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tHe art 
instinCt
Luke Malpass talks to Denis Dutton about 
his new book on the evolutionary origins of  
our appreciation for art

Denis Dutton is Professor of Philosophy at 
the University of Canterbury, New Zealand.  
He is probably most famous for his website 
Arts & Letters Daily, named by the Observer 
newspaper as the best website in the world. 
Formerly of California, Dutton has lived in New 
Zealand for more than two decades. He has 
edited several journals, including Philosophy and 
Literature, which introduced the Bad Writing 
Contest for awful academic prose. Recently 
Dutton founded the website Climate Debate 
Daily to examine different calls to action within 
the climate debate.

His new book The Art Instinct applies an 
evolutionary perspective to the study and practice 
of art. It was launched in Australia at a Centre for 
Independent Studies event celebrating the 200th 
birth anniversary of Darwin at the Sydney Law 
Courts in February 2009. This followed a North 
American launch tour during which he lectured 
to sell-out audiences, and discussed his book on 
the hit TV show The Colbert Report. The CIS 
New Zealand Policy Unit’s Luke Malpass spoke 
with Dutton about his new book. 

LM: How would you sum up the central 
premise of The Art Instinct?

DD: Underlying our taste in the arts is an 
ensemble of innate capacities, interests, preferences, 
and pleasures that are prehistoric in their origins. 
This is the art instinct, the evolved structure of 
cognition and emotion that produces both works 
of art and the enjoyment we take in them.

LM: What prompted you to begin looking at 
this relationship between evolution and art? At 
face value, the connection is not apparent. 

DD: Early on, I was struck by the fact that I 
could be so intrigued by Japanese prints my parents 
had at home, that I could read ancient literature 
with enjoyment, and derive so much pleasure 
from nineteenth-century German music. This was 
despite the fact that these works were produced by 
cultures that spoke languages unintelligible to me. 
It indicated something broader and deeper than 
just local culture and understanding of the arts. 

Many arts move across cultural boundaries 
with remarkable ease. This undeniable fact, along 
with the way they give pleasure and spontaneously 
arise everywhere, cries out for some explanation. I 
argue that Darwinian evolution is the best basis we 
have for understanding the affective psychology of 
the arts, and of our response to beauty in general.

 LM: Why would art have been that important 
to our evolution?

DD: The key is imagination. The arts are 
systematic, organised ways that human beings 
have of thinking imaginatively beyond their 
present circumstance. At the simplest level we can 
think about what we did last week or last year, or 
plan for what we are going to do next autumn. 
The arts, especially fiction but all representative 
arts, are an extension of this imaginative ability, 
exercised with systematic sophistication in ways 
that allow us to think of alternative scenarios. This 
had profound survival value in prehistory.

It is utterly spontaneous. Look at a child’s tea 
party with teddy bears. A three-year-old can pour 



Vol. 25 no. 2 • Winter 2009 • Policy48  

tHe art instinCt

tea, knock over a cup, right it again, lament the 
spillage of the imaginary tea, and refill the cup. 
Of course in reality all of the cups are empty. The 
child understands the properties of imaginary tea, 
understands which cups are (in the imagination) 
empty, and in that sense lives in a discrete, 
intelligible imaginary tea-party world. Called by 
her mother to come to the kitchen, she moves 
instantly out of that world and into another. 
She watches television, reads a book, has dinner 
with mummy and daddy. The effortlessness of 
these cognitive progressions that even very small 
children can make, along with the pleasure of 
that imaginary experience, indicates some kind 
of Darwinian adaptation. You couldn’t start from 
scratch to teach small children to make these 
imaginative distinctions of such sophistication 
and rigour. From children’s make-believe through 
to the more sophisticated fiction of adults, 
through to our enjoyment of pictures and indeed 
the emotional worlds that we enter into with 
music, all indicate some kind of a Darwinian 
basis. All of this—the pleasure, the spontaneity, 
the universality—indicates a system of Darwinian 
adaptations.

LM: So would it be fair to say that the 
imaginative abilities programmed within us from 
birth have been an adaptation that has helped 
humans survive, because imagination allows us 
to imagine different scenarios? For example, what 
would happen if we did this as opposed to that? 

DD: Any tribe or any hunter-gatherer group 
that had this imaginative ability, along with 
language-use, would have a huge survival advantage 
over any neighboring group that couldn’t think in 
this way. And I stress the importance of pleasure 
in the experience of fiction and make-believe. 
From a Darwinian standpoint, whether you are 
talking about sex, or the pleasures of sweet and 
fat, or the pleasures of story-telling, we are talking 
about an evolved affective response. Pleasure is 
evolution’s way of guiding us towards action. The 
fact that imagination can give us pleasure shows 
there is very likely an ancient prehistoric survival 
value attached to the activity.

LM: What do you think of the ‘postmodern’ 
art produced in the last 50 years? Do you think 
that it gives us the same level of pleasure?

DD: Novelty and creativity are certainly what 
we desire in the arts, and again I think that’s a 
very ancient demand. Much postmodern art has 
concentrated attention very much on the novelty 
aspects of art—a constant attempt to produce 
something even more surprising or outrageous 
than what has gone before. That is perfectly 
intelligible in the history of art. In this respect, 
postmodernism is nothing new. It is an outgrowth 
of intellectual demands that we can see through 
our history and very likely existed in prehistory 
as well.

LM: Do you think perhaps there has been a 
trend to deny a naturalist interpretation of the 
arts because it doesn’t sit well with some of our 
modern beliefs about human talent and agency?

DD: Modernism in the twentieth century 
set itself against many traditional artistic values. 
Skill is one of them. The idea of high virtuosity 
in painting technique, which was very important 
prior to the invention of the camera, was seen 
as passé by many modernists. The uniqueness 
of emotional expression in works of art, another 
traditional value since the Renaissance, was called 
into question by people like Méret Oppenheim 
and Marcel Duchamp. It seems to me again that 
all of these interrogations or disruptions in history 
we see in modernist art are perfectly intelligible, 
even normal, if we take a larger view of what art 
does—which is in part through history to call into 
question our traditional values. Even the Greeks 
were doing that in their drama and literature. 

The Art Instinct: Beauty, Pleasure, and Human 
Evolution is published by Oxford University Press. 
It can be ordered from Abbey’s Books in Sydney. 
Web: abbeys.com.au Telephone: 02-9264-3111. 
In New Zealand, it is available at University 
Bookshops.


