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1. Introduction: The Measure of a Man

Commander Data is the secret star in the series “Star Trek: Next Generation”. He is constructed in analogy to a human, and is indistinguishable from a man. Well, nearly indistinguishable as long as one does not become involved with him. His math, for instance, is so much better than even the capabilities of the world’s best known geniuses that he cannot be compared with any human being in this respect; that is why he likes to play poker with holodeck images of Sir Isaac Newton and Steve Hawking. His data retrieval is flawless quite contrary to that of humans … Data does not forget, his storage capacity seems to be unlimited and he has full power over his memory and can erase and add quite freely. He can read incredibly fast and analyze the material he has read instantly. These capabilities are constantly used for the sake of the Enterprise crew and make Data a reliable and well-regarded officer.

All these features we would expect from a sophisticated computer – especially one in the 24th century. But what about capabilities and features we would intuitively rate as human instead of humanoid? Can Data, as flawless machine, be treated and perceived as person, not a human but nonetheless worthy of personhood and dignity? Roddenberry toys with this question quite frequently and the ambiguous nature of the humanoid Data is the source for numerous episodes.

As for his bodily features, he is extremely strong and nearly indestructible. Each of his parts can be replaced, and, if necessary, he can be improved and updated. His brain can be reprogrammed as wished so that his character formation lies entirely in the hands of himself and the crew or even Star Fleet command. Data neither needs food or drinks (even though he can eat or drink) and he doesn’t sleep either. He often uses the nights to improve his databases or to analyze large amounts of complicated material. Data is not creative in the intuitive sense of the word. Even if he often finds the explanation for an unknown phenomenon, it is usually because he has more data available; also, the solution often seems impossible for humans to accept so that only Data as unprejudiced machine can actually think of it. This brings us to the last and most important feature of Data’s character: he does not have emotions. He can mimic human emotional responses but his laughter seems pathetic and his attempts to mimic human emotions appear ridiculous. Nonetheless, one wish influences and shapes many of his actions: he wants to be fully human.

The question now remains: Is Data really a “he“? Does he deserve the predicate “man” instead of “machine “? In one Star Trek episode this question comes up. Star Fleet wants to disassemble Data to analyze how he is functioning; since he has been so helpful for his crew, Star Fleet wants to build more like him to arm every ship with a humanoid. After learning about the danger of this project for himself, Data rejects this project. Now, the question of his personhood is asked in earnest: can he even resign? Does he have the same rights as other Star Fleet officers and is alLöwed to pursue his own agenda or is Data a machine and as such property of Star Fleet?

I would like to use this show to explore the question of what it means to be a person. Perhaps it might seem a little strange to use inventions of clever and imaginative science fiction writers to pursue this line of reasoning which is linked so deeply with our own intuitive self understanding. Why should we take works of phantasy seriously and how could those works challenge our own sense of self and value?

1.1. Humanoids Today

Science fiction authors, like any other fiction writers, use our real world and their experienced human interactions as a source for inspiration to invent their own universes and stories. As the subject of SciFi is the future, SciFi authors project from current understandings of the world and the speed of technological development into the future and use current findings in science to do so. Their visions about the future, in return, then often inspire scientists and engineers to do certain research projects and to explore certain phenomena in the world. A good example for such a process is the work of another famous SciFi author, Isaac Asimov, and his idea of a “positronic brain” as basis for humanoid machines. Asimov himself got these ideas from the early work in Artificial Intelligence (AI) and the visions and dreams, early AI-researchers held. Today AI is beyond that but nonetheless, Asimov was strongly influenced by researchers in the field who then, in return, got inspired by his understanding of humanoids and their place in society. Not only are many humanoid projects today built with fond respect for Asimov and his “Three Laws of Robotics” but also Commander Data is a machine in the image of the Asimov Robots. As for the realism of the figure of Commander Data, some of today’s machines are so sophisticated that a lifelike humanoid robot seems not too far out of reach.

Before we go into a description of humanoids today, it seems appropriate to briefly talk about terminology. The term “android” is usually used within the context of SciFi and describes an artificial humanlike machine which could be mistaken for a human. As science and engineering today are too far away from the realization of such a machine, the hopeful constructors of artificial humans usually call their robots “humanoids” which supposedly is less intimidating.

Currently, worldwide there are only a few humanoid robot projects pursued. MIT’s “Cog” and “Kismet”, Honda’s humanoid walking robot, the humanoids build at Waseda University, and the humanoid built at Tsukuba ‘Electrotechnical Laboratory’ (ETL) are certainly at the forefront of the new emerging field of humanoid robotics, which today has its own academic conferences, sponsorships and journals.

Many of these humanoid robot projects are fascinating and quite impressive examples for advanced robot technology. “Cog” is an attempt to build a humanoid in analogy to a human newborn and let it learn by interacting with its environment, thus improving its motor skills and learning the values of human community. Kismet is in a way Cog’s “offspring”, a cute, babylike head which triggers social responses from humans who interact with it. The philosophy here is that embodiment is actually crucial for the development of intelligence and that motor control and autonomy are keypoints on the way toward cognitive abilities. Honda’s robot is an impressive replica of the human motor system and if one looks at videos of the robot’s movement one cannot believe that it is a robot (with its usually quite awkward movements) and not a human hiding in a robotic “shell”. Waseda University attempts to integrate several different humanoid tasks in its anthropomorphic head-eye robot. It has facial expressions, turns toward light and noise (but reacts if the input is too harsh), and has minimal natural language understanding to manipulate objects in its environment. ETL’s humanoid is extremely skillful in motor control and cognition. However, it exists only in virtual space thus avoiding all the difficulties emerging out of the physical conditions of the real world.

That there are so many humanoid robot projects in Japan and only a very few in the Western world is due to two reasons.

1. Japan like every other industrial nation has a very Löw birthrate and thus the problem of a continuously aging society. Most nations react by letting new people in but Japan attempts to solve this problem with the development of humanoid robots. If these robots were developed then they could take care of the elder population and the younger people could work in more economic jobs. They have to be as humanoid as possible for two reasons. For one, people might accept them better if they look as human as possible; the more this robot resembles the people it works for, the more these people are able to project into it things like friendship, warmth and empathy. 

Another reason for the popularity of humanoids in Japan is the mundane fact that human houses are built for humans and their special body forms and functional needs. If a robot’s body resembles the one from a human, it will be much easier for it to navigate through human households, which is why a majority of the Japanese humanoid projects, like the one of Honda, concentrate on humanlike motion and its motor control. If the robot can move in a human way it can also anticipate problems a human might have in a certain setting and thus serve humans better.

