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Aims	of	the	Conference	
There will never be a Newton for the blade of grass,” Kant wrote in 1784, a quarter-century 
before the birth of Charles Darwin, and less than a half-century before the first synthesis of 
an organic compound in a laboratory. Philosophies, theories, and theologies of humans, 
animals, and nature were built on this fundamental exclusion of life from science. 

But contemporary biology has changed the rules of engagement between life and science. 
Life is now not only mapped down to the level of the genome, it is cut, copied, 
manufactured, fine-tuned, and CRISPRed. Life has become not just an object of science, 
but the raw material of new technology. And yet, although the science of life is shaped by 
assumptions developed through the study of inanimate things, life is an object of science 
like no other. A single cell contains an entire world. Even in a post-vitalist era, the biologist 
G.G. Simpson has proposed that the esoteric secret ingredient of life is real: the 
hypercomplexity of eukaryotic organisms. This is why the science of life is distinctive 
among the sciences in its methods, using history, narrative, and teleological terms and 
explanations. Moreover, the extraordinary complexity of the science of life presents unique 
challenges for pedagogy and public dialogue. 

What are the implications of the incorporation of life into science—for religion, values, 
morality, and meaning? What are the philosophical, theological, and theoretical 
implications of life’s special status among the objects of science? What does the 
animalising of the human mean for the framing of human (or nonhuman) religion and 
societies? What is the religious and theological significance of nonhuman life—whether 
animal or xenobiological? Do theories of the evolutionary origins of religion help us better 
understand it in its political and spiritual dimensions? Are organisms made up of basic 
biological components, and how do those components interact in a dynamic relationship 
with the whole organism and the environment? Does biology shed light on how we 
experience? What are the implications of a conversation between biology and the 
humanities for thinking on culture, identity, sexuality, and society? Are biology and 
technology on a continuum, or are there breaks in the order of nature? How does the 
science of life open up new relationships with other humans, other species, and the planet? 

Ian Ramsey Centre: Donovan Schaefer; 
Prof. Alister McGrath; Verónica Martínez; Andrew Pinsent; Ignacio Silva. 

 
International Society for Science and Religion:  

Fraser Watts; Michael Reiss 
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Wednesday	19	July	
All	plenary	events	will	be	in	the	Mary	Ogilvie	Lecture	Theatre	

2:00pm	 Registration	opens	

6:00pm	 Reception	

6:30pm	 Dinner:	Dining	Hall	

8:00pm	
WELCOME	AND	PLENARY:	Massimo	Pigliucci	(City	University	of	New	York)	
Living	According	to	Nature?		
The	Biology	of	Human	Nature	and	What	It	Tells	Us	About	Ethics	

	

Thursday	20	July	
8:00am	 Breakfast:	Dining	Hall	

9:00am	 Free	time	

10:30am	 Tea	and	coffee	

11:00am	 PLENARY:	Samantha	Frost	(University	of	Illinois	at	Urbana-Champaign)	
The	Attentive	Body:	Epigenetics,	the	Index,	and	the	Registers	of	Meaning	

12:30pm	 Free	time	

1:00pm	 Lunch:	Marquee	

2:00pm	 PARALLEL	SHORT	PAPERS	I	(3x4)	

	 Band	A:	Mary	Ogilvie	Lecture	Theatre	–	Biology	and	Metaphysics	

2:00pm	 Robustness	Between	Biology	and	Technology:		
Melting	Pot	or	Trading	Zone?	

Marta	
Bertolaso	

2:30pm	 Prescribed	Emptiness:	Alleviating	the	Suffering	Incurred	from	
Causal	Determinism	and	its	Related	Disorders	

Birdie	
Kushner	

3:00pm	 Human	Dignity	in	Evolution:	
Developmental	and	Social	Prerequisites	

Alexander	
Massmann	

3:30pm	 Biologizing	Religion:		
Some	Missed	Opportunities	

Lluis		
Oviedo	

	 Band	B:	Seminar	Room	3	–	Sexuality	and	Natural	Law	

2:00pm	 The	Game	of	Life:		
What	Game	Are	We	Playing?	

Peter	
Woodford	

2:30pm	 Transgendering	Nature:	Sexology,	Epistemology,	Slime	Mould,	
and	the	Japanese	Naturalist	Minakata	Kumagusus	(1867-1941)	

Eiko	
Honda	
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3:00pm	 Pre-Copulatory	Sexual	Cannibalism	and	Other	Accidents:	
Desire,	Evolution,	and	Natural	Law	

Donovan	
Schaefer	

3:30pm	 Natural	Moral	Law:	From	the	Stoics	to	Kant,		
Darwin,	and	Modern	Evolutionary	Science	

Marian	
Hillar	

	 Band	C:	Seminar	Room	6	–	Science	and	Self	

2:00pm	 Can	Humanity	Escape	Its	Biological	Basis?	
An	Analysis	of	a	Religious	Idea	from	the	Standpoint	of	Biology	

Bair	Eloyevich	Puig	
Zhamaganov	

2:30pm	 The	Human	Person	Fully	Alive:	
Where	Science	and	Religion	Come	Together	

Christopher	
Krall	

3:00pm	 Science	and	Religion:	Examining	the	Relationship	from	the	
Standpoint	of	Human	Subjectivity	and	Biocentrism	

Stig	
Lindberg	

3:30pm	 Reimagining	Biology:	
How	a	Theology	of	Life	Can	Help	Reshape	the	Science	of	Life	

Finney	
Premkumar	

4:00pm	 Break,	with	tea	and	coffee	

4:30pm	 PLENARY:	Ullica	Segerstrale	(Illinois	Institute	of	Technology)	
Science	and	its	Social	Implications:	A	Recurrent	Concern	

6:00pm	 Free	time	

6:30pm	 Dinner	

8:00pm	 PUBLIC	LECTURE:	Michael	Reiss	(University	of	London)	
Religion,	Society,	and	the	Science	of	Life:	Implications	for	Public	and	School	Education	

	

Friday	21	July	
8:00am	 Breakfast:	Dining	Hall	

9:30am	

SYMPOSIUM:	the	International	Society	for	Science	and	Religion	
Implications	of	the	New	Holistic	Biology	

Part	I:	Led	by	Ottoline	Leyser	(University	of	Cambridge)	
and	Michael	Ruse	(State	University,	Florida)	

11:00am	 Break,	with	tea	and	coffee	

11:30am	 Part	II:	Presentation	by	Fraser	Watts	(University	of	Lincoln)	and		
panel	chaired	by	Michael	J	Reiss	(University	of	London)	

1:00pm	 Lunch:	Mary	Ogilvie	Foyer	

2:00pm	 PARALLEL	SHORT	PAPERS	I	(3x4)	

	 Band	A:	Mary	Ogilvie	Lecture	Theatre	
Biology	and	Metaphysical	Naturalism	
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2:00pm	 Evolutionism:	
Atheism	as	Religion	

Stephen	
LeDrew	

2:30pm	 Intelligent	Design	and		
Its	Challenge	to	Naturalism	

Juuso	
Loikkanen	

3:00pm	 Biology,	Belief,	and	Spiritual	Technologies:	
A	Theological	Embrace	of	Soul-Less	Embodiment	

Sarah	Lane	
Ritchie	

3:30pm	 What	is	Right	and	What	is	Wrong	in	the	
Darwinian	Approach	to	the	Study	of	Religion	

Konrad	
Szocik	

	 Band	B:	Seminar	Room	3	
Teleology	

2:00pm	
Enhancing	Students’	Epistemic	Insight	in	Relation	to	
Possible	Futures	for	Humanlike	Machines:	
Findings	from	an	Intervention	Study	

Mehdi	Nassaji	
and	Berry	
Billingsley	

2:30pm	
"The	Petri	Dish	Only	Confirms	that	Kant	was	Correct":	
Our	Technical,	Teleological,	and	Practical	‘Purposiveness’	in	
Science	and	Morality	

Douglas	
McGaughey	

3:00pm	 Natural	Teleology	in	Science	and	Religion:	
Augustinian	and	Thomistic	Approaches	to	Darwin’s	Revolution	

Amerigo	
Barzaghi	

3:30pm	 Social	temperance,	
homo	sapiens,	and	homo	liturgicus	

Andrew	
Pinsent	

	 Band	C:	Seminar	Room	6	
Origins	of	Life	

2:00pm	 Are	Scientific	Model	About	Life	Testable?	Lessons	from	
Simpson’s	Paradox	and	Philosophy	of	Science	

Prasanta	
Bandyopadhyay	

2:30pm	 What	is	Life?	Insights	from	a	Dialogue	Between	
Science,	Philosophy	and	Theology	

Andreas	
Losch	

3:00pm	
The	Conceptual	Controversy	Between	the	Second	Law	of	
Thermodynamics	and	Life:	The	Sunset	and	Sunrise	of	an	
Interdisciplinary	Debate	(1910-1940)	

Frederik	
Moreira	dos	
Santos	

3:30pm	
“These	Are	Some	of	the	Things	Hydrogen	Atoms	Do,	Given	13.8	
Billion	Years	of	Cosmic	Evolution.”	Science,	Religion,	Ecology,	
and	the	Spiritualism	of	a	Re-Enchanted	Society	

Anthony	
Nairn	

4:00pm	 Break,	with	tea	and	coffee,	followed	by	free	time	

6.30pm	 Dinner:	Dining	Hall	

8:00pm	
PUBLIC	LECTURE:	Alister	McGrath	(University	of	Oxford)	
Science	and	Religion:	Reflections	on	the	Future	of	a	Dialogue	and	Debate	
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Saturday	22	July	
8:00am	 Breakfast:	Dining	Hall	

10:30am	 Break,	with	tea	and	coffee	

11:00am	 PARALLEL	SHORT	PAPERS	III	(3x4)	

	 Band	A:	Mary	Ogilvie	Lecture	Theatre	
Species	

11:00am	 The	Wise	Hominid,		
Human	Distinctiveness	and	Natural	Law	

John	
Berkman	

11:30am	 Paleobiology,	Extinction,	and	
Posthumanism	

Linda	
Ritterbush	

12:00pm	 Are	Human	Beings	
Homo	Sapiens?	

Jonathan	
Jong	

12:30pm	 Vocational	Animals:		
Theological	Reconsiderations	in	Light	of	the	Science	of	Life	

Allison	
Covey	

	 Band	B:	Seminar	Room	3	
Vitalism	and	Mechanism	

11:00am	 The	Machine	in	the	Ghost:	
On	an	Ontology	of	Information	and	The	Politics	of	Life	

Michael	
Burdett	

11:30am	 Behemoth:	Henri	Bergson’s	Philosophy	of	Life	and	Deleuze’s	
Vitalism;	A	Humanization	of	the	Science	of	Life	

Jack	
Coopey	

12:00pm	 Evolution	in	Confucian	Context:	
A	Case	of	Study	of	Kang	Youwei	(1858-1927)	

Zhaoyuan	
Wan	

12:30pm	 The	Meaning	of	Life	in		
Peter	van	Inwagen’s	Metaphysics	

Chris	
Oldfield	

	 Band	C:	Seminar	Room	6	
Moral	Theology	

11:00am	 Evolution	and	Moral	Theology:	
Four	Ways	of	Navigating	the	Two	Cultures	

Craig	
Boyd	

11:30am	 How	Does	Morality	
Come	To	Be?	

Arlyn	
Culwick	

12:00pm	 Original	Sin	and	Intergroup	Bias:	
Reimagining	Reinhold	Niebuhr	and	Theological	Ethics	

Braden	
Molhoek	

12:30pm	 Evolutionary	Models	of	Altruism:	
Implications	for	Christian	Belief	and	Behaviour	

Brandon	
Ooi	

1:00pm	 Lunch:	Mary	Ogilvie	Foyer	
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2:00pm	 PARALLEL	SHORT	PAPERS	IV	(3x4)	

	 Band	A:	Mary	Ogilvie	Lecture	Theatre	
Evolution	of	Cognitive	Science	

2:00pm	
To	Naturalize	is	to	Differentiate:	How	Recent	Advances	in	
Cognitive	Science	Provide	a	Material	Basis	for	Resisting	
Homogenizing	Discourse	

Stefani	
Ruper	

2:30pm	 The	Nature	of	Belief:	The	Cognitive	Science	of	Religion	and	its	
Possible	Impact	on	Theology	

Ruth	
Gornandt	

3:00pm	 Cognitive	Science	of	Religion	and	Theisitic	Belief:	
Born	Lovers?	

Mari	
Ovsepyan	

3:30pm	 From	Sense	to	Assent:	Enthusiasm	as	Empirical	Evidence	in	
Natural	And	Spiritual	Science	

Alessia	
Pannese	

	 Band	B:	Seminar	Room	3	
Origins	of	Altruism	

2:00pm	
Moral	Priorities	Among	Church-Goers:	
A	Study	Exploring	the	Possible	Relationship	Between	Church	
Worship	and	Moral	Thinking	

Jennifer	
Brown	

2:30pm	 Moralizing	High	Gods	Are	a	Consequence,		
Not	a	Cause,	of	Social	Organisation	

Tamas	David-
Barrett	and	
James	Carney	

3:00pm	 Evolution’s	Contingency		
and	Morality’s	Immutability	

Paul	
Rezkalla	

3:30pm	 Moral	Enhancement:	
Neurobiology	and	Faith	as	Context	

Harris	
Wiseman	

	 Band	C:	Seminar	Room	6	
AI	and	Transhumanism	

2:00pm	
Artificial	Intelligence,	Health	Science,	and	Soteriological	
Transhumanism:	Explaining	AI	Through	Two	Accounts	of	
Consciousness	

Mikael	
Leidenhag	

2:30pm	 Transhumanism:	
The	Personal	Life	Machine?	

Ben	Page	and	
Max	Baker-
Hytch	

3:00pm	
The	Developments	in	Artificial	Intelligence	based	on	
Biotechnology	and	the	Implications	with	Regard	to	Religion	and	
Society	

Pejman	
Khojasteh	

3:30pm	 Considering	Human	Vulnerability	and	Transhumanism:	
Some	Theological	Perspectives	

Luis	Miguel	
Torro	Ferrero	

4:00pm	 Break,	with	tea	and	coffee	
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4:30pm	 PLENARY:	Rebecca	Stott	(University	of	East	Anglia)	
Netted	Together:	Darwin,	a	Father,	a	Daughter	and	a	Cult'	

6:00pm	 Reception	

7:00pm	 Final	Dinner:	Dining	Hall	

	

Sunday	23	July	
8:00am	 Breakfast:	Dining	Hall	

	 Check	out	of	rooms	by	10:00am	
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Abstracts	of	Keynote	Speakers	
Abstracts are listed in alphabetical order of surname. 

