The Responsibilities of Scientists to Society

The recent debate on the subject of the ethical implications of stem-cell research has given rise to renewed discussion on the matter of the role of ethics in science in general. Do scientist take into account the moral implications of their research and the effect it might have on society in the future? Should they take such things into account? Do they have a responsibility to society at large to take such ethical aspects into consideration and if so, what exactly does this responsibility entail?

None of these questions has a clear answer, as is so often the case when ethics come into play. But science is all about getting clear answers, so some scientists prefer not to bring ethics into their work at all. Ethics complicate matters. They hamper scientific progress with the endless moral debates which they bring with them, and even if these debates do yield answers to the ethical questions, there are still people to whom these answers will be wrong. So what's the point in even trying, some scientists ask. Why can't people just leave us alone and let us get on with our work?
However, most scientists -- and people in general -- agree that ethical issues are far too important to ignore even if they can't be fully resolved. People think that scientists do have certain responsibilities to society at large; certain moral obligations.
But the agreement ends there. What exactly are these responsibilities? Should universal rules as to their nature be established, and should such rules be legally binding? And again, none of these questions have got a clear right or wrong answer. If one were to make such rules as to the moral conduct of scientists in their work, who should make them and how would their content be decided upon? No one would be completely satisfied with the end result; to some the rules would seem too strict and confining; to others they would seem not nearly strict enough. This being the case, how could such rules possibly be truly universal, and would such a system really be better than one in which every scientist decides for him or herself whether what they are doing is really right or wrong? Even with such rules, scientists with no moral scruples would find loopholes in them and continue doing work which others would find abhorrent, and they would do this work with perhaps even more justification than would be possible without any such rules.
No one will be made happy by such regulations, if only because there are so many areas in science on which the general opinion is vastly (and often equally) divided. To name one such topic: stem-cell research. Should the hypothetical "ethical rules" judge work in this area to be acceptable or not? The moral arguments for both sides are very convincing, and because these rules would be based on ethical considerations, the moral arguments would be the only ones which could make a difference as to the content of rules. So should these rules be on the side of those who say that creating embryos for the sole purpose of harvesting stem cells from them is immoral, or should they lend support to the proponents of stem-cell research, who argue that, as the embryos which are used are hardly developed at all, it is surely more ethical to use stem cells to help save the lives of people who in some cases have got very little hope for survival otherwise? No matter what was decided, a very large amount of people would be outraged.
But stem-cell research is not nearly the only scientific issue with such strong arguments both for and against it.

What would the new rules have to say about animal testing, for example? It is already regulated to a degree, but many people disagree with these regulations, be it either because they think them too overblown or too lenient. Then there are others who think that it shouldn't be regulated at all, and still others who believe it should be banned completely. And each of these groups believes themselves to be morally right.

And there are yet more areas where the ethical aspects are more than ambiguous. What about genetic modification? Would it be ethically sound to genetically engineer a cat which people normally allergic to cats wouldn't have an adverse reaction to? Such things would lead to the development of technologies which could be used to genetically modify human beings. Many people would see this as wrong, even if it were used for example to eliminate genetic diseases, but other people would see it as their right to determine their offspring's genes and thus give them a better start in life than would be possible otherwise.
None of these moral issues can be resolved to everyone's satisfaction. Most of them can't even be resolved to the majority of people's satisfaction. So surely any attempt to regulate science based on ethics alone would merely make matters worse?

Every scientist should decide for themselves whether or not what they are doing is really the right thing; that should be their only responsibility, not to adhere to a set of "ethical rules" which they themselves might not even believe in. In turn, the people who provide them with funding should decide whether or not they believe that the scientists' research is ethically questionable and act accordingly. This way the ethical implications of any scientific research are taken into account without unjustly -- arbitrarily, even -- declaring a "right" answer to a question which can't really have one.
