
Synthetic biology is an emergent technology. Emergent technologies are in new technological 
developments that broach new ground in significant ways. Synthetic biology is a field of study in 
which the science of biology and engineering are combined. Synthetic biology refers to both the 
design of the design and fabrication of biological components and systems that do not already exist 
in the natural world and the re-design and fabrication of existing biological systems. It applies an 
engineering approach as opposed to a scientific approach towards biology. This in effect reduces 
organisms into biological systems that can be designed, measured and characterised. This is an 
important paradigm shift as an engineering approach focuses on producing systems that are 
comprised of fully characterised and known inputs and outputs.

Currently, most ethical frameworks surrounding the field of synthetic biology appeal to the so called 
ELSI (ethical, legal and social implications) liturgy. In doing so, advocates of synthetic biology seek to 
appeal to ‘public reason’ to persuade people into adopting new technologies. There are two main 
schools of ethical thought within synthetic biology – the ‘pre-cautionary’ and the ‘pro-actionary’. 
‘pro-actionary’ scholars tend to be enthusiastic about synthetic biology. They regard it as valuable in 
terms of economics and knowledge and safe, unless it has been proved to be otherwise. Therefore 
they see the burden of proof as resting with those who want to slow down or halt scientific progress. 
‘Pre-cautionary’ scholars take a different view and tend to be cautious about synthetic biology. They 
see the burden of proof as resting with those who wish to conduct the research. This is because they 
see emergent technology as potentially disrupting living organisms and systems of meaning. They 
are therefore cautious of synthetic biology they view it as potentially harmful.

‘Pro-actionary’ scholars deal for the most part with so called ‘physical harms’. Physical harms are 
harms that present a danger which is immediate and tangible for example the threat of 
contamination or pollution. ‘Non-physical harms’ are harms that present no immediate and tangible 
threat but instead affect the way humans think and how their beliefs are formed. For example, one 
might argue that synthetic biology may weaken our moral concern for humans and other organisms.

Appeals to the ELSI liturgy have often run aground. Some more extreme ‘pro-actionary’ scholars 
even question whether ‘non-physical harms’ are even worth addressing. ‘Non-physical harms’ can be 
subdivided into two classes: distribution and attitude. 

The distribution class is concerned with how to fairly distribute the benefits of synthetic biology. The 
attitude class is concerned with what attitude humans should adopt towards themselves and the 
environment as a whole. The distribution class has received a good deal of attention from scholars 
but unfortunately the attitude class has not. 

There are obvious limitations within the field of ethics of emergent technologies as enthusiasts tend 
to dismiss or refute the concerns of laypeople (who tend to be more cautious of emergent 
technology) and ‘pre-cautionary’ scholars. Laypeople are often dismissed being too ignorant to make 
worthwhile choices. However, there is no guarantee that the divergence between the ethical 
standpoints arise only from a difference in specialised knowledge.

I feel that these issues stem from what are essentially different stand-points in the attitude class. 
How people treat themselves and the environment around them is at the core of an individual’s 
moral code. By failing to deal with these issues ‘pro-actionary’ scholars have fundamentally 



undermined their project as they do not take into account more fundamental ethical problems 
before they seek to answer problems about ‘physical harms’. 

Therefore I see it as necessary that one addresses ‘non-physical’ problems before ‘physical’ ones. 
This would entail appealing to the ELSI liturgy. However I think one should also investigate how an 
individual’s perception is formed. This is because appeals to the ELSI liturgy do not take into 
consideration the ‘human element’ in moral decision making. 

This would provide illumination on how one could better develop an ethical framework that would 
govern synthetic biology as it would provide for a more inclusive dialogue as all points of view would 
be given proper consideration. Characterising how an individual’s beliefs are formed would also be 
of benefit epistemologically.

In particular I want to focus on the influence an individual’s community has in the individual’s 
decision making. In order to do so I want to research how different socio-economic groups view the 
ethical status of synthetic biology. The survey would be conducted in various locations – from urban 
to rural. The reason behind choosing a survey is that it can be used across a broad sample and is it a 
non-invasive form of information gathering. In a South African context, socio-economic status also 
correlates very strongly with homogenous communities. I expect the data to confirm that different 
socio-economic groups think differently about the ethics of emergent technologies. I expect this to 
be due to the community in which the individual is embedded. This is because communities have 
both a social conditioning function and also a meta-narrative that comes with being part of that 
community. 

The second part of my project will feed off the empirical investigation and would be a philosophical 
essay on the significance of community in our day to day lives. I feel that this area has not received a 
great deal of attention and is an important with regards moral decision making and decision making 
in general. In particular I want to discuss the philosophical importance of two aspects of community: 
the social conditioning function and the given communities attached ‘meta-narrative’. What hope to 
show through this illustration is that a conception of ubuntu can provide a useful mechanism to 
guide ethical debate in synthetic biology. 

This conception of ubuntu would be guided by 5 tenants and I think would provide useful guidelines 
as to how ethical debate in synthetic biology should be characterised. The main ideas are that: 

• Informal relations are important and have a role in our decision making. 
• Community members should show special ‘family-like’ concern for one another and that 

one’s actions reflect on the community as well as the individual.
• Every member of that community has a personal stake in its endeavours and should bear 

some of the responsibility for the community but also share in the fruits of its endeavours
• An individual’s contribution to the community does not have to be equal to the benefits that 

they receive the community. Some members may be more reliant on the community that 
others and some may be expected to contribute more.

• Members of the community have access to the resources of that community and can make 
use of them in so far as they contribute to the community and are involved with it. They can 
also profit of the communities resources provided that the profit generated goes into 
supporting the community.

 




