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Manual for research ethics committees.
Edited by Sue Eckstein. Cambridge University Press,
Cambridge 2003. 578pp. £120.

The Manual for research ethics committees from King’s College,

London, was first produced by Clare Foster in 1992 as a compendi-

um of guidance issued by sundry professional bodies, and accom-

panied by some short essays to assist a basic understanding of 

ethical review. The manual grew with each edition: one folder

became two large ones. The old format has now been dispensed

with and this new sixth edition is a hardback book of 578 pages. 

Its two parts (the essays and the guidance) are divided into four 

sections: fundamental ethical and legal considerations; the research

process; protecting the interests of research participants; and

international research. 

What might the research ethics committee (REC) member want

from such a manual? First and foremost, the collection of published

guidance. Some has been abbreviated in order to save space, but the

essentials have been kept with the full text included in references. 

The most notable and explicit omissions are those (admittedly now 

outdated) from the Royal College of Physicians. Chapter 69 of the

book provides an astonishing list of international codes, declarations,

guidelines etc, with advice on how to track down this information.

There are lots of web addresses.

Given the international differences in ethical review structures,

this is a very British book. Key European documents including the

EU Directive 2001/20/EC are reproduced. I looked in vain for signif-

icant omissions of published guidance: it’s all here and as up to date

as one could reasonably expect – the Council for International

Organizations of Medical Sciences (CIOMS) 2002 revision included. 

Some areas have attracted more attention than others. For example,

apart from that of the National Union of Students, there is no 

guidance on non-patient human volunteer studies from a profes-

sional body. The Association of the British Pharmaceutical Industry

guidance is excellent, but there is surely a role for independent advice.

Reservations grow when one turns back to Part 1. The book

would surely have been improved by reversing the two parts, so that

the essays supplement the guidance. It is the latter that makes the

manual indispensible, rather than just another multi-author book.

The quality of the essays is highly variable. Utilitarianism is not the

best starting point and the opening chapter disappoints. A ‘right to

be included’ in research appears without any justification; while the

primary moral duty when recruiting to research is surely not 

consent, still less non-discriminatory subject selection. Rather it is

to ensure either equipoise or – notably in non-therapeutic studies –

minimal risk. Without equipoise/minimal risk, no research can be

ethical, with or without consent. A chapter on the history of

research regulation avoids any mention of the seminal contribution

of the RCP, omits the Department of Health’s 1991 guidance and

makes the extraordinary assertion that in the UK the making of 

regulations on the conduct of medical research has depended on

having a scandal. But the ‘scandal’ of the Griffiths Inquiry of 2000

was the lack of a research governance framework and not primarily

a research ethics issue. In fact the development of research ethics

review in the UK is a less exciting story. The chapter on com-

plementary medicine fails to discuss how research that cannot

be scientifically justified can be ethically justified; and makes

the assertion that NHS RECs are ‘arguably obliged’ to vet research

on any application affecting the well-being of human subjects.

A justification would be nice. The vexed issue of differentiating

between audit and research gets half a page, with no discussion –

yet this is a common problem for RECs. There is much of value in

these chapters but the link to the published guidance is often

unclear.

How might this be improved for a seventh edition? One of the

needs of REC members is to understand the structures of research.

Experimental designs may be pragmatic or explanatory or mixed;

cluster trials generate different questions to individual randomisa-

tions; epidemiology has its own methods. Some classification and

description would help. Ethical decisions are often simple if the

issue or method is understood. Secondly, the individual contribu-

tions need to be more even, with a better link to the guidance that

is the book’s main strength. Thus if the first item of guidance in the

section on fundamental legal and ethical considerations is the

Declaration of Helsinki, the starting point might be the moral desir-

ability of good research, the protection of the patient, the nature of

the doctor’s duty and what it means to say that medical research

‘must conform to generally accepted scientific principles’.

Nevertheless, this single volume compendium is enormously

valuable. It should be in the hands of all those with an interest in the

regulation of research in human subjects in the UK and will have

much of interest to those in other countries as well.
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Science: a history 1543–2001.
By John Gribbin. Penguin, London 2003. 672pp. £8.99.

John Gribbin, an astrophysicist with a track record as an author of

readable popular science books, has set out to cover the history of

science in a single volume. He has deliberately ignored the work of

the Ancients, and Islamic and Chinese scientists and concentrated

only on the development of modern Western science. The year

1543, which at first glance seems a strange choice of starting 

point, marks, as Gribbin cogently argues, the birth of science as we 

understand it today. In that year Andreas Vesalius published De

Humani Corporis Fabrica (‘On the structure of the human body’),

the text that marked the beginning of the breaking of medicine’s ties
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with the teachings of Galen and Hippocrates. In the same year

Copernicus published De Revolutionibus Orbium Coelestium (‘On

the revolutions of celestial bodies’) promulgating his then heretical

theories on the structure of our solar system. 

Prior to the Renaissance, Europe was an intellectual backwater

ravaged by plagues and waves of invasions from the East. The tech-

nological, philosophical and scientific advances of the Greeks and

Romans were largely unknown. Among the small number of literate

scholars the teachings of Pythagoras, Plato and Hippocrates

remained unquestioned as the works of a superior civilisation. The

Catholic Church was the major European intellectual power and 

its monasteries the major repositories of knowledge. Earth was

believed to be at the centre of the Universe and man was God’s 

chosen creature, set apart from all other life by virtue of this 

exalted position. 

The Renaissance heralded the development of new technologies

such as the printing press, and with these came the slow blossoming

of scientific curiosity. The works of 1543 were a watershed, marking

the start of modern scientific thought and a breaking of intellectual

shackles that bound Renaissance thinkers to the teachings of the

Greeks and Romans. Vesalius and Copernicus paved the way for 

the likes of Galileo and Newton to develop the scientific method as

we understand it today – the proving of hypotheses through careful

experimentation and practical validation.

Gribbin provides a well-researched and highly readable account

of the developments from 1543 to the modern day. The narrative

starts as a gentle stroll through the early developments of

Renaissance science. There are extensive potted biographies of the

important founding fathers of modern scientific disciplines. As the

centuries pass and the rate of scientific discovery accelerates, 

the pace of the book by necessity becomes more hurried. Gribbin’s

book illuminates the scientific, religious and social changes that 

saw scientific exploration move from being the pastime of rich

European gentlemen to becoming a career for thousands of men

and women working in teams worldwide.

Gribbin makes the point that the evolution of scientific under-

standing has always been just that – a gradual accumulation of

knowledge leading to new insights and understanding and thus

refinements of previous models and theories. His book provides 

a highly enjoyable and erudite overview of this evolution. It is a 

fascinating primer for anyone with an interest in the history of 

science. A single word of caution; Gribbin’s book is very much a 

history of pure science, and where medicine features it tends to be

through the lives of doctors who have gone on to make their names

in other fields.
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