ever, is not necessarily subject to the 
same weakness. It may be functionally 
immortal, with parts that are durable 
or can be easily replaced sequentially as 
they wear out. An AI person might not, 
therefore, be subject to the same drive to 
proliferate as we are;48 that is, as long as 
it has not also given itself the sensual 
satisfactions (or their nonorganic equiv-
alent if there is one) of the Greek immor-
tals, to have sex and procreate with 
humans and with each other.

Human Nature: The Shylock 
Syndrome

When Shylock makes his famous and 
controversial speech in The Merchant 
of Venice in which he answers the ques-
tion “what is it to be human?” he is also 
reminding us that the foundations of 
our morality, as well as those of our 
humanity, are grounded to an extent 
of which we may be unaware, in our 
nature. This nature, as Shylock insists, 
includes our passions, our vulnerabili-
ties, our ability to reason, and our sense 
of justice. We can surpass our nature (or 
elements of it) and sometimes supress 
it, or disregard it, but we cannot com-
pletely reject it. When Shylock ends his 
speech saying:

If you prick us,
do we not bleed? if you tickle us, do 
we not laugh?
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if you poison us, do we not die? and 
if you wrong us, shall
we not revenge?

he is reminding us not only of our 
human nature, our vulnerability, and 
our mortality but also of our deep sense 
of justice, and of the necessity of right-
ing wrongs.

Reciprocity

Neither Shylock, nor through him 
Shakespeare, are saying that the capac-
ity to be wounded, laughter, vulnera-
bility to toxins, or the readiness to take 
revenge are essential components of 
human nature. What they are both49 
saying is something taken up by many 
moral theorists:50 that one very handy 
tool in moral argument (an appeal 
found to work, which is to be persua-
sive across cultures and epochs), is the 
appeal to reciprocity. This appeal is 
sometimes expressed in a version of 
the principle of reciprocity called the 
Golden Rule: “do unto others as you 
would have them do unto you.” 
Although associated with the Christian 
Prophet, this idea is not original to 
Jesus of Nazareth, but is to be found in 
many pre-Christian sources and sources 
independent of Christianity.

We understand very well what good 
and bad circumstances are and 
indeed generally how to avoid them 
for ourselves, and others. If we 
didn’t we couldn’t be prudent, we 
couldn’t take care of ourselves, nor 
look out for others. And there is a 
huge (although not of course total) 
consensus about what is good and 
bad for us; and again the existence 
of this consensus means that we 
know how to interpret the precau-
tionary principle (with all its limita-
tions) because we know what it is to 
obey the oft expressed exhortation 
“be safe!”.51

What is radically uncertain is what we 
would know of an AI person or what it 
would know of us, for all that might 
appear to be the case from the next 
room during a Turing test. This is the 
question as to whether creatures like 
us could have moral understanding 
and moral relations with an AI and 
vice versa. We must hope that we 
could, but we also need to “be safe.”52

Ludwig Wittgenstein is famous for a 
very sophic and epigrammatic remark: 
“If a lion could speak, we could not 
understand him.” As with Wittgenstein’s 
lion,53 we would need to know from an 
AI much more about its way of life, and 
he, she, or it about ours, before we could 
talk of understanding at all, let alone 
mutual understanding, and hence pos-
sibly of mutual (or even unidirectional) 
concern and respect.

Perhaps it was to acquire this sort of 
understanding that the Greek, Hindu, 
Hebrew, Christian, and other Gods 
interfered, in person, so often in human 
affairs, to the extent of having sex, or its 
equivalent (and indeed breeding) with 
humans.

The reciprocity presupposed by social 
and political institutions, as well as by 
moral relations and ethical understand-
ing, takes place in the context of a 
shared nature and a shared evolution-
ary, as well as social and political, his-
tory, among all people and peoples of 
which we are currently aware. Some 
elements of these may be common to 
all evolved organic creatures, whether 
originating on Planet Earth or else-
where. How much commonality may 
be required is difficult to say without 
consideration of actual examples. 
Immortality, either of Gods, humans, or 
machines, may be one imponderable, 
along with the capacity for genuinely 
reciprocal understanding. What further 
imponderables and indeed what other 
persons, not simply morally significant 
others, but others of moral significance 
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and moral capacity comparable to per-
sons, there may be or have been, we may 
be on the threshold of discovering.

