
This response was submitted to the consultation held by the Nuffield Council on Bioethics on Novel 
neurotechnologies: intervening in the brain between 1 March 2012 and 23 April 2012. The views 
expressed are solely those of the respondent(s) and not those of the Council. 
 
Anonymous 2 
 
General questions 
 
1. Have you ever used a technology that intervenes in the brain, and with what 
consequences? Please describe your experience. 
 
If an anti-depressives count (I do not draw a distinction), then yes. At the time it took 
the edge off things a little, but in the end I felt it was important for me to be able to 
control myself without the aid of this drug. I stopped taking it in secret before 
convincing doctors I was well enough to come off it anyway. Note, this is an 
assessment of how I felt about the situation at the time. I wouldn’t necessarily hold 
that view under similar circumstances today. 
 
2. If you have not used a technology that intervenes in the brain before, would 
you do so if you were ill? Why / why not? 
 
In case a drug does not count. Yes, I would be willing to use a technology offering 
more ‘direct’ interventions/interactions with the brain, provided I was convinced of the 
safety and efficacy of the procedure in remedying the illness. This I’d probably do by 
referring to a track record of success. If the situation were desperate however, I 
might relax this requirement.  
 
3. Would you use a technology that intervenes in the brain for non-medical 
purposes, such as gaming or improving your cognitive skills? Why / why not? 
 
Yes, again on condition that I believed, on reasonable scientific grounds, that it were 
safe and effective. I have no concerns about augmenting human capacity. I do not 
draw a distinction between this sort of augmentation, and those we have achieved by 
other technological means (transport, electronic communication, education etc.). 
 
4. What are the most important ethical challenges raised by novel 
neurotechnologies that intervene in the brain? 
 
My view is that the most important challenges will concern uses beyond medicinal 
purposes, and the nature of these challenges will be social. That is, questions 
surrounding the access to such technologies, and the effects which result when they 
are differentially applied.   
 
In the context of medical use, the main challenges will be ensuring the patient and 
the doctor are well informed about the technologies, and avoiding the commercial 
interests of companies distorting this information on either side. 
 
5. In what ways, if at all, should the development and use of these 
technologies be promoted, restricted and/or regulated? Please explain your 
reasons. 
 



I believe that research into these technologies are to be promoted. I would imagine 
research on something as fundamental and important to human functioning as the 
brain to have a myriad of applications. I am sure these would specifically include 
things I would be happy with, and things I wouldn’t be. But this is the same challenge 
we face with all new technologies and I believe that, on balance, technological 
advancement has so far been beneficial despite ourselves. 
Without being informed of the details, I would expect the same stringent standards to 
apply on human experimentation as is required elsewhere in medical testing.  
 
If it becomes possible for research to be developed involving persons being able to 
subject others under some form of direct control, perhaps in these instances special 
safeguards ought to be put in place, as this potentially threatens the experimental 
subject’s ability to dissent in some contexts. 
 
I believe that if someone’s it is subjectively/emotionally immaterial whether a wish 
originates from a person themselves or has been directly manipulated/constructed. 
However I would not wish to live in a world where I could face the risk of having my 
will be taken over and manipulated in this way. If my manipulated will conflicts with 
goals held prior, this threatens to invalidate efforts and investments made towards 
such goals up to that point in time, and deprives me of being able to find meaning in 
life beyond living in the moment.  
 
 
Questions 

Please be specific with regards to the type of BCI you are referring to in your 
answer 
 
6. Have you used a BCI, and if so, with what consequences? Please describe 
your experience. 
 
No. 
 
7. If you have not used a BCI before, under what circumstances would you do 
so? 
 
For medical purposes in case where all other alternatives are expected to offer 
worse outcomes. Were it proven effective, then I might not regard it as a last option. 
If non-invasive, I would be willing to use it for enhancement or exploration. I cannot 
envisage adverse side effects resulting from this in general.   
 
8. What are your expectations and concerns for BCIs? 
 
Expectations: Ultimately, being able to engage and act remotely from my physical 
body in a much more fine-tuned, natural, and deliberate manner than I do currently. 
Say, operating a car by thinking about it. (I don’t think this will eliminate the need for 
driving lessons! They will just turn out to be different in character.) I would also be 
curious about how far we would be able to distance our consciousness from our own 
bodies, and what possibilities of feeling and personhood that could open up. 



 
Concerns include the unfortunate risks that accompany a technology in early stages 
of development. Companies developing the technologies abusing/controlling 
information to pursue commercial aims. Its use on people who are not able to give 
consent (comatose patients).  
 
