
Contra Darwin, 
Humans are Rational Animals, 
But Mere Animals are Not;

and Darwin is Irrational in Thinking Otherwise

Selmer Bringsjord
Are Humans Rational?

11/7/19
RPI



Contra Darwin, 
Humans are Rational Animals, 
But Mere Animals are Not;

and Darwin is Irrational in Thinking Otherwise

Selmer Bringsjord
Are Humans Rational?

11/7/19
RPI

Or, simply: 
Darwin’s Dumb Idea





Warning:

Solely logic;
emotion & politics, no.
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Structure:

My main thesis (T) is that _____.

Argument for T …

Anticipated one objection to your argument …

Rebuttal in response to the objection, in defense 
of your argument …

Keep in mind you can write on topics not yet covered in class!!  
Let’s visit the syllabus now to make sure you understand …



Logistics …



Logistics …



Logistics …

Must have read for 
next class Nov 11
(Darwin’s Dumb 
Idea #2).



Logistics …

Must have read for 
next class Nov 11
(Darwin’s Dumb 
Idea #2).

Recall that for 
your convenience 
is hotlinked from 
our syllabus.
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The Balderdash that is Humans 3.0: The Upgrading of the Species

Selmer Bringsjord
Nov 11 2019, 7pm
RPI; Room: Sage 3303
public invited

Here’s an accurate encapsulation, put declaratively, of the book (H3.0) in question:

As a matter of mathematics, religious belief will disappear.  Work will be obsolete, but 
economic well-being will be maximally high across Earth’s human population; this will be 
enabled by AI toiling for us.  Science will explain everything, including discovering the 
“patterns” that are us.  With these patterns in our hands, we will be able to repeatedly 
“upload” to the physical substrate of our choosing, and thereby live forever.  Then, by 2045, 
The Singularity will occur, the moment in time when machine intelligence exceeds human 
intelligence, and immediately thereafter explodes to higher and higher levels that infinitely 
exceed our own (relatively speaking) rodent-level one.  Conveniently, we will merge with the 
machines so as to dodge being destroyed by them, and this “hybrid human-machine 
intelligence” will busy itself with [yada yada yada].

Unfortunately for Nowak (2015), author of H3.0, there is a slight problem:  viz., every single 
claim here is but balderdash, at best.  In this talk, I patiently explain this diagnosis, one bound, 
I know, to be emotionally disturbing to those who take such claptrap seriously.



Recall our overall context …
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And Supporting Main Claim …



Check your history books ...
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“On June 18, 1858, Charles Darwin received a 
manuscript from Alfred Russel Wallace, which 
outlined a theory of evolution based on natural 
selection. ...  Darwin’s immediate reaction was 
one of dismay. ...  [That year] Wallace’s paper, 
and a brief summary of Darwin’s theory [were] 
read simultaneously (sic) at the Linnaean Society 
in London on July 1, 1858. ...”



Wallace rejected the claim that the human 
mind, with its capacity for abstract, rational 
thought, is the product of evolution by 
mutation and natural selection, on the basis 
of reasoned argument (Wallace’s Paradox).
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mutation and natural selection, on the basis 
of reasoned argument (Wallace’s Paradox).

Darwin did not.  
And he defended his position in a book:

Descent of Man.

Wallace seems to me to be right; Darwin to be wrong…



The book that shook the world, and supposedly obliterated 
the stupid notion that human persons are made in (in 
Milton’s unpacked version of the phrase) God’s image.



Praise for Darwin & DoM

Back cover of my Amazon.com version of DoM:  
“Darwin’s engaging literary style, charming modesty, 
brilliant argument, and discursive method of proof 
makes the book an exhilarating romp through 
Earth’s natural history and Man’s history ...”



Praise for Darwin & DoM

Back cover of my Amazon.com version of DoM:  
“Darwin’s engaging literary style, charming modesty, 
brilliant argument, and discursive method of proof 
makes the book an exhilarating romp through 
Earth’s natural history and Man’s history ...”

Really?
I found no brilliant arguments, and not a single proof.



Perhaps the emperors 
have no clothes.



A Key Proposition



There is at least one mental power possessed by 
human persons, but not by any mere animal; and 
the mental powers of human persons are of a 
wholly different nature than those of mere animals.

A Key Proposition



Efficient Refutation of Darwin’s DoM



Efficient Refutation of Darwin’s DoM

Note:  (3) doesn’t deductively entail that no parts of human personhood are the product of 
evolution.  In other words, (3) can be rephrased as:  “Human persons are not solely and 
completely the product of evolution.”  As seen shortly, the power of human persons to carry 
out abstract, infinitary reasoning (as in the case of developing the tensor calculus) would be 
— according to Wallace & Bringsjord — something that evolution didn’t produce.



Whence comes the first premise in this argument?



From Darwin Himself



From Darwin Himself

“If no organic being excepting man had possessed any 
mental power, or if his powers had been of a wholly 
different nature from those of the lower animals, then 
we should never have been able to convince ourselves 
that our high faculties had been gradually developed.”

(Descent of Man, Part One, Chapter Two)
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What is reasoning?

• Well, deductive, inductive/probabilistic, abductive, 
analogical?

• All varieties, if even marginally rigorous, presuppose 
deductive reasoning.

