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MEDZI VEDOU A MORÁLKOU: PERSPEKTÍVY NATURALIZMU

PRIORITIES  
OF SCIENTIFIC RESEARCH

Adam Greif

In this essay I am concerned with the relation between 
technological power and moral competence. My main thesis is that 
moral considerations regarding technological power and scientific 
knowledge that enables this power should lead us to set new 
priorities for scientific research. Morality commands us not only to 
limit ways in which we conduct scientific research, like prohibiting 
human experimentation and excessive use of laboratory animals, but 
also, and primarily, it dictates the areas of research worthy of pursuit 
or abandonment.

Contemporary life is largely influenced by inventions, made 
possible by decades and centuries of scientific and technological 
development. Humanity has developed instruments like vaccines, 
computers, fighter jets and others to save and enhance our lives. There 
have been miraculous successes achieved in this matter so far. But 
while technology is making life more wonderful in some areas, it 
can also contribute to its misery and destruction. It can be useful or 
dangerous. Either way, technology gives us power to do what we want.

I would like to elaborate on my previous point. I said that 
technology can be useful or dangerous. By saying that, I morally 
evaluated technology, as if it were possible for technology to be good 
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or bad. I do not consider it to be strictly speaking true. Technology, as 
any other tool, cannot be useful or dangerous, good or bad, by itself.1 
Rather, it can be used to beneficial or harmful ends by its user. The 
normative evaluation therefore does not pertain to technology itself, 
but to its user – human. For example, to say that particular piece of 
technology is dangerous is to say that it is possible or likely to be 
used to harm and destroy by its user. The statement about usefulness 
and danger of technology is therefore a statement about tendencies 
of its potential users.

Second notion important for my argument in addition to 
technological power is moral competence. By moral competence 
I mean the ability of user to use technology rationally and morally.

It is not difficult to state the relationship between moral 
competence and power. Imagine the following situation: a child 
accidentally got its hands on a loaded handgun. By getting hold of 
the handgun, the child acquired power, since it is now able to wound 
or kill a person. But we deem the fact that the child had access to 
a gun and that it got hold of it to be wrong. We consider it to be 
irrational and immoral, because we know that a child is not mentally 
and morally competent to use weapons responsibly and therefore 
prone to hurt itself or others.

We can say the same about an adult who wants to drive a car 
legally. In our culture, we consider a common person not competent 
enough to drive a car, not at least without him or her passing certain 
tests and fulfilling other legal conditions to gain driver’s license. By 
requiring this, we are trying to make sure that this person is skilled, 
educated and morally competent to drive a car, because we are aware 
of the fact that cars are potentially dangerous machines.

To generalize, before we allow someone to dispose of particular 
piece of powerful technology, we want to make sure that he or she 
is competent enough to use it responsibly. Moreover, greater power 

1 Unless a technological creation like strong artificial intelligence becomes an 
autonomous agent.
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is linked to greater danger due to its potential misuse and therefore 
to greater demands for competence. A civilian is permitted to wield 
a gun under certain circumstances, but only trained professional is 
allowed to handle explosives, surveillance tools, military weaponry, 
lethal chemical substances, etc. The greater the risk associated with 
use of particular piece of technology, the more trust we are forced to 
put into hands of those who will have access to it. And the greater 
the trust, the greater guarantees we require.

The following ethical principles capture the relationship between 
technological power and moral competence exhibited by the 
examples above:

Responsibility Principles (RP)
(1)  Agent A is responsible enough to possess a power only if A is 

morally competent enough to possess that power.
(2)  The degree of moral competence required in (1) is in direct 

proportion to the degree of power considered.

The Responsibility Principles states that moral competence is  
a prerequisite of power and that the greater the power, the greater the 
competence required.

It seems like RP are just an expression of common sense, since 
they can describe the reasoning behind safety measures for use of 
technologies of all kinds. They are the reason for driver’s and medical 
licenses, weapons permits, background checks, qualification tests or 
nuclear deals for countries. We apply it to individuals, organizations 
or whole states.

