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Fall Semester, 2005

Enterprise 173, Monday (1:30-4:10pm)

For Week #10 (November 7, 2005): Reprise: Should some research be forbidden? 

The next three classes will focus on ethical choices in developing a research program. This class will look specifically at whether society should place limits on certain kinds of research, as well as on the way research is conducted. 

A. The Ethical Use of Animals in Research


Read the excerpts I provide from Animal Rights. There is also a wealth of material on the Internet about the pros and cons of using animals for research in various fields. I want to focus the discussion on three key questions, all of which are rather open-ended.

1. Should society place limits on the use of animals in research? Does it matter what species we study? If so, why? Can we quantify the ethics of using different species?

2. What are the ethical limits to animal research? Is the perceived benefit to humans a factor in setting limits?

3. What agency should regulate such research and how should rules be enforced? What penalties are appropriate for misuse of animals in research?

B. The Ethics Medical Research – testing new drugs

Read Sinclair Lewis, Arrowsmith (Focus on the St. Swithin’s plague section, Chapters 30-35, which is what we’ll discuss.) Grad students quickly read Chapters 1-29 as well, and be prepared to summarize the various stages of Arrowsmith’s medical career.

1. We all agree that society should place strict limits on the use of human subjects in medical (and other) research. What are those limits? Who should decide?

2. Did Martin Arrowsmith conduct an ethically sound test of his vaccine? 

3. If a clinical trial suggests that a new treatment works well, is it ethical to withhold that treatment from half of the patients in the study?

C. The Ethics of Genetic Engineering


Read Michael Crichton, Jurassic Park. 

1. What went wrong in Jurassic Park? Identify at least two mistakes.

2. Was failure inevitable, as Ian Malcolm claimed? Do you accept his mathematical model?

3. Would it be unethical to bring back extinct (or totally new) species using genetic technologies?

4. If you get a chance, watch the movie and consider whether the movie is faithful to Crichton’s discussion of the ethics of genetic engineering.

Movies: 10 points extra credit!!! Find movie clips that illustrate these themes. I’ll bring in excerpts from “Jurassic Park,” “Dr. Jeykyl and Mr. Hyde,” and “The Fly.” 
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For Week #11:  Science vs. religion (November 14, 2005). 

Science and religion have come into conflict many times during the past 400 years (recall Galileo). The theme of this week’s discussion is the conflict between science and religion, particularly regarding the teaching of evolution and creationism.

This week we’ll undoubtedly continue some of the discussions from week #10, so the reading is rather light. Please read the following handouts:


Alvin Plantinga, “Creation and Evolution: A Modest Proposal”


National Academy of Sciences, excerpts from Science and Creationism

Kenneth Miller, “Finding Darwin’s God”


Morowitz et. al on intelligent design

Consider (and be prepared to discuss) the following questions:

1. Are science and religion inherently in conflict?

2. What is Creationism? Is it ethical to teach Creationism in public schools?

3. What is intelligent design? Is it ethical to teach ID in public schools?

4. Is it ethical to teach the theory of evolution in public schools?

5. Is it ethical not to teach one of these topics in public schools?

6. What other aspects of science today are in potential conflict with religious beliefs?

Graduate students: Philosopher Ian Barbour has catalogued four different types of interactions between science and religion (for example, in his book When Science Meets Religion). Be prepared to discuss these four different science-religion relationships and explain which one most closely matches your own view?

As usual, I’ll give a 10-point bonus if you bring in an article, piece of literature or film clip that relates to this topic. Make a copy for the class and be prepared to give a brief overview.
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Week #12 (November 21, 2005): Risk Assessment 


One of the scientific community’s most sobering responsibilities is the assessment of risk, both long-term and short-term. We’ll discuss one reading assignment, the Henry Miller edition of Henrik Ibsen’s play, An Enemy of the People. Be prepared to discuss that play as well as the larger issues of risk assessment and public warning.

A. Ibsen’s An Enemy of the People
1. Is the play believable?

2. Is the play effective?

3. In a similar situation, what were the appropriate ethical choices that might have been made by the principals?

B. Disaster Prediction

1. What is the scientific community’s responsibility in terms of earthquake or volcano prediction?

2. If you thought there was a 50% probability of a devastating Los Angeles earthquake in the next 7 days, what would you do?

3. What are the consequences of false predictions?

C. What other situations require public alerts?

As usual, a 10-point bonus for an article, website, movie, etc. that touches on this subject. Actually, there are a number of amusing movies with scientists trying to convince government officials of impending disasters such as hurricanes, asteroids, and large man-eating fish. Please have fun and share!

