Denis Dutton  “Art and Natural Selection” from The Art Instinct 2010

1) When applying evolution to the human mind and to cultural and artistic life the issues of design and purpose emerge again (as they did when creationism was taken seriously).

2) Are the arts in their various forms adaptations in their own right, or are they better understood as modern by-products of adaptations?
3) The arts are thought to be good for us by providing a sense of well-being, a sense of comfort, deeper insight into the human psyche, etc.

a) Even if these were all true they could not by themselves validate a Darwinian explanation of the arts:  they have to be connected to survival and reproduction.

b) It would be a fallacy to conclude that the arts are evolved adaptations from the idea that they are advantageous for our species:  air-conditioning is advantageous but is not an evolved adaptation.

4) Things produced by an adaptive process that are not adaptations are either accidental effects or causally-related by-products of adaptations.  The arts are persistent patterns and so are not just accidental effects. (On the other hand, whiteness of bone is a nonfunctional by-product of an evolved adaptation.)
5) In psychology the line between adaptation and by-products is hotly disputed, largely because by-product” means a secondary, minor, or irrelevant side-effect.

6) Elisabeth Lloyd believes that the male orgasm was an adaptation for reproduction but believed that the female orgasm is a by-product of an effect designed by evolution for male pleasure.

7) Stephen Jay Gould systematically downgraded the importance of adaptation in evolution, replacing it with the notion of byproducts. He believed:
a) The whole realm of human cultural conduct is a by-product of a single adaptation:  the oversized human brain.

b) “spandrels” (a term derived from architectural history referring to spaces created when arches meet) are “nonadaptive side consequences” of adaptations.  

c) The brain is full of spandrels that are essential to human nature but arose as nonadaptations.  

d) These epiphenomena [“a secondary phenomenon that results from and accompanies another”]  may account for most of our mental properties and potentials.

e) He prohibits evolutionary explanations for psychological features.

f) Writing and reading are spandrels since they are only five thousand years old.

8) Dutton:  speech, however, is not a by-product of a big brain but a genuine adaptive capacity.

a) We could imagine a hyper-adaptationism which finds specific genes to explain every feature of mental life, e.g. genes to explain square dancing.

b) We need a middle ground between the extremes of Gould’s adaptation-denial and hyper-adaptationism.

9) Steven Pinker takes a middle ground [but not middle enough for Dutton!]:  he believes that the arts (except fictional narrative) are byproducts of adaptations: the toolbox that is the brain can be used to assemble “Sunday afternoon projects” of dubious adaptive significance.

10) Dutton thinks Pinker is dismissing the arts here and when he says that the arts are a kind of cheesecake for the mind, Pinker: “Cheesecake packs a sensual wallop unlike anything in the natural world because it is a brew of megadoses of agreeable stimuli which we concocted for the express purpose of pressing our pleasure buttons.”

11) Dutton:  for a Darwinian aesthetics, the question is how genuine adaptations might produce or explain capacities and preferences even for rarefied experiences [like enjoying cheesecake].

a) It is misleading for Pinker to describe cheesecake as a by-product of Pleistocene tastes.  “Rather say that cheesecake directly satisfies those very tastes.”

b) Contra Pinker, cheesecake is no more unnatural than most other foods including those of our Pleistocene ancestors. [?]
c) Cheesecake is not a by-product but one of countless food varieties produced to satisfy our present tastes, which originated long ago.

12) Evolutionary psychology should explain the character and features of any persistent human phenomenon by connecting it to the properties of adaptations.

a) A Darwinian aesthetics will explain things neither by proving that art forms are adaptations nor by dismissing them as byproducts but by showing how their existence and character are connected to Pleistocene interests, preferences, and capacities.

13) Excess heat is a by-product of the internal combustion engine.  The purpose of the engine is to produce torque. The cooling system is needed to disperse excess heat: it is an intrinsic part of the design of the engine.  [Art is like the cooling system?]  
14) Grasping interrelationships requires going beyond the two categories of adaptation and by-product to utilizations, enhancements, and extensions of adaptations.  

a) Darwinian explanation also looks to effects of history and culture on how evolved adaptations are modified.

15) You cannot grasp the genesis or popularity of writing, for example, by ignoring the evolved interests and capacities it serves or extends.  

a) E.O. Wilson (the biologist) explains incest taboos in this way.

b) Pinker is correct [at least] in describing the arts as ways that human beings achieve pleasure by catering to cognitive preferences that were adaptive in the ancestral environment.

16) Art, like erotic passion, can create sublime pleasure and excitement, and arise spontaneously cross-culturally. Yet it is a central problem that the pleasures of the arts are not as easy to explain as the pleasures of sex and food.
17) Recreational drugs give us pleasure without the work that would be necessary naturally.  This pleasure is a by-product.

a) “But the connection between a Salvator Rosa landscape and our Pleistocene feelings about landscapes is not a by-product relation.  Rosa painted the work precisely to excite those feelings..”

b) Pinker says that the arts can be seen as a way of getting pleasure without inconvenience.  
c) But it is not a by-product.

18) “The arts intensity experience, enhance it, extend it in time, and make it coherent.  Even when they replace it, they do not jump to a pleasure-moment” as a substitute for something else.

a) Imagine an aesthetetron that allowed you to achieve a pleasure-moment of the kind produced by a great book, but without having to read it.  But this is a joke, and it is absurd to try to imagine this.

b) Every great work of art is like climbing a mountain, the point is the experience:  pills will not do the trick.