All these plenary sessions will be held in the Mary Ogilvie Lecture Theatre. 

Samantha	Frost	
University	of	Illinois	at	Urbana-Champaign	

Thursday	20	July,	11:00am	–	12:30pm	

The	Attentive	Body:	Epigenetics,	the	Index,	and	the	Registers	of	Meaning	

This talk considers the ways in which epigenetic processes both make possible and 
mediate a living body’s engagement with its habitat. Drawing on Charles Sanders 
Peirce’s account of the index as a non-symbolic sign, I suggest that we can conceptualize 
epigenetic processes as indexical. In doing so, we can discern that the body has a 
capacity for perception and meaning-making at the molecular and cellular level. 

Ottoline	Leyser	
University	of	Cambridge	

Friday	21	July,	11:30am	–	1:00pm	

A	Integrative	Biology:	Parts,	Wholes,	Levels	and	Systems	

Biological systems are complex and dynamic. To understand them it is essential to 
observe and describe them, and perturbations to them, at scales ranging from the atom to 
the ecosystem. That requires terminology. It is not possible to communicate ideas about 
how organisms work without a shared vocabulary, across those scales. This includes 
naming the physical parts of biological systems- metabolites, proteins, cells, tissues, 
organs, organisms, populations. It also includes naming concepts and narratives that 
capture the behaviours of those physical parts- The Krebs Cycle, which is a series of 
biochemical reactions at the heart of respiration; Crick’s Central Dogma that in cells 
information in DNA is decoded first to RNA and then to protein; Mitosis, which is the 
process of cell division; The Cardiac Cycle, how hearts beat; and Evolution by Natural 
Selection. It is not possible to make progress in understanding how biological systems 
work without a shared vocabulary that describes parts, wholes, and systems, as well as 
their behaviours. However, while terminology enables understanding, it can also 
constrain it by biasing interpretation according to existing paradigms. And while 



RELIGION,	SOCIETY,	AND	THE	SCIENCE	OF	LIFE		 Keynote	Speakers	

	 	

IRC-ISSR	conference,	19-22	July	2017	
St	Anne’s	College,	University	of	Oxford	

Page	10	

	

terminology is essential for communication it can also hamper it, when the same word 
cryptically has different meanings to different people. These problems have recurred 
throughout the history of biology and are no less prevalent today. It is necessary to keep 
the vocabulary subservient to the science, but it is easy for the science to become 
subservient to the vocabulary. 

Alister	McGrath	
University	of	Oxford	

Public	Lecture	

Friday	21	July,	8:00pm	–	9:30pm	

Science	and	Religion:	Reflections	on	the	Future	of	a	Dialogue	and	Debate	

Science and Religion will be the most popular special subject chosen by undergraduate 
students studying theology at Oxford University in the academic year 2017-18. Nearly 
50% of students have selected this topic for special study next year. Oxford University’s 
Master of Studies in Science and Religion is currently the largest specialist MSt within 
the Faculty of Theology and Religion. An Ian Ramsey Centre lecture on science and 
religion given during the academic year 2016-17 attracted an audience of 570, mostly 
students. So what do these observations suggest? 

This lecture considers how the broad field of science and theology relates to, and 
possibly engages, a number of concerns within the academic community, including 
anxieties about intellectual tunnel vision through excessive specialization in a single 
narrow field of study; about an apparent emphasis on information and knowledge, 
without the acquisition of wisdom; and possibly most important, the general failure 
within the scientific community to engage deep existencial questions about meaning, 
purpose, and value. The lecture will refelect on how such considerations might help 
scholars, teachers, and organizations who are concerned with the future development of 
the field of science and religion, especially in engagement with schools, churches, and 
the broader academic community. 
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Massimo	Pigliucci	
City	University	of	New	York	

Wednesday	19	July,	8:00pm	–	9:30pm	

Living	According	to	Nature?	
The	Biology	of	Human	Nature	and	What	It	Tells	us	About	Ethics	

We usually think of ethics as the province of religion and philosophy, not of science. 
Recently, however, a number of rather scientistically oriented authors have proposed that 
science — and in particular evolutionary biology, neurobiology, and psychology — is 
capable of answering moral questions, and that these disciplines will soon replace 
philosophy in this respect. I think the new scientism (and its close kin, the New Atheism) 
is mistaken, and yet there is indeed a sense in which scientific investigation is pertinent, 
even crucial, to the study of ethics. This approach was pioneered by the ancient Stoics, 
and captured in their motto, “live according to nature.” In order to be properly 
understood, however, this requires nothing less than a reconsideration of what we mean 
by “ethics,” “philosophy,” and “science.” In this talk I will re-introduce the Stoic 
approach and update it in the light of modern science, especially but not only biology. 
This New Stoicism may provide a path forward in overcoming the infamous divide 
between “the two cultures” identified and discussed by C.P. Snow back in 1959 on the 
occasion of his Rede Lecture. The sciences and the humanities can and ought to work 
together in the pursuit of a better future for humanity and the biosphere at large. 

Michael	Reiss	
University	of	London	

Public	Lecture	

Thursday	20	July,	8:00pm	–	9:30pm	

Religion,	Society,	and	the	Science	of	Life:	
Implications	for	public	and	school	education	

As is widely acknowledged, the tremendous growth in the life sciences over the last 
hundred years or more has had major implications for religion and for theology. 
However, the implications of this growth in the life sciences for public and school 
education have been less widely considered. In this talk I examine the implications of 
Darwinian biology, evolutionary psychology and contemporary theories about sexuality 
for public and school education. I argue that schools have particular duties in regards to 
their students (balance, impartiality, the development of knowledge and critical faculties) 
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which gives them fewer opportunities to advance a particular line than is the case for 
public education – e.g. museums, writings and TV/internet broadcasting. At the same 
time, school education should contribute to the flourishing both of individuals and of 
society, human and non-human. I will conclude by discussing what schools should teach 
about religion and draw on educational data from a study on ‘The New Biology’ funded 
by the Templeton World Charity Foundation. 

Michael	Ruse	
Florida	State	University	

Friday	21	July,	9:30am	–	11:00am	

The	Christian’s	Dilemma:	Organicism	or	Mechanism?		

Is organicism inherently Christian friendly, and for that matter, is mechanism inherently 
religion non-friendly? They have tended to be, but the story is much more complicated. 
The long history of the intertwined metaphors of nature taken as an organism, versus that 
of nature as a machine, reveals that both metaphors have flourished in the endeavors of 
philosophers, scientists and persons of faith alike. Different kinds of Christians have 
been receptive to both organicist and mechanistic models, just as various kinds of non-
religious scientists have been receptive to both holistic and machine metaphors. While, it 
is true, organicism has been generally more attractive to persons of faith than mechanism 
(and vice versa), an overview of the rich and varied history of allegiances to these 
metaphors –religious and non-religious alike – shows that debate is much more 
interesting and complex. A brief inspection of conversation surrounding recent scientific 
discoveries shows that this debate between metaphors is still very much alive today. 

Ullica	Segerstrale	
Illinois	Institute	of	Technology	

Thursday	20	July,	4:30pm	–	6:00pm	

Science	And	Its	Social	Implications	–	A	Recurrent	Concern	

During the last half century critics of sociobiology feared that biological statements 
about humans would inevitably be used for discriminatory social policy or other bad 
things. Meanwhile their targets saw themselves as objective scientists. The conflict 
triggered nasty political accusations. However, the opposition between critics and 
defenders went far deeper, to fundamental differences in scientific and moral 
convictions. We had a case of total world views in conflict.  
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I believe those world views guide scientists’ preferences in general, too. For instance, 
scientists looking for escape from biological determinism or reductionism may want to 
learn more about epigenetics, the complexities of the genome, and the Extended Synthesis.  

New theories have emerged. The evolution of human cognition is now explained as having 
taken place gradually through gene-culture co-evolution, aided by the co-evolution of 
technology. The tripling in human brain size during the past 2 million years could be due 
to a particular cognitive and behavioral complex that enabled small hominins to 
cooperatively hunt large mammals. Another puzzle, large-scale human cooperation, not 
explainable by kin selection and reciprocity, has led some to look at group selection – or 
rather, multi-level selection. Although many take this to mean massive killing, others note 
that the “group extinction” involved doesn’t necessarily mean killing of a defeated group – 
the group may get absorbed by the winners and learn their culture by resocialization. Yet 
another “unbloody” theory is gene-culture co-evolution, but with culture as the driver. 
These theories are moving away from competition, deception, and selfishness. Are we 
witnessing a collective change of world view. 

Rebecca	Stott	
University	of	East	Anglia	

Saturday	22	July,	4:30pm	–	6:00pm	

Netted	Together:	Darwin,	a	Father,	a	Daughter	and	a	Cult	

As Rebecca Stott, author of Darwin and the Barnacle and Darwin's Ghosts, was 
growing up in the suburbs of Brighton in the 1960s she'd often hear her preacher father 
and grandfather refer to a man who they called the monkey man, an especially wicked 
man who was sent to earth by Satan to lead men away from God. The entry on 
Charles Darwin had been excised from the family encyclopaedia, so it was only when 
she broke the Exclusive Brethren rules and consulted the encyclopaedia in the school 
library that she was able to read about evolution. Years later it was a growing 
understanding of Darwinian idea that helped her to question the fundamentalist ideas 
preached by the members of the separatist Christian cult in which she was raised. In this 
talk, based on her recently published memoir about growing up in the cult, In the Days of 
Rain, she will talk more about how her fascination with a Darwinian way of seeing, 
kindled by opening a forbidden book at the age of seven, still drives her today. 
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Fraser	Watts	
University	of	Lincoln	

Friday	21	July,	11:30am	–	1:00pm	

A	Philosophical	and	Religious	Implications	of	the	New	Holistic	Biology	

There is a widespread misunderstanding of biology that is based on mono-causal 
thinking, in which a single factor is put forward as the sole explanation; in fact there are 
almost always multiple causal factors which interact with each other in complex ways. 
Mono-causal thinking leads on to a simplistic kind of determinism in which genes, 
neurones (or whatever) are said to be responsible for complex human characteristics, and 
to have ‘made us do’ things. I suggest that we need to recognize just how holistic the 
biological world is, and explore the implications for reductionism, determinism and 
mechanism. Causal complexity does not favour simple forms of reductionism; it also 
points to a search for biological mechanisms in the broad sense of detailed explanatory 
models rather than anything strictly mechanistic. There are also implications, more 
generally, for philosophical and religious worldviews. As far as divine action is 
concerned, a holistic understanding of the living world suggests subtle but systematic 
divine influences on a richly inter-connected world, rather than a decisive influence on 
discrete events. Divine influence within the world may be, in some ways, analogous to 
the creation of habitats favourable to particular forms of life. The inter-connected world 
envisaged by the new holistic biology is also consistent with the mystical vision of the 
unity of all things. However, Christian theology is very diverse, and some strands will 
find the holistic turn in biology more congenial than others. 
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Abstracts	of	short	papers	
Abstracts are presented below in alphabetical order of surname. 

Prasanta	Bandyopadhyay/Don	Dcruz/Matthew	Parker	
Montana	State	University/University	of	Hyderabad/University	of	Exeter	

Friday,	21	July,	2:00pm	–	4:00pm	 Band	C:	Seminar	Room	6	

Are	Scientific	Model	About	Life	Testable?	
Lessons	from	Simpson’s	Paradox	and	Philosophy	of	Science	

The difference between scientific theories and theories about religious beliefs (ignoring 
some wrinkles about string theory) is often drawn in terms of testability - only the 
former are testable. We discuss two competing theories about the emergence of life on 
earth: Metabolism First Theory (MFT) and RNA World Theory (RWT). MFT postulates 
energy utilizing chemical reactions to have generated primordial organic life. In contrast, 
RWT holds that self-replicating RNA forms the basis of life by storing both genetic 
information and catalyzing the chemical reactions in primitive cells. One central debate 
between them consists in objecting to one another that chemical reactions invoked by the 
other is inefficient. We call this the “inefficiency objection” to the emergence of life 
theories, which, if true, precludes the emergence of life. Given that life did indeed 
emerge, the inefficiency objection needs to be explained away.  

Borrowing an insight from Simpson’s paradox (SP) we argue that even though bio-
chemical reactions for producing life could be locally inefficient in each cell, they could 
be globally efficient - a reversal characteristic of SP. This shows that the inefficiency 
objection need not pose a problem for emergence of life theories. However, philosophy 
of science tells us that a theory by itself does not imply a non-trivial prediction; it does 
so only with some auxiliary hypotheses. Consequently, an empirical instantiation of a 
SP-based model of MFT or RWT requires auxiliaries, which are yet unknown. In 
addition, since we do not yet know with any degree of precision what those operative 
initial and boundary conditions of early earth were at the time when life first emerged, it 
is difficult at best to derive testable implications from them. This raises a question: 
“Does science of life theories suffer the same shortcoming of untestability as does a 
theory about religious beliefs?” 
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Amerigo	Barzaghi	
Universitat	Internacional	de	Catalunya	

Friday,	21	July,	2:00pm	–	4:00pm	 Band	B:	Seminar	Room	3	

Natural	Teleology	in	Science	and	Religion	
Augustinian	and	Thomistic	Approaches	to	Darwin’s	Revolution	

In an important paper on Darwin’s naturalization of teleology that dates back to 1993, 
philosopher of biology James G. Lennox stated that “Darwin was a Teleologist”. The 
topic of Darwin’s conception of natural teleology was tackled again by him in 2013, in 
an essay co-authored with Kostas Kampourakis entitled “Biological Teleology: The 
Need for History”. It should be noted that this work is part of a Companion on the 
philosophy of biology explicitly conceived for educators. The message is that the 
significance and scope of Darwin’s teleological explanations in evolutionary biology 
cannot be underestimated. Misconceptions on this issue lead to more general 
misunderstandings of evolutionary theory’s philosophical consequences – both at the 
academic and at the public level. It is not uncommon to find miscomprehensions on this 
topic in the field of science and religion also. I tackle the reception of Darwin’s 
naturalization of teleology in an interdisciplinary context, by recalling and briefly 
analysing two different approaches to this crucial topic of the philosophy of biology: an 
Augustinian one, by Ernan McMullin († 2011), in which natural teleology is not 
interpreted as a sign of a Designer, and a Thomistic one, by Mariano Artigas († 2006), in 
which, on the contrary, teleology is used to infer the existence of God. I show the value 
of the first, and criticise the second. My aim is to foster a correct comprehension of 
Darwin’s naturalization of teleology in science and religion discourse.  