• Examples:

• Wason Selection Task cracked, & others seen …

• “Intergalactic Diplomacy” ... (see end of slide deck)

• Karkooking Problem … 

• And infinitary deductive reasoning:  “Gödel-level” 
Theorems ... (see Bringsjord, S. Gödel’s Great Theorems, forthcoming from Oxford Univ Press)



Karkooking Problem …
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James Ross:  These are inference 
schemata that humans access, but 
nonhuman animals don’t; and 
these schemata are not physical, 
nor reducible to anything physical. 

Infinitary reasoning!



So, ...

minimally, deductive reasoning is valid, and grasped 
as such, when the content-independent form of the 
progression from premise(s) to conclusion accords 
with certain unassailable, abstract structures that 
ensure that if the premises are true, the conclusion 
must be true as well.  And the production of 
worthwhile deductive reasoning is based on the 
search for interesting progressions that accord 
with such structures.
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Hi Dan:  Thx for bringing the excellent, recent paper to 
my attention, but this isn’t the sense of ‘inference’ I’m 
talking about.  This is a highly limited sense of ‘inference’ 
that can be applied to nearly any organism.  Yrs,  //Selmer



So, we return to ... 
Darwin’s Defense wrt Reasoning



Very well.  And the stories?

They embarrass me, and Darwin 
may well have had a dog fetish, but 

I convey some to you ...



“Dogs on Thin Ice”

“Dr. Hayes, in his work on The Open Polar 
Sea, repeatedly remarks that his dogs, 
instead of continuing to draw sledges in a 
compact body, diverged and separated 
when they came to thin ice, so that their 
weight might be more evenly distributed.”



“Thirsty Dogs”
“Houzeau relates that, while crossing a wide and 
arid plain in Texas, his two dogs suffered greatly 
from thirst, and that between thirty and forty 
times they rushed down the hollows to search 
for water.  These hollows were not valleys, and 
there were no trees in them, or any other 
difference in the vegetation, and as they were 
absolutely dry there could have been no smell 
of damp earth.  The dogs behaved as if they 
knew that a dip in the ground offered them the 
best chance of finding water.”



“A Smart Killer Dog”

“Mr. Colquhoun winged two wild ducks, 
which fell on the further side of a stream; 
his retriever tried to bring over both at 
once, but could not succeed; she then, 
though never before known to ruffle a 
feather, deliberately killed one, brought over 
the other, and returned for the dead bird.”



“A Murderous Dog”

“Col. Hutchinson relates that two partridges were shot 
at once, one being killed, the other wounded; the latter 
ran away, and was caught by the retriever, who on her 
return came across the dead bird:  ‘she stopped, 
evidently greatly puzzled, and after one or two trials, 
finding she could not take it up without permitting the 
escape of the winged bird, she considered a moment, 
then deliberately murdered it by giving it a severe 
crunch, and afterward brought away both together.  This 
was the only known instance of her ever having willfully 
injured any game.’  Here we have reason ... they show 
how strong their reasoning faculty must have been ...”
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Please.
• This comes nearly 2000 years after Aristotle explained in no 

small part what deductive reasoning is, and gave simple but 
powerful deductive logics to make this clear ... and these dogs 
are said by a learned man to reason?

• We can build non-reasoning robots to do much more problem-
solving than this.

• A dog can’t even have third-order beliefs.

• Does Fido believe that you believe that your mother 
believes Fido is a good dog at the moment?

• Animals can’t reason, certainly can’t reason in infinitary fashion; 
and so, my friends, I am home free, and part ways with the 
undressed king and those who follow the groupthink of our 
age, and hence proclaim with the co-discoverer of evolution, 
that while my spine may be descended from some brute’s in an 
epoch long past, my mind, and yours alike, is not.
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Finis



Objections?



Intergalactic Diplomacy
You have been sent to the war-torn and faction-plagued planet of Raq.  
Your mission is to broker peace between the warring Larpal and Tarsal 
factions.  In a pre-trip briefing, you were informed that the Larpals are 
sending one delegate to the negotiations, and the Tarsals are sending a 
pair.  You were also warned that Larpals are liars, i.e., whatever they say is 
false, while Tarsals are not, i.e., whatever they say is true.  Upon arrival, 
you are met by the three alien delegates. Suddenly, you realize that 
though the aliens know whom among them are Larpals, and whom are 
Tarsals, you do not.  So, you ask the first alien,  “To which faction do you 
belong?"  In response, the first alien murmurs something you can't 
decipher.  Seeing your look of puzzlement, the second alien says to you, 
“It said that it was a Larpal.”  Then, with a cautionary wave of an 
appendage and an accusatory glance at the second alien, the third alien 
says to you, “That was a lie!”

Whom among the three aliens can you trust?  Prove that you’re right.



The Dialogue

You

A1 A2 A3

Solved by Christina Elmore, student in F15 AHR?.  A solution is available at the following url to check your work:
http://kryten.mm.rpi.edu/Sophisticated_KRandR_Requires_Phil.pdf.
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More on Larpals, Tarsals, & Lying …

from Bringsjord, Clark, Taylor (2014) “Sophisticated Knowledge 
Representation and Reasoning Requires Philosophy”
(http://kryten.mm.rpi.edu/Sophisticated_KRandR_Requires_Phil.pdf)

(For a fresh treatment of mendacity from the perspective of AI and computational 
logic, see Clark (2010) Cognitive Illusions and the Lying Machine:  A Blueprint for 
Sophistic Mendacity).

http://kryten.mm.rpi.edu/Sophisticated_KRandR_Requires_Phil.pdf

