Higher Education and Bioethics in France : a rapid survey

“Long a Cinderella, biology has now assumed its rightful place at the queen’s court” 
.

The genetic revolution has been on the scientific agenda since the middle of the 20th century.
A giant step was taken in 1953 when Watson and Crick discovered the DNA molecule clinging like a filament to the chromosomes carrying genetic information. Geneticists went on to explore the DNA and identify different genes. Practical applications of genetic information now proliferate in industry, food-processing and pharmaceuticals.
These basic discoveries accompany exceptional technical advances allowing their application to human beings : medically assisted procreation, organ transplants thanks to the  discovery of the HLA system and cyclosporine. More recently, the discovery of adult and embryonic stem cells has opened the way to new research and  applications in cell therapy, still nascent, and the birth of “Dolly”, the now famous Scottish lamb cloned in 1996, has done the same for human cloning.
The question “And Man in all this?”, the title of Axel Kahn’s book
 is raised and the need for serious ethical reflection becomes urgent.

The first difficulty is with the word bioéthique. It is the translation of an English word, bioethics, coined by V.R.Potter
, an American oncologist in 1971. France Quéré dubbed it a linguistic “chimera”. What ethic is supposed to be inherent in biology? Wouldn’t risk be transmogrified? Is it something untranslatable or should we admit with Wittgenstein that “the meaning is the use”. That is what has happened throughout the world in naming the ethics of biomedicine. It is a broad field involving human beings: birth, life, health, death and their relationship with the natural environment. It concerns researchers, scientists, doctors, jurists specializing in the humanities and philosophers.
We are faced with this complexity from the outset. How should this subject be taught, given the many approaches involved?
This has been the subject of considerable study in France for some time now. It was institutionalized with the creation of the Comité Consultatif National d’Ethique (CCNE) in 1983, grounded in a Habermassian ethics of discussion. Its purpose is to give opinions on “ethical problems and social questions arising from progress in biology, medicine and health”
. Its work is the subject of an annual conference and published in a quarterly review “Les cahiers du Comité”
Patterned on the CCNE, local ethics committees and ethics “spaces” which give Masters and Doctorate degrees are being included in curricula throughout the country within the structure of hospitals and teaching hospitals (CHU)
. Ethics committees also exist in research institutes: INSERM, CNRS, and INRA... 
Bioethics is now taught in medical schools in Social Science and Sociology departments in the freshman year. It is also available in pharmacy schools.

The first laws on bioethics were voted in France in 1994 and revised in 2004. They affirm principles concerning the body: the inviolability and the non patrimoniality of the human body; the mind: recognition of the freedom of the individual by means of informed consent; and the species: protection of the genetic heritage. This passage into law, which was anything but easy, drew on the juridical world and law schools promptly set up courses in bioethics at the doctoral level.
Within France’s “Grandes Ecoles”, ESSEC, in partnership with the pharmaceutical laboratory, Aventis, created a Chair of Ethics and Biotechnology.

Bioethics is now considered to be a new element in general culture
. It has become a force in society extending far beyond scientific or juridical circles. Various religions have organized study groups on the subject. A Jesuit institution, le Centre  Sèvres,  proposes its study in courses in philosophy and theology and these are open to the public. Several currents of contemporary thinking, such as the Rationalist Union or the Masonic Lodges, have organized committees and publish their findings in public seminars.
All these initiatives,-and many more,- point to the fact that public education in bioethical questioning has become a priority. That is what we too are working on.
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