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Social and Political Context

Ethics, value systems, norms

Ethics:  
• Normative: discover truth about morality - what rules should be promoted?  
• Descriptive: describe the ethical and moral rules - what does motivate people? 

Norms can deviate from what ethics considers as normative: 
• slavery was a norm but unethical 
• voting rights restrictions for women were a norm but are now considered unethical 
• Virginia Sterilization Act of 1924 reflected a social norm at that time but was highly unethical 

What of today’s norms will be considered unethical tomorrow? 

Ethics requires: 
•careful thinking about what is morally justified (normative reasoning),  
•consideration of how relevant culture/customs/norms might be changed (descriptive/empirical ethics).
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Social and Political Context
Modern/colonial civilization has already breached several 
planetary boundaries and its ecological footprint is 
overwhelming the Earth’s carrying capacity. The ecological 
space for the growth of modern urban civilization is at its 
breaking point. We conduct two case studies, of Russia and 
Brazil, to show that the aspirations of semi-peripheral 
“emerging economies” to catch-up, clone and compete with the 
West within the hegemonic terms of an ecologically 
unsustainable and socially stratifying civiliza- tional model 
requires their systematic practice of internal colonialism and 
regional subimperialism. Playing catch-up with the North and its 
unsustainable mode of political economy demands the present-
day rehearsal, in accelerated, compressed and subimperial 
modes of the structurally violent practices that have 
underpinned the North’s “rise” to planetary dominance. Yet in 
striving to catch-up and join in the overconsumptive and 
exploitative lifestyle of economic cores, large “emerging econo- 
mies” like the BRICS are in an economic, political and military 
crash course against the hegemonically-entrenched Northern 
core powers they aspire to emulate, in what looks like an 
increasingly volatile scramble to grab whatever dwindling 
ecological space is left in a rapidly degraded planet.
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Social and Political Context

Principles in favor of limiting procreation : 
•Duty not to contribute to harm - not to contribute to massive, 

systemic harm 
•Duty to justice 
•Obligation to our potential children

Jeff Mcmahon 1981):  
The Asymmetry: Although the prospect of pain and suffering in the life 
of a child provides one with reason not to create that child, the prospect 
of happiness in the life of a child provides one with no reason to create 
that child. 

Rieder, Travis N.. Toward a Small Family Ethic: How Overpopulation and 
Climate Change Are Affecting the Morality of Procreation 
(SpringerBriefs in Public Health) (Kindle Locations 952-953). Springer 
International Publishing. Kindle Edition. 



Social and Political Context

We are left, I think, with a moral burden to have small families. The 
powerful reasons in favor of limiting procreation generate a demand for 
justification; if one fails to meet this demand, then her procreative 
activity is morally unjustifiable. And meeting this demand, I think, 
becomes progressively more difficult as one has more children. Given 
the moral burden to have small families, having any children at all may 
well be unjustifiable for many people; for some of the rest of us, the 
case for having one child seems fairly compelling. Might some people 
be justified in having more than one? Perhaps. But the burden is on 
them to make the case. Morality has more in its arsenal than merely 
obligation , duty and rights; reason s can burden us, and acting 
justifiably looks, to me, to pressure us towards small families. 

Rieder, Travis N.. Toward a Small Family Ethic: How Overpopulation and 
Climate Change Are Affecting the Morality of Procreation 
(SpringerBriefs in Public Health) (Kindle Locations 1752-1758). 
Springer International Publishing. Kindle Edition. 
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Ethics:  
• Normative: discover truth about morality - what rules should be promoted?  
• Descriptive: describe the ethical and moral rules - what does motivate people? 

Norms can deviate from what ethics considers as normative: 
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Ethics:  
• Normative: discover truth about morality - what rules should be promoted?  
• Descriptive: describe the ethical and moral rules - what does motivate people? 

Norms can deviate from what ethics considers as normative: 
• slavery was a norm but unethical 
• voting rights restrictions for women were a norm but are now considered unethical 
• Virginia Sterilization Act of 1924 reflected a social norm at that time but was highly unethical 

What of today’s norms will be considered unethical tomorrow? 

Ethics requires: 
•careful thinking about what is morally justified (normative reasoning),  
•consideration of how relevant culture/customs/norms might be changed (descriptive/empirical ethics).

