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A reflection on normativity, governance and expertise

Abstract

The authority of bioethics as a field of inquiry and of bioethicists as scholars with a distinctive
expertise is being challenged on various fronts. Sarah Franklin’s Nature commentary “Ethical
research — the long and bumpy road from shirked to shared” is the latest example of one such
challenge. In this paper, we respond to these challenges by focusing on two key issues. Firstly,
we discuss the theory and practice of bioethics. We argue that both of these endeavours are
fundamental components of this field of inquiry and that bioethics cannot be reduced to the
contribution that it makes to the production of bio-policy, as Franklin suggests. Secondly, we
contend that bioethicists have distinctive skills and knowledge that place them at an epistemic
advantage in discussing normative questions. Hence, we reject views that deny the specific
contribution that bioethicists can bring to assessing the ethics and governance of science and
technology. We conclude by arguing that—despite formal and substantive differences between
disciplines—philosophers, social scientists and other scholars should join forces and engage in
critical friendships rather than turf wars to move towards the just governance of science and

technology.

Introduction

The authority of bioethicists as scholars with a distinctive expertise in discussing the ethical
implications of new and emerging biotechnologies, biomedicine and life sciences is being
challenged on different fronts. Can bioethics still be considered an honest way of making a
living? This is our departing question in this paper, one which we address by responding to
some of the challenges that have been advanced against bioethics and bioethicists” work. An
initial set of challenges to bioethics comes from invitations to ‘get out of the way’ of scientific
and technological advances. One notable example is Steven Pinker’s piece for the Boston
Globe, which argues that bioethicists have a ‘moral imperative’ to get out of the way of the
“vast increases in life, health and flourishing” that the development of CRISPR genome editing
technologies can bring about [1]. Motivating invitations of this kind is the perception that
bioethicists’ primary function is to stifle scientific ‘progress’ and to police technological

advancements that contribute to human flourishing. This line of reasoning presupposes a linear
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mode of understanding science and innovation, which has been repeatedly debunked [2,3]. A
second set of challenges comes from the increasing rejection of expert knowledge in a variety
of contexts [4,5], due to an endemic lack of trust in experts, alongside other factors specific to
the field of bioethics, which we discuss below. Finally, there are challenges to the epistemic
authority of bioethicists, often framed in ways that deny that bioethicists can meaningfully
contribute to debates on science and technology. Such challenges, as we shall show, come both

from within this field of inquiry and from neighbouring fields.

Sarah Franklin’s commentary in Nature “Ethical research — the long and bumpy road
from shirked to shared” is an example of this last set of challenges [6]. There, Franklin contends
that bioethics has exhausted its function after the promises of the Human Genome Project have
not been fulfilled and argues that ethical oversight now belongs to a multiplicity of actors rather
than being the exclusive domain of bioethics. On the one hand, what Franklin is arguing is
trivially true: it is uncontentious to regard (the majority of) human beings as moral agents, i.e.
agents who ought to engage in ethical reasoning and ought to be held responsible for their
actions. It is also true that ethical oversight belongs to a multiplicity of actors: bioethicists have
always sat on advisory boards and ethical committees alongside other scholars and members
of the public. Moreover, Franklin rightly maintains that scientists—and other scholars—should
engage with the ethical implications of their research. Jennifer Doudna, who—together with
Emmanuelle Charpentier—firstly employed CRISPR and endonuclease Cas9 as a gene editing
technique, is one such scientist who has not shirked from the ethical implications of her
research. The final chapter of her book A Crack in Creation, co-written with Samuel Sternberg
[7], directly engages with the ethical questions raised by CRISPR. It discusses slippery slopes
and the rising spectre of eugenics, and it narrates a nightmare about Hitler coming back from
the dead to use this technology to pursue evil ends. What the chapter does not include is an
engagement of any sort with the relevant bioethical literature. Doudna falls within a tradition
of scientists who have claimed for themselves the expertise of dealing with the ethical issues
arising from biotechnology. This tradition dates back to the 1975 Asilomar Conference, where
scientists gathered to discuss the ethics and governance of recombinant DNA and called for a

temporary moratorium on this technology.

