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The problem of defining life: a case study using
family resemblance

Abbott, Jessica K. and Persson, Erik (2021) The problem of defining life: a case study using family resemblance. [Preprint]

[T Text
The problem of defining life.pdf - Submitted Version
Available under License Creative Commons Attribution No Derivatives.
Download (1MB) | Preview

Abstract

The question of how to define life has been an unresolved question in the philosophy of biology for many years, but
developing a definition of life that is useful in both technical and everyday contexts has become more urgent as
researchers around the world attempt to create fully synthetics cells in the laboratory, develop more and more intelligent
and autonomous robots, and search for signatures of life elsewhere in the galaxy. Developments in these areas may end up
overturning our current ideas about the distinction between life and non-life. It is therefore important to consider whether
it is possible to develop a definition of life that encompasses currently known lifeforms, while at the same time having the
potential to be applied to as-yet unknown lifeforms. Here, we discuss the pros and cons of some of the current approaches
to defining life, then propose an alternative approach based on family resemblance. We also present preliminary data
applying our new approach within a statistical modelling framework, and find that although living and non-living entities
can be grouped according to overall similarity, it is difficult to find a single set of criteria which is sufficient for defining
known forms of life while at the same time being inclusive enough to be useful in identifying or characterizing novel forms
of life. We hope that the family resemblance approach will prove to be a fruitful alternative to traditional approaches to
defining life.

Screenshot from http://philsci-archive.pitt.edu/19317/
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Levin et al. (2017) International Journal of Astrobiology, 1-9
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— Radio appearances
(Filosofiska rummet)
The ability to make well-reasoned and deliberate decisions is often seen as a

f— BOO k Ch a pte rS uniquely human capacity. And it's true that most other animals can’t think as far

ahead, or understand the consequences of their decisions, as well as a human can.
However most of the decisions that we make in our everyday life aren’t actually

—_— Arti CI e i n SOCi aI SCi en CeS very well-reasoned or deliberate, and are made more or less spontaneously. Which

is a good thing! If we needed to do a major review of our internal mental and physi-
jo u rn al (,él state every.tlme we werevfa(:ed wntb a decision of what type of pastry fu have

with our morning coffee (croissant or cinnamon bun?), we wouldn’t have time for
much else. It's likely that most animal decision-making is similar to this type of
spontaneous decision, which is based on “gut feeling” rather than rational weigh-
ing of pros and cons. This means that we can potentially gain insight into daily
human decision-making by studying animal decision-making from an evolution-
ary perspective. In this article, | will discuss three basic types of animal decisions:
decisions based on self-acquired information (individual decisions), decisions based
on information from other individuals (social information), and decisions that are
made in a group (collective decisions).

Abbott, J. (2020) Statsvetenskaplig tidskrift 122(4):519-529.
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