Nexus Conference 2013
The Triumph of Science
and the Secret of Man
Sunday, 1 December 2013
1.00 – 5.45 pm
Stadsschouwburg Amsterdam
Speakers
Antonio Damasio — Marilynne Robinson
A.C. Grayling — Jean-Pierre Changeux
Robbert Dijkgraaf — Siddhartha Mukherjee
Patricia Churchland — Julian Savulescu
Martin Rees — Allan Janik
Julian Nida-Rümelin

www.nexus-instituut.nl

1

Registration

In order to attend the Nexus Conference, online registration is required through
www.nexus-instituut.nl. The ticket price includes refreshments offered during
the break and the reception.

Normal ticket		
€ 75,00

	
Member ticket (max. 2 tickets)		
€ 50,00
You have a subscription to Dutch-language journal Nexus or subscribe now.

Youth ticket (1 ticket per person)		
€ 40,00
Age 30 or under. Send or e-mail a copy of your i d.
Special ticket
free of charge
As a Friend of the Nexus Institute, you can order complimentary tickets.
You can cancel your registration in writing only without charge by returning
your tickets before 22 November 2013 to the Nexus Institute. After 22 Novem
ber, you will be charged the full entrance price.
The Conference is held in English.
The speakers will turn their conference contributions into essays, which will
appear in Nexus 66 in the Spring of 2014. This issue (in Dutch only) can be
preordered through www.nexus-instituut.nl.
The programme may be subject to change. Visit www.nexus-instituut.nl for
the latest information on the Conference and the speakers.
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Programme Nexus Conference
Sunday, 1 December 2013
Stadsschouwburg Amsterdam
1.00 pm

Welcome Rob Riemen

1.15 pm

Keynote lecture Antonio Damasio

2.00 pm
i. t h e t wo c u lt u r e s r e v i s i t e d
		
Panel debate with Jean-Pierre Changeux, Antonio Damasio,
Robbert Dijkgraaf, A.C. Grayling and Julian Nida-Rümelin
moderated by Rob Riemen
3.30 pm

Break

4.15 pm 	 i i. u n a n s w e r e d qu e s t i o n s
		
Panel debate with Patricia Churchland, Allan Janik,
Siddhartha Mukherjee, Martin Rees, Marilynne Robinson
and Julian Savulescu moderated by Rob Riemen
5.45 pm

Reception

As a Friend, you make a difference
The Nexus Institute cherishes its circle of Friends, whose involvement helps
make the Nexus activities and publications possible. In realizing our ambitions,
your financial support as our Friend makes the difference. The Friends of the
Nexus Institute Foundation is registered as a Public Benefit Organization (a nbi).
We invite you to become a member of our circle of Friends. We offer you a
choice between three different packages, with attractive privileges and a warm
welcome. For more information, please visit www.nexus-instituut.nl.
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The Triumph of Science
and the Secret of Man
In his famous lecture The Two Cultures (1959), C.P. Snow brilliantly expresses
his concern that the gap within the intellectual world between science on
the one hand and the humanities on the other is growing and appears to be
becoming unbridgeable. These are, scientist and novelist Snow observes, two
worlds which no longer communicate. He is not wrong in placing most of the
blame with the literary intellectuals, who turn away completely from knowledge
of and developments in science, and moreover do so out of a misplaced sense
of moral superiority.
Snow hoped for the closing of the gap between the two cultures, because
he considered both sides equally valuable. Now, over half a century after the
publication of his lecture, we can indeed observe that this gap no longer exists.
But that is because only one culture remains: that of science. The arts, the
humanities and metaphysical philosophy still exist, of course, but they no longer
have any real influence on our social reality. The dominant view of man and
world is that expressed by science.
Nietzsche was convinced that the triumph of science is based on three
errors. In his typical style, he remarks on the subject in Gay Science:
One has promoted science during the last centuries partly because it was
through science that one hoped best to understand God’s goodness and
wisdom — the main motive in the soul of the great Englishmen (such as
Newton); partly because one believed in the absolute usefulness of knowledge, especially in the most intimate affiliation between morality, knowledge
and happiness — the main motive in the soul of the French (such as Voltaire);
and partly because one believed that in science one had loved something
selfless, harmless, self-sufficient and truly innocent in which the evil drives
of humanity had no part at all — the main motive in the soul of Spinoza,
who felt divine in attaining knowledge — in sum because of three errors.
Yet scientists will point out that the only person in error here is Nietzsche him
self. Science triumphs because the amount of things we know and are able to do
thanks to science and technology is incredible. At an extremely high speed, the
secrets of man, nature and the universe are unraveled, illnesses are cured and lives
prolonged, and the possibilities of human existence infinitely enlarged. Science
and technology have developed into an all-encompassing force which in the
twentieth century has transformed our social, political, economic, aesthetic and
intellectual landscape. Knowledge, truth, values, morals, and our thoughts and

