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Which way is forward (and how do we decide)?



“the unthinkable has become 
conceivable…

…Now we must face the questions 
that arise: how, if  at all, do we as a 
society want to use this capability?” 



“the unthinkable has become 
actual…

…Now we must face the questions 
that arise: how, if  at all, do we as a 
society want to use this capability?”



How did we get here?
(And how can we do better?)



The ways we think and speak about 
scientific and technological change shapes 

the ways we guide and govern it.  



“germline editing is going to happen, 
and to think otherwise is naïve…”

Self  fulfilling prophecy





Robert Edwards and Patrick Steptoe (1978)



Intra Cytoplasmic Sperm Injection (1991)



“…where there are no rules…[because] to save lives is the 
ethical thing to do.” 





Science races ahead, 
society [ law, ethics]  lags behind

“….as is always the case, the speed at 
which the science is advancing outpaces 
societies ability to grasp its implications.”  



“new era of fundamental danger triggered by the 
rapid growth of genetic engineering…[raises the 
question of] the fundamental nature of human life 
and the dignity and worth of the individual human 
being.”   

(Letter to Carter Administration, General Secretaries of  the 
National Council of  Churches, the Synagogue Council of  
America, and the United States Catholic Conference, 1980)



Incremental (Reactive) Bioethics

"I understand the concern about where we 
might go. I'm going to worry about that 
when I get there.”



Obsolete Norms?

“There has been a line drawn by many that 
says…you should refrain. That was mostly because 
there was no way of  considering how to do that at 
all....so nobody was arguing that it should be done.”



Governance (of  S&T) is a problem 
of  democratic governance that 

depends upon collectively seeing, 
affirming and regularly revisiting 

how, why, and to whom 
we delegate 

authority and responsibility. 



…how, if  at all, do we as a society want 
to use this capability?”



Sen. Ted Kennedy (D-MA)

“The factors under consideration [at Asilomar] extend 
far beyond [the scientists’] technical competence. In fact 
they were making public policy. And they were making it 
in private.”



“Broad Societal Consensus”

• How broad is broad?

• Who sets the terms of  debate?

• Who defines stakes and stakeholders? 

• What questions tend to go unasked? 





Robust governance requires:

Assessing institutions, not just individual 
experiments and technologies.

Looking back as well as forward to see 
patterns, routinized practices, frequently 

unasked questions. 



Robust governance requires:

building institutional capacity for 
inclusive participation, multiple 

languages, critical reflection, learning, 
and dissent.

(e.g. by inviting in outsiders to see what 
insiders cannot)



Ethical responsibility requires asking hard 
questions together, and in ways that inform 

how science moves forward, rather than 
merely reacting to where it has gone.

A commitment to ethics must be a 
commitment to infrastructures of  

participation and deliberation. 





Thanks!
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