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Democratizing Animal Biotechnology 
Inquiry and Deliberation in Ethics and Governance 
 

Frank Kupper, Vrije Universiteit Amsterdam 2009 

 

 

 

Animal biotechnology is controversial. It is one of the fastest-growing areas of technological 

innovation in the life sciences. Its rapid developments, ranging from new drug therapies to 

genetically engineered livestock, hold a great promise for a variety of fields of application. At the 

same time, the potentially high impact of these developments gives rise to numerous political and 

cultural concerns with regard to the distribution of risks and benefits. Moreover, these 

developments lead to societal concerns about wider issues such as the alteration of social 

meanings, identities and forms of life. Also in the Netherlands, the introduction of animal 

biotechnology instantly heated the socio-political debate. The Dutch society first came into contact 

with animal biotechnology in the 1980s when scientists from a small biotechnological company in 

Leiden introduced the later famous “Herman the Bull”, one of the first genetically modified animals 

in the world. Indeed, the public concerns about animal biotechnology not only related to possible 

negative consequences for health and welfare of the modified animals, but also to the perceived 

‘unnaturalness’ of the technical intervention in an animal’s genome. The arrival of animal 

biotechnology in the public sphere immediately turned it into a social controversy. 

 

Animal biotechnology’s moral and social controversy 

 

Four typical features characterize the animal biotechnology controversy in the Netherlands. First 

of all, it has an inevitable moral dimension, since the use of animals is involved. In the academic 

field of ethics, it has become generally accepted that animal deserve our moral consideration. Also 

in the public domain, the animal’s moral standing is widely established. The second feature that 

characterizes the complexity of the animal biotechnology controversy concerns its inherent 

scientific uncertainty. The development of animal biotechnology is characterized by contingency 

and change. Third, a democratic society like the Netherlands acknowledges a moral pluralism of 

values. The potential of animal biotechnology not only to change forms of life but also to change 

the meaning of life, has generated deeply entrenched disagreements about values. These conflicts 

of value are at the heart of the public debate and political decision making about animal 
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biotechnology. The fourth and final feature of the animal biotechnology controversy even 

complicates this picture. Changing relations between technology, politics and society seem to 

impair the democratic legitimacy of the development of animal biotechnology. The development of 

technological innovations like animal biotechnology is more and more contested in the public 

arena. These features make animal biotechnology into a persistent moral and social problem. This 

thesis acknowledges the key importance of both ethics and governance in handling this 

controversy. It argues that the current practices of ethics and governance in the Netherlands need 

to be reconstructed in order to facilitate the development of a public morality for animal 

biotechnology through democratic deliberation.   

 

The practice of ethics   

 

The plurality of value perspectives in the animal biotechnology controversy challenges the 

traditional foundationalism of moral philosophy and ethics. Many approaches in animal ethics aim 

to ground the moral considerability of animals in a single, fundamental trait. This monistic 

tendency shapes the debate in animal biotechnology ethics in either deontological or utilitarian 

concerns, excluding the moral consideration of other potentially relevant values and ideals. 

Moreover, their rational foundationalism insufficiently recognizes the co-evolution of technology 

and society that is characteristic of the technological culture we live in. But how can we develop 

normative guidelines without disregarding the dynamics of animal biotechnology or the value 

pluralism of society? Pragmatist ethics, inspired by the philosophical pragmatism of John Dewey, 

offers a viable alternative. It recognizes the technological culture and embraces pluralism. Its 

experimental, open and flexible approach is better suited to accommodate the contingency and 

change of animal biotechnology. Values and principles are not carved out in stone, but emerge 

through the method of experimental inquiry and deliberation. Moral conflicts are addressed as 

practical disputes that demand for cooperative inquiry and deliberation rather than the abstract 

philosophical debates that for a long time have predominated animal biotechnology ethics. The 

focus of ethics is shifted from the justification of moral truths to the design and facilitation of 

deliberative processes and the invention of new moral concepts. It aims at the creative 

management of the multiple perspectives within the democratic community.    

 

The practice of governance 

 

Also from the perspective of governance, this thesis has taken a pragmatic turn. Although the 

pioneers of the policy sciences shared the democratic aspirations of the pragmatist movement, the 
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field has for a long time been dominated by the technocratic tradition of the modernity project. 

Postpositivists however pointed towards the potential flaws of its instrumental rationality and 

objectivism in the resolution of contemporary policy problems. Some of these problems are too 

ambiguous and multi-dimensional to solve them with straightforward, technical solutions. 