John	Berkman 
University	of	Toronto 

Saturday,	22	July,	11:00am	–	1:00pm	 Band	A: Mary	Ogilvie	Lecture	Theatre	

The	Wise	Hominid,	Human	Distinctiveness	and	Natural	Law	

In recent years, work in evolutionary anthropology has advanced our understanding of 
our hominid ancestors’ social practices. In these social practices, our ancestors displayed 
what they considered significant, and in doing so conveyed a kind of proto-morality. 

In evolutionary perspective, morality as constituted by social practices is presumably a 
“bottom-up” phenomenon, arising out of more basic hominid capacities. What might 
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constitute the ‘seeds’ of morality?  Obvious candidates would be capacities shared by 
many if not all hominids, e.g. imagination, memory, appetites, affections, passions and 
so on.  

Recognizing the moral significance of capacities homo sapiens share with other 
hominids in no way implies a static account of the nature of homo sapiens. Nor is this 
“animalizing of the human” in any sense derogatory. The evolutionary key to homo 
sapiens – perhaps alone among hominids – is their ability not only to adapt to, but also to 
transform their environment (aka niche construction). In the last 50,000 years, as our 
homo sapiens ancestors spread over the globe, they were modifying their surroundings 
more than “being modified” by them. At this point, niche construction becomes a far 
more significant evolutionary factor than genetic modification. Thus ‘fitness’ lies not in 
genetic inheritance but in adaptability via niche construction. 

In this perspective, to ask about human distinctiveness is to ask what is distinctive about 
the niche construction of homo sapiens? According to their very name, it would be their 
wisdom (sapiens is Latin for wisdom), or in terms of social practices, their traditions of 
wisdom. Key to the evolution of homo sapiens will be understanding their evolving 
wisdom traditions – that is, the evolving social practices which support the survival and 
flourishing of various groups of homo sapiens. 

This recent work in anthropology coheres particularly well with recent work in natural 
law ethics. Both recognize a non-static account of human nature, and emphasize the 
moral significance of sub-rational capacities, social practices, and wisdom traditions. 
This paper will argue that this recent work in evolutionary anthropology with 
contemporary theological accounts of natural law ethics. 

Marta	Bertolaso	
University	Campus	Bio-Medico	of	Rome	

Thursday,	20	July,	2:00pm	–	4:00pm	 Band	A:	Mary	Ogilvie	Lecture	Theatre	

Robustness	Between	Biology	and	Technology:	
Melting	Pot	or	Trading	Zone?	

In recent scientific practice, the urge towards prediction and control of natural and 
artificial systems in bio-medicine, neurobiology and engineering has promoted scientific 
convergence on some concepts, one of the most interesting being ‘robustness’. I argue 
that this emerging area of expertise, robustness, is more a ‘trading zone’ than a melting 
pot. Despite many contact points and reciprocal inspirations, biological robustness and 
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robustness of technological artifacts are separated by a fundamental difference that 
points to a specific ontology and epistemology of living beings as objects of scientific 
knowledge. 

Studies of robustness have elucidated how this feature is related to complex systems 
characterized by highly structured, nongeneric, self-dissimilar internal configurations. 
But living entities emerge through peculiar evolutionary and physiological processes: 
their life history intrinsically depends on a constitutive and continuous orientation of the 
parts among themselves and depending on contextual signals. The asymmetry so 
generated is vital in the sense that it guarantees adequate growth. In such unity of action, 
parts-whole relationships – to the extent that (and as long as) they hold – are to be 
explained through a specific kind of regulation. A pathology like cancer reveals 
robustness as ‘organized heterogeneity’ and a ‘relational ontology of levels’ in biological 
entities. A biological entity acts as dynamic multi-unity, whose maintenance and 
persistence requires two different modes of causation: a differentiation causal dynamics 
and a state-holder causality. 

Robustness is key to understanding, repairing, enhancing and recreating capabilities to 
orchestrate stability and change in natural and artificial systems. When we look at 
contemporary endeavors in this direction, such as the deep interpenetrations between 
bio-medicine and technology, we become more aware of the peculiarity of living beings’ 
biology with respect to technology, but also of how technology is actually changing our 
way of understanding life in different areas of social-human action. 

Craig	Boyd	
Saint	Louis	University	

Saturday,	22	July,	11:00am	–	1:00pm	 Band	C: Seminar	Room	6	

Evolution	and	Moral	Theology:	
Four	Ways	of	Navigating	the	Two	Cultures	

I look at what I think are four primary ways in which scientists and ethicists have 
approached normative ethics in light of evolutionary theory. I believe that an 
understanding of human nature is a necessary but insufficient condition for any 
normative theory. But many of the attempts to derive, rather than consider, ethics from a 
scientific theory of any kind are likely to be entangled with the infamous Is-Ought 
problem raised by David Hume over 2 centuries ago who held that one could not make a 
simple move from a description of the way things are to the way things should be since 
that raised a number of normative problems. 
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I have tentatively labelled the four approaches to thinking about the relationship of 
normative ethics to biological evolution as the conformers, the resisters, the maximizers, 
and the transformers. The first two accept the idea of evolution as a basically “selfish” 
process. Evolution is a “self-oriented” process by which an organism exists in a kind of 
Hobbesian “war of all against all.” The conformers see normative ethics as being guided 
by what evolution “teaches” regarding competition and survival. In contrast, the resisters 
accept the idea that evolution is a competitively selfish process but insist that we should 
reject the “guidance” of the biological process. The last two perspectives see evolution 
as an ambivalent process. For the maximizers and the transformers, evolutionarily based 
desires cannot be reduced to merely the activity of “selfish genes” or other exaggerated 
expressions of the individual organism at the expense of others. The maximizers think 
that evolution and culture can provide the necessary resources for normative ethics while 
the transformers think that there must be some non-reductionist account of normativity. 
It is this last perspective that I defend in this presentation 

Jennifer	Brown	
Coventry	University	

Saturday,	22	July,	2:00pm	–	4:00pm	 Band	B: Seminar	Room	3	

Moral	Priorities	Among	Church-Goers.	A	Study	Exploring	the	Possible		
Relationship	Between	Church	Worship	and	Moral	Thinking	

The ways in which human beings interact with and intervene in the natural world are 
often construed as moral issues, but which moral issues are given priority will vary for 
individuals and groups. Several studies have investigated the relationship between 
religiosity and moral thinking and behaviour, but few have looked at the priority 
religious individuals give to specific moral issues, or the role worship itself might play in 
shaping attitudes towards issues of moral/ethical significance. A pilot study of church-
goers (N= 349, 60.5% female) conducted using an on-line survey found that issues with 
a social dimension (e.g. ‘fair and equal treatment of all people’) were rated as ‘extremely 
important’ by a higher proportion of respondents than were issues such as animal 
welfare, care for the environment and sexual morality. Differences in theology appear to 
account for the differences in importance attributed to some moral issues. Strong 
correlations were found between the priority participants gave to moral issues and their 
estimates of the priority given to those issues by their church congregations (p<0.01). 
Participants showed a preference for deontological moral decision-making, suggesting 
that the priority given to moral issues may be driven by rules-based thinking. These 
findings suggest that, for churchgoers, theology may play a role in how moral issues are 
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prioritised, possibly by providing rules by which moral judgements are made. As moral 
issues relating to life sciences become more predominant in society, a greater 
understanding among churchgoers of the underlying science may be needed so that the 
appropriate theological concepts and rules for moral decision making can be applied 
when evaluating these issues.  

Michael	Burdett 
University	of	Oxford 

Saturday,	22	July,	11:00am	–	1:00pm	 Band	B: Seminar	Room	3	

The	Machine	in	the	Ghost:	On	an	Ontology	of	Information	and	The	Politics	of	Life	

The metaphors and controlling images operative in any academic discipline often go 
unnoticed. Yet it is precisely images and metaphors that structure the imagination of the 
people that practice that discipline and are operative in controlling it. This presentation 
outlines how the machine metaphor and specifically the ontology of information is 
creeping into the life sciences and the repercussions that ensue because of it.  

The presentation begins by outlining how we think with the images and metaphors we 
associate with machines. We equate human memory with computer memory, conflate 
environmental ecosystems with machine hardware relationships and see DNA like 
mechanical puzzle pieces to be built up and behave like the engine in a car. Each of these 
images may bear some semblance of truth but their approximation as metaphors and 
heuristic images has descended into outright equation leading to an ‘ontology of 
information’. In this functionalist ontology the world is not primarily made up of 
material or spirit most basically, but rather information to be discovered (imbued?), 
organised and manipulated. The next section outlines how this ontology of information 
is visible in and shaping the life sciences: specifically in personalised medicine, 
contemporary genetics and bioengineering. I end the presentation by pointing out four 
repercussions. It elevates efficient causes as the major norm of ‘life production’ while 
ignoring the final and formal causes intended by the technical elites. This leads to a 
politics of life where whoever can produce DNA the fastest and cheapest will have their 
imaginative and often utopian final ends realised. The creep from metaphor to conflation 
opens up the possibility of informational reductivism: that life organisms are solely 
information and, hence, manipulatable. The question of the dignity of life looms large in 
an age dominated by ontology of information. 
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Jack	Coopey	
Durham	University	

Saturday,	22	July,	11:00am	–	1:00pm	 Band	B: Seminar	Room	3	

Behemoth:	Henri	Bergson’s	Philosophy	of	Life	and	Deleuze’s	Vitalism;	
A	Humanization	of	the	Science	of	Life	

Bergson's philosophy of life and its organicism inspired Deleuze's vitalistic tendencies in 
the 20th century which attempt to not only capture life as it is but to use scientific 
explanations of life integrated with philosophical ones. The study of life itself is what 
fascinated these thinkers which influenced not only their understanding of time in how 
the life experience of time provides more insight than a metaphysical account deriving 
from Kant. In light in how science despite the instrumental critiques of reason raised 
against it by the Frankfurt School in how 'science does not think' in Heidegger's terms 
continues to innovate and destroy life as we know it as and not as an object of science. 
Thus, it is proposed that the science of life as such is argued to study inanimate things 
but if we question like Bergson and Deleuze did this assumption of the binary between 
animate and inanimate objects through vitalistic tendencies, arguing that in fact life is 
not limited to biological entities but all forms of objects around us in a new 
understanding of what constitutes life as such outside a Darwinian and Newtonian 
definition which is perhaps restricted to the plant and animal kingdoms. Thus, life as we 
know it becomes dissolved if we re-consider the assumptions which delimit animate 
things from inanimate things and consider objects as examples of manifestations of life 
and how our desires, values, morality and meaning give 'life' to all sorts of objects and 
things around us onsequently. In conclusion, this paper shall explore the vitalism of 
Henri Bergson and Gilles Deleuze and argue that their interactions with reconceiving of 
life not only revolutionizes understandings of biology, religion and the human meanings 
associated with societies, but that the boundaries and barriers between the humanities 
and sciences should not be existent.  

Allison	Covey	
Regis	College.	University	of	Toronto	

Saturday,	22	July,	11:00am	–	1:00pm	 Band	A: Mary	Ogilvie	Lecture	Theatre	

Vocational	Animals:	Theological	Reconsiderations	in	Light	of	the	Sience	of	Life	

Christianity has been called the most anthropocentric religion the world has seen, 
consumed by an unfounded sense of entitlement fueled by the doctrine of the Imago Dei. 
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The inclination to draw, through biased comparison, an indelible line between humanity 
and other species, however, is not exclusive to Christian theology. Science too has long 
been interested in the question of what sets homo sapiens apart from other animals; 
human biology, intellectual capacity, and the Imago Dei becoming problematically 
conflated.  

Scientifically-dependant approaches to the Imago Dei, however, trap theological 
anthropology in a circulus in probando. Modern studies suggest that other animals may 
possess traits classically associated with the doctrine including reason, language, 
emotion, moral behaviour, even religious experience. The conclusion that God’s image 
resides in humanity’s demonstrable capacities has been reached while the study of non-
human animals is still in its relative infancy, a conclusion that takes advantage of what 
theologian Joshua Mortiz has called “an anthropocentrism of the gaps.” Where empirical 
evidence is lacking, the epistemic gap is filled with an unwarranted yet fiercely defended 
faith in human superiority.	

Are theological claims to human uniqueness simply indefensible in the modern scientific 
age, the Imago Dei an outdated concept, an ironic victim of evolution? Attempting to 
reconcile theological anthropology with the life sciences, some theologians have 
proposed extending the doctrine to other species, even to nature as a whole. They hold 
that, given the reality of the species problem, such paradigm-shattering reconsiderations 
are necessary if the Church is to take science seriously. Such a proposal follows the 
acceptance of a false dilemma--either humanity is discontinuously distinct from or 
essentially the same as all other animals. A vocational reframing, centering sacrament 
and relationship, stands poised to rescue the Imago Dei from both distortion and 
extinction, restoring the Scriptural nuances of its meaning.  

Arlyn	Culwick	
Independent	Researcher.		

Saturday,	22	July,	11:00am	–	1:00pm	 Band	C: Seminar	Room	6	

How	Does	Morality	Come	To	Be?	

When the action of signs is pursued as an avenue of inquiry in its own right, rather than 
under the rubric of “semiotics” or any one of many other perspectives, it implies a 
perspective all of its own. One of the more intriguing facets of this perspective is that it 
appears to have the resources to answer the question of how truth and falsehood might 
arise as realities, and (for these are related), how normativity can emerge from the 
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natures and interactions of real entities. In a human context, this aspect of sign action 
flowers into what we know of as morality. 

This paper is an account of the process by which morality emerges. It draws, firstly, 
upon the founding Biosemiotic work of Jakob von Uexküll and Thomas Sebeok, though 
broadened to Charles Peirce’s hoped-for universe-wide “physiosemiosis” via the 
extreme terminological precision of John of St. Thomas and his recently-deceased 
interpreter, John Deely. These resources are adequate for the task of elucidating briefly 
(a) how the action of signs generates normativity, and (b) the root ethical principle at the 
heart of sign action, which I term “kenosis.”  

