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What I’ll Do:  

 Brief Philosophical Introduction to Ethics 

 

 Ethical issues in wind generation? 

 

 Ethical issues in science and technology 

communications 

 

 



Ethics and Technology 

 Technologies reflect the values of those who 

develop them.  

 

 Many technologies change the evaluative 

perspective of those who use them.   
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 Technologies reflect the values of those who 

develop them.  

 

 Many technologies change the evaluative 

perspective of those who use them.   



A Very Brief Philosophical 

Introduction to Ethics 

 

 Whenever you make choices, you reveal your 

underlying values. 

 

 We can discover our values by digging out 

the reasons that lie behind our choices (and 

those of other people). 

 

 (There is always a risk of self-deception when 

we try to do this!) 



Bloggs Case #1 



Bloggs Case #1 

“Utilitarianism”: We have an obligation to 

do what will produce the greatest good for 

the greatest number.  (GHGN Principle) 



Bloggs Case #2 



Rights: 

 

 Would slicing and dicing Bloggs violate his rights?  
(What are rights?) 

 

 Right: A justified claim that an individual (or group) 
may make to certain objects or certain treatment by 
others, associated with an obligation to someone that 
cannot be overridden merely to produce the greatest 
good for the greatest number. 
 



Bloggs Case #2 

 

Bloggs’s right to X may take the form of: 

A claim that Bloggs may make to a particular 

object (e.g., his kidneys) 

A constraint on how Bloggs should be treated 

(e.g., he shouldn’t be killed for his organs) 

An obligation on others not to interfere with 

Bloggs’s doing X (e.g., his continuing to live) 



Ethical Theory 

 Kant: Categorical Imperative:  

 
 “Act only such that you could will the maxim on which 

you act as a universal law.” 

 

 “Act so that you treat humanity, whether in your own 
person or that of another, always as an end in itself, 
and never as a means only.” 

 

 Would ‘slicing and dicing’ Bloggs for his organs 
involve treating him as a mere means? 

 



Ethical Theory: 

 Killing v. Letting Die:  It has sometimes been 

argued that we have a moral duty not to kill, 

but no moral duty (or a lighter moral duty) not 

to let people die.   

 

 Does this distinction explain why we shouldn’t 

kill Bloggs for his organs? 



Bloggs Case #3 



Bloggs Case #3 

The ethics of acts vs. omissions 

The greater good vs. “clean hands” 



Ethical Theory: 

 

 
 We reveal our ethical views when we explain or justify 

our choices and behavior to others. 

 

 Ethical views can be thoughtless and unreflective, or 

thoughtful and reflective.   To the extent that we’re 

thoughtless and unreflective, our value system will lack 

integrity and depth.  

 

 If our values are shallow and incoherent, we will make 

bad decisions, …and we will be shallow and 

incoherent.  (?) 



Ethics and Technology 

 Where people 

disagree about 

policy or about 

technology, there 

are always values 

and ethical issues at 

play. 

Logo: North American Platform Against  

Wind Power 



Ethics and Technology 

 Know your critics.  

 

 Respect your critics. 

 

 Take critical 

arguments seriously 

and evaluate them 

with intellectual 

integrity. 

 

 



Ethics and Technology:   

of Birds and Wind Turbines?  

 

 Response 1:  

 Discredit critics 

 Work to change  

attitudes through 

rhetoric and 

deception. 

 Fight fire with fire. 

 

 

 Response 2:  

 Investigate the basis 

and validity of critical 

claims. 

 Marshal relevant 

evidence and 

reasons. 

 Work to persuade 

those who disagree. 



Ethics and Technology 

 

 Outcome: Mutual 

Respect, Agreement, 

and Harmony. 

 

 

 (Just like our federal 

legislatures.) 

 

 (In yer dreams!) 

 



Ethics and Technology 

 Outcome: Continued 

adamant and 

unyielding opposition 

even in the face of 

good reasons. 

 

 

 (We can’t always 

persuade those who 

disagree.) 

 



Ethics and Technology 

 “When two opposite points of view are expressed with 

equal intensity, the truth does not necessarily lie exactly 

halfway between them. It is possible for one side to be 

simply wrong.”     -Richard Dawkins 

 



Ethics in Science  

Communication?   

 

NSF Grant:  

 ETHICS IN SCIENCE COMMUNICATIONS 

 Principle Investigators:  

 Michael Dahlstrom, Journalism & 

 Communications 

 Jean Goodwin, Rhetoric & Speech    

 Communications 

 Mari Kemmis, Administrative Services 

 Clark Wolf, Philosophy/Political Science 

 

 



The questions:  

 Should scientists communicate with “the 

public” and with media sources about their 

research, about recent advances, or about 

science controversies in the news?  

 

 What ethical norms should govern 

communication in these contexts?  



When does Science 

Communication Go Bad? 

 

 Most work on Science 

Communication 

focuses on effective 

communication, not on 

the ethics of science 

communication.  
  



When does Science 

Communication Go Bad? 

