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Anthropology Department     Institute of Advanced Study 

Darwin, Science & Belief 
 Senate Lounge, Durham Castle 

Thursday, 19 April 2007 
 

08.45-8:55:   Welcome 

Should scientists contest religious beliefs in modern society? 

09.00:   Simon Coleman, Sussex University  
Science versus Anthropology, not Religion 

09.30:   Bob Layton, Durham University 
 The social context of Aboriginal and Western creationism 
10.00:   Denis Alexander, Cambridge University 

Science and religion: negotiating the 21st century rapids 

10.40-10.55:  Coffee 

Is religion inevitable in human society? 

11.00:  Lewis Wolpert, University College London 
The evolutionary origins of religion  

11.30:   Timothy Taylor, University of Bradford 
Artificials: Why Darwin was wrong about People but right about God 

12.00:   Steven Mithen, University of Reading 
The inevitably of religion? A view from the past 

12.30-13.25:  Buffet lunch 

Is religion harmful for society?   

13.30:  Douglas Davies, Durham University 
The Evolution of God 

14.00:  Jeff Astley, Durham University 
Science, religion and well-being: A case against creationism for adolescents  

14.30:  Ian Reader, University of Manchester 
Indiscriminate terror, the public good and ideological misunderstandings of religion 

15.00:  Peter Collins, Durham University 
Texts, testimonies and trade: an evaluation of the social impacts of Quakerism 

15.30-15.55: Coffee 

Can science itself inspire spiritual wonder?  

16.00:  John Hedley Brooke, Ian Ramsey Centre, Oxford 
Rainbows and rapture: Scientific discovery as spiritual experience  

16.30:  Charlotte Hardman, Durham University 
Re-enchanting the world from Goethe to Western spiritualities of life  

17.00:  David Wilkinson, Durham University 
Awe, intelligibility and design?  Natural theology in contemporary cosmology 
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ABSTRACTS 

 

 
Dr. Denis Alexander, The Faraday Institute, St. Edmund’s College, Cambridge University 

Science and religion: negotiating the 21st century rapids 
The temptation to invest the big theories of science, such as Darwinian evolution, with 
ideological overtones has contributed to the polarisation of the science-religion debate, 
most prominently in the USA. The resulting media froth masks the on-going, increasingly 
active academic study of the complementary, interactive relationship between scientific and 
religious types of explanation. This complementary approach is exemplified by the 
reception of Darwinism in the 19th century when it was baptised rather quickly into a 
theistic world-view where, in mainstream theology, it has remained embedded ever since. 
Improved understanding of evolutionary mechanisms has rendered this theological 
negotiation, if anything, easier than it was in Darwin’s own era. But there is a big difference 
between absorbing a new scientific theory into a pre-established, meta-scientific 
framework, and trying to invest ideologically in a particular theory.  Since evolution can 
comfortably be absorbed within multiple metascientific frameworks, including atheism, 
biologists should avoid making ideological extrapolations from their scientific theories, 
thereby contributing to the public misunderstanding of science. 

  
 

 
Prof. Jeff Astley, Department of Theology and Religion, Durham University 

Science, religion and well-being: A case against creationism for adolescents 
The influence of so-called scientific creationism and Intelligent Design on the public 
understanding of science, and the science curriculum in public schooling, continues to be 
strong in the United States.  Recently, similar arguments of ‘evolution deniers’ have spread 
to the UK, where they seem to be increasingly taught as valid options in schools and a 
substantial minority of both school and university students now deny Darwinian accounts 
of evolution. I will discuss recent surveys of British secondary school students, regarding 
their attitudes towards creationism, scientism (the position that science alone is capable of 
yielding reliable knowledge), and the value of science and that of religious belief.  The 
implications for education and the psychological well-being of adolescents will be explored. 