4

actions are determined entirely or to a great extent by the scientific paradigm.
In this way, we have also placed the future of humanity in the hands of science
and technology, whether we are dealing with climate change, epidemic control,
food distribution, social issues, economic growth, the existence of the perfect
man or the quest for eternal youth.
Philosophy is the art of asking questions, particularly those questions which
address the things we find self-evident. Socrates would undoubtedly question
the belief in and satisfaction with the triumph of science. In Phaedo, Socrates explains how he was fascinated by science as a young man, but how he lost interest
once he became convinced that science could never answer the one question he
really wanted answered: what is good?
Twenty-five centuries later, a young, brilliant physicist, Robert M. Pirsig,
narrates in the autobiographical Zen and the Art of Motorcycle Maintenance. An
Inquiry into Values (1974) how he came to realize, by asking the very question
Socrates asked, that reason itself is the cause of social discomfort:
The cause of our current social crises is a genetic defect within the nature of
reason itself. And until this genetic defect is cleared, the crises will continue.
Our current modes of rationality are not moving society forward into a
better world. They are taking it further and further from that better world.
Since the Renaissance these modes have worked. As long as the need for
food, clothing and shelter is dominant they will continue to work. But now
that for huge masses of people these needs no longer overwhelm everything
else, the whole structure of reason, handed down to us from ancient times, is
no longer adequate. It begins to be seen for what it really is — emotionally
hollow, esthetically meaningless and spiritually empty. That, today, is where
it is at, and will continue to be at for a long time to come.
According to Pirsig, precisely because scientific thought triumphs, we have lost
a particular sense: the sense of quality, the quality of existence.
First Debate. The Two Cultures Revisited
Bridging the gap between the two cultures begins with having a conversation in
which nothing is taken to be self-evident, everything and everyone is critically
questioned and arguments are listened to with an open mind.
Especially now that science is entirely predominant, we need to question the
meaning of our society’s scientization. What is happening to our ideal of knowledge, our values, truth, morals, thoughts and actions under the influence of
science? What are the consequences? How is our view of man and the world
shaped by science, and what are the consequences for our idea of human
dignity? And why do we want to know? Why do we desire truth? Why do we
strive for absolute knowledge? And why is there a gap between science on the
one hand and religion, art and metaphysical philosophy on the other to begin
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with? What does the other culture have to offer us that science doesn’t? Why
does science triumph and are the humanities only relevant when they can prove
their (economic) use? Is it wise to place our future in the hands of science and
technology? Can we expect science to end the tragedies of human existence?
The ‘fine arts’ are often blamed for not having been able to prevent the absolute
evil of a holocaust. Apparently, the humanities don’t humanize. But what was
the role of science? Can science make us better persons? Every religion claims
to show people a vision of the meaning of life. Can science do the same? And
what if science does so, and itself becomes a religion?
H.L. Mencken stated: ‘The most common of all follies is to believe passiona
tely in the palpably not true. It is the chief occupation of mankind.’ But which
criterion can we use to determine what is true or not? And is Robert M. Pirsig
right in saying that the many crises we now experience originate in the primacy
of an ‘emotionally hollow, esthetically meaningless and spiritually empty reason’?
If that is the case, what is to be done?
Second Debate. Unanswered Questions
Philosopher and mathematician Pascal thought that ‘the heart has its reasons
which reason knows nothing of’. Dostoevsky was convinced that reason can
never determine what is good and what is evil. Heidegger feared the dominance
of science and technology, for ‘science does not think. The sciences are trivial.
All they give us is possible answers. It is the questions that matter.’ Surprisingly,
Wittgenstein, whose philosophy diametrically opposes Heidegger’s, reaches a
similar conclusion towards the end of his Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus (1921):
‘We feel that even if all possible scientific questions were answered, the problem
of life would still not have been touched at all. To be sure, there would then
be no question left, and just this is the answer.’
The question is: is this philosophical skepticism justified? Does science have
an answer to eternal questions, such as: does God exist? What is the meaning of
life? Do we possess a free will? What is life? What gives life to life? Whence evil?
What has value? What is truth? What is good? What is love? What is happiness?
And what is the nature and destiny of man? Socrates’ answer to this last question
