
Research Ethics:
A Philosophical Guide to the Responsible
Conduct of Research

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-0-521-18708-4- Research Ethics: A Philosophical Guide to the Responsible Conduct of Research 
Gary Comstock
Frontmatter
More information

Excerpt
Index

http://www.cambridge.org/9780521187084
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-0-521-18708-4- Research Ethics: A Philosophical Guide to the Responsible Conduct of Research 
Gary Comstock
Frontmatter
More information

Excerpt
Index

http://www.cambridge.org/9780521187084
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


Research Ethics:
A Philosophical Guide to the Responsible
Conduct of Research
Gary Comstock
Professor of Philosophy at the Department of Philosophy and Religious Studies,
North Carolina State University,
North Carolina, USA

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-0-521-18708-4- Research Ethics: A Philosophical Guide to the Responsible Conduct of Research 
Gary Comstock
Frontmatter
More information

Excerpt
Index

http://www.cambridge.org/9780521187084
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


www.cambridge.org
Information on this title: www.cambridge.org/9780521187084

© Cambridge University Press 2013

This publication is in copyright. Subject to statutory exception
and to the provisions of relevant collective licensing agreements,
no reproduction of any part may take place without
the written permission of Cambridge University Press.

First published 2012

Printed in the United Kingdom by Clays, St Ives, plc.

A catalogue record for this publication is available from the British Library

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Research ethics : a philosophical guide to the responsible conduct
of research / Gary Comstock.

p. cm.
ISBN 978-0-521-18708-4 (Paperback)
1. Research–Moral and ethical aspects. 2. Scientists–Professional ethics.

I. Comstock, Gary, 1954–
Q180.55.M67R465 2012
174–dc23

2012017172

ISBN 978-0-521-18708-4 Paperback

Cambridge University Press has no responsibility for the persistence or
accuracy of URLs for external or third-party internet websites referred to
in this publication, and does not guarantee that any content on such
websites is, or will remain, accurate or appropriate.

Every effort has been made in preparing this book to provide accurate
and up-to-date information which is in accord with accepted standards
and practice at the time of publication. Although case histories are drawn
from actual cases, every effort has been made to disguise the identities of the
individuals involved. Nevertheless, the authors, editors and publishers can
make no warranties that the information contained herein is totally free from
error, not least because clinical standards are constantly changing through
research and regulation. The authors, editors and publishers therefore
disclaim all liability for direct or consequential damages resulting from the
use of material contained in this book. Readers are strongly advised to pay
careful attention to information provided by the manufacturer of any
drugs or equipment that they plan to use.

University Printing H ouse, Cambridge C B2 8BS, United K ingdom 

Cambridge University Press is part of the University of Cambridge.

It furthers the University s
,
’  mission by disseminating knowledge in the pursuit of  

education, learning and research at the highest internationallevels of excellence.

Reprinted 2014

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-0-521-18708-4- Research Ethics: A Philosophical Guide to the Responsible Conduct of Research 
Gary Comstock
Frontmatter
More information

Excerpt
Index

http://www.cambridge.org/9780521187084
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


To

Marie Pippert Comstock and Roy Louis Comstock

their lives and their love
an expanding circle

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-0-521-18708-4- Research Ethics: A Philosophical Guide to the Responsible Conduct of Research 
Gary Comstock
Frontmatter
More information

Excerpt
Index

http://www.cambridge.org/9780521187084
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-0-521-18708-4- Research Ethics: A Philosophical Guide to the Responsible Conduct of Research 
Gary Comstock
Frontmatter
More information

Excerpt
Index

http://www.cambridge.org/9780521187084
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


Contents

List of Contributing Authors xi
Acknowledgments xiii

Introduction 1
The goal of this book is to welcome researchers into the community of question-
askers 1
The problem facing new researchers is that research pressures undermine vocations 2
The solution is not RCR training or a series of unconnected lectures and online
exercises 4
The solution is a vibrant moral community and a coherent introduction to ethical
thinking 7
Research means asking questions and looking for answers 8
Ethics means asking questions and looking for answers about right and wrong, and
good and bad 10
The plan of this book is to introduce the RCR topics organized as an expanding moral
circle 14

Part A – Protect my interests 21
Graduate students have diverse interests 21
. . . yet all have a common set of duties 22
. . . including the duty to avoid research misconduct 22
Case study: “Can of worms,” by John Allen 24
. . . and to blow the whistle 30
But is whistle-blowing really in an egoist’s interests? 31
Kinds of interests 32
Rational egoism is the view that one should always act to best satisfy one’s categorical
interests 34
How to proceed as an egoist 35

