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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

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. 
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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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• Descriptive: describe the ethical and moral rules - what does motivate people? 
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Social and Political Context
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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Decision and Human Nature: Biases
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

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Psychological
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cognitive_bias
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Economic
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Decision_making
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Market_price
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Profit_(economics)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Allocation_of_resources
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Behavioral_economics


Decision and Human Nature: Biases

THE BEHAVIORAL ECONOMICS OF DECISION MAKING 
Daniel Kahneman (the lead author) 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. 
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Some notable popular books on this topic: 
Thaler, R. H., Sunstein, C. R., 2008. Nudge: 
Improving Decisions About Health, Wealth, 
and Happiness, Caravan. 
Mauboussin, M. J., 2009. Think Twice: 
Harnessing the Power of Counterintuition, 
Harvard Business Review Press. 
Finkelstein, S., Whitehead, J., Campbell, A., 
2009. Think Again: Why Good Leaders 
Make Bad Decisions and How to Keep It 
from Happening to You, Harvard Business 
Review Press. 
Ariely, D., 2008. Predictably Irrational: The 
Hidden Forces That Shape Our Decisions, 
HarperCollins. 
Kahneman, D., 2011. Thinking, Fast and 
Slow, Farrar, Straus and Giroux.  
Kahneman, D., Lovallo, D., Sibony, O., 2011. 
Before you make that decision. Harvard 
Business Review, June 2011, 51-60.
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Herbert Simon on Intuition:
“The situation has provided a cue; this cue has given the expert 
access to information stored in memory, and the information 
provides the answer. Intuition is nothing more and nothing less than 
recognition.” 
Kahneman, Daniel. Thinking, Fast and Slow (p. 11). Farrar, Straus 
and Giroux. Kindle Edition. 

Decision and Human Nature: Fast and Slow Thinking - The Enigma of Reason
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provides the answer. Intuition is nothing more and nothing less than 
recognition.” 
Kahneman, Daniel. Thinking, Fast and Slow (p. 11). Farrar, Straus 
and Giroux. Kindle Edition. 

When confronted with a problem— choosing a chess move or deciding whether to 
invest in a stock— the machinery of intuitive thought does the best it can. If the 
individual has relevant expertise, she will recognize the situation, and the intuitive 
solution that comes to her mind is likely to be correct. This is what happens when a 
chess master looks at a complex position: the few moves that immediately occur to 
him are all strong. When the question is difficult and a skilled solution is not 
available, intuition still has a shot: an answer may come to mind quickly— but it is 
not an answer to the original question. The question that the executive faced 
(should I invest in Ford stock?) was difficult, but the answer to an easier and 
related question (do I like Ford cars?) came readily to his mind and determined his 
choice. This is the essence of intuitive heuristics: when faced with a difficult 
question, we often answer an easier one instead, usually without noticing the 
substitution. 
Kahneman, Daniel. Thinking, Fast and Slow (p. 12). Farrar, Straus and Giroux. 
Kindle Edition. 
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The spontaneous search for an intuitive solution sometimes fails— 
neither an expert solution nor a heuristic answer comes to mind. In 
such cases we often find ourselves switching to a slower, more 
deliberate and effortful form of thinking. This is the slow thinking of the 
title. Fast thinking includes both variants of intuitive thought— the 
expert and the heuristic— as well as the entirely automatic mental 
activities of perception and memory, the operations that enable you to 
know there is a lamp on your desk or retrieve the name of the capital of 
Russia. 

Kahneman, Daniel. Thinking, Fast and Slow (p. 13). Farrar, Straus and 
Giroux. Kindle Edition. 
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Conclusions 

I began this book by introducing two fictitious characters, spent some time discussing two species, and ended with 
two selves. The two characters were the intuitive System 1, which does the fast thinking, and the effortful and slower 
System 2, which does the slow thinking, monitors System 1, and maintains control as best it can within its limited 
resources. The two species were the fictitious Econs, who live in the land of theory, and the Humans, who act in the 
real world. The two selves are the experiencing self, which does the living, and the remembering self, which keeps 
score and makes the choices. 

