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Edited by Bonnie Steinbock. 747 pp. New York, Oxford 
University Press, 2007. $150. ISBN 978-0-19-927335-5.

T he Oxford Handbook of Bioethics endeav-
ors to take the pulse of contemporary bioeth-

ics. The avowed aim of the editor, Bonnie Stein-
bock, is to “provide an up-to-date picture of the 
state of the art in bioethics.” The book does not 
purport to address every issue in the field in an 
encyclopedic fashion; rather, it offers a “selective 
representation of some of the most important is-
sues in contemporary bioethics.” The resulting 
collection is impressive. It comprises 30 essays, 
largely philosophical in approach, in which sev-
eral luminaries of bioethics — alongside younger, 
up-and-coming scholars — offer thoughtful and 
challenging perspectives.

The book opens with contributions that address 
the various theories and methodologies used to 
resolve issues in bioethics. Discussion of these is-
sues has, alas, not always put bioethics in the best 
light. As James Childress notes in his essay, de-
bates about methods “tend to feature caricatures 
rather than real opponents.” These words are born 
of bitter experience. The “principles” approach, 
formulated by Childress and Tom Beauchamp, is 
arguably one of the most highly debated — and 
caricatured. In truth, as John Arras points out in 
his essay, “each of these disparate approaches to 
thinking about morality points us in helpful di-
rections.” Each approach captures something that 
is ethically salient; no approach captures every-
thing.

The remaining essays address substantive ques-
tions. Not surprisingly, the issues that are tradi-
tionally the staples of bioethicists are well repre-
sented here: Gerald Dworkin assesses the state 
of the debate over physician-assisted suicide, Don 
Marquis revisits abortion, Ronald Munson pro-
poses rules for the regulation of organ donation 
by living donors, and Steinbock addresses the eth-
ics of stem-cell research. A section on genetics 
and enhancements also provides ample food for 

thought, particularly for those whose ethical im-
peratives are in the future tense.

The book also addresses some of the broader 
and most pressing questions in bioethics. In a 
section on justice and policy, Benjamin Krohmal 
and Ezekiel Emanuel offer a moderate defense of 
two-tier health care systems. In a chapter in the 
section on research ethics, Florencia Luna, editor 
of Argentina’s first bioethics journal, addresses 
the ethical challenges that are presented by re-
search in developing countries. Her contribution 
is particularly welcome, and one must hope that 
it augurs well for the increased participation of 
South American, African, and Asian scholars in 
what should be a truly international discipline. 
The collection concludes with a short but impor-
tant section on public and global health, signal-
ing that bioethics is beginning to give these top-
ics the attention they deserve.

Scholars of the burgeoning subfield of neuro-
ethics — which has just spawned two journals 
devoted to the topic (American Journal of Bioethics: 
Neuroscience and Neuroethics) — may feel that their 
interests and concerns have been overlooked in 
this collection. But in a book of this nature, it 
would be invidious and arguably unfair to speak 
of omissions. Viewed as a whole, the book’s selec-
tion of essays colorfully conveys the majority of 
concerns that are addressed by contemporary bio-
ethics.

The gaps most worthy of comment are not 
Steinbock’s but those of the discipline as a whole. 
The editor acknowledges in her introduction that 
when the biochemist Van Rensselaer Potter coined 
the term “bioethics” more than 35 years ago, he 
envisaged a broader discipline than the bioethics 
of today and, in particular, one that addressed 
questions of environmental ethics. Although the 
tide may now be turning, as Steinbock suggests, 
those questions have clearly been neglected by 
bioethics to date.

Another topic calling out for attention — and 
touched on by Jonathan Moreno in his essay on 
bioterrorism — is the ethical responsibilities of 
corporate actors whose conduct also has a direct 
and substantial effect on health. The list of actors 
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should not be limited to health maintenance or-
ganizations, pharmaceutical companies, and cor-
porate providers of health care. It should also in-
clude, among others, the food industry — its 
manufacturing and marketing practices have un-
doubtedly contributed to the obesity epidemic, and 
its current research initiatives and related health 
claims are attempts to reshape the public’s views 
about food and nutrition.

As this book makes clear, contemporary bio-
ethics is alive and well. But if it is to mature as a 
discipline and age with grace, bioethics must keep 
broadening its horizons.
Jonathan H. Marks, M.A., B.C.L.
Pennsylvania State University 
University Park, PA 16802 
marks@psu.edu
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Neuroethics is the name recently ap-
plied to the ethical issues that arise from ad-

vances in neuroscience — particularly brain sci-
ence. During the past 5 years, neuroethics has 
grown from an obscure area of interest to a de-
fined discipline with its own scholars, books, jour-
nals, professional society, meetings, and Web sites. 
In 2005, Reinhard Merkel and six other scholars 
from Germany, Belgium, and the Netherlands who 
have backgrounds in clinical and basic neurosci-
ence, philosophy, and law formed a study group 
to systematically analyze brain interventions, an 
essential problem in neuroethics. Written jointly 
by the study group, this book provides the group’s 
ethical, legal, and social analyses, as well as its 
recommendations for preliminary guidelines and 
further study.

The authors devote the first half of the book to 
descriptions of current techniques of brain inter-
vention that generate the ethical problems they 
analyze in the second half. They describe the his-
torical development of each technique, its current 
status, and the nature of the ethical issues it has 
produced or may later produce. They consider the 
psychopharmacology of childhood disorders, neu-
rotransplantation, gene transfer, neurologic en-

hancement, central neural prostheses, electrical 
brain stimulation, and psychosurgery. These chap-
ters provide current, accurate data and impartial 
accounts of the ethical issues.

Part II of the book is completely different. In 
the 100-page initial chapter, the authors offer a 
biophilosophical analysis of personhood, personal 
identity, and personality. Although interesting, this 
material is pursued to a conceptual depth that is 
greater than necessary for most readers and out of 
proportion to the coverage of material in other 
chapters. The chapter on the ethics of neurologic 
enhancement is particularly well done, with care-
ful and clear discussions of the difficulties of dis-
tinguishing enhancement from therapy; reason-
able guidelines are also included. The authors end 
the book with a chapter that is a summary of their 
conclusions and recommendations; it is also re-
printed in the original German.

The authors do a commendable job of review-
ing analyses by other scholars and recommenda-
tions by expert panels in several other countries 
(particularly the U.S. President’s Council on Bio-
ethics 2003 report, Beyond Therapy: Biotechnology and 
the Pursuit of Happiness), but there is an inevitable 
cultural bias toward European standards and laws. 
Of course, the same criticism can be made about 
reports that were written in the United States and 
elsewhere. Although these biases do not affect the 
authors’ analyses or conclusions, their applicabil-
ity will be limited by laws and practices within 
their countries.

Merkel and colleagues draw firm and reason-
able conclusions. They focus on informed consent 
and approved protocols as the principal means for 
mitigating the ethical problems that arise from 
innovative research and practice in neuroscience. 
They conclude that neurologic enhancement in 
healthy persons is not a genuine part of the respon-
sibility of health care professionals and that en-
hancements that cannot be classified as preventive 
of disease or disability should not be included in 
the sphere of “proper” medicine as a social system. 
As a result, the authors recommend that research 
on techniques that would be used solely for mental 
enhancement should not be subsidized by public 
funds that are earmarked for health care. They 
recommend a moratorium on surgical interven-
tions and electromagnetic brain stimulation that 
are intended solely to enhance cognitive function in 
children, even with parental consent, until a social 
consensus on normative issues has been achieved.




