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The various essays, articles and book reviews
comprising Joseph Carroll 's Literary Darwinism
are rooted in two principles: first, humans share
a common nature that can be revealed through
the scient i f ic  method; second, th is universal
nature is the product of  re lent less Darwinian
selection over eons. While this is obviously
orthodox stuf f  in the wor ld of  behavioral
biology, these notions remain quite heretical
among the social constructivists who continue to
dominate the world of l i terary studies. From
Carrol l 's  s imple pr inciples f low corol lar ies
with large implications for literary studies and
behavioral  b io logy. The most important
corollary for l i terary scholars is that a large
proportion of all that has been said, written, or
merely thought in the realm of l i terary theory
and crit icism over the last several decades is
obviously and often breathtakingly wrong. This
i s  b e c a u s e  a l l  o f  t h e  d o m i n a n t
" p o s  t s  t r u  c t u  r a  l i  s t "  a p p  r o a  c h e s - - L a  c a n i  a n ,
F o u c a u l d i a n ,  M a r x i s t ,  r a d i c a l  f  e m i n i s t ,
deconstruct ionist ,  and others--are organized
a r o u n d  a n  a d a m a n t i n e  c o r e  o f  s o c i a l
constructivist theory that is profoundly at odds
both with Darwinian theory and with practical
research in what Steven Pinker calls "the new
sciences of human nature." As Carroll writes:

"The poststructuralist explanation of things
cannot be reconciled with the Darwinian
paradigm.... It operates on principles that
are wholly different and fundamentally

incompatible with those of evolutionary
theory. It should consequently be rejected.
Let me face squarely the historical and
institutional implications of this rejection. If
I nm bnsically right in my contentions, o uery
large proportion of the work in crit ical theory
that has been done in the last twenty years
will protte to be not merely obsolete but
essentially aoid. It cannot be regarded as an
earlier phase of a deaelopittg discipline,
utith nll the honor due to antecedents ond
ancestors. It is essentially a wrong turn, a
dead end, a misconceiaed enterprisc, a
repository of delusions and utasted efforts"
[italics mine] (p. 25).

Carrol l 's  argument is real ly qui te s imple.  Al l
l i terary cr i t ic ism and theory is ul t imately
based on theories of human nature (even the
theory that there is no such thing as human
nature is a theory of human nature). Literary
scholarship constructed on unsound theoretical
foundat ions--on essent ia l ly  faul ty premises
about human tendencies and potential--must
itself be unsound, no matter how internally self-
consistent.  Which idea more successful ly
describes the source of Oedipus Re.r's enduring
power-that Sophocles canni ly manipulates
secret incestuous desires or that he plays upon
our evolved revulsion for incest? Which idea is
more likely to serve as a successful starting point
for exploring sexual and gender dynamics in
l i te ra tu re- tha t  sexua l i t y  and gender  a re
arbitrary social constructions forced on us by
patriarchs and capitalists or that they are co-
determined by genetic as well as socio-cultural
influences?

As the above excerpt suggests, Carroll is a
scrapper who writes cruelly-honed polemic. But
the writ ings that comprise Literary Darwinism
are not mere violence against the soft target of
contemporary l i terary theory and cr i t ic ism.
What distinguishes Carroll (see also Evolution
and Literary Theory 1995) from some other
writers who have ably exposed the failures and
fatui t ies of  poststructural ism, is that  af ter
bombing the poststructuralist edifice to dust,
Carrol l  is  able to of fer  the shel l -shocked
l i terary scholar a c lear ly super ior  a l ternat ive.
The chapters of Literarlz Darwinism articulate
C a r r o l l ' s  v i s i o n  o f  a  f o u n d a t i o n - u p
reorgan iza t ion  o f  l i te ra ry  s tud ies  a long
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Darwinian l ines. In place of the sophistry of
the poststructuralists, the polit ical advocacy of
the  Marx is ts  and rad ica l  femin is ts ,  the
equivocations and knotted circumlocutions of the
deconstructionists, the defunct psychology of
Freud and his epigones, and the laxi t ies of
purely unquant i tat ive methodology, Carrol l
descr ibes a Darwinian l i terary study where
judgments about l i terary plots, characters, and
themes are rooted in the bedrock of evolutionary
theory,  are discipl ined by the f indings of
scient i f ic  research, and, when possible,  are
tested using scient i f ic  methods. ( I f  anything
C a r r o l l ' s  a d v o c a c y  f o r  q L l a n t i t a t i v e
methodology is more radical  in the wor ld of
l i t e r a r y  s t u d i e s  t h a n  h i s  a d v o c a c y  f o r
Darwinian theory--see Part  I ,  Chapter 3,
"Theory, anti-theory, and empirical crit icism.")