2. Quite contrary to the Japanese society which lives with a fairly positive view toward humanoid robots, the Western world has some problems with this research and news about humanoid robot research are received with mixed feelings.

1.2. Jewish and Christian Dealings with Androids

The Jewish tradition is ambiguous about humanoids. Especially within Jewish mysticism, the Cabbalah, stories about artificial humans called Golems, are manifold. The verb galam appears only twice in the Hebrew Scripture. In 2 Kings 2,8 it is used to describe the wrapping of a mantle. But the probably oldest source for this term comes from Psalm 139,16. This is the only time in the Hebrew Bible that galam appears as golem, and it is usually translated with “shapeless thing” or ‘embryo’. The context of the term golem is the celebration of creation and the special love and care of God towards humans. God created the psalmist “intricately woven in the depth of the earth” (15) and in God’s “book were written all the days that were formed for” (17) the psalmist. It very likely comes from an Arabic root and means originally tangle or cluster. This range of meaning for the term ‘golem’ obviously inspired the Cabbalists to name their creatures this way. Golems are usually built from clay, constructed through words and numbers (in the Hebrew language letters are also numbers – a large field for numeric word games). The assumption in any cabbalist theory is the deep faith that the world was created by God in an orderly and numeric fashion; the better people understand the logic behind the world, the more they can share God’s mind and participate in God’s creativity. Thus, they can construct increasingly complex things. But they cannot build anything animated without help: Golems only come to live if they have a paper in their mouth with the holy name of God, הוהי, written on it, or with this name engraved on their forehead. The ultimate power of life is God’s and God’s alone; God has to be involved to animate an artificial being. So even if the letters/numbers in Hebrew are orderly and thus participate in the order of God’s creation, they are not sufficient on their own to create life. Quite the contrary, the tangle of flesh, genes, slime, and chemistry in the case of the human animals, or the clay in case of the Golems need the spirit and power of God הוהי to become alive.

Most Golem stories are located in the 15th century Prague. Rabbi Löw, the wise and highly educated and influential Maharal of Prague and a historical figure, is most famous for his engagement in Golem constructions. He created one and put a slip of paper with הוהי on it in the Golem’s mouth. The Golem then became animated and was able to help the Jews in Prague; he supported them with his strength in their daily labor and he would help them against attacks from outside. One story describes how Christians would hide dead babies in the ghetto at night and then come back during the day and use these little bodies as a proof that Jews would kill babies in their ceremonies. Then, Christians would have a reason to attack the ghetto and kill Jews. The Golem is known to have found the babies several times and hid their bodies so that the accusations became worthless.

Rabbi Löw himself treated the Golem as a servant but not as a slave. He even understood the Golem as part of the Jewish community and therefore it had to keep the Sabbath. Every Friday, the Rabbi would remove the animating paper with God’s name on it out of the Golem’s mouth so that it went back into its unanimated state thus keeping the Sabbath. One week, however, the Rabbi forgot to remove the paper slip and the Golem without his master went berserk. Rabbi Löw saved his felLöws of the ghetto by fighting the Golem and with violence he was finally able to remove the life-giving paper out of the Golem’s mouth. In some legends, the dying Golem falls on the Rabbi and smashes him. These endings refer to the motif of hubris, as often presented in Greek tragedy, where constructors of gadgets that overcome human limitations are killed at the end.

In other versions of the legend, the Rabbi puts the Golem to rest in the attic of the synagogue in Prague. He then creates a cabbalist rhyme that will revive the Golem at the end of the world. Many Jewish children from this tradition were taught these words. 

This last version of the cabbalist Golem legends is still strongly ingrained in the consciousness of many Jews from the Eastern European tradition. This can be shown by an incident that happened at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology can be seen as cradle of AI; here, the field of AI was born and here the first steps toward artificial intelligence were taken and the first successful projects developed. When in the late 60s some people mentioned that the first big computer in Israel had been called “Golem”
, it turned out that at least two students in this community had been told the rhyme that would awake the Golem. These two were Gerry Sussman, today professor at the MIT AI-Lab, and Joel Moses, former Provost and today Institute professor at MIT. When they compared the formulas they had been told their both formulas were the same - despite hundreds of years of oral tradition.
 One might speculate if the wish to revive the Golem at some point in time might not be part of the motivation for the whole AI enterprise; this seems especially to be true as besides Moses and Sussman several other famous AI researchers link themselves to this tradition. Among those people who understand their work in succession to Rabbi Löw are John von Neumann and Marvin Minsky.

This already demonstrates that within the Jewish tradition there is much less concern about hubristic elements in the enterprise of creating artificial creatures. This is supported by a vast amount of rabbinical literature that discusses Golems. The majority of these texts do not understand the construction of Golems as a step beyond the boundaries God has set for us or as hubristic act. On the contrary, many rabbis understand the construction of Golems as prayer. The structure of the God-created world can be understood and more of the character of God and God’s glory can be described; also, with the construction of Golems we participate in God’s creative powers. Whenever we are creative and live out our crafts(wo)man ship, we celebrate God who created us in God’s image which includes creativity and intuition. But humans are the “crown” of creation; if we rebuild ourselves in the Golems, we celebrate God’s highest creativity, thus praising God the most.

But even in the Jewish tradition, this understanding of Golem-construction as prayer is not generally accepted. There are legends where the Golem has on his forehead the words written: הוהי elohim emet (God the Lord is Truth). As soon as the Golem comes to life, he erases the א as first letter of the word emet so that the sentence now reads: הוהי elohim mot (God the Lord is dead). He tells his terrified builders people would adore God because God has created the world and humans can see the glory of this creation every day - particularly in the creation of themselves... With the construction of the Golem, humans now would be able to re-create themselves and thus repeat God’s creational power without any limitations. Therefore, other humans would now adore the creators of the Golems for their genius but they would not think of God anymore; God the creator would be outplayed by humans achieving nearly the same creational power as God. But a God who is not adored might as well be dead. The constructors are shocked by the wisdom of the Golem’s prophecy and destroy him immediately to avoid this danger. 

With this treasure of stories about the Golems, the Jewish cabbalist tradition already anticipates the ambiguity of the field of AI. Any artificial creature is a symbol for our God-given creativity and capability, and this is particularly true for sophisticated humanoids. On the other hand, there is always the danger of losing respect for humans. In rebuilding the human system, we learn to understand it, its mechanisms and functions. The mysteries of humankind, all those things we don’t understand such as consciousness, soul, love, aesthetics, might become reduced to certain mechanisms within the brain. The whole realm of “intelligence”, right now so mysterious and nearly magic for us, might be deciphered and understood completely in engineering terms. And then, indeed, the danger arises which the Golem in the last story pointed out: that we give these images of us too much power over our own self understanding, start to understand ourselves as “nothing but machines” and thus kill God. 