Tamas	David-Barrett	and	James	Carney	
University	of	Oxford		

Saturday,	22	July,	2:00pm	–	4:00pm	 Band	B: Seminar	Room	3	

Moralizing	High	Gods	Are	a	Consequence,	Not	a	Cause,	of	Social	Organisation	

Does a collective belief in an all-powerful, morally concerned god drive human 
cooperation? Against the prevailing view, we argue that it does not. Instead, we propose 
that moralizing high gods emerge as a consequence rather than a cause of social 
organization. Our model shows that any neutral collective belief can yield synchrony 
benefits for groups above a certain size. This implies that the presence of moral high 
gods (MHG) and the causal role of beliefs in punitive divine agents is not a necessary to 
achieve a large groups size. This leads two claims: that belief in MHGs is promoted in a 
post hoc way by the social hierarchies that emerge after synchrony has been established; 
and that belief in MHGs persists because it confers intergenerational permanency on the 
hierarchy in question. We support our claims using a behavioral synchrony model, which 
allows us to make anthropologically plausible assessments of how social networks 
respond to low-level changes in agent interactions. 

Bair	Eloyevich	Puig	Zhamaganov	
Del	Rosario	University,	Colombia	

Thursday,	20	July,	2:00pm	–	4:00pm	 Band	C:	Seminar	Room	6	

Can	Humanity	Escape	Its	Biological	Basis?	
An	Analysis	of	a	Religious	Idea	from	the	Standpoint	of	Biology	

Immanuel Kant in his Grundlegung zur Metaphysik der Sitten advocates the idea of 
freedom as the achievement of reason’s control over the passions. In his turn, Friedrich 
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Schiller argues that man cannot be free, if his feelings or his reason enslaves one another 
and that the cultivated man is who achieves a balance between the two. World-
renouncing religious traditions, those which Nietzsche would call life-denying, are 
grounded on the idea that the human condition is in some sense flawed and that the 
ultimate being is somewhere beyond it. The “perfect sage” is often depicted as someone 
who has attained a superhuman state, throwing off the desires and weaknesses of his 
body. The first part of the paper explores the postures of Indian religions with their ideal 
of mokṣa, the Christian asceticism and monasticism on the essence of the soteriological 
enterprise. The second part contrasts the religious superhuman ideal with the 
contemporary biological outlook. Since the discovery of DNA structure and its function 
as the carrier of hereditary information and further the genetic basis of a multitude of 
animal dispositions we have got a much more comprehensive account of the human 
species. The extended evolutionary synthesis suggests that Homo sapiens was shaped by 
both genetic and cultural pressures. Whereas, the ethological comparisons realized by 
Konrad Lorenz and others show that many aspects of human behaviour share a common 
evolutionary heritage with other animals. It is argued that condemnation of human 
passions and instinctive attitudes found in ancient religions is rooted in the lack of 
deeper understanding of human biology at the time. Finally, it is suggested that to 
achieve a holistic conception of man and make sense of his existence it would be 
inconsequent to exclude the complex biological basis which is an inalienable part of our 
being and our diversity.  

Ruth	Gornandt	
Independent	Researcher	

Saturday,	22	July,	2:00pm	–	4:00pm	 Band	A: Mary	Ogilvie	Lecture	Theatre	

The	Nature	of	Belief:		
The	Cognitive	Science	of	Religion	and	its	Possible	Impact	on	Theology	

For 19th century theology, the separation of religion and science seemed to be a 
milestone that protected Christian faith from being dismantled by scientific analysis. 
Science was regarded as causal explanation of the external, measurable reality whereas 
religion was linked to the richness of the inner reality of a human being. This reality 
could not be measured by natural sciences and hence was deemed a monopoly of 
humanities, especially of philosophy and theology. Yet in the course of the 20th century 
inner mental phenomena became the subjects of empirical based studies. Especially in 
neuroscience, mental processes have been measured and investigated scientifically. 
Since nearly 30 years, also religion is being studied by combining methods from various 
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fields of science. The so called Cognitive Science of Religion (CSR) has developed 
rapidly delivering exciting and provocative results that have a high potential to call into 
question long established opinions on religion, faith, and humanity. 

In theology, CSR is mainly dealt with, if at all, for its rejection of theism and its claim 
that the natural explanation of religion makes supernatural explanations like God(s) 
unnecessary. This is, however, a clear transgression and methodological flaw of science. 
Beyond those transgressions though, CSR presents a lot of legitimate results that may 
challenge or even modify common theological propositions. In my paper I will show 
why it is important that theology does not dismiss such legitimate research by sketching 
out its potential impact on the most affected areas of theology: First, the nature of 
religion and religious belief which is the modern basis of theology replacing the old 
natural theology; second, the understanding of humanity, especially the doctrine of the 
imago Dei; and third, the modern rejection of a natural notion of God which is 
independent of revelation. 

Marian	Hillar	
Texas	Southern	University,	Houston	

Thursday,	20	July,	2:00pm	–	4:00pm	 Band	B:	Seminar	Room	3	

Natural	Moral	Law:	
From	the	Stoics	to	Kant,	Darwin,	and	Modern	Evolutionary	Science.	

During the last decades evolutionary science has made significant progress in the 
elucidation of the process of human evolution and especially of human behavioral 
characteristics as a continuation of the behavioral characteristics of animals. The theme 
of moral behavior was traditionally subjects of inquiry in philosophy and theology (e.g., 
by Thomas Aquinas). In antiquity the Stoics postulated the natural moral law as 
governing the human behavior. Kant developed a naturalistic theory of moral behavior 
with three levels: instinctive, heteronomous, and autonomous. He recognized the 
existence of a subconscious, non-rational basis for moral behavior, which he called 
“good will.” Kant asked a question about the origin of this “moral sense” or 
“conscience.” Darwin answered Kant’s question and suggested an evolutionary origin 
for our moral behavior. Today natural evolutionary scientists postulate cooperation as 
the third element of evolutionary process after mutations and natural selection. 
Moreover, primatologists and ethologists confirm Darwin’s insight and fully confirm the 
intuition of philosophers. The thesis on the fundamental status of cooperation in the 
entire animal world leads to a belief that cooperation is a primary men’s capability, 
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being emerged from the biological evolutionary history and constitutes biological 
foundations of natural moral law postulated long ago by philosophers.  

Eiko	Honda	
University	of	Oxford	

Thursday,	20	July,	2:00pm	–	4:00pm	 Band	B:	Seminar	Room	3	

Transgendering	Nature:	Sexology,	Epistemology,	Slime	Mould,	and	the	
Japanese	Naturalist	Minakata	Kumagusus	(1867-1941)	

What if nature was ‘transgender’? This is one of the radically new epistemologies of 
science that I will bring to the surface via an intellectual history of Modern Japan, read 
through the work of the transnational naturalist Minakata Kumagusu (1867—1941). The 
notion of nature is a contested cultural issue that has shaped the perceptual core of 
history writing. In the Western philosophical paradigm of modernity, nature has long 
been perceived through binary gender – mostly female. For example, the 19th-century 
saw Nietzsche's articulation of ‘eternal feminine' where the cycle of life and death was 
essentialized to women’s management since ancient Greek; and the 20th-century history 
of human emotion was strongly influenced by Freudian hysteria and irrational female 
analysands as opposed to cultured rational male analysts. Such gendering of nature has 
long operated as a normalising power that subjugates those whose ‘nature’ cannot be 
abided by the dichotomised language of science. This paper proposes a critical analysis 
of epistemological knowledge once imagined by the transdisciplinary naturalist 
Kumagusu that overcomes the normalising social framework and stigma of modernity. I 
foreground my argument through discussion of his interests in sexology, epistemology, 
and Esoteric Buddhism imagined through the existential condition of mycetozoa, a type 
of slime moulds he examined, whose gender transcends male-female binary. 

Jonathan	Jong	
University	of	Oxford	

Saturday,	22	July,	11:00am	–	1:00pm	 Band	A: Mary	Ogilvie	Lecture	Theatre	

Are	Human	Beings	Homo	Sapiens?	

Perhaps in reaction against such stances toward the biological sciences as creationism 
and its ilk, a tendency has emerged for theologians to naturalize their theological 
anthropology, taking the biological category Homo sapiens (or Homo sapiens sapiens) as 
their starting point. This is also in keeping with the current fashion for theologizing 
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“from below”: Christology from the historical Jesus and ecclesiology from the lived 
experience of the church, for example. Independent of the merits of these projects more 
generally, there is a significant conceptual difficulty with equivocating the theological 
category “human being” with the biological category “Homo sapiens.” Insofar as 
theological anthropological questions are questions about human nature, they assume 
that human beings form a natural kind. Homo sapiens is not a natural kind; no species 
are. Rather, species are convenient fictions, gerry-mandered from our temporal myopia 
and the vicissitudes of palaeontology. They are not like clouds—with clear centres, but 
fuzzy boundaries—but rather like sections of long rivers, carved up and labeled by 
explorers who lack God’s eyes’ views of the wholes. There have been recent attempts to 
push back against this deflationist account of biological species, not least by revivifying 
Aristotelian essentialism or by redefining essences. In this paper, I argue that these 
attempts all fail for the theologian’s purposes of metaphysical speculation about human 
nature. From a theological standpoint, “human being” should not be conflated with 
“Homo sapiens.” 

Pejman	Khojasteh	
British	Standards	Institution	

Saturday,	22	July,	2:00pm	–	4:00pm	 Band	C: Seminar	Room	6	

The	Developments	in	Artificial	Intelligence	based	on	Biotechnology	and	the	
Implications	with	regard	to	Religion	and	Society	

The focus of this paper is to explore developments in artificial intelligence based on 
biotechnology (B-AI) similar to human beings with regard to its utility, and the myriad 
of ethical and philosophical questions this raises with regard to religion and society.  

Mainstream computing is at transistor level and is attuned to serial processing. However 
there are development with regard to quantum computing at atomic level that ultimately 
is attuned to parallel processing. Using quantum computing B-AI can be realised similar 
to the human brain (i.e. neurons and neurotransmitters). Issues arising from development 
of B-AI include: 

– How to incorporate and manifest such B-AI? 
– What can be the legal rights and accountability of B-AI?  

Examples of utilisation of B-AI can be to carry out mundane tasks so the humans will 
have more leisurely time, subject to medical experimentation, and to undertake 
dangerous activities such as fight wars at the front line. However this utilisation is not 
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without dangers to humanity and environment. Stephen Hawking has expressed concerns 
about such dangers. 

In addition there are ethical, religious and societal factors to be considered. This leads to 
two further alternatives that are not mutually exclusive.  

1) Create B-AI with mental deficiencies compared to an average human, such as 
omissions of: 

– Spiritual sensation (e.g. associated with temporal lobe, parietal lobe) 
– Criminality (e.g. associated with amygdala, anterior cingulate cortex) 
– Creativity (e.g. associate with superior temporal gyrus, frontal lobes) 
– Emotion (e.g. associates with amygdala, thalamus, hypothalamus, cingulate gyrus) 

2) Regulate creation of B-AI similar to ethical guidelines for genetic testing 

One estimate places the timeline for development of B-AI to few decades, however it 
requires careful consideration on its repercussions based on social sciences and inherent 
dangers. In order to mitigate but not remove the danger of unexpected and undesired 
decision making and actions by B-AI it is proposed that such application to be limited to 
operational level as oppose to strategic level. 

Christopher	Krall	
University	of	Oxford	

Thursday,	20	July,	2:00pm	–	4:00pm	 Band	C:	Seminar	Room	6	

The	Human	Person	Fully	Alive,	Where	Science	and	Religion	Come	Together	

Heightened human consciousness calls for a convergence between the sciences and 
humanities. The Nobel Prize laureate neuro-biologist, Gerald M. Edelman questioned 
how “an objective account (can) be given that is consistent with the existence of 
conscious phenomenal states” (The Remembered Present, 1989). Consciousness is a 
fundamentally subjective phenomenon causing its pursuit to be for objective knowledge 
of subjectivity; scientifically uncharted territory. This paper explores how neuroscience 
and religion must dialogue in the quest for the neural activity and personal meaning of 
consciousness. Stephen Jay Gould’s perspective of the “Non-overlapping Magisteria” 
(NOMA) (Rocks of Ages, 1999) of science and religion must blur when investigating 
human consciousness because the empirical realm of scientific fact must engage with the 
religious realm of ultimate meaning and moral value. Daniel Siegel, in reflecting on 
conscious awareness, states, “While we do not know exactly what awareness ‘is’, we do 
know that awareness is an active ingredient in every form of education and 
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psychotherapy… a tool of the mind that empowers the movement of relationships and 
our brains toward integration” (Pocket Guide to Interpersonal Neurobiology, 2012). 
While science and religion may not be able to define consciousness specifically, 
practices enhancing consciousness such as mindfulness meditations and Christian 
contemplation exercises are a point of intersection between science and religion. The 
effects of the practices including heightened awareness and neural synchrony are 
objectively measurable with EEG’s and fMRI’s. John Paul II said “The unprecedented 
opportunity we have today is for a common interactive relationship in which each 
discipline retains its integrity and yet is radically open to the discoveries and insights of 
the other…we need each other to be what we must be, what we are called to be” (On 
Science and Religion, 1987). This paper explores how the focused lenses of neuroscience 
and Thomistic systematic theology provide insight into the age-old pursuit for the 
conscious person fully alive. 

Birdie	Kushner		
Montana	State	University	

Thursday,	20	July,	2:00pm	–	4:00pm	 Band	A:	Mary	Ogilvie	Lecture	Theatre	

Prescribed	Emptiness:	Alleviating	the	Suffering	Incurred	from	Causal	
Determinism	and	its	Related	Disorders	

The "biomedical" model of psychiatry assumes that mental illnesses like substance abuse 
disorder are biologically based brain diseases. This model utilizes methodological tools 
of genetics and neuroscience to uncover the biological cause(s) of mental disorders, and 
develops somatic therapies targeting underlying biological dysfunction. However, 
scientists have yet to locate the singular biological cause of any mental disorder, nor is 
there conclusive evidence for disorders caused by "chemical imbalance". The biomedical 
model of mental illness has produced methodological and practical failures; Its 
anomalies lead to epistemic and ethical crisis. 

