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Technology and Human Experience: Gods or Wet Machines?
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Classical attributes of God often describe God as being omnipresent, omnipotent and omniscient. Many of us now attribute these God-like qualities to technology. Technology offers the perception that humans can go beyond limitations such as time and space (e.g. traveling in cyberspace), that they can be all-powerful (e.g. behaving automatically and tirelessly), and that they can be all-knowing (e.g. accessing vast databases). What makes these qualities so appealing to us may be our desire to be godlike, to transcend our existence, and to make God unnecessary and irrelevant. Because the desire to be godlike is so powerful, humans easily seek to reflect or imitate the technologies they use, often in subtle ways. This is referred to as one’s reflexive nature or as Gil Bailie (1997) describes, one’s memetic desire. We may believe that we have these qualities, when, in fact, it is simply a faulty perception. For example, we may talk about the recent Olympics as if we were there, simply because we watched these events on television. Being in two places at once is something most of us have dreamed of at least once, yet we talk as if it occurs all the time. Hence, this experience of humans containing the godlike qualities of technology are referred to with the prefix “hyper” to convey the exaggerated sense they have of these qualities. Thus, we experience “hyperpresence”, “hyperpower”, and “hyperknowledge” when we embrace certain technologies. Unlike God, humans, as well as technologies, have their limitations, but it is easy to ignore them when one is feeling godlike.  An understanding of our tendencies to deify our technologies--and ourselves--can be the difference between seeing ourselves and our technologies realistically or seeing ourselves as either gods or wet machines. 

*Cover art courtesy of Kenn Brown, Mondolithic Studios
Born to Save?  The Ethics of Tissue Typing
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Technology has made it possible not only to achieve in vitro fertilisation but also to test IVF embryos for their tissue type. It is then possible to select for implantation an embryo with the matching tissue type to an existing seriously ill sibling. When the resulting child is born, cord blood can be collected and subsequently used as a source of potentially life-saving stem cells for its sick sibling. Tissue typing was first done in the USA in 1999 and compatible stem cells were successfully used to treat a girl suffering a serious and potentially fatal blood disorder.

In the UK, permission was given in 2001 to tissue match only when the law already allowed pre-implantation genetic diagnosis (PGD) to be done for the purpose of ensuring that the resulting child did not suffer the same inherited disease as the existing sibling. However, in July 2004, the rules were changed in the UK to allow tissue typing also when there is no possibility of the new child inheriting the disease and thus no prior necessity to perform PGD.

A host of questions remain to be asked about these decisions. Is tissue typing compatible with a Christian view of what it means to be human or is it an unacceptably instrumental use of a human embryo or child? Does tissue typing constitute the first step down a 'slippery slope' to selecting embryos according to parental choice of desirable traits? Is it significant that the request to tissue type is not driven by parental whim but by the serious medical condition in the ailing sibling? Are there safety risks involved to the embryo or future child through removing a single cell for testing? As with all use of embryos even for routine IVF, tissue typing is subject to strict control and regulation in the UK, with every case requiring a specific license, yet there is no such legal restraint on the performance of PGD or tissue typing in the USA. Which is the better position ethically in regard to the prevention of unacceptable uses of the embryo or the monitoring of the safety of such novel procedures? The Genetics and Public Policy Center has recently issued a report discussing preliminary public policy options regarding the testing of embryos and has found that a majority of Americans responding in its survey (61%) were supportive of tissue typing.  Are they right and if so should some kind of legislation follow?

Some secular responses to questions about tissue typing will focus almost entirely on parental freedom and autonomy, yet this can be challenged as producing an ethic, driven by market forces, which could allow embryo selection and discard for almost any reason. Such a response ascribes no moral value to the embryo sufficient to overrule parental wishes. 


Amongst the distinctive contributions of a Christian response will be compassion towards the sick coupled with a mandate to seek healing by legitimate means, the belief that limits do exist to the permissible selection and discarding of embryos, and that a child should be accepted as a gift of God rather than as a commodity that we specify.
Wanting Contact: Levinasian Ethics and Technological Religiosity
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Why has religion gone online?  Put another way, what change was there—in subjectivity, technology, community or religion—that made it possible to think that the experience of the religious could be achieved in concert with the technological?  Posthumanism explains the turn to the technological as a turn away from other people; this turn is made to avoid violence against the other.  In our posthuman world, scarred by the violence of the representation and identity politics, technology has become the site of choice for the religious because it allows for little to no contact with others, even as the individual pursues contact with the holy other.  In the effort to make contact with the religious, all contact with other people is avoided.  This has led to posthumanism—though for all the right reasons—being interpreted is narcissistic and solipsistic.  It is an ethics of low touch, however high tech the medium.  If religion online is another example of the posthuman ethos to encounter otherness via technology so that the violence of representation and identity politics can be avoided, then notions of community, ethics and the responsibility for the other that grows out of religious concern needs to be re-thought.  Religion online has to balance the ethical concern for the other with the desire for contact with the holy other. 

Reconsidering the philosophy of Emmanuel Levinas in light of posthuman critiques of humanism begins to address this problem.  The philosophy of Emmanuel Levinas brings the ethical and the religious together in a moment of contact that takes the form of responsibility to preserve the irreducible uniqueness of the other.  Levinasian ethics requires that the human other remain other, but the moment of contact is a moment of transcendence—the other always exceeds any idea of the other.  Wedding Levinas’s ethics to his vision of God as the possibility of thought thinking more than it can think allows Levinas to make the encounter with the other both ethical and religious.  One does not have to bypass the other in order to experience the religious.  The ethical response to the other is itself religious.  As a result, searching for religion online, one finds it in becoming other for others.  

The posthuman motivation for turning to technology—to avoid violence against the other—becomes a quest for justice for the other.  The constant deconstruction of justice requires that justice constantly be re-said so that it becomes a quest for a better justice.  The concern that contact with the other be compassionate and just holds people together even as they re-evaluate their understandings of self, community and the religious so as to not do violence against the other.  Levinasian ethics becomes the vocabulary for communicating the ethical response to the other in light of the religiosity of contact with the other.  Therefore, failing to be for the other is a violence against the other and denies access to the religious.  Posthumanism gains from this a vocabulary for expressing the ethicality and religiosity of contact with the other that does not do violence against the other.  

The “C” Word: The Social Construction of Cloning 
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The topic of human cloning generates a degree of uneasiness and controversy throughout society. Cloning challenges the very nature of human existence and identity. The underlying cause of the controversy and disquiet can be revealed by using the Social Construction of Technology (SCOT) approach to analyze the development of cloning.  As part of the SCOT approach, definitions of the artifact constructed by “relevant social groups” (Bijker, 45) are used to gain an understanding of the development of technology.  The meaning of these definitions is partially derived from the problems each social group attributes to an artifact. In this case, the artifact is a human clone.  One such problem is the inconsistent use of cloning terminology. This inconsistency is complicated by the interchangeability of terminology with other biotechnologies. Proper use of terminology is essential in order to understand the complexities of cloning and to generate comprehensible dialog.  Scientists, ethicists, religious leaders, media personal, writers, potential progenitors, and cloning consumers manipulate the terminology to fit their needs. This manipulation leads to a “lack of understanding” between the groups, reminiscent of what C.P. Snow referred to as the problem between scientists and literary intellectuals. Analysis of the relevant social groups’ ideology will reveal that along with the problems associated with cloning terminology, there are opposing views between the groups. 

         Bijker, Wiebe E., Of Bicycles, Bakelites, and Bulbs. Cambridge: MIT Press. 1995.
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The so-called "problem of personal identity" can be viewed as either a metaphysical or an epistemological issue. Metaphysicians want to know what it is for one individual to be the same person as another. Epistemologists want to know how to decide if an individual is the same person as someone else. These two problems converge around evidence from mediumship and apparent reincarnation cases, suggesting personal survival of bodily death and dissolution. These cases make us wonder how it might be possible for a person to survive death and either temporarily or permanently animate another body. And they make us wonder how we could decide if such postmortem survival has actually occurred. I will argue, first, that metaphysical worries about postmortem survival are less important than many have supposed. Next, I'll consider why cases suggesting postmortem survival can be so intriguing and compelling, and I'll survey our principal explanatory options and challenges. Finally, I'll try to draw a few tentative and provocative conclusions.
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“[Translation] disarticulates the original, [it] undoes the original, [it] reveals that the original was already disarticulated.  [Translation] kills the original by discovering that the original was already dead”.  de Man

Repetitions kills. According to Benjamin and de Man, the repetition constituted by textual translation kills by exposing that the original text is not all that original. This paper explores the dangers of machine-like repetition for religious rhetoric as it is enacted in the popular imagination of the Terminator movies’ representation of self-replicating and self-reviving terminator machines.  I will show that the movies offer two mutually contradictory versions of how we conceive of the relationship between an original and its repetition.  I will argue that the question of the relation between the original and its repetition, be it a textual translation or a produced machine, is crucial not only to the movies and to de Man but in fact to the conceptual underpinnings of religious thought and literary theory alike.  The paper proceeds by applying de Man’s notion of translation-repetition to the Terminator movies' versions of the relation between man (“original”) and machine (“translation”, repetition).  

Contrary to commonsensical notions of translation as a benign repetition of an original, de Man argues that translation undoes the original because translation constitutes an entirely intra-textual mode detached from semantics.  In bracketing the meaning of the original text, translation shows that the original is inherently prosaic, hence it is not truly original.  Translation repeats the original in such a way that it exposes how texts are constituted not by the expression of a meaning but by the contingency of language; this exposure reveals the text as a machine that runs regardless of authorial or readerly intentions.  Insofar as this insight threatens to terminate the belief in the ability of a text to “mean something” and to refer to an extra-textual reality, translation-repetition can be deemed dangerous, and hence, argues de Man, various literary criticisms will inevitably attempt to avoid or revise it.

 
The paper argues that this ideological struggle occurs in the popular imagination enacted in the Terminator movies and by extension in the also highly popular Matrix trilogy. Despite the Terminator movies’ tendency to reduce ethical issues to clear-cut alternatives, The Terminator movies are conflicted in their portrayal of the relationship between human beings and machines.  The narrative crux is the struggle to maintain the status of human beings as creators, as the origin (“original”) of the machine and hence as the ones controlling the machines; for this to succeed the machines must be and remain derivatives/translations controllable by the human beings/the original.  In the face of a rebellion launched by uncontrollable machines, that do not respect the powerful status of their creators (the original), the human beings respond by re-humanizing the machines through religious rhetoric. Significantly, the movies do not cast the crucial struggle as occurring exclusively between machine and man; instead the movies represent the issue as one of legitimate and illegitimate machines/repetitions, the former being cast in religious terms and the latter being identified as solely dangerous.  

The terminator machines represent opposing versions of repetition: 1) the original terminator machine – that’ll be back in each installment of the trilogy – is transfigured from being pure machine to hybrid by adapting human behaviors and norms such as conscience, emotions, and the struggle of a free will.  Thus the machine is inscribed in a rhetoric of becoming rather than repetition, a rhetoric which involves religious notions such as sacrifice, resurrection, and messianic consciousness; and 2) the replica of the terminator, a repetition that deviates from its original by never undergoing humanizing development but performs a repetition relying entirely on the mechanical and the contingent.  

The movies demonize this latter repetition-machine because, read along de Manian lines, the repetition machine is a threat insofar as it disarticulates the original and thus implicitly the potential for humanizing the mechanical.  Like textual translation de-sacralizes the textual original, the replica’s resistance to being submitted to organic growth undermines narrative teleology and the religious rhetoric dependent hereon. Of course, most audiences would prefer the final termination of such rebellious insight.