 
 
 

Prof. John Hedley Brooke, Ian Ramsey Centre, Oxford University 
Rainbows and rapture: Scientific discovery as spiritual experience  

It has been observed that in popular questionnaires on religious belief, a crucial facet of the 
religious life is obliterated. Those who confess to searching for spiritual meaning are assigned 
to an agnostic category, in contrast with those who may have a definite church affiliation or 
hold definite convictions.  The dynamics of the spiritual life are lost as a consequence.  And 
yet it is the questing spirit that perhaps bears the closest analogy to the scientific quest, 
understood as a process of enquiry rather than as a set of inviolable results.  Scientific 
discoveries have themselves been described as spiritual experiences, as when Johannes 
Kepler recorded his being “carried away by unutterable rapture at the divine spectacle of 
heavenly harmony,” upon his discovery of his third law of planetary motion.  For 
convinced atheists, the plotting of planets and the unweaving of rainbows may generate a 
genuine sense of beauty and harmony, but, as with Richard Dawkins, any slippage from 
aesthetic to religious discourse would be a lamentable confusion.  Not, however, for 
Einstein who once wrote that the emotional state that enables great scientific achievements 
to be made is “similar to that of the religious person or the person in love”.  In this paper, I 
shall compare moments of disclosure in science and in religion. 
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Dr. Simon Coleman, Anthropology Department, Sussex University  
Science versus Anthropology, not Religion 

This paper makes the case for the utility of socio-cultural anthropology in considering 
why so many debates between science and the monotheistic religions seem to end in 
failure and mutual incomprehension. 

 
 
 

Dr. Peter Collins, Anthropology Department, Durham University 
Texts, testimonies and trade: an evaluation of the social impacts of Quakerism 

Quakerism, as a form of radical Christianity, grew out of the social, political and 
religious upheaval of 17th century England. From the outset, the movement was 
steadfast in its criticisms of both State and Church. Drawing on the Anabaptist or 
Familist tradition and a relatively uncomplicated theology, Quakers spoke against the 
hegemony of Anglicanism, a professional priesthood, tithes, preparation for war, and 
slavery.  As a consequence, Quakers were prevented from a number of lucrative 
occupations, the armed forces, the universities, and the Church. While many emigrated 
to the New World, a disproportionate number turned towards science, industry and 
commerce, playing a substantial part in the Industrial Revolution. In this paper, I will 
discuss how this extraordinary narrative relates to questions of the social ‘value’ of 
organised religions.  

 
 
 

Prof. Douglas Davies, Department of Theology and Religion, Durham University 
The evolution of God 

Nineteenth and early twentieth century anthropology pondered the idea of the evolution 
of the idea of God and these arguments ought not to be forgotten. From Robertson 
Smith to Malinowski and Hocart came issues of hope, the ritualizing of optimism and 
the causing to flourish in life. Contemporary concerns over sources of 'hope' remain. 
This paper analyses themes of meaning- making in moral worlds and asks why the social 
science of meaning is perhaps more important than contemporary science and religion 
debates. It will explore the notions of super-plausibility in relation to theological-myth, 
fundamentalism and liberalism. 

 
 
 

Dr. Charlotte Hardman, Department of Theology and Religion, Durham University 
Re-enchanting the world from Goethe to Western spiritualities of life  

Victorian intellectualists and anthropologists, heavily influenced by Darwin, argued that 
cultures develop in an evolutionary fashion. As Enlightenment thought became secular, 
Christianity became named as the enemy of science. To intellectualists, all religious 
belief was absurd, a view that the anthropologist E. E. Evans-Pritchard criticised. Today 
such anti-religious patterns of thought still exist.  In this paper I discuss the 
anthropology of religion, the resurgence of animism and nature religions from Goethe, 
holism, the Romantics, the Beat poets, deep ecology, shamanism and Paganism as an 
attempt to reinstate the imagination, to re-enchant that world that was seen as being 
devastated by the attempts of science to create an alienated, isolated and meaningless 
universe.  These movements were disenchanted not with science, but with the 
imperialism and fundamentalism of science and its rejection of the validity of other ways 
of looking at the world. 
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Prof. Bob Layton, Anthropology Department, Durham University 

The social context of Aboriginal and Western creationism 
I start the paper by describing two incidents that occurred during fieldwork in Australia, 
when I was confronted with the 'Creationist' beliefs of two friends, one Aboriginal and 
one White. I describe why I find it possible to treat the indigenous belief system as a 
rational theory of being, but not the White Creationist beliefs. I note, nonethess, that 
the social context of Creationist beliefs in the U.S. is similar in some respects to the 
social context of Aboriginal beliefs, and conclude that social context gives important 
clues as to why a belief system seemingly contradicted by Evolutionary Theory can 
nonetheless be fervently asserted. Merely telling adherents that they are wrong, or 
irrational, is unlikely to shake their stance. 

