
 
 

 

Sunday Meeting Report - 10 AM,  April 26, 2015 

by Joyce Tomboulian 

 

Human Beings, Machines, and the Darwinian Mind  –  Dr. Robert Weyant, Professor Emeritus, 

General Studies at the University of Calgary and VSHA Member 

 

Dr. Weyant’s talk today took us through a short history of philosophy, particularly as it relates to 

theories of the human mind, and then on to speculation as to how the recent development of machine 

intelligence might fit into the picture.  

 

As Dr. Weyant pointed out, for the Greek philosophers, and later the medieval Church, the human mind 

was considered to exist on a separate plane from the physical body.  Hence, the ‘soul’ was treated as a 

separate ethereal entity destined for continuity after physical death of the body.  The biblical view was 

that human beings were a separate creation of God, placed above all other animals, which were not 

endowed with souls.  

 

By the time of the Renaissance, around the 16th century, the major thinkers of the time, including 

daVinci, Decartes, Locke, and others, were exploring a scientific approach to understanding the 

principles upon which the universe appeared to be based.  They didn’t give up on the idea of dualism or 

the accepted creation story, but it represented a change in thinking from the traditional religious view.  

After Isaac Newton’s discovery of laws of motion and gravity in the 17th century, the idea of a 

‘clockwork universe’ became an accepted view.  According to this view, there may have been a creator 

initially, but once set in motion, the universe functioned in accordance with mathematical/physical laws 

that could be discovered scientifically.  Using this model, machines that mimicked nature and thought 

processes began being developed (‘The Turk’ chess game, for instance). 

 

Charles Darwin’s publication of On the Origin of the Species in 1859 established a controversial new 

view of creation through natural selection that evolved over eons.  While Darwin didn’t discuss the 

evolution of humans in that work, Dr. Weyant pointed out that in his later writings he definitely 

believed that human evolution had occurred by the same process of natural selection and that the 

human mind was materially based.  Hence, the difference between humans and other animals became 

understood as one of degree, not of kind.  Various studies of human brain function in the 20th century 

established the physical basis of mind, as mental and behavioural processes could be related to areas 

within the brain associated with them. 

 

This research led to an interest in building machines that could mimic human thinking, and thus early 

computers were developed in the last century, largely based on the work of Alan Turing.  Since that 

time, computer technology has advanced exponentially, with greater and greater success in producing 

artificial intelligence.  The dilemma now is how to regard thinking machines vis a vis human 

intelligence.  Is this another level of evolution, though designed, rather than occurring by natural 

selection?  Will it eventually supersede human intelligence and replace it? 

 



Dr. Weyant went on to discuss a recent book by Ray Kurzwell, The Singularity is Near, which 

discusses the phenomenon of artificial intelligence and its possible future repercussions. Kurzwell 

projects that, at the present rate of exponential growth of this technology, it is possible that eventually 

the sum total of machine intelligence will be greater than that of human beings.  Further, he speculates 

on the possibility of a merger of human and machine intelligence at a future point called ‘the 

singularity’.   

 

This speculation leads to many questions regarding the direction of this technology, which appears to 

be the result of reverse engineering of the human brain and a kind of designed evolution.  Should the 

word ‘evolution’ even be used in this context?   There is recent research in using DNA rather than 

silicone for building biological computers, and thus is a kind of directed evolution.  Will technological 

advancements make it possible for machines to design their own software and also other machines?  

Can they be called sentient beings in the same sense as we use the term for humans and other animals?  

Are biological humans actually required to support brain functions?   We may need a whole new 

paradigm to discuss the ramifications of these developments. 

 

Dr. Weyant’s provocative talk, only briefly summarized here, was extremely thought-provoking and led 

to much discussion among the group. 

 


