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Abstract

The informal concept P(doom), the probability of an Al triggered existential catastrophe, has become a visible
part of Al safety discourse in scientific, engineering and public spheres. In this paper, we examine P(doom) from
cultural, epistemic, and practical perspectives through which Al risk is made meaningful. Using collaborative
autoethnography, we develop three situated perspectives: Al and power imbalances, deep uncertainty and
decision making, and engineering culture and responsibility. Our synthesis suggests that conditions under
which knowledge about Al risk is produced, controlled, trusted, and acted upon are important. Across the three
accounts we identified cross-cutting themes concerning narratives, epistemic limits, socio technical responsibility,
human judgment, and appropriate Al use. We argue that Al ethics should move toward understanding how to
responsibly address uncertainty through democratic and institutional control, risk management, ethical formation,
Al literacy, and reviewable engineering practices. The contribution is a situated reframing of P(doom) into a set
of perspectives about power, knowledge, use and responsibility.
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1. Introduction

The informal concept P(doom), the probability of an Al triggered existential catastrophe, has become
a rather visible part of Al safety discourse [1, 2, 3]. It appears in scientific debates, public interviews,
policy discussions, social media conversations, but also in engineering communities. The concept is
quite attractive because it gives a seemingly simple form to a difficult question: how worried should we
be about AI? Yet this simplicity can also be problematic, making a deeply uncertain future appear more
knowable than it is.

In this paper we examine what becomes visible when P(doom) is viewed as a socio-technical problem
involving people, processes, technologies, institutions, markets, and forms of knowledge. This is
important as Al becomes increasingly embedded in everyday life and work. This socio-technical
framing connects our work to ongoing debates in Al ethics [4, 5]. Much of Al ethics has been organized
around principles such as fairness, transparency, privacy, accountability, human oversight, robustness,
and societal well-being.

Previous work has also shown that principles are often difficult to translate into practice, especially in
concrete contexts [6, 7, 8]. This paper builds on that concern by exploring how the problem of P(doom)
can be reframed. The paper also connects to recent discussions in the TETHICS community, like big
tech’s capitalization of Al ethics [9], the fallacy of autonomous AI [10] and deskilling in human Al
augmentation [11].

We use collaborative autoethnography from within overlapping research and professional commu-
nities concerned with Al ethics, risk, software engineering and socio-technical responsibility. Our
aim is to develop an interpretive and analytical account of how P(doom) is made meaningful from
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Figure 1: Overview of the method. First, each author (A, B, and C) wrote an individual reflection on P(doom) (a,
b, and c). Second, each author made an analysis of the other reflections (B(a), C(a), ...). Third, the analyses were
merged in a synthesis workshop where six topics emerged.

different positions. Through this approach, we reach the main contribution of this paper: six topics in
the form of five cross-cutting themes of narratives under uncertainty, epistemic limits, socio-technical
responsibility, human judgment and oversight, appropriate Al use, as well as the question of perspective
— from democracy to mundane engineering. The paper explores the framing of P(doom) as a question
about the conditions under which Al risk is known, communicated, governed, and acted upon. In
addition, we connect such Al risk discourse with more immediate concerns in Al ethics, including
power, regulation, risk management, ethical formation, monitoring, and engineering practice.

The rest of this paper is organized as follows. In Section 2 we cover the collaborative autoethnographic
method and Section 3 contains our practical and professional perspectives. Results are synthesized in
Section 4. Sections 5 and 6 discuss and conclude the paper.

2. Research method: Collaborative autoethnography

This paper uses a collaborative autoethnographic approach to examine how P(doom) is experienced and
interpreted from three situated practice and research positions, see Figure 1. Autoethnography [12, 13] is
a qualitative research method that uses personal experience to describe and interpret texts, experiences,
beliefs, and practices. This method is appropriate for our study because we examine P(doom) here from
both practical and professional perspectives, as well as a cultural narrative in technology. The authors
are not external observers of Al development, use and discourse. We write from within overlapping
research and professional communities concerned with Al ethics, risk, technology, software engineering
and socio-technical responsibility.

Our own experiences can be situated accounts through which broader ethical and cultural patterns
can be examined. They consist of three first-person reflective accounts written by the authors. Each
account was developed from the author’s own research background, professional experience, and
engagement with Al-related debates and selected literature on Al ethics, catastrophic Al risk, risk
management, and software engineering responsibility. The methodology included four steps:

+ Fach author wrote an individual reflective account responding to the same guiding question: How
does P(doom) appear from my research and professional position, and what does this perspective
reveal about Al ethics? The authors wrote this from their own standpoint rather than producing
a neutral review. This allowed each perspective to show different assumptions, professional
experiences and ethical concerns.