Despite the uncontroversial nature of these rules, they are not 
followed in cases in which it matters the most. For example, in 1942 
the United States secretly launched the Manhattan project, aimed at 
developing nuclear weapon. In 1945, USA successfully tested the 
first nuclear bomb. With respect to the immense destructive power 
of this kind of weapons, their development and use is a global 
worry and matter. But obviously, the United States never discussed 



154

Adam Greif

the development of nuclear weapons with global community and 
never subjected itself to external supervision in this matter. They 
developed and tested nuclear weapons in secrecy, without seeking 
legitimacy for doing it from global community. Moreover, can we 
even imagine that the global community would ever approve of the 
development and use of nuclear weapons?

We could point to many cases like this one in international affairs. 
But there is no need for that. We know very well that despite the fact 
that RP are very important rules to follow, above certain power level 
there is simply no authority to enforce them. Moral principles are 
one thing, realities of power another.

Since the RP can apply to collective agents, they can also 
apply to the totality of all (human) agents – humanity itself. We 
can view humanity as a collective agent, similar to nation states, 
supranational corporations and other large-scale organizations. 
We can determine collective technological power of humanity and 
its moral competence. The question I am interested in is this: Is 
humanity morally competent to possess the technological power 
it possesses? In other words, does humanity successfully meet the 
challenge posed by the Responsibility Principles?

It might seem strange to ask whether an entity like humanity 
meets a particular moral condition. That is to say, what would have 
happened if it did not? Maybe it makes sense to apply such rules 
only to individuals, but not to humanity as a whole.

I do not think this is the case. I think it makes sense to ask for 
such global moral evaluation. The reason for that is that RP apply 
to agents and, at least in terms of RP, humanity can be viewed as an 
agent. 

Consider the following reflection regarding the purpose of RP. The 
purpose of rules like RP is to avoid dangerous situations. Incompetent 
users are dangerous users, since they are likely to misuse their 
powers to a degree that is uncomfortable for us. RP serve as safety 
mechanism protecting us against potentially dangerous situations. 
We prohibit children playing with guns, because it is dangerous. We 
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prohibit people without driver’s licenses to drive cars, because it 
would be dangerous if they did. And if we could, we would arraign 
powerful nation states, like USA, for their transgressions. 

It’s irrational and wrong to entrust a child with a loaded gun. Just 
as it is irrational and wrong to give the gun to a group of children 
(if not even more irrational and wrong). The fact that the agent in 
question is not an individual child, but a group of children, does not 
change the fact that it can be collectively viewed as incompetent and 
irresponsible to be entrusted with gun. What is important is that it is 
possible to evaluate the group of children in terms of its collective 
power (with gun/without gun) and its collective level of moral 
competence. To evaluate the moral competence of such a group is to 
determine the probability of that agent acting rationally and morally. 
In case of group of children, we are determining the probability that 
behavioural interactions of its members will lead to rational and 
moral use of the entrusted gun. It seems to me then, that it is possible 
to ask a similar question with regards to humanity as a whole.

There is another worry regarding the meaningfulness of my 
question. It might seem that humanity cannot evaluate its own moral 
competence, because such evaluation would require an outside 
agent. But the act of evaluation of an agent A in terms of RP does 
not require the existence of another agent B. Agent A can self-reflect 
and as a consequence act to self-limit its power. Just like a child can 
be reflective enough to realize its own incompetence with regards 
to use of a gun and put it away.

The question of moral competence of humanity aims at such 
self-reflection and possible self-limitation. We can pose a threat to 
ourselves, just like a group of children with a loaded gun pose a threat 
to its members. Asking whether humanity is morally competent or 
responsible amounts to asking whether we pose a threat to ourselves. 
Simply put, should we trust ourselves with our own powers?

