Do sociobiolo-
gists have an
explanation for
the aesthetic
impulse in humans? Why the
apparently universal human
urge to simply admire —
whether a sunset, a cathe-
dral, or a poem?
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Richard Alexander,

Donald Ward Tinkle

Professor of Evolution-
' . ary Biology, and Curator
of Insects in the Museum of Zoology,
responds: This question reminds me of
Charles Darwin’s tests of his theory of
evolution by natural selection. Darwin
realized that, if correct, his theory
should explain everything observable but
not everything imaginable. This led him
to enumerate possibilities that, if anyone
could show them to be true, would fal-
sify his theory, and, as well,_to preoc-
cupy himself with known phenomena
that seemed to threaten his theory. Per-
haps the outstanding example of the
latter was the social insects, in which the
vast majority of individuals are sterile,
using their lives solely to help their
mother rear siblings, some of which will
be reproductive. Because natural selec-
tion is a process of differential repro-
duction, Darwin described the workers
of the social insects as “the one special
difficulty, which at first appeared to me
insuperable, and actually fatal to my
whole theory.” Then he showed that the
trait of sterility could evolve if the trait
could be carried without being
expressed, and if those who expressed it
helped sufficiently those who carried it
without expressing it. This hypothesis
has developed into an increasingly firm
explanation during the ensuing 129 years
of scientific criticism. (Darwin thus used
Karl Popper’s method on an actual sci-
entific problem of the greatest magni-
tude long before Popper was born,
which is ironic, since Popper seems
always to have regarded evolution as
metaphysical and untestable.)

The astute person who asked the ques-
tion about the aesthetic sense has identi-
fied what might be called a 1989 parallel
to Darwin’s “one special difficulty. . . .”
My dictionary defines “aesthetic™ as “Of
or pertaining to the beautiful, as distin-
guished from. . . especially, the useful .
. .."” In other words, the questioner is
suggesting that if evolution by natural
selection saves only reproductively useful
changes, how could it possibly produce
a trait (the aesthetic sense) that literally
is defined as useless? It is significant
that the supposedly difficult trait is
human, because humans represent for
many people the last possibility of deny-
ing that organic evolution is the only
scientifically acceptable explanation for
the traits of living creatures.

Some of my colleagues would argue

that evolutionary biologists should not
be expected to concern themselves with
seeking evolutionary explanations for
every last human trait. This attitude [
identify as reflecting cowardice. Scien-
tists in general must seek the truth,
knowing they can only approach it and
never finally achieve it, and evolutionary
biologists concerned with how humans
have evolved must seek the raison d'etre
(and that means the reproductive signifi-
cance, direct or indirect) of every human
trait and tendency, no matter how diffi-
cult the task or how vile the insults
thrown at them.

Stephen Jay Gould (or someone else)
might at this point call me a card-
carrying “ardent adaptationist.” I am
delighted to accept this appellation, so
long as it does not also include nonsensi-
cal accusations, such as that, as a conse-
quence, 1 am not aware of the existence
and significance of homologies; or of
the significance of differences in devel-
opmental, physiological, morphological,
and historical backgrounds or origins; or
that many traits and tendencies do not
have directly (only indirectly) selective
reasons for existence. Evolutionary
biologists —even those sometimes called
sociobiologists —know that natural selec-
tion is only the principal guiding force
of evolution and not the sole source of
change, and they understand as well that
selection can only operate on last year’s
model —on those physiologies, morphol-
ogies, and ontogenies that evolution has
produced by its own cumulative history.

Regarding the aesthetic sense, it might
be possible to argue that it is not a trait
at all but some kind of fiction generated
out of humans’ views of themselves; or,
that it must be merely an incidental
effect of something else favored by
selection. Such things exist, but 1 am
unwilling to pass off aesthetics so easily.
Richard Dawkins, in The Blind Watch-
maker, quotes William Paley from 1802
as comparing a stone found in the road-
way to a watch also found there. Of the
stone he said it is easy to imagine that it
had always lain there, but he could not
think the same of the watch, because of
its remarkable appearance of design.
Darwin obviously felt that way about
sterility in worker bees, and I feel that
way about the aesthetic §Psesdt appears #
to me too complex and i ble to be
an accident or an incidental effect of
something else.

