
BANYULS DEBATE (France) 29/08/12 
 
 
 
 

1) Is synthetic Biology a safe tool to deal with future challenges as the population ages? 
 
 
A (England) It’s a fact families cannot always help to take the medicines, so technologies could 
help, but the problem lies in the regulation; every synthetic biology product that comes out to the 
public must be well tested and so we can trust on them. 
 
O (England)When you take prescription drugs there’s always a risk, so the same happens with 
synthetic biology products. 
 
A (England) Yep, especially with current medicines that you must take everyday they can become 
a risk if you miss some days. 
The controls should increase as the technologies improve. 
 
J (France) Why should the old man trust in the watch if he has some kind of mental disease? He 
could think, ‘oh well I already took the pill’. If these people have memory problems you must think 
to not give them this watch cause can be dangerous. 
 
A (England) But if you have perfect memory you don’t need the watch! 
 
I (Italy) The film was a metaphor to say you must not have a plain faith in the technology 
 
 
 
 

2) Open source / Monopolies on life 
 

M (England) Support very strongly not to have plain faith in technologies. You must think that 
there’s a company with the power to tell you what to do and when to do it, so you should think by 
yourself a bit to decide; there’s a line between plain faith and the trial of not monopolizing your 
life. 
 
O (England) Companies compete to build the products safer, but as we’ve seen, they have the 
monopoly of the drugs they make and they got a lot of money from that, so it should be really 
controlled, the control should be given to the government, even if in that way it wasn’t whole out 
of interests, it’d be better controlled than if the power comes from the company. 
 
A (England) Personally, I think governments are all moved by interests. Monopolies can last for 15 
years, and then, any drug you make must be cheaper and affordable to everybody. Open source is 
a fact happening everyday, but if you are smart enough or stupid enough to make a new living cell, 
you should not give it to you granddad; companies have licenses and are testing them, but she 
wasn’t doing it. Scientists think as scientist in the way they are not making drugs to kill people but 
to help with new technologies, and that’s why if the product is well proved it has license, but you 



don’t have the same security with the open source. Licenses come from the control of 
governments, and they, in fact, are well controlled by European Union. 
 
H (France) We have to distinguish between 2 kind of problems here; the first one comes from 
biology itself, in the way she follows the method to recreate the culture; and the other one from 
the monopolies of the companies. Because they work with human cells and they know the bacteria 
have the probability to mutate. So, in any issue, especially those related to health and biology, 
controls must be done and if they contribute to the welfare of the society it must be used, unless 
it’s used for other purposes. Here, the problem it wasn’t from the company itself, but from society. 
Everything must be moderated, and monopolies, as said, are not going to last forever, in around 15 
years competitors will make them not be the only ones and prizes will be much reduced. 
 
J (France) There’s a great difference between open source related with computers or with surgery, 
for example. Nobody will trust in open source surgery, you would be killing people even if 
knowing the protocol to operate by the internet; and it would have been seen as a criminal, and 
it’s the same with the girl of the film; she’s a criminal. Open source understood in the meaning of 
sharing information by internet or something like that is alright, but not in terms of living cells. 
 
M (Germany) I think in this context we should change the concept we have of life; in synthetic 
biology we are using biological building blocks in the same way engineers are using mechanical 
building blocks; and here you take the cells, grow them and get your copy. So, if there’s an open 
source, there’s no sense in this context because it would run away and definitely we need a kind of 
regulation; from governments, but from companies as well. 
 
 
 

3) Communication with mutated bacteria 
 
 
A (England) In a way, when you are screening for genes, you are also communicating, because you 
are asking if they have some genes and they are answering, you are not using it for any 
applications even if you are thinking in the proteins you could obtain from them and which may 
could be useful in some diseases... but yep, that’s also communicating, and so light is. 
 
J (England) If the method used increases the range of mutations of bacteria more than the fact of 
being in the human blood it shouldn’t be used. 
 
O (England) At what point can we say mutated bacteria are lying? 
 
P (France) We should give regard to ethology in terms of consciousness. 
 
A (England) The point is that if communication with mutated bacteria must be used as a benefit 
for us. There are some studies about mice communication and we shouldn’t use them in the same 
way. 
 
J (England) Being pragmatic, bacteria are not responding consciously to a question, they are 
responding to a stimulus, to some chemicals, this is not designed and this is not lying. 
 



A (England) If you make E.coli grow for example in lactose and it doesn’t do it, it’s kind of 
communication, as well as when you do SOS signals and you flash out and nobody responds. 
 
J (England) But the point is that you can decide not to do it. Another level. 
 
H (France) The point is that here we’re taking our cells, we consider we are conscious and we 
cannot consider they are, we turn on and off the light continuously and we don’t think it’s 
conscious, just an answer to our action; just a subjective interpretation in order to say bacteria is 
communicating with us. 
A (England) I’m concerned about levels, I’m saying it depends what do you decide is consciousness. 
Bacteria has a level. The matter is consciousness. They don’t know they are responding in that way 
because we are giving them a stimulus, but they do; so, what’s the difference? 
 
J (England)  They don’t have a choice, so if you get a choice you know if they have consciousness. 
 
O (England) we’re asking a question, they try to find the information, and there’s that extra step in 
the equation that wouldn’t be if they were just responding to stimulus. That level is also relevant. 
 
H (France)  If we were giving bacteria the power to choose between answers we could have 
checked if they have consciousness; if they say yes or not, that’s not a choice. That would be the 
extra step. 
 
A (England) Yep, if you change conditions you could have more choices. 
 
J (England) But you don’t have the same conditions so, you can’t consider you’re giving to them 
more options. 
 
