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Many scientists and bioethicists hold the view that the role of ethics is principally to restrict scientific excess. This perspective tends to presume that the most urgent problems can be known in advance of on-going scientific practice and that concerns arise primarily from the use of technology. It follows that ethics must establish moral “bright lines” which science or medicine cannot cross. Bioethics according to this understanding serves to protect and defend the public, society, even humanity. We think that an approach to ethics based on these premises limits understanding of the transformations of past problems and inhibits the identification of new problems. Furthermore it undervalues the extent to which ethics can play a formative role in the very development of science and technology. 

Our approach builds on the lessons of past ethics programs while moving beyond their limitations. Like the development of bioethics in the late 1970s, we think it is crucial to assess the relationship between the near-future and present practices. Unlike the procedures put into place following the Belmont report, we do not want to limit the intersection between ethics and science to the space of intermittent bureaucratic review. Like the ELSI program of the HGI, we believe it valuable to think about how research shapes self-understanding. Unlike ELSI, we do not want to limit our work to reflection on downstream consequences of research. And like the current President’s Council on Bioethics, we think it is of utmost important to explore the critical limits of science and human life. Unlike the PCB, however, we do not think that this work should consist primarily of establishing a priori moral boundaries.
Goal.
Following a long tradition, we hold that ethics is principally defined by the practices, relationships, and experiences that contribute to and constitute a flourishing existence. Understood most broadly, this includes physical and spiritual well-being, courage, dignity, friendship, and justice. The question of what constitutes a good life, and how synthetic biology in its present configurations contributes to or disrupts it, must, we argue, be constantly posed and re-posed. Which norms are actually in play and whether those norms are optimal must be observed, chronicled, and evaluated in an on-going fashion. We do not presume to know how synthetic biology will inform human life in advance of its actual scientific work. We are persuaded, however, that ethical observation and analysis will contribute positively to the overall formation of synthetic biology. 
We think that our contribution can only be effectively realized if ethics is conducted in direct collaboration with scientists, policy makers, and other stake holders. Within collaborative structures, ethics can orient practice as it is happening. This orientation is accomplished not through the prescription of moral codes, but through mutual reflection on the practices and relationships at work in scientific engagement and how these practices and relationships allow for the realization of specified ends. Straightforwardly: ethics helps us pause, inquire into what’s going on, and evaluate projects and strategies. The goal of the ethic’s module is to develop and sustain this mode of operation.

Domains.
We propose to develop this module across three domains: virtue, events, and problematization. 
· Virtue: Virtue involves reflective processes by which individuals become capable of flourishing. Education is a means to virtue. Education is not equivalent to training, which involves reproduction of expert knowledge. Rather, education involves the development of a disposition to learn how one’s practices and experiences form or deform one’s ethical existence. Our inquiry is directed at the practices and experiences of the synthetic biology community. How is it that one does or does not flourish as a researcher? Flourishing here involves more then success in achieving projects; it extends to the kind of human being one is personally, vocationally, and communally. Adequate education of a bioscientist in the 21st century entails engagement with those adjacent to biological work: ethicists, anthropologists, political scientists, administrators, funders, students, and so on. Education teaches that in all cases virtue is a life-long formative process, one that is collaborative, making space for the active contribution of all participants.
· Events: The second domain concerns events that produce significant change in objects, ends, or techniques. By definition, these events cannot be identified until they happen. Past events that have catalyzed new relationships between science and ethics include: scandals in experimentation with human subjects, recombinant DNA and its regulation, crises around global epidemics, the Human Genome Initiative and the growth of bioethics as a profession, and 9/11 and the rise of a security state within whose strictures science must now function. Just as scientists are trained to be alert to what is significant in scientific results, our work is to develop techniques of discernment and analysis that alert the community to emergent ethical problems and opportunities as they happen. We will focus our attention on the work of the other three Thrusts of SynBERC and the other modules of Thrust IV.
· Problematization: Events proper to research, as well as adjacent events, combine to produce significant changes in the parameters of scientific work. These combinations are historically specific and contingent. At the same time they produce genuine demands that must be dealt with, including ethical demands. Synthetic biology arose once genome mapping became standard, once new abilities to synthesize DNA expanded, and once it became plausible to direct the functioning of cells. Its initial projects address a part of the global crisis in public health – malaria. At the same time, the first ethical concerns that it has to deal with arise from the risk of bio-terrorism. The synthetic biology community is obliged bring these heterogeneous elements into a common configuration. In sum, synthetic biology can be understood as arising from, and as a response to, new capacities, new demands, and new difficulties that oblige, in an urgent manner, new ways of thinking and experimenting with vitality, health, and the functioning of living systems. The contribution of Thrust IV consists of its ability to provide conceptual analysis of this problematization so as to reflect on its ethical significance. This domain of ethical inquiry shares significant overlap with the fourth module of Thrust IV, Emergent Objects.
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