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Abstract with 3 clearly stated objectives in 250 words:

1) The role of an ethicist in an institutional review board (IRB) is to protect the subjects, by identifying

ethical issues raised by research projects. He must make sure that all laws and ethical standards

governing research are applied. He must also create ethical research guidelines, whose synthesis will

enhance consistency of decisions, facilitate research management, and promote justice among

researchers. This approach comes from the Jonson’s and Toulmin’s casuistry.

2) The ethicist, however, doesn’t hold a monopoly on ethics: we don’t need philosophy to know that we

can be honest, good, even wise and virtuous (Kant, Grounding of the Metaphysics of Morals). Habermas’

discourse ethics suggest the ethicist compares his views with other members of the IRB, each able to

freely express views in order to reach a rational consensus.

3)Ethicist’s work is not limited to discussions at IRB meetings. He also plays an active role upstream and

downstream research. Upstream, while meeting with the investigators before the submission of their

project to an IRB to identify ethical issues and find solutions (e.g. discussion about justice or about

communicating the eventual research results to the subjects). Downstream, while working with a

contract specialist in regards to a drug not yet commercially available at the end of the study.

In short, the ethicist must obtain a consensual decision (identifying ethical issues, creating norms, using

the art of discourse ethics and casuistry ). His work is similar to Plato’s weaver in Stateman: a person

who groups various patterns to form a finished artwork.
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