Yet can anybody ensure that repetition won’t be back?
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Living within our “information age,” we sometimes forget that the World Wide Web was not the first explosion of information and opinions experienced by humankind.  When Gutenberg set up his printing press (c. 1440), and when William Caxton followed suit in England three decades later (c. 1476), the world changed—and along with it, the means by which theology could be disseminated.  Though a monk nailing 95 theses to the door of a Wittenberg church is a romantic image, without the means of mechanical reproduction available by 1517, the rapid spread of the Reformation was simply not possible. 

But, of course, the affordable and rapid nature of new print technologies assured that it would not be the tool of only the Protestant mainstream. It was also at the disposal of those who would, intentionally or unintentionally, question that centralized authority.  This study examines one such the struggle for textual authority—the attempts of Queen Elizabeth’s regime to create a centralized Church of England.  Since the technology of print was at once the most potent force in creating and enforcing Queen Elizabeth’s 1559 “Settlement of Religions,” and its most dangerous adversary, question surrounding textual and editorial authority became a crucial theological struggle in Early Modern England.  Whose text held the truest depiction of the “very true word of God”? Which text provided the best glosses or interpretations of scripture? (We might, for example, consider the Geneva Bible’s claims to “moste profitable annotations vpon all the hard places, and other things of great importance as may appeare in the Epistle to the Reader,” or the legal authority granted to the Book of Common Prayer.)  Questions like these became the province of the most important new genre of the time—the editorial apparatus within mechanically reproduced texts. 

Drawing upon Mikhail Bakhtin’s theories of speech genres, and upon early modern print history, this presentation studies a struggle for textual authority that was embedded within the editorial apparatus of ecclesiastical texts in early modern England. This struggle was loosed by Protestantism’s own central tenet of direct access to scripture; after all, literacy and direct access to unmediated texts allows for a wide range of interpretation. Catholic priests had long relied upon the oral culture they created by their jealous protection of the Latin Bible—which by statute could not be printed in English, and so could be accessed only through the oral medium of the priest.  Though literacy became a central medium for the Reformation’s growth, it was also a dangerous adversary that—like the figure of Errour in Spenser’s Faerie Queene—continued to spew forth  heretical “books and papers.”  In response, ecclesiasts took on a new mantle of authority as editors.  These new high priests of the text used the editorial genre and claims to scholarly and historical accuracy to assert their authority over the populace though “authorized” texts.  In this way, they (and the Elizabethan regime) sought to manage a world that suddenly gave voice to many religious voices.  Perhaps such uses of authority might give us pause as we consider the textual authority that is once again both a theological and a political issue for our own information age.
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In his book, Technology and Human Becoming, Philip Hefner, a Lutheran theologian, deals with technology in general, technology and human nature (or human becoming), and technology and religion.

Concerning technology in general, Hefner makes three points: technology is part of human culture; technology has brought our planet to the alarming situation of population growth which is close to the planet’s carrying capacity; and technology is enormously determinative for the future of humans and planet Earth.

Regarding technology and human nature (Hefner prefers the term human becoming), he advances four basic views: technology is an integral part of human becoming, not external but internal, a fact which makes humans both organic and technological (cyborgs); technology is a mirror which shows us that as humans we want tools for various purposes; technology designed by humans is a product of human imagination, freedom and stories; technology is a human product about which humans are strongly ambivalent, they both hate it and love it, and realize they will have to decide just what they want their technology to achieve.

On the specific topic of technology and religion, Hefner suggest five ideas, all of which propose that religion and technology should be friends, not enemies or strangers: the human imagination and freedom necessary for creating technology is related to religion and spirituality, an aspect of the human capacity for self-transcendence; there is a religious dimension in many of the stories behind technology, and the stories we believe influence the technology we utilize; technology raises questions about human nature which are potentially religious in nature, for questions about who and what we really are, are either religious or at least metaphysical; technology is a vital part of our journey of personal becoming, a fact which also has religious and spiritual implications; and technology is related to religion because it provokes deep and difficult ethical issues, which frequently have religious meaning.

If, as argued, there are three approaches to technology- anthropological, epistemological and sociological- Hefner’s approach slights the epistemological, but his comments on the other two approaches make his contribution truly worthwhile.
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The paper presentation sets out to understand the cultural movement known as transhumanism by viewing it through the lens of Christianity.  While transhumanism denies that it is a religion, my thesis is that Christian doctrines yield categories for evaluating the views of the transhumanist movement as set forth in the World Transhumanist Association’s The Transhumanist FAQ (WTA FAQ).  The goal is to call attention to ways in which various transhuman beliefs and practices correspond to key Christian doctrines.  Any correlation is unintentional; it is not necessarily the result of conscious ordering on the part of transhumanists.

Because of innovations in information and biological technologies, the twenty-first century may well come to be known as the “Biotech Century.”  While the prospect of a biotech century has met with mixed reaction, groups such as transhumanists have welcomed it enthusiastically.  They see biotechnology as the source of tools for improving the human condition.  Such improvement will not result from minor tweaks to humanity, instead, according to the WTA FAQ, “radical technological modifications to our brains and bodies are needed.”  Indeed, transhumanists hope to modify themselves so radically that they become posthuman.  Clearly, we are on the cusp of something new, something big—the ability to modify ourselves radically, the ability to alter human nature fundamentally.

According to the WTA FAQ, transhumanism is well on its way to becoming a serious academic discipline.  The WTA publishes a peer-reviewed journal, the Journal of Evolution and Technology, and the WTA FAQ lists a number of like-minded people and organizations.  The transhumanist quest for immortality is going mainstream.  In A Matrix of Meanings, Detweiler and Taylor assert that the transhuman and posthuman “potential to play God, to pursue immortality, pushes these issues beyond the ethical into the theological.”  It is therefore to the theological we will turn.

The paper presentation will examine the world behind, of, and in front of the text of the WTA FAQ; trace connections between Christianity, Gnosticism, and transhumanism; and conclude with an evaluation of transhumanism through an evangelical Christian theological lens.  
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This presentation is to serve as research, reflection, and a springboard for questions of the integration of faith, history, and research. How can one reconcile notions of cultural relativism, or postmodern relativity, with religious faith, especially when participant research requires one to make an ethical decision?  In a time where the notion of third person observation is under much critique in ethnographic theory, the presenter asks the question, “Must one participate in an activity to understand it?”  What happens when religious or ethical reservations prohibit one from certain manners of research, and how can such experiences enhance one’s writings?

The presentation will begin with an analysis of other researchers, and the ethical crossroads that they have encountered with their fieldwork.  One author of note is Michael Taussig, whose fieldwork in South America offered him much time spent amongst shamans who regularly took yagé, a hallucinogenic drink, for religious purposes.  The ethical tensions that such authors face certainly shape their work and the nature of their writing and are worth consideration.

It is in this context that the author will reflect upon his particular experience with a ritual referred to as “limpiar,” or cleansing, while conducting fieldwork with the Tsa´ Chila of Santo Domingo, Ecuador.  This one on one rite, between the shaman and the participant includes religious repetitions and the drinking of ayahuasca, a hallucinogenic drink common to many indigenous groups of the area, in order to focus ones energy and commune with the spiritual.  The author was presented the option of participation, and encouraged by academic discipline and the prospect of such an educational opportunity to partake, yet declined based on personal religious faith.  This situation sparked questions such as, “Would it have been morally irresponsible for the presenter to have partaken in this situation, with research being the goal?” and “Can one secularize or even trivialize a religious activity, such as the consumption of ayahuasca, in order to make it morally acceptable to the individual?”

After addressing such questions, the presenter hopes to provide insight into how one can research and continue to maintain personal convictions.  Also to be mentioned are other findings of this fieldwork and archival research, conscientious of ones position in respect to the research.  In the end, it will be argued that reservations in research, and lack of participation, do not necessarily represent a pursuit of objectivity, but rather an acknowledgement of the experience of cultural difference.  Neutrality does not exist in research and writers should represent the tensions that are present in border crossings.

The Electromagnetic Tools of the Creator and Created Co-creator 
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As Creator, God made electromagnetism the essential mechanism activating all of chemistry and biology. Therefore this fundamental force underlies the evolution of, and energizes, all of earthly nature from rocks to plants and animals, including humans and their brains.

However, especially relevant to this conference, virtually all of modern technology also depends on the electromagnetic force for its operation, allowing humankind to become created co-creators. This is so from highly focused laser beams for eye surgery to massive motor generators furnishing electric power to our homes. Virtually our entire understanding of the microscopic world of quantum phenomena and the cosmic world of astronomic phenomena, including our knowledge of the other three forces, is acquired via an “electromagnetic sensor.”

In a real sense this electromagnetically based technology, with our constant interaction with it and our dependence on it, can be seen as a vital and intimate adjunct to our continued evolution. This is evident, for example, by our growing interaction with computer-based technology: internet, cell phones, robotic devices, organ replacements, etc. Our very survival may depend on gene therapy, developing means to combat diseases resistant to antibiotics, or launching rockets to prod asteroids from their earth-destroying trajectories.

   Given all of this, the essential idea to contemplate is: what does it mean that just as we, as co-creators, have used “electromagnetic tools” to create almost all of the technology we enjoy today and may use for our survival tomorrow, so did God, with infinitely more dexterity and subtlety, use them to create our evolution?

How Will the Next Generation Approach Science, Religion, and Technology?
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The relationship between Science and Religion has been studied and discussed for centuries, and will continue for centuries to come.  This paper will highlight the course that is offered at York College of Pennsylvania entitled “Science and Religion”.  The goal of the course is to present the complexity of the relationship and discuss ways that Science and Religion can co-exist.  Dr. Paul Diener is a Professor of Religion and Philosophy and team teaches the course with Dr. Gregory Foy, Associate Professor of Analytical Chemistry.  The course presentation is a discussion-based format in conjunction with John Haught’s book Science and Religion – From Conflict to Conversation.  Modern perspective is introduced throughout the course by discussing articles from popular magazines and scholarly journals. 

The course begins with a lecture and discussion that focuses first on the definition and description of Christian religions.  We then delve into the complexities of Science and emphasize the differences between Science and Technology.  Students are encouraged to recognize the many similarities that are shared by Science and Religion.  The different dimensions of Christian religions are presented and the Scientific Method is discussed in some detail.  The course emphasis shifts to Haught’s text and his treatment of the “C’s”: Conflict, Contrast, Contact, and Confirmation.  Haught identifies these four primary “C’s” as the principle positions that are taken in the debate between Science and Religion.  

Each chapter of the text raises a question that both scientists and religious theologians seek to answer.  The voice of each of the four “C’s” provides an argument that follows their specific beliefs.  The beliefs of the Conflict group focus on the perceived differences between Science and Religion and the two sides of the conflict fail to listen to each other.  The Conflict perspective allows no room for the other viewpoint and insists that Science and Religion are engaged in a constant struggle.

The Contrast group argues that Science and Religion are so distinctly different that they cannot possibly communicate.  They must be kept separate within both mind and discipline and have no hope of achieving any common ground.  The contrast argument recognizes no possible areas that Science and Religion share and therefore no communication is necessary or even possible.

Where Conflict and Contrast choose to fight or maintain distinct boundaries, the Contact group chooses to interact and seek ways in which Science and Religion can communicate.  The Contact perspective encourages dialogue and discussion concerning differences and seeks to bring the two parties together to seek solutions.  Contact provides an opportunity for the two sides of the debate to discuss issues of common interest and attempt to understand different viewpoints.