In the Christian tradition, this negative aspect of the construction of humanoids is much more emphasized. People raised within Christian cultures tend to react strongly if they take issue with AI. Western Christianity has always lived with the motif of hubris ingrained in the social consciousness. This fear of hubris has been fed by both, the Jewish and the Greek traditions. While the Jewish tradition perceives the attempt to rebuild Golems in a relatively positive way, the Hebrew Scriptures also contain stories like the Tower of Babel (Gen 11), which tells about the dangers of the attempt to be like God. From the Greek traditions this angst to overstep our limits is fed by myths like the one of Icarus and Daedalus; Icarus does not obey his father, oversteps his powers and therefore has to die in the end. Finally, our fears of overstepping our limits are supported by post-Enlightenment novels like Mary Shelley’s “The Modern Prometheus “ Frankenstein. In this novel, the builder of an artificial creature unintentionally destroys his whole life and that of his relatives and the creature itself, as he was not careful enough to check out all the signs of upcoming dangers but too much occupied in overcoming death and thus winning over nature.

These ambiguous emotions ingrained in our cultural consciousness very much influence the debate about AI. I would therefore like to use the story of Commander Data to discuss AI anew. For one, Data is a popular and quite nice figure who earns sympathy more then hate or fear; therefore, antagonism and strong negative emotions can be avoided. Also, Data is fictional and very futuristic which seems to be less intimidating than talking about actual research. Data seems therefore the ideal object to explore, how research in robotics can actually help us to learn more about ourselves. However, before we can enter into this challenging line of reasoning, we have to first introduce the epistemological framework in which we operate.

2. The Mythos-Logos Dialectic

For several thousand years, some philosophers have assumed that there are two fundamentally different and yet closely linked realms in which humans perceive and attempt to make sense out of the reality they experience; the realm of mythos and the realm of logos.

The logos realm creates statements within a discussion and is open for dialogue. Logos statements are used when humans observe the world and formulate ontological statements in theories, formulas, and definitions. As such, logos statements are open for questioning and discussion; they request rational analysis and seek situation-independent validity. Therefore, logos speech acts are usually used within scientific environments. 

But the pure logos statement, the objective statement about the world, remains an ideal or a dream but actually can never exist. Every statement made is based on assumptions, axioms, and sentences of belief; these elements shape every perception of and every description about the world and they thus form the basis for every logos description of reality. One cannot question them without being dependent on other assumptions and beliefs.

That means that the realm of logos is embedded in another realm that I would like to call mythos realm. A mythos speech act is a story that interprets and explains reality. A mythos interpretation of reality, quite contrary to a logos interpretation, is presented in an authoritative fashion and cannot be topic for rational analysis and discussion. The authority and the language a myth uses depends on the time and the culture in which it is told; the authority can be an official of a religion, a politician, one’s family or even oneself. But whatever authority is accepted as myth provider, the act of acceptance is not a solely rational one but contains an element of commitment. Any mythos, therefore, is never universally valid but accepted and valued only within well-defined boundaries.

The mythos is always a result of a very concrete situation a person finds herself in; it is a result of development, change and interaction of the person and her environment (especially her culture). One might want to describe the old distinction with a more modern terminology: logos speech acts are supposed to answer questions on the “How?” regarding the reality around us while mythos speech acts are supposed to answer “Why?”-questions.

The ‘how’ of anything can be discussed, proven as right or wrong or be demonstrated by empirical or logical evidence. The mythos on the other hand is related to the subject that tries to understand the world and herself, attempts to give meaning to her experiences and perceptions. Any existential “Why?” question has to be answered for every person individually and if an answer given by a myth is acceptable for a person or not depends on her very life situation, her cultural background, her religious upbringing etc.

Myths often refer to supernatural agencies. They do not prove the existence of these agencies but presuppose them; they then can tell stories about the relationship of the supernatural or the divine with humans. Myths, therefore, are the speech acts for the religious realm and within the Jewish and Christian traditions are often seen as answers to God’s revelation.

The main assumption for this definition of mythos is that every person asks existential questions, that every person has an ultimate concern. Paul Tillich defines the ultimate concern as “Being unconditionally concerned about the meaning of existence, taking something absolutely seriously, being grasped by an infinite interest and passion, experiencing the self transcendence of life toward an ultimately sublime or holy.”
 For Tillich, the term “God” and the term “Ultimate Concern” are synonymous; both need a commitment and both give an answer to the most important question for human life: the ultimate meaning of one’s existence.

The framework of mythos and logos helps us to understand how our own self understanding was changed in the last 4 centuries. As humans are generally uncomfortable with unsolvable ambiguities and dialectics they also are often ignore that their speechacts are related to two very different realms. Especially since the Enlightenment, therefore, people have rejected mythos speechacts and have attempted to speak in logos statement alone. One of the major results of this development has been the change of human self understanding. Many people within the Enlightenment movement understood technology as a means to free people from their dependence of nature; if one for instance does not believe in weather gods anymore one can produce food much more effectively. With increasing technological knowledge, nature is de-mystified and becomes the other. 

As we have seen already in the Golem stories, this development cannot stop with the non-human nature. Since the human body is part of nature it becomes object of research and technology as well; as more and more mechanisms of the human machinery are explained and understood, humans are de-mystified as well. While machines in the 18th and 19th century replaced human handiwork and speed up human locomotion, thus minimizing distances between the people and their respective companies, developments in the 20th century have gone a step further. The invention of computers provided scientists and philosophers with a powerful metaphor for the human mind. Because of the oppression of the mythos and its myths, the metaphorical character of any human-computer analogy is still often not recognized. Therefore, the human-computer metaphors are today part of the self understanding of humans in the Western world as metaphors like “I couldn’t store it” or “this is not part of my programming” demonstrate.

This change in the self understanding of many people is supported by some AI-researchers, especially those from the beginnings of AI, who hoped in the 60s that they would be able to decode and rebuild the phenomenon of intelligence within a few decades (luckily for the next generations of AI-researchers, there is still a long, long way to go …). They often reduce “intelligence” to abstract problem solving, natural language, flexible data retrieval and clever learning algorithms.

Much has been written about the claims of AI and their underlying understanding of the nature of humankind. These publications are usually quite emotional and very polarized. It seems therefore appropriate to choose Commander Data as a fictional character to explore the question about ourselves anew. Is the human self understanding challenged by the progress of technology and science? And if so, how? What has changed in philosophical anthropologies of this century and how can we as theologians meet the challenge of an understanding of ourselves which presents humans as biological systems, entirely explainable and de-mystified by science and soon replicated by technology? These and other questions will be answered with the discussion of Commander Data and under the epistemological framework of the mythos-logos dialectic.