The big question, as Carroll himself recognizes,
is whether l i terary scholars wi l l  embrace the
opportunity offered in Darwinism or whether
they wil l continue to scom it-- whether l i terary
studies as a discipl ine wi l l  col laborate in the
large Darwinian project  or  whether i t  wi l l
continue down the road to total irrelevance in
the progressive study of  humans and their
products. On this question, the jury is out.
Darwinism has not taken literary studies (or the
humanit ies general ly)  by storm, but Carrol l 's
survey of a now substantial corpus of work in
Darwin ian  l i te ra ry  s tudy  g ives  cause fo r
cautious optimism (see introduction, xu-xuii).
My own feel ing,  to loosely paraphrase Max
Planck, is that Darwinism will eventually win
out, but that constructivist inertia is so strong
that i t  may only happen gradual ly,  death by
tenured death.

But Literary Darwinism is not l imited to narrow
quest ions concerning the academic study of
l i terature.  On the contrary,  Carrol l  is  as
competent and sophisticated an evolutionist as
he is a l iterary scholar, and his sixteen chapters
(mostly previously published material that has
been featured in journals as various as Evolution
a n d  H u m a n  B e h a v i o r .  H u m a n  N a t u r e .
Phi losophv and Li terature.  and the Times
Li terary Supplement)  ref lect  h is dual  t rack
mind. In addition to punishing attacks on the
postmodern l iterary establishment (e.g., Part I,
Chapter 2,  "Biology and poststructural ism"),
sweeping efforts to lay foundation stones for a
systematic Darwinian theory of l i terature (e.g.,

Part  I I ,  Chapter 7,  "The deep structure of
l i te ra ry  representa t ions"  and Chapter  6 ,
"Human nature and l i terary meaning") ,  and
practical examples of what Darwinian l iterary
crit icism and evaluation look l ike (e.8., Part II,
Chapter 3,  "Human universals and l i terary
mean ing"  and Chapter  5 ,  "Adapta t ion is t
c r i te r ia  o f  l i te ra ry  va lue" ) ,  Car ro l l  en ters
debates that have been increasingly prominent
i n  t h e  w o r l d  o f  b e h a v i o r a l  b i o l o g y .
Specifically, several chapters address different
pieces of the evolutionary puzzle of the human
proclivity for art. In an ancestral environment
characterized by intense struggle for survival
and reproduction, how could the evolutionary
process "allow" any animal to spend (waste?) so
much time producing, elaborating and consuming
art-time that could be spent pursuing mates and
other quarry? This puzzle-akin in some ways
to the puzzle of altruism (how does one account
for behavior that  produces such ostensibly
unfavorable cost-benefit ratios?)-has recently
at t racted many prominent evolut ionists who
h a v e  a r g u e d  e i t h e r  t h a t  a r t
making/consumption is an adaptive product of
natural selection (e.9, E. O. Wilson 7998, Tooby
and Cosmides 2001),  an adapt ive product of
sexual selection (Miller 2000), or that it is a non-
adapt ive by-product (e.g. ,  Pinker 7997; Buss
7999, 407-470).

In  shor t ,  Car ro l l  takes  the  s ide  o f  the
adapta t ion is ts ,  f  avor ing  E.  O.  Wi lson 's
argument in Consilience that "the arts are means
by which we cultivate and regulate the complex
cognitive machinery on which our more highly
developed funct ions depend" (p.65; see also
"Introduct ion,"  Part  l ,  Chapter 6,  "Pinker,
Dickens, and the functions of l i terature," and
Chapter 7,  "Wi lson's Consi l ience and I i terarv
study"). He reserves his severest crit icism for
Geoffrey Mi l ler 's sexual  select ion hypothesis,
call ing it "almost comically far fetched" (p. xx)
and "provocative but ult imately frivolous" (p.
x i ) .