The Confirmation group follows the natural progression established by the Contact group and engages in dialogue that leads to understanding of how Science and Religion support each other and ultimately confirm each other.

The four “C’s” provide a very thorough understanding of the viewpoints that most people might have, and provide a firm platform for discussions based on popular articles and modern issues that Science and Religion debate.  “Science and Religion” at York College provides a venue for Conversation, the ultimate completion of the “C’s”.  Engaging the next generation in the debate over Science and Religion through continued Conversation will lead to the best possible relationship that Science and Religion can achieve.
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Technological truth is a relative of scientific truth, and, accordingly, they share many of the same characteristics.  One of the most defining characteristics is its “intersubjective verifiability”, which is to say that other people can “see” the same truth by following the same procedures that originally uncovered the truth.  Usually, the “same procedures” means either experimentally reproducible or mathematically provable.   Both of these procedures rely upon the motor sense (either to set up and conduct the experiment, or to write (or type) the logic that proves the truth) and the visual sense (to either see experiment or its representations on other technologies, or the “see”, either outside or inside one’s head, logical procedures) that prove the truth.

Spiritual truths, on the other hand, do not usually rely directly upon either of these senses, although they often refer to sensory things to support (rather then prove) their truths.  Rather, spiritual truths typically rely upon non-empirical, or internal, states and procedures for their proof, or upon faith for their support.

It is usually thought that these are different kinds of truth because they entail different senses, and therefore different “rules of procedure”, in the activity of proof.  I will contend that this is not necessarily true. Rather, I contend that there are not in fact two different kinds of truth, but rather different ways of seeing different aspects of the same truths. If something is true, it is true independent of the sense or method use to uncover it. 

There are cases when the two different kinds of truth are not, in fact, different in substance at all.  Rather, different sensory procedures entail different methods for judging reliability.  This kind of truth is exists independent of the sense or senses utilized to “see” it; they are not “seen” at all, only the procedures used to demonstrate them.  For some truths, if the substance can be demonstrated logically, then it can also be heard, seen and felt.  Further, logic allows this existence of truths that are not designed to appeal to the visual sense, and this does not necessarily alter their existence.  

Douglas Hofstadter provided one of the early and groundbreaking visions of how a single truth can be accessed in music, art and mathematics.  He used the fugal structure of music to demonstrate the mathematical concept of recursion, and to suggest that the truth of recursion can be heard as well as seen.  We are not used to understanding truths this way, but some people are quite familiar with it.  The phenomenon of synesthesia, or the uncommon use of one sense to capture information usually captured by another, allows some people to “see” sounds, or “hear” colors.  They are as correct about the sound or the color as anyone else, but they do not experience them the same way.  Research has shown that synesthetic abilities are probably present in virtually human beings, but were supplanted in most of us by a much more limited, highly focused, and more discriminating information gathering mechanism.  Some researchers suggest that we still have the ability, but it has atrophied by time and lack of use. 

I conclude that there are sense independent truths, and the set of procedures appropriate to experiencing these truths can be collectively referred to as synesthetic epistemology.  Moreover, human beings still have the capacity to experience truths in many ways that are different from the manner in which they have been taught.  If we can cultivate these abilities it will go a long way toward reintroducing the sciences and humanities to each other in new ways.  This in turn should facilitate cross disciplinary learning and teaching, and, perhaps more importantly, facilitate the understanding of complex scientific and technological concepts in terms more familiar to most people.
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For many, the word “Mennonite” is synonymous with ”Old Order Mennonite” or “Amish.”  It connotes a group of people who maintain a unique religiosity and lifestyle, most notable for their plain dress and rejection of modern conveniences; at the very least, it might bring to mind a postcard image of a horse and buggy.  In light of this popular perception, it is ironic that most members of Mennonite churches in North America are not distinguishable from mainstream society on the basis of the technologies they utilize.  Despite having their own counter-cultural legacy, perhaps best exemplified in their pacifist witness, so-called “modern” Mennonite theological and ethical reflections have not addressed the topic of technology.  Nonetheless, it would be a mistake to conclude that this lack of reflection means that technology is not considered to be of significance for the religious values of these same Mennonites.  In fact, this paper demonstrates that the work of John Howard Yoder, arguably the most significant twentieth century Mennonite theologian, is suggestive of a distinctive Mennonite theology of technology.

After summarizing Yoder's theological stance, this paper outlines several points of connection between Yoder and the French sociologist and lay theologian Jacques Ellul, including their biblical realism and disavowal of system building.  The most important connection, however, is their appropriation of the biblical concept of the “principalities and powers” – they both recognize that the structures of society are of spiritual significance.  Given Yoder's preoccupation with war and peace studies, it is not surprising that his application of this concept focuses on the powers of violence and of the state.  Yet Yoder himself commends Ellul's application of the language of “the powers” to the topic of technology.  In pointing to Ellul, Yoder most certainly recognizes the significance of the power of technology, and invites us to consider the ways his own theology could be applied to technology.  Thus this paper concludes with a summary of Yoder's explication of “the powers,” highlighting points of convergence and divergence with Ellul.  The key to the theology of technology suggested by Yoder is that the authentic transformation of the power of technology is possible through the witness of an alternative community.  In my view Yoder's constructive proposal is relevant to faith communities both within and beyond the Mennonite tradition who are asking what it means to live faithfully in our technological society.
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Computer languages are the languages that sustain the technology of the Information Age. Computer languages are considered artificial languages; nevertheless, our technologically inspired era depends on technology’s unusual underlying languages for functionality. It is worthwhile to consider that if computer technology’s critical languages would inexplicably be erased, computer technology, and the many activities and concepts inspired by it, would forthwith cease to inform our lives. Therefore, those who are literate in technology’s underlying critical languages hold a position of social and cultural power comparable to that of the clergy of the early Western church. Programmers have not accidentally been referred to as the ‘high priests’ of technology.

Religion and technology, both, have been identified as the measure for enlightenment. Perhaps unsurprisingly, the various technologies of the Information Age have repeatedly been placed in the context of religion; the Internet, for example, has been compared to a “global religious movement.” There exists a kind of affinity not only between religion and technology, but more importantly, there exists a kind of affinity between the writings based on which religion and technology operate.

Just as the early Western Christian Church formerly did, computer technology today relies on the production of a new kind of writing, programming, and an exclusive form of literacy. Literacy was the first prerequisite in gaining access to the content of the Holy Scripture, therefore the freedom to interpret its meaning and to select and emphasize its most important themes. Through the ages and across cultures, literacy has up and foremost been a male privilege, a circumstance that has had adverse effects for women. Feminist scholars have noted that Christian ideology has contributed significantly to the oppression of women; religious text such as the Old and New Testament enforces His word while diminishing hers. It is unlikely that the male clerical culture of the Christian church would have assigned a diminished social role to women if women would have been able to partake in equal parts in the writing that was to define their social standing.  

In a repetition of an exclusive literacy that informs social and cultural power structures, and mirroring the male clerical culture of the Christian church, literacy in computer languages is a predominantly male phenomenon. This paper argues that the gendered literacy in computer languages informs notions of gender in ways comparable to that of the early male clerical culture of the Christian church. 

The iconographies that spring from the realms of religion and technology have been instrumental in delineating female sexuality. This paper seeks to elucidate how we can envision languages as technical as computer languages to inform notions of gender. In particular, a comparison is made between how writing has informed the biblical image of the virginal female on the one hand, and the computer generated virtual female on the other. In the delineation of female sexuality, literacy remains an invaluable privilege. While keeping in mind the gendered history of literacy, and with a critical eye on women’s social standing within an increasingly technologically mediated society, the question should be raised, Does history but repeat itself?
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To the scientific materialist, soul, consciousness, and spirit are qualities that emerge as matter evolves or self-organizes into a sufficiently complex system.  Molecular biologist Francis Crick describes this emergence as follows:  “You, your joys and your sorrows, your memories and your ambitions, your sense of personal identity and free will, are in fact no more than the behavior of a vast assembly of nerve cells and their associated molecules. . .   You’re nothing but a pack of neurons.”  In recent popular books, scientists such as Ray Kurzweil and Frank Tipler have suggested that the human being is merely a physical instantiation of information, all the information that is held in the complex web of neural synapses in our brains.  

Such a view of the human being has numerous implications.  It suggests that humans are identified as being coterminous with their thoughts or mental processes.  Such a view supports the development of artificial intelligence as a human surrogate, and suggests to authors such as Kurzweil and Tipler that one avenue for the achievement of human immortality might be through downloading the neural patterns of the brain into computers.  

This view stands in sharp contradiction to the Christian understanding of the human being as bio-cultural—a physical being, always in relationship with God and with other humans.  In contrast to the Christian understanding of the resurrection of the body, cybernetic humanism assumes a dualistic understanding of the human person as separable mind and body, a conception of eternity as "a long time", and a hubristic faith in human power.  Reinhold Niebuhr in The Nature and Destiny of Man speaks to each of these assumptions and cautions Christians to place their hope in God rather than in a concept of an immortality of their own making and within the bounds of history.  Karl Barth posits that the true humanity of our race is found only in relationship, relationship that demands physicality.  Thus we have a view in modern Christian thought that sharply contradicts the conception of human being as information.

This would look like two divergent streams of wisdom.  Fortunately, there are thinkers in the field of artificial intelligence who also recognize the need for both a physical body (Brooks) and for a cultural nexus for any form of knowledge or intelligence (Winograd and Flores).   It is to these thinkers that computer scientists must turn to find a wisdom in which science and religion might converge to arrive at a fuller understanding of the human being.
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The Icelandic quartet Sigur Rós conjures extraordinary soundscapes from conventional instrumentation. The group, formed in 1994, came to the attention of listeners outside Iceland when their music was used in the 2001 Cameron Crowe film Vanilla Sky; that same year the band was chosen to be the opening act on a high-profile tour by Radiohead, with whom they are often associated.

Sigur Rós’s music exists in a seemingly cosmic time scale. The band uses long, looping progressions, glacially slow tempos (sometimes as slow as 26 beats per minute), and sudden shifts of dynamics and tempo to manipulate one’s perception of time and create emotionally moving sonic tapestries. Over the music, Jón Thór (“Jónsi”) Birgisson sings in a fragile falsetto, either in Icelandic or—more recently—in an invented language that he calls “Hopelandic.” As a result, religious or spiritual metaphors abound in the discourse surrounding the band.

Customer reviews on Amazon.com and other internet web sites describe intense spiritual experiences while listening to Sigur Rós, testifying that “I was quite literally crying uncontrollably halfway through this song, out of nowhere…. This album is a miracle”; that their music “shines light in your darkest parts”; and that it “simply carries you off the ground into a place… not quite like anywhere on this planet.” Such intensely spiritual responses invite consideration of how technologies (not only electronic studio technology, but the band’s musical elements that are self-consciously employed for a desired psychological effect, or affect) are used in Sigur Rós’s music so powerfully.

