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And when they are faced with a moral di-
lemma, you offer three lines of advice: one is 
to avoid working with the military altogeth-
er, to choose some other research domain that 
provides civil benefits to society; another is to 
support lobbying for changes, for example, by 
becoming a member of a group like Scientists 
for Global Responsibility. Finally, they might 
encourage discussion of these issues within 
their institution. Do you get a good response 
from scientists?

Langley: They are very, very good if you 
tell them that what you’re talking to them 
about is going to be kept confidential. And, 
if they are sufficiently senior, they will tell 
you exactly what they think and most of the 
people with whom I’ve spoken who have 
come out and talked about ethical and mor-
al dilemmas, are definitely concerned about 
it. In my experience, if they receive mili-

tary funding scientists are more coy about 
talking to us, but once they start talking 
they seem to be aware that there are eth-
ical problems, and they come up with all 
sorts of ways in which they deal with that – 
some better than others! Nevertheless they 
are aware of it. Senior figures we’ve spoken 
to in both the military funded and non-mil-
itary funded areas do think it’s about time 
for this whole issue to be discussed openly 
and with independence rather than it be-
ing continually pushed under the mat and 
ignored.

In what context would they like to discuss 
this openly?

Langley: One of the suggestions is for a 
Royal Commission to determine what is the 
role of the university or what are universi-
ties for. And to try and reorientate where 

the expertise is most useful to face and deal 
with the problems of the world and socie-
ty today, to have discussions amongst their 
peers. Unfortunately, rather than foster-
ing a more open kind of science, most sci-
entists that I have spoken to are too busy 
trying to find money for their research or 
working with commercial clients who have 
a slightly different view of deadlines than 
maybe some scientists do to foster a more 
open kind of science. They need to actually 
spend some time stepping back from their 
research and trying to assess all of its di-
mensions, whether they are ethical, practi-
cal or scientific. A little bit more internalisa-
tion of the issues and more reflection would 
also be a good idea.

Do you speak publicly about your report? 
Have you spoken at most UK universities?

Langley: Well, SGR is a small 
organization but we do the best 
we can. I’m talking at Cambridge 
next week and at a conference 
in April on universities and the 

problems they are facing today for instance. 
The SGR website receives visits from many 
people who use the military project pages 
and download the Reports. But it takes a 
long time for change to come about. We’ve 
now published three reports about this is-
sue which we have sent to the government, 
who seem reluctant to engage about the 
concerns we raise. But this is a problem 
with the government in general. There are 
many people who have voiced support, in-
cluding many Members of Parliament. Peo-
ple are becoming much more aware and 
there is an extensive network of concerned 
scientists who are trying to make a change 
and they use our reports to point out some 
of the things which they would like to see 
changed. There’s a sort of multiplier effect 
that we have started.
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One fine day in the lab... by Leonid Schneider

Ok, Muller...

  ...publishing in Nature,

science; symposium invita-

tions; Grants from every-

 where;...

  ...How I hate the 

arrogant guy and 

his fancy knockout

 mice. Go get

 them, Tiger!

“It’s difficult, but scientists are pretty informed 
people, they can make a pretty good guess as 
to the likely outcomes of their research.”