I don’t think it will have too large an effect on warfare. Current technology already 
places a great distance between operations and executions. In any case, soldiers in 
war have psychologically framed enemies in ways which limit empathic responses. 
Arguably the accompanying emotions make it even harder than one is in a cooler 
frame of mind in a control room. 
 
9. Are there any particular ethical or social issues associated with BCIs? 
 
How would behaviour change if our physical bodies were no longer the principal, 
local agents of action? Would it become riskier? More irresponsible? These 
questions become more poignant if the remote bodies have no identification tying 
them to the agent. Then again, we have solved analogous issues with cars and 
vehicles by use of registration numbers and licensing requirements. Perhaps, this is 
not too big a deal. 
 
Where applications are non-medical, I worry about the inequality of opportunity these 
technologies could aggravate. But other than abiding by a lottery, it is not clear what 
a fair mechanism of access for a costly new technology would be if it is even 
possible for one to exist.   
 
10. What would robust and effective regulation of research in this area look 
like? Is more or less regulation needed? Please justify your response. 
 
I don’t know enough about current procedures to comment. I would emphasise 
transparency of information for subjects, and significant periods of reflection before 
committing to choices.  
 
I would argue that all research needs to be made public but this then limits the 
chances firms have to be first movers to patent a technology and make a profit… 
perhaps all research needs to be made public to a special body whose members are 
forbidden from taking place in market activities. Something analogous to 
laws/requirements against insider trading perhaps. Where the funds for this body of 
experts who are remunerated well enough to choose to work there over a private 
company and have the expertise to pass judgements on safety is less clear. 
Taxpayers would have to back it.   
 
 
Questions 
 
Please indicate which technology (TMS, DBS) you are referring to in your 
answer 
 
11. Have you used neurostimulation and if so, with what consequences? 
Please describe your experience. 



 
No. 
 
12. If you have not used neurostimulation before, under what circumstances 
would you do so? 
 
Same answer as before. 
 
13. Under what circumstances do you think it might be acceptable to use 
neurostimulation in non-medical context (that is to say, not for the treatment of 
a disease or disability)? 
 
Same as before. 
 
14. Are there any particular ethical or social issues associated with 
neurostimulation? 
 
Same social issues mentioned before. 
 

15. What would robust and effective regulation of research in this area look 
like? Is more or less regulation needed? Please justify your response. 
 
Same. 
 
Questions  
 
16. Under what circumstances would you use neural stem cell therapy? 
 
Same. 
 
17. What do you think of the risks and benefits of neural stem cell therapy? 
 
The ones mentioned in the text. I have no further information. I maintain the stance 
that if a properly informed individual chooses to adopt the procedure knowing the 
risks they face, they should be allowed to do so. My concerns reflect the ability of 
patients to understand such information and be manipulated. 
 
18. Are there any particular ethical or social issues associated with neural 
stem cell therapy? 
 
Same as before. 

19. How do you feel about neural stem cell therapy being used for non-medical 
purposes one day, for example for human enhancement?  
 
Great. As mentioned before, I see this as being the same on the same level as all 
the other enhancements we have achieved through technological progress. Perhaps 
with these innovations effects upon personhood and our notion of humanity are a 
closer to the surface, but these been always affected by technological innovations 



and the changing social practices accompanying them in our past.  
 
Living the way we have done in the past and present confines us to living with the 
same burdens. Eliminating challenges involves changing something outside us or 
within us. I do not think that all the appropriate actions will be ‘out there’ and some 
challenges are bound up with the way we think about situations, problem solve, and 
react to other people. Opening up a frontier on these issues by studying and 
changing the brain offers up the prospect for their resolution.  
 
I suppose a lingering concern is what is which group in charge which determines 
what qualifies as ‘enhancement’. If this concept is flexible or subjective, future 
human development becomes beholden to an arbitrary and possibly 
damaging/limiting standard. However, the initial focus is likely to be on 
uncontroversial things with clear functional outcomes – memory, concentration etc. 
We shall just have to make sure any personality trade-offs are within the bounds of 
what we would now consider to be sane…  
 
I guess I would like it too if ‘enhancement’ were not just limited to being able to work 
on spreadsheets better and faster… it would be wonderful if more “Mozarts” could be 
brought into the world.  
 
20. What would robust and effective regulation of research in this area look 
like? Is more or less regulation needed? Please justify your response. 
 
As before. 
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