I admit that this question is quite vague. One could object: 
‘Of course, to a certain degree, it is dangerous for us to have the 
technological power we have. But every power comes with certain 
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dangers. You should specify the kind and degree of danger you have 
in mind and weight it against possible benefits.’

The danger I have in mind is existential. Is the fact that we possess 
our technological power dangerous for our survival? Are we too 
irresponsible to possess our powers? I presume that there is no possible 
human benefit that can outweigh the tragedy of human extinction.

Notice that by asking whether humanity is likely to destroy 
itself I am not invoking any high standards of responsibility. I am 
not asking whether humanity can use its technology justly and in 
accord with principles of fairness. We all know that presently and in 
foreseeable future, it cannot. I am also not asking whether humanity 
can use its powers compassionately towards all of its members and 
others. We know it cannot as well. My standard for responsible 
conduct is only that the agent is not likely to unintentionally destroy 
himself. It cannot be more basic.

Are we threatening our own survival? Some believe we are, while 
others do not. ‘Estimates of 10-20 per cent total existential risk in 
this century are fairly typical among those who have examined the 
issue, though inevitably such estimates rely heavily on subjective 
judgement’ (Bostrom 2013, 15). I believe that such a prediction is 
very hard to make, since it has to be essentially based on speculation 
and subjective evaluation of data. Despite that, it is important that 
we think about this even if we do not have the information necessary 
to make a reliable prediction. It is important to think about this now 
and take some stance on this issue, because it might be true that we 
live in a very dangerous situation right now. Despite the fact that 
there are simply not enough telling data to draw a reliable prediction, 
we have to do our best with what we already have.

What is the best speculation we can produce? We know that the 
only way humanity could destroy itself is by misuse of its technology. 
Without our technology, there is simply no threat of self-extinction. 
Of course, humanity can become extinct not by its own doing, but by 
natural causes like pandemic, cosmic collision, or large-scale volcanic 
activity. These are however not as pressing, as Bostrom estimates:
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‘Humanity has survived what we might call natural existential risks 
for hundreds of thousands of years; thus it is prima facie unlikely that 
any of them will do us in within the next hundred. This conclusion 
is buttressed when we analyse specific risks from nature, such as 
asteroid impacts, supervolcanic eruptions, earthquakes, gamma-ray 
bursts, and so forth: Empirical impact distributions and scientific 
models suggest that the likelihood of extinction because of these 
kinds of risk is extremely small on a time scale of a century or so’ 
(Bostrom 2013, 15).

The reason to be more fearful about self-extinction is that we have 
been exposed to the risk of natural extinction for many thousands of 
years and we have survived, whereas the development of new and 
groundbreaking technologies poses unprecedented risks.

I think that the present state is such that humanity is likely to 
destroy itself by use of its technology at some point in the near future. 
In order to explain my (admittedly speculative) reason, I present  
a hypothetical situation. Imagine two agents: Rebecca the Responsible 
and Irene the Irresponsible. Both Rebecca and Irene possess a handgun. 
Rebecca is 35-year-old military veteran and a weapon instructor. She 
has ample combat experience and is famed for her weapon expertise. 
Not only that Rebecca is eminently rational and considerate in her 
use, not prone to any rushed or instinctual decisions. She is a staunch 
advocate of gun safety and has owned guns for most of her adult life, 
never having an incident. Irene, on the other hand, is a 6-year-old 
girl, accidentally getting access to her father‘s loaded handgun. Both 
Rebecca and Irene possess a gun. One is eminently responsible to 
use it and the other eminently not. With regard to our technology and 
based on all previous experiences, which of these two agents is more 
similar to the whole of humanity?

To answer this question we can consider humanity’s history 
and its previous behaviour with regard to use of technology. Was 
our previous behaviour in this regard responsible or irresponsible? 
Were our actions and decisions rational and safe, like Rebecca‘s? 
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Or were they irrational and dangerous, like that of Irene‘s are likely 
to be?

