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The current issue of NanoEthics: Studies of New and
Emerging Technologies starts with a novel contribution
to the debate in our journal about the roles of narratives
and lay ethics in discourse on science and technology, as
well as the DEEPEN project’s significance and legacy in
this context [1–4]. In her article, Simone van der Burg
asks how lay ethics can acquire greater practical rele-
vance. She analyses the discussion about lay ethicists’
recourse to ‘archetypical’ stories, arguing that such nar-
ratives do indeed transcend people’s present-day cir-
cumstances, but that this fact raises difficulties for any-
one seeking to understand the agency of laypeople.
From her point of view, lay ethicists need to be invited
to engage in a ‘narrative quest’. The elements, or steps,
of such a quest would require them to reflect on a
specific question or choice, to use diverse forms of
imaginative input that inform them about the heteroge-
neity of opinions articulated in society and to argue for
their own standpoints.

The ongoing discussion in this journal about narra-
tives and lay ethics first began in its December 2014
issue, since when I have often thought about the role of
narratives in societal discourse on science and technol-
ogy. With a view to at least some of the archetypal
stories found in this discourse, I tend to see the promi-
nence of such narratives as another reason why we

should think more deeply about the interrelations of
science and the artistic imagination in connection with
‘responsible research and innovation’ [5].

In the present issue, our journal’s coverage of this
important topic continues with a fine essay by Solveig
Lena Hansen and SabineWöhlke. In it, the authors draw
lessons for the ethical debate on cloning and organ
transplantation from Mark Romanek’s film Never Let
Me Go (2010). They argue that, when it comes to the
discussion of bioethical topics, fictional films can offer
unique ‘laboratories’ for dialogue between the public
and academia. Ethical discourse can make use of films
to identify, and gain a better grasp of, popular positions.
As Hansen and Wöhlke see the matter, the narratives in
such films can be understood as having an inherent
dimension of responsibility, and many of these stories
have emancipatory concerns. From their perspective, it
is beneficial that Never Let Me Go depicts negative
aspects of progress through the characters’ individual
life stories and emotions because viewers often take
highly intuitive approaches to the evaluation of ethical
conflicts. In everyday medical situations, as the authors
argue, awareness of the complexities of decision-mak-
ing, driven as it is by intuition and very individual
perspectives, can be the key to understanding the sensi-
tivity needed in practice to establish a relationship of
mutual respect between doctor and patient.

Both Hansen and Wöhlke’s illuminating essay, with
its focus on a dystopian film, and van der Burg’s thought-
ful analysis illustrate the fact that this journal is always
willing to publish pieces that help to broaden ethical
discussions by looking at them from the perspectives
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offered by a wide range of disciplines, as well as studies
that shed new light on ethical analysis itself by
contextualising it in a multidisciplinary discourse.

To return to the role of narratives in societal discourse
on science and technology, and the role of the literary
and artistic imagination more generally, my impression
is that art-science interfaces, theories from the fields of
literary studies, and other influences from art and the
humanities are flourishing in many areas of societal and
academic di scourse on new and emerg ing
technoscientific developments. This is definitely the
case in discourse on synthetic biology, a field of research
and development that was covered very early on in this
journal and to which we have been devoting increasing
attention during the current year. The Bio:Fiction Sci-
ence Art Film Festivals constitute a prime example of
this aspect of synthetic biology discourse. The first
festival was held in the course of a research project
and included a social scientific analysis conducted by
the organisers [6]. The second festival [http://bio-fiction.
com/2014/] formed part of the ongoing public and
stakeholder dialogue project SYNENERGENE (see
[5]), which I have the honour to coordinate. The main
festival and the large number of subsequent Bio:Fiction
on Tour events—which have been held at locations all
around the world and usually combine film screenings
with panel discussions and audience debates—have
demonstrated in an impressive fashion how fruitful
such art-science interfaces can also be for social scien-
tists, policy makers and other non-artists involved in the
project’s activities.

Impressed as I am by thewide range of experiences and
insights made possible by my involvement in
SYNENERGENE and other projects on synthetic biology,
it is no wonder that I am particularly happy the present
issue of NanoEthics features the journal’s first special
section entirely dedicated to synthetic biology. Guest-
edited by Kristin Hagen and Stefanie B. Seitz, this special
section presents and discusses the results of a summer
school funded by the Ethical, Legal and Social Aspects
(ELSA) programme of the German Federal Ministry of
Education and Research (BMBF). The summer school,
one of the main aims of which was to foster interdisciplin-
ary discourse, was attended by a highly heterogeneous
group with researchers from biology, the social sciences
and the humanities. All five contributions to this special
section, including the guest editors’ introduction, address
communicative interfaces between the synthetic biology
community and broader audiences. The papers—two

single-authored articles, one by Clemens Blümel, the other
by Virgil Rerimassie, and two co-authored contributions,
one by Mirko Ancillotti, Virgil Rerimassie, Stefanie B.
Seitz and Walburg Steurer, the other by Cyprien Verseux,
Carlos G. Acevedo-Rocha, Fabio Chizzolini and Lynn J.
Rothschild—show how diverse and multi-faceted both
societal discourse on synthetic biology and its analysis
have become since their emergence in the 2000s. They
give accounts of fascinating experiments in synthetic biol-
ogy discourse such as the 2011 meeting described in
Rerimassie’s article at which ‘future synthetic biologists’
(represented by participants in the International Genetical-
ly Engineered Machines (iGEM) competition) had an
intensive exchange of ideas with ‘future politicians’ (rep-
resented by leading members of political youth organisa-
tions linked to Dutch political parties), and, in particular in
the contribution by Verseux and colleagues, the summer
school itself. Furthermore, this special section is
characterised by a wide range of perspectives. This is not
only true with regard to its high degree of interdisciplinar-
ity (with biologists, social scientists, philosophers and
technology assessment experts all, and often quite outspo-
kenly, discussing their views of synthetic biology and
discourse on it); but also with regard to the diversity and
interdisciplinarity of the non-biological perspectives that
are presented, for example that of Blümel—who combines
a theoretical approach inspired by important strands of
thought in science and technology studies (STS) with a
detailed analysis of seminal publications in synthetic biol-
ogy discourse—and the various perspectives integrated
into the comparative, interdisciplinary analysis by
Ancilotti and colleagues. As the guest-editors of the spe-
cial section point out in their introduction, it is anything but
easy to jointly transcend the boundaries that have negative
impacts on synthetic biology discourse and so make the
‘interfaces in synthetic biology’ work. Our journal will
continue to do its best to help both academia and society at
large pursue this goal.

By a nice coincidence, the book review section of the
present issue includes Ambika Natarajan’s discussion of
two edited collections on synthetic biology, which she
praises as important additions to the field. The other book
review in this issue, written by Colin Salter, is about an
edited collection on what is termed ‘animal enhance-
ment’, a topic at the intersections of ethics, animal studies
and academic discourse on ‘human enhancement’ and
cyborgs. Salter’s review is therefore a very welcome
continuation of this journal’s coverage of these highly
controversial aspects of modern technoscience.
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Furthermore, the present issue is again testament to the
impressive revitalisation of our book review section
achieved by Laura Cabrera. While Laura, to my great
joy, will continue to be a member of our editorial team,
she will step back from her role as book review editor at
the end of 2016. This does not mean, of course, that we
are going to stop publishing book reviews. Until a new
book review editor has been appointed, all messages
concerning book reviews can be sent directly to me. I
once again want to thank Laura very much for her
excellent work as the NanoEthics book review editor,
and wish you, dear readers, a very pleasant time in the
final days of 2016 and all the best for the new year!
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