was: ‘the human soul’. However, Francis Crick, who together with James
Watson discovered the physical thread which determines what we are, dna,
answers it differently: ‘You, your joys and your sorrows, your memories and your
ambitions, your sense of identity and free will, are no more than the behavior
of billions of nerve cells in your brain, and of the molecules that make them up.
You are nothing but a pack of neurons, nothing but a pack of molecules.’
Who is man? What is the secret of his existence? Is there an answer to this
question, and where can we find it?
Rob Riemen
Founder and President, Nexus Institute
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Speakers
j ea n - pierre c h a n g eux (France, 1936) is one of the
most prominent neurobiologists in the world. He has
been Professor at the Institut Pasteur since 1975, where
he is director of the Unit of Molecular Neurobiology.
Through empirical scientific investigation, he pinpoin
ted certain predispositions within our brain towards a
moral conscience and towards altruism, and so developed the proposition that
ethical behavior in humans is a natural and biological given. As early as 1983,
he argued in his bestseller L’homme neuronal that we ‘are’ our brains. He then
published Raison et plaisir (1994) and Du vrai, du beau, du bien: Une nouvelle
approche neuronal (2008). His legendary debate with Paul Ricoeur on ‘nature and
ethics’, in which Changeux shows himself to be a true positivist, was published
as What Makes Us Think? A Neuroscientist and a Philosopher Argue About Ethics,
Human Nature, and the Brain (1998, English translation 2002).
pa tric ia c h u rc h la n d (Canada, 1943) is Professor
Emerita of Philosophy at the University of California,
as well as an Adjunct Professor at the Salk Institute for
Biological Studies. Her research on conscience, free
will, religion and ethics, which combines neuroscience
and philosophy, has been of tremendous international
impact. She is praised for her research on the origin of morality. As a strong
supporter of a purely scientific view on man, Churchland adheres to the hypo
thesis that the mind is the brain. Among her main works are Brain-Wise: Studies
in Neurophilosophy (2002), Braintrust: What Neuroscience Tells Us about Morality
(2011) and Touching a Nerve: The Self As Brain (2013).
a n to n io d a ma si o (Portugal, 1944) is a neuro
scientist known for his pioneering research on how the
brain deals with memories, language, emotions and
decisions. As a scientist and European thinker in whose
work art and science meet, he is familiar with each of
the ‘two cultures’. He became world famous through
international bestsellers such as Descartes’ Error. Emotion, Reason, and the Human
Brain (1994) and Looking for Spinoza. Joy, Sorrow, and the Feeling Brain (2003).
His most recent work is Self Comes to Mind. Constructing the Conscious Brain
(2010). Damasio, who has been living and working in the us for many years,
is David Dornsife Professor of Neuroscience and founder and president of the
Dornsife Brain and Creativity Institute at the University of Southern California.
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ro b b er t d i jk g ra a f (Netherlands, 1960) has been
director of the Institute for Advanced Study in Princeton
and Leon Levy Professor since July 2012. He is also Dis
tinguished University Professor of Mathematical Physics
at the University of Amsterdam. Dijkgraaf gained a
PhD with honours under Nobel Prize laureate Gerard
’t Hooft in 1989. In 2003, he received the Spinoza Prize for his work on string
theory. Dijkgraaf was President of the Royal Netherlands Academy of Arts and
Sciences from 2008 to 2012. His columns in n rc Handelsblad, which were partly
collected in the books Blikwisselingen (2008) and Het nut van nutteloos onderzoek
(2012), the website Proefjes.nl and his frequent tv appearances allow him to fulfill
his ambition to bridge the gap between science, art, politics and education.
a. c. (a n t h o n y ) g ra y ling (Rhodesia, 1949) was
the founder in 2011 of the New College of the Huma
nities in London, which offers its students a classical
and excellent humanist education. Previously, he was
Professor of Philosophy at Birkbeck College. Grayling
is considered one of the most influential philosophers
of our time in Great Britain, but also in the world. His works focus on topical
social issues, ethics and the question how we should live, as is illustrated by The
Good Book. A Secular Bible (2011), The God Argument. The Case Against Religion
and for Humanism (2013) and Friendship (2013). As a philosopher of science
and a convinced atheist, Grayling plays an important part in the discussion
on morals, religion and science which Richard Dawkins and Christopher
Hitchens began. In 2007, he published Against All Gods: Six Polemics on Religion
and an Essay on Kindness.
alla n ja n ik (United States, 1941) was Research
Fellow at the Forschungsinstitut Brenner-Archiv of the
University of Innsbruck until his retirement, besides
his professorships in cultural history and philosophy
at the universities of Vienna and Innsbruck and the
Royal Institute of Technology in Stockholm. Janik is
an expert in the cultural history of modern Austria and in philosophy, and