Those are sweeping and very general questions. But in order to 
reach judgement in these matters, we do not have to try to achieve the 
impossible and take into account every instance of use of technology 
in our history. We only have to focus on extremes, meaning cases 
in which our survival was in play. And the extremes we should be 
looking for are of two kinds. First, can we find situations in which 
we saved our species using our technology? And secondly, were 
there situations in which we threatened our own survival? And 
which of these kinds of situations were more numerous and more 
characteristic of us?

When it comes for the first question, I can think of many 
instances of technology allowing us to save lives, increase the 
quality of life and enabling us to populate and dominate the planet. 
But I cannot think of an instance where technology actually saved us 
from extinction. There was no existential threat to humanity that we 
averted without technological power, not at least to my knowledge.

There are, however, opposite situations. For example, on October 
27 1962 the US Navy dropped series of signalling depth charges 
aimed at a Russian submarine. This submarine was B-59, the flag-
ship of the Russian flotilla, armed with a nuclear torpedo. After the 
bombing, three highest ranking officers on board were voting on 
whether to launch the torpedo. They believed that all-out nuclear war 
with America had already begun. Two officers voted to attack, while 
one, Vasilij Arkhipov, objected, thus narrowly averting the attack. 
Such an attack would likely lead to similar response by the enemy 
and to subsequent escalation into whole-scale nuclear war. Thomas 
Blanton, director of the National Security Archive stated ‘The lesson 
from this is that a guy called Vasilij Arkhipov saved the world.’2

2  Marion Lloyd, October 13 2002, The Boston Globe: Soviets close to using A.bomb 
in 1962 crisis, forum is told. Available at: http://www.latinamericanstudies.org/
cold-war/sovietsbomb.htm. 
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I described only one of many tense situations that took place 
during Cuban Missile Crisis, all threatening the world with nuclear 
war. Due to series of events in the time of great tension between two 
nuclear superpowers, we came close to unintentionally, and for the 
most of us unknowingly, destroying ourselves. And humanity was 
on the brink of apocalypse on many other occasions. World could 
have had come to an end in 1983, during Able Archer exercise, 
or in 1995, during so called Norwegian rocket incident or during 
numerous failures of automated response systems, capable of 
launching nuclear attack mostly without human input (see Hoffman 
2009, 10). Our safety and survival is extremely sensitive to such 
acute situations and conflicts. Can we even imagine the world 
without them?3

Notice that existential crisis has to lead to catastrophe just once 
in order for our civilization to cease. But to be preserved, we have 
to avoid them during the whole time we have the technological 
means that make them possible. Let’s now consider our resemblance 
to either Rebecca or Irene in light of these facts. Does humanity 
resemble a professional and rational gun owner, or a child, playing 
with a loaded gun?

I am now trying to tap into our actual beliefs and feelings about 
this matter. It is not possible at this moment to come to a reliable 
prediction based on hard evidence. Therefore, my argument does 
not lean on evidence, but is anchored in our current doxastic state. 
Given what we know and believe about human nature, our vices 

3 Sadly, it seems they are not going to disappear. In fact, there are serious worries 
that the number and severity of these conflicts will increase. Global warming has 
been described as ‘conflict multiplier’, since it will cause massive dislocation of 
populations and societal tensions (John Banusiewitz, October 13 2014, Hagel to 
Adress ‘Threat Multiplier’ of Climate Change. Available at: https://www.defense.
gov/News/Article/Article/603440/). A study from Columbia University’s Center 
for International Earth Science Information Network predicts that 700 million 
climate refugees will be dislocated by 2050 (Warner et al. 2009, 2). 
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and virtues, the ways we tend to behave in large groups, and ways 
in which we use our technology, are we surprised that such crises 
took place? Do we not expect them to happen again? And if we 
do, should we not consider this to be a dangerous state of affairs in 
dire need of rectification? It is surprising that our species is still in 
the evolutionary game. Minding all the serious missteps humanity 
has taken so far, all the extreme cases of irrational and immoral 
usage of technology, and no indication of situation getting radically 
better in foreseeable future, I believe that humanity as a whole is not 
behaving like a responsible agent. Quite the opposite – just try to 
imagine assessing our behaviour from a disinterested point of view of  
a Martian. Would an alien conclude, based on his observation of our 
historical and current behaviour, that we have a long and peaceful 
future ahead of us or that we are heading towards destruction?