The ( ) album consists of eight untitled tracks, two groups of four songs separated by 30 seconds of silence. The title semiotically invokes a linguistic container, inviting the listener to fill in the space between the parentheses. The CD booklet similarly contains faint frozen tree branch images on several pages of semi-transparent paper rather than any text, inviting the listener to self-discovery by using the CD booklet as a journal to write one’s own perceived lyrics or responses to each song. But how does such an admittedly “blank” package evoke such remarkably uniform affect among critics and fans? To answer this question, I will discuss the ( ) album from several perspectives. First, I will present a musicological perspective, drawing on studies of music and heightened states of consciousness as well as analyzing the music itself. Since the affective qualities of sound and studio production rarely penetrate academic discourse on music, I will also consider how Sigur Rós uses technology to enhance their admittedly minimal instrumentation to such powerful effect. Finally, I offer some thoughts as to how the music of Sigur Rós fits as an exemplar of postmodern “fill-in-your-own-blank” spirituality.

The Miracle of Technology/The Technology of Miracles

Dr. Patrick D. Hopkins

Associate Professor of Philosophy

Millsaps College

1701 North State Street

Jackson MS  39210

hopkipd@millsaps.edu
(601) 974-1293

Much has been made of the issue of miracles in the justification (or lack thereof) of religious belief.  David Hume famously argued that there were virtually no cases in which we would be justified in believing that a miracle had occurred, a position shared by many critics of religion.  However, much of the criticism of miraculous events relies on the idea that a "miracle" must be understood as the suspension of natural law by a supernatural entity’s intervention.  Much of the defense of the existence of miracles relies on the same definition.  In this paper, I argue that recent technology and science suggest that many, if not most, of the famous miracles reported in scriptures could have been accomplished without any suspension of natural laws.  As examples, I point to how miracles of virgin births, sterile births, and the creation of life are paralleled by cloning, in vitro fertilization, genetic engineering, and postmenopausal impregnation; how the plagues of Egypt, Sodom and Gomorrah’s fire from heaven, the flood, and earthquakes are paralleled by biological warfare and nuclear bombs; how water-into-wine and feeding the five thousand are paralleled by nanotechnology; how bilocation, ecstatic unions, and healing are paralleled by holography, entheogenics, and medicine; and how resurrections, immortality, transmigration of souls, and afterlives are paralleled by nanotechnology, cryonics, and uploading.  In short, the classic “miracles” do not require anything supernatural.

There are two interesting outcomes of these arguments.

First, a challenge for believers:  there is nothing necessarily supernatural about these events which means that miracles (even if real, historical events) are not evidence for a supernatural God, and the interpretation of God as a supernatural being increasingly breaks downs as we get better at producing such events ourselves.

Second, a challenge for nonbelievers: since there is nothing necessarily supernatural about these events, one cannot dismiss them by saying they violate natural laws.  They could have happened and may be evidence for an entirely naturalistic Intelligent Source.
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This paper will discuss the role computer networks will play in developing what Father Pierre Teilhard de Chardin called “the noosphere.”  In his book The Phenomenon of Man Teilhard de Chardin proposed that evolution was moving humanity inexorably toward a moment in time at which all would achieve oneness in their cognitive experience and, subsequently, oneness with God.  This moment in time he called “point omega.”  That Teilhard de Chardin believed there were immaterial forces at work behind this evolutionary process is irrelevant to our discussion.  This paper simply utilizes Teilhard de Chardin’s theoretical framework in order to explain a more mundane process that relates the development of computer networks to the idea of cognitive unity.

What this paper suggests is that within the framework of Teilhard de Chardin’s theory and in light of man’s recent technological prowess that we can look forward to a time when not only will mankind be more cognitively unified but we will also see revolutionary changes in our social, intellectual, and political structures.

This will happen for one simple reason, the accumulation of nearly perfect information. Mankind now deals every day with information that is imperfect – either incomplete or outdated – it is impossible to develop fundamental paradigms within which all this information can be organized, but with increased computing power and networking capabilities we will eventually achieve the real-time, accurate information we need to develop better theories about how things work. We will no longer be prisoners of our standard models based on ceteris paribus suppositions.

Michio Kaku in his book Visions: How Science will Revolutionize the Twenty-First Century has suggested that mankind is on the verge of achieving what only alchemists of old used to dream about.  In other words, humanity is on the cusp of being not only manipulators of materials but creators.  Kaku shows how the discovery of DNA, the development of the integrated circuit, and the theory of quantum electrodynamics in the twentieth century has had and will continue to have far-reaching technological implications for the future.

This paper goes one step further and suggests that the classical scientific view of the world, established by Isaac Newton and others, has not been completely overturned, and that once it is completely nullified by the theory of quantum electrodynamics we will not only achieve great things scientifically but also socially, intellectually, and politically.

As with every other great movement forward we must be mindful of the inherent dangers in any great change. Mankind, though clever, seems often obstinate in his will to destroy.  It is for this reason that along with any celebration of our intellectual achievements we should be ever mindful of what science and technology can do in the wrong hands.  If we are not careful we may end up with the soulless consumerism of Aldous Huxley’s “Brave New World” or worse – in my opinion – we will come to live in a world overseen by an ever watchful few who will persecute any deviation from the mindless orthodoxy of the state. Some suggest we are already there.

The Psalmist once wrote,   “‘I have said,’ Ye are gods ….”  If the future holds such a place for humanity, we should also remember that we “shall die like men, and fall like one of the princes.” (Psalm 82)
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Technological theorists have argued that human views of technology are diverse, ranging from deterministic to critical. Some hold that technical rationality and human values are in diametric opposition, or at least that technology is detrimental to human goals. Others view technology as neutral and thus usable in the service of human values and purposes, religious or otherwise. Still others have encouraged a critical perspective wherein technology may be seen as “not a destiny but a scene of struggle” (Feenberg, Critical Theory of Technology).

It is exactly this scene of struggle that we have examined by analyzing internet policies and practices found within Christian denominations. Our method for research included informal empirical work and theoretical exploration of the nature of technology in religion. Our theoretical research into the philosophies of religion and technology provides a foundation for our analysis of internet use and philosophies about the internet held by many Christian churches and religious groups. Using the framework for technology provided by Feenberg (as well as the work of Johnson, Rheingold, Postman, and Teske), we connect positions about technology with foundational church doctrine. We then looked for glimpses of internet use by examining church documents, church-sponsored and “unauthorized” internet sites, and virtual church sites, as well as interviewing select clergy and laypeople in various denominations and groups. This informal empirical research enriches our theoretical views and provides evidence supporting a range of responses to technology. 

We argue that technology use patterns are complex (within Christianity just as in any other group) and that the rhetoric about the internet and computer use generally varies greatly from one Christian community to the next. While as researchers we found Feenberg’s rubric for theories of technology a powerful way to describe and categorize church internet use, we believe the more interesting finding from our work is the connection between church doctrine, mission, and fundamental group values and the ways in which groups use and talk about use of the internet. Doctrine is intended as the standard for all behaviors and decisions for those who are members of a faith community. Many denominations see doctrine as primarily stable and timeless, the articulation of community mores and the filter for the behavior of individuals. Thus doctrine is seen as the standard for decisions about community action, including those related to internet use. In our work, then, we map internet use based on academic, theoretical lines (substantive, instrumental, critical) and doctrinal, theological lines in order to show the connections between deeply held religious values and internet use. So, while internet use is indeed complex and varied, we show that similarities in use can be observed when core community values and doctrine are alike.  
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The dominant religious perspective in Japan and its derived value system is a unique one, consisting of a mixture of native and foreign elements.  Aspects of Buddhism, Confucianism, and Taoism have been combined over time with the native Shinto tradition in a uniquely absorptive fashion to structure the attitudes and fundamental beliefs of the Japanese people.  Especially during the 1980’s and 1990’s, it was widely held that the values dominant in this perspective had an outsized influence on the success of the Japanese in the international technological marketplace.  Currently, Japanese innovation strategies are no longer as much referenced, given the more than decade long recession that has troubled Japanese industry.  Yet the same values still dominate in the innovation and production processes.  The question thus arises whether or not a particular value set can justifiably be linked to successful innovation strategies or whether instead only a particular confluence of empirical events resulted in Japan’s dominant market position.  The primary task of this paper is thus to investigate the extent to which Japanese social values have both helped and hindered the process of technological innovation.

The primary innovation strategy in Japan is known as kaizen, a method by which innovation is generated through a series of relatively small, incremental steps.  This has been contrasted with technological advancement where fundamentally new technologies are generated through individual insights.  Part of the friction between Japan and the U.S. during the latter part of the 20th century was generated by the belief that the Japanese were absorbing these insights and then applying kaizen to them.  Japanese industry itself apparently also has accepted this view, as it is now calling for increased attention to the teaching of individual creativity in the educational process, an implicit rejection of the values which led to its previous success.  These values focus on the group rather than on the individual.  Dominant among them are such values as harmony, hierarchy, attention to detail, perfectibility, and shared responsibility.  These values can be directly linked to the Japanese religious tradition and given their central role in Japanese social life would be difficult to deemphasize.  I will argue that since they are important throughout the innovation, production, and marketing process, such a move is unnecessary and would indeed be counterproductive for Japanese industry.
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On account of the momentous developments in technology during the course of the twentieth century mankind has welcomed and embraced stupendous, scientific progress, but, almost simultaneously, experienced a moral and spiritual regression. The German writer  Ernst Juenger (1895-1998), has observed in his works – especially in his book  Der Arbeiter (1932) and his diaries, the dichotomy between technology and spirituality. He writes:” Culture does not reveal itself through dynamic achievements such as nuclear power stations, rockets, moon landings, and also not through learning factories and the Olympics, but through works of art. The Greeks did know that, though they also had their share of wars. The French of our day know that. “ E. Juenger. Collected Works Vol. 14. P. 184.  For Juenger, - the individual, knowledge, technology, nature, self-discipline, the arts, and most importantly spirituality  - in unison – were the bricks of civilized life.

For Juenger, - the man, the enlightened, the loving, the spiritual, the fearless individual, - is an enthusiastic person for the noble deed, - “ who has the power to destroy empires,  “is the measure of all things. In the pursuit of his mission man accepts God as the creator and custodian of the universe; at the same time man should endeavor relentlessly to familiarize himself with the arcanum of nature, the laws of nature (Psalm 73) and technology, thereby learning to understand himself. In this venture, man accepts the word of God as the highest substance, and should strive indefatigably for its incarnation.

Of course for the desultory reader – as most readers, especially the millions of bestseller  readers are – Ernst Juenger appears as a technophobe; however, the attentive , passionate, absolute,  nietzschean slow reader recognizes Juengers immense concern for mankind’s future, and thereby negates any dichotomy and knows he is one of the foremost technophiles of the twentieth century. Juenger writes:” There is absolutely nothing with which the individual cannot agree, - absolutely nothing he cannot dismiss. The individual does have the power to change this world , - be it through deed or suffering, - and indeed every moment. The individual has the power to decide whether the planet survives or vanishes. He can enter into the absolute. He is sovereign and triumphs, - where he ascends to that awareness. The world becomes his material and his space. For a Christian, who considers himself as a commandant of his strong fortress, Christ is not only his idol, but an essential and real part of his person, - it is communicative, world –changing might.  It Destroys Empyers. “  Ernst Juenger. Strahlungen II. (Stuttgart/dtv. 1995).    Page. 468.  10. 6. 1945. 

      The presentation enumerates and elucidates Juenger’s concerns about the state of mankind’s future, and thereby negates any dichotomy and knows he is one of the foremost technophiles of the twentieth century. Juenger writes:” There is absolutely nothing with which the individual cannot agree, - absolutely nothing he cannot dismiss. The individual does have the power to change this world , - be it through deed or suffering, - and indeed every moment. The individual has the power to decide whether the planet survives or vanishes. He can enter into the absolute. He is sovereign and triumphs, - where he ascends to that awareness. The world becomes his material and his space. For a Christian, who considers himself as a commandant of his strong fortress, Christ is not only his idol, but an essential and real part of his person,--it is communicative, world –changing might.  It Destroys Empyers. “  Ernst Juenger. Strahlungen II. (Stuttgart/dtv. 1995).    Page. 468.  10. 6. 1945. 

