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We cdl our socety “the information society” because of the pivotd role played by
informationintensves sarvices. As a socid dructure, it has been made possible only by
ICT (information and communication technologies). It has dready posed fundamentd
ethicd problems, whose complexity and globd dimensons are rgpidly evolving.

What is the best srategy to congruct an information sodiety thet is ethicaly sound? Let me
anticipate my condugon. The task is to formulate an information ethics that can tregt the
world of data, information, knowledge and communication as a new environment, the
infogphere. This information ethics must be able to solve the new ethical chalenges arising
in the new environment on the bass of the fundamentd principles of respect for
information, its consarvetion and vaorisation. It must be the environmenta ethics for the
information environment.

Thedigitd divide (DD) isthe source of most of the ethica problems emerging from
the evalution of the information society. It is the combination of a vertica gap and a
horizonta gap. The verticd gap separaes ours from past generdtions. In less than a
century, we have moved from a date of submisson to nature, through a sate of power of
potentid tota destruction, to the present state, in which we have the means and toals to
enginer entire new redlities, tailor them to our needs and invent the future. For the firg time
in higtory, we are respongble for the very exisence of whole new environments. Our
technologica power isimmense. It isaso growing relentlesdy. It is dreedy s0 vad to have



overcome the barier between the naturd and the artificid. Our mord responghbilities

towards the world and future generations are therefore equally enormous.

Unfortunately, technologica power and mord responghilities are not necessxily
followed by ethicd intdligence and wisdom. We are ill like children, light-heartedly and
dangeroudy toying with a marvelous universe. We may have dmaost demiurgic power over
it, but we can rely only on our falible good wills to guide usin our condructions.

Thevertica ggp 9gnds the end of modernity. The project of modernity was the full
control and mastery over redlity understood as the physica environment. The information
age builds on the modern project, but its essence is no longer just the shaping of the
physcd world. Rather, it is the cregtion and condruction of dternative, nonnaurd
environments that replace or underpin it. The mechanicad mind deslt with nature and tried to
control and modify it, the informationa mind builds its own world and hence, in deding with
it, it redly dedswith its own artefacts.

The DD, of course, isdso anew horizonta gap within humanity, between indders
and outsders. The infosphere is not a geographica, palitica, socid, or linguidtic space. The
borders of the infosphere cut across North and South, East and West, indudtriaised and
devedloping countries, politicd systems and rdigious traditions younger and older
generations, even members of the same family. It seems more accurate to say that the DD
occurs between individuds rather than countries or whole societies, between the computer
literate and the computer illiterate (e-andphabetiam), between the information rich and the
information poor, whatever their nationdity and neighbourhood.

The economic and socio-cultura roots of the DD problem are so dramatic and
indisoutable that nobody can underestimate them. Two billion people have no access to
dectricity; four billion people earn less than $1,500 a year, two billion people have never
made a tdephone cdl. To cdl them digitdly “disadvantaged” or “underprivileged’ is a
pathetic and disrepectful understatement. On a globd scale, it is fair to argue that basic



food, hedlth, education and the acceptance of dementary humean rights should be among
our foremogt priorities. What needs to be stressed here, however, is that underestimeating
the importance of the DD, and hence letting it widen, means exacerbating these problems
aswdl. In aglobd context, where systemic synergies and interactions are escading, no
ggnificant problem comes in isolaion. Bridging the DD is probably part of the solution,
leaving it unsolved is cartainly part of the problem.

The DD disempowers, discriminates, and generates dependency. It can engender
new forms of colonidism and goartheid that must be prevented, opposed and ultimatdy
eradicated.

How can we cope with the new ethica chdlenges? Since the DD is a problem
afecting individuds rather then sodieties, solutions can be more effective if they ae
grassroots-oriented and bottom-up, but unfortunately old solutions to past ethicd problems
cannot be merdly exported and mechanicdly re-gpplied to the infosphere. Technologies are
not only tools but dso vehides of affordances, vadues and interpretations of the
surrounding redlity. Any sgnificant technology is aways ethicadly charged. Naturdly, other
technologica innovations (the printing or indudtria revolutions, for example) had their own
pressng ethica conssquences. Some of them are dill with us think of universd literacy,
freedom of peech, sustainable development, or pollution. However, the ethicd impact of
past technologies took place within a context in which nature played the queen and we
were her workers. Ethica problems developed on a much longer time scae, they did not
have the immediatdly globa and pervasive nature we associate with ICT nowadays and
were not embedded in a context where the virtud has Sarted to become more significant
and red than the physicd. The problem is that our ethical development has been much
dower than our technologica growth. We can do so much more than we can understand.