It might seem that I am too pessimistic about humanity‘s virtues. 
But it is hard to see us in a different light. There is no doubt, that 
humanity is gifted with many exceptional individuals, capable of 
using humanity’s power rationally and morally. But these individuals 
are not determining global policy and actions of the collective whole. 
Actions of the collective whole are determined by actions of seven 
and a half billion individuals that currently inhabit this planet. The 
outcome of these innumerable interactions is quite dreadful from 
the rational and moral point of view. As I mentioned before, there 
have been many situations of our own making in which our survival 
hanged by the thread. These situations are analogous to Irene holding 
the gun in her mouth, ready to pull the trigger. What would you do, 
if you saw a child doing that? And thanks to our modern way of 
living essentially dependent on the exploitation of natural resources, 
we continually destroy our own living environment. New mass 
extinction is happening according to scientists right now, under our 
watch and by our hand. And we do not even fully grasp the impact 
of this phenomenon. All in all, we almost annihilated ourselves 
many times over and during the last several decades we are fuelling 
massive environmental catastrophe, destroying our environment 
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at an alarming speed. In my view, this certainly is not a profile of 
a responsible agent.

For these reasons I believe that our collective level of moral 
competence does not meet the requirement our technological power 
creates. Humanity does not successfully meet the challenge posed 
by RP. Instead, we resemble an autistic savant, having tremendous 
power of intellect, but lacking ability to control it wisely. But that is 
not all, because I think that the situation will only worsen.

We can expect that our technological power will be increasing. 
In the future, level of potency and availability of technology can 
decrease with time, remain stable, or increase. But it is not likely to 
decrease or remain stable given the tremendous amount of effort we 
put in the advancement of scientific knowledge and development of 
new applications of this knowledge. Unless humanity abandons the 
grand scientific pursuit of knowledge and technological progress, 
we are extremely likely to see our tools allowing us to do more, do 
it easier and faster. This also makes sense since we are not planning 
to forget what we have already discovered and lose some of our 
technologies. We can only build on what we have already achieved.

Technological progress means greater danger. According to 
the Nuclear Threat Initiative, between years 2013 and 2016, 683 
incidents involving nuclear and other radioactive material took 
place, composing not insignificantly of loss and theft (Cotton et al. 
2017, 3). Imagining terrorists or other group stealing radioactive 
material necessary for creation of nuclear weapons is terrifying as 
it is. But now imagine future terrorists stealing future equivalent of 
today’s nuclear weapons. Let us imagine that bombs of the future 
will not be potent enough to simply destroy cities and countries, but 
to level whole continents. We can predict this because we can be 
sure that potency of technology will be increasing. With time, stakes 
will be rising.

We can also expect our technology to become more complex. 
More complex technology means that the consequences of its 
existence and use will be harder to predict. For example, in 2015 an 
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international meeting of scientists took place to discuss implications 
of new genetic technique called Crispr-Cas9. Crispr, for short, is 
a method that allows the experts to alter human germline. Nicolas 
Wade of NY Times wrote: ‘Unlike gene therapy, an accepted medical 
technique that alters the body’s ordinary tissues, editorial changes 
made to the human germline would be inherited by the patient’s 
children and thus contribute permanent changes to the human gene 
pool. These, if sufficiently extensive, might, in principle, alter the 
nature of the human species.’ 4 The meeting concluded with a call for 
a ban on techniques that allow inheritable changes to human genome 
since deeper assessment of dangers associated with this technique 
is due before we advance. And still, human genome editing might 
look insignificant in comparison to other possible game-changing 
technologies. Like nanotechnology or strong artificial intelligence. 
All in all, it will be more and more important to prevent technology 
getting into the wrong hands and to think seriously before we develop 
and use it. Such realities create rising demand for forethought and 
self-limitation, two important components of moral competence.