Whilst the issues that Franklin raises are valid, it is our contention that Franklin’s
representation of bioethics is not entirely accurate. Bioethics is a field of inquiry which
comprises a variety of methodologies and approaches. As such, it provides fertile ground for

bringing together scholars with different backgrounds and expertise [8,9]. However, one
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distinctive characteristic feature of bioethics lies in its normative nature. Bioethics requires
specific training in critical thinking and moral philosophy, to reason through the complex
normative questions raised by biotechnologies, biomedicine and the life sciences. While ethical
oversight is not, nor should it be, the realm only of bioethicists, we argue that bioethicists are
at an epistemic advantage when reasoning over bioethical questions. Hence, whilst Franklin’s
plea for broadening engagement with ethical matters beyond ethicists is a laudable goal, we
question whether non-ethicists are equally equipped to address these normative questions and
whether bioethics has exhausted its function, as she argues.

Our view is that ethics expertise cannot be improvised, and that ethicists are better
placed than non-experts, i.e. they are at an ‘epistemic advantage’, when discussing the
normative questions raised by biotechnologies, biomedicine and the life sciences. In this paper,
we propose a n alternative reading of the history and practice of bioethics. Our reading differs
from Franklin’s and arguably more appropriately represents bioethics as a field of inquiry with
a multiplicity of actors and functions, but a unique type of expertise. A note on terminology:
in this paper, we use the words ‘bioethicist’ and ‘ethicist’ interchangeably. We refer to
bioethicists as a subset of ethicists who deal with issues arising out of the life sciences.

Bioethics: Theory, Practice and Activism

Social scientists have long criticised philosophical bioethics for being unaware of or
simply indifferent to the power hierarchies at work in medicine and science, and to the
technological determinism that drives science itself forward [10-12]. However, as the field of
bioethics has evolved, philosophers and social scientists have found themselves increasingly
sharing a territory and addressing similar questions, which investigate the ethical and social
implications of advancements in science and technology [13,14]. Notwithstanding these
critiques, and the grain of truth that lies in them, we consider bioethics to be an honest way of
making a living. Whether bioethics is an honest way of making a living is a question that
Samuel Gorovitz! posed more than thirty years ago. In his paper “Baiting bioethics” [15],
Gorovitz responded to ten critiques moved to the at that time infant field of bioethics?. The

paper addresses many critiques that are still vividly discussed today, including for instance that

L We are grateful to an anonymous reviewer for bringing this paper to our attention.

2 Peter Singer, in 1976, defined bioethics a ‘flabby infant’” and stated: “[y]et bioethics is still in its infancy, and its
rich diet of foundation grants and government sponsorship has made it a flabby infant rather than a tough
adolescent” [16].
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bioethics has no legitimate methodology; no foundations; no practical or conceptual utility; no
place in universities or in public policy. Gorovitz engages closely with Renee Fox and Judith
Swazey’s ‘attack’ on bioethics and in particular on the role that analytical philosophy plays
within bioethics [17]. In a sense, the challenges to bioethics outlined in the introduction of this
paper can be read as contemporary iterations of that debate. However, as Gorovitz argued more
than thirty years ago, Fox and Swazey inaccurately reported the role that analytical philosophy
plays in bioethics. Franklin makes similar errors, in our view, in her Nature commentary.
However, as Gorovitz pointed out, these critiques contain a grain (or maybe more) of truth. Let

us discuss these ‘grains’ and the views that we find wanting.

Franklin outlines the emergence of bioethics through key events in the US and UK. She
evokes images of ‘armies of ethicists’ combing through philosophical principles but being left
‘unmoored’ and in ‘uncharted territories’ as easy and inflated prospects of bench to bedside
applications raised by the Human Genome Project faded [6]. Bioethicists, it is true, have often
fallen prey to what Adam Hedgecoe has defined the ‘reinforcement of socio-technical
expectations’ and to apotropaic promises of the latest technology [18]. Philosophers and
theologians were indeed recruited to provide advice on initiatives such as the regulation of
assisted reproduction and embryo research, or the Human Genome Project. They hence played
a key role, as outlined by Franklin, in the development of bioethics as field and in its
engagement beyond academia with social and political questions surrounding technological

and scientific advancements.