Argumentative policy analysis provides a more promising approach to these problems. It starts 

from the recognition that multiple perspectives are involved in the interpretation and 

understanding of social reality and the construction of policy problems. Argumentative policy 

analysis assumes a fallibilist, pragmatist rationality, emphasizing the importance of democratic 

deliberation in the process of policy analysis. From this perspective, animal biotechnology is 

analyzed as an unstructured policy problem, characterized by a high degree of uncertainty about 

the relevant facts in combination with a high degree of disagreement about which values are at 

stake. Various policy actors have different, legitimate constructions of what the policy problem is. 

The appropriate policy strategy would therefore be aimed at problem structuring; gathering 

information about the problem, ultimately leading to a new and shared vision on what the problem 

actually is about. This requires a process of reflective learning about the different frames that play a 

role in the various constructions of the problem.  

 

Democratizing animal biotechnology 

 

This thesis integrates the perspectives of pragmatist ethics and argumentative policy analysis. It 

invokes a conception of animal biotechnology ethics and governance that is pluralistic and 

democratic. It takes an experimental, open and flexible approach towards the deep-seated value 

conflicts of the animal biotechnology controversy. The primary objective of this thesis is to 

contribute to a conceptual and methodological framework for the democratic deliberation of the 

animal biotechnology controversy. The first main question of this thesis was how to design a 

reflective learning process aimed at structuring the social problem of animal biotechnology. The 

two important characteristics of a reflective learning process are: frame reflection and citizen 

participation. Frame reflection is the process of becoming aware of one's own frame and the frames 

of others. The participation of a broad range of citizens would enable us to examine the diverse 

ways in which their framings of the problem are discursively constructed. We conducted a number 

of social experiments in order to find out how to incorporate the participation of citizens and the 

process of frame reflection into a process of reflective learning about the animal biotechnology 

controversy. The experiments were designed and applied in a stepwise fashion. The first step 

concerned the articulation of value diversity in the moral reflection on animals and the human-

animal relationship. The second step concerned the articulation of value conflict in the context of 
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the biotechnological use of animals. The stepwise design enabled the inquiry and deliberation of 

moral values and beliefs in the absence of the otherwise dominant negotiation of interests. 

 

The experiments we conducted not only yielded insight into the appropriate design of public 

deliberation exercises, but also provide an improved understanding of the complexity of the animal 

biotechnology context. Ultimately, the nature of successful public deliberation is considerably 

shaped by value pluralism itself. It has therefore been a secondary objective of this thesis to obtain 

an in-depth understanding of value diversity and conflict in the reflection on animals and the 

deliberation of animal biotechnology. This will produce more insight into the possible ways of 

creative management of the different value perspectives in the animal biotechnology controversy. 

If a reflective learning approach is to contribute to the resolution of the animal biotechnology 

controversy, it has to generate problem structuring. The second main research question of this 

thesis therefore concerned the possibilities for problem structuring and reframing of the animal 

biotechnology controversy in the Netherlands. 

 

The articulation of value diversity 

 

The first social experiment we conducted aimed to create a space for moral inquiry into the 

intuitions, values and beliefs of the cultural contexts in which our interactions with animals take 

place. The meanings of such values and beliefs do not exist as mental entities inside the heads of 

people, but are actively negotiated and constructed during the course of social interaction. 

Therefore we designed, applied and evaluated a deliberative instrument called the value lab, 

building on the widely used methodology of focus group discussions. This tool merges the idea of 

social interaction in focus groups with an explicit in-depth focus on the articulation of underlying 

value frameworks. The homogeneity of the discussion groups, combined with the use of structured 

exercises and independent facilitation offered participants a safe, non-threatening environment to 

freely express their thoughts and concerns. Evaluation of the value lab methodology indicated that 

participants experienced an atmosphere of openness and respect and the opportunity for every 

participant to have a say. The semi-structured design of the value lab discussions stimulated them 

to act as co-researchers, inductively reconstructing their own frames of reference in a process of 

philosophical self-inquiry. A qualitative coding analysis warranted that the reconstructed value 

frameworks represented the diversity of views on the value of animals in the Netherlands.  

 

Application of the value lab reconstructed four distinct value frames that were labelled after their 

central value concept: Use, Relation, Balance and Source. These four value frames constitute 
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empirical knowledge of the different ways in which a broad range of Dutch citizens thinks about 

the value of animals. Each of the frameworks produces specific and contextual meanings of the 

animal values expressed. The diversity of animal values observed in this study provides a strong 

empirical validation of moral pluralism in the reflection on animal issues in the Netherlands. 

Furthermore, the reconstruction of value frameworks yields an improved insight into the 

problematic aspects of the role of the intrinsic value concept in the current (ethical) regulation, 

providing empirical evidence for the pragmatist claim that the conceptualization of the intrinsic 

value concept as a fixed end neglects moral diversity and impedes constructive moral inquiry and 

deliberation. 