So far I have briefly discussed the future of our technological 
power. One could reply that our moral competence will be developing 
fast enough to meet the requirements of the future progress. But I do 
not think that we have reason to believe that. Typically, we take 
preventive and safety measures only after a tragedy or catastrophe 
takes place. Mistake is our best teacher. For this reason, we can find 
invaluable lessons in the aforementioned existential crises. They 
provide us with opportunity to fully realize our own destructive 
potential and ease with which it could be actualized. But this 
tendency of ours, essentially depending on past experience and 
taking preventive and safety measures only after fateful incident has 

4 Nicolas Wade, Dec. 3 2015, Scientists Seek Moratorium on Edits to Human 
Genome Tha Could be Inherited. Available at: https://www.nytimes.
com/2015/12/04/science/crispr-cas9-human-genome-editing-moratorium.
html?ref=todayspaper&_r=2. 
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struck, is not going to help us in light of new existential threats. It is 
not possible to learn from an existential catastrophe, since there will 
be no one to learn from it. Furthermore, this tendency can actually 
bring our demise, since the necessary absence of experience of 
existential catastrophe gives us an illusion of safety. We therefore 
lack motivation to sufficiently guard ourselves against that which 
might undo us.

Because of this, I do not believe that our level of moral 
competence will rise quickly enough to meet the demands of rising 
technological power. So, if it is not rational and moral for us to have 
current technology at disposal, it will be only less so in the future.

If one were to agree with me, he or she would be naturally led 
to take action and try to change the situation. There are only three 
options:
1. Lower the level of our technological power.
2. Raise the level of our moral competence.
3. Do both.

It is hard to imagine that any of these options would ever be 
chosen and acted upon, since all three require vast and lasting 
changes in our global society. But despite that, if we believe that 
humanity is not a responsible user of its powers and is likely to 
destroy itself in the future, one of these options must be chosen if 
we want to save ourselves and our descendants.5 Nevertheless, the 
choice is not an easy one.

Option 1, to lower the level of our technological power, seems 
to be the most straightforward option. If an agent is not competent 
enough to wield the power he has, it should simply be taken from 

5 One could argue that this is not correct, that I omitted the possibility that technology 
could protect us against possible natural existential disaster and thus safe us in the 
future. But since the estimated probability of natural existential disaster is lower 
compared to human technological self-extinction, it is more important to focus on 
the latter.
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him. For example, if a child gets its hand on a handgun, we quickly get 
the handgun and make sure it never happens again. But in case of the 
technological power of humanity, it is not sufficient to simply get rid 
of technology that threatens us. It is not enough to hide the handgun 
in a safe to protect the child, if the child knows the password. For 
example, to dismantle our nuclear arsenal is not enough to protect 
us against the threat of a nuclear conflict, since it will be possible to 
simply manufacture nuclear weapons again. The effective measure 
would be to abandon all knowledge that allows us to create these 
weapons and ban future research aimed at re-discovering them. So, to 
actually effectively carry our first option, we have to destroy not only 
all the technology with which we could destroy ourselves, but also 
the knowledge that allows its creation as well. If we consider just the 
case of nuclear weapons, we would have to abandon whole fields of 
physics and engineering. There is probably no need to say that such 
measure is wholly unrealistic. So what about the second option?