I show the epistemic failures of reductionist biomedical programs to address opioid 
addiction, the leading cause of accidental death in the United States. Classifying disorder 
as biologically determined only proliferates social stigma. Biomedical 
pharmacotherapies remain largely ineffective in treating long-term mental illness. 
Presupposing that addictions are isolated, individually occurring diseases is to exclude 
crucial social conditions necessary for these crises to arise, and ascribes independence to 
unidentifiable biological causes of disorder. Current epistemologies of addiction are 
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limited by biological reductionism and Western philosophical conceptions of will; Both 
presuppose that causal determinism is a natural problem. 

I develop and defend a cross-cultural analysis of addiction informed by Māhayana 
Buddhist epistemology, which holds that all phenomena are empty, their existence 
inseparable from a complex network of causes and conditions. Under this framework, 
epistemic commitments to a model of "biologically caused" dysfunction entail both 
cognitive and ethical errors. 

Successful approaches to disorders are possible without locating their isolated causal and 
neurological pathways, but require a fundamental refocusing of the epistemology of 
science into more productive lines of enquiry. By utilizing Mādhyamaka epistemology and 
empirical evidence, I show that the biological narratives constructed to classify disorders 
have negative ethical implications. An improved approach to addiction must acknowledge 
the interdependence of epistemology, ethics, scientific methodology, and suffering. 

Stephen	LeDrew	
Memorial	University	of	Newfoundland,	Canada	

Friday,	21	July,	2:00pm	–	4:00pm	 Band	A:	Mary	Ogilvie	Lecture	Theatre	

Evolutionism:	Atheism	as	Religion	

The New Atheism, and the new visibility of atheist and secular groups and movements, 
has been approached by scholars of religion in terms of unbelief and opposition to 
religious dogmatism and political influence. This paper will argue that, at least in certain 
ideological and organizational forms, atheism appears to be something similar to what is 
commonly called ‘religion’. Popular and movement atheism has been heavily influenced 
(though not without controversy) by Richard Dawkins and other scientific atheists whose 
rejection of theism is grounded in a highly structured ideology – in other words, an 
alternative belief system. This belief system can be characterized as scientism in the most 
general sense, but more specifically takes shape as evolutionism: a set of beliefs about 
nature, society, and morality derived from Darwinian evolution. With a teleological 
narrative of the origin and nature of the universe and human history, and a universalistic 
vision of morality, thinkers like Dawkins offer—explicitly and implicitly—a foundation 
for a secular cosmization that mimics the substantive characteristics of major religions. 
Atheist organizations, meanwhile, engage in rituals and collective practices that sacralise 
evolutionary theory, as well as performing some of the socially integrative functions 
traditionally associated with religions. The idea of “secular religion” has never gained 
traction in the academic mainstream, but it is stubbornly persistent. Through the example 



RELIGION,	SOCIETY,	AND	THE	SCIENCE	OF	LIFE		 Abstracts	of	Short	Papers	

	 	

IRC-ISSR	conference,	19-22	July	2017	
St	Anne’s	College,	University	of	Oxford	

Page	31	

	

of scientific atheism, this paper argues that the concept merits attention in our efforts to 
understand the evolution of belief in the ‘secular age.’ 

Mikael	Leidenhag 
Edinburgh	University 

Saturday,	22	July,	2:00pm	–	4:00pm	 Band	C: Seminar	Room	6	

Artificial	Intelligence,	Health	Science,	and	Soteriological	Transhumanism:	
Explaining	AI	Through	Two	Accounts	of	Consciuness	

Transhumanists argue for a radical extension of technology into every human domain. 
Humanity faces a number challenges, and we will need new tools for solving complex 
problems that exceed human intelligence. For this reason, some have proposed that we 
need not merely narrow AI capable of solving specific tasks, but Artificial General 
Intelligence (AGI) capable of disseminating problems in both creative and unpredictable 
ways. AGI is soteriologically important within transhumanism, and the hope is that 
artificial intelligence will aid the project of bringing humanity to a state of posthumanity 
by eliminating physical limitations, illnesses and shortcomings. AGI is directly relevant 
for the health and life sciences, and AI-based applications, health care analytics and 
diagnostic software’s could improve the quality of life for millions of people. Hence, an 
effective use of AGI within the life and health sciences could partly fulfil the 
soteriological goal of transhumanism.  

Stig	Lindberg 
Kyoto	Univerisity 

Thursday,	20	July,	2:00pm	–	4:00pm	 Band	C:	Seminar	Room	6	

Science	and	Religion:	Examining	the	Relationship	from	the	Standpoint	of	
Human	Subjectivity	and	Biocentrism.	

The relationship of science and religion has been a central issue of both the intelligentsia 
and religious communities ever since the Scientific Revolution of the 17th century. The 
relationship was characterized as fundamentally and irreconcilably contentious by two 
19th century scholar scientists: John William Draper in England and Andrew Dickson 
White in the United States. This description of the relationship between science and 
religion stood unchecked until the second half of the 20th century, when scholars began 
investigating a more nuanced approach.  
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Perhaps motivated in part by the dominance of science, a series of religious scientists 
and theologians began to pioneer a new discipline which came to be know as “Scientific 
Theology.” Such proponents include the names Frances Howe Johnson, Arthur 
Eddington, Pierre Teilhard de Chardin, and Toyohiko Kagawa. It is the work of Kagawa 
with regard to the complementarity between these two magesteria which I intend to 
elucidate in this paper.  

Kagawa saw science and religion as being two separate disciplines with fundamentally 
different epistemologies and subject matters, but insisted upon their complementarity. 
Though there are some logical problems with his framing of science and religion, his 
conviction that the two are separate and complementary approaches in the human quest 
for understanding provides a radical break from the received wisdom of his day, and he 
does a convincing job of explicating his position. In a word, Kagawa says science is 
confined to the realm of aposteriori/post-observational facts and religion is the realm of a 
priori access to the realm of possibilities, which science is by nature incompetent to 
investigate.  

I wish to elucidate Kagawa’s argument and consider possible applications of his 
framework for contemporary reflection in light of recent developments in the science-
religion debates 

Juuso	Loikkanen	
University	of	Eastern	Finland	

Friday,	21	July,	2:00pm	–	4:00pm	 Band	A:	Mary	Ogilvie	Lecture	Theatre	

Intelligent	Design	and	Its	Challenge	to	Naturalism	

Today, one of the most controversial phenomena relating to science and religion is the 
theory of intelligent design (ID). According to ID, chance, necessity, and design are the 
three mutually exclusive and exhaustive modes of explanation of all events. Proponents 
of ID hold that certain features of the universe are too improbable to have come about 
merely by natural causes, i.e., chance and necessity, and are thus best explained by an 
intelligent supernatural cause. Consequently, they claim that since methodological 
naturalism, which only accepts natural causes, is incapable of explaining design, it must 
be abandoned as a basis for science and be replaced by ID. 

I argue, contrary to ID, that chance, necessity and design are not mutually exclusive, and 
that we do not need to set divine design and natural causes against each other. 
Furthermore, I maintain that methodological naturalism still continues to provide the 
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only reliable basis for doing empirical science. However, I maintain that ID, when 
understood properly, is not incompatible with methodological naturalism. If ID is seen as 
a theological and philosophical viewpoint challenging the idea of metaphysical 
naturalism rather than as a purely scientific theory, it will contribute more fruitfully to 
the debate between science and religion. 

Andreas	Losch	
University	of	Bern,	Switzerland	

Friday,	21	July,	2:00pm	–	4:00pm	 Band	C:	Seminar	Room	6	

What	is	Life?	
Insights	from	a	Dialogue	Between	Science,	Philosophy	ad	Theology	

Approaches from the sciences, philosophy and theology, including the emerging field of 
astrobiology, can provide fresh perspectives to the age-old question 'What is Life?'. Has 
the secret of life been unveiled and is it nothing more than physical chemistry? Modern 
philosophers will ask if we can even define life at all, as we still don't know much about 
its origins here on Earth. Others regard life as something that cannot simply be reduced 
to just physics and chemistry, while biologists emphasize the historical component 
intrinsic to life on Earth. How can theology constructively interpret scientific findings? 
Can it contribute constructively to scientific discussions? The presentation will shortly 
summarize the insight of an interdisciplinary project on topic, which led to a volume of 
collaborative essays, whose main conclusions I would like to present. 

Alexander	Massmann	
Faraday	Institute	for	Science	and	Religion,	Cambridge.	

Thursday,	20	July,	2:00pm	–	4:00pm	 Band	A:	Mary	Ogilvie	Lecture	Theatre	

Human	Dignity	in	Evolution:	
Developmental	and	Social	Prerequisites	

Those who view the human person primarily in genetic terms or put a premium on 
consciousness and rationality seem surprisingly willing to compromise on the humane 
treatment of persons, in contrast to those holding on to creation in the image of God or 
perhaps a Kantian notion of dignity. “Anti- speciesism” (Singer, Dawkins) seems more 
corrosive to the value of human life than acknowledged. 

How can the notion of categorical human dignity be justified against the backdrop of the 
modern synthesis in evolutionary theory? Consciousness and rationality are not 
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fundamentally different from creation in the image of God as criteria of privileged 
human status in that both involve basic metaphysical commitments. Can categorical 
human dignity be shored up with game theoretical models of the evolution of 
cooperation (Coakley)? What are the ethical implications of these cooperative forms of 
behaviour? Relativising the “selfishness” of particular genes or individual organisms, 
they still maximise Darwinian fitness (Nowak), while the palaeontological record 
indicates costly forms of human solidarity with injured and disabled group members, 
seemingly detrimental to fitness.If cooperation plays an important role in the evolution 
of morality, what mechanisms bring cooperation and moral perception about? What 
about problematic aspects, such as tribal warfare motivating high group morale 
(Darwin)? 

As key ‘mechanisms’ involved in the moral perception of special human value this paper 
discusses intercorporeity (Merleau-Ponty), the inherent intertwining of ‘cognition’ and 
‘recognition’ in the mother-infant bond (Honneth), both in humans and chimpanzees,and 
“direct perception” (Gallagher). The ethical implications of play relativise the bellicose 
implications of human group selection. Allomothering (Hrdy)has the potential to foster a 
moral sense for humanity in the abstract. These concepts are interpreted in a 
hermeneutical realism, with the “invention” and the “discovery” of moral obligation 
inherently intertwined (Ricoeur). 

Douglas	McGaughey	
Willamette	University	

Friday,	21	July,	2:00pm	–	4:00pm	 Band	B:	Seminar	Room	3	

“The	Petri	Dish	Only	Confirms	that	Kant	was	Correct”:	
Our	Technical,	Teleological,	and	Practical	‘Purposiveness’	in	Science	and	Morality	

The “Call for Papers” of our conference begins: “’There will never be a Newton for the 
blade of grass,’ Kant wrote in 1784, a quarter-century before the birth of Charles 
Darwin, and less than a half-century before the first synthesis of an organic compound in 
a laboratory.” Proof texting must be called-out wherever it occurs. What does Kant say? 
“[…] [I]t would be absurd […] to hope that there may […] arise a Newton who could 
make comprehensible even the generation of a blade of grass according to natural laws 
that no intention has ordered […].” (AA V, 400; emphasis added) He also said: “We can 
by no means prove the impossibility of the generation of organized products of nature 
through the mere mechanism of nature, because […] we have no insight into their 
primary internal ground, and thus we cannot reach the internal and completely sufficient 
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principle of the possibility of nature […].” (AA V, 388) Kant’s point in the third 
Critique: because we directly experience only effects, not causes, we must presume that 
a lawful order purposefully governs theoretical reason (nature) and practical reason 
(morality). In the first introduction to the third Critique, Kant writes: “The special 
principle of judgment is […]: Nature specifies its general laws into empirical ones, in 
accordance with the form of a logical system [i.e., intentionality (McGaughey)], in 
behalf of judgment” (AA 20, 216). This heuristic strategy of presumed purposiveness is 
incapable of proof/disproof (here we have no teleological proof of God), but without its 
assumption nature is “a raw chaotic aggregate” (AA 20, 209), not a system, and both an 
understanding of nature and ourselves is impossible. The paper proposes that reflecting 
(not determining) judgment (i.e., a special, internal, motivating feeling) governs, but 
does not ground, theoretical and practical reason to make both the natural sciences and 
morality (as “religion” at the core of all historical religions) possible. 

Braden	Molhoek		
Center	for	Theology	and	the	Natural	Sciences,	Graduate	Theological	Union	

Saturday,	22	July,	11:00am	–	1:00pm	 Band	C: Seminar	Room	6	

Original	Sin	and	Intergroup	Bias:	
Reimagining	Reinhold	Niebuhr	and	Theological	Ethics	

This paper places Reinhold Niebuhr’s understanding of original sin into conversation 
with contemporary biology. Research shows that male rhesus macaques exhibit 
intergroup bias and it is the movement from intergroup preference to intergroup bias that 
I argue serves as a biological predisposition for original sin. The implications for this 
theology of nature argument extend beyond original sin and influence theological ethics. 
The final section of the paper examines how this reinterpretation of Niebuhr’s 
understanding of original sin requires adjustments to theological virtue ethics, 
particularly the notion of friendship.  

Reinhold Niebuhr maintains that sin is not a part of human essential nature and that 
original sin cannot relieve humans of responsibility for sin. Sin, according to Niebuhr, is 
inevitable but not necessary. The question is whether there is something in humanity’s 
biological history that can contribute to original sin. The evolutionary metaphor I settle 
on is the transition from intergroup preference to intergroup bias. 

Neha Mahajan et al. in a series of experiments posited that rhesus macaques are more 
vigilant when examining images of macaques not in their ingroup and exhibit intergroup 
bias, viewing members of the ingroup positively and members of the outgroup 
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negatively. Although human error from one of the researchers led to a retraction of the 
results of several of their experiments, the results that male rhesus macaques exhibit 
intergroup bias remained valid.  

Friendship plays an important role in the acquisition of virtue in virtue ethics, but 
intergroup bias raises problems for the traditional understanding of friendship. Aristotle 
and Aquinas maintained that genuine friendship is limited to people in the ingroup, but 
this can lead to ingroup myopia. Niebuhr’s doctrine, reinterpreted in light of science, 
requires the cultivation of friendships with people in the outgroup in order to form a 
robust ethic. 