My major  d isappo in tment  w i th  Car ro l l ' s
treatment of this subject - and this crit icism
applies equally to the other contributors to this
literature - is that he proposes no means by
which his adapt ive scenar io could,  even in
principle, be subjected to scientif ic falsif ication.
We have now arrived at a point where we have
a mult i tude of  p lausible and clear ly def ined
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competing hypotheses; those who ponder the
adaptive significance of art should now put
rhetor ical  duels aside and start  generat ing
predictions and conducting tests. Doing so wil l
not be easy given the nature of the problem and
the complexity of the evidence, but unti l this
happens we wi l l  only be mongering just  so
stor ies.

A lso  o f  in te res t  fo r  evo lu t ion is ts  w i l l  be
Carroll 's crit icism of prominent biographies of
Darwin (Part  I I I ,  Chapter 7,  "The or ig in of
Char les p31v7ln"-Carrol l  is  a scholar of  the
l i fe and work of  Darwin who has recent ly
produced a crit ical edition of On the origitt of
spec ies ,  2003) ,  h is  c r i t ique  o f  "o r thodox"
evolut ionary psychology (Part  I I ,  Chapter 6,
"Human nature and literary meaning," pp.190-
206), his discussion of l i terary universals (Part
I I ,  C h a p t e r  2 ) ,  a n d  h i s  s i n g u l a r l y
comprehensive and devastat ing analysis of
S t e p h e n  J  a y  G o u l d ' s  c r u s a d e  a g a i n s t
sociobiology, evolutionary psychology, and the
whole modern synthesis (Part  I I I ,  Chapter 2,
"Modern Darwinism and the pseudo-revolutions
of Stephen Jay Gould") .  In th is essay, Carrol l
d r a w s  a  s h r e w d  p a r a l l e l  b e t w e e n  t h e
c h a r l a t a n i s m  o f  p o s t s t r u c t u a l i s t  l i t e r a r y
scholars and that of Gotrld and Lewontin, but he
considers the latter to be more dishonest: "Gould
and Lewontin use the techniques of sophistical
equivocation in a virtuoso way, but they do not
[ i ke  the  pos ts t ruc tu ra l i s ts ]  over t l y  and
forthr ight ly declare that  their  purpose is to
suspend the capaci ty for  rat ional  thought"
(p.240).

In sum, Li terarv Darwinism is not onlv about
preaching the Darwinian gospel  to l i terary
scholars.  Rather,  l ike Consi l ience. Carrol l 's
book emphasizes that evolut ionists have as
much to gain from the study of l i terature as
literary scholars have to gain from the study of
evolut ion.  As descr ibed above, the human
propensity for art making and consumpfion
represents an important evolut ionary puzzle.
M o r e o v e r ,  l i t e r a t u r e  r e p r e s e n t s  a n
inexhaustible, vastly underuti l ized, and cross-
cultural reservoir of data about human behavior
and psychology that can be used for quantitative
a n d  q u a l i t a t i v e  t e s t s  o f  e v o l u t i o n a r y
h y p o t h e s e s  ( p p . 1 4 5 , 2 1 6 ) .  F o r  i n s t a n c e ,
evolutionary hypotheses about sex differences
have been tested through quantitative content

analyses of folk tales from diverse band and
tribal societies (e.9., Gottschall, 2004a; 2004b),
and Donald Symons and his collaborators have
often turned to erot ica as a r ich source of
i n f o r m a t i o n  a b o u t  h u m a n  s e x u a l i t y .
Evolutionists who take the concept of consilience
ser ious ly  w i l l  be  in te res ted  in  L i te rary
Darwinism. which represents one of the most
ser ious and sustained at tempts to establ ish
cons i l ience be tween the  humani t ies  and
behav io ra l  b io logy-  and to  p lumb i ts
impl icat ions.
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