Option 2, to raise the level of our moral competence, is not 
much easier. In order to raise our moral competence sufficiently, 
we would have to prevent conditions that allow catastrophic misuse 
of technology ever taking place. What are these conditions? Let us 
consider them in case of the most obvious existential threat – nuclear 
conflict. What, apart from nuclear weapons themselves, makes  
a nuclear conflict possible? What kinds of social and psychological 
causes allow humans to engage in nuclear warfare? Whatever these 
are, option 2 requires that we fervently prevent them. For starters, we 
have to prevent conditions that make war possible. Not an easy thing 
at all, if even possible. We would have to make tremendous efforts 
to make our global society enlightened, harmonious and peaceful. 
Instead of focusing our research and effort on development of new 
applications and material technologies, we would have to focus on 
acquiring knowledge allowing us to materialize such enlightened 
civilization.

If we were to choose the second option, it would be far more 
important to make breakthroughs and revolutions in social sciences 
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and humanities rather than in natural sciences and technical fields. 
Our priorities would have to shift from gaining knowledge oriented at 
development of technology and practical applications, to knowledge 
allowing us to cause our civilization to mature into far more rational 
and moral entity. Since the subject-matter of social sciences and 
humanities lies in the ‘human worldʼ rather than ‘natural worldʼ, 
only they can provide us with knowledge necessary to make this 
transition. I call it ‘wisdom-oriented knowledge’ and it stands in 
opposition to ‘technology-oriented knowledgeʼ. If I am right, this 
kind of knowledge should become the priority of scientific research.

If my main argument is correct and humanity is really not 
responsible enough to possess its technological power, then to  
a certain degree, taking option 2 would naturally lead to taking option 
1 as well. Enlightened and rational society would recognize its limits 
and weaknesses in terms of its moral competence and would limit the 
use and discovery of new and potentially dangerous technologies. 
This seems like the least unrealistic course of development of all.

Knowledge is a tool for survival and well-being, and like any 
other tool, in can be dangerous. It should therefore be subject to 
Responsibility Principles just like power is. For some, it might seem 
that more knowledge is always good. But I believe that this is not 
the case. Since knowledge is a tool that grants us the power to do 
what we want, possession of knowledge that exceeds the ability 
to responsibly use it is also dangerous. For example, imagine the 
most destructive weapon (or energy source) of tomorrow, far more 
potent that today’s nuclear bombs. Let us call this bomb ʻultra 
bombʼ and state that a single ultra bomb can destroy the planet Earth 
along with all life on it. Now imagine knowledge to easily create 
such powerful technology, let us call it ʻultra knowledgeʼ. Ultra 
knowledge would be extremely dangerous and highly unwanted. It 
would not be a valuable piece of knowledge, simply because of the 
great risk associated with its possession. Even a small probability 
of its misuse is extremely troubling. It is therefore better if it did 
not exist at all. The next step in bioengineering, nanotechnology or 
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artificial intelligence very well might be the case of ultra knowledge. 
For pieces of knowledge (and technologies) like this one, it is 
important to guard ourselves against ourselves and rationally self-
limit its acquirement and development. Is it safe for humanity to 
have nuclear weapons? It probably is not. Is it safe for humanity to 
develop strong AI, or weaponizable nanotechnology?

These questions are not only empirical, but questions of value 
as well. The trajectory of progress of knowledge should become the 
subject-matter of a new science. This new science should recognize 
the value and priority of particular scientific research for humanity 
as well as scientifically estimate the dangers and consequences of its 
possible success. Raison d´être of this science is following: to protect 
us against our own creations and the tendency to misuse them.

I would like to close with restating my main thesis. I believe 
that both ethical and practical considerations lead us to a radical 
change of our attitude to scientific research and development of 
technology. Ethics not only limits ways in which we want to acquire 
new knowledge, but prompts us to radically shift our priorities. Our 
main goal should not be to gain technology-oriented knowledge, but 
wisdom-oriented knowledge. We should carefully choose what kind 
of power and knowledge is safe for us to develop and use. Ideally, 
we should make this choice scientifically and ethically. Changes 
required to do this and to ameliorate the situation are enormous and 
will to make them is likely absent. But to act in line with the belief 
that no such change is realistic and therefore worthy of pursuing is 
to abandon hope and submit to fate.
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