3. Commander Data on Trial

The show Star Trek, The Next Generation, No. 35 “The Measure of a Man” was first aired in February 1989; the script was written by Melinda M. Snodgrass, director was Robert Scheerer. And another information for “Trekkies”: Stardate is 42523.7 …
Main characters in this show are Captain Jean-Luc Picard, the Captain of the Enterprise, William Thomas (Bill) Riker, First Officer, Lieutenant Commander Data of course, who is Second Officer and Science Officer on board, Geordi La Forge, the Chief Engineer and Data’s best friend, Judge Advocate General Phillipa Louvois, and finally Commander Bruce Maddox, who is Star Fleet’s Head of Robotics and Cybernetics; the term “Cybernetics” was used for the early beginnings of artificial intelligence research but in the United States today it is used, like the term “android”, mostly in SciFi.

The episode begins when Bruce Maddox as head of Star Fleet’s Robotics Institute comes aboard the Enterprise with the command to disassemble Data. It is the desire of Star Fleet to have many more Datas, since the one has been so helpful for the ship; many Datas could help Star Fleet to more effectively pursue its goals and create galactic wide peace. Maddox explains to Picard and Riker the procedure but remains very vague about the actual process of analyzing and replicating Data’s brain (his memories and experiences). Data is present in this meeting but Maddox ignores him since he does not see Data as a partner or person but just as a quite sophisticated and well designed machine and therefore not worth his attention.

Data is initially intrigued about the possibility to have someone like him. But when he recognizes the dangers of such an experiment for his own existence he rejects the experiment and Picard initially agrees with him. But he has to obey the Star Fleet command and argues that he has sent his underlings sometimes into even more dangerous situations. Data argues that there is a difference between a necessary but dangerous situation which can happen in war or an unnecessary danger which will not only destroy Data but also will not lead to any new insights. Picard insists that Data’s special properties of being an android might still help Star Fleet to gain new knowledge about android construction and remains adamant. Data finally challenges him with Science Officer La Forge’s eyes; they are artificial and far superior to natural eyes. Why then for the sake of Star Fleet would not every officer be forced to remove their personal eyes and replace them with artificial eyes? As Picard remains silent, Data gives the answer himself: because the other officers are human and he is not and his bodily integrity is not valued as highly as that of a human. As Data does not want to put himself into jeopardy, he then decides to resign from Star Fleet.

While Data is packing, Bruce Maddox enters his apartment (without knocking on the door as Data as machine does not deserve such niceties…) and attempts to convince Data to agree to the experiment. “Your memories and knowledge will remain intact”, he promises. But Data does not believe him. If Maddox were to succeed, Data’s memories would be “reduced to the mere facts of the events. The substance, the flavor of the moment could be lost.” He, Data, is the unique product of a single, genius man. If he undergoes the procedure and is lost, the dream of this man is destroyed and Data values his creator so highly that he under no circumstances wants this to happen. Maddox leaves quite annoyed and announces a legal hearing.

In the meantime, Picard had time to think about Maddox’s project and begins to see Data’s point of view. In the first discussion with Judge Louvois, Picard therefore supports Data’s claim to be a person and his right to choose. Maddox finds this stance “irresponsible and irrational”. He argues if Data were “a box on four wheels”, he, Maddox, would not face such an opposition. He then draws parallels between Data and the starship’s highly sophisticated computer which is without any doubt property and states that Data, like the board computer, is property without any rights. 

Judge Louvois finally decides that she will bring the argument to an end in an official hearing; since her court, however, is still under construction and she has no staff, Commander Riker will have to argue for Maddox and will have to try his best to prove Data’s property status. Riker rejects on the base of being friends with Data (“I cannot prove that Data is a machine because I don’t believe it; I happen to know better”) but at the end he has to give in. Louvois insists on the possibility that a prosecutor, no matter what his personal feelings are, can be objective and fair; if Riker will not prosecute, Data will be given into Maddox’ hands right away.

While the crew celebrates Data’s farewell party with mixed feelings and quite some sadness, Riker analyzes the blueprints of Data’s construction and finally finds out where to switch off Data without destroying his programming. In the next day’s first hearing, Riker reduces Data to mere machine status by demonstrating quite impressively that Data is nothing but a creation of a man, a piece of clever engineering. He first shows that Data is stronger than any human, he then removes Data’s arm to show that Data is nothing but a connection of various well-engineered parts (“the software has been written by man, the hardware has been constructed by man”), and finally switches him off. “Data has been built by a man and a man will now switch it off … Pinoccio is dead, his strings are cut.”

This demonstration proves to be quite devastating. Even Picard now doubts the personhood of the machine Data, which can be switched on and off at will, and therefore differs fundamentally from all biological creatures and especially from humans whose whole life is overshadowed by the certainty of death. Picard goes to the ship’s bar to relax and discusses the result of this day’s hearing with the bartender Guinan (brilliantly played by Whoopy Goldberg). She points out that the term “property” is a euphemism; in her opinion the whole debate is ultimately about slavery. If Star Fleet Command were to succeed in replicating Data, they would have thousands of “disposable people” to use in all sorts of dangerous, hazardous and dirty jobs. The question about Data was not so much about his intrinsic value but about his monetary value and his potential uses as property for humanity.

At the next day’s hearing, Picard first demonstrates Data’s similarity with humans: Data is proud of his own accomplishments (he collected all his honors and framed them); he values gifts (he kept a volume of Shakespeare because Picard once gave it to him); he had once a love affair and values friendship.

Picard then calls Maddox as “hostile witness” and asks him again why he would not assign sentience to Data. After a negative answer, Picard then asks for a definition of sentience and Maddox defines it as a combination of “intelligence, self-awareness, consciousness”. Data was intelligent because “it is able to cope with new situations, to learn and to solve problems”. But despite Data’s intelligence, it would lack the two other necessary conditions for sentience. Picard then addresses Data and asks him for an evaluation of his current situation and Data answers “I am taking place in a legal hearing defining my status and my right”. “And what is on stake?” “My right to choose … Perhaps my very life”. With this answer Data at least behaves as if he has self-awareness, if self-awareness can be defined as being aware of one’s situation with a sense of past (what caused the situation) and future (what would the various respective decisions mean for my future). So Picard goes on to the third attribute, consciousness, which Maddox has defined as “being conscious of your existence and actions; you are aware of your self and your own ego”. 

