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Background Papers: Ethics of Human Experimentation 

Attached are selected reports to the Advisory Committee on Human Radiation 
Experiments from the staff of the Committee, and selected primary documents. These memoranda 
outline the process of uncovering little-known or entirely secret deliberations of government 
committees and agencies about the rules and policies governing human subject experiments. 

The documents and reports listed below represent only a portion of the immense amount 
of material mined by the Committee in official and unofficial collections of primary documents. 

Staff reports on ethics policies deal with a primary theme of the Committee's mandate 
from the President. consent standards and procedures. A cornerstone of modern research ethics is 
the requirement that research proceed only with the express consent of a competent subject. It is 
important to understand when policies and practices of informed consent were adopted; when, if 
ever, the requirement was disregarded, and why. As these documents make clear for the first time, 
the 1940s and 1950s were decades of serious debate and discussion of these issues. 

The documents also speak to critics1 issues of secrecy and national security interests in 
science, and whether appropriate standards are employed in the selection of subjects to participate 
in research. 

The documents include: 

1 .  Staff memorandum and selected attachments from the May 1994 meeting of the 
Committee. These focus on the discovery of the 1953 Nuremberg Code memorandum, which 
established rules for human subject experiments by the armed forces. The rules included written 
consent and other policies that were more stringent and comprehensive than was previously 
known. The documents also include early discussions of policies in the Atomic Energy 
Commission. 

2.  Staff memorandum and attachments from the July 5-6, 1994 meeting of the Committee. 
The memorandum highlights the expanding knowledge of AEC policy discussions, and includes 
extensive discussion of the evolving policy in military services, including whether or not the 1953 
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Nuremberg Code policy was implemented. 

3. A stafF memorandum from the July 25-26, 1994, meeting of the Committee. The 
memorandum outlines evolving knowledge of policies across the government, including debates 
over human subject experiments in the development of a proposed nuclear-powered airplane in 
the 1940s and 1950s. 

4. StafF memoranda and documents from the September 12-13, 1994, meeting of the 
Committee. The documents outline an impassioned debate within the government over human 
subject experimentation. It includes significant new documents about policy at Los Amos and 
about the experiments planned in conjunction with nuclear weapons tests in Nevada. 

The documents attached are part of the public record of documents, oral histories and 
secondary literature amassed by the Committee and its staff. Most of the primary documents are 
available for public inspection at the reading rooms of the orisinating agency, or in the National 
Archives. The Committee memoranda and supporting documentation are also public record and 
are available for inspection at the Committee's offices, 1726 M Street NW, Washington, D.C. 


