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Breaking  

News 

While the existence of robots alongside humans in society 

has long been the purview of science fiction, advances in 

general artificial intelligence technology are bringing such 

visions closer to reality. Several research programs are 

currently attempting to achieve òsubstrate-independentó 

minds i.e. minds that operate solely on computer platforms 

without the need for a biological brain. 
[1]

  Could these 

robots have a soul? What do we even mean by the term 

òsouló in an age of increased scientific knowledge 

concerning human origins? 
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Mary Browett, Executive Officer, 59 Carlyon Gardens, Exeter EX1 3AG. Tel: 07523 203643 eo@cis.org.uk  

Diana Briggs, Secretary, 5 Northmoor Road, Oxford OX2 6UW. Tel: 01865 420007 secretary@cis.org.uk   

Student 

Conference 

 

A Theory of 

Everything  

- What are the 

chances? 

 

Saturday 11th 

February 2017 
 

The Kingõs Centre, 

Oxford OX2 0ES 

See more details at 

www.cis.org.uk/conferences/

student-2017/ 

Winning Student Essay 2016 

By Victoria Lorrimar,  

Ph.D. Theology and Religion student, University of Oxford 

Can a Robot Have a Soul? 

Can a Robot Have a Soul? 



 

 problematic. Ted Peters resolves this issue 

by viewing the soul as a òsymbolic 

placeholderó, identifying òthat dimension of 

who we are that connects us with Godó. 
[2]

 I 

suggest it is most helpful to conceive of the 

soul as that part of a being which longs for its 

maker. Biblically speaking, the Hebrew 

nephesh can be translated òthroató as well as 

soul, conjuring the image of thirst. David 

writes of his soul thirsting for God (Ps 

143:6). In considering whether a robot could 

possess a soul, the pertinent question then 

becomes could robots experience a longing 

for their makers? If humans are instruments 

of divine creation, could robots experience a 

longing for God as their ultimate creator? 

Might God enter into a relationship with a 

robot?  

 

Fictional accounts at least indicate that weõd 

like to believe this is possible. The film A.I. 

(2001) portrays a young robot desperately 

longing for the love of his human òmotheró. 

In the 2013 film, Her, we are introduced to 

lonely Theodore Twombly, who finds 

friendship and love with a ôfemaleõ AI 

operating system. Theodoreõs humanity does 

not seem to be diminished by this encounter 

with AI, rather much of his emotional 

dysfunction is healed through the 

relationship. Despite her non-biological 

nature, the operating system is essentially 

attributed a human identity. If we imagine 

robots to be capable of 

н 

Traditional notions of the soul range from 

substance dualism, the belief that humans 

possess a non-physical (immortal) soul 

separate to the body, to the materialist 

denial of the soul altogether (reducing what 

has traditionally been associated with the 

soul to biological brain processes). Both 

understandings are challenged by 

contemporary scientific studies in embodied 

cognition, as well as the biblical picture of 

the human as body, soul and spirit (1 Th 

5:23). The Gnostic separation of the evil 

flesh from the spiritual soul must be replaced 

with an understanding of integrated 

personhood. Indeed, the Hebrew nephesh 

and Greek psyche, both translated as soul in 

Scripture, convey the sense of ôlifeõ or ôselfõ in 

their fuller meaning.  

 

The association of the soul with the 

integrated embodied self suggests that a 

robot cannot possess a soul if does not 

possess a body. But we must not be too 

quick to settle the matter. What does a 

notion of the soul that embeds it in the 

fleshly self mean for those with severe 

physical impairment? Is the soul of the 

quadriplegic diminished at the moment of 

paralysis? Herein lies the difficulty with 

speaking categorically. Any attempt to define 

a soul, particularly in terms of characteristics 

that humans possess yet machines do not, 

will inevitably exclude some humans from 

membership within that category. Ability to 

love (others or God)? Severe forms of 

psychopathy appear to render some 

individuals completely incapable of love. 

Belief in the afterlife? Not everyone has the 

cognitive capacity to understand what that 

would mean.  

 

Regardless of how we define the soul 

scientifically, the term clearly has theological 

import. Yet equating the soul with any 

human capacity is as clearly theologically 
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