One Fish, Two Fish, Big Fish, Bad Fish

Exploring contemporary man’s expanding search for belonging and community in childhood: “One Fish, Two Fish (Seuss),” adulthood: the “Loaves and the Fishes” (Jesus), and eternity: the feature film (2003) Fish
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From early childhood, the modern boy or girl of contemporary America is weaned from the womb in an expanding web of technology; ultimately, the embryonic ego or self is enveloped by the influence of hypertext, web sites, and simulated reality.

Paradoxically yet predictably, the soul and heart crave connection in unprecedented ratios; children are drugged on AHD drugs, ADD drugs, and a myriad of antidepressants masking the visceral caving for the connection that the emerging modern man craves: a belief in a higher power (faith or reason), story telling (relatives gathering for dinners at the family dining table) and the innate role inherent to childhood (play.) 

 Ultimately, blogs become sandboxes, chat rooms are playgrounds, and websites replace fairy tales.  Noble prizewinner Francois Mauriac exemplifies the paradox of the human struggle of flesh and spirit as he observes that the  “ one part of our being, the most hidden part, is the child who has not experienced evil.”  It is in childhood alone that man exemplifies the “all powerfulness” of a higher power: “Over the Nietzsche heroes…the purity of the child stands firm and triumphs.” 

Through a kaleidoscope of fresh perspectives, the paper explores the need to disconnect the emerging ego of the developing child from the breasts of technology. Weaned off technology, the emerging ego is free to grow, to connect, and to play; essentially, the developing psyches are free to be uncorrupted individuals in communion with themselves, their developing consciences, and their corporal craving for a sense of community. 

Reel-Time Religion:  Theology, Teleology, and Technology in the Films of Tom Tykwer

Marton M. Marko

Lecturer in German

Department of Language, Literature, and Communication

Reusselaer Polytechnic Institute 

110 8th Street

Troy, NY 12180

markom@rpi.edu
(518) 276-4413

In the six years since its release, Tom Tykwer’s acclaimed 1998 film Run Lola Run has become a global cinema sensation and an object of mass intrigue among audiences, students, and critics alike.  It is a film that stretches boundaries of editing and storytelling to new limits as it poses questions of cause, effect, and notions of determinism that literally establish new frameworks of possibility for on-screen narrative.  In this paper, I investigate the interconnected roles played by theology, teleology, and technology in Run Lola Run in light of two other Tykwer projects, Winter Sleepers (1997) and The Princess and the Warrior (2000).  I link the treatment of fate and romantic love in each work to broader questions of religion, faith, and determinism as they appear in the technical context of Twyker’s work.  Each film is concerned with the role of the camera as a tool of narrative production and deterministic instrument in the creation of individual and collective stories.  Tykwer’s movies suggest both the idea of film as destiny and destiny as film, such that a kind of techno-cinematic belief system arises that supercedes dimensions of ordinary time and everyday life otherwise presented in his tales.  In Run Lola Run, competing scenarios are set forth as to how Lola can spare her boyfriend’s life by producing 100,000 marks in twenty minutes as she speeds through the streets of Berlin; in Winter Sleepers, the collected fates of acquaintances, lovers, and strangers are intertwined in the balance of the life of a young girl seriously injured in an automobile accident in the Alps, and in The Princess and the Warrior, issues of destiny and fortune center around the aftermath of a bank robbery where characters grapple with questions of free will set against the canvas of a seemingly all-imposing metaphysical determinism in their lives.  In each film, ostensibly random events are composed, courtesy of film, to reveal cinema as a narrative form that both affirms and critiques how vying stories result in an ultimate construction of history, as the omnipotence of the camera replaces such traditionally theological associations as providence, grace, and divine knowledge.  Theoretical discussion in this paper will include reference to essays by Walter Benjamin (“Fate and Character,” his essay fragments “Theses on the Philosophy of History,” as well as his well-known piece “The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction,”) and Ihab Hassan’s analysis of open and closed forms of literature in the context of theology and postmodernism as they correspond to Tykwer’s treatment of real history and “reel” history in each film.
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For some, Darwin’s theory of evolution relates solely to biological questions as the wondrous diversification of life forms on Earth since life’s inception some 3.75 billion years ago.  But for others it has far more wide-ranging implications and is tantamount to a revolutionary world-view that transforms all traditional concepts it encounters.  As Daniel Dennett proclaims in his 1995 work Darwin’s Dangerous Idea: “{I} f mindless evolution could account for the breathtakingly clever artifacts of the biosphere, how could the products of our own ‘real’ minds be exempt from an evolutionary explanation? Darwin’s idea thus also threatened to spread all the way up, dissolving the illusion of our own authorship, our own divine park of creativity and understanding.”    

In his 1975 social scientific manifesto (Sociobiology) E.O. Wilson expounded the need to unearth the biological roots of human behavior as a necessary foundation for a “scientific” grasp of our species so that we might more effectively direct our future. He dramatically announced “the time has come for ethics to be removed temporarily from the hands of philosophers and biologized.”  The fundamental premise of sociobiology (now more often termed evolutionary psychology) is really quite simple.  Like human physiology, the complex workings of human psychology are the result of evolutionary molding via natural selection. The goal is to explain current behavioral tendencies in the light of their genetic formation as adaptive mechanisms in the great span of human evolution prior to the rise of civilization.  The secret, then, to demystifying the human moral sense is to comprehend how its emergence would have proven adaptive for human beings in the evolutionary struggle for survival.  

Evolutionary psychologists contend that the basic biological foundations of ethical behavior are to be found in our genetic predispositions to kin and reciprocal altruism.  For human beings, like other social species, cooperative (altruistic) behavior among those who are genetically related, or with non-kin who are likely to reciprocate, represented a superior strategy in the competitive struggle for survival than an entirely self-centered modus operandi. Hence selection favored individuals who are genetically predisposed to altruism.

However, along with social instincts, selfish instincts also evolved as adaptive mechanisms in different contexts.  So, unlike ants or bees, we are not robotically altruistic in all situations. The clash between these evolved mechanisms is the biological root of the moral conflict we experience.  Evolutionary psychologists readily admit that hard empirical work remains to be done to understand the precise ways in which the genetic basis of moral behavior (genotype) actually interacts with different environments to produce the moral responses of individual human beings (phenotype). But the hope is that as this relationship is unearthed and correlated with expanding neurological findings a genuine science of human behavior will emerge.  Then, as Wilson affirms in Consilience, “a more certain measure can be taken of the strengths and flexibility of the epigenetic rules composing the various moral sentiments.  From than knowledge, it should be possible to adapt the ancient moral sentiments more wisely to the swiftly changing condition of modern life in which, willy-nilly, and largely in ignorance, we have plunged ourselves.”

In this paper we will critically explore the current attempt to reconfigure ethics along Darwinian lines.  Along the way, we will try to sort out some of the metaphysical assumptions connected with the enterprise.  The discussion will center on three fundamental questions:  1.) Does an understanding of our evolved human nature provide us with a sufficient or only necessary condition of moral reasoning? 2.) Can the materialist conception of mind presupposed in evolutionary psychology account for the freedom of choice that is a necessary condition of morality. 3.) Can an evolutionary approach support objectivity in ethics?  In the end, it will be argued that our capacity for morality lies in our power for rational assessment and control of sub-rational motivations such as unconscious drives or genetic predispositions.  To the extent that evolutionary psychology can bring such motivations to light it will enhance our ability to structure our individual lives and the collective dealings of our societies on more realistic moral grounds.  But those grounds or evaluative principles must be sought elsewhere, namely, in the realms of philosophical and religious analysis.
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In his Music in the Renaissance, once the standard text on the subject, Gustave Reese cited Desiderius Erasmus.  Erasmus has protested that an³ artificial and theatrical music² had been introduced into the church, one where ³horns, trumpets, and pipes vie and sound along constantly with the voices.²  Erasmus¹s two claims raise questions both in regard to sixteenth century attitudes towards music and to our current performance practice.  While we may regard technology as primarily associated with artifacts, sixteenth century authors repeatedly refer to polyphonic music as³artificial,² the product of human craft.  The term ³artificial² is sometimes pejorative, sometimes complimentary depending upon the author.


Instruments might be regarded as ³artificial² in the more common use of the word, devices for producing sound in contrast to the ³natural² sound of the human voice.  In spite of Erasmus¹s complaint regarding of instruments, current performance practice favors a cappella renderings of Renaissance sacred music. Does this preference reflect well-considered historical precedent, or our own conception of appropriately sacred sound in music?


While manuscripts and scores rarely, if ever, specify exact performance requirements for this music, documentation from treatises, commentaries and iconographic evidence offers clues to alternate strategies of performance and reception.
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In this presentation I compare and contrast two influential thinkers on the relation between religion and technology, one from the beginning and one from the end of the 20th century: David Noble’s 1997 book The Religion of Technology, and Oswald Spengler’s Decline of the West (1922) and Man and Technics (1931). The focus of my investigation is the portrayal of the engineer who is alternatively called the “priest of the machine” (Spengler) or the “new spiritual man” (Noble). Interested in the ideological, global, or what is sometimes called determinist representations of the impact of technology on our lives, I want to test such representations as to their inherent merit. In my inquiry into the religious ramifications of technology, I hope to question the essentialism underlying both Noble’s and Spengler’s constructions of the engineer.

For Noble, the West’s obsession with technology expresses a millenarian desire for the perfection of humanity normally reserved for the realm of religious belief. For Spengler (as later for Heidegger) modern technology represents the Faustian attempt to subdue the natural world, thus usurping the role of God. In the center of both narratives is the engineer as homo faber who substitutes himself and his technological rationality for divine reason.

Noble’s provocative thesis seems to have turned the (predominantly German) discourse of disenchantment into one of re-enchantment: here, the artifice of technology can fulfill the promise of religion. Now, while there is general agreement that the idea of human perfection has religious roots, the tradition from Rousseau to Schiller, from German romanticism all the way to Heidegger and the Frankfurt School, holds that such perfection is to be attained only in spite of and against the artifice of technology, which, when left unchecked, leads on the contrary to a perversion of nature. Oswald Spengler’s writings fall within this tradition. He attributes Western decadence, at least in part, to its focus on the machine. Thus, from the point of view of the discourse of disenchantment, Noble and Spengler hold opposed axiological positions.

And yet, despite this divergence, the authors meet in their warnings of the excesses of technology—in particular, the trust we have placed in the engineer. Thus, the inability of the enchantment discourse to deliver on its promise coincides with the discourse of disenchantment and its suspicion of technology. In this sense, Noble’s and Spengler’s theories represent two sides of the same coin.

