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UCT professor challenges bioethics to build a more just world
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Professor Jacinta de Vries, the founding director of the University of Cape Town's (UCT)
EthicsLab, has challenged the field of bioethics to move beyond ethical critique and become
a force for building a more just and equitable world.

Delivering her inaugural lecture to mark her promotion to full professor, De Vries reflected
on her career at the forefront of global health ethics and argued that ethics must do more
than guide scientific research. It must also confront the structural inequalities, power
imbalances and injustices that continue to shape science and society. Her lecture was titled
“Another world is necessary: Ethics as a tool of worldmaking”.

In her introductory remarks, Professor Mashiko Setshedi, chairperson and head of the UCT
Department of Medicine highlighted several qualities that set De Vries apart from others in
her field. While many scholars make important contributions to established areas of their

field, De Vries has helped to define and shape the field itself.
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Her work has expanded global health ethics beyond traditional bioethical concerns to
engage with questions of equity, power, governance, justice and representation in
international research.

Setshedi said De Vries’ scholarship addresses inequities embedded within global research
systems and has consistently engaged with some of the most difficult questions confronting
contemporary science.

A lifelong dedication

De Vries said she has dedicated her research to understanding how to live ethically in an
unethical world, and how to engage with science and technology in ways that promote
humans’ collective ability to live well together.

Over the years, she has had the privilege of working at the forefront of some of the most
exciting developments in health science.

“The power of scientific innovations to drive change is astounding. Again and again,
scientific and technological innovations are presented as transformative, capable of
revolutionising medicine, eradicating cancer and improving human health,” De Vries said.

“Scientific and technological optimism is usually interspersed with moral things, that through
technology, we will build fairer, more just worlds where all humans can live lives of dignity.”

The gaps

During her research, De Vries frequently encountered a gap between the ethical promise of
science and what it seemed to be able to deliver in practice. “Against the remarkable
technological innovations of the past decades sits an uncomfortable reality that our world is
far more fractured, far more unequal, more violent and more lonely than ever. That tension
and the discomfort that it caused me became the starting point for the intellectual journey I
want to reflect on,” she said.

She touched on one of her first projects as an ethicist, MalariaGEN — one of the first large-
scale population genomic studies on malaria. She said she was struck by how seriously the
research team took the ethical work of obtaining informed consent from participants and
how well-informed participants were about the details of the study.

“Even where ethical procedures feel robust, deeper inequalities often seem to remain
untouched. I remember visiting collaborators in Cameroon where an entire postgraduate
team shared a single laptop, which they operated through a working plug in a storeroom. It
stood in sharp contrast with the incredible scientific infrastructure at Oxford University
where the project was based,” she said.

Protecting communities

De Vries said she was largely actively involved with more traditional bioethics work, which
focused on protecting research participants in communities and ensuring fairness in scientific
research processes and data sharing. And while this was important and impactful work, she
said that over time, she also started to see its limitations.



“But broader questions about justice, power, labour, exploitation and structural inequalities
were hardly paid attention to. I also came to realise that scientists’ ethical desires
sometimes stood in sharp juxtaposition to their day-to-day practices, and that people could
both be ethical and unethical at the same time,” she said.

Unwillingness to think critically

De Vries has also observed an unwillingness to think critically about the many ways in which
bioethics scholarship perpetuates harm and exclusion. In her work over the years, she has
interrogated how bioethics, despite its commitment to justice and inclusion, reproduces
forms of epistemic injustice.

Her colleague and friend, Professor Francis Nyamnjoh from UCT’s Department of
Anthropology, uses the idea of incompleteness to think about the world. “Incompleteness is
a way of knowing; of recognising that all knowledge is partial, situated and shaped by
encounters and particular histories, assumptions and ways of seeing. And that the danger
arises not from incompleteness, but from what might be called delusions of completeness,”
she said.
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