For one part of the aesthetic sense
there is no difficulty in hypothesizing a
selective explanation. Indeed, the notion
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is frequently expressed that the aesthetic
sense represents our ability and tendency
to relate form and function. A cathedral
that stimulates what we call aesthetic
appreciation may do so because its form
inspires thoughts about function (reli-
gious as well as architectural), and the
two sets of thoughts blend together into
some more generalized feeling or effect
that we call “appreciation of beauty.”
Similar ideas are possible about appreci-
ation of form and function in tools,
mates, landscapes, and other (useful)
aspects of our environment. I find this
idea appealing, for example, when I
consider how I personally apply the idea
of aesthetic, beautiful, lovely, or pleas-
ing, whether it be in choosing a mate, a
horse, a painting, a shirt, a place to live,
or an idea to put me to sleep (or keep
me awake). So have others, such as
G.K. Chesterton, when he said that art
for art’s sake is fine if it means that the
earth is where the tree extends its roots
and the sky is where it extends its
branches. He went on to say that the
notion loses its significance if the tree
might as well have its roots in the sky.
Similarly, Podhajsky, in The Art of
Dressage, remarked that . . .nature
can exist without art, but not art with-
out nature.”

But there is something else involved
here, as we all know. This second part is
not so intuitive, and it is almost surely
the aspect that casts doubt on the entire
notion of aesthetics as form and func-
tion, and denies usefulness as its goal.
Using the questioner’s examples, what
about sunsets and poems? They are not
tools, mates, or landscapes —nor do they
seem (initially, at least) to be items for
which a “form-function” argument is
easy. Even if a form-function argument
could be mustered for them, everyone
knows that appreciation is often
expressed for forms for which any attri-
bution of function other than their
appeal would be exceedingly difficult if
not impossible. There certainly are peo-
ple who would appreciate the idea of a
tree’s roots now and then being in the
sky. What about such kinds of art or
literature or beauty, which we humans
sometimes seem to produce quite delib-
erately (I am not speaking here of cul-
tural differences in appreciation of
beauty, which obviously exist and some-
times entail difficulties in communica-
tion, but need not confuse the general
issue I am discussing)? And what about
the implications of individuality in taste?
We also have sayings such as “Beauty is

in the eye of the beholder,” and “There
is no accounting for [differences in]
taste.” Can each person have a different
idea about what is beautiful, concepts of
beauty have reproductive significance,
and everyone still be right?

To the extent that appreciation of the
relationship between form and function
becomes an important ability, we can
expect that humans will look for it, or
its absence, in others and judge them
accordingly. The nature of our “aesthetic
sense,” as a result, becomes a significant
part of our personal reputation, which
correlates with how weéll we are viewed-
or treated by others, and in the end our
access to the resources of life (and
reproduction—or in the modern, novel
world its mulfifarious surrogates). Typi-
cally, not everyone has equal access to
resources that are limited, and beauty in
all its expressions obviously is limited.

Reputation is a many-sided phenome-
non, and I am aware that sometimes |
invest part of mine in the proposition
that, in some of the situations in which I
am forced to make the best of some-
thing less than what [ might have con-
sidered optimal if there hadn’t been any
competitors, what | accepted as my
share or prize is actually better than
what my competitors got (or at least
better than they think). Rather than
being content to be regarded as someone
who simply lost, in other words, I work
to convince the world that I actually
won (or didn’t lose as profoundly as it
may have seemed). In the process, I may
convince them that my aesthetic sense —
my view of form and function—is
intact, and maybe even superior. Rather
than taking a loss in reputation, | may
thereby either maintain or improve my
status. I think we all make this kind of
effort repeatedly. Sometimes some of us
may even be lucky enough or powerful
enough to start fads or trends.

Other organisms also compete for
limited resources, but unlike us modern
humans (at least), they don't live in soci-
eties in which the principal binding
cement is social reciprocity, and there-
fore in which everyone is constantly
inspecting all his associates with an eye
to whether or not they would be good
partners in reciprocity. That’s one reason
reputation is special among humans.

Perhaps we have begun to derive an
hypothesis not only for attention to
“beauty” that seems not to fit the form-
function arguments, but for tendencies
to label as useless something that in fact
may be quite useful: If [ contend that 1
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