To be sure, this is the only aspect of their convergence. Although both see their works as political interventions, these authors are far from advocating the same kind of politics: Spengler’s book is a call to overcome democratic sanction of the ills of technology in an aristocratic (if not a fascist) regime, whereas Noble calls on the contrary for more democratic deliberation to diminish the millenarian trust in technology. What is fascinating to me is that despite this difference both portray engineers and their work in the heady light of religious transcendence rather than the more mundane and material realities of their everyday lives.
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From at least the sixteenth century, Christianity and science, especially cosmology, have been closely related, in part through a belief in two-fold revelation. God's revelation, expressed in words, reflected another revelation, expressed in physical nature, or rather through ways human beings perceived it. In Romans, Paul writes, "For since the creation of the world God's invisible qualities--his eternal power and divine nature--have been clearly seen, being understood from what has been made, so that men are without excuse" (1.20). The Bible invites scrutiny of physical nature, the "clearly seen" suggesting evidence of God's cosmic design, an underlying order, harmony, and purpose. Elsewhere, the Bible implies that same understanding, a seeing beyond the seen, in the name of God. It involves a combination of observation, reason, and intuition, perhaps what led to the formation of science as a distinct construct. The desire for new knowledge, an opening up of hidden aspects of God's power and sense of order, a kind of wonder and reverence indicated in Psalm 19.1, functions as a starting point for inquiry. Biblical concepts, regarding the ability to comprehend nature's intrinsic design, deeply influenced language and culture. Perhaps they have done so to the extent that some patterns of scientific experience parallel some patterns of religious experience, each having the same subject: physical nature. Also, the Biblical description of physical nature, though dependent upon ordinary language and basic concepts, perhaps has influenced scientific description. For example, Genesis, as with the current science of high-energy physics and Big Bang cosmology, indicates that the universe began at a certain point, in a flash of light and energy. In addition, Genesis suggests a scientific framework, creation as integrated by invisible forces, which can be observed, isolated, described, and harnessed.
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Mary Somerville (1780-1872) was the leading woman of science in Great Britain during the nineteenth century, as famous in her own day as Marie Curie is in ours.  Among other accomplishments, Somerville was a successful and widely read writer on science.  She established her reputation with On the Mechanism of the Heavens (1831), a rendering in English of Laplace’s Méchanique Céleste.  One of her chief contributions in Mechanism was the preliminary dissertation that preceded Somerville’s rendition of Laplace’s text.  The preliminary dissertation, published separately in 1832, eventually expanded into her second book, On the Connexion of the Physical Sciences (1834).  


In these works, Somerville created an interpretive framework for science that helped establish science as both “elevated meditation” and “exact calculation.” Perhaps more significantly, the interpretive framework integrated religion, science, and technology and rescued Laplace’s work and the scientific enterprise generally from associations with atheism that would have been quite detrimental to science in Great Britain at the time.  The interpretive frame consisted of two key elements: (1) themes, that is, a set of ideas and philosophical commitments and (2) descriptive patterns that she frequently used for presenting scientific explanations of complex phenomena. 


There are eight themes altogether.
  The ones that are most important for connecting science to religion are the propositions that: (1) “design is manifest in every part of creation;” (2) the contemplation of nature through science is fundamentally ennobling; (3) science reveals the unity of nature, a unity that has its roots in the Creator; (4) science is ultimately humbling as human beings understand their smallness in the vastness of creation; and (5) mathematics is the symbolic language of the Creator.


The two dominant descriptive patterns I have termed “the cosmic platform” and “tracing the mazes.” The cosmic platform provides a “God’s eye view,” from which Somerville and her readers perceive the magnitude and splendor of the creation. Although the technology of Somerville’s day did not make it possible for human beings to literally gaze at the earth from the heavens, the discoveries facilitated by the telescope and by precise observation of the heavens and the tides did make it possible for human beings to concretely imagine what the view from the cosmic platform might be. From the cosmic platform, the heavens become a Miltonic canvas against which the drama of the universe is played out. The drama consists largely of tracing the mazes through which the operations of nature can be followed.  The most interesting of these operations is gravity, “which is mixed up with everything that exists in the heavens or on earth; which pervades every atom. . .and is as sensible in the descent of a rain-drop as in the falls of Niagara; in the weight of the air, as in the periods of the moon.” (Somerville, On the Connexion of the Physical Sciences, p. 1)  The resulting vision in one in which all things are linked through the physical universe and the divine mind and where a scientifically empowered and technologically enabled imagination is able to “see” God in gravity.
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Philosophers of cultural systems confronting modernity such as Heidegger, Jünger, Freyer or Nietzsche have peculiar to their thought an ontology which questions not only the world at bottom, but also the manipulation of that world through various world-view schematizations in the form of technics.  Among those philosophers, Hans Freyer identifies a spiritual process to the ontology of technology, specifically as an objectivated and technic “religion.”  In this paper I argue Freyer saw technology as an ontological system, and that Freyer’s philosophy, while leading to physicalism, did in fact allow for meaning and value attribution when the objective cultural spirit (Geist) is grasped for its interiority in the religious sense.

Hans Freyer (1887- 1969) was a German born philosopher of technology and society, and one of the first sociologists in the critical tradition.  His major works include Revolution von Rechts or Revolution from the Right  (1931) (a political polemic of sorts), and the more philosophy of culture orientated Theorie des Objektiven Geistes or Theory of Objective Spirit (1923).  Freyer’s essay “Zur Philosophie der Technik”  or “On the Philosophy of Technology” (1928), however, stands completely in unison with his cultural and mimetic program found in the Theory of Objective Spirit.  A neo-Hegelian by trade, it is within Theory of Objective Spirit that Freyer is responsible for a developed philosophy of technology through his work in the area of technological metaphysics and ontology.  That is to say, Freyer’s work is responsible for the identification of greater technological processes and their influence on the exertion of human culture and to another extent provides spiritualized or vitalistic resolutions.  In fact, Heidegger and Jünger’s programs of ontology are indebted to Freyer’s work in that respect.  

By contrast. Freyer is more aligned with Husserl and Jünger than Heidegger with his critique in seeking the correction of metaphysical science and its apparent planetary, or in Husserl’s case, universal structures.  Such has a spiritualized resolution when technology is grasped for its interior religious sense, much how Husserl’s meaning is objectively situated, yet intended through an interior sense.  Again, the theory of a universal structure responsible for the metaphysical nature of humanity is in the tradition of Husserl correcting Hegel’s absolutism devoid of meaningful content, and in-turn, is partly responsible for creating the discipline of phenomenology as we know it today.    Freyer, like Husserl, seeks to explore the interiority of the spirit in its relationship to a greater objective structure, manifest, he says, through the logical and then more spiritual creation of tools and their exercise.  

Technology, Freyer argues, is the ultimate manifestation of the interior objectivized spirit.  Freyer then continues to build an elaborate ontology based on the metaphysical principles of technology in its relationship unto nature, which he finds on level of equal parity to the human spirit.  Such is evident in his essays Über das Dominantwerden technischer Kategorien in der Lebenswelt der industriellen Gessellschaft or On the Domination of Technical Categories in the Life-world of Industrial Civilization (1960) and Technik als Lebensmacht, Denkform und Wissenschaft or Technology as Life-Work, Thought-Form and Science (1970).  This paper will draw on Freyer’s major works to construct a spiritualized resolution to the problems of technology, which I see as indicative of deeper problems of ontology and the human situation.  I will do so in support of the assertion that a certain “spirit” is present in Heidegger’s addressment of the contemporary age (and also Nietzsche and Jünger)—something to which Freyer came remarkably close to asserting, and that spirit is close to a kind or piety or reverence or religiousity which leads one to think of ways to reappropriate value in the advent of a technologized spirituality.  Further, this sort of thinking is not only necessary, but critical as well, to appropriate in the post-modern age and beyond.
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In its fourth week of theatrical release, after earning over $295 million to become the most successful independently-produced film in history and the highest-grossing R-rated movie ever made, The Passion of the Christ (2004), Mel Gibson’s controversial and ultra-violent rendering of the last twelve hours of Jesus’s life, was bumped from the top spot at the box office by Zack Snyder’s Dawn of the Dead (2004), the gruesome and fast-paced Universal Studios remake of George Romero’s 1978 film of the same title.  Industry analysts, many of whom were stunned by the phenomenal success of Gibson’s film, seemed to read Dawn of the Dead’s victory over The Passion of the Christ at the box office as a kind of “return to normalcy”: a sign that after uncharacteristically embracing a serious, religious-themed specialty film made outside Hollywood, audiences were once again eager to—as one observer put it—“feast upon” the sort of spectacular, action-packed genre fare that has long dominated and defined contemporary mainstream American cinema.  The underlying assumption here is, of course, that The Passion of the Christ and Dawn of the Dead are two very different movies that appeal to viewers for very different reasons.  In my paper, however, I suggest that despite the obvious differences between them, The Passion of the Christ and Dawn of the Dead actually share something important in common—namely, the manner in which they exploit film technologies to create a harrowing and intensely visceral cinematic experience for audiences.  Indeed, I argue that Gibson more or less erases the boundary between biblical epic and horror in The Passion of the Christ by incorporating elements typically associated with horror movies like Dawn of the Dead—graphic violence, gory make-up effects, moody low-key lighting, shock editing, a suspenseful musical score, and so on—to depict Jesus’s temptation by Satan in the Garden of Gethsemane and subsequent torture and crucifixion at the hands of the Romans and the Jews.  His aim in doing so, I seek to show in my paper, is to use the trappings of a popular genre—one that, ironically, has often been denounced by conservative religious leaders for the negative effects it is perceived to have on audiences—to “mainstream” the profoundly reactionary Christian ideology encoded in the film.  In this respect, The Passion of the Christ more closely resembles such recent apocalyptic Christian horror films as Robert Marcarelli’s Omega Code (1999), Vic Sarin’s Left Behind – The Movie (2000), and their sequels than it does previous cinematic retellings of the life and death of Jesus like Nicholas Ray’s King of Kings (1961) and Martin Scorsese’s The Last Temptation of Christ (1988).  Indeed, I conclude that Gibson’s film can be seen as the latest and most successful example of a new type of fundamentalist religious cinema that embraces, rather than rejects, the technological approaches associated with “low” genres like horror in an effort to bring its message to mainstream audiences.
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This paper examines Islamic calligraphy as a method of Qur’anic recitation.  By way of introduction, it suggests a model of the book based upon performance.  As a book, the Qur’an is not merely a means for remembering and storing the contents of a divine message.  Rather, recitation seeks to continually perform and display those contents.  Recitation is thereby reevaluated to include both visual and oral performances of the book.  Qur’anic recitation operates as a technology for reproducing and performing the Divine Book.  Calligraphy performs the Divine as a flowering in space, much as oral recitation performs the Divine as a flowering in time.

Theoretically, the paper applies Heidegger’s discussion of technology as a process of revealing to the traditional Islamic notions of zahir (the apparent) and batin (the hidden).  As a technology, recitation reveals the depth of batin through the apparent zahir of spoken or written form.  This revelation of Divine depth occurs as calligraphic inscription is simultaneously evaluated as linguistic message, aesthetic form, and iconic image.  No single reading of Qur’anic calligraphy contains its entire message, thereby revealing an excess of Divine meaning within the text.  The message of the divine, which plays within the letters of the Qur’an, escapes every attempt to contain it, and constantly seeks new vehicles, new letters, new performances, and new recitations to continue the goal of its revelation.  

By way of reference, three images of the bismallah (“In the Name of God, the Compassionate, the Merciful”) are discussed as practices of visual recitation.  The aesthetic and visual form of each image is analyzed as a theological and textual commentary.  Employing the same verse for each figure displays the flexibility of calligraphy and its ability to reveal numerous hidden meanings within a single text.
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In this paper I investigate the applicability of various epistemological and technological concepts to religious practice.  Buddhism serves as my primary example, with generalizations being made to other religions.  In the first part of the paper, I address the notion of religious technologies as such (not to be confused with technological development compatible with religious principles, as in E. F. Schumacher’s “Buddhist Economics”).  I find, not surprisingly, that technologies may be designed to serve specifically religious purposes no less than other social or political ends.  This remains true across the various meanings of the word, though one issue which arises is whether technology may be ascribed independently of material products, as in the case of the oral transmission of teachings.