J (France) They might adapt themselves, so mainly if it takes too much energy to answer that 
question maybe it’s because they need to produce an expensive enzyme in terms of energy, 
they’ve better lie. Just forget about consciousness. 
 
M (England) Using bacteria to produce drugs, if they don’t do it, we cannot say that’s 
consciousness. 
 
A (England) As I said, there are levels, and why don’t we think about consciousness in dogs and 
cats? They have other levels, and where should we stop?  But coming back to the topic, if you give 
to the bacteria some nutrients, glucose, lactose... and you see what do they choose, you are letting 
them choose. They might produce some different coloured product which is telling you the answer, 
‘Hey I chose that one!’ 
 
H (France)  That’s not freedom in choice, they are programmed to use one concrete nutrient. 
 
A (England)  But they don’t choose because you don’t let them. 
 
O (England)  I’m not saying they can become conscious, but if you mutate them, at what point can 
you say bacteria could... 
 



J (England)  I guess ethics is always about the level of  suffering of animals and if it’s consciousness, 
and if it’d allowed to use it for experiments, so, deciding if they have consciousness is the same as 
deciding if they suffer. 
 
A (England) Consciousness also in humans is related with mechanical and chemical signals, so that 
shouldn’t be the explanation to divide in terms of experimentation, so, it’s all about levels. You can 
test in plants cause they don’t seem to suffer, and nobody would test with humans. 
 
A (France) As far as plants don’t have SN we can test, and with bacteria, they can feel, even if they 
cannot feel pain.  There are some experiments to test if some animals have consciousness, 
according to our standard, we can say if the have, but we are never sure at all to say they don’t. 
 
O (England) At what point do we push the bacteria by mutating that they can become 
consciousness... 
 
A (England) In experimenting with animals, when trying to know if the feel pain, we are also 
discussing about how can they communicate they are feeling pain. It’s a kind of communication. So, 
if bacteria are trying to get rid of their charge they are communicating to us by light that they can 
feel pain, how would it be difference to the scream of an animal... 
 
H (France) So, conscious has different definitions, to me we can draw the line from consciousness 
or not when we find the definition between knowing something and knowing that we know, it 
means, understanding, but bacteria maybe know but don’t understand, because other way they 
could have done the same to us and tried to conquer us. Sympathy is not only a human feeling, as 
we come from bacteria, we also feel sympathy to them, and we can stay debating in circles for 
ages... 
 
J (France) A baby, for example, is not conscious, and, would be test something on it? For sure, not. 
But then, just about medicines and everything, we won’t be able to test them on dogs... should we 
stop on mice? You cannot say you don’t want medicines to be testes on animals but then you use 
medicines and all that stuff. 
 
A (France) People who are ill, as Downs Syndrome and so on... they aren’t been used as samples, 
and they don’t know they know. And if we want to make medication for humans we should test it 
in humans, we aren’t better than other species. 
 
P (France) It’s about the survival of the strongest, and that’s why we do it. 
 
H (France) In nature you can find the exception, but every species tries to survive, that’s how we 
are built, it’s not because we want to save the planet, but we want to save the planet as long as we 
are living here. 
 
P (France) We try to preserve the nature but for our own service. 
 
A (England) Eating plants is fine, as it’s a survival thing, but what else? Experimentation isn’t 
about survival. 
 
H (France) We just found our way to survive and it’s a complex one, and it requires experimenting. 
 



J (France) I think what we need to deal is with the number of babies we are having because there 
aren’t enough resources for everybody. 
 
A (France) There are 2 problems, the number of people, and the way we live, because there’s a lot 
of people in Africa and they don’t consume as we do. 
 
M (England) Coming back to the first question maybe we shouldn’t keep people alive if they aren’t 
healthy enough, we should not enlarge their lives. 
 
 
 

 
ANALYSES 

 
 

1) Is synthetic biology a safe tool to deal with future challenges as the population ages? 
 
 

- There’s always a risk when you take medicines, if we are dealing with synthetic biology 
products they must be well regulated by companies and governments before going out to 
the public, and the consumer has a responsibility to be rational in the way we use, we can’t 
have a plain faith in them. 

 
 

2)   Open source / Monopolies on life 
 

- Synthetic biology must be well regulated and, open source, understood as sharing 
knowledge and technologies so that everybody can use them, doesn’t make sense in this 
context as the problem of arising mutations wouldn’t let the living cells to be shared in the 
same way. Even if there’s a risk of having monopolized some products by companies, they 
must be strictly tested and as the biosynthetic product increases its quality, many 
companies will try to produce it competing among them, which would decrease prices and 
monopolization and would make the product affordable for the public. 

 
 
3)    Communication with mutated bacteria 

 
- Communicating with bacteria, as it’s understood in the short film, is not only a chemical 

response from the cultures, but a higher communicative step in terms of: asking for a 
question, bacteria finding information, and responding to the question depending on the 
information found; but in no case should this be understood as a range of choices to be 
elected, since bacteria are programmed by their biological evolutionary system and, as any 
of us, they’ll try to keep their welfare. And this could be read as in terms of consciousness; 
they don’t have it, so we can’t say they are really lying, but because we are also thinking of 
“lying” in the human way and we may consider the existence of different levels of living 
complexity. The risk of using mutated bacteria should be decreased by the proper 
regulation of the synthetic biology products, so synthetic biology could have a relevant role 
in our future lives. 

 



 
 

COMMENTS 
 

We can study here the differences between countries and conclude that British people are 
quite well trained in debates and thus they leaded it. Apart from the language barrier, they, in 
some ways, were more reflexive in their comments than others. 
 
All the people who debated here (between the age of 20-26) had a scientific background and 
this explains why they oriented the debate to experimentation and consciousness related 
topics.  

 
 
 
 
  
 
 