Yes, he agrees, Data is a machine – but we are also machines, “created by the building blocks of our parent’s DNA.” Children are shaped and formed (programmed) by their parents’ education and ideals. Are they therefore property of their parents or of the society in which they grow up? After this rhetorical question he then comes back to the purpose of Data and his successors. If the world had thousands and thousands of Datas, “wouldn’t that become a race?” And would humans not be evaluated for how they appraise such a new race of androids? A race of beings where no-one really can decide whether or not they have consciousness (after intelligence and self-awareness have been established) is endangered; the treatment of these beings will throw light onto our respect for other, perhaps sentient beings who are different from us. The decision made in this hearing, either to curtail Data’s rights or to give him liberty and freedom, will determine the rights of a race yet to come but foreseeable.

Judge Louvois finally declares that the discussion was “metaphysical”; ‘better left to philosophers or saints.’ She boils down the whole discussion to the one question whether or not Data has a soul. She herself is not competent to answer this question. Also, she has no idea whether or not she has a soul; “soul” for her is a construct and reason for hope described by exactly the philosophers and saints she has mentioned before. Therefore, she finally decides that Data has the right to search for his own soul (if he has one …) and that he is not property.

4. Logos Aspects of Personhood

If we look at this show and the various attempts to define Commander Data’s status it contains, we realize that all people involved try to establish “objective” and “reasonable”, i.e. logos definitions of personhood. Everyone, defender, judge and plaintiff, attempt to analyze Data’s features and capabilities to establish whether or not he has the right to be free and a being with dignity. This search for an objective definition is symbolized in the judge’s command to Riker to prosecute Data; even if he feels strongly about Data’s personhood, he is supposed to put these emotions aside to establish a pure, true statement about who deserves what rights.

4.1. Interaction and Anthropomorphization

There seems to be a fundamental difference between those people who interact with Data on a daily basis like the Enterprise crew, and those who know about its construction and its various functions but never interact with Data, such as Maddox. At some point, Maddox therefore argues that the people on the ship only project personhood into Data because it looks like a human; with this, he opens up the debate about anthropomorphization. 

Much has been written about the anthropomorphization of tools like cars and stereos. In the context of Horkheimer and Adorno’s analysis one can understand this process as another example for mythos-logos entanglement. The incapability to distinguish both realms and to accept mythos elements in one’s life, might tempt someone to project (mythos) attributes like friendship and trust into lifeless things; and one can see from the reaction to Tamagotchies or Furbies that this trend is continued. People in Western societies are quite willing to treat as living beings certain machines displaying social behaviors like Tamagotchie’s hunger or Furbie’s “learning” of language. Because of this trend, AI-researchers, most of them fans of Star Trek anyway, usually agree with the judgment that Data is a person. They base this on the way people accept technologies into their lives, and are willing to create a society in which technology and humans play interdependent and mutually benefiting roles.

At the same time, the researchers see themselves as a safeguard against too much projection. Since they understand and repair the machines and know exactly how they function, they are much less likely to treat them as more as they actually are. They warn against too much anthropo​morphization, and define the borders between gadgets and persons. They are those most likely to know when a machine oversteps the boundary and becomes something ‘more than a machine’. That especially Geordy La Forge, the main repair technician of Data, perceives Data as a close friend is therefore interesting and meaningful. Can such a sophisticated and well-trained technician really fall into the trap of anthropomorphizing?

One might want to argue that Geordy feels closer to Data because he himself is partly a machine: his eyes are artificial and he therefore can empathize with the fully artificial Data. Since he knows that he is a person with all rights and fully accepted by the crew despite his partial artificiality, his stance on Data might be more open-minded than the one of Maddox. 

Data himself brings this point up in his argument with Picard. He points out that human Star Fleet officers are not asked to become Cyborgs by replacing their natural organs with technical ones. Only in the case of emergency or of ultimate loss of an organ (such as Geordy’s eyes) such a replacements takes place. And even if Picard initially assumes that Data is qualitatively different from humans in this respect, at the end he withdraws any value difference between humans and Data. One can safely assume that Data’s argument was convincing as Picard notices that bodily integrity does not necessarily depend on human flesh and human genes alone.

4.2. Mortality and Cognition

Riker on the other hand, cannot go with his instincts and his notion of Data as his friend, but has to establish objective criteria for Data’s status. In the hearing, he does his best to destroy any notion that Data might be more than a machine. Data is incredibly strong, and its capabilities surpass those of every human. But not only are its bodily functions different but it can be switched on and off at will or, to anthropomorphize: he cannot die and is thus immortal. If there is anything that distinguishes natural beings from technical ones, then certainly this!

But it is really impossible to imagine a sentient being which is immortal? We know that human intelligence and that of humanity’s ancestors would never have developed without the evolutionary process, which functions only because survival is such a strong desire and pressure on the various species. Philosophers and theologians have also pointed out that the cognitive categories in which we operate depend on our insight that we are finite beings in time and space.

For Paul Tillich, only the recognition of our finitude creates thought because our “basic forms of thought and being”
 emerge from the insight that we are mortal. The category of time puts humans into a constant movement from past to future which they cannot stop or turn around. The insight that time is, is therefore also the insight into our own limitations. The category of time is accompanied by other categories such as space and causality. The category of space makes us aware of our finite and actually quite limited spheres of thought, of relationships, of locations and many other aspects of life; the category of causality places us at the end of a long causality chain which makes our life, our being, and our decisions quite arbitrary because it is not really our’s but result of a long chain of events and decisions made before.
 These categories determine fundamentally our way of thinking and feeling and behaving. 

Is it then for an immortal Data feasible to be able to think in the same categories we do without being mortal? Many people argue that the development of a machine like Data is impossible because Data could never achieve thought which ultimately depends on mortality. However, one might doubt this conclusion. For one, why should an autonomous robot interacting with its environment not be able to learn about categories like time and space if it is able to understand physical laws like gravity and friction? Does one really have to be mortal to understand the curse of time and space limitations and of the knowledge that oneself is the result of developments before? These would be arguments which might at least question the conclusion that any immortal android could be like us.

Beside that, Data actually is nearly as limited in time and space as we are; also, since his brain consists of logical circuits and thus obeys physical laws, he is at least as much as we part of a causality chain. As Data continues to work in interaction with humans, all his experiences are unique; it is impossible for him to repeat any given moment in time and space and even his infinite existence will not enable him to be with all people and possible configurations at all places which are. We get a hint of Data’s awareness of this, his limitations when he discusses the procedures of his dismantling with Maddox and insists that his lived memories would be destroyed if they were to be reduced to mere logical data in a disembodied machine.

This is certainly a point too complex to discuss sufficiently in this paper. Whether or not Data could think like us despite his immortality remains questionable though much speaks for it. But the question remains, whether or not he is part enough of the human community to be accepted and seen as a person by it.