 

The articulation of value conflict 

 

The next step in the reflective learning approach was the articulation of (possible) value conflicts in 

the deliberation of the practical context of animal biotechnology. For that reason we developed a 

second deliberative tool, the experimental dialogues, in which representatives of different value 

frames discussed concrete cases of animal biotechnology together in a structured way. Even though 

consensus or compromise was not always a viable option due to fundamental value differences, the 

setting of the experimental dialogues did succeed to facilitate a respectful attitude of its 

participants. According to participant evaluations, the atmosphere of mutual respect may be 

attributed to specific design elements of the experimental dialogues, such as the conversation rules 

and the imaginative setting of the ‘island council’. Another important factor was the moderation by 

skilled facilitators that were (perceived as) independent with respect to the subject of discussion.  

 

For each of the frame combinations, the experimental dialogues provided a differentiated account 

of the possibilities and impossibilities of achieving understanding and consensus. A true 

substantive consensus, characterized by deliberation of similarities and differences as well as the 

convergence to a shared decision, was only observed in the dialogue between Balance and Source 

representatives. Use and Relation representatives agreed on many values and ideals and 

accommodated these differences in the formation of a procedural consensus. Also in dialogues 

between Relation and Balance representatives, a procedural consensus was achieved. The points of 

agreement and disagreement were carefully deliberated, and accumulated in a list of terms and 

conditions. Whereas the Use and Balance dialogues and the Relation and Source dialogues also 

achieved convergence on terms and conditions, we concluded that these were examples of an 

artificial consensus. The terms and conditions were merely strategically used to avoid the 

deliberation of differences. 



 6 

 

Frame reflection and problem structuring 

 

The value lab and experimental dialogues tools have been specifically designed to nurture a safe 

and friendly conversation environment with a focus on listening and understanding. The question 

is however whether these conversations have indeed produced frame reflection and reframing of 

the problem of animal biotechnology. Individual frame reflection was of course limited to the 

participants themselves. The results of the value lab sessions however provide ample opportunity 

for the government and other policy actors to increase their reflexive awareness of the variety of 

existing frames. A frame-critical analysis of the major differences and similarities of the various 

frames and their potentially problematic roles in the policy arena may reveal the implicit 

assumptions and exclusion effects of current habits, patterns and structures of policy and politics. 

Furthermore, the produced frame-reflective knowledge may indicate options for the direction of 

future inquiries and deliberations. 

 

The experimental dialogues explored the possibilities for the creative management of social 

conflicts related to animal biotechnology. One of these possibilities is reframing, the creation of an 

integrative frame that constitutes a shared perception of the problem. The degree to which 

reframing of the problem occurred in the dialogue sessions was evidently related to the levels of 

understanding and consensus that were reached. The Use and Source participants were so 

different that frame restructuring was not possible; these representatives instead retreated in their 

own frame. In other dialogues, frame restructuring occurred in the absence of frame reflection. 

The dialogues between Relation and Source representatives and between Use and Balance 

representatives reached a mere artificial consensus, avoiding the true deliberation of values. The 

encounters between Relation and Balance representatives and between Use and Relation 

representatives formulated a procedural consensus by constructing a list of terms and conditions. 

These groups did engage in frame reflection, although this did not lead to reframing. In the 

Balance and Source dialogue, reframing was observed. These participants together constructed a 

new problem-setting story. This differentiated picture indeed shows a capacity for mutual learning. 

Still, when frame conflicts were large, participants adhered to their own problem-setting stories, 

resulting in trench warfare and at best artificial consensus. Nevertheless, the animal biotechnology 

dialogues demonstrated that deliberative tools do aid reflexive inquiry and deliberation. A final 

remark has to be made about the nature of frame reflection itself. The problems of animal 

biotechnology are constructed and reconstructed endlessly. In this strongly dynamic context, 
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frame-reflective inquiry and deliberation should not be seen as fixed ends that can finally be 

reached. They should be integrated characteristics of an on-going process of policy making.  

 

Implications for governance 

 

The contingent and changing practice of animal biotechnology requires the continuation of 

inquiry and deliberation in order to structure and restructure our collective moral experience of 

the problems of animal biotechnology. However, policy-making also needs decisions in order to 

deal with the practical reality of animal biotechnology. At the same time, policy makers 

increasingly have to assume responsibility for their actions and products by participating in a 

political dialogue about their purposes and methods. In taking up this new role, policy makers may 

benefit from the frame-reflective products of the value lab discussions and experimental dialogues. 

This thesis sketches two different scenarios. The first scenario is to seek and demonstrate the 

reflexive awareness of other legitimate perspectives in the policy arena. The other scenario involves 

taking up the management of an on-going process of public deliberation and education. 

