LIFE, DEATH AND HUMAN NATURE  

BIOETHICS IN THE TWENTY-FIRST CENTURY

Many commentators have characterised the scientific progress and the immense scale of death and suffering of the twentieth century as the twins of enlightenment hubris - the inevitable consequences of abandoning the transcendental and pinning humanity’s hopes on materialism, individualism, science and technology.  

While it has been resisted by social, religious, philosophical and grass-roots movements, science advances apace, in forms such as utilitarian economics, evolutionary biology, cognitive neuroscience, evidence-based medicine, biological psychiatry, behavioural genetics, and the “human sciences”.  

As we enter the third millennium, what forms will choice, freedom, meaning, justification, community, and clinical wisdom take, as explanatory programs appear to colonise more of human experience?  Is human nature definable and controllable, or will we profit from the promises of science?  Will scientific consilience turn ethics into a social science, or will it offer a better understanding of the gap between is and ought?  

We warmly invite you to consider old and new questions of bioethics, against this broad background of intellectual and cultural change.  We envisage three kinds of contribution:

· Broader questions connecting ethics, science, ethical method, and conceptions of life, death and human nature, such as those suggested under “Underpinnings”;  

· Discussion of a specific bioethical issue, including, but not restricted to, those listed under “Topics”;

· Papers which link a specific issue with one or more of the underpinning themes.  

Underpinnings

Moral knowledge

· What putative sources of knowledge are worth respecting - scepticism, positivism, induction, intuition, narrative, reason, myth, science, magic?

· What can we reasonably say about the sources of our moral knowledge?

· What is the status of biological explanations of morality and naturalistic ethics?  Could ethics ever be the science of human flourishing?

Ethical method and human nature

· Do ideas of human nature better support moral fundamentalism or moral pluralism?

· What are the justifiable limits to tolerance in a multicultural world?

· Is bioethics best practised as one method or as many?

· What is “empirical ethics”, and what part can it play in confronting our challenges?

· Whither autonomy?

Conceptions of life, death and power

· What influences will / should the rise of spirituality, environmentalism and holism have on the practice of bioethics? 

· What can people learn from indigenous understandings of ethics and our connections with other living things and with the biosphere?

· What is genetics saying to us about our connections to other species, and what are the implications?

· What is the proper scope of social, institutional and religious power?

Topics
1.  Genetics, biology and identity

· The selfish genome: dominance of genetic conceptions of disease and identity 

· Prenatal genetic diagnosis and non-medical sex selection
· Xenotransplantation, chimerical research and human hybrids

· Neuroscience, cognitive science and personal identity

2.  End-of-life

· The best interests of profoundly disabled infants and adults
· Global and local trends in end-of-life decision-making
· Advance care planning issues
· Anti-ageing and longevity: unchecked science?
3.  Power and human rights

· Religious and other influences on third world HIV/AIDS research and other aspects of public health policy
· National security interests and the rights of asylum seekers and refugees

· The rise of religious fundamentalism in the age of science

4.  Professions & education

· Balancing science and humanities in health professional education
· Professional competence, bureaucratic power, bullying and whistleblowing

· Medical error – still no light at the end of the tunnel?

· What room does evidence-based medicine leave for other aspects of health care practice?

· Integrating complementary/alternative modalities and western medicine

5.  Humans and the biosphere

· Obligations to future generations

· Caring for the global environment

6.  Ethics committee issues

· What power / influence should clinical ethics committees have in determining clinical decisions?

· What grounds the status and influence of the ethical guidelines developed by AHEC / NHMRC?

7.  Issues of equity and access

· IVF and Medicare

· Urban / rural disparities