« After the initial accounts were written, each author conducted a separate thematic analysis of
the other accounts. In this step, we annotated recurring ideas, assumptions and ethical concerns,
while also noting differences between the perspectives.

« We then organized a synthesis workshop in which the authors compared and discussed their
themes. The workshop focused on identifying shared patterns, disagreements and any cross-
cutting themes across the three accounts. The session was recorded and transcribed using
Microsoft Teams and Copilot, and the transcript was used as additional material to refine the
analysis. Based on the individual thematic analyses, the workshop discussion and the transcript,
we identified several cross-cutting themes across the three accounts.



+ The individual accounts were developed through three iterations. The first versions were written
before the synthesis workshop. They were then revised based on the reciprocal analyses and
workshop discussion. A final revision was conducted after the conference peer review to clarify
the accounts and their relationship to the shared themes. The rewriting served a reflexive purpose;
it clarified how each position related to the themes without removing differences between the
positions.

These three accounts are not intended to represent a general view of Al ethics or software engineering.
Our contribution is instead interpretive and analytical with situated insight into how P(doom) is
experienced and made meaningful across three distinct research positions. The approach also has
limitations. Because we analyze our own experiences, the accounts are partial and shaped by our own
positions. We address this through collaborative reading, explicit comparison across these perspectives,
and engagement with existing literature shared among all authors. In addition, because all three
authors work within technical, research and engineering communities, the accounts do not include the
perspectives of policymakers, non-technical workers and user communities. Also, collaborative revision
may smooth over differences between these accounts. We therefore try to retain explicit differences
where possible and do not claim representativeness or thematic saturation.

3. Three situated accounts of P(doom)

This section presents three situated perspectives on P(doom). These perspectives provide an overview
of how Al ethics can be interpreted from different research positions.

3.1. Mirgita’s Perspective: Al and Power (Im)Balances

I write from the perspective of a computer engineer, as well as a researcher working on autonomous
and multi-agent systems, robotics, and digital twins, wondering how the technologies we building are
impacting the world, and contemplating on whether we are actually helping people, or just making
fodder for Big Tech.

3.1.1. Ethics, Regulations, and Practical Realities

One of the main questions seems to be whether there is any point to Al ethics, from a real world,
practical standpoint. Munn [14] argues precisely on the fact that while indeed we academics are busy
with philosophical questions on the ethics of Al, how we can build such ethical agents etc., most of
what is argued remains meaningless. For example, when considering Al principles such as beneficence,
non-maleficence, and justice, among others, upon closer inspection, it becomes quite quickly clear that
the definitions of what these terms mean are vague and ambiguous. In addition, Munn argues that, the
development of Al happens in well documented toxic tech environments (with questionable practices
and goals at best), and not in vacuum. And crucially, there are no teeth in these Al manifestos [15],
as they are not meant to enforce consequences, rather provide a philosophical framework on what is
ethical given cultural and historical settings. Even more so, Big Tech appears to capitalize on Al Ethics,
exploiting the discourse for its own gains, rather than for purely ethical motivations [9].

Several regulations have been put forward, such as the GDPR [16] (2016), and the AT Act! (2024), by
the European Union, and CCPA? (2018), CPRA?® (2020), in California, that target aspects such as the
privacy of individuals, and protection thereof. While these regulations represent important milestones
in the societies where they apply, it is not necessarily clear what their reach is. E.g., in the GDPR it is
stated that consent for data processing should be “freely given, specific, informed and unambiguous”, as
well as in the CPRA, where businesses have to “clearly inform consumers about how they collect and
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use personal information and how they can exercise their rights and choice”. It is practically impossible
to give consent when users navigate seas of online legal click-through documents everyday even for
checking the weather, let alone dealing with Al bots [17]. In fact, Vardi argues that, in order to regulate
Tech, we need to nullify such contracts [18]. The AI Act promotes a human-centric use of Al, as well
as cross border, free movement of Al services. Are people being educated on these matters, and even
given a say in how Al is to impact their lives?