1 Report misconduct 39
What is cheating? 39
Is cheating unethical for egoists? 41
No: egoists have reasons to cheat 41
Yes: egoists have stronger reasons not to cheat 43
. . . because they have their own internal filters 44
. . . and are surrounded by cheater detectors 47
. . . cheater detectors who disapprove of cheaters 49
. . . and punish cheaters 51

vii

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-0-521-18708-4- Research Ethics: A Philosophical Guide to the Responsible Conduct of Research 
Gary Comstock
Frontmatter
More information

Excerpt
Index

http://www.cambridge.org/9780521187084
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


. . . and, furthermore, the community requires whistle-blowing 53
So, in situations of confusion and ambiguity, honesty seems the best policy – even
for egoists 54

2 Avoid plagiarism 58
Protect myself against charges of plagiarism 58
Can I get away with it? 61
Exercise: “Recognize plagiarism,” by Charlotte Bronson and Gary Comstock 62
Why words matter to the egoist 64
Conclusion 66

3 Beware intuition 68
Egoists must be conscious of observation bias 68
. . . wary of misleading heuristics 69
. . . and on guard against self-misunderstanding 71
. . . not to mention probability ineptness 72
Case study: “Monty Hall,” by Keith Devlin 72
To safeguard judgments against prejudice and intuition, engage others 76

4 Justify decisions 79
Give reasons to justify your decisions 79
. . . especially in borderline cases 79
Case study: “What’s in a picture? The temptation of image manipulation,” by Mike
Rossner and Kenneth M. Yamada 80
Conclusion: some reservations about egoism 87

Part B – Promote our interests 91
Graduate students sign diverse contracts 92
Yet all are part of one contractual community 93
. . . in which giving reasons comes naturally 95
. . . because we are emotional, social animals 97
. . . and yet the community is constantly threatened by unreasonable decisions 99
Reason-giving contractualism is the view that a person should always act in accord with
principles that no free and equal person could reasonably reject 100
How to proceed as a contractualist 102

5 Articulate reasons 105
Professional codes articulate two types of rules 106
Common rules that members should internalize 106
Specific rules that members should examine critically 107
. . . and be able to justify 108
Case study: The Ecological Society of America Code of
Ethics 108
Background essay: “Utilitarianism and the evolution of ecological ethics,” by Gary
Varner 111
Conclusion 117

viii Contents

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-0-521-18708-4- Research Ethics: A Philosophical Guide to the Responsible Conduct of Research 
Gary Comstock
Frontmatter
More information

Excerpt
Index

http://www.cambridge.org/9780521187084
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


6 Write cooperatively 118
Background essay: “Responsible authorship,” by James R. Wilson, Lonnie Balaban and Gary
Comstock 118
Case study: “Authorship: new faculty,” by James R. Wilson, Daniel J. Robison and Gary
Comstock 124
Guidelines: “Publication ethics: a common sense guide,” by Wesley E. Snyder 130

7 Protect manuscripts 133
A peer reviewer is an implicit contractor 133
Background essay: “Peer review,” by James R. Wilson 133
How to proceed as a peer reviewer 142

8 Clarify statistics 144
Collect data responsibly 144
. . . and guard its confidentiality 145
Case study: “What educated citizens should know about statistics and probability,” by
Jessica Utts 146
Conclusion: some reservations about contractualism 152

Part C – Respect strangers’ rights 155
Graduate students have various legal rights 157
Yet all have the same moral rights 158
Moral rights theories are views that hold that one should always respect the dignity of
others 162
Case study: human pesticide toxicity testing 163

9 Inform subjects 169
Introduction 169
What informed consent is 170
Why it’s complicated 170
Why it’s hard to get 172
Why it matters 176
Background essay: “Informed consent and the construction of values,” by Douglas
MacLean 177
How to get experimental subjects’ informed consent: sample form 181

10 Mentor inclusively 184
A mentor is a counselor 184
Background essay: “Mentoring,”
by Ellen Hyman-Browne (Deceased), Michael Kalichman and Daniel Vasgird 185
Exercise: “Interview your mentor,” by Gary Comstock and Charlotte Bronson 195
Case study: “Why ‘female’ science professor?” by Female Science Professor 197
Case study: “NIH uncovers racial disparity in grant awards,” by Jocelyn Kaiser 199
Conclusion 201

11 Recognize property 202
Introduction 202

Contents ix

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-0-521-18708-4- Research Ethics: A Philosophical Guide to the Responsible Conduct of Research 
Gary Comstock
Frontmatter
More information