A key example of these scholars’ involvement in policy-making, which Franklin refers
to and which exemplifies the multiplicity of roles and functions of bioethics, is the work of
Baroness Mary Warnock in the UK. Warnock was appointed chair of the committee that led to
the Report of the Committee of Inquiry into Human Fertilisation and Embryology, published
in 1984, which formed the basis of the Human Fertilisation and Embryology Act in 1990.
Warnock was a philosopher and, as historian Duncan Wilson points out, contributed to ‘the
making of British bioethics’ [19] whilst at the same time rescuing moral philosophy from what
she diagnosed as a reluctance to engage with practical matters [19,20]. The committee’s report
and Warnock’s role as the committee’s chair were pivotal to the production of bio-policy in
the UK, i.e. to the set of regulations that de facto became the legal framework of assisted
conception and embryo research, and to the establishment of the Human Fertilisation and
Embryology Authority (HFEA) in 1990. Despite Warnock’s contribution to creation of the

HFEA and the 1990 Act, at the time, fellow philosophers criticised her on several counts. In
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particular, they challenged the pragmatic nature of her approach and her failure to engage with
what philosophers viewed as substantive or foundational moral questions about the moral status
of the embryo [19,21]. Indeed, Warnock’s approach privileged views that would not,
paraphrasing from the committee’s chair herself, ‘loosen society’s cement or undermine its
fabric’ [22]. The committee, under Warnock’s lead, did not set to discern questions concerning
the moral status of the human embryo, the moral acceptability of assisted conception, the
concept of personhood, and so forth. Rather, they aimed to develop a framework to govern

contested practices in a morally pluralistic society.

As demonstrated by the extensive literature on these questions, however, there is much
more to the ethics of embryo research and assisted reproduction than what the committee
discussed. Scholars such as Peter Singer [23,24] and John Harris [25], among many others,
were reflecting on these substantive questions and producing scholarship that sought to assess
them, in the very same years during which the committee operated®. We do not intend to
provide here an exhaustive account of the work of philosophers during these years and of their
engagement with the nascent field of bioethics. Rather, these examples are meant to show
that—contrary to what Franklin seems to imply—there was more to bioethics than chairing
committees and offering recommendations, and that the academic and public faces of bioethics

were interconnected, but also, we argue, distinct endeavours.

Such simultaneous interconnectedness and distinctiveness of the theory and practice of
bioethics, and of its academic and public faces, is exemplified in Warnock’s work and in the
criticism she received. Moreover, due to the inherently political nature of the questions that
bioethics addresses, its theory and practice are on a continuum. Today, as back then,
philosophers and theologians—and the scholars from other disciplines who have more recently
joined in—also perform both theoretical and more politically engaged work when addressing
ethical questions raised by science and technology. They sit on committees tasked with
addressing these questions alongside social scientists, lawyers, other scholars and members of
the public, among other actors. Beyond these formal roles, some bioethicists are activists and
spearhead campaigns for reproductive rights, environmental protection, global health issues,
care of disabled members of society, and so forth. Increasing attention is being given to
activism within bioethics, as exemplified by the number of papers on this issue in the last few
years [26—-28].

3 For an account of their and other philosophers’ work on these questions, see Wilson’s history of bioethics in
the UK [19].
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The practice and function of the field of bioethics is not, however, limited to the
involvement of bioethicists in committees or campaigns. Rather, it is an instance of how these
scholars are involved in the making of bio-policy. There will inevitably be cases along the
continuum in which it is difficult to distinguish the different roles, as the same scholar will
engage with both theory and practice. However, this does not mean that the roles of the
bioethicist cannot be distinguished from one another. Bioethics, then and now, should not be
interpreted as a field engaged with either practice or theory: both these enterprises are part of
this field of inquiry. The plethora of endeavours that Franklin describes does not amount to a
fair representation of bioethics, for she conflates the academic discipline of bioethics with its
representation in governance bodies. Bioethics is a field of inquiry that informs some of the
reflections of these bodies—whose work in turn is constrained by political mandates, aims and

external oversight.