4.3. “Intelligence, Self-Awareness, Consciousness”

The final hearing presents the most complex attempts to define sentience and, with it, personhood; here, terms like “intelligence”, “self-awareness”, “consciousness”, and – by the judge – “soul” are used. Each one of these terms is ambiguous and not well-defined at all. What, for instance, does it mean to be intelligent? Is intelligence the capability to play chess, or does intelligence mean to survive in various environments?

4.3.1. Intelligence

The definition of intelligence is actually crucial for our understanding of personhood. In most SciFi as well as in major parts of AI-research, intelligence is understood as the human capacity to solve problems, to combine knowledge creatively, to learn, and to think in abstract ways. Classical research projects are chess-playing, mathematical theorem-proving, natural language processing, learning. The idea is that humans are very good in both, abstract problem solving and interacting with and surviving in their environments. If one were to succeed in building a smart machine, this machine would have the same or similarly powerful capacities – as the dream of Data indicates. People in classical AI research assume that the capability for abstract thought will ultimately lead also to the capability to interact with one’s environment, to navigate, find paths, and to cope with new situations in the world.

However, it is questionable whether or not the sequence of the implementation of various human capabilities in this classical AI-research really makes sense. Humans are not born with the capability to play chess but right away, babies interact with their caregivers; they don’t come to the world with language and math abilities but they explore their environments and themselves and, with increasing motor skills and neuronal connections, they increase their ability to think. Developmental Psychology has repeatedly pointed out that cognitive development of a human infant is closely correlated and even dependent on the infant’s development of its motor skills and an increasing awareness of its bodily functions.
 This suggests that natural development starts with the construction and development of interactive skills; the abstract capabilities of humans can be understood as a by-product of their evolutionary and ontogenetically developed skills to interact with other people and their environment.

Therefore, some cognitive scientists and AI-researchers recently have rethought the classical approach toward artificial intelligences and one might best introduce the alternative approach by describing theoretical machines developed as thought experiments by the psychologist Valentino Braitenberg.
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These two vehicles have light sensors which are connected to wheels; the amount of light a sensor perceives determines the speed with which the connected wheel spins. In a. the left wheel is connected to the left sensor and the right wheel to the right sensor. If for this vehicle light comes from the right, its right wheel will turn faster and the whole vehicle will turn away from the light. In b. the sensors and wheels are cross-wired so if here the light comes from the right, the left wheel will turn faster and the whole vehicle will turn toward the light. With this simple wiring we get quite complex behaviors: avoidance of light and attraction to light. Even though these vehicles are thought experiments, they beautifully demonstrate how embeddedness in the world can lead to better working robots; just because the sensors get the input immediately from their environment (a light source) and the wheels are directly connected to the sensors without any computation, you get a fast reaction to changes in the environment. If you were to code this behavior explicitly you would need much more computation, knowledge acquisition and planning to do the same thing.

The key here is that the overall system does not have a central unit which controls the parts. Instead, sensors and actuators work in their local environments and are connected with each other in such a way, that the system can act and react flexibly without extensive internal mapping since the reaction to inputs from the environment are local and immediate. To use metaphorical language: the system’s body is situated in the environment, interacts with its environment and creates new and complex behaviors out of simple interactions. This metaphor gives the AI direction its name “Embodied AI”.

Another central metaphor within Embodied AI is the concept of ‘emergence’ and the usual example to illustrate this metaphor is the ant hive. If one takes a single ant apart one can study the parts (the micro level) and gain insights about certain functions of the ant like the movement of the legs or digestion. This analysis is important but it does not help to fully understand an ant. To better understand individual ants one studies their behavior and their interactions with other ants and with the rest of their environment. Again, one can have many insights by studying ants on this macro level but these insights are not sufficient to understand and explain the complex behavior of an ant-hive. The whole entity has to be studied on another level called the multiple level. The microlevel in Embodied AI matches the level of basic hardware modules, eg. sensors or actuators. On the macro level, engineers construct autonomous behaviors in connected components so that on the multiple level, an autonomous robot acts in and interacts with the world. Since the correlation between an ant hive and an individual robot is not a hundred percent fit, engineers have begun to work on robot communities in which several simple robots create multiple behaviors. 

Intelligence, in this scientific community, is not understood as abstract problem solving (chess playing, mathematical theorem proving etc.) but as the ability to act in the world and to survive in a flexible and constantly changing environment. The capability for intelligent tasks is an emergent phenomenon, emerging out of the simple parts of a system, their connections with one another and their respective interactions with their local environments. The approach toward intelligent machines thus is not anymore top-down but bottom-up. And, interestingly enough, Embodied AI works and the most successful autonomous robots today are the ones built with this approach.

Data is a construct which borrows from insights of both AI-camps. His (entirely fictional) positronic brain consists of logical, electronic circuits and all the data, Data collects, is processed here. Data has seemingly no emotions (even if he certainly behaves as if he has some) and his strength lies in all forms of mathematical and logical reasoning. On the other hand, Data has a humanoid body so that he can act as member of a humanoid crew on a ship which has been designed for humanoid, bipedal life forms. As we have seen, in Japan humanoids are constructed as humanoids exactly for the same reasons. Also, since interaction is so crucial for the cognitive development of intelligence be it in a robot or an infant, Embodied AI researchers build humanoid forms to motivate people to interact with the robots and make them small parts of their community.
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Finally, Embodied AI-researchers give their creatures a humanoid body since the body form determines the intelligence that will emerge as any given body form as special needs to survive in an environment and special capabilities to bring into the relationship with the environment.
 Maddox has a point here when he states that the people accept Data only because he does not look like the ship’s computer or a box on wheels. 

That Data understands himself as embodied entity and more than just a collection of logical circuits becomes clear in his understanding of his own memories which cannot be just downloaded because in this case the ‘flavor’ of the respective moment could be lost, the color would be gone. Knowledge, for Data as well as for Embodied AI researchers, cannot be reduced to mere data representation but is encoded in the whole system and even in the interaction between the system and its environment.

Data as a product of Classical and Embodied AI thus need not just immense computing power but embodiment, social interaction and embeddedness in the world as well.

4.3.2. Self-Awareness, Consciousness, and the Soul

What is self-awareness? Is it the ability to recognize yourself in the mirror? If so, then self-awareness is nothing uniquely human but most primates share this ability with us.
. How about consciousness? This term is so widely used that there is really no definition for it – or, better said, ten people will probably present fifteen definitions. The same is true for the soul; some people just define it as that which makes us special, some understand it as the Spirit of God in us, some identify it with the mind (another one of these spongy terms). So these terms, as presented in the Star Trek show, are not sufficiently defined so as to answer unambiguously what it means to be a person.

