Panel title: 
Ancient Philosophy and Bioethics: Theoretical and Pedagogical Approaches

Introduction:
In this panel, we invite a discussion on the pedagogical and theoretical problems involved with teaching bioethics in the ancient world and incorporating ancient philosophy into bioethical conversations. The field of bioethics is just beginning to take hold in Classical Studies. We are interested in attracting an audience of those who teach, do research on, or plan to develop courses in bioethics and the classical world.

The speakers for this panel, for purposes of breadth and differences in pedagogical perspective, include a professor who teaches a new undergraduate class in ancient bioethics, a professor whose expertise lies in ancient philosophy and science, and a graduate student who has trained in ancient philosophy and bioethics.

Speaker One:

Anatomy Lessons
In this talk, I present the results of teaching my new course, “Bioethics in the ancient world.” In the talk, I show examples of student work, including web-authored multi-media portfolios. 
Students who study antiquity at the undergraduate level report that their professors expect them to check their 21st century selves at the door. Yet in practice, it is difficult to separate ourselves as learners from what we encounter in other cultures. This difficulty is all the more apparent when we are simultaneously teaching students that ‘the Greeks are us,’ in some senses at least. This course is aimed at using the rhetorical angle of our position as both inside and outside classical civilization to think about social consensus in light of applied ethics.
In November of 2008 Heinrich Von Staden, Professor of Classics and History of Science at the Institute of Advanced Studies in Princeton, NJ, delivered the annual Gerald Else lecture, “Experiments on Animals and Humans: Greek and Roman Perspectives.” While the lecture covered experiments involving the dissection of a range of animals from invertebrate to higher mammals, perhaps the most jolting aspect of the talk involved von Staden’s horrific revelations concerning Herophilus and Erasistratus, a pair of third century B.C.E. Alexandrian physicians who became the first ancients to conduct vivisectory experiments on human beings, using condemned criminals as their subjects. 

It was hard enough for the members of the Classics department and our students, many of us vegetarians, ardent dog owners and cat lovers, to hear Von Staden’s account of the vivisection of common household pets as part of a theatrical science-palooza performed for the entertainment of audiences meant to marvel at the wizardry of ordinarily respectable physicians (including the famed Roman philosopher-physician, Galen) putting the physiology of nerves and arteries on display in vivisected color. Indeed, recalling Von Staden’s lecture even now, some three months later, my mind wanders to a recent controversy surrounding the practice of using living dogs, former pets surrendered at local animal shelters, to train surgeons here at the University of Michigan. A press release from the University of Michigan’s Health Services Newsroom, dated January 14 2009, in response to a critical article published by the Detroit Free Press claims, “When animals must be used, it is because we have determined there is no adequate alternative.”

Von Staden’s lecture reminded us of the best and worst in human beings-the noblest impulses-to heal even severely traumatized patients and to make advances in the understanding of human anatomy—coupled with the vilest developments in human history: Tuskegee, Auschwitz. It seems that little indeed, apart from time, separates us from the ancient Alexandrians and the moral complexities implied by ancient experimentation.
Von Staden’s contributions to the history of science are monumental, of course; one thinks of his prize winning monograph, Hierophilus: the art of medicine in early Alexandria (Cambridge 1989). His larger point seemed to be that reactions to the treatment of fellow human beings in this way provoked a response; that it was an aberration of science to have entered into such practices to begin with. As I left the lecture, I turned to think about my own teaching of the ancient world and of ancient ethics in particular and found that all too rarely did I address the ancient Greek and Roman intellectual record with an interest in the possibilities of social, intellectual, and scientific protest and debate.
The standard approach to ancient ethics is through the lens of virtue, the good life, and happiness, for obvious reasons. Classical and Hellenistic philosophers, far from approaching the question of how one should live through appeal to duty, utility, or morality, appealed instead to the end of life, most often conceptualized as eudaimonia or well-being.  Nevertheless, the ancient Greeks and Romans were not just busy living good lives, and didn’t they know it!. 
After Von Staden’s talk, I walked into the office of Classical Studies with a new course in mind, “Bio Ethics in the Ancient World.” Von Staden’s talk made me think of medical ethics, reproductive issues, questions surrounding sexuality,—places in the ancient world where our discomfort arises. Rather than checking this discomfort at the door, in Bio Ethics in the Ancient World, we’ll bring it into the classroom, to see whether and how social and scientific change occurred in the ancient world.