Frederik	Moreira	dos	Santos	
Universidade	Federal	do	Recôncavo	da	Bahia	

Friday,	21	July,	2:00pm	–	4:00pm	 Band	C:	Seminar	Room	6	

The	Conceptual	Controversy	Between	the	Second	Law	of	Thermodynamics	and	
Life:	The	Sunset	and	Sunrise	of	an	Interdisciplinary	Debate	(1910-1940)		

The concept of entropy developed by thermodynamics challenged the theories of origin 
of life for a couple decades on the end of nineteenth century. However, during the period 
between 1910 and 1940 this debate was eclipsed. I am interested to understanding why 
this happened in England and German. The main characters of our narrative were guided 
by two challenges that pushed the conceptual debate, i.e., the Loschmidt’s paradox and 
“how could life arise and develop despite of the validation of the second law of 
thermodynamics”. Such challenges seem did not draw attention of some of most 
renowned pioneers in biochemistry on the first decades of twentieth century, such as, 
Frederick G. Hopkins and his followers - despite of their interesting on conceptualize life 
and its compounds. However, some decades later, Max Delbrück and Erwin Schrödinger 
resume this debate taking it out of darkness. I intend to show that a changing of 
theoretical and metaphysical presuppositions may help to understand the reasons why 
this debate come back to light. These researchers established historical and philosophical 
landmarks for our conceptual narrative. It starts with the pioneering of Hopkins’ school 
in biochemistry. Theoretical models in Quantum Mechanics developed after this period 
helped our main characters to rebuild and discuss natural processes that made life 
possible on Earth. Schrödinger and Delbrück, among other scientists, realized that the 
evolutionary history of life have brought a remarkable challenge to the classical 
formulation of the second law of thermodynamics. As result of this open controversy, 
the concept of second law and life were updated through those decades. 
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Anthony	Nairn	
Carleton	University	in	Ottawa	

Friday,	21	July,	2:00pm	–	4:00pm	 Band	C:	Seminar	Room	6	

“These	Are	Some	of	the	Things	Hydrogen	Atoms	Do,	Given	(13.8)	Billion	Years	of	
Cosmic	Evolution”.	Science,	Religion,	Ecology,	and	the	Spiritualism	of	a	Re-
Enchanted	Society	

In the fall of 1980, Carl Sagan took television viewers on a ‘personal voyage’ through 
the cosmos. It was the first time that science was educated personally and profoundly, 
with a message connecting meaning and purpose with the great vastness of the cosmos. 
In 2014, thirty-four years after Dr. Sagan’s epic cosmic journey, Neil Degrasse Tyson 
‘captained’ the Ship of the Imagination, and retold the great story that is of our discovery 
of the cosmos and ourselves, connecting all the creations of the universe together. 
Academia is now showing interest in this grand cosmic narrative, with disciplines like 
Big History, and Ecology and Religion out of Yale using a cohesive narrative of the 
universe for educational purposes, showing a direct relationship of the universe and all 
life to us. The methodology of the Cosmos series to portray science both highly 
personally and profoundly was highly unique, but it is the message of both representing 
an unusually strong spiritual message that is of great interest. Using Max Weber’s 
disenchantment, as well as contemporary interpretations of his work through an 
environmental sociological lens and discourse analysis strategies, I will analyze four 
episodes from each Cosmos series dealing with our place in the universe, our connection 
to the universe, and evolutionary biology. In doing so, I put forth that the message of 
Cosmos is in fact spiritual, mirroring religious narratives and imagery, and that we can 
understand this narrative strategy as a movement to “re-enchant” our world, which in 
contemporary western social circles has begun to dismiss religion completely but claims 
a sense of spiritualism. In doing so, it may become clearer why environmental 
movements in North America, especially Indigenous reconciliation movements, use the 
fundamental aspects of evolutionary biology – our shared ancestry – as a core tenant of 
their progressive messaging. 
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Mehdi	Nassaji	and	Berry	Billingsley	
Canterbury	Christ	Church	University		

Friday,	21	July,	2:00pm	–	4:00pm	 Band	B:	Seminar	Room	3	

Enhancing	Students’	Epistemic	Insight	in	Relation	to	Possible	Futures	for	
Humanlike	Machines:	Finding	from	an	Intervention	Study	

Advances in robotics towards increasingly humanlike machines raise many intriguing 
questions – questions which readily engage the minds of young people. Prompted by this 
opportunity, we devised a workshop on robotics for teenagers which aims to develop 
students' capacities to reason about the power, relevance and limitations of science in 
multidisciplinary arenas. 

The workshop forms part of the LASAR (Learning about Science and Religion) which 
aims to discover and enable strategies to manage questions that bridge science and 
religion in schools. This focus has revealed that the organisation of school education into 
separate subject compartments has some negative consequences not only for children’s 
developing thinking about science and religion but also for children’s opportunities to 
develop their intellectual curiosity more generally. With this in mind, the workshop 
called ‘can a robot hear’ provides a space in which ultimate and metaphysical questions 
are valued and discussed. The workshop objectives are also for students to be able to 
critically analyse the language used to describe human/robot behaviours, to draw 
attention to linguistic distinctions that enable further discussions about the progress of 
robotics towards humanlike machines. 

We have run various versions of the workshop as pilot studies with different year 
groups, from Year 8 to Year 12 (12-17 year olds) on different occasions. In the 
presentation, we will highlight some of our findings from the surveys conducted before 
and after the workshops.  

Chris	Oldfield	
King's	College	London	

Saturday,	22	July,	11:00am	–	1:00pm	 Band	B: Seminar	Room	3	

The	Meaning	of	Life	in	Peter	van	Inwagen’s	Metaphysics.	

Life is central to the account of Material Beings given by Peter van Inwagen (PvI). PvI is 
monocategorial: he thinks everything is a thing of some kind, and there are only two 
kinds of thing: concrete objects (substances) and abstract entities (relations). PvI is 
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mereological: he thinks everything is either simple or composite, and proposes a 
moderate answer (A) to the ‘special composition question’ (SCQ): ‘things compose a 
thing if and only if their collective activity constitutes a life…thus the only composite 
objects are living organisms’ (1993, 684).  

PvI tells us that ‘a life is a purely biological event’, that insofar as he can understand the 
debate, he is a ‘mechanist, not a vitalist’, and that it is the ‘business of biology’ to tell us 
what lives are. ‘It should go without saying that I mean the individual life of a concrete 
biological organism’ (1990, 83). PvI also attempts to shed light on the relevant notion by 
developing a ‘rather lengthy analogy’: ‘the life of an organism is a kind of storm of 
atoms’ (1990, 177). Problems abound. (A) is supposed to explain why there are no 
storms, but the closer the analogy holds, the wider the ontological door opens. 
Biologically speaking, life is a process, not a thing; far from answering the question of 
what a living organism is, biology problematizes the category (Dupré 2014).  

Metaphysically speaking, PvI maintains that a life is an event – ‘a special kind of self-
maintaining event’ (1993, 684) – which grounds composition. PvI confesses 
bewilderment: ‘I do not know what to say about events’ (2007, 203). If there are no 
events, (A) is not a moderate answer to SCQ. If events are composites of substances and 
relations, (A) is no answer at all. Something must be going without saying in PvI’s 
metaphysics. Possibly, something theological. 

Brandon	Ooi	
University	of	Oxford	

Saturday,	22	July,	11:00am	–	1:00pm	 Band	C: Seminar	Room	6	

Evolutionary	Models	of	Altruism:	
Implications	for	Christian	Belief	and	Behaviour	

The existence of altruism is a difficult problem from an evolutionary standpoint. By 
helping others, one usually incurs a survival cost to oneself, making it less likely for an 
‘altruistic’ gene to be passed on to future generations compared to a ‘selfish’ gene. Three 
major biological explanations for the existence of altruism have been proposed, that of 
kin selection, group selection and reciprocal altruism. However, each of these 
explanations imply a particular type of altruism that is incompatible with Christian 
belief. According to kin selection, altruism persists in the population only if one behaves 
altruistically towards other genetically related individuals. For group selection to work, 
altruistic behaviours should be directed only towards members of one's own group, while 
in reciprocal altruism, altruistic behaviours are reserved for those who have cooperated 
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in the past. However, a Christian form of altruism does not discriminate between friend 
and foe, nor does it distinguish kin from non-kin. In the light of Darwinian selection, can 
such an altruism even exist? Four different responses to this problem will be explored. 
Firstly, one can reject a genetic basis for altruism and argue that humans are completely 
free to behave in any way that they want. Alternatively, altruism can be considered as an 
evolutionary by-product that is non-adaptive, thus allowing it to escape from the 
mechanisms of natural selection. A third solution is to rely on divine transformation and 
the working of grace as a counter to the negative behaviours implied by these 
evolutionary models. Finally, the effect of the social and cultural environment as a 
selection force for altruism will be examined. While these four responses differ in their 
relative strengths and weaknesses, it would appear that a Christian form of altruism is 
not an unattainable ideal for humanity. 

Lluis	Oviedo	
Antonianum	University,	Roma	

Thursday,	20	July,	2:00pm	–	4:00pm	 Band	A:	Mary	Ogilvie	Lecture	Theatre	

Biologizing	Religion:	Some	Missed	Opportunities	

Attempts at providing a biological explanation of human beings and society have been 
quite common in the last years (Biologising the Social Sciences, 2015). The study of 
religion has not been an exception, on the contrary, many attempts have tried to explain 
religion in biological terms. Such a program offers some insights, since the study of life 
provides opportunities and methods able to highlight formerly hidden aspects in the 
study of human and religious behaviour, beyond more simple or mechanistic ideas. 
Indeed, approaching life sciences to religion has the potential to disclose dimensions and 
features hardly observed before, and to connect a human activity with one of the most 
intriguing natural phenomena. However, that application and program thus far has often 
focused on quite simple evolutionary models far from the high complexity we can learn 
from living beings; instead of revealing deeper aspects, as life science has mostly done, 
it has reduced religion to new almost mechanical and simple processes, quite far from 
what we are used when learning from that science. Something similar has happened with 
the application of cognitive and neuro-sciences: the very rich and complex panorama 
they offer becomes simple and summarized when applied to the study of religious mind 
and beliefs. Such shortcomings invite to explore alternative models in the attempt to 
connect life sciences and religion, following the pattern that can be traced in the similar 
case of life sciences and anthropology: instead of following a reductive path, it would be 
much more interesting to try to apply the most intriguing dimensions of life: its 
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creativity, resilience, and organicism, for instance, to a more comprehensive 
understanding of religion as a living reality.  

Mari	Ovsepyan	
University	of	Oxford	

Saturday,	22	July,	2:00pm	–	4:00pm	 Band	A: Mary	Ogilvie	Lecture	Theatre	

Cognitive	Science	of	Religion	and	Theisitic	Belief:	Born	Lovers?	

The past century has been marked by a major resurgence of scholarly attempts to find a 
natural explanation for the phenomenon of religion, not least of which has been the 
Cognitive Science of Religion (henceforth, CSR). The standard model of the CSR, built 
on the ‘religion as by-product thesis’ underwent a significant amount of criticism in 
recent years, mainly due to the way it defines religion as ‘belief in supernatural agents’ 
(Barrett 2000), which is argued by some to be ‘rather shallow and incomplete’ (Wilson 
2010). The ‘next generation’ CSR approaches (e.g., Sosis and Kiel 2013, Norenzayan 
2014) challenge the presuppositions behind the traditional CSR definition of religion and 
attempt to offer an approach, incorporating the mechanism of cooperation and 
prosociality into the CSR framework as integral to evolution of religious belief.  

In this paper I engage with these new approaches as well as with the previous discussion 
of CSR implications for theistic belief, focusing on Barrett (2012) and Jong et. al (2015) 
attempting to establish whether we are born ‘believers’ or ‘idolaters’. I challenge the 
Cartesian biases behind their versions of compatibilist argument, suggesting that from 
the evolutionary perspective it seems more fitting to view humans, who since the times 
of Aristotle were called ‘social animals’, as ‘res amans’ (loving things) rather than ‘res 
cogitans’ (thinking things). Finally, I suggest a new angle to the discussion of the CSR 
implications for theistic belief by engaging with theistic approaches based on relational 
ontology, such as the Trinitarian participation metaphysics, and discuss some of the 
reasons why this perspective may provide a helpful insight into the dialogue between 
CSR (particularly the ‘next generation’ approaches) and theistic belief as part of the 
larger dialogue between science and religion. 
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Ben	Page	and	Max	Baker-Hytch	
University	of	Oxford	

Saturday,	22	July,	2:00pm	–	4:00pm	 Band	C: Seminar	Room	6	

Transhumanism	–	The	Personal	Life	Machine?		

Transhumanism is gaining popularity, yet the metaphysics undergirding it haven’t yet 
been clearly worked out. Nonetheless, many features of typical transhumanist thought 
seem to implicitly rely upon the machine analogy of human persons. The person is an 
informational pattern – a piece of software – instantiated in hardware. At present the 
hardware is a biological body, but it need not be. The human organism, then, is thought 
of as a complicated machine, where parts can be replaced, reconfigured, updated, and 
improved upon. The background to this is the mechanising of nature undertaken by 
Descartes, Boyle, and Newton, which has influenced many areas of philosophy such as 
philosophy of mind; the mind being modelled on computation, and philosophy of 
biology; with the removal of the organism for the gene. Yet numerous questions can be 
asked of conceptualising nature as wholly artefactual, such that resisting the collapse of 
the traditional distinction between artefacts and organisms/natural-entities seems 
eminently plausible. 

One question concerns modelling, and whether the models we apply to living beings, 
such as thinking of them as machines, should be taken to fully describe them, or if we 
are in danger of misidentifying the model as the reality. A second concerns whether 
artefacts are capable of possessing life, since it might be argued that elements essential 
to life are impossible for artefacts to exhibit. Thirdly, we might ask whether science has 
any relevance for this question, since some recent work might plausibly be thought to 
point towards thinking biological entities distinct from mechanical one’s. Finally, we can 
ask questions concerning the mereology of living beings, and whether the best answers 
to these questions have any relevance for our discussion. Our conclusion will be that 
insofar as transhumanism relies upon the machine conception of human persons its 
prospects look far from secure. 



