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New Technologies, Global Risk and the Future of Humanity...

...was launched in the spring
semester of 2015, and I’ve
given it annually since then.

The course is in Swedish, and is elective at all engineering
programs at Chalmers. The purpose is to stimulate the students to
start thinking about the social ramifications and ethics of the new
technologies they, in their future careers, will help developing and
deploying.

My covert (or not so covert) mission is to instill them with the
sense of responsibility expressed in a 1960 paper by Norbert
Wiener.
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Wiener (1960): We can [...] by no means
always justify the naive assumption that the
faster we rush ahead to employ the new powers
for action which are opened up to us, the
better it will be. We must always exert the full
strength of our imagination to examine where
the full use of our new modalities may lead us.
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Lectures in 2021:

I Intro

I Ethics

I Decision theory and human (ir)rationality

I Existential risks and effective altruism

I Covid-19 and other pandemics

I AI risk and AI ethics

I Weapons technologies, bioterrorism and mass surveillance
(guest lecture by Vilhelm Verendel)

I Climate change

I Transhumanism vs bioconservatism
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The main part of the course is the project, done in pairs, on a
topic of their own choice.

Sample topics:

I AI-driven automation and the labor market

I Asteroid mining

I Autonomous vehicles

I Genetic engineering on humans

I Geoengineering via solar radiation management

I Nanotechnology in medicine

I Radical life extension

I ...
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A couple of complications I’ve become aware of over the years:

I A small (but possibly increasing) minority of the students
cheat.
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Ethical analysis in practice: Hansson’s scheme

1. Identify stakeholders and their roles, and describe the situation
from their points of view.

2. Identify the factual circumstances that affect the ethical
analysis, and specify what information is missing.

3. Compare to parallel cases.

4. Investigate the problem via more than one moral theory. Do the
conclusions converge?

5. Try to construct new options.

6. Figure out whether proposed solutions are doable.
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Ethical analysis in practice: van de Poel’s och Royakker’s
scheme

1. Ethical problem formulations. Which values may conflict?

2. Analysis, considering (a) stakeholders, (b) relevant values, and
(c) relevant facts.

3. Identify options.

4. Judge the various options according to more than one moral
theory.

5. Reflect (“different ethical frameworks [...] do not necessarily
lead to the same conclusion [...] intuitive judgement and common
sense are also important”) and go back to step 3 if necessary.
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The other obligatory part (besides the project) of the course is a
concluding essay, in which students are asked to reflect broadly
on what they have learned in the course.


