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Communication is complicated, and so is the ethics of communi-

cation. We communicate about innumerable topics, to varied

audiences, using a gamut of technologies. The ethics of communi-

cation, therefore, has to address a wide range of technical, ethical

and epistemic requirements. In this book, Onora O'Neill shows

how digital technologies have made communication more

demanding: they can support communication with huge numbers

of distant and dispersed recipients; they can amplify or suppress

selected content; and they can target or ignore selected audiences.

Often this is done anonymously, making it harder for readers and

listeners, viewers and browsers, to assess which claims are true or

false, reliable or misleading, flaky or fake. So how can we empower

users to assess and evaluate digital communication, so that they

can tell which standards it meets and which it flouts? That is the

challenge which this book explores.

onora o’neill is Honorary Professor Emeritus at the University

of Cambridge and a crossbench member of the House of Lords. She

is the author of numerous books on Kant, ethics and political

philosophy, including Justice Across Boundaries (Cambridge

University Press, 2016).
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preface

The ethics of communication is distinctive because commu-

nication includes a huge, complex and diverse range of

activities that penetrate and shape every part of human life.

All communication requires at least two parties – an origin-

ator and a recipient, or multiple originators and recipients –

who must have specific and linkable capacities to satisfy and

to recognise the many technical, ethical and epistemic stand-

ards that bear on communication.

To communicate successfully, recipients must be

accessible to originators (while two-way communication

requires two-way accessibility); they must share an intelli-

gible language; and they must see communication as open to

assessment or interpretation of various types. Intelligibility,

accessibility and assessability are needed for all communi-

cation, whether or not it is either ethically or epistemically

adequate. They are needed not only for honest and accurate

communication, but also for deceptive and manipulative

communication. They are prerequisites for routine shopping

and effective business transactions, for daily chatter and

technical exchanges, but also for misleading claims and

defamatory accusations, and for endless varieties of decep-

tion and fraud, including propaganda and disinformation

campaigning.

Digital technologies have transformed communica-

tion across the last thirty or more years. There are vast and
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sprawling literatures on these transformations, and on the

advantages and problems produced by specific uses of digital

technologies. A lot of discussions focus on specific technolo-

gies, or uses of technologies, and the benefits and problems

to which they give rise. However, rather less has been writ-

ten about the bearing of long-standing accounts of the ethics

of communication on digital communication. That is what

I shall explore in this short book.

The most obvious, and the most important, change

is that digital technologies have transformed accessibility by

providing hugely expanded connectivity. This expansion has

produced both amazing benefits and serious difficulties. It

enables almost instantaneous communication across the

globe, yet can leave recipients unable to identify the proven-

ance or assess the credentials of the communication they

receive, and leaves originators unsure whom their recipients

include.

At first many claimed optimistically that greater

connectivity would support, or even ensure, more and better

communication, and that this would benefit many activities,

and in particular public life and democratic politics. The

actual results have been mixed. Ramifying connectivity

allows wider communication. But in practice it may leave

recipients less able to identify originators, and originators

less sure whom their audiences include. This can make it

harder for recipients to assess whether what is communi-

cated is reliable or adequately evidenced, ethically acceptable

or unacceptable. When provenance is unclear or hidden, it

can be hard to tell whether the content communicated is

true or false, honest or dishonest, reliable or flaky. Digital
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communication can also make it harder for originators to

tell whom their communication will reach, fuelling doubts

about privacy and other aspects of communication.

Increased connectivity indeed supports wider communica-

tion, but does not always secure better communication that

meets important ethical and epistemic norms and standards.

This could, perhaps, have been foreseen. This is not

the first time that communication has been seriously dis-

rupted by technological change. Earlier innovations in com-

munication technologies – among them writing, printing

and broadcasting – all led to problems. Many of these were

resolved by changes in the organisation and cultures of

communication. The ways in which the difficulties arising

from past innovations were addressed may offer clues for

dealing with some of the disruptions and challenges that

digital technologies are currently raising for online

communication.

It is clear enough that the issues raised by digital

communication are complicated. Many contemporary dis-

cussions of the ethical issues, and particularly of those that

matter for communicating with wider audiences, including

for democratic politics, take strikingly narrow views of the

ethical and epistemic standards that matter for communi-

cation. Some approaches focus largely on requirements to

respect human rights, so give great weight to the two human

rights that mainly bear on communication: freedom of

expression and rights to privacy. These are indeed important

ethical requirements, and I shall discuss them.1 But many

other familiar norms and standards for communication –

including some that have been taken seriously for centuries,

preface
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and a few that have mattered for millennia – are now quite

often treated as matters that can be trumped by require-

ments to protect freedom of expression and privacy, and are

taken seriously only if mandated by specific legal or

institutional requirements.

In effect, we now find ourselves inhabiting a digital

world in which connectivity has widened the channels and

the range of communication, yet often relying on a narrower

range of ethical standards than used to be taken seriously,

and assuming that they will be sufficient for the ethics of

digital communication. This discrepancy is, I think, one

reason why discussion of the ethics of digital communica-

tion has become difficult, fragmented and controversial. It

may also offer clues to some ways in which problems might

be addressed and reduced.

I shall not, however, discuss or endorse detailed

proposals for legal and regulatory change, or try to describe

or assess the merits and deficiencies of the many complex

proposals currently under discussion in many jurisdictions.

Doing so would require an enormously long book on the

feasibility and effectiveness of complex ranges of legal and

regulatory measures in and across many jurisdictions, and

would date rapidly. This book is about the ethics, not the

regulation, of digital communication, so I shall first try to get

a handle on some of the underlying sources of ethical prob-

lems. If that proves feasible, it may bear on formulating,

selecting and discarding proposals for legal and regulatory

reform.

So, I shall comment on technical, ethical and epi-

stemic standards and norms that matter for ethically
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acceptable and epistemically robust communication, includ-

ing digital communication. I shall stress the importance of

taking account of a wide range of norms and standards, and

bringing them to bear on the distinctive ways in which

digital technologies can be used to shape communication.

Formulating an adequate approach to the ethics of digital

communication and identifying effective ways of securing

the range of relevant ethical and epistemic standards will not

be easy, but it may be possible to identify some of the steps

that are needed.
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