RELIGION,	SOCIETY,	AND	THE	SCIENCE	OF	LIFE		 Abstracts	of	Short	Papers	

	 	

IRC-ISSR	conference,	19-22	July	2017	
St	Anne’s	College,	University	of	Oxford	

Page	43	

	

Alessia	Pannese	
University	of	Oxford	

Saturday,	22	July,	2:00pm	–	4:00pm	 Band	A: Mary	Ogilvie	Lecture	Theatre	

From	Sense	to	Assent:	
Enthusiasm	as	Empirical	Evidence	in	Natural	And	Spiritual	Science	

This paper takes a historical-philosophical approach to the interrelation between science 
and religion in society by examining a pivotal notion in the British intellectual debate on 
the nature of religious knowledge: the notion of 'enthusiasm'. 

Although aspects of the notion of enthusiasm were already being contemplated in 
ancient Greek philosophy (for example in Plato), enthusiasm in the religious sense took 
centre stage in Britain in the late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries, in the 
context of the evangelical revival. The late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries, 
however, were also characterised by an intellectual landscape dominated by epistemic 
individualism and emphasis on sensory evidence as the only reliable source of 
knowledge. In the spirit of this sense-based approach to knowledge, empirical thinkers 
took a critical view on enthusiasm, which they saw as an unwarranted manifestation of 
unjustified religious zeal devoid of any epistemic foundation, and therefore incompatible 
with the evidence-based empirical ethos. 

Here I question the view that empiricism and enthusiasm are incompatible, and suggest 
instead that they are both grounded in epistemic individualism and sensory experience. 

Drawing on textual evidence from theological, philosophical, and scientific sources, I 
suggest that religious enthusiasm enacts within the spiritual domain what empiricism 
preconises in the natural-science domain: the view of the senses as supreme, evidence-
based, epistemic authority. I argue that, by emphasising the role of external display as a 
mark or proxy for internal spiritual states, religious enthusiasts effectively apply the 
empirical principle whereby assent ought to be proportional to the evidence, as they treat 
enthusiasm itself as said evidence in order to justify faith empirically. 
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Andrew	Pinsent	
University	of	Oxford	

Friday,	21	July,	2:00pm	–	4:00pm	 Band	B:	Seminar	Room	3	

Social	temperance,	homo	sapiens,	and	homo	liturgicus	

The Aristotelian approach to temperance with respect to food and drink, namely a 
virtuous mean between two extremes of excess and deficiency, seems self-evidently 
correct, at least if one is dealing with average rates of consumption over reasonably long 
periods of time. Indeed, this account commonly plays a paradigmatic role in teaching the 
Nicomachean Ethics, which Alister MacIntyre calls the “canonical text” of arguably the 
most influential tradition of virtue ethics (After Virtue, 3rd edition, p. 147). 

Is this account adequate? Prima facie we ought to be suspicious of any account of 
temperance that fails to distinguish between the flourishing of animals and of human 
persons in societies. Persons dressed for a dinner at a wedding, and even those observing 
the customs and conventions of less formal circumstances, could be described as 
‘feeding’ (just as the wedding itself might be described as an aspect of ‘mating’). But 
such descriptions are laughably inadequate, and an ethic based on quantities of feed is 
insufficiently fine-grained to capture the subtleties of real-life customs with respect to 
food and drink. From a young age, children are trained to follow these customs, 
including eating and drinking at set times, saying ‘please’ and ‘thank you’ when making 
requests, and covering their mouths when chewing. The need to relate to persons, even 
in the context of what seems an especially animalistic aspect of human life, is so strong 
that when such relatedness is atypical or absent, children often have difficulties in 
learning to eat and drink in ways that are conducive to their biological health. 

Drawing on these considerations, my research into Aquinas’s virtue ethics, and 
consonant work by others, notably Leon Kass, The Hungry Soul, I argue that, for human 
life, temperance is irreducibly interpersonal, or more precisely second-personal. I 
conclude by looking at how this approach is consistent with a theological anthropology 
that treats human beings not just as homo sapiens (‘tasting man’) but homo liturgicus. 
Hence eating and drinking, which might be dismissed as rather lowly aspects of the 
range of human capabilities, are linked in surprising ways to the transcendent. 



RELIGION,	SOCIETY,	AND	THE	SCIENCE	OF	LIFE		 Abstracts	of	Short	Papers	

	 	

IRC-ISSR	conference,	19-22	July	2017	
St	Anne’s	College,	University	of	Oxford	

Page	45	

	

Finney	Premkumar	
Azusa	Pacific	University	

Thursday,	20	July,	2:00pm	–	4:00pm	 Band	C:	Seminar	Room	6	

Reimagining	Biology:	
How	a	Theology	of	Life	Can	Help	Reshape	the	Science	of	Life	

From the intricate mapping of the genome and the rigorously data-driven nature of 
genomics, the embracing of bioinformatics and the considerable utilization of 
sophisticated narrative models to understand biological phenomena, the science of life 
has emerged as a vibrant discipline with paradigm shaping propensities in contemporary 
society. However, much of the work in the science of life and the technicalities of the 
particular positions endorsed seem to emerge from a pre-commitment to specific 
ideological tendencies that are operative in a less discernable way. The dominant one 
seems to be the enlightenment vision that developed a peculiarly naturalized paradigm 
for science which is still influential especially in the biological sciences at a tacit 
dimension.  

This paper will, first and foremost, address the issue of the reductionistic nature of this 
naturalized ‘immanent frame’(a term introduced by Charles Taylor) that is operational in 
the science of life thus reducing even the most distinctive of human realities to 
quantificational analysis rather than perceiving them on the scale of qualitative values. 
Secondly, I will argue that the resident ‘immanent frame’ is not intrinsic to biology or 
the science of life but is rather a philosophical position that provides a master narrative 
for interpreting biological phenomena. The undergirding assumptions that re-describe 
possible supernatural causes in terms of natural ones and reduce human realities to 
purely functional or mechanical exemplifications is not a position that is linearly and 
rationally “argued to” but pre-dispositionally “argued from” i.e., it is a stance that is 
intentionally and internally pre-supposed. Accordingly, I will conclude that a theological 
paradigm that is non-reductionistic is an equally viable option/stance, perhaps more so 
because a theology of life can help reimagine biology by doing justice to the abundance 
of being we encounter and thus help positively reshape the science of life for the future. 
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Paul	Rezkalla	
Florida	State	University	

Saturday,	22	July,	2:00pm	–	4:00pm	 Band	B: Seminar	Room	3	

Evolution’s	Contingency	and	Morality’s	Immutability	

For the last two centuries, philosophers and empiricists have battled over the disputed 
borders of ethics. And ethics is constantly having to be rescued from the hands of the 
scientists. Evolutionary Biologists and Behaviorologists like Frans de Waal, E.O. 
Wilson, and others have attempted to utilize findings in primatology and animal 
behaviorism to argue that morality can be reduced to evolutionary phenomena. Recent 
work by Joshua Greene also attempts to understand and ground ethics in the pro-social 
tendencies of the ‘herd.’ In this way, they argue, we can ground morality in the 
evolutionarily beneficial tendencies that we have come to hold as a species as a result of 
our evolutionary history. In this paper, I will flesh out some of the difficulties in 
reducing morality to evolutionary tendencies. The evolutionary sciences often stray out 
of their job description and seek to supplant philosophy and ethics through collapsing 
questions about normativity to questions about evolutionary history. Evolutionary 
explanations for morality are beneficial so long as they do not attempt to function as 
meta-ethical or normative, otherwise the naturalistic fallacy is at risk. Furthermore, the 
radical contingency of evolutionary development poses problems for ethics if morals are 
determined by, and grounded in, contingent features of the evolutionary terrain in the 
past. Even though philosophers of biology are split over the extent to which contingency 
is intrinsic to evolutionary progression, I argue that there is sufficient contingency as to 
pose a worry for any attempt to ground normativity in features of pro-social tendencies 
that could have been otherwise, as is evidenced in other species. Increasing complexity 
does not guarantee static moral norms in the evolutionary process.  

Sarah	Lane	Ritchie	
University	of	St	Andrews	

Friday,	21	July,	2:00pm	–	4:00pm	 Band	A:	Mary	Ogilvie	Lecture	Theatre	

Biology,	Belief,	and	Spiritual	Technologies:	A	Theological	Embrace	of	Soul-Less	
Embodiment	

Religious belief is evolved, natural, and biological – this much has been persuasively 
demonstrated by the various biological, cognitive, and anthropological sciences. Equally 
interesting is the very real possibility – as suggested by a growing literature in 
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philosophy of mind, neurobiology, and cognitive science – that the human mind is a 
functioning brain in a working body in an immensely complex physical, social, and 
cultural environment. The Christian theological tradition has a history of entrenched 
wariness toward both of these propositions, evidenced by frequent theological denials of 
naturalistic accounts of belief, and the mind or soul. This paper suggests, however, that 
Christian theology might not only accept naturalistic hypotheses about the naturalness of 
religious belief and the physicality of the human mind, but may be free to 
wholeheartedly embrace them. In so doing, it becomes possible to engage with the 
sciences in an exploration of what are called spiritual technologies – empirical methods 
of increasing the likelihood that one will experience a felt sense of religious belief. In 
other words, once Christian theology accepts religious belief as an evolved, natural, 
embodied phenomenon, and embraces the physicality of the mind, new theological 
possibilities arise. Specifically, it may be possible to self-direct one’s religious belief (or 
lack thereof), participating in embodied practices that further one’s desire to, for 
example, believe in God. Such an endeavour, it is suggested, need not be thought of as 
“brainwashing” or as an erosion of traditional theological affirmations. Rather, this 
endeavour becomes a mechanism of hope for those wishing to use embodied practices to 
pursue theological or spiritual goods. 

Linda	Ritterbush	
California	Lutheran	University	

Saturday,	22	July,	11:00am	–	1:00pm	 Band	A: Mary	Ogilvie	Lecture	Theatre	

Paleobiology,	Extinction,	and	Posthumanism	

Paleobiology, religious traditions, and the popular imagination periodically consider 
catastrophic scenarios that devastate Earth or humankind. The project by Oxford 
University Future of Humanity Institute identifies 12 potential cataclysms and quantifies 
the risk of each, thus demonstrating that human extinction has entered the mature 
intellectual imagination. Although anxieties that accompany both literary and scientific 
visions of extinction are similar, they are separated by dichotomous time scales and 
taxonomic boundaries.  

Paleobiology informs not only causes of mass extinction, but patterns of recovery after 
extinction. While debate continues over the relative significance of biotic and abiotic 
factors, it is clear that many mass extinction events involved perturbations of systems – 
e.g., ocean stratification, oxygenation/dysoxia, bolide impact, firestorms, glaciation - 
occasioned by biological, climatological, or tectonic change. Alleged commonalities in 
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recovery following extinction include: depauperate faunas; opportunistic taxa exploiting 
altered geochemistry; reestablishment of more stable ecosystems; and radiations 
establishing new faunas. End-Permian extinction and Triassic recovery shaped this 
paradigm, but other events are instructive. Late Cambrian extinctions, for example, 
segued into the Late Cambrian Plankton Revolution and the Great Ordovician 
Biodiversification Event, with accompanying changes in oxygenation of oceans, which 
established invertebrate marine biota for the entire Paleozoic Era. Thus the cycle of 
extinction and recovery can be seen as generative, even creative. 

There is a profound disconnect between recent theological grappling with 
posthumanism, on the one hand, and paleobiologic understanding of extinction and 
recovery on the other. The former concentrate heavily on post-human experience 
mitigated by technology, so that human consciousness continues, while mortality, 
suffering, and compassion are potentially moot (thus challenging the role of religion). 
The latter regard the reestablishment of ecosystems and non-human species as matters of 
primary concern. This tension invites exploration of the nexus between technologically-
informed sustainability in praxis – e.g., ecological restoration, permaculture, alternative 
energy – and natural biological recovery. 

Stefani	Ruper	
University	of	Oxford	

Saturday,	22	July,	2:00pm	–	4:00pm	 Band	A: Mary	Ogilvie	Lecture	Theatre	

To	Naturalize	is	to	Differentiate:	How	Recent	Advances	in	Cognitive	Science	
Provide	a	Material	Basis	for	Resisting	Homogenizing	Discourse.	

Feminist scholars such as Donna Haraway have demonstrated that science has the 
potential to essentialize and reify human nature in inimical ways. Especially with 
evolutionary sciences, scholars have the ability to both investigate the origin of human 
characteristics as well as locate these characteristics in the human genome, thereby 
reifying them as natural types. However, the power science has to reify and essentialize 
is predicated on biological determinism, or what we might call prioritizing “nature” over 
“nurture.” And this is misguided. Recent advances in cognitive science, specifically in 
its interactionalist variants, emphasize culture. Rather than arbitrarily locate traits in the 
genome and treat the brain as an inflexible computing machine, interactionalist theories 
of cognition depict the brain as plastic. They provide a material and scientifically 
rigorous basis for theorizing the complex interplay between nature and nurture. Certainly 
there are biological tendencies and even constancies that are a crucial part of what it 
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means to be human, but perhaps a more significant part of what it means to be human is 
to be differentiating. It is, as Terry Eagleton says, “our nature to go beyond ourselves” 
(2003: 119), and as it is quite possible, as, Spinoza says, that “we do not yet know what 
the body can do” (1997). To that end, I devote much of this talk to the interactional 
theories in cognitive science. I then use Steven Rose’s discussion of epigenetics to 
theorize boundaries to difference, and his and Donovan Schaefer’s concepts of embodied 
history to soften the divide between “nature” and “nurture.” I close by asserting that 
postmodern and feminist scholars such as Haraway are right to caution us about 
homogenizing discourses and how they may inimically inhere in the sciences, but as the 
biological sciences advance, some theories appear to actually be able to help dismantle 
homogenizing discourses. 

Donovan	Schaefer	
University	of	Oxford	

Thursday,	20	July,	2:00pm	–	4:00pm	 Band	B:	Seminar	Room	3	

Pre-Copulatory	Sexual	Cannibalism	and	Other	Accidents:	
Desire,	Evolution,	and	Natural	Law	

Natural law perspectives take existing formations of life-matter and translate them into 
normative templates. From an evolutionary perspective, the normative aspect of natural 
law is always under suspicion. Because life-forms have histories and futures that are 
shaped by a dynamic of accidents, they are not susceptible to normative assertions about 
what they “should” be or do. 

