
 
This response was submitted to the consultation held by the Nuffield Council on 
Bioethics on Emerging biotechnologies between April 2011 and June 2011. The 
views expressed are solely those of the respondent(s) and not those of the 
Council. 
 
1. I think the terms are self-evident enough to be useful.  If different people have 
slightly different meanings, that does not bother me. 
 
2. The thing that makes the class of emergent biotechnologies interesting beyond 
the core set of scientists, venture capitalists, and futurists, is the fear that they 
provoke -- the fear that the will run amock, the fear that they will be mis-used, 
etc.  A new laxative, strictly speaking, is an emergent biotechnology; it just isn’t a 
particularly interesting one.  But I think the public focus on fear/risk distracts 
from other potentially more interesting (though not necessarily more important) 
issues -- see below. 
 
3. Synthetic biology and the various enhancement technologies (whether neuro 
or genetic).  While many people are interested in these in terms of risk, I am 
interested in the more abstract questions about what the mean for identity, 
authenticity, naturalness, etc.  I would add neuroimaging to this list if I were not 
so skeptical: I do not think that credible mind readers or lie detectors (let alone 
thought modifiers, thought erasers, or behavior control technologies will ever 
emerge). 
 
4-5. Of course there are -- scores of these.  You list many of the obvious ones.  
There is also good work on the acceptability of organ transplantations in Japan 
vs. North America (Margaret Lock).  Another interesting case is the acceptance of 
GM roses in Japan (the supposedly blue GM rose, though it’s actually more of a 
pale violet than a real blue) amid Japan’s overall resistance to GM foods: the 
relevant distinction is just whether the genetically modified crop gets ingested or 
not. 
 
6. One interesting case here is the international market in organs.  Concerns 
about the black market, or of differently permissive legal markets in certain 
countries, has fed back and influenced policies in the US and other more 
regulated regimes. 
 
7. A good example is the Synthetic Society Working Group that developed in 
parallel with the BioBrick Foundation (based mostly at MIT and UC Berkeley): a 
commitment to liberal democracy, participatory reflection, etc., motivated the 
engineers (at least initially) to engage with concerned social scientists.  The 
scientists, like their predecessors at Asilomar, also hoped that the appearance of 



reflection and self-regulation might head off external regulation.  My suspicion is 
that they gradually lost interest in these conversations. 
 
8. I think your review has covered this extremely well. 
 
9. The focus on risk usually dominates the discussions and leaves little space for 
discussions of human interventions into nature, human nature, etc.  While I am a 
minority opinion here, I don’t see risk as an issue of bioethics: it is an issue of risk 
management and policy.  It certainly requires public engagement, careful 
deliberation, participatory decision making, etc., but it is not fundamentally 
about ethics or moral decision making.  Is it wrong to put someone at risk?  Well 
that depends on the expected balance of risk and benefit, and this is simply a 
technical analysis (a necessarily imperfect one, since biological systems are not 
perfectly predictable).  I am much more interested in the more philosophical 
questions about what is natural, and does it matter; or what is the nature of 
identity or authenticity, and how is it altered by technology.  I am also interested 
in the questions of justice, which are questions of ethics (though of a different 
sort); again, I think that these essential questions are generally neglected because 
of the fixation in bioethics on risk. 
 
10. Ethical concerns (or religious beliefs) have certainly had an impact on stem 
cell research in the US.  Concerns about weaponization certainly shadow 
synthetic biology (though I’m not aware of evidence that they have actually 
hindered research).  Fears of GMO have had pervasive effects. 
 
11. Well discussed in the review. 
 
12. This is a question that does not get discussed often enough.  I don’t think 
there is one right answer.  Instead, there is a need for on-going discussion and 
revision of policies.  “Everyone” should be involved in the discussions and 
debates, but what does that mean and how can it be done?  Getting the right 
knowledge to the right people is a notoriously difficult task.  Sciences and 
government officials are the obvious power wielders here, but other people need 
to be part of the process.  The chain of accountability for adverse outcomes needs 
to include everyone who was involved in the particular decision. 
 
13. Precaution seems to have played little role in the US.  Risk plays a large role 
in the policy discussions, possibly too large a role (not because risk is 
unimportant, but because other issues are important as well).  The problem with 
risk is that it is just so hard to predict properly.  Many genetic therapies, thought 
to be safe, have proven disastrous.  Many GMO’s, thought by Europeans to be 
unacceptably risky, have no obvious effects (yet) on Americans.  Given this, how 
and why can we really base our ethical decision making on questions of risk!!?! 



 
14. I can’t imagine a single framework that could possibly cover the diversity of 
emerging biotechnologies.  Look at the case of institutional review boards, a 
single framework given authority over all human subjects research (from phase 1 
cancer trials to oral histories) -- this is a total disaster, on a much smaller scale 
and with lower stakes than the issues raised by emerging biotech.  Maybe there 
could be some common principles, but there will need to be a taxonomy of 
technologies and applications, with different regulatory frameworks. 
 
15-16. Informed public opinion should play a large role.  But how to make the 
public informed, and how to tell when they are?  At present, uninformed public 
opinion plays too large a role.  Scientists have a real obligation to raise the level 
of public discourse here; they cannot rely simply on science journalists, and they 
cannot throw up their hands in disgust when political and social interests appear 
to sabotage their efforts (as has happened in the US on and off with evolution 
and global warming). 
 
17. Many people say yes, because biotech involves interventions on bodies, 
health, nature, etc., and other such fundamental things.  But so does military 
policy, or industry regulations, or even tax policy.  So while it is very tempting to 
say emerging biotechnologies are really special and deserve focused 
consideration, this might not be the best way forward.  There are many things we 
do that affect human lives, the environment, etc.  We need careful consideration 
of all of them. 