Speaker Two:
Is Medicine an Art, Science, or Practical Wisdom?  

Classical philosophy devoted considerable energy to the division and demarcation of sciences. For anyone responsibly working in or learning a science, recognizing its position among the various sciences seems vital. The type of science affects the aim, method, and exactness of the enterprise. For the ancient Greeks, medicine was an important undertaking, provoking questions about its place within the divisions of the sciences. Reflecting today upon medicine, we may also wonder how to formulate its study and practice in relation to the various sciences. Is it a natural science, practical intelligence, or an art? Will traditional thought support any such assignment? We begin with a sketch of the traditional articulation of the sciences and then consider the 
relationship of medicine to it. 
The ancients primarily conceived of medicine as an art—an exceptional art closely related to natural science and to practical wisdom—a conception of  medicine that still seems applicable. In both the past and present, medicine, for better or worse, inevitably has complex relationships with the other sciences. The vast expansion of today’s medical knowledge and range of treatments tends to join medicine even more closely to other fields. From an Aristotelian perspective, the art of medicine in its demands (Cf. Nicomachean Ethics 3.1112a34-b6) approaches the case of the moral agent. Medicine similarly involves imprecision and deliberation. The similarity seems to go beyond mere analogy with practical science. Because medicine often has the urgency and importance of moral deliberation, the practice of the art is often emotion laden for those who are the agents or the patients. Such arts that force those involved to bring the character of agent and patient into play take on many of the features of practical wisdom. 
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Speaker Three:

Incorporating Ancient Philosophy into the Curriculum of Bioethics 
at the Graduate Level

As a relatively new field, bioethics is an evolving discipline that is in many ways still searching for an identity.  One of the hallmarks of this discipline has been its inherently interdisciplinary nature.  Philosophy is an important player in this interdisciplinary mix.  A variety of philosophy’s sub-disciplines, including metaphysics, ethics, and epistemology, have had impacts on a large variety of bioethical issues.  Ancient philosophy is not often included in this conversation, though it should be.  One thing that both my undergraduate and graduate training has taught me is that there is much to gain from bringing the perspectives of the ancient philosophers to bear on contemporary issues, and bioethics is proving to be a particularly fruitful area of research in this regard.

My research involves examining bioethical issues through the lens of ancient philosophy.  In graduate seminars I have benefitted from my background in ancient philosophy as I have been able to add a perspective that is often much different than what is found in the current literature.  In particular, the ancient Greek approach to ethics, and its integration with psychology and political philosophy, has led to important and fruitful insights.  The emphasis on a flourishing life and its role in the grounding of an ethical outlook has the power to change the complexion of issues in bioethics.  Moving away from the notions of duty and precise decision procedures in favor of a nuanced and holistic approach that embraces the inherent complexity and ambiguity of ethical problems leads one to conclusions that differ from the norm.  Discussions of end of life care, organ transplantation, as well as the possibility for moral expertise and sharpened moral perception benefit from the inclusion of ancient perspectives.  Additionally, examining what is necessary for one to lead a flourishing life and how those needs (or primary goods) ought to be furnished sheds new light on issues of health care allocation, education, and a variety of other issues.  

While the content of the discussions can clearly benefit from the inclusion of ancient perspectives, the tone and nature of those discussions and the resultant pedagogy can benefit as well.  In both my own teaching of undergraduates as well as my involvement in graduate seminars I have found that following the example set by both Plato’s Socrates and Aristotle have led to engaging discussions and often superior results.  The emphasis on meeting with people where they are in terms of their understanding and moving them into areas of difficulty by way of dialogue and pointed questions brings people to a place of openness to new ideas and perspectives in a particularly useful way.  When combined with the idea that many conversations ought not to be seen as direct searches for the answer to a problem, but rather as part of a process whose aim is progress toward the answer by eliminating bad options, one can see new avenues for inquiry as well as the benefit of a variety of different conversations.  All of this is to say that bioethics stands to benefit from more inclusion of ancient philosophical perspectives and techniques.  My talk is aimed at furthering such a conversation by way of both argument and discussions of personal experience.  

