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A Committee
In 2012, the Defense Advanced Research Projects Agency (DARPA) 
commissioned a consensus report from the National Research Council 
(NRC) on ethical and social issues associated with military research and 
development (R&D). The immediate prompt was concern over “emerging 
and readily available (ERA) technologies,” namely, ones whose impact 
depends on who gets access to the technologies and what they then do 
with them. Wikis might be seen as a friendly example of an ERA tech-
nology, an advance that many users have adapted to their own purposes. 
WikiLeaks might be seen as a form of friendly fire from that technol-
ogy. Performance-enhancing drugs and implants might be on their way 
to becoming additional examples. Designed to increase what officers can 
ask of their soldiers, these ERA technologies, once leaked to the civilian 
sector, might increase what employers can demand of their workers. 

DARPA’s interest was both principled and practical. It wanted to 
do the right thing, as defined by U.S. and international law, the Geneva 
Conventions, the laws of armed conflict, and similar prescriptions. How-
ever, DARPA also wanted to get the best results for its Department of 
Defense (DoD) clients, by keeping friends from inadvertently misusing 
new technologies and foes from maliciously appropriating them. An addi-
tional concern was stoking distrust that would impair DARPA’s ability to 
conduct R&D by undermining its social license to operate. The contro-
versy over its Total Information Awareness Program (c. 2003) presaged 
the National Security Agency’s experience, once its collection of metadata 
was revealed.
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The NRC answered DARPA’s question with its customary principled 
practicality. It convened a panel of vetted volunteers, with a university 
president and a veteran leader in government and industry as chairs. I was 
one of two behavioral scientists (along with Michael Gazzaniga), join-
ing engineers, ethicists, lawyers, physicians, and military officers. Our 
name echoed our Statement of Task: Committee on Ethical and Societal 
Implications of Advances in Militarily Significant Technologies that Are 
Rapidly Changing and Increasingly Globally Accessible. We produced a 
consensus report, bearing the National Academies’ seal of approval, with a 
slightly less cumbersome title: Emerging and Readily Available Technolo-
gies and National Security: A Framework for Addressing Ethical, Legal, 
and Societal Issues.1 

Our report has extensive background text, drafted mostly by the fine 
NRC staff. We made what were intended as forceful recommendations, 
calling on senior leaders of organizations responsible for such R&D to 
commit publicly to engaging ethical and social issues, and then to back 
that commitment by assigning identified individuals with functional 
accountability for addressing the issues. That engagement should be part 
of all stages of the R&D process and serious enough to cause projects to 
be reworked or even abandoned, if warranted. 

Our committee did not, however, make any specific recommenda-
tions regarding the principles or practices that R&D organizations should 
adopt. Rather, we offered an inventory of potentially relevant methods and 
perspectives, and then trusted our readers to use them well. We avoided 
specifics partly because we were covering such diverse topics (drones, 
spyware, prosthetics, etc.) and partly because we were so diverse. Thus, 
we sought words that each committee member found acceptable, recog-
nizing that they might mean something different for each of us. Here is 
what they meant to me. 

(In our terminology, “ethical” referred to identifying and weighing 
effects of R&D; “social” referred to the role of human behavior in deter-
mining those effects—as people appropriate, reject, use, and misuse new 
technologies.)

1. National Research Council, Emerging and Readily Available Technologies and 
National Security: A Framework for Addressing Ethical, Legal, and Societal Issues (Wash-
ington, DC: National Academy Press, 2013).
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Five Reasons for Endorsing a Strong, but Non-Specific Commitment to 
Addressing Ethical and Social Issues in Military R&D
1. Any acceptable consensus is better than none. DARPA asked for prin-
ciples that could inform its practice. Our recommendations asserted that 
such principles existed and should be central to military R&D. In the course 
of another committee’s work, Charles Lee (then of the United Churches of 
Christ, now at the Environmental Protection Agency) observed that hav-
ing a report from the National Academies entitled Toward Environmental 
Justice advanced the cause, whatever its contents.2 If DARPA adopted 
our recommendations, then perhaps other ARPAs (e.g., IARPA for intel-
ligence, E-ARPA for energy) would make ethical and social issues central 
to their work. 