I think it all comes down to the following question: Is it possible to regulate Big Tech in a meaningful
way? We are at a point in time where these companies provide the digital infrastructures that underpin
both private and public services, potentially acting as gatekeepers to such technology, with non-
negligible social and market power [19]. In addition, some of these companies have a market worth
more than GDPs of entire nations [20], e.g., as of November 2025, Apple’s market capitalization hit 4.01
trillion dollars, outranked only by the GDPs of the US, China, Germany, and Japan at the time*. The
comparison does not, of course, provide the full story, but it is quite telling that a handful of companies
are worth more than most of the countries in the world. These companies are primarily driven by
commercial interests and shareholder value, that are not necessarily aligned with broader societal
interests, as well as the benefit of nations and peoples. They can influence elected officials and elections
to bring forward candidates who will protect these interests. In addition, they have the financial upper
hand for lobbying, and in certain countries, officials do not have to pledge not to receive gifts from
lobbyists5 . How is the nurse, teacher, blue collar worker, etc., to compete for representation? And
if we are able to rein in Big Tech in developed rich countries, what happens to underdeveloped and
developing countries?

Pitt [21], argues bravely on the abolition of Big Tech organizations, and compares them to the robber
barons of the 19th century. What could have been tools for democracy, have denigrated to platforms for
bots, trolls, and ragebait, for the benefit of some unnamed shareholders somewhere. Indeed he writes
that

“... digital enterprises have become increasingly monopolistic, individualistic beyond nar-
cissistic to the point of lamentably solipsistic, devastatingly careless of human potential,
and environmentally wasteful. For all that their revolutionary “move fast and break things”
zeal is branded with the ostensible motives of freedom and liberty, the reality is private
profit and unrestricted individual sovereignty for themselves, but techno-feudalism and
modern indentured servitude for those deemed, damned and doomed as other or surplus.”

Pitt is one of a few who actually points directly at the problem that stems from what Big Tech is
and represents today. Others have delved into the weighing of the pros and cons of Al adoption [22],
taking into consideration developing countries, providing hopeful insights on the new job opportunities
that will be available, prompt engineer as a prominent example here (is this the new call centre job?),
fundamentally neglecting the many realities of developing countries, where deep-seated corruption is a
fact, with the number of emigrants simply increasing®, many who are economically motivated. What
chance do third-world countries with shaky pseudo democracies have to regulate these technologies,
where it is evident that money will speak, no matter at what societal or environmental cost, where
people already have a tough time regulating their governments, crucially failing to do so? Are we just
instead witnessing a new era of techno-colonialism?

3.1.2. Al Everything, Everywhere all at Once

It would seem that, for better or worse, Al is to be integrated in everything we do. Nvidia’s CEO has
expressed that “Every young person should become an Al expert. It is an incredible technology that
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significantly lowers the knowledge barrier of any professional field. It is so easy to use—there’s a reason
why it’s the most widely adopted technology in history. Al fluency will empower you and elevate your
chosen craft”” OpenAI's CEO shares a similar point of view “The obvious tactical thing is just get really
good at using Al tools”® Notably, it does not seem to be the case of understanding the underlying
mechanics of the technology, but rather just using it. Perhaps the latter can lead to the former, the
question remains, if we use Al to lower the knowledge barrier, skipping some of the steps of classical
training, which required one to sit down and think first, can we get competent professionals able to
critically appraise what the Al suggests? Are universities going to pump out prompt engineers or
critical thinking individuals?

And we do not have to guess that much any longer, as studies are already coming out showing the
impact of using Al on cognitive activities. Kosmyna et al. report on EEG results of people writing on
given SAT topics, considering three groups: large language model (LLM) users, search engine users,
and brain only users [23]. What they find is that the latter group has the highest connectivity, and is
able to increase performance when switching to LLMs at a second stage. The opposite is the case for
LLM users. Oakley et al. show empirical findings of how premature integration of Al during learning
inhibits the process itself, with negative impacts on declarative and procedural memory [24]. So it
seems that, similarly to the invention of the pocket calculator, even if we have and use it, we should
still probably teach children how to do the math with pen and paper. Countries like Sweden, initially
at the forefront of digital learning, are now going back to physical books instead”. Fundamentally, T
think that we should not eat up any new technology without some reasonable resistance or scepticism,
and look at big tech bros with rose coloured glasses, with profound but shallow admiration, and do
whatever they tell us. Note here also, that when it was about their own children, the likes of Bill Gates,
and Steve Jobs have raised them with limited access to tech (is it the classical do as I say not as I do?).*°
Big tech bros are thinking of their shareholders, not of societal consequences, they can potentially buy
an island and retreat there should society collapse. The rest of us cannot afford such extravagance.
This does not mean becoming a Luddite, but rather approaching the topic from the following question:
What is AT’s place, as a tool to help people, and not make them obsolete by taking over thinking and
creative processes? Paradoxically, this is why we invest in technology, so we are able to have more
time to think and be creative'’.