 

 “It is simplicity that 

makes the uneducated 

more effective than the 

educated when 

addressing popular 

audiences.”   

  -Aristotle 



Science Communication:  

 Should you talk 

with that reporter, 

or hide in your lab 

and wait until she 

goes away?  



Proposed Answers:  

 Scientists have a presumptive responsibility 

to communicate with the public when funding 

sources are public. 

 

 Because they hold important and relevant 

information, Scientists have a presumptive 

responsibility to inform public discussion of 

science controversies, including a 

responsibility to speak with media sources 

when requested to do so.  
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to communicate with the public when funding 

sources are public. 

 

 Because they hold important and relevant 

information, Scientists have a presumptive 

responsibility to inform public discussion of 

science controversies, including a 

responsibility to speak with media sources 

when requested to do so.  



On presumptive obligations:  

 To say that someone has a presumptive moral 

obligation to do X simply means that there is a good 

moral reason for this person to do X.   

 

 These reasons may be ‘trumped’ or ‘overridden’ by 

competing reasons, and people frequently have 

competing obligations. 

 

 Scientists who don’t spend their time communicating 

with the public are not immoral for their lack of 

engagement.  



Evaluating Wind Energy 

Generation and in Energy Policy 

Will the growth of wind energy  

 …reduce our pollution and carbon footprint? 

 …have a significant impact on wildlife, 

including rare or threatened species? 

 …help us kick the fossil fuel habit? 

 …help to achieve “energy independence?” 

 …degrade our landscapes with “unsightly” 

turbines? 

 …? 

 



Ethical issues often address 

underlying ethical questions: 

 Q: Why decrease our carbon footprint? 

 A: Reduce rate of global environmental change? 

 R1: “You believe that climate crap?” 

 A: Technical? Evaluative? 

 R2: “Why should we care about climate change?” 

 A: Obligation to future generations? 

 A: Obligation to preserve the environment? 



Ethical issues involve technical 

elements and assumptions: 

 “Will the growth of wind energy help us to reduce 

our pollution and carbon footprint?” 

 

 Full cost accounting:  Need to consider all the 

carbon-costs associated with wind power, and 

balance them against the carbon-reduction. 

 

 Such cost/benefit accounting reflects a 

consequentialist value frame. 

 



Ethics of Science Communication 
In the News: 

 



Ethics of Science Communication 
In the News: 

Scientific American 

22 Oct 2012 

Scientific American 

22 October 2012 



Ethically Problematic Modes of 

Communication:  

 

 Advocacy Science 

 

 Framing Research Results 

 

 Hype 

 

 Spin 



Ethically Problematic Modes of 

Communication:  

 

 Advocacy Science: Two Senses:  

 

(1) Using scientific results to influence political 

process or social outcomes, or  

 

(2) Scientists use their professional status and 

prestige to try to influence political process or 

outcomes. 



Ethically Problematic Modes of 

Communication: Advocacy 

Example for consideration:  

James Hanson, NASA Goddard Institute  



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



Elizabeth Bertelson, 2011 Report on 

Advocacy in Science Communication (ISU).   

 

 First slide:   <17:0>  

 Second slide:  <14:2>  

 Third slide:   <17:0> 

 Fourth slide:    <17:0> 

 Fifth slide:   <14:2> 

 Sixth slide:   <9:7> 

 Seventh slide:  <5:11>  

 

 <#Appropriate: #Too politicized> 



Advocacy as an Ethical Issue? 

 Comment:  Just because many people (even a 

majority) judge some remark or action to be wrong 

(or morally problematical) it doesn’t follow that it was 

wrong.  This study shows us what people think, not 

what’s true. 

 

 “CEOs of fossil energy companies know what they are 

doing and are aware of long-term consequences of 

continued business as usual.  In my opinion, these CEOs 

should be tried for high crimes against humanity and 

nature.”  -James Hanson 



Advocacy as an Ethical Issue? 

 Note “priming” effect:  Would people judge 

the last slide to be inappropriate if it weren’t 

presented in context, with the investigator’s 

question? 

 
 “CEOs of fossil energy companies know what 

they are doing and are aware of long-term 

consequences of continued business as usual.  

In my opinion, these CEOs should be tried for 

high crimes against humanity and nature.”   

     --James Hanson 



 



Ethically Problematic Modes of 

Communication: Advocacy 

 Are there contexts 

where the effort to 

avoid ‘advocacy’ is 

itself misleading? 



Ethically Problematic Modes of 

Communication: Advocacy 

Hypotheses about the Ethics of Advocacy:  

 

 There is no duty to avoid advocacy, but advocacy 

may still sometimes be wrong, inappropriate, or 

unwise.   

 

 Decisions about advocacy are cost-benefit 

decisions: one weighs the cost (to reputation or to 

public perception of science) against the benefits 

(possible positive outcome of advocacy activities). 

 



Ethically Problematic Modes of 

Communication: Advocacy 

An Objection:   

 

Is this “cost/benefit” approach 

too politically calculating?  

Shouldn’t scientists simply 

report within their area of 

expertise, and let the chips fall 

where they may?  

