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• What are we doing, and why?

• Who is here?

• How was this possible?
• How will we proceed (and other details)?



Although biologists often use descriptive language that imputes purposiveness to living 
systems, many have argued that these conceptions are at best heuristic, and at worst 

egregious errors. However, there is a growing recognition that biological phenomena which 
suggest agency, directionality, or goal-directedness demand new conceptual frameworks 

that can translate into rigorous theoretical models and discriminating empirical tests.



What are we doing?
• The cohort program “Agency, Directionality, and Function: 

Foundations for a Science of Purpose” is designed (pun 
intended) to address this demand through a novel, 
interdisciplinary, large-scale program that combines 
philosophers, theoreticians, and experimentalists to… 
• Articulate more precise concepts related to function and purpose 
• Develop innovative formal models of agency 
• Operationalize notions of goal-directedness for accurate 

measurement 
• Trial and implement methods and platforms to detect and 

manipulate directionality in living systems 



• Seven clusters composed of multiple 
distinct research groups under the 
leadership of a coordinator 
• Collaborative activities: including 

within-team investigative tasks (e.g., 
conceptual analysis, formal 
modeling, and experimental 
inquiry), within-cluster workshops 
and quarterly briefings, and across-
project conferences with strategic 
writing enterprises and outside 
commentators
• Each cluster is organized around key 

concepts, modeling practices, and 
distinctive phenomena at diverse 
temporal and spatial scales—
behavior, development, ecology, 
genomics, and macroevolution





Why?

• “Foundations for a Science of Purpose” 
• The collaborative activities are intended 

to result in conceptual, theoretical, and 
empirical outputs comprising foundations 
for a multidisciplinary science of purpose 
• These foundations are intended to foster 

new lines of scientific research based on 
an increased array of conceptual 
possibilities, distinctive formal modeling 
strategies, and next-generation 
experimental platforms for the discovery, 
observation, and manipulation of 
“purposive” phenomena



What are we doing (here)?
• The opening summit is intended to introduce the full range of people and 

projects involved in the cohort program, which has more than 100 
individuals on different teams throughout the 24 subawards and core team
• It is not a given that all the subaward project members will be familiar with 

one another’s aims and goals, especially outside of the thematic cluster 
where their own project has the most resonance 
• Therefore, the opening summit aims to facilitate introductions of both 

project content and personnel, as well as cluster coordinators and scientific 
advisory board members, and includes outside commentators joining the 
proceedings and offering feedback on what they observe 
• More generally, we are attempting to build intellectual community that is 

productive for ongoing research—not only for the next three years but for 
the next decade and beyond



Three-pronged strategy
• Morning sessions are meant for introducing everyone to the different 

projects (i.e., orientation); questions and short discussions should 
focus on clarification about what the projects aim to do
• Afternoon sessions dig more deeply into why projects are doing 

particular research activities and whether they can accomplish their 
stated goals. Additionally, wider issues beyond individual projects can 
be engaged, especially in relation to stimulating new forms of 
scientific inquiry into agency, function, and directionality
• Organized dinners and informal meal and break times (for those 

attending in-person) are intended to help foster connections and 
develop relationships in more depth



Who is here (in-person 
and virtually)?
• Project Participants

• Subaward PIs and team members
• Cluster Coordinators
• Scientific Board of Advisors
• Minnesota Core Team
• Communications Team

• Guests and Observers
• Outside Commentators
• Sociological Study Team
• Invited Guest Observers
• Representatives from JTF



How was this possible?
• Minnesota Core Team
• Anne Lageson (Fiscal Administration)
• Keely Khoury (Website/Communications)
• Janet McKernan (General Administration)
• Peter Hundt (Research Compliance Manager)
• Max Dresow (Cohort Program Postdoc)

• Local Support
• Pauline Saldana and the DoubleTree staff
• Cosmo Audio & Visual

• Financial Support
• John Templeton Foundation



How will we proceed (and other details)?





How will we proceed (and other details)?



How will we proceed (and other details)?



How will we proceed (and other details)?



How will we proceed (and other details)?
• Minnesota staff team is available in Guadalupe during the summit

• Peter Hundt is available to answer any questions related to open science and open 
access publishing. Please see his detailed overview in the dashboard of the website. 

• Keely can answer website questions virtually. Also, the dashboard Cluster 
Conversation feature is now operational. The conversation pages are open to all 
members of each cluster and have been set up to be a repository of documents, 
links, and conversations to avoid searching through cluttered email inboxes.

• Sociological team (James Griesemer, Elihu Gerson, Carol Bromer, and Ed 
Wilson) will be around during the summit and has a dedicated space in 
Nacional. 
• Communications team (Michael Winikoff, Ivana Truong, Nate Johnson) will 

be seeking short interview times with different participants. They have a 
dedicated space in Zaragoza. Also, Michael will be taking some photos. 
(Just let him know if you would rather not have your picture taken.)
• Fire alarm today (no need to evacuate)!



Let us begin!


