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Ph.D. Theology and Religistudent, University of Oxford
Can a Robot Have a Soul?

While the existence of robots alongside humans in societ)
has long been the purview of science fiction, advances i
general artificial intelligence technology are bringing sucl
visions closer to reality. Several research programs are
cur rent ly attempti#fgdepe nd
T.I r{nnlds hat operate solely on computer platforms
wnhoﬁet he need for a biological braif! Could these
robots have a soul? What do we even mean by the term
o0soul o i n an age of i nc

concerning human origins?
Continued on page 2
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Traditional notions of the soul range fromproblematic. Ted Peters resolves this issue
substance dualism, the belief that humarsy Vi ewing t he sou
possess a nephysical (immortal) soulpl acehol der 6, identii

separate to the body, to the materiaisssho we are that c®Inn

denial of the soul altogether (reducing whasuggest it is most helpful to conceive of the
has traditionally been associated with thsoul as that part of a being which longs for its
soul to biological brain processes). Botimaker. Biblically speaking, the Hebrew

understandings are challenged bpephesh can be trans|
contemporary scientific studies in embodiedgoul, conjuring the image of thirst. David

cognition, as well as the biblical picture ofvrites of his soul thirsting for God (Ps

the human as body, soul and spirit (1 TR43:6). In considering whether a robot could

5:23). The Gnostic separation of the evipossess a soul, the pertinent question then
flesh from the spiritual soul must be replacetdtecomes could robots experience a longing
with an understanding of integratedfor their makers? If humans are instruments
personhood. Indeed, the Hebrew nephestof divine creation, could robots experience a
and Greek psyche, both translated as soul longing for God as their ultimate creator?

Scripture, convey t hvightGedenter inbofa rédatianghip &ith ar
their fuller meaning. robot?

The association of the soul with theFi ct i onal accounts a
integrated embodied self suggests that like to believe this is possible. The film A.l.
robot cannot possess a soul if does ndf2001) portrays a young robot desperately
possess a body. But we must not be tod ongi ng for the | ove
quick to settle the matter. What does aln the 2013 film, Her, we are introduced to
notion of the soul that embeds it in thelonely Theodore Twombly, who finds
fleshly self mean for those with severd r i endshi p and | ove
physical impairment? Is the soul of theper ating system. Thi
quadriplegic diminished at the moment ofiot seem to be diminished by this encounter
paralysis? Herein lies the difficulty witlwith Al, rather much of his emotional
speaking categorically. Any attempt to defindysfunction is healed through the
a soul, particularly in terms of characteristiceelationship. Despite her nebiological
that humans possess yet machines do notature, the operating system is essentially
will inevitably exclude some humans fronattributed a human identity. If we imagine
membership within that category. Ability torobots to be capable o0tontinued on page 4
love (others or God)? Severe forms
psychopathy appear to render som
individuals completely incapable of lov
Belief in the afterlife? Not everyone has t
cognitive capacity to understand what tha
would mean.

Victoria
Lorrimar

Regardless of how we define the so
scientifically, the term clearly has theologic
import. Yet equating the soul with an
human capacity is as clearly theologica



What'’s in it for clergy? What’s in it for scientists?

e Visit a fascinating location which e Publicly engage with interested people
wouldn’t normally be open to clergy. from a completely different sphere.
Engage with scientists and discover what Enable the church and wider community
they really do. to grasp the importance and relevance
Be better equipped to address the of your work.
scientific and technological issues that Think more deeply about the
shape so much of our modern society. connections between science and faith.

Give your congregation an opportunity to Promote your work. — We could include your
discuss the connections between science and organisation’s name and logo on future
faith. publications related to this project.

Participants can claim travel expenses and a contribution towards hospitality. For more
information, or to take part, please contact:

The Revd Canon Dr Tim Bull, Holywell Lodge, 41 Holywell Hill, St Albans, AL1 1HE.
vicarsinlabs@stalbans.anglican.org

Grant-funded by: )JJ John
DIOCESE OF W L,
ST ALBANS

(GLWRUV7QRWHURMHFW LV PDLQO\ IRFXVHG RQ DOO WKH FOHUJ\ DQG VFLHQWLVWYV L(
0 \RX DUH LQWNWHRXWHGLGH WKHYV DWH BEDSS\ WR KHDU IURP \RX WR GLVFXVV |