Excerpt
Index

http://www.cambridge.org/9780521187084
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


Who owns your data? 202
Background essay: “Intellectual property,” by Adam Cureton, Douglas MacLean, Jami
Taylor and Henry Schaffer 203
Case study: “DNA patents and human dignity,” by David B. Resnik 212
Conclusion 216

12 Reveal conflicts 218
Introduction 218
Background essay: “Shared responsibility, individual integrity: scientists addressing
conflicts of interest in biomedical research,” Federation of American Societies for
Experimental Biology 221
Conclusion: some reservations about rights 226

Part D – Honor all interests 229
Research aims at a variety of good consequences 231
Naive utilitarianism requires maximizing good consequences 231
. . . while assigning all like interests an equal weight 232
But not all good consequences are acceptable 234
Two-level utilitarianism is the view that one should habitually act to respect rights but
when thinking critically should maximize good consequences 235
. . . including good consequences for sentient animals 238
Conclusion: how to proceed as a utilitarian 240

13 Treat humanely 243
Everyday rules for treating animals humanely in research 243
Critical thinking about using animals in research 246
Background essay: “The case for the use of animals in biomedical research,”
by Carl Cohen 247
Background essay: “Util-izing animals” by Hugh LaFollette and Niall Shanks
(Deceased) 253
Conclusion 265

14 Preserve environments 267
Ecosystems have utility for future people and animals 268
Background essay: “The ethics of climate change,” by John Broome 269
Conclusion 273

15 Cultivate responsibility 274
Background essay: “Wingspread declaration on renewing the civic mission of the
American research university,” by Harry Boyte and Elizabeth Hollander 276
Conclusion: some reservations about two-level utilitarianism 281

Conclusion 285

Index 288

x Contents

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-0-521-18708-4- Research Ethics: A Philosophical Guide to the Responsible Conduct of Research 
Gary Comstock
Frontmatter
More information

Excerpt
Index

http://www.cambridge.org/9780521187084
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


List of Contributing Authors

John Allen
Senior Editor, On Wisconsin Magazine,
Wisconsin Alumni Association,
Madison, WI, USA

Lonnie Balaban
Editor and writer, Cary, NC, USA

Harry Boyte
Co-Director, Center for Democracy
and Citzenship, Minneapolis, MN, USA

Charlotte Bronson
Professor of Plant Pathology and Associate
Vice President for Research, Iowa State
University, Ames, IA, USA

John Broome
White’s Professor of Moral
Philosophy and Fellow of Corpus
Christi College, University of Oxford,
Oxford, UK

Carl Cohen
Professor of Philosophy, University of
Michigan, Ann Arbor, MI, USA

Adam Cureton
Assistant Professor of Philosophy,
University of Tennessee, Knoxville, TN, USA

Keith Devlin
Executive Director, Human-Sciences and
Technologies Advanced Research Institute,
Stanford University, Stanford, CA, USA

Female Science Professor, a full professor
in a physical sciences field at a large
research university, Monty Hall

Elizabeth Hollander
Senior Fellow, Tisch College of Citizenship
and Public Service, Tufts University,
Medford, MA, USA

Ellen Hyman-Browne (Deceased)
Formerly Research Compliance
Officer, Children’s Hospital, Philadelphia,
PA, USA

Michael Kalichman
Director, Research Ethics Program,
University of California, San Diego,
CA, USA

Jocelyn Kaiser
Staff Writer, Science, Washington DC,
USA

Hugh LaFollette
Cole Chair in Ethics, University of
South Florida St. Petersburg,
St. Petersburg, FL, USA

Douglas MacLean
Professor of Philosophy, University
of North Carolina, Chapel Hill,
NC, USA

David B. Resnik
Bioethicist and Institutional Review Board
Chair, National Institutes of Health
Sciences, NC, USA

Daniel J. Robison
Professor of Forestry and Associate Dean
for Research, College of Natural Resources,
North Carolina State University, Raleigh,
NC, USA

Mike Rossner
Executive Director, Rockefeller University
Press, New York, NY, USA

Henry Schaffer
Professor Emeritus of Genetics and
Biomathematics, North Carolina State
University, Raleigh, NC, USA

xi

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-0-521-18708-4- Research Ethics: A Philosophical Guide to the Responsible Conduct of Research 
Gary Comstock
Frontmatter
More information

Excerpt
Index

http://www.cambridge.org/9780521187084
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