A Universe of Alternate Facts is Not 
Sustainable

The desire to better ourselves and 
make ourselves better is part of the 
curiosity and need that drives science, 
one of the oldest and most valuable of 
the things that characterizes persons.54 
The most urgent and worrying ethical 
problems surrounding the uses of new 
technology, including AI, are not the 
dangers of pursuing such research and 
the innovation that may result. The 
dangers that have been consistently 
underestimated are the dangers of not 
pursuing such research.

As a new era of reckless disregard 
for science, truth, and honesty dawns, 
we humans are at a point at which our 
future survival and that of our planet 
is in doubt. We must pursue research, 
including AI research, to the point at 
which we can realistically assess its 
potential for both good and ill. This is 
to tread a moral and scientific tight-
rope, but the alternative to scientific 
optimism is bleak indeed.

Connecting The Prose and the 
Passion

In 1961, at the conclusion of his book 
Has Man a Future, a great polemic for 
peace and against the threat, then and 
to this day, posed by nuclear weapons, 
Bertrand Russell sets out his hopes for 
the future and for “a freer and happier 
world”. He begins his final chapter by 
noting: “I am writing at a dark moment 
(July 1961), and it is impossible to know 
whether the human race will last long 
enough for what I write to be published, 
or, if published, to be read. But as yet 
hope is possible, and while hope is pos-
sible, despair is a coward’s part.”55

We are now, more than 50 years later, 
in another dark moment, and it is worth 
reminding ourselves of Russell’s hopes 
for a freer, happier world:

Man has …. potentialities of great-
ness and splendour, realised, as yet 
very partially, but showing what life 
might be in a freer and happier 
world. If man will allow himself to 
grow to his full stature, what he may 
achieve is beyond our present capac-
ity to imagine. Poverty illness and 
loneliness could become rare misfor-
tunes…And with the progress of 
evolution, what is now the shining 
genius of an eminent few might 
become a common possession of the 
many. All this is possible, indeed 
probable, in the thousands of centu-
ries that lie before us.56

In Shakespeare’s Richard III, Richard 
Plantagenet asks the Lady Anne, whom 
he is wooing and who scorns him, (she 
later succumbs): “But shall I live in 
hope?” He receives the somewhat cold, 
but germane and philosophical, reply: 
“All men, I hope live so.”57 Russell 
believed that intelligence and science 
could give us all hope for the future 
and could help humankind achieve, 
not only freedom and safety, but also, 
in Thomas Hobbes’s phrase, “all other 
contentments of life.” Now more than 
ever we need to work for, as well as 
hope to achieve, “what life might be in 
a freer and happier world.”

Alternative facts are designed to 
make the world (appear to) conform to 
a political program and are as much 
exercises in self-deception as they are 
attempts to deceive others. The mind 
responds (inter alia) to how it perceives 
the world. The determinants of that per-
ception include the ways in which “facts” 
that are consistent with demonstrable 
science, but also “value laden,” are 
formulated and presented. This is 
why science and philosophy need to 
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communicate in the prose and with the 
passion that not only conveys the facts, 
but that also convinces the mind, and 
this is why honesty is as important as 
objectivity.

If we have our “eyes on the prize,” 
we may hope, with the help of science, 
to secure our future. And if we have 
flashing in our minds the “Chimes of 
Freedom,” connecting as these ideas 
and images do, the prose and the pas-
sion or, equally alliteratively, the poetry 
and the passion, we may find the cour-
age to fight for truth and honesty in 
politics, in science, and, indeed, “in 
the whole wide universe,” and, as Bob 
Dylan and Bertrand Russell insist, find 
reason for, and the will to have, hope 
for the world and for our future.
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