Expertise in Ethics

Can and should we all be ethicists, as Franklin argues? There are two ways of
interpreting Franklin’s concluding words. Firstly, they could be interpreted as a call directed to
scholars from various disciplines as well as members of the public to engage, together, with
complex ethical questions; to be held accountable for our actions; to reason over the
consequences of these actions; and to be aware of the duties that we have to one another. In
this sense, Franklin is just asking us to be good people and be mindful that there are times when
such goodness is especially needed. Alternatively, the ‘we should all be ethicists’ plea can be
interpreted in line with a tradition that questions the very existence of the category of expertise

in ethics. In Benjamin W. Hurlbut’s words:

[Blioethics claims expertise in matters of moral judgment, matters that in
secular, liberal, public life tend to be seen as belonging to the sphere of
private belief and personal judgment—that is, as the sorts of things about

which there can be no superior expertise. [29]

Regrettably, we cannot know for sure what Franklin’s intention was. If the former
interpretation reflects what she wanted to convey in her commentary, then we cannot but agree
with her. The more people who reflect on the ethical dimensions of their actions and of their
being in the world, the better. Considering current scientific and technological advancements—
and the pace of these advancements—it is desirable for people to be more ethically mindful
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and aware. If, instead, the latter interpretation more fairly reflects Franklin’s views on expertise
in bioethics, then we find ourselves disagreeing with her. We do not think that we can all be
ethicists [30]. On the contrary, we value a certain type of training and skills in moral philosophy
which we believe give ethicists an epistemic advantage over non-ethicists in addressing

normative questions.

Many readers of the Journal of Medical Ethics will be physicians or health
professionals. If you are one of them, how would you respond to the plea that we should all be
physicians, and that anyone’s word should count as a much as yours? You might be sceptical
as to whether this could or rather should be the case. However, you could also respond that
medicine, unlike ethics, is an evidence-based practice and that this is what makes claims of
expertise possible for the former but not for the latter. Whether ethics is indeed similar to
medicine—i.e. an evidence-based practice where moral truths and facts count as the
‘evidence’—is a contested matter in philosophy [31-33]. Broadly, this depends on one’s view
on metaphysical matters, i.e. whether there are mind-independent moral facts and truths, and

on epistemological matters, i.e. whether these facts and truths can be known [32].

Due to space constraints, we cannot enter into these discussions here. For the purpose
of this paper, we adopt what we consider a middle-ground view on expertise in ethics, one that
remains agnostic as to whether ethicists have this preferential access to moral facts and truths,
but that attributes to them a certain kind of expertise by virtue of their training in and knowledge
of moral philosophy. Bioethics is at its core a normative enterprise, i.e. it aims to address
questions related to what should or should not be done with regard to a particular issue.
Bioethicists, by definition, are trained in the normative evaluation of biotechnologies, medical
practices and other endeavours with impact on human and non-human forms of life. This
expertise entails both distinctive skills and knowledge [31]. Ethicists, by virtue of their training,
are particularly skilled in spotting unjustified inferences, clarifying and analysing concepts,
and constructing, assessing and debunking arguments. They also have knowledge of ethical
theories, principles, dilemmas and of the multiple ways in which these have been criticised and
defended. Moreover, as Nathan Emmerich argues, one could say that “bioethicists cannot
refuse to understand themselves as experts when they clearly act as such” [34].