Niall Shanks (Deceased)
Formerly Curtis D. Gridley Distinguished
Professor of History and Philosophy
of Science, Wichita State University,
KA, USA

Wesley E. Snyder
Professor of Electrical and Computer
Engineering, North Carolina State
University, Raleigh, NC, USA

Jami Taylor
Assistant Professor, Political Science and
Public Administration, University of
Toledo, Toledo, OH, USA

Jessica Utts
Professor and Chair, Statistics, University
of California, Irvine, CA, USA

Gary Varner
Professor of Philosophy, Texas A&M
University, College Station, TX, USA

Daniel Vasgird
Director, Office of Research Integrity and
Compliance, West Virginia University,
Morgantown, WV, USA

James R. Wilson
Professor of Industrial Engineering,
North Carolina State University, Raleigh,
NC, USA

Kenneth M. Yamada
NIH Distinguished Investigator and Chief,
Laboratory of Cell and Developmental
Biology, National Institute of Dental and
Craniofacial Research, Bethesda, MD, USA

xii List of Contributing Authors

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-0-521-18708-4- Research Ethics: A Philosophical Guide to the Responsible Conduct of Research 
Gary Comstock
Frontmatter
More information

Excerpt
Index

http://www.cambridge.org/9780521187084
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


Acknowledgments

In the second half of this century’s first decade, I was privileged to participate in a
wide-ranging conversation about the teaching of research ethics. The conversation or, more
accurately, conversations occurred primarily among those scholars involved in a project
known as the Model Curriculum for Land Grant Universities in Research Ethics
(LANGURE). More than a hundred faculty and graduate students contributed to
LANGURE, and their creativity and imagination inspired me to write this book. Our goal
was to develop a novel curriculum in the responsible conduct of research (RCR), a
curriculum that would take a philosophical approach to the topic and emphasize the
centrality of senior members of the community in RCR pedagogy. I’ll say more about these
goals and assumptions in the Introduction. Before proceeding, however, I wish to acknow-
ledge those who helped to shape the ideas expressed in these pages. There are many and – at
the risk of forgetting someone – I venture to acknowledge them all.

Christine Grant and Brenda Alston-Mills served with me as LANGURE’s co-principal
investigators. It is a privilege to acknowledge their contributions. Two brilliant and creative
scholars, each was an indefatigable source of critical insight and good humor. It was an honor
and a delight to work alongside them. As this book is one of the “deliverables” of our project
and supported by the National Science Foundation (NSF Grant 0530217), we are required to
add that any opinions, findings and conclusions or recommendations expressed in this
material are those of the author and do not necessarily reflect the views of NSF.

For fixing some of my mistaken views about moral philosophy and helping me to get
right whatever is right in the overall structure of the book, four philosophical tutors deserve
special credit. Gary Varner persuaded me of the virtues of R. M. Hare’s two-level utilitarian
ethical theory years ago and he commented extensively on many of these chapters. Doug
MacLean helped me to sharpen the exposition of contractualism, argued vigorously with me
about the plausibility of egoism, and registered more complaints about the pedagogical
wisdom of featuring egoism – as I do – as the first ethical theory that a reader will here
encounter. Rob Streiffer and Terry McConnell read almost all of the manuscript, pointing
out passages where the argument needed clarification and strengthening. Both saved me
from numerous errors. Rob has also helped me to appreciate the role that ethicists may play
in public policy discussions. I am deeply indebted to these four exemplary scholars and
honored to call them friends.

Others helped too. David Resnik, Dan Vasgird, and Jami Taylor commented on several
chapters. Spencer Muse saved me from making more than one gaffe in the discussion of
statistical methods. Members of the OpenSeminar in Research Ethics made numerous
contributions. It’s imperative that I say a further word about this productive informal
research group because I invoke it, and even presume to speak as a representative of it,
throughout the book.

The OpenSeminar in Research Ethics (openseminar.org/ethics) is a repository of open-
source courses in responsible conduct of research. The courses are created, maintained, and
updated by senior scholars. These scholars, experts in mentoring junior researchers as they
prepare to become professionals, constitute a diverse, informal online community.
I gratefully acknowledge the contributions of the OpenSeminar group, especially those

xiii

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-0-521-18708-4- Research Ethics: A Philosophical Guide to the Responsible Conduct of Research 
Gary Comstock
Frontmatter
More information