Moral obligations (normative): 
•small families 
•change in development goals and economy in all parts of the world

How can we change the existing norms to be consistent with these moral obligations?

How do humans make decisions?
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Behavioral economics studies the effects of psychological, social, cognitive, and emotional factors on the 
economic decisions of individuals and institutions and the consequences for market prices, returns, and resource 
allocation, although not always that narrowly, but also more generally, of the impact of different kinds of behavior, in 
different environments of varying experimental values. 
                                                                                                       https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Behavioral_economics

Decisions and Human Nature
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https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Profit_(economics)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Allocation_of_resources
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THE BEHAVIORAL ECONOMICS OF DECISION MAKING
Daniel Kahneman and Amos Tversky introduced the idea of cognitive biases, and their impact on decision making, in 
1974. Their research and ideas were recognized when Kahneman was awarded a Nobel Prize in economics in 2002. 
These biases, and behavioral psychology generally, have since captured the imagination of business experts. 

Some notable popular books on this topic: 
Nudge: Improving Decisions About Health, Wealth, and Happiness by Richard H. Thaler and Cass R. Sunstein 
(Caravan, 2008) 

Think Twice: Harnessing the Power of Counterintuition by Michael J. Mauboussin (Harvard Business Review Press, 
2009) 

Think Again: Why Good Leaders Make Bad Deci- sions and How to Keep It from Happening to You by Sydney 
Finkelstein, Jo Whitehead, and Andrew Campbell (Harvard Business Review Press, 2009) 

Predictably Irrational: The Hidden Forces That Shape Our Decisions by Dan Ariely (HarperCollins, 2008) 

Thinking, Fast and Slow by Daniel Kahneman (Farrar, Straus and Giroux, forthcoming in 2011)

Behavioral economics studies the effects of psychological, social, cognitive, and emotional factors on the 
economic decisions of individuals and institutions and the consequences for market prices, returns, and resource 
allocation, although not always that narrowly, but also more generally, of the impact of different kinds of behavior, in 
different environments of varying experimental values. 
                                                                                                       https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Behavioral_economics
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Creating the ‘Illusion of Truth’

“Repeat a lie often enough and it becomes the truth”, is a law of propaganda often 
attributed to the Nazi Joseph Goebbels.



Creating the ‘Illusion of Truth’
Recently, a team led by Lisa Fazio of Vanderbilt University set out to test how the illusion of truth effect interacts 
with our prior knowledge. Would it affect our existing knowledge? They used paired true and un-true statements, 
but also split their items according to how likely participants were to know the truth (so "The Pacific Ocean is the 
largest ocean on Earth" is an example of a "known" items, which also happens to be true, and "The Atlantic 
Ocean is the largest ocean on Earth" is an un-true item, for which people are likely to know the actual truth).

Repetition can even make known lies sound more believable

What Fazio and colleagues actually found, is that the biggest influence on whether a statement was judged to be true 
was... whether it actually was true. The repetition effect couldn’t mask the truth. With or without repetition, people 
were still more likely to believe the actual facts as opposed to the lies. 
This shows something fundamental about how we update our beliefs – repetition has a power to make things sound 
more true, even when we know differently, but it doesn't over-ride that knowledge

https://www.apa.org/pubs/journals/features/xge-0000098.pdf


Creating the ‘Illusion of Truth’

If repetition was the only thing that influenced what we 
believed we'd be in trouble, but it isn't. We can all bring to 
bear more extensive powers of reasoning, but we need to 
recognise they are a limited resource. Our minds are prey to 
the illusion of truth effect because our instinct is to use short-
cuts in judging how plausible something is. Often this works. 
Sometimes it is misleading.

Once we know about the effect we can guard against it. Part of this is double-checking why we believe what we 
do – if something sounds plausible is it because it really is true, or have we just been told that repeatedly? This is 
why scholars are so mad about providing references - so we can track the origin on any claim, rather than having 
to take it on faith. 

But part of guarding against the illusion is the obligation it puts on us to stop repeating falsehoods. We live in a 
world where the facts matter, and should matter. If you repeat things without bothering to check if they are true, you 
are helping to make a world where lies and truth are easier to confuse. So, please, think before you repeat.

The illusion of truth is not inevitable – when armed with 
knowledge, we can resist it