Finally, I would like to note on a current research trend that aims to build mechanisms for providing
guarantees for Al (specifically LLMs), and challenge this effort. The nature of the tool is stochastic;
it is able to learn from huge amounts of data, make rather good predictions some of the time, and
hallucinate profoundly other times. Should we then, instead of throwing it at every problem, adopt
it in those places where it would be most useful and where it is strongest, such as synthesizing large
amounts of text, as an additional tool for brainstorming, using the stochastic nature and even possible
hallucinations, as a trigger for our own creative processes?

To use Al to replace for example therapists, youth counsellors, or even safety mechanisms in a power
plant, or even as a digital friend for children etc., one would need to provide strict guarantees on its
behaviour. It is not clear that such effort is warranted. Instead, let us find appreciation for existing
methods that have been proven to do the job well, without the extra cost of training and processing
power. Just because we have a hammer, it does not mean that we should see everything as a nail.
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The reader is also pointed to the commentary of Diaconescu, for a discussion on efficiency vs creativity when it comes to

socio-technical systems [25].
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3.2. Per’s Perspective: P(doom), deep uncertainty and decisions

I work as a company-employed project manager in research projects with industry-academia-
collaborations. The company makes cyber-physical systems and has about 600 employees. During my
time as an industrial doctoral student I grew a personal off-work interest in research ethics leading to a
more general interest in applied ethics and philosophy. After spending three months in Silicon Valley
and meeting Al developers at tech giants, and also leading Al champions at the company, I write from
the perspective of corporate Al adoption with a focus on philosophy of risk and ethics.

3.2.1. Statements on P(doom) are prophecies, not facts

It seems knowledgeable people, in their speculation of the value of P(doom) give an average of 5-10%.
Each such statement, e.g. “I think P(doom) is 5%” is not a prediction, rather a prophecy - and often
from people with agendas. Deutsch [26] argues that trustworthy statements of the future come from
an explanatory power in knowledge. Genuine understanding can be collected from operational data
of nuclear power plants under normal conditions, combined with various durability calculations and
risk analyses, as well as from commissions after minor incidents or catastrophic meltdowns. For classic
nuclear power plants, the technology has not changed radically in many decades - we have good
explanatory theories and models for how they work. We can describe very well the probabilities of
operational disruptions. Similarly, when Covid-19 came, we had a good understanding of what an
airborne virus is and different biological models for the spread of infection and protection. Even though
the virus was new, we had genuine knowledge that explained systems and mechanisms to us. However,
on the Al front, knowledge is growing rapidly and it is partly a new domain for us. We lack the
operational history and the explanations that could come from it.

Hendrycks et al. [27] mention four types of catastrophic Al risks: antagonistic use of evil Al agents,
Al races such as autonomous arms races, organizational risks where companies with weak security
cultures cause a disaster, or that Als get their own evil goals or goals that are not in line with human
goals (“misalignment”). An example of the fourth scenario is a destruction of all humans as they stand
in the way of making as many paper-clips as possible (the “paperclip maximizer” scenario is from an
interview with Bostrom [28]).

A similar observation to that mentioned by Deutsch is the tuxedo fallacy described by Hansson [29].
This fallacy involves believing that one is in a situation with known outcomes, all of which have known
probabilities, i.e. like in a tuxedo at a casino. Instead, one finds oneself in a situation with unknown
outcomes and unknown probabilities, a bit more like in an alien jungle on an unknown planet with
unknown creatures that have an unknown probability of wanting to eat people. When we do not know
probabilities or even all outcomes, it is appropriate, Hansson believes, to think about classic engineering
principles: like when we design bridges for higher loads than anticipated, and to think about human
error.

My point with bringing up Deutsch and Hansson is that people making prophecies about P(doom)
don’t know what they are talking about, their statements are worthless as they are not anchored
in explanatory power. For P(doom), the tuxedo is not applicable, the possible outcomes and their
probabilities are not known.

3.2.2. We need (boring) risk management

Marchau et al. [30], describe a levelled model for uncertainty. At level 1, we are basically in a casino
with known probabilities for known possible outcomes. Level 2 is about systems that can be described
with probabilities or alternative futures that can be described with probability intervals. At level 3
we can name outcomes and also bound or rank their probabilities (this is more likely than that). At
level 4 we reach deep uncertainty: we can name multiple plausible futures, but as we don’t understand
system mechanisms, the probabilities cannot be predicted. At level 5, we have unknown unknowns, we
cannot name or rank possible futures. From the perspective of P(doom), Levels 3 and 4 are particularly
relevant. As mentioned, experts have opinions on what the scenarios could be, their mechanisms, and



also propose likelihoods. For these types of uncertainties, Marchau et al. suggest using robust strategies.
These do not maximize expected utility based on uncertain probabilities, instead the goal ought to be to
minimize maximum regret: a good decision is one that yields a favorable outcome over most scenarios.
In retrospect we aim then to minimize the feeling of “we should have done it differently.”