 

The first scenario entails that policy-makers acquire double vision: “the ability to act from a frame 

while cultivating awareness of alternative frames.” It requires what is called design rationality, a 

focus on practical problems; the capacity of frame reflection; an appreciation of the necessary 

political character of policy design and the skill of creative invention of new policy instruments and 

practices. How do policy makers acquire these attitudes and skills? This is the benefit of problem 

structuring. The products of the value labs and experimental dialogues provided ample material for 

a frame-critical analysis of policy constructs, habits and practices. In addition, policy-makers need 

training and education in order to be able to adopt design rationality and engage in participatory 

dialogue.   

 

The second scenario goes one step further. It involves the reconstruction of current habits, 

practices and institutions and the arrangement of new interactive policy-making practices. It not 

only changes the role of policy makers but also the role of other actors involved in the policy arena. 

A practice of interactive policy making would imply that citizens, the government and a range of 

other actors become engaged in a mutual learning process. This requires the development of new 

arrangements and political spaces where a wide range of actors can meet for the confrontation, 

deliberation and appraisal of ideas, views and interests.  
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The results of the experimental dialogues have shown that these ideas, views and interests are 

grounded in different, conflicting frames. Thus, new interactive practices of governance should 

find democratic ways to deal with these value conflicts. This thesis elaborates on two necessary 

aspects of these practices in the context of the animal biotechnology controversy. First, these 

practices should embody a communicative rationality, aiming at the achievement of mutual 

understanding. Second, these practices should recognize the inevitable political character of 

deliberation. Rather than merely safeguarding the equality and fairness of the process, interactive 

policy-making practices should represent difference. This notion is as central to the ethics of 

animal biotechnology as it is to democracy. Value conflicts constitute the very condition of ethics. 

Moral problems are understood as morally problematic precisely because different values pertain 

to those problems. Value conflicts are an integral part of the moral life of individuals, groups and 

societies. Difference should therefore not be excluded but moulded into a democratic shape. It is 

the challenge of pragmatist ethics to develop new structures and arrangements to facilitate the 

creative deliberation of fundamental value conflicts in the animal biotechnology controversy. 

 

Implications for ethics  

 

This thesis presented the development and implementation of two deliberative ethical 

instruments, the value lab and experimental dialogue tools. How should we understand the 

contribution these ethical instruments make to the repertoire of a pragmatist ethics for a 

technological culture? First of all, the reflective learning approach developed in this thesis radically 

changes the understanding of the role of both the ethicist and citizens in dealing with social 

controversies surrounding life science innovations like animal biotechnology. In our view, the 

ethicist should primarily operate as a designer and facilitator of cooperative processes of inquiry 

and deliberation. This is the second role change implied by our reflective learning approach. The 

complexity and ambiguity of the moral problems of a technological culture, such as the animal 

biotechnology controversy, requires that philosophers and ethicists enter the public sphere and 

engage in social experiments to contribute to the resolution of those problems. Exchanging the 

armchair for a societal laboratory, the ethicist as a designer/ facilitator integrates experimental 

philosophy with the ideal of participatory democracy. A pragmatist ethics approach towards such a 

controversy should be envisioned as a collective experiment in which we are all engaged, directed 

at the development of a new public morality.  

 

The reflective learning approach developed in this thesis conceptualizes ethics as the Deweyan 

ideal of creative democracy. Democracy in Dewey’s eyes was first of all a way of associated living, a 
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way of being. Participatory democracy was the public resolution of conflicts on the basis of 

argumentative deliberation and the reconstruction of concepts and habits. Democracy is 

understood as a creative and constructive process that citizens of a pluralist society make together. 

This ideal of creative democracy requires a deliberative attitude in which reflexive awareness plays 

an important role. It requires the critical appraisal of the values and beliefs of oneself and others. 

Reflexive awareness is much more of an attitude than an outcome. It concerns the rejection of 

dogmatic beliefs, the recognition of pluralism and the embrace of the provisionality of all 

judgment. Modern societies seem not to be used to openly and reflexively discuss ethical issues. 

The attitude of reflexive awareness therefore has to be explicitly facilitated. From our point of view, 

this is the role of pragmatist ethicists: to design and facilitate collective engagement in a process of 

moral inquiry and open democratic deliberation. The value lab and experimental dialogues tools, 

presented in this thesis, form tested examples of deliberative instruments that can make a 

profound contribution to the implementation of creative democracy. These tools have the capacity 

to bring people together and enable them, in a playful way, to mutually engage in a process of 

philosophical reflection. This, playful reflection, is what is needed for the creative management of 

different value perspectives in the democratic community. 

 

 