 

Response to this objection? 



Ethically Problematic Modes of 

Communication: Advocacy 

Possible Responses:  

 

1) There’s no way around this 

cost/benefit approach in 

highly politicized contexts. 

 

2) Advocacy is not 

“Machiavellian” unless there 

is an intent to deceive.  



Ethically Problematic Modes of 

Communication: Framing 

 Framing:  Presenting information in a way that 

makes it more likely that the receiver will 

understand this information in the way the presenter 

intends or desires.  
 



Ethically Problematic Modes of 

Communication: Framing 



Ethically Problematic Modes of 

Communication: Framing 

 

 

 

“Framing is inevitable.  Spin is optional.” 

 -Chris Mooney 



Ethically Problematic Modes of 

Communication: Framing 

Hypotheses about Framing:   
 

1) Framing is unavoidable. When framing is 

unethical or wrong, it is wrong because it is 

inappropriately deceptive or misleading. 

  
2) Framing, in at least a minimal sense, is involved 

whenever a speaker appropriately identifies her 

audience, thinking about what matters to a 

representative audience member and how to ‘hook’ 

audience interest. 



Ethically Problematic Modes of 

Communication: Hype and Spin 

Spin: To spin one’s research results is to present or 

describe them in a selective mode that emphasizes 

the positive and de-emphasizes the negative. 
 

Hype: To hype one’s research results is to present 

them in a mode that extravagantly celebrates their 

positive features.  Hype may involve the use of 

words or communication formats that make one’s 

work appear to be more exciting, more 

“breakthrough-like” than it really is. 
 



Ethics of Science Communication 
In the News: 

 



Hype and Spin: A Tragic Example 

Arsenate Bacterium Debacle  

 October 2010:  

  NASA Astrobiology 

Unit announces a 

prospective news 

conference that will 

“impact the search 

for extraterrestrial 

life,” to take place on 

2 December 2010.   

???????????????? 



Hype and Spin: A Tragic Example 

Arsenate Bacterium Debacle  



Ethically Problematic Modes of 

Communication: Hype and Spin 



Hype and Spin: A Tragic Example 

Arsenate Bacterium Debacle  

 Bacterium named 

GFAJ-1   (!?) 

 Felicia Wolfe-Simon 

immediately rose to 

rock-star status:  

 Named among the 100 

most influential 

scientists in TIME 

 Spread in GLAMOUR 

magazine. 

 



Hype and Spin: A Tragic Example 

Arsenate Bacterium Debacle  

 Tremendous media and 

press attention. 

 

 Questions immediately 

arose about the claims 

made in the paper.  

 

 FW-S defended her 

work in public and in the 

press.  

 This controversy 

may have ended 

FWS’s career.  

 



Hype and Spin: A Tragic Example-

The Arsenate Bacterium Debacle 

 Rosie Redfield (UBC) 

analyzed DNA of GFAJ-1 

using liquid 

chromatography-mass 

spectrometry and could 

not detect any arsenic.  

 

 Called this a “clear 

refutation” and asked 

that the paper be 

retracted. 

 



Hype and Spin: A Tragic Example 

Arsenate Bacterium Debacle  

 

 Arsenic preference, 

or arsenic tolerance? 

 Questionable 

experimental 

design? 

 Overstatement of 

modest or early 

research results?  

 



Hype and Spin: A Tragic Example 

Arsenate Bacterium Debacle  
What went wrong here? 

 

 Cognitive Error: Misreading experimental results.   

 

 Communcation Disaster: ‘Hyping’ modest results.  

 

 Public Relations Disaster: “Cringe-worthy” press 

conference.   

 

 Post-Critique Response:  Wolfe-Simon dug her 

heels in.   



When is ‘Hype’ ethically wrong? 

Hypothesis about the ethics of Spin and Hype:  

Unethical “hype” is a form of misrepresentation.  It 

involves dishonestly representing one’s research 

results as more momentous or more certain      

(more ____?) than they really are.  

 

Problem:  All simplification involves some 

‘misrepresentation.’  When is the line crossed?  



Hype and Spin: A Tragic Example 

Arsenate Bacterium Debacle  
My Analysis (entirely disputable!):  

 

 FWS was a true believer (no intentional 

misrepresentation).   

 

 Should have been more skeptical about her 

research results. 

 

 May have been goaded by NASA and given bad 

advice and inadequate support from senior co-

authors (esp. Paul Davies) who should have 

protected her. 
 



Upshot:  

 

 There are indeed ethical issues involved in 

wind power generation and in science 

communication.  



Upshot: 

 Scientists involved in new, controversial, 

transformative research, or whose work is the 

subject of public discussion and debate need 

to know their critics, and to take them 

seriously. 



Upshot:  

 

 

 Failure to be aware 

of and thoughtful 

about these issues 

can be disastrous 

and tragic.  



Upshot:  

 We can’t avoid 

ethical challenges 

associated with 

scientific research 

by pretending that 

they do not exist.  



Thank you! 

Clark Wolf 

jwcwolf@iastate.edu 