Furthermore, for uncertainties at level 3 the authors advocate traditional scenario analysis. Unfor-
tunately, it seems that scenario analysis is often poor at predicting the future in such a way that the
analyses do not capture disruptive scenarios, since we often extrapolate from known knowledge instead
of thinking about disruptive technology such as large language models are affecting society. However, in
the case of P(doom) I would argue that we have largely already identified many potential disasters. With
these scenarios we could apply classic (boring) risk management practices of supervision, mitigation,
prevention: e.g., a guard-rail around a toxic LLM could prevent encouragement to suicide in a similar
way as a reinforced bridge prevents collapse. And if an LLM was found to try to replicate itself, then its
plug should be pulled, and its servers disconnected from the internet. This is similar to setting up a
quarantine for a ship with an infected crew. In other words: we minimize the worst consequences of
the harmful event.

3.2.3. We need to build ethical developers, and it can be done

Three dominating schools of thought related to ethics are duty ethics, consequentialism and virtue
ethics. Duty ethics looks at the reasoning behind an act; I must not lie, because if I am allowed to lie,
then everyone could lie, and when everyone always lies, there cannot be truth or even a meaningful
society. Consequentialism looks at the consequences following an act: Ideally converting the harms
and benefits for every living person (and probably also every inanimate object) now and in the future
from today until the end of the universe. A more relaxed consequentialism allows for following rules
of thumb: usually, kicking dogs brings more harm and pain to the universe than it gives pleasure, so
we ought to have a rule against kicking dogs (as opposed to having to do a separate utility calculation
every time someone contemplates kicking a dog). It seems that both duty ethics and consequentialism
strive to reduce ethics to following rules, to “checklistification.” Checklists are great, sometimes, like
when you’re a pilot and you observe a rare condition in the plane that some safety engineer has already
specified a solution to (in the form of a checklist). For Al ethics, Hayes et al. [31] argue that these
principles are not meaningful, the technology changes faster than we can write principles, by the time
the system user observes a problem, the checklist might be obsolete. Therefore, they argue (and I
agree) that we ought to focus on virtue ethics: by exploring not the reasoning behind the act, or its
consequences, but by focusing on the actor or agent. In an ambitious project on virtues and technology,
Vallor [32] builds a technomoral system of global virtue ethics. She argues that virtue ethics has been
adopted promisingly in environmental ethics, bioethics, media ethics, and business ethics, and she
moves on to technosocial ethics. She is clearly not against technology in general, instead she argues
that “to be antitechnology is ... to be antihuman.” Of particular interest is her suggestion on moral
habituation and her six approaches to it: relational understanding, reflective self-examination, and
intentional self-direction, moral attention, prudential judgment, and appropriate extension of moral
concern.

Someone might object to the idea that Al developers ought to get virtue ethics training, it might seem
like I am fighting windmills with my opinion. However, a controversial organization like Volkswagen
could reinvent itself following the 2015 “Dieselgate” emissions fraud scandal (that cost them about 30
billion Euro [33]). They first implement business ethics training and now Al ethics training. In fact,
Volkswagen’s ethical principles for Al, under the slogan of “We value heartbeats over bytes” came
into place in their Al training program (covering not only ethics) and has now reached 130 000 people
[34]. If Volkswagen could do it, then why couldn’t the tech giants in Silicon Valley? (In my anecdotal
experience, the developers at these companies are very aware and care deeply about the techno-social
impact of Al e.g. the water consumption [35]. However, they might be repressed by toxic company
culture, or toxic business goals.)

Like many before me, I argue that there is a problem with engineers and ethicists belonging to two



cultures that never meet or even speak the same language [36]. An ethics training grounded in a
company context that considers not only the principles behind decisions or consequences of actions,
but also the inner states, the virtues, of the decision-maker is needed.

3.3. Eduard’s Perspective: Software engineering culture and Al responsibility

I write from the perspective of a researcher working in software testing and Al-assisted software
engineering practices. From this position, Al risk does not first appear to me as an abstract future
catastrophe. It appears in the everyday culture of software engineering: in what engineers trust, what
they question, what they review, and what they gradually stop noticing. This does not mean that
catastrophic Al risk is irrelevant to Al engineering or to the use of Al in engineering; rather, such
risk becomes meaningful also when it is connected to the practices through which systems are built,
justified, maintained, and governed. For me, P(doom) is also useful for asking what kinds of engineering
communities and cultures can support responsible action under uncertainty.