 
 
 

Prof. Steven Mithen, Archaeology Department, University of Reading 
The inevitably of religion? A view from the past 

While one might argue on an entirely philosophical basis about the inevitability of 
religion, one might also simply consider the evidence from the human past. Modern 
humans evolved c. 200,000 years ago, and have since lived in almost every conceivable 
manner - as hunter-gatherers, farmers, city dwellers - and environments. Are there any 
examples of societies that have had an absence of religion? Such an empirical approach 
cannot, of course, fully escape philosophical questions regarding the nature of religion 
and of society. But it is found to support a view that the human condition is indeed 
trapped into adopting a religious view of the world. 

 
 
 

Prof. Ian Reader, Japanese Studies, University of Manchester 
Indiscriminate terror, the public good and ideological misunderstandings of religion 
on the road from Tokyo to Burnley   

This talk draws on two studies: of the murderous activities of the Japanese apocalyptic 
religion Aum Shinrikyô, and of the role of interfaith dialogue in community cohesion in 
Burnley and Blackburn. The teachings of Aum justified mass murder and its highly 
educated, scientifically trained devotees believed they were fusing science and religion to 
produce advanced spiritual beings. The Aum atrocities moved the Japanese public 
towards the view that religion was inherently dangerous and in need of control. In 
Burnley and Blackburn, schoolchildren who grew up in a religious environment 
manifested a far greater adherence to secular, liberal values – such as tolerance and civic 
duty – than did those brought up in secular, non-religious environments. If the study of 
Aum appears to validate the view of religion as intrinsically irrational and the ‘root of all 
evil’, the Burnley project appears to provide an antithetical view of religion as an 
intrinsically ‘good’ and beneficial entity. These contrasting examples indicate that it is 
futile, irrational, and academically fallacious to discuss religion in such moralising terms 
– as futile and irrational, indeed, as it would be to discuss science in similar terms.  By 
reflecting on the ambivalence of religion as a product (and reflection) of humanity, I 
thus take issue with the conceptually muddled arguments of those who portray religion 
as the enemy of the modern ‘rational’ world, just as I do with those who portray it as 
essentially good. 
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Dr. Timothy Taylor, Archaeology Department, University of Bradford 

Artificials: Why Darwin was wrong about People but right about God. 
I will argue, contra Daniel Dennett, that religion is a (material-) cultural phenomenon 
and that technology, including religious technology from cave art to Gutenberg's Bible 
and on, led developments in consciousness, rather than vice-versa. With a world of 
things jointly 'conspiring' to evolve people, this approach takes the 'nature' concept (and 
thus Darwin) to task for lacking explanatory power as far as the evolution of human life 
is concerned. 

 
 
 

Dr. David Wilkinson, Department of Theology and Religion, Durham University 
Awe, intelligibility and design? The revival of natural theology in contemporary 
cosmology 

While the legacy of Darwin demolished the design argument in the minds of biologists 
and theologians, the last four decades of cosmology has seen a revival of the language of 
design.  This has been motivated by anthropic balances in the law and circumstances of 
the Universe, coupled with the intelligibility of the fundamental laws and the experience 
of awe common to scientists. Can such insights lead to a revised natural theology, which 
learns the lessons of the Darwinian legacy?  Does the nature of the Universe at its most 
fundamental level lead to religious belief or to an absence of God? 

 
 
 

Prof. Lewis Wolpert, UCL 
The evolutionary origins of religion  

Causal beliefs about the physical world evolved in humans as it enabled them to make 
tools, and technology has driven human evolution. Once humans had a concept of 
physical cause and effect, they wanted to know the causes that affected their lives. This 
could have led to belief in Gods who had human characteristics. This had the advantage 
of providing explanations for illness and other problems. It also offered the possibility 
of asking the gods for help. Those who held such beliefs may have survived better, and 
so mystical circuits evolved in our brains. Certain drugs reveal such circuits. 

 