In the second part of the paper, I turn to Aristotle’s five types of knowledge, the “intellectual virtues” (Nichomachean Ethics VI.3-7), and ask to what extent these concepts map onto religious belief and practice.  The virtues are scientific knowledge, art (technē), practical wisdom, intuitive reason, and wisdom.  I find the classification applies surprisingly well in a religious context, with analogues being found for each.  I devote most of my attention to technē, variously translated as art, craft, or professional skill.  It is defined by Aristotle as the capacity to make, based on general principles, and capable of being taught.  I suggest that meditative and contemplative practices fall in this category.  All such practices presuppose a theoretical (doctrinal) foundation, and involve the “coming into being” (ibid. VI.4) of a state which originates in the maker, but which does not necessarily come to be, all in keeping with Aristotle’s conditions.  Only a blunt insistence that this production be of material objects would preclude meditative practice from counting as technē.  In this regard it is instructive to compare Plato, who says at the conclusion of the cave allegory that there may well be a technē available to the prisoners, the aim of which is to help accustom the soul to the light of reality (Republic VII.25).  A basic example in Buddhism would be the meditative practice of shamatha, the mind’s ability to remain focused on a single phenomenal object.


The applicability of the last virtue, wisdom, is more problematic in a Buddhist context, given that for Aristotle wisdom is restricted to the domains of science and mathematics, and emphasizes rationality.  Yet even here parallels may be found.  This is aided by Aristotle’s own suggestion that to understand wisdom it may help to inquire into the characteristics of the wise man (Metaphysics I.2), which in Buddhism would be represented by the master.


Finally, I suggest that the hierarchy regarding the various types of knowledge carries over to religious thinking as well.  Like Plato before him, Aristotle insists that, while technē does constitute genuine knowledge, it is secondary in importance to theoretical study, which is the highest virtue.  Similarly, Buddhist texts commonly warn that meditative skill without the proper doctrinal background may be useless or even harmful to the practitioner.  Thus, scientific as well as religious teaching acknowledges the primacy of study and learning over technical skills, in and of themselves.
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Pollard, 1911 to 1989, received his PhD from Rice Institute in 1935, working in cosmic rays and radioactive decay.  He was Professor of Physics at U Tennessee, and served the Manhattan Project at Columbia University with theoretical analysis of isotope separation.  He founded the Oak Ridge Institute of Nuclear Studies, and directed it until his retirement in 1974.  He received honors from more than a dozen institutions.  

He was ordained Priest in 1954, serving at St. Stephen’s and four other TN churches.  He wrote ten books, published more than 60 papers, and gave hundreds of lectures, and numerous sermons.   He had much to say about the intersections of science, technology, and religion and the status of related educational efforts.  The Pollard Project at the University of the South, Sewanee is designed to gain larger exposure for his work, and to portray him as a role model for students and others in science and technology.

Pollard did not leave his science and research management work after his ordination, but he achieved a coalescence of vocations.  The unity of his rigorous grasp of cosmology, and his deep comprehension of Biblical accounts, made issues of creation easy for him.  He had to work diligently to understand how God could act in his world, and in  “Chance and Providence” he described it sufficiently well that the book came to the attention of planners of the Vatican Conference Series.  That decade-long activity had to proceed without him through the 90s, but his contributions related to determinism, statistics and quantum physics are acknowledged by participants including Robert John Russell who introduced his paper on Genetic Mutation with a tribute to Pollard.

His organization, ORINS, which opened the Oak Ridge National Laboratory as a practicum for southern university science and engineering, speeded technical academic growth in a hundred universities by at least a decade.  Thousands of scientists, teachers, and students passed through the laboratory gates Pollard had opened.  They still come.   In lectures, conferences, and publications, both technical and religious, he explained and promoted the nature of peaceful applications of nuclear energy.  The AEC had him develop and operate an experimental hospital on radiation treatment and radioisotope research.  Work there contributed to the development of CAT scanning.   He operated radioisotope application and training courses in traveling laboratories on national and international circuits.  He obtained AEC permission, and raised more than $300,000 from thousands of Episcopalians to support giving a TRIGA research reactor to a Japanese university in the 60s.  It operates still, at Rikkyo, providing Japanese students with nuclear research and engineering opportunities.

His contributions to engineering education included work in energy conservation and solar energy applications.  He emphasized the responsibility of developmental and engineering teams to be faithful to basic numerical and mathematical facts.  “First, get the numbers right”, he insisted.

He promoted humanistic education, and called for a renaissance in our Judeo-Christian culture comparable to the Greco-Roman context.  He was concerned about the secular humanistic perspective of many technologists, which dampened creative spirits, and was philosophically unnecessary.  He was interested in the impact of statistics on science, and the decline of classical determinism.  Although Anglican in his priesthood, he was anything but doctrinaire.  He drew from broad and inclusive views of the human condition to influence many through his skill in the art of persuasion.

Arguing with the Brain: The Logic of Neurotheologic Claims

Dr. Gregory M. Reihman
Lehigh University, University of Pennsylvania

reihman@lehigh.edu

http://www.lehigh.edu/~grr3

(610) 758-6840

In recent years, a number of popular books have confidently set forth theological claims based on empirical studies in neuroscience.  Illustrative examples of such neurotheological claims can be found in Phantoms in the Brain (Ramachandran), Zen and the Brain (Austin), Why God Won't Go Away (D’aquili, Rause, and Newberg), and The ‘God’ Part of the Brain (Alpers), to name but a few. In this paper, I critically evaluate the basic premises behind such claims and ask whether empirical data can really play as big a role in answering theological questions as these (and many other) authors claim.


Rather than argue directly for or against the neurotheological claims themselves, I map out and clarify the type of argument these authors offer.  Then, I outline some of the limitations of arguments of this type by drawing on a number of resources from the philosophical tradition (most notably, features of Kant’s critical philosophy, Hume’s writing on natural religion, and Berkeley’s subjective idealism).  Finally, building on my inquiries into the arguments, I stake out a skeptical position regarding the ability of neurotheology to successfully address fundamental theological or metaphysical questions in the way its practitioners promise.
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George W. Bush’s 2001 decision about the scientific use of embryonic stem cells (ESC) appears to draw a somewhat arbitrary line in the temporal sand and has been criticized both on practical and moral/theoretical grounds.  But the rhetoric he used in presenting this decision indicates a much wider problem that I think is interfering with all sorts of moral debates in the sciences: a conflation of two concepts that is so widespread and so important that we might as well name it “The Moral Conflation”.


The debate about the use of human embryonic stem cells has been hampered by the conflation of the concepts of humanity and personhood.  This same conflation has plagued moral debates on abortion, the proper treatment of nonhuman animals, cloning, and other issues in scientific ethics.  The refusal to see any distinction between these concepts has led to a refusal to acknowledge the difference between factual questions about genetic humanity and moral questions about moral considerability. 


There is much debate about the boundaries which define the concept of personhood.  I will focus on two criteria which seem to offer us some promise of drawing a coherent (if somewhat fuzzy) boundary around the concept: (potential) rationality and self-consciousness.  Although it may be that we are not able to provide a concept of personhood which is both precise enough to yield a determinate answer about whether something is a person in every case, and in complete agreement with our fundamental moral intuitions, it does not follow that there is no coherent philosophical argument to be made against those who conflate the concepts of personhood and humanity.  I believe that we can show that genetic humanity is neither necessary nor sufficient for moral considerability.  Although I don’t claim to settle the debate about the scientific use of embryonic stem cells here, I do believe I put to rest one very simplistic argument that has been offered in opposition to such research in the arena of public debate.


    In my presentation, I will attempt to explain what stem cells are, illustrate the simplistic argument against using them that I claim is based on a conflation of humanity and personhood, try to debunk this conflation (despite the fact that our concept of personhood may not have entirely sharp boundaries), and thereby lead us to some more interesting arguments regarding the desirability of allowing ESC research.
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This paper explores both how religion is inexorably transformed by technology and how the dramatic implications of the mediating power of technology play out in all forms of culture.  Forty years ago, Marshall McLuhan observed that the human central nervous system had become externalized and that all human beings were now embodied by their own technology.  More recently, this uniquely modern development is exemplified by two recent experiments at Duke University wherein monkeys, whose brains had been hard-wired to a computer, learned to control a robotic arm via a joystick.  Eventually, the joystick was removed, and the monkeys could, through direct neural feedback to the computer, continue to move the robotic arm as if it where their own limb.  As the monkeys themselves could not have realized, the disappearance of the joystick signifies no simple absence.  Rather, the removal of this mediating instrument graphically reveals how all experience and knowledge is now screened.  For example, the ubiquity of modern media and communication expands personal tragedy into public confessional, as once-private moments are “lived” simultaneously by millions of viewers.  The virtual confessional is not something one merely identifies with; rather, this confessional is experienced.  The confessional becomes a networked, synaptic pathway that extends human beings into each other, just as the monkeys adapt to assimilate the virtual arm into their body representation.  But as McLuhan foresaw, “our” consciousness is not fully aware of the extended pathway as a part of the “I”.  Although the brain recognizes this on a neuro-mechanical level, the “I” does not do so consciously.  The self appears simply as an undistinguishable part in the ever-moving flux of information, and religious experience arises out of something akin to a technological unconscious.  As the monkey experiments illustrate, religion and technology are irreversibly networked, co-adaptive systems that reciprocally transform our understanding of both.
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Underlying the rhetorical justifications for sending people into space are implicitly religious narratives and myths.  Using the "Founding Declaration of the Mars Society" as an organizational backbone, this paper examines a number of different themes embedded in this document and traces them in a variety of contexts.  

Two themes will be examined in detail.  First is the belief that it is human nature to explore and move beyond our existing boundaries: that it is human destiny to travel the cosmos.  A second theme is that of utopianism, in which space travel is portrayed as a quest for a New Eden which, by freeing us from mistakes of the past, gives us the chance to start over.   These themes are implicitly religious, involving an unelaborated code that carries an enormous weight of meaning. By elaborating the code it is possible to explore the narratives behind the texts. 

Both of these myths have a long and venerable history.  What is new it that, while the religious language and themes remain, the narratives themselves have shifted.  All the elements of the divine have disappeared, except as they are portrayed as attributes of human science and technology.  

Each of these two narratives has a defining character, the explorer for the first and the visionary for the second.  Moving beyond MacIntyre’s assertion that characters can embody moral and metaphysical ideas, we argue that narratives themselves are necessarily embodied in characters, both fictional and real. These characters are implied by the narrative, that is, they make sense only in the context of this narrative, and this narrative makes sense only with these characters—there is a mutual dependency between the narrative and the character.  One way to judge a narrative is through these characters. This enables us to ask about the anthropology—or, given the implicitly religious themes of these narratives, the Imago Dei—of each narrative. 

What we discover is that these narratives mark a shift in the Imago Dei, removing both the telos and the ambiguity of the human condition.  This renders the old goals and ideals—which in these stories come out as scientific exploration, technological progress and technological utopias—both unattainable and unintelligible.   If we are to navigate territory where no one has gone before, we will need to, as Arendt suggests, “think without a banister.”  This does not necessarily mean discarding the old myths, but discovering what in them is useful for thinking in our new situation.  