Upgrading our mora sengbility isa dow process.
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The infogphere is an environment thet is essantidly intangible and immaterid but
not, for this reason, any less red or vitd. The ethicd problems it generaies are best
undersood as environmental problems. They indude education as cgpecity-building
training; preservation, dissemination, qudity control, reiability, free flow and security of
information; enlargement of universal access, technical support for the cregtion of new
digitd “gpaces’; the sharing and exchanging of contents, public awareness; respect for
diversty, plurdism, ownership and privacy; ethicd use of ICT; integration of traditiona and
new ICT. To dleviae these and damilar problems we need a robust environmentd
goproach, which can provide a coherent guidance for the equitable development of this
new space for intellectud life. In short, we need an information ethics

Information Ethics is the new environmenta ethics for the informetion socidly. It
argues that the digitd divide can be bridged. What we need to do is to fight any kind of
destruction, corruption, depletion (marked reduction in quantity, content, qudity, vaue)
or closure of the infosphere, what shdl be referred to here as information entropy. The
ethical use of ICT and the sustainable devel opment of an equitable information society need
a safe and public infogphere for dl, where communication and collaboration can flourish,
coherently with the gpplication of human rights and the fundamenta freedoms in the media
Sudainable devdopment meansthat our interest in the sound congruction of the infosphere
must be associated with an equaly important, ethical concern for the way in which the latter
affects and interacts with the physica environment, the biosphere and humen lifein generd,
both postively and negatively.

Bridging the DD means developing an informationa ecosysem management thet
can implement four bagc norms of auniversal information ethics

1. information entropy ought not to be caused in the infosphere
2. information entropy ought to be prevented in the infogphere

3. information entropy ought to be removed from the infogphere



4. information ought to be promoted by extending, improving, enriching and opening
the infogphere, that is by ensuring informetion quantity, quality, variety, security,

ownership, privecy, plurdism and access

These universd principles represent a development of the ethical discourse in Western
culture, which has gradudly abandoned its anthropocentric perspective. They re-evauate
an ethics of respect for bath the physcd and the immaterid world. An information ethics
for the information society needs to take into serious consderdtion the vaue of what is
immateriad and intangible. Thisis the best way to fogter care and respect for the infosphere,
Redlity, both neturd and immaterid, is not merely available for domination, control, and
exploitation. Redity should also be an object of regpect in its autonomous exisence. Thisis
wha we can learn from an environmental gpproach. But higory has its ironic twigts, and
precisdy those highttechnology sodieties, which have brought about the information
revolution, seem to be the least able to cope with its ethical impact. Why? Because one of
the mogt fruitful contributions for developing an environmenta gpproach comes from pre-
or nonrindudrid cultures, which have been e to maintain a non-materidistic and non-
consumerigt approach to the world. These cultures are il piritud enough to perceive in
both physcd and immaterid redities something intrirsically worthy of respect, Smply as
forms of exigence. It is these cultures that can help us to make the infogohere a more
cavilised space for dl. The environmenta ethics of the infogphere can be built by relying on

itsoutsders.

In 2003, a the World Summit on the Information Society and a the 21% World
Congress of Philosophy, the task of the internationd community will be to build globd
consensus around a core of ethica values and principles for the information society. There
is a profound and widespread need for andyss and ethicd guidance. Fogtering the
formulation of universdly recognised principles and common ethical Sandards related to
the use of ICT and based on an enironmentd information ethics will be a mgor
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contribution to the condruction of a better world. It is not a metter of imposing legidative
measures, drict regulaions or empowering some controlling organisation. The gods are to
extend the ethical concern from the biosphere to the infosphere, to sendtise humanity to the
new ethica needs of intangible, intdlectud environments, and to indicate how the DD can
be bridged. Our chdlengeisto collaborate to develop a coherent and robust environmental
informetion ethics for the future of humeanity. Building an equitable information society for all
Isahigorica opportunity we cannot afford to miss.
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