The equivocality of these terms makes any logos definition of them quite impossible. As we will see, all these terms mingle up mythos and logos elements which makes it impossible that they could be used to categorize who deserves the attribute personhood and who would not.

4.4. Other Possible Logos Definitions for Personhood

There are other, seemingly scientifically sound categories for the definition of personhood. One way to define a person is by her/his body made of genes and cells. Every set of genes is unique (except for identical twins) and stays identical during one’s whole life. Genes are a constant which certainly determine the way a person becomes. However, genes alone do not define a person sufficiently. A large part of who we are is determined by our upbringing and the cultural context in which we grow up. Also, we share up to 98 % of our genetic code with chimpanzees which, along with the variations among human individuals, does not make our genetic code unambiguously human – actually, with yeast we have at least 50 % our genetic code in common which supports the argument. Finally, every cell has a lifetime of approximately seven years and is then exchanged. That means that within out lifetime our cells are exchanged at least eight times completely. Even if our genes present a constant, our cells do not.

For Data, this is actually luck since someone might argue that he is not a person because he doesn’t have biological tissue. So we can leave this argument alone.

Another embodied concept of personhood might lie in the definition of a person as unit separated from the rest of her environment. A person, one might argue, is distinctively herself and the boundaries between her-self and others and/or her environment are unambiguous. But are they really? The invention of glasses was in a way the first cyborg technology developed. They change the way a person sees and thus they changes the human bodily experience fundamentally; as result, glasses might likely change the person and her experience of herself in the world. However one might change one’s perception or sensory input (by hearing or seeing-aids, by memory-enhancing chips in the brain, by artificial skin, by implants or by being constantly checked medically or emotionally) then one’s whole personality will change. 

Even stronger do organ transplants challenge the identification of personhood with boundaries: if I get another person’s heart (in mythical language the seat of the soul), is then not the anima of the other person part of me? How about if I change my looks through cosmetic surgery? Will my personality change since the reaction of other people towards me will be different? 

Finally, the new technological developments can add more and more technical parts into the human body. Chips in the brain can help deaf people to hear, blind people to see. Recently, scientists even implanted a chip into a paralyzed man’s head which he can control with his eyes; this way he is finally able to communicate, to surf the web etc. Cyborg-technology today is even so far advanced that one can put on wearable computers and intelligent clothes; one can also add a transportable screen built in with glasses and thus be connected to the web or with other persons twentyfour hours a day. This ultimately resolves the boundaries among people and between people and their non-human environment.

Geordy La Forge is a good example for this development with his artificial eyes which are superior to human eyes. Data is an even better one because he can connect himself to the ship computer and thus merge with a machine completely. But both, Geordy and Data, have individual, separated bodies and are thus individuals in the world and sufficiently distinct from the rest of their environments. So, this argument could not be used to establish or reject Data’s personhood.

AI and the Cognitive Sciences present humans as biological systems which can be solely defined by their mechanisms and functions and suggest that soon it will be possible to rebuild the human machinery and make the fictional Commander Data reality. Thus, they add empirical logos aspect to our understanding of personhood by defining personhood and consciousness as emergent properties, created out of the interplay of multiple subsystems within the human system and the interaction between various human systems and subsystems. Marvin Minsky, one of the founders of AI, actually dubbed humans ‘meat-machines’ and says that even “though people still consider it degrading to be regarded as machines,” he hopes that his book “will make them entertain, instead, the thought of how wonderful it is to be machines with such marvelous powers.”

Here, the argument about Data’s personhood is turned around and Picard actually uses the same line of reasoning in the final hearing. Instead of trying to find empirical attributes for or against personhood in Data, humans are re-interpreted as machines and the concept of personhood is understood as human construct and as an illusion. To deny Data personhood means to deny ourselves personhood because we all are machines but actually understand each other in social settings not as machines and we certainly treat our friends not as machines.

It seems therefore, that any attempt to define scientifically sound logos categories for personhood is futile. The assignment of personhood to Data seems to depend on the decision maker’s interaction with Data, with his or her interaction with various species, with his or her opinion on what person​hood really means. Within the categories of mythos and logos it seems therefore reasonable to classify the concept of personhood as part of the mythos realm. 

The producers of the “Measure of a Man” show actually do a wonderful job of showing, how much the mythos and logos aspects of personhood are intermingled. All the attempts to define personhood entirely as logos feature don't work but the final decision of the judge is also not fully convincing as it is based on quite emotional responses and very equivocal terms which are certainly not generally accepted as valid. Her decision, in short, is a mythos decision and exclusive; only people who buy into the basic assumptions (“in doubt for the accused, so we have to give him the chance to find out if he has a soul”) agree with Philippa. 

That nonetheless the producers of the show attempt to define personhood empirically can perhaps be seen as a consequence of the Dialectic of Enlightenment. As the mythos realm is oppressed and the ability for myth-making unlearned, every attempt to define things like personhood are awkward because they either are only partial or they include equivocal and quite mythical terms. But because of this awkwardness and the ambiguity of the found solution in the show, it seems at the end promising to find mythos solutions for the question of Data’s personhood. 

Mythos Aspects of Personhood

The psychologist Erik Erikson was the first who developed an interactive model of personhood.

Every person, in his opinion, constructs her personality and character during childhood and adolescence. This construction is constantly revisited and modified, a process which is centered around a few basic questions. A person might see herself in the light of her past and ask: “Who was I as a child (or in my past in general)?” A person also might see herself in the light of the upcoming future (“What am I about to become?”). Both, the definition of personal identity in the light of one’s past and the one by the likelihood of future developments is a construct of each person herself and usually leads to major memory shifts and changes the way we remember – which then reinforces the image already drawn. The shifts in memory and the constantly modified self-image are bound together by a need for coherence and identity and a construct motivated by another question: “Can I recognize and/or construct some continuity in my character formation which makes sense out of my various life stages and put them together?” 

All this personal character formation does not happen in an empty vessel since every human person is part of a society and a culture. While children are quite unaware of the meaning of this culture, adolescents usually work on their interaction with and their dependency oh their surrounding community. Lead by the question “Do I identify myself with the values and ideals of my community?”, they define their own personal limits of adaptation to find out who they are – independent of their culture. Even if they usually are quite solidaric with their group, they reject many of the norms and fight against any restrictions. For Erikson, adolescence is crucial for human development as it brings the solipsist phase of self reflection to an end and adds the social component into the conscious reflections who have been subconscious at best before that stage.