2. Any specific situation requires situation-specific analyses. There are 
many ethical principles that might be relevant to an R&D project. Sorting 
them out requires thoughtful analysis—by ethicists, spiritual leaders, and 
others, in conjunction with those affected by the project. There are also 
many social factors that could affect the impacts of an R&D project (by 
shaping the behavior of people who might use or misuse the technology). 
Sorting out their net effects requires careful study of specific technologies. 
We would have alienated our audience had we trivialized the ethical and 
social issues by offering simplistic solutions. As a result, we preferred the 
risk of losing readers by drowning them in potentially relevant issues to 
the risk of losing them with facile pronouncements.

3. Serious analysis requires discourse. If ethical and social issues are 
central to the R&D process, then they must be part of its everyday life. 
To that end, there is no substitute for sustained discourse among those 
involved. Without such discourse, those individuals cannot absorb one 
another’s concerns nor make the interpersonal commitments needed to 
address difficult problems. Thus, even if we thought that we could make 
specific recommendations, our deliberations would be no substitute for 
discourse among the people who actually do R&D.

4. The morality of those conducting R&D must be assumed. We had 
no right to assume that the people managing R&D processes were any less 
moral than we were as their would-be advisors. Thus, our task was to help 

2. Committee on Environmental Justice, Health Sciences Policy Program, Health 
Sciences Section, Institute of Medicine, Toward Environmental Justice: Research, Educa-
tion, and Health Policy Needs (Washington, DC: National Academy Press, 1999).
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R&D workers to create morally acceptable technologies, not to exhort them 
to adopt that goal. Acting otherwise would have shown them disrespect 
and undermined the social norm of assuming others’ morality. As a result, 
our report was framed as offering points of access to ethical and social 
analyses that R&D workers might have inadvertently missed (e.g., behav-
ioral research unknown to those trained as natural scientists or engineers). 

5. Functional accountability requires attention to all relevant per-
spectives. Ethical analysis must consider the concerns of all groups whose 
welfare has standing. Those concerns might be represented directly by 
individuals drawn from those groups or indirectly by experts in their 
circumstances. Social analysis must consider the evidence produced by 
social scientists. Ensuring such attention requires leadership. Without it, 
the concerns of the powerful will dominate, while social science will be 
neglected in R&D processes dominated by natural scientists and engi-
neers. Our report called for many voices and sciences.

Discipline and Self-Discipline in the Advice-Giving Process
The National Academies’ review process solicited detailed comments from 
eighteen reviewers, with each comment receiving a detailed response. A 
Review Coordinator managed the process. A Review Monitor checked the 
Coordinator’s work. The comments and responses were longer than the 
report itself. 

This review process can more readily ensure a report’s fidelity to the 
scholarly and scientific literatures than its responsiveness to the prob-
lem. If reviewers spotted a missing citation, we had to acknowledge and 
address the omission. However, if reviewers disagreed with one of our rec-
ommendations, it was hard for them to prove us wrong. In our response, 
we could try to clarify, beg to differ, or defer the question to some future 
committee—enough for the Coordinator and Monitor to agree that we had 
not overstated our case. 

As a check on our work, we avoided some opportunities for self-serv-
ing behavior. We made no call for general research into ethical and social 
issues related to R&D or for the equivalent of Institutional Review Boards 
(IRBs) for the protection of human subjects. I supported the former omis-
sion because I believed that the R&D community would request research 
on its own if it had strong leadership and researchers demonstrated the 
value of their work. I supported the latter omission because I believed 
that R&D projects require continuous consideration of ethical and social 
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issues, so as to incorporate them in evolving designs (whereas IRBs evalu-
ate mature, and relatively inflexible, research proposals).

Readers of Telos might consider both the product and the process of 
our work. In terms of our product, they might ask how far strong leader-
ship, functional accountability, and an inventory of potentially relevant 
research can go toward making military R&D more sensitive to ethical 
and social issues. In terms of our process, they might ask how effective 
and legitimate consensus reports can be for addressing such complex and 
value-laden issues. 


