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Questionnaire for the Paris June 6-7 2014 workshop
Worldviews and Values in Synthetic Biology

SYNENERGENE is a 4-year mobilization and mutual learning action plan project (MMLAP) supported by the European Commission under the 7th Framework Programme (http://synenergene.eu). The project aims to contribute to Responsible Research and Innovation (RRI) in synthetic biology by establishing an open dialogue between various stakeholders concerning a large spectrum of synbio’s implications, and by exploring possibilities for its collaborative shaping on the basis of public participation.  
The workshop “Worldviews and Values in Synthetic Biology”, co-organised by Paris Sorbonne University and Freiburg University, aims to identify the various views and values associated to synbio’s research approaches, and to neighboring research approaches, and to bring them into dialogue in order to augment interdisciplinary and public debate on synthetic biology.
The following questionnaire constitutes your written participation in the workshop. Please type your answer under each question and return the questionnaire to sacha.loeve@univ-paris1.fr.

        1► What is your view of synthetic biology as a research field? For example, can it be understood as “extreme” genetic engineering? Or as applied systems biology? Is it the spearhead of today’s biotechnology? The biology of the future? A welcome complement of existing research? Or is it just one more hyped buzzword? 

2► If you are a scientist working in synthetic biology yourself, how does your own research fit into the field? Please summarize the main aims of your research in a few words. 

3► How would you situate your research in the following table, and why? 

	Bohr quadrant
Pure basic research

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - 


	Pasteur quadrant

Use-inspired basic research

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - 



	Fun quadrant

Lovely research for fun

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -


	Edison quadrant

Applied research

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - 






                4► What kind of objects/processes are you working on? (e.g. metabolic pathways, protocells, non-natural DNA, cell signalling processes, other…) 
5► Do you consider them as natural and/or artificial, and why? Is the distinction natural/artificial relevant for your work at all?  Will progress in your research entail that your research objects become increasingly artificial - or increasingly natural? 

            6► Which verb would best describe your activity: (re)modelling, simulating, emulating, modifying, (re)engineering, (re)designing, fabricating, constructing, or (purposefully or artistically) creating organisms? Will progress in your research change how your research activity ought to be described? 


                            7► Do you reckon that it is or will be possible to modularize and standardize DNA strands? Will biological modules and complex systems made up of them be comparable to modules in electronic engineering? 



8► “What I cannot create, I do not understand” To what extent this famous quote (Richard Feynman) epitomizes synthetic biology? Does it mean that “creating” confirms a prior theoretical model (creating as necessary for validating understanding)? Or does it mean that because I can create, therefore I do also understand (creating as understanding)? Please comment on the quote in a few words. 


               9► To your judgment, is synthetic biology about reducing the complexity of natural organisms? Or is it about addressing and controlling complexity? How else would you describe synthetic biology’s relation to complexity? 



10► What does “rational” mean in “rational design”? For instance, does it imply intellectual or just computational tractability? Is it about input/output-efficiency or simplicity? 
11► Does “rational design” imply that engineering a complex living system requires prior understanding all the details?  



      12► If synthetic biology contributes to scientific progress, what does this progress actually consist of, in your opinion? For example, is it a straightforward process of increasing insights into ever deeper layers of reality? Is it about another patch filled with knowledge of an unsystematic knowledge patchwork? Or is it about developing new technological abilities? 


                       13► What role do evolutionary processes play in your research? Do they play a role at all? Do you make use of them? Do you guard against them? 
14► Do you see continuity, discontinuity or compatibility between evolutionary biology and synthetic biology? Please explain in a few words. 
15► After Darwin has shown that biological entities and processes are the product of variation and natural selection, and not of creation or design, how is it possible to get into the business of producing them by design? Would it mean that it is possible to set apart synbio’s design efforts from evolutionary processes, and if yes how? 



 16► Should access to synthetic biology products/processes be “democratized” (accessible to all) or should they be kept under containment (physical, trophic, semantic)? Do open source ideals have a place in synthetic biology? 


 17► What should be the main ethical concern with regard to synthetic biology products and processes: well being of humans, (natural or artificial) living beings or species, ecosystems, human-nonhumans relationships? In this list, do you distinguish between bearers of value (who intrinsically carry and may even create values) and the focus of values (that which is or should be valued, respected, taken care of, etc)? What values should guide our evaluation: e.g., economic profitability, usefulness, sustainability, performance, welfare, interdependence, solidarity, freedom, dignity, creativity…? 
18► Does it make a (technical, moral, or personal) difference for you whether you are working on objects that are alive or on non-living objects? 
19► Some critics urge that creating synthetic organisms amounts to “Playing God”. From your point of view, does this accusation stand to any reason? If yes, what sense do you make of this phrase? 



20► What do you think is the main difficulty regarding the relationship of synthetic biology and the public? Should synthetic biology engage the public and if yes how? (e.g. science education, mutual learning, collaborative research, public debate, open dialogue, artistic manifestations…). Please explain your answer in a few words. 
Field





Consideration of use





Quest for fundamental understanding





Objects





Design





Modules & Standards








Knowledge








Complexity





Rationality





Progress








Evolution








Access











Values











Public