However, we appreciate that knowledge of and training in moral philosophy are not
sufficient for successful work in bioethics. As part of their public role, bioethicists are often
asked to comment on recent developments or controversies and make judgments about the most

appropriate course of action. As such, it is critical that they understand the relevant features of
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a particular issue or controversy and the historical, social and political context in which it is
situated. In order to do that, bioethicists need to develop a relational or interactional type of
expertise [34], which in Harry Collins’ and Robert Evans’ words means being able to grasp
‘the conceptual structure of another’s world’ or ‘talk the talk’ of different disciplines [35]. This
type of expertise is an essential component of successful ‘trading zones’ between disciplines
and of an appropriate normative evaluation of biotechnologies and medical practices,

especially in the public domain.

A Shared Territory

Bioethics has evolved since it emerged in the 70s and it is not the sole domain of philosophers.
Today, philosophers, social scientists and other scholars find themselves increasingly sharing
a territory, that of reflections on the ethical implications and governance of science and
technology. Within this territory, there is what we believe to be an important ‘division of
cognitive labour’ [36], but also an inevitable exchange of expertise, approaches and aims,
which should be equally welcome. Social scientists working in the field of bioethics are trained
in identifying implicit normativity in technologies and practices; in unveiling power relations;
and in engaging in the deconstruction of (social) realities. They can also bring to the attention
of philosophers the importance of democratic forms of engagement when they move from
academic reflections to public policy. Finally, they can provide empirical data and grounded
analyses that both meaningfully inform and constrain philosophers’ reflections, forcing them

to grapple with the complexities of the realities they are trying to dissect and assess.

Philosophers, in turn, can do some good old ‘philosophical plumbing’, as Mary Midgely
once put it [37]. They can, as discussed above, contribute with their distinctive skills and
knowledge to these discussions. Ultimately, they can provide reflections that seek to address
‘ought’ questions, the sort of endeavour where they have an at epistemic advantage. However,
in moving from academia to policy-making, philosophers engaged in the field of bioethics need
to recognise that there can be more than one ethically justifiable course of action in relation to
a certain technology or medical practice [38]. They should also be aware that which course of
action might be more ethically justifiable will depend on multiple factors. These factors include
for instance: the social and political context in which science and technologies operate; an
analysis of the values intrinsic in the design of a technology; and empirical data about how

science and technologies go about shaping current societal arrangements, among other issues.
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In addition to this, it is important to welcome social scientists’ critical takes and their
calls for democratising (the governance of) science and technology. But these calls ought to be
distinguished from endorsing social consensus as a good in its own right. Broad-based forms
of engagements, open dialogues between experts and non-experts and moves towards what
Philip Kitcher refers to as the ‘well-ordered science’ [39] should be encouraged. But they
cannot replace ethical analysis and the constant questioning of the status quo. The stakes (and
the risks for disadvantaged groups) of reducing what is ‘good’ to what ‘people think’ are too
high.

Conclusion

In this paper, we have discussed a number of challenges that have been raised against
bioethics by critics of different stripes. We have focused in particular on claims regarding
expertise in ethics and the role of ethicists in addressing normative questions concerning
scientific and technological advances. Our departing question in this paper focused on whether
bioethics amounts to an honest way to make a living. The, perhaps partisan, answer that we
have given is that it does. Ethicists have an epistemic advantage in addressing normative
questions concerning science and technology, and their particular skills and knowledge enable
them to make significant contributions to decision-making and policy development in these

areas. It is in this sense that ethical expertise cannot be improvised: it requires training.

Although, as Gorovitz argues, our capacity to resolve moral problems remains
imperfect, “there remains a difference between thinking about them well and thinking about
them badly” [15]. This is an important distinction and, we believe, one that needs to be guiding
the work of philosophers, social scientists and other scholars working in the field of bioethics.
Moreover, we believe that these scholars should be critical friends rather than engaging in turf
wars. This is especially relevant as they are jointly tasked with critically reflecting on and
dissecting complex questions concerning the ethics and governance of science and technology.
Our aim in this paper has been to propose an approach that fosters productive engagements
between philosophers and social scientists, and that takes advantages of—rather than trying to
silence—the heterogeneous expertise of involved actors. The road towards the just governance
of science and technology in democratic societies is indeed long and bumpy. Experts in
different fields, as well as members of the public, should join forces to cooperatively move
towards this end.
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