This is particularly the case with sex. Sexual reproduction, as microbiologists such as 
Lynn Margulis have shown, has a history, and is in fact only a minoritarian strategy 
within the full spectrum of life. Like all aspects of life, sex varies against a fluctuating 
backdrop of phylogenetic and ontogenetic accidents. The case of pre-copulatory sexual 
cannibalism in fishing spiders is an example of this. Whereas some neo-Darwinian 
approaches posited that pre-copulatory sexual cannibalism was an adaptive foraging 
strategy, Johnson and Sih provided experimental evidence that it was not correlated with 
higher reproductive fitness. 

What this example illustrates is that desire is not directed by natural law, but by the 
fluctuation of accident. Metaphysical framings of natural law in its normative aspect are 
incompatible with an evolutionary approach, and in particular with the proposed 
Extended Evolutionary Synthesis, with its attendance to multiple levels and modes of 
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selection. At best, natural law can indicate contingent affordances within organisms that 
may offer avenues for flourishing but should not be applied normatively. 

Konrad	Szocik	
University	of	Information	Technology	and	Management	in	Rzeszów,	Poland	

Friday,	21	July,	2:00pm	–	4:00pm	 Band	A:	Mary	Ogilvie	Lecture	Theatre	

What	is	Right	and	What	is	Wrong	in	Darwinian	Approach	to	the	Study	of	Religion		

One of the great challenges for the study of cultural evolution is an explanation of 
processes and mechanisms of transmission of cultural traits. It is no doubt that biological 
Darwinian approach is promising and useful research program. However, it is worth to 
ask in what extent Darwinian account can provide appropriate and reliable explanation 
for origin and transmission of religious components. In this paper I would like to discuss 
some benefits and weaknesses of this approach for the study of religion. 

It seems that Darwinian approach fails to explain transmission of acquired traits and 
non-random variation. We can look for biological benefits provided by religious 
affiliation when we try to explain it in terms of survival and reproduction. However, I 
assume that biological evolutionary explanation cannot explain ultimately some unique 
human traits like religiosity. Biological evolutionary account can explain similarities 
between humans and non-human animals in some basic behavioral patterns (similarity 
by homology). The focal point is if this approach can provide reliable explanation for 
specifically human cultural phenomena that only analogically can be found among some 
social animals, especially social insects, like in the case of mechanism of eusociality. 
The key idea of my paper is that Darwinian approach to religion might explain only 
small part of human religiosity, and reliable explanation should combine Darwinian and 
cultural evolution, and cognitive account.  

Luis	Miguel	Torro	Ferrero	
Pontifical	Gregorian	University,	Rome	

Saturday,	22	July,	2:00pm	–	4:00pm	 Band	C: Seminar	Room	6	

Considering	Human	Vunerability	and	Transhumanism:	
Some	Theological	Perspectives	

Our present times, in which we are living, are deeply marked by the great and fast 
technological innovation and change. For some scholars, these technological changes are 
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arriving to a not return point in which we even should consider that technology 
overcomes the human condition.  

Among those who are proposing that technology is producing a deep anthropological 
change we find transhumanists. When talking on transhumanism we should be aware of 
the complexity of the many and distinct proposals that composes it. Transhumanism 
does not constitute a homogeneous thinking system, nor it is a unique movement. But, at 
least, we may say that transhumanism makes reference to the idea that we (humans) are 
in transition to become posthumans. In the most radical transhumanistic proposals a 
posthuman is, in fact, a new species different to the human one. So, for transhumanists, a 
posthuman is a future stadium that we will reach by the application of technology 
(specially the NBIC technologies) on humans.  

Transhumanism not only welcomes all these technological innovations, but goes further 
by suggesting several critical interpretations of the technological issue and, in particular, 
about the understanding of human beings. The goal of transhumanism is to become 
better humans, or even better-than-humans. But one of the main perils of this proposal, 
as many critics show us, it’s the fact of a possible dehumanisation. As some scholars 
propose, I find human vulnerability in the core of the debate: perhaps transhumanism is 
seeking the end of the human vulnerabilities, or trying to render us invulnerable.  

Despite vulnerability not being a strictly theological concept it may result useful in order 
to build a theological response to the questions that technology in general and 
transhumanism in particular are posing about the sense of being human.  

Zhaoyuan	Wan	
University	of	Oxford	

Saturday,	22	July,	11:00am	–	1:00pm	 Band	B: Seminar	Room	3	

Evolution	in	Confucian	Context:	
A	Case	of	Study	of	Kang	Youwei	(1858-1927)	

This paper sheds light on the development of evolutionary concepts brought to the 
‘Confucian Reformation’ in late 19th and early 20th century China, through the 
philosophy and teachings of Kang Youwei, a prominent reformer thinker who was 
inadequately treated in James Pusey’s 1983 publication China and Charles Darwin. 
When the Darwinian theory of evolution was first introduced into China in the mid-
1890s, Kang observed that he was confirmed rather than inspired, for he had developed 
similar principles a decade earlier. His claim was substantiated by his former students 
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who were previously introduced to his ideas through his lectures. An examination of his 
early writings in the 1880s reveals that by synthesizing the concept of ‘change’ in 
Confucian classics and Buddhist sutras and his fragmentary knowledge of Western 
geology and astronomy, Kang developed a comprehensive conception of evolution that 
embraced the successive development of the physical universe, the biological organisms 
and the human world. After the physical world came into being by virtue of the primal, 
mysterious Qi or ether, biological organisms emerged and eventually gave rise to 
animals. From animals, or to be specific, apes, humans evolved and are still evolving 
today, with different races at different stages. Racial intermarriage, therefore, was to be 
promoted so that the less-evolved could catch up with the more-evolved. Although 
acknowledging an animal pedigree, Kang insisted that man had something unique, the 
human intelligence or soul, an entity that was acquired from Heaven but the 
manifestation of whose power was conditioned by racial evolution. To instruct mankind 
in morality and social organization, Sages arose as mouthpieces of Heaven. Arguing that 
the true doctrine of Sage Confucius had been lost, Kang endeavored to ‘restore’ 
Confucianism into a would-be religion, a superior one that embraced the truth of 
biological and social evolution.  

Harris	Wiseman	
University	College	London	

Saturday,	22	July,	2:00pm	–	4:00pm	 Band	B: Seminar	Room	3	

Moral	Enhancement	–	Neurobiology	and	Faith	as	Context	

What can neuroscience tell us about morality? More specifically, can the biological 
sciences tell us how moral behaviour might be encouraged or enhanced? One should be 
sceptical about attempts to capture morality in purely reductive biological terms. 
However, as biological explanations increasingly come to recognise that context 
influences even the most basic of processes, a more penetrating analysis of the 
relationship between biology and moral functioning becomes possible. Moreover, given 
that context influences the biological operations of even very basic processes, how much 
more so must context be a factor influencing the biology of morality. There can be no 
question that moral functioning is mediated by biological processes. We are biological 
creatures after all. But, that is not all we are. We are creatures with psychology, with 
history, with ideas, stories, and goals. We are creatures that are both embodied, and 
embedded in larger social wholes. It should come as very surprise therefore to learn that 
attempts to discern clear causal relationships between desirable moral outcomes and 
given biological substrates or parts (such as serotonin, dopamine, the amygdalae, the 
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MAO-A gene variant, etc.), have not yielded particularly compelling results. Every study 
that seems to find some correlation is counterbalanced with a study that finds no such 
correlation, or indeed an opposing correlation. Why? Because context is a factor that 
cannot be ignored when investigating moral functioning. Continually ignored in moral 
enhancement discourse are the faith traditions. Though each faith tradition shares 
numerous virtues, each tradition, and community, has varying ideas regarding the 
specificities of how they should be expressed, and their shaping conceptual content. 
Given that many billions of persons identify with one faith tradition or other, religious 
conceptions of the virtues simply cannot be ignored when talking about morality’s 
biological context. An engagement between moral neuroscience and faith follows. 

Peter	Woodford	
University	of	Cambridge	

Thursday,	20	July,	2:00pm	–	4:00pm	 Band	B:	Seminar	Room	3	

The	Game	of	Life:	What	Game	Are	We	Playing?	

One of the most conspicuous aspects of contemporary biological theory is the marriage 
of evolutionary understanding and economics. This marriage is typified in the 
ascendence of economic game theory within the evolutionary sciences, and in particular 
in the sciences of behaviour, and in the central metaphor of the "game." Of course, 
economic theory has had a history as part of evolutionary biology that precedes game 
theory, in the form of the idea of fitness maximization and the tradition of adaptationism 
that goes back to R.A. Fisher's fundamental theorem, but game theory has introduced 
some novel elements into this synthesis. The first aim of this paper is to describe the 
current status of economic game theory and how it has challenged some of the elements 
of adaptationism. The second aim is to turn a critical eye on the entire synthesis of 
economics and biology by exposing the limitations of its central metaphor. I want to 
suggest that one of the most important critical functions of religion in social discourse is 
to raise the question of what game we are playing in life and in society, what our goals 
should be, and this is a question that cannot be raised within the taken-for-granted 
language of "payoffs," "costs," and "benefits" in evolutionary game theory. Of course, 
religions seem to require as a prerequisite a certain measure of creativity, self-definition, 
and self-determination in the human ability to design our own games, and to question 
what a "game" is, but it is just on this question of the nature of human creativity and 
agency that the contribution of the life-sciences is most ambiguous and unclear.  
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Facilities	at	St	Anne’s	College	
Access	to	the	Internet	

Wireless networks are available in meeting spaces and bedrooms. For internet access, St 
Anne’s College suggests Eduroam for members of all Universities and OUCS OWL for 
members of University of Oxford in particular: The links for these are: 
http://www.oucs.ox.ac.uk/network/wireless/services/eduroam/ 
http://www.oucs.ox.ac.uk/network/wireless/services/owl/vpn/  

For those attending who are not able to use either of these links St Anne’s can provide 
access for each individual delegate via ‘the cloud’. See this link: 
http://www.thecloud.net/free-wifi/support/my-cloud/how-to-login/ and select ‘free 
venues’. Leaflets are also available at the Lodge 

Other	Enquiries	and	Emergencies	

Please contact the St Anne’s College Lodge (01865 274800) if you have any other 
enquiries, if there is an emergency or you see something suspicious. 

Facilities	in	Oxford	
Pubs	and	Restaurants	

List of pubs, restaurants and other tourist facilities in Oxford can be found at: 

www.oxfordcityguide.com 
www.oxfordpubguide.co.uk 

The Royal Oak pub (www.theroyaloakoxford.co.uk) is the closest to St Anne’s college at 
42-44 Woodstock Road, Oxford, OX2 6HT.  

The Eagle and Child (49 St Giles) is a little further into town and is famous as a meeting 
place of the Inklings group, including J. R. R. Tolkien and C. S. Lewis. 

Religious	Worship	

Oxford has numerous places of religious worship and, in particular, has a great many 
historic Anglican and Catholic churches and chapels. For further information and a list of 
religious services, please contact the IRC Administrator. 
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Other	Information	from	St	Anne’s	College	
St Anne’s has a ‘no smoking indoors’ policy and asks that everyone smokes only at the 
fourteen designated points on the site plan shown on the back of this handbook 

1. There is a no cycling policy within College for Health and Safety reasons. 

2. Please park all cycles in the area adjacent to the Banbury Road. 

3. The college asks that everyone is quiet between midnight and 08.00 am. 

4. In the event of a fire alarm, please go to the Fire Assembly Points shown on the plan. 

5. Fire procedure detail and a site map showing fire assembly points are on the back on 
each bedroom door. 

6. Please follow the instructions of Lodge Porters in the event of a fire or emergency. 

7. Please contact the Lodge if you have any emergency or see something suspicious  
(the Lodge number is 01865 274800). 

8. The college recommends that you lock your bedroom door at all times. 

9. Please do not divulge entry door codes to anyone you do not know. 

10. Check-in is at the Porters’ Lodge from 13.00 hrs. 

11. Please vacate your room by 10.00 am on your last day in College.  
Secure storage is available at the Lodge. 

12. Please return your keys on departure. 

13. St Anne’s is an historic campus that has natural hazards. There are control measures 
in place but all risks cannot be eliminated. Visitors are respectfully reminded of their 
responsibility to take care of themselves throughout their visit. 

The conference staff at St Anne’s hope that you enjoy your time at the college. 
If you have any questions or comments please contact: 

Porters Lodge:  01865 274800 
Ana Bacharach: 01865 274814 
Lisa Simmons:  01865 612318 
Lucia Santi-Exley:  01865 284968 
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19.07.2017

Thursday 
20.07.2017

Friday 
21.07.2017

Saturday 
22.07.2017

08:00–09:00

Breakfast 
Dining Hall

09:00–10:00

Free Time

Free Time

Free Time

ISSR SYMPOSIUM, 
“Implications of the New 
Holistic Biology,” PART I

10:00-11:00

Break, with Tea and Coffee Break, with Tea and Coffee

11:00–12:00

Samantha Frost 
“The Attentive Body: 

Epigenetics, the Index, and the 
Registers of Meaning”

Break, with Tea and Coffee

PARALLEL
SHORT PAPERS III (3x4)ISSR SYMPOSIUM, 

“Implications of the New 
Holistic Biology,” PART II

12:00–13:00

Free Time

13:00–14:00

Lunch 
Marquee

Lunch 
Mary Ogilvie Foyer

14:00–15:00

Registration

PARALLEL
SHORT PAPERS I (3x4)

PARALLEL
SHORT PAPERS II (3x4)

PARALLEL
SHORT PAPERS IV (3x4)15:00–16:00

16:00–17:00
Break, with Tea and Coffee

Ullica Segerstrale 
“Science and its Social 

Implications: A Recurrent 
Concern” Free Time

Rebecca Stott 
“Netted Together: Darwin, a 

Father, a Daughter and a Cult”

17:00–18:00

18:00–19:00
Reception Free Time

Reception

Dinner 
Dining Hall

19:00–20:00

Final Dinner 
Dining Hall20:00–21:00 Massimo Pigliucci 

“Living According to Nature? The 
Biology of Human Nature and 
What it Tells Us about Ethics”

Michael Reiss 
“Religion, Society, and the 

Science of Life: Implications for 
Public and School Education”

Alister McGrath 
“Science and Religion: 

Reflections on the Future of a 
Dialogue and Debate”
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