3.3.1. Narratives and Al engineering myths

Under uncertainty, narratives, heuristics and simplified accounts are unavoidable; therefore, I do not see
the existence of narratives about Al catastrophe as the main problem with P(doom). The problem begins
when these stories become unquestioned. A P(doom) number, an Al hype story or an Al myth can
create false confidence when it is repeated often enough without being connected to evidence, practice,
and responsibility. This is similar to what we already see in software engineering communities. We
often hear claims such as “AI will solve everything”, “ AI will replace testers”, or “software engineering is
over” [37, 38, 39]. These statements are not only predictions. They are cultural signals. Such narratives
seem to simplify a confusing transition. They also risk making engineers less attentive to the concrete
conditions under which Al-assisted work is reliable, understandable, and accountable.

In the same way, P(doom) can be useful or harmful depending on whether it opens a discussion about
uncertainty and responsibility or it turns into a symbol rather than an argument. If it is treated as a
sign of inevitable catastrophe, it may create resignation. But if it is dismissed as pure science fiction,
it may prevent serious engagement with current risks. In both cases, the narrative can displace more
practical questions: What evidence supports an Al-generated software engineering artifact? Which
assumptions are embedded in it? What happens when the speed and volume of artifact generation
exceed the capacity for meaningful review? From my perspective, the value of P(doom) discourse lies
in whether it prompts such questions in software engineering practice, since narratives can shape how
Al risks, responsibilities and possible responses are understood. For example, conceptions of Al as
autonomous can obscure the human agency and responsibility involved in how Al systems are built
and deployed [10].

3.3.2. Human responsibility under uncertainty

In software engineering research, many activities can now be partially automated, including coding,
testing, debugging, mining software repositories, generating benchmarks, running experiments, and
drafting results [40]. However, theory building remains difficult to automate. This involves deciding
what matters, why a phenomenon occurs, what a result means and which questions are worth asking
in the first place [41]. These activities require argumentation, judgment, contextual understanding and
the ability to connect empirical observations to broader explanations [42].

This leads me to view P(doom) discourse as a socio-technical challenge for responsible software engi-
neering. It raises questions about how Al is developed and the institutions, practices, and engineering
communities that support responsible action under uncertainty. From my perspective, the relevant
question is what kinds of engineering cultures can support responsible action when the future cannot
be fully known. A useful starting point is to make Al-assisted software engineering work inspectable,
traceable, contestable, monitored and reversible.



3.3.3. Mundane mechanisms of risk in Al-Assisted software engineering

My experience with Al-powered software test generation suggests that many of the important research
questions arise in quite mundane places. They appear when a generated test is accepted without much
review, when an Al suggestion is trusted because it looks plausible, when evidence is insufficient,
when no one knows who is responsible for an Al generating such artifacts or even when automation
creates a false sense of quality [43, 44]. These are not spectacular apocalyptic scenarios, but they are
the everyday mechanisms through which responsibility can become unclear and a practical solution
is needed. They are mundane because they occur in routine software engineering workflows. When
repeated across teams and communities, weakly understood artifacts and weak oversight can accumulate
into organizational dependencies and governance gaps. This is one way in which engineering decisions
become relevant to broader questions of Al risk.

3.3.4. What can software engineering contribute?

Software engineering can make a concrete contribution by translating broad ethical aspirations into
reviewable practices. It offers practical mechanisms for working under uncertainty, including explicit
rationale, argumentation and review, traceability, monitoring, human oversight, and stakeholder in-
volvement [45, 46, 47]. From my perspective, a useful way to approach P(doom) is to examine how
Al is already entering everyday practice. In my own work, this is most visible in software testing,
test automation, and Al-assisted engineering decision-making. Al is no longer only discussed as part
of future scenarios or speculation. It is already becoming part of how software engineering research
is conducted, and how software is designed, tested, justified, monitored, and governed. This makes
software engineering a practical site where broader questions about Al risk, responsibility, and human
judgment become concrete.

3.3.5. Agentic workflows and engineering culture

I experience Al in software engineering as a transformation from writing and reviewing software
artifacts to Al agents that generate and maintain artifacts in orchestration with humans. The software
engineer is a coordinator of agents, tools, prompts, tests, pipelines and reviews rather than someone
who crafts executable software artifacts [48]. An Al assistant may soon generate more code, tests,
reports and metrics faster than humans can meaningfully interpret. The danger is bad code, as it always
was, but also the loss of understanding and de-skilling [11]. This creates a new kind of socio-technical
debt, ranging from messy, complex code to unclear rationales, invisible assumptions and unreviewed
Al-assistant decisions. This makes engineering judgment and oversight more important, not less.
Software engineering practices can make Al-generated claims contestable through testing, review,
traceability, monitoring and documented evidence.