Excerpt
Index

http://www.cambridge.org/9780521187084
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


who serve on its Advisory Board: Brenda Alston-Mills, Chi Anyansi-Archibong, Alan Beck,
Dian Dooley, Christine Grant, Douglas MacLean, Terrance McConnell, Mildred Pointer,
David Preston, Rob Streiffer, and Clark Wolf. The managing editors are Anita Gordon,
Carol Fedor, David Edelman, Jamaal Pitt, Jorge Ferrer, and Sadashiva Naik. Members who
contributed overviews of ethical issues in their disciplines to the website include: Man-Sung
Yim, Jun Li, and Tatjana Jevremovic; Tom Wentworth and Kristen Rosenfeld; Brooke
Edmunds, Eric Davis and Gerald Holmes; David Wright; Emily Vollmer, Nancy Creamer
and Paul Mueller; Michael Paesler; Martha Scotford and Traci Rose Rider; Abigail
Cameron, Stephanie Teixeira and Michael Schulman; and David Johnston, Billy Williams,
and Phil Lewis. Members who made indirect contributions to this volume include David
Musick, Janet Malek, Gene Spafford, George Bodner, Mulumebet Worku, Veronica Nwosu,
Robin Liles, Bruce Harmon, Michael Peters, A. G. Rud, Andrew Hirsch, Jothi Kumar, James
Svara, Surya Mallapragada, and Tom Wentworth. I have benefited from conversations
about research ethics with Mark Sagoff and Rachelle Hollander, but never as thoroughly
as when we worked together on a grant proposal for an online research ethics center. To
everyone mentioned here, thank you.

I am also grateful to other scientists, engineers, social scientists, and humanists with
whom I have worked in various collaborative efforts to institutionalize the teaching of
research ethics education. I must especially recognize Michael Paesler and Jim Wilson.
Under Paesler’s leadership, the North Carolina State University Physics Department began
to require a one-credit course in research ethics of all of its doctoral students. Under
Wilson’s leadership, the NC State and engineering communities have come to understand
better the moral dimensions of authorship and peer review practices. Jim’s work is the basis
of Chapters 6 and 7.

I learned about various aspects of ethical issues in different scientific disciplines when
serving on the editorial committee of the third edition of On Being a Scientist (2009).
Thanks to the members of that group: Carolyn Bertozzi, John Ahearne, Francisco Ayala,
Andrea L. Bertozzi, David Bishop, Frances Houle, Deborah G. Johnson, Michael Loui,
Rebecca R. Richard-Kortum, Nick Steneck, and Michael J. Zigmond.

I worked on the book while in residence at the National Humanities Center as an
Autonomy, Singularity, Creativity Fellow (2007–09) and am deeply indebted to the NHC
staff, the other Fellows and, especially, to Geoffrey Harpham, Director, for their unflagging
encouragement. Thanks, as well, to Ruben Carbonell and Raj Narayan of the Kenan
Institute for Engineering, Technology, and Science, and Michael Pendlebury, Head of my
Department, for arranging the material conditions that made it possible for me to complete
the manuscript. The Kenan Institute provided assistance during 2009–11, and my Depart-
ment contributed more than one off-campus research assignment.

Jennifer Manion provided critical editorial feedback and incisive suggestions to
improve the arguments of Parts A–D. Her sharp eye identified many a grammatical
jumble, her sharp pencil untangled the messes, and the result of her work was
dramatic improvement in the clarity of my prose. Jane Seakins at Cambridge University
Press cheerfully kept the project on track.

Finally, thank you to my mentor and confidant, Tom Regan. Tom first encouraged
me to study research ethics, helped me to refine my understanding of moral rights and,
among many other things, stood by me through more than one difficult day. It is
unusual to find great courage, intelligence, and kindness in a man. Tom has them all

xiv Acknowledgments

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-0-521-18708-4- Research Ethics: A Philosophical Guide to the Responsible Conduct of Research 
Gary Comstock
Frontmatter
More information

Excerpt
Index

http://www.cambridge.org/9780521187084
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


in equal measure. I am glad to have the opportunity to recognize his virtues and salute
his lifetime of achievement.

}}}

I dedicate the book to Mom and Dad. I suspect that they have no idea how much their
support has meant to me, especially during the last few years. Children are fortunate when
they believe with reason that their parents are the best parents in the world. But I am
more fortunate still, because everyone I know says my parents are the best parents they
know of, too.

Acknowledgments xv

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-0-521-18708-4- Research Ethics: A Philosophical Guide to the Responsible Conduct of Research 
Gary Comstock
Frontmatter
More information

Excerpt
Index

http://www.cambridge.org/9780521187084
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org

	http://www: 
	cambridge: 
	org: 


	9780521187084: 