Kahneman, Daniel. Thinking, Fast and Slow (p. 408). Farrar, Straus and Giroux. Kindle Edition. 
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Reason, we are told, is what makes us human, the source of our 
knowledge and wisdom. If reason is so useful, why didn’t it also 
evolve in other animals? If reason is that reliable, why do we 
produce so much thoroughly reasoned nonsense? In their 
groundbreaking account of the evolution and workings of reason, 
Hugo Mercier and Dan Sperber set out to solve this double enigma. 
Reason, they argue with a compelling mix of real-life and 
experimental evidence, is not geared to solitary use, to arriving at 
better beliefs and decisions on our own. What reason does, rather, 
is help us justify our beliefs and actions to others, convince them 
through argumentation, and evaluate the justifications and 
arguments that others address to us. 
In other words, reason helps humans better exploit their uniquely 
rich social environment. This interactionist interpretation explains 
why reason may have evolved and how it fits with other cognitive 
mechanisms. It makes sense of strengths and weaknesses that 
have long puzzled philosophers and psychologists―why reason is 
biased in favor of what we already believe, why it may lead to 
terrible ideas and yet is indispensable to spreading good ones.

Decision and Human Nature: Fast and Slow Thinking - The Enigma of Reason
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Science-Society Dialog



The biases we discuss here lead to 
suboptimal decision making in a range of 
cases where risks and uncertainties are 
present. These biases play a particularly 
pernicious role in decision making regarding 
degradation and reclamation. In dealing with 
a disease, the crucial first step is diagnosis. 
In dealing with biases, the crucial first step is 
recognition. Once we understand the ways 
we are biased in our decision making, we 
can design systematic methods to address 
the issues more effectively. … 

These cases also suggest that degrading 
environments on a large scale and only 
afterwards considering how to clean up the 
damages simply does not work. Landscapes
— or the climate—are left permanently 
damaged.

Science-Society Dialog



Science-Society Dialog



Terrorism:
Bouzar, D., Escaping Radicalism. Scientific American Mind, May/June 2016, 41-43.
Dutton, K., Abrams, D., 2016. Extinguishing the threat. Scientific American Mind, May/June 2016, 44-49.
Reicher, S. D., Haslam, S. A., 2016. Fueling Extremes. Scientific American Mind, May/June 2016, 35-39.
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Science-Science Dialog

Hazards and Disasters 
•Natural versus anthropogenic hazards would work if we were in 

a spaceship and Earth was human-free. 
•We are embedded in the Earth's life-support system.  
•A hazard is a change of the system state that leads to a 

reduction of the system's capability to function. 
•A hazard can be a short event, a longer process, or a slow 

trend.

Language matters



Science-Science Dialog

We distinguish: 
•geo(logical) hazards: those that arise from processes in the 

solid earth 
•hydro-meteorological hazards: those that result from processes 

in the coupled hydrosphere-atmosphere system 
•extraterrestrial hazards: asteroids, bolides and solar storms 
•biological hazards: pandemics, rodents, insects, algae-bloom, 

extinction 
•chemical hazards: pollution, acid rain, ocean acidification, 

change of greenhouse gases 
•technological hazards: accidents, mall-function, AI, nano-

technology 
•social hazards: involuntary migration, unrest, racism, genocide, 

wars, imperialism, fail governance 
•economic hazards: depressions, bubbles, speculations, peak-

oil-etal.
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Technological hazards can be triggered by non-
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Human activity can trigger hazards or change spectrum: 
•induced seismicity 
•GHG emission changes spectrum of HMHs 

Slowly developing hazards: 
•sea level rise 
•climate change 
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Slowly developing hazards: 
•Have impact on hazard spectrum  
•Can cross threshold 
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Creating the ‘Illusion of Truth’
Science-Society Dialog



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

Science-Society Dialog
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