Responsible software engineering culture should make such socio-technical debt visible and negotiable.
Drawing on Sharp et al. [49], I use engineering culture to refer to the shared and often implicit beliefs,
values and practices within the software engineering communities that shape how evidence is assessed,
which tools and authorities are trusted, how decisions are challenged, and how responsibility is assigned.
Agentic software engineering broadens this problem by introducing Al that can plan activities, use tools
and generate or modify software artifacts with varying degrees of autonomy. Consequently, software
engineering is increasingly concerned with how Al-assisted work is coordinated, how knowledge is
transferred, and how semi-executable systems composed of natural language, code, tools, policies, and
workflows are created and maintained [48]. From this perspective, the engineer is not only a developer
of software artifacts, but also a reviewer, interpreter, orchestrator and controller of Al-generated artifacts.
However, meaningful oversight depends on whether engineering teams have sufficient time, evidence,
authority and transparency to challenge Al outputs despite organizational incentives and tight deadlines.



4. Cross-perspective analytical synthesis

In this section, we describe the findings from the synthesis workshop (described in Section 2). The
analysis reveals six topics: P(doom) as a narrative under uncertainty, knowledge and epistemology,
responsibility is socio-technical in nature, human judgment and oversight, appropriate use of Al and a
reflection on the scale at which P(doom) is relevant (from a macro level where it is a global democracy
issue, to micro in mundane engineering tasks).

A first cross-cutting theme is that P(doom) functions as a narrative under uncertainty. The problem is
perceived as beginning when such narratives become detached from evidence, practice, and responsibil-
ity. An Al hype narrative or the claim that Al should be used everywhere can create false certainty. Also,
an apocalyptic narrative can create resignation. If Al is imagined as an unstoppable future catastrophe,
then humans could become bystanders rather than responsible actors. In this sense, P(doom) is both a
statement about the future and also a cultural signal that affects what kinds of action appear reasonable
in the present. It can also shift attention toward apocalyptic narratives, while immediate harms such as
the erosion of democratic processes, the concentration of power, and the reduced ability of humans and
institutions to contest Al-made decisions could become less visible.

A second theme concerns knowledge and epistemology. All three perspectives ask, but in different
ways, what kind of knowledge about Al risk is possible: who controls that knowledge, and what
should be done when knowledge is incomplete. From the perspective of deep uncertainty, P(doom) is
problematic because it presents unknown futures. From a power perspective, the issue can also be seen
as political. If Al systems become dominant interfaces to finding and processing information, then the
actors who control Al infrastructures may also gain power over what counts as knowledge. From an
engineering perspective, the epistemic problem also seems to be relevant in everyday practice, since
plausibility is not the same as correctness, accountability, or understanding of what information is
generated and reviewed using Al

A third theme is that responsibility is socio-technical in nature and none of the accounts treat Al
responsibility as something that can be reduced to individuals, technical safeguards or abstract ethical
principles alone. Responsibility is distributed across developers, users, organizations, educational
institutions, regulators, states, and technology companies. This distribution creates a practical difficulty,
since many actors are involved and responsibility can easily become diluted.

A fourth theme concerns human judgment and oversight. At the macro level, this appears as a problem
of public literacy and democratic agency. At the meso level, it appears as the need for robust decision
making, ethical formation, and risk management under uncertainty. At the micro level, the need is
shown for engineers and teams to remain capable reviewers and orchestrators of Al agents. The central
issue is if humans can retain the competence, time, authority and support required to challenge Al
outputs.

A final fifth theme relates to the appropriate use of AI and all accounts share a resistance to the
assumption that Al should be applied everywhere simply because it is available. This is supported by
tasks that require smaller models, conventional tools, human deliberation, or no Al system at all. This
point connects the technical suitability of Al with ethics, sustainability, and democratic control. One
could argue that asking where Al should not be used is maybe as important as asking how Al can be
made safer where it is used.