This paper will be an interdisciplinary collaboration between a theologian and a sociologist.
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Developing a course that engages Science, Philosophy and Religion (SPR) constructively is a challenge. There are several problems to make this course consistent, comprehensive, progressive and agreed upon. Some of the problems are essential such as the choice of a context. Until the SPR community is mature enough, we need to take either Science, Philosophy or Religion as the starting point and extend to the other two within the context of the former. This leads us to our second essential problem that there are different scientific schools, many philosophical  thoughts and countless religions. Essential problems causes irremovable differences that categorize SPR works and shape different courses. Second type of problems are removable like developing terminology, forming a language, constructing paradigms, compatibility to the educational standards, openness to scientific progress. Since it is possible to overcome this problems through dialogue, we will present the relevant books of Nursi. Nursi dedicated his life to support and improve faith in many ways. At early 20th century Nursi developed a method to teach about the God within the context of modern science education for the first time  in Islamic community. He states  that  all the sciences continuously speak of God and make known the Creator, each with its own tongue. He applies this methodology to chemistry, engineering, commerce, and literature. He also gives an example of a philosophical context approach using the parable of the observations of a traveler questioning the universe concerning his maker which is also discussed extensively. 
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The British philosopher Anthony Kenny begins his autobiography A Path from Rome: “It was a family joke that I ought to be best the Catholic in Liverpool since I had been baptized into the Church not just once but three times.” And indeed Kenny did for a time strive to be the best Catholic. By the age of 12 he had announced his intention to become a priest and he entered a junior seminary where the uncle he had long idolized taught. By May of 1947, however, Kenny was already noting in his diary: “All the old troubles—scruples, doubts against Faith etc—have cropped up again.” A Path from Rome turns out to tell the story not of the best Catholic in Liverpool but of the twenty-year struggle of a noted philosopher who wrestles with his faith and ultimately decides to return to the lay state. He struggles with proofs for the existence of God and the issue of transubstantiation, over the conflict between faith and reason and with the demands of celibacy, and with the Church’s position on atomic weapons and nuclear deterrence. Ultimately his doubts lead him to embrace what he characterizes as a contingent and restless agnosticism.


Richard Dawkins finds Kenny’s story “affectingly believable” but ultimately offers an alternative account of Kenny’s struggle in which Kenny’s mind is infected, parasitized by a powerful virus that he spends three decades fighting off. As Dawkins remarks: “it must be a powerful infection indeed that took a man of his wisdom and intelligence—now President of the British Academy, no less—three decades to fight off” (26). As Dawkins avers, most people would find intolerable the obligation to believe the “obvious nonsense of the transubstantiation and the ‘three-in-one’” were it not for the fact that the mind had been infected by the mutually supporting gang of viruses known as faith. Kenny’s story has a happy ending, though, as he is cured and presumably forever inoculated against the infectious powers of faith and religion.


It is this alternative story about faith and religion that I focus on in this presentation. Dawkins’ account of mind viruses is one of several accounts of religious belief that makes use of his theory of memes first spelled out in 1976 in his The Selfish Gene. Dawkins, as well as Daniel Dennett and Susan Blackmore as well as countless pop culture memeticists, have each used and developed the theory of memes and mind viruses, often in order to mount an assault on religious belief. With just a touch of irony, we might say that the meme meme has proven to be particularly popular and evocative. It is one of several “evocative objects,” to borrow Sherry Turkle’s term for items such as the computer that are “good to think with.” I argue, in fact, that the meme exists at a mid-point between those two dominant evocative objects of our age: the computer and the gene. While Dawkins proposed the meme as a cultural analogue of the gene, its genesis is also owed to the computer. Dawkins innocently suggested in 1976 that “the computers in which memes live are human brains” (197). In the 1989 edition of The Selfish Gene he expands this analogy to suggest that memes are self-replicating patterns of information and that computers and the Internet are the perfect milieu for self-replicating programs to flourish and spread (329). In “Viruses of the Mind,” from 1993, this complex analogy reaches its full development and Dawkins offers an extended account of the similarities that tie together DNA, the human brain, and computers. All three systems:

1. are described mechanistically (cellular machinery, survival machines, digital machines)

2. provide an environment which is a humming paradise of replication

3. are good at copying, imitating, faithfully obeying instructions, exhibiting a readiness to replicate information accurately

4. are sitting ducks to self-replicating programs, parasitic replicators, and thus subject to infections and parasites

5. have a readiness to obey instructions encoded in the information

It is possible as well, in all three systems, to distinguish between legitimate and illegitimate replicators. Dawkins distinguishes between “straight” and “outlaw” or parasitic genes, legitimate programs and subversive or viral programs, and mind-parasites or viruses, such as faith, and good memes such as scientific ideas. As he notes: “Scientific ideas, like all memes, are subject to a kind of natural selection, and this might look superficially virus-like. But the selective forces that scrutinize scientific ideas are not arbitrary or capricious. They are exacting, well-honed rules, and they do not favor pointless self-serving behavior” (26).

Interestingly, there is one aspect of this analogy that Dawkins doesn’t fully pursue: the analogy to immunization, inoculation, and quarantines. Dennett, though, does pick up this theme and in Darwin’s Dangerous Idea argues that we may have reason to quarantine those memes that are “not so benign” (516). As he writes: “Safety demands that religions be put in cages too—when absolutely necessary.…those who will not accommodate, who will not temper, who insist on keeping only the purest and wildest strain of their heritage alive, we will be obliged, reluctantly, to cage or disarm, and we will do our best to disable the memes they fight for” (515-16). There are, Dennett suggests, “no forces on this planet more dangerous to us all than the fanaticisms of fundamentalism, of all the species: Protestantism, Catholicism, Judaism, Islam, Hinduism, and Buddhism, as well as countless smaller infections” (515).

That Dawkins’ account of memes, mind viruses, and faith leads to calls to quarantine those infected with less benign memes offers at least some prima facie evidence to think something has gone seriously wrong in his analysis of religion. The theory of memes was offered as an attempt to address cultural evolution within the context of Darwinism. The theory in general and its specific application to the case of religion suffer from several severe deficiencies. These include: the assumption that a single, all-purpose set of concepts and principles is sufficient to account for human behavior; the allegiance to a reductive paradigm that may be inadequate to the biological sciences and surely is for the social sciences; the reliance on a theory of culture overly determined by technological metaphors of information; and implicit normative assumptions inconsistent with the theory’s framework.
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In a general atmosphere of decadence and with the ominous threat of Nazism, Germany saw the emergence of the Frankfurt School where a fine assortment of critical thinkers assembled, who sought to bridge the gap between theory and practice, or philosophy and daily life, with the hope that such undertakings would be the equivalent of opening a window and connecting two worlds, so that not only fresh air flows into the otherwise stuffy room and therefore furnishes a more congenial living space, but also that the outside world, once supplemented by what is within the room, becomes complete in its wildness. The window, a portal through which one world merges with the other, around which the two worlds coexist harmoniously and become indistinguishable from one another, can be viewed as a structural point where one world derives meaning from contact with the other—and only when in connection with the other. Behind the window, within the sphere of civilization, resides what is domesticated, rationalized, understood. On the other side of the window is that which is still unknown, feared, often ostracized. In other words, in the world that the critical theorists lived, reason had almost completely degenerated into instrumental reason, with technology at its banner, which had also forsaken the original meaning of techne. Spiritual well-being, whether obtained from nature, religion, or mythological worldviews, had meanwhile been relegated, at best, to an insignificant position of a side-issue, if not completely brushed into the historical dustbin. In order to bridge this still widening gap, the critical theorists armed themselves against the phenomenon of reification by bringing back the indefinable and auratic world of the past, with the hope that once “reason” is reintroduced and redefined to its original meaning, redemption in our disenchanted world would still be possible.

This paper is focused on the thoughts of three thinkers from the Frankfurt School: Herbert Marcuse, Georg Lukacs, and Walter Benjamin. Specifically, Marcuse’s concept of “one-dimensional society” is discussed in light of Freudian psychoanalysis, where Marcuse attributes the ills of society to a total loss of the mystical dimension in a reified world. It is followed by some reflection on Lukacs’ view on the inadequacy of the novel form, which he regards as exemplary of the inadequacy of the world itself, where, in contrast to the ancient Greek world, that which is essential or spiritual is irrevocably lost. Finally, the paper is concluded by a more hopeful reading of Benjamin’s theory that it is indeed still possible to salvage some authenticity from this albeit declining society, through those people who are “disinterestedly” dedicated to their passions regardless of their profitability, challenging the status quo of a delimiting rationality by augmenting the irrational side of the human psyche. 
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Recent highly-publicized efforts in local school districts--and at the state and even federal level--to remove biological evolution from the public school science curriculum or to require that religious alternatives to biological evolution be given equal treatment seem, on rational evaluation of their merits, to be entitled to the same degree of success that usually accompanies efforts to put toothpaste back into its tube.   For a number of reasons that ought to be both cogent and salient, the place of Darwinian evolution in the realm of Things We Learn in School should be unassailable.  That fact that it is not unassailable, should be, but apparently is not, a matter of intense public concern.  Moreover, based on their own evidence, organizations that oppose the teaching of evolution in public schools are not intent merely on influencing K-12 education but are working as well at the level of college campuses and the sources of funding that drive scientific investigation.  It appears quite clear, in fact, that creationists are making a concerted, well-funded assault on the whole project of Darwinian biology and that they are doing it largely without opposition outside the scientific community. 

Two considerations make the current success of the creationist line of thought particularly improbable.  First, all the physical evidence available anywhere on the planet supports Darwinian evolution.  Given that most unassailable scientific truths are first acknowledged while there remains a certain amount of slippage between theory and available data, the extent of correspondence between what the theory of evolution suggests and what the available data support ought to confer an especially strong degree of certainty on this particular theory.  And second, Christianity has always been a remarkably adaptable religion, responding to variations in local culture and socio-economic structures in such a way as to correspond with an amazing variety of indigenous ways of life.  Moreover, once a population adopts Christianity, local adaptations occur in conjunction with local changes in socio-economic structure and other cultural factors.  Hence, Christianity—which has adapted successively to feudalism, capitalism, socialism, and global capitalism, and which has survived the introduction of the printing press, the displacement of the earth as the center of the universe, the colonization of  America, genocides and other atrocities of monstrous degree, and the emergence of digital culture—should be able to take Darwinian evolution in its stride.


The fact that it evidently cannot is being taken by both sides to mean that Darwinian evolution is essentially incompatible with belief in God.  In the language originally coined by Richard Dawkins, one might say that that the evolution meme and the God meme are two competing variants of the meme for the origins of life and that they cannot agree to peaceful co-existence any more than two competing genes can agree to stop competing for space in the next generation.  Given his more recent work on the God-meme, Dawkins would probably argue that Darwinian evolution is a debunking of the God-meme—perhaps even a cure for infection by the God meme-virus—and that the current attack of creationism is an escalation in the arms race between infectious agent and the immune system. 


But if the biological model of inherent incompatibility effectively accounts for the potential conflict between creationism and evolution, it leaves the timing and the specific mechanism of the conflict still unaccounted for.  This paper uses discourse analysis to uncover the strategies by which the conflict is being carried out in order to explain why science is losing this particular battle and why the silent majority of Americans are allowing one of the most important debates of our time to occur largely in the realm of religious fanaticism and scientific fervor.  

� For a complete enumeration, see Kathryn A. Neeley, Mary Somerville: Science, Illumination, and the Female Mind (Cambridge University Press, 2001), pages 107-110.





