The perils of knowledge

Scientific knowledge has grown so much that it has become dangerous. And the risks are now
increasing at a pace that may soon overwhelm our ability to prevent or remedy them.
Knowledge is often regarded as a value in itself. A clear witness is Article 33 of the Italian
Constitution. Its first paragraph is simple and direct: “Art and science are free, and free is their
teaching.” But if certain forms of knowledge carried a high risk of misuse, should we still pursue
them? If they posed a grave danger to millions or even billions of people, or to humanity as a
whole, should we even refrain from venturing into those fields of knowledge?

It is true that knowledge is neutral, but scientists are not therefore exempt from responsibility.
What is worse, history teaches us that when a new technology emerges—or even when its
development simply becomes possible thanks to new knowledge—it will eventually be used.
No matter how dangerous, abominable, or forbidden it may be.

The next perils could come from many different disciplines: physics, chemistry,
geoengineering, biology, computer science. Is there a way out?



