All That Matters: Bioethics

Chapter One: Should We Do Everything/Whatever Science Lets Us Do?

“Frankenstein science” is a phrase never far from the lips of those who take exception to some aspect of science or indeed some supposed abuse by scientists. We should not, however, forget the powerful obligation there is to undertake, support, and participate in scientific research, particularly biomedical research, and the powerful moral imperative that underpins these obligations.

Why is this wrong?

1) Politically: Harris (say this argument, rather than making itall about JH) presents science as beleaguered by dominance of ignorant critics, ignoring powerful science-industry-politicians-university lobby. Case in point: cybrids.

2) Empirically: What if science gets it wrong? Moral luck issues, Harris assumes scientific research will eventually benefit humanity, and as a utilitarian, he thinks that’s highest goal—

3) though philosophically he shouldn’t be talking about duties, which belong to deontology.

4) What if harm done by wrong-headed science outweights benefits? NY Times article.

5) Harm to whom? Women bear disproportionate share of stem cell research burden (eggs, embryos). Hwang case: actual harms. And benefit disproportionately reaped by grant recipients and their funders. Ignores commercialisation of modern research.

6) This is only half ofwhat we feel about science: our greatest hopes. But it also underpins our greatest fears (Eric Cohen, In the Shadow of Progress—human cloning, handmaiden’s tale, and yes, actually, bringing the dead back to life.

7) ‘Because we all benefit significantly from modern medicine, we are all required to do our part in advancing the state of medical knowledge’. But we don’tall benefit: some of us benefit and others suffer (women, 3rd world res subjects); nor is there any guarantee any of us will benefit. It would be a stronger argument if he said we all hope to benefit. This way it’s much more prone to moral luck objections: Jesse Gelsinger hoped to benefit, but was killed instead.

History of bioethics: include France, Germany (reaction to Singer) and NZ. Distinguish from history of medical ethics, but use John Evans article about history of m.e. in US.

Thinks about how to include biocapital and bioeconomy

Steven Jay Gould: two 'magisteria' of science and religion are completely separate--therefore don't threaten each other. [So where does that leave bioethics? In religion camp, presumably, and therefore irrelevant to science. This is a presrciption for letting science do whatever it wants. 'The net, or magisterium, of science covers the empirical realm: what is the universe made of (fact) and why does it work this way (theory). The magisterium of religion extends over questions of ultimate meaning and moral value. These two magisteria do not overlap.' (no p.) Dawkins has called this view 'dishonest' because it fails to recognise that religion does make truth-claim statements about the natural world [but my point is that science also makes implicit truth-claims about ethics, including the claim that science should be allowed to do whatever it likes.]
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