This brings us to the third aspect of character formation. The community to which a person belongs (either by birth or by self definition) will create images of the person, and will develop expectations towards her. The community constantly will ask “Is this person integral part of our community?” and has to evaluate whether or not the person in question shares their values, morals and constructs about reality. Since the community itself consists of people who all themselves are constantly in the process of character formation, this definition of a person and a group is very dynamic and cannot be reduced to a static, empirical model. Every person has to constantly reconcile one’s own conception of oneself with the community’s recognition of oneself. At the same time, every person has to constantly create an image which describes the dynamic development of every character formation in a meaningful way and not as solely arbitrary.

Data as part of the ship’s crew is certainly engaged in this process of active change and development through his own perception of himself and the image of him his group reflects back to him; his self image is constantly modified by other people’s image and treatment of himself. For Erikson, there would be no question that Data within his community and with all his friends was a person. This, of course, is not a logos description of personhood because it cannot be nailed down and pressed into a formula or static definition but it is coherent with human experience and with the constructing of meaning which happens in each human’s mythos realm.

This means that Data’s personhood within the mythos realm of the Star Fleet crew has been established because he is accepted by them as friend and partner, because he interacts with them and his own environment, because he has and is a body and thus has similar embodied experience. The crew as Data’s community has – in interaction with him – assigned him personhood and no-one from the outside can prove that he does not have it: any universal proof needs logos language and logos constructs and those cannot be established for the attribute ‘personhood’.

Since the title promised to bring some theology to Data, I would like to mention that Erikson’s definition of personhood as interactive and mutually assigned property is in accordance with some interpretations of the Imago Dei; with the performative speech act of “let us make humans in our image” (Gen 1,26), God establishes a relationship between God and humans and thus assigns human a special value. Phillipa Louvois, the judge, refers to this religious tradition when she wonders whether or not Data (or herself) has a soul. ‘Soul’ (Hebrew nefes) in the context of the Hebrew Scriptures is not an abstract entity but an embodied concept and nefes can mean throat, but also personhood or emotion. Life (Hebrew chaim) is existence only in health and community with God and other people. It seems that the English terms personhood, soul, and dignity as seen through the concept of the Imago Dei and the Hebrew setting, are nearly synonymous. Martin Luther defined the Imago Dei in the context of Gen 2,7: humans share with animals the bodily existence but the Imago Dei distinguishes them from animals because it is an expression of God’s consolation to humans; it describes the relationship between God and humans. The Imago Dei, then, cannot be identified with certain skills and abilities but is a promise of God to start and maintain a relationship with humans. In humankind God has created beings he can talk to, beings who listen to him and answer him.
 

In the Imago Dei, God assigns dignity and intrinsic value to all of us. This definition is not empirical but depends on the faith of a person who accepts this definition. It is valid only within the mythos realm of the person and her community and is thus communal and mutual assignment as well.

In the Golem stories, we have already seen how this relational concept of the Imago Dei can lead to the interpretation of Golems as prayers – why then couldn’t the human construct Data be seen as prayer and celebration of God’s creativity in us as well? This step alone would assign him intrinsic value and specialness and would – within a religious setting – certainly hinder any destruction of him.

But could we even go a step further and see Data himself or the humanoid robots from AI-research as Images of God, as beings who pray and are heard? Well, these creatures are certainly one step removed from this relationship as they are human-made creatures and not directly made by God, as Commander Riker points out. But in the end, who is really the one who judges? 

What I personally like about the show is that Judge Louvois gives the competence for decision making ultimately back not only to philosophers but to saints, people with a close relationship to God. She clearly says that she herself is not competent to answer the ultimate question of Data’s and our all personhood and doesn’t even know if anyone is. In the Biblical narrative it is God who establishes the relationship with humans and it is not the human side who can establish any form of relationship with God. Of course, the story of Genesis is a myth but for the fictional Data as well as for many real people this myth throws light on the arrogance of some people who freely assign and deny dignity to others. The parallel to slavery is drawn in the show itself but there are many other situations which could be mentioned. If we classify dignity as part of the mythos realm, if we understand it as gift to us and to all people independent of any empirical features, then we enter an ethical debate. If the assignment of dignity to another person depends on her features, then with every definition of dignity or personhood some people do not fall under this definition and thus loose their basic right to be treated as valuable human beings, with dignity. 

Whether in this year of the 50th anniversary of the UN Universal Declaration of Human Rights or in the case of the fictional Commander Data, history shows many dramatic examples of the mistreatment of humans because of arbitrary categories established by religion (most religious wars), race, the genocide of others deprived of their humanity, native Americans, persons today in Somalia or in the former Yugoslavia, and issues pertaining to gender. The discussion of Commander Data’s personhood draws us down the ladder of all abstractions to the place we here we are required to wrestle more fundamentally with the nature of our own personhood and dignity.

To have a Data at a Divinity School could be prove fruitful for both, Data himself, and the human members because these questions and many others would be raised.

5. Postscript

Since this is a Festschrift, I thought I might use this opportunity to add some personal remarks. Would Harvey Cox like Data to be his student? Well, I guess he would be very happy with Data’s knowledge and capability to learn and to remember. But Harvey’s goal in class is never the distribution of knowledge alone. He often goes a step beyond the abstractions and attempts to apply theological theories to real life, especially to the personal and emotional life of the student. I guess that he would find Data a little unsatisfying in this respect. In general, the whole spiritual domain seems to lack in Data. Would he pray? Or experience the divine? How would he react to a revelation? Probably, he would only analyze and reject it – but he might be very open for humanism or humanoidism.

I guess, Harvey would like nonetheless to interact with Data since he would find him quite intriguing. They have a similar humor and they certainly would share many jokes. Harvey might, however, be saddened by the fact that Data does not eat or drink and is thus not a connoisseur of wine.

Would Harvey like to play Jazz with Data? I think not! Jazz needs the irregularity, the heartbeat, Jazz has to be dirty. Absolute perfection, as Data would display, would not be a good addition to Harvey’s Jazz band. But perhaps they might start to create new forms of music in which human and humanoid musical forms merge and interact.

Would Harvey accept Data as valuable being? Certainly yes! In all his work, Harvey always accepted the other in their very own way, and tolerated their different ways of thinking, feeling and evaluating. Tolerance here is meant as a very active behavior and not as just passively accepting; tolerance means to lift up other people in their otherness and to invite them to interact with one in an equal way.
 In this way, Data could be a wonderful dialogue partner and thus probably an A+ student at the Divinity School. It is intriguing to think about what form of theology Harvey and Data would develop together. Would it be Christian? Would it be Jewish? Would it be altogether new??

Even though it is delightful to think about the outcome of such an interaction, it has to remain fictional for now. As a thought experiment, however, it might be fun to pursue.

Cog, the humanoid robot currently under construction at MIT
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