as a philosopher of science investigates the influence of technology on our
society. Allan Janik is known above all as a prominent Wittgenstein expert.
Together with Stephen Toulmin, he wrote Wittgenstein’s Vienna (1973). Janik
has frequently published in Nexus.
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sid d h a rth a mu k h erj ee (India, 1970) is a researcher and Assistant Professor of Medicine at Columbia
University. He specializes in hematology and oncology,
and is a pioneer researcher in the field of cancer medi
cation. Mukherjee, who studied at Harvard and Oxford,
instantly rose to world fame upon the publication of his
book The Emperor of All Maladies: A Biography of Cancer (2010), which describes
the history of the disease as well as that of cancer treatment. It won both the
Pulitzer Prize and the Guardian Prize, and was included by Time Magazine and
New York Times Magazine in the top 100 of best books since 1923
j u lia n n id a - rü melin (Germany, 1954) obtained a
PhD in philosophy after studying philosophy, physics,
mathematics and political science. Between 1993 and
2003, he was Professor in Philosophy at the University of
Tübingen and in 2001 and 2002 Staatsminister to the first
Schröder cabinet. He is currently Professor of Political
Science at the University of Göttingen. In such publications as Humanismus
als Leitkultur (2006), Demokratie und Wahrheit (2006), Die Optimierungsfalle.
Philosophie einer humanen Ökonomie (2011) and Philosophie einer humanen Bildung
(2013), humanist and former politician Nida-Rümelin developed a philosophy
which combines ethics, economics and politics.
ma rtin ree s (Great Britain, 1942) is considered
the world’s foremost cosmologist and astrophysicist.
From 2004 to 2012, he was Master of Trinity College,
Cambridge, and between 2005 and 2010 President of
the Royal Society. Rees has received much praise for
his books for a general audience. Among these are Just
Six Numbers: The Deep Forces That Shape the Universe (1999) and From Here to
Infinity: Scientific Horizons (2011). In Our Final Century: Will the Human Race
Survive the Twenty-first Century? (2003), he warns against the dangers which
threaten man’s future and suggests that the effects of modern technology might
end up leading to the destruction of Earth and man. His new book What We
Still Don’t Know is set to appear shortly.
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m a r i ly n n e r o bin son (United States, 1943) is a
novelist and essayist. She received the 2005 Pulitzer
Prize in Fiction, and was awarded the prestigious
National Humanities Medal by President Obama last
year. Robinson, who studied English in Washington,
became famous through her novels Housekeeping (1980),
Gilead (2004) and Home (2008). Her essays were collected in such works as
The Death of Adam: Essays on Modern Thought (1998) and Absence of Mind: The
Dispelling of Inwardness from the Modern Myth of the Self (2010). In that last book,
she firmly opposes the materialistic and reductionist stance of science, which
contrasts with her own ‘liberal Calvinist’ take on life. Nexus 64 contains an essay
from her collection When I Was a Child I Read Books (2012).
j u li a n s a v u lesc u (Australia, 1963) is Professor of
Practical Ethics at Oxford University and director of the
Oxford Uehiro Centre for Practical Ethics. Savulescu
studied philosophy and medicine, and gained a PhD
at Monash University in Melbourne with bioethicist
Peter Singer. Savulescu investigates the ethical aspects
of stem cell research and cloning. He holds the view that technology changes
our world to such an extent that our old morality cannot keep up, and doesn’t
hesitate to defend ethically controversial views concerning the improvement
of the human species through the use of technology. A brilliant scientist,
Savulescu is the editor-in-chief of the prestigious Journal of Medical Ethics. With
Nick Bostrom (speaker at the Nexus Conference 2010), he edited Human
Enhancement (2009) and in 2012 he published, together with Ingmar Persson,
Unfit for the Future: The Need for Moral Enhancement.
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Understanding through Context

The Nexus Institute, founded in 1994, brings together the world’s foremost
intellectuals, artists and politicians, and has them think and talk about the
questions that really matter. How are we to live? How can we shape our future?
Can we learn from our past? Which values and ideas are important, and what
are their premises? In doing so, the Nexus Institute places itself at the centre of
the Western cultural and philosophical debate. In the best European humanist
tradition, its annual Conferences and Lectures, open to all and visited by over
a thousand people, have become a platform for informed intellectual debate
on pressing contemporary issues. The same spirit of tolerance and erudition is
upheld in the Nexus Symposia and Masterclasses.
Visit www.nexus-instituut.nl for more information on our publications, speakers,
authors and activities, to become a Friend or a member of Connect or to get
inspired by the book reviews in the Nexus Review.

Nexus Institute
p o Box 90153 5000 l e Tilburg
Phone + 31 (0)13 - 466 3450 fax + 31 (0)13 - 466 3434
info@nexus-instituut.nl www.nexus-instituut.nl
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