Sixth, during the synthesis workshop, authors recognized that differences between the perspectives
are equally important. They show that P(doom) is interpreted through different forms of knowledge
(e.g., political knowledge, risk knowledge, engineering knowledge, and even moral knowledge). These
differences are analytically productive because they reveal that Al risk cannot be understood on a single
scale (e.g., societal, planetary scale). The three perspectives differ mainly in the scale of the mentioned
concerns. One stresses democratic power and institutional means, another focuses on decision-making
under deep uncertainty, and the third examines everyday practice. Together, they show that the problem
with P(doom) is about what this narrative hides or reveals about power, uncertainty, responsibility, and
appropriate Al use. A response could require democratic institutions, more robust risk strategies, ethical
education, and practices that keep Al systems reviewable, traceable, and open to human judgment.




5. Discussion

This framing also contributes to debates about the principle practice gap in Al ethics. Some of the
AT ethics work has been criticized for remaining at the level of broad principles that are difficult to
operationalize in real contexts [14, 15]. Prem’s review of approaches from ethical Al frameworks to
tools is useful here because it shows that bridging the gap requires more than declaring principles; it
requires methods, instruments, organizational practices [6]. Our paper supports this view but adds that
ethical practice also depends on power relations, institutional and professional cultures. The challenge
is therefore to combine ethical principles, practical tools, risk management, and professional formation.

The risk perspective shows that uncertainty does not justify inaction. On the contrary, uncertainty
can justify robust action. This connects to approaches in risk management, including scenario analysis,
monitoring, redundancy, human oversight, and mitigation [29, 30, 50]. These practices require attention
to mechanisms, vulnerabilities, and consequences, but not only from a technical perspective.

This paper is based on three situated perspectives. The collaborative autoethnographic method
provides some interpretive depth and the accounts are also shaped by the three professional backgrounds
of the authors. In addition, each perspective tackles P(doom) at a different level, from the macro to
the meso, and finally to the micro view. It is apparent that all three angles are required to understand
and conceptualize Al risk, prompting the need for a collection of mechanisms, from regulations and
their enforcement to risk analysis to the education of the public and engineers. Three complementary
dimensions are the ones often associated with a socio-technical perspective (people, processes, and
technology), and we argue that the challenges coming from P(doom) cannot be reduced to only a
question of people, or of processes, or of technology. As many have argued before us, a holistic
perspective is needed.

We argue that education and moral habituation of developers and Al users are critical. This is a
debate at least as old as Snow’s classic paper on the two cultures [36]. More recently, work on teaching
AI Ethics to engineers [51, 52] reveals that doing so ought to be done from a holistic perspective with
case studies or group projects — again, the topic of perspective and level comes back.

At the macro level, the debate on P(doom) raises questions on governance of Al, as well as Al for
governance [53, 54, 55]. In both cases, classic ethical principles such as transparency, accountability,
and the role of the human-in-the-loop matter.

The idea from Eduard’s perspective on socio-technical debt (STeD) is a relatively recent construct,
but it has been partially addressed in previous work [56, 57, 58]. It helps connect the rather mundane
level of Al-assisted engineering to broader questions of Al responsibility. In a recent doctoral thesis,
Persson found that organizations struggle more from social debt than from technical challenges (e.g.
from governance fragmentation, procurement processes or organizational inertia) [56]. Herath and
Ahmad, [57] found that topics such as personal essence and growth, collaborative perseverance, and
organizational dynamics could have an impact on STeD, e.g. by not allowing time for reflection and
knowledge sharing. An empirical evaluation suggests that STeD can be addressed using debt stories
(similar to user stories) [58]. In our context, STeD represents a specific risk of AL, with systems becoming
easier to generate than to understand, review, justify, or govern.

Future work should extend this through interviews with practitioners involved in this problem. It
could also examine how P(doom) circulates in specific communities, how Al risk narratives influence
engineering decisions, and how organizations translate Al ethics principles into concrete practices.

6. Conclusion

This paper has examined P(doom), the probability of an Al triggered existential catastrophe, as a cultural,
epistemic, and practical framing of Al risk. Through collaborative autoethnography, we developed
three situated perspectives on Al and power imbalances, deep uncertainty and decision making, and
engineering culture and responsibility. The synthesis identified six topics in the form of five shared
themes and an important difference: P(doom) functions as a narrative under uncertainty, it relates



knowledge and epistemology, responsibility for P(doom) is socio-technical in nature, we need human
judgment and oversight, we also need an appropriate use of Al, and finally we need to reflect on the
scale at which P(doom) is relevant: at a macro level it can be a global democracy issue, and on a micro
level we can observe it in mundane engineering tasks. We therefore suggest that the value of P(doom)
lies in leading us to ask about these six topics. While less visible than the apocalypse, these topics
give guidance here and now. In this sense, moving beyond P(doom) means asking about how power,
uncertainty, and mundane engineering shape Al ethics.
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