JOSEPH CARROLL

Organism, Environment,
and Literary Representation!

For the past decade or so, | have been working to integrate Dafwinian

thinking with literary study. | have written a book on the topic and a

number of articles and reviews. Here, I am first going to describe some

of the main features in the theoretical terrain 1 have crossed and then

assess the relations between evolutionary literary theory and ecology.

] am sometimes asked how I came to take up Darwinism. My gradu-

ate training, in the 1970s at Berkeley, was in comparative 1itera’fure. I

spent a lot of time in language study and gave particular attention to
the history of ideas. I subscribed, uncritically but sincereiy', to what
Meyer Abrams describes as the traditional humanistic paradigm——the
idea that “the site of literature is the human world, and a work of
literature is the product of a purposive human author addressing hu-
man recipients in an environing world” (115). In order to provide a
governing frame for my own scholarly and critical work, l adopted no
one particular theory. Instead, T depended on what [ topk to be the
common understanding of educated people. The Darwinian theory of
evolution, [ assumed, was one of the largest and most important ele-
ments within that common understanding. In the intreduction to my
first book, The Cultural Theory of Matthew Arnold, which was published
in 1982, I made tacit appeal to this Darwinian element. I said that
“Arnold bases his system of culture on two assumptions that most of
us no longer make. He comes to believe in the existence of objective,
universally valid laws, and to believe that these laws have been pro-
gressively revealing and developing themselves throughout the his-
tory of Western culture” {xiv). Arnold was Darwin’s contemporary,
but Arnold never assimilated the cultural and metaphysical implica-
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tions of Darwin’s thinking. Unlike Darwin, Arnold envisioned history
as an immanent spiritual dynamic leading to a culminating condition
of human cultural “perfection.” In his belief in teleological progres-
sivism, Arnold was typical of Victorian cultural theorists.

When I spoke of “assumptions that most of us no longer make,” I
was presupposing that “most of us” had assimilated the larger impli-
cations of Darwin’s understanding of evolutionary processes, I my-
self had not yet read much of Darwin, but [ understood the basic theory
and held it as an axiom that all organisms are the product of an inter-
action between their innate biological characteristics and their envi-
ronmental influences. The naturalism of this axiom seemed integral to
the Enlightenment belief in reason and nature, and [ regarded that
Enlightenment belief as the central current in our modern intellectual
heritage. Over the next decade, throughout the 1980s, it gradually be-
came apparent to me that in invoking this common heritage, [ had
been hasty and naive.

In the midcentury period, the traditional humanistic paradigm of
which Abrams speaks had accommodated a hodge-podge of ideolo-
gies, philosophies, and religious beliefs. Within the culture of literary
study, the Enlightenment belief in reason and nature had never
achieved clear dominance, and post-Darwinian naturalism had had
very little influence. Several of the major literary theorists of the twen-
tieth century were traditional Christians. Others were Romantic mys-
tics. From the thirties into the seventies, the core ideology for academic
literary study was the New Criticism, and the core belief of the New
Criticism was a mystical sacralization of the literary artifact. This
aestheticist credo was compounded from sources that had no affilia-
tion with Darwinian naturalism: from Kantian aesthetics, Coleridgean
metaphysics, the Arnoldian transvaluation of religion as poetry and
poetry as religion, and the formalist aspects of Paterian aestheticism.

Tn the late seventies and early eighties, a theoretical and ideologi-
cal revolution occurred in literary studies. The new poststructuralist
paradigm eliminated both the aesthetic idolatry of the New Criticism
and the ethos of reason and nature that had subsisted uneasily along-
side it. The eighties were a period of swift transition. By 1990, most
practicing literary critics had subscribed, however grudgingly, to the
new poststructuralist paradigm. There are two essential elements to
the poststructuralist paradigm: textualism and indeterminacy.
Textualism is the belief that language or culture constructs the world
according to its own internal principles, and indeterminacy identifies
all meaning as self contradictory. Within the poststructuralist world
view, signs determine the shape of reality, and all sign systems neces-
sarily subvert themselves.
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Sometime in the late eighties, a friend of mine, lodged happily
in the bosom of the new theoretical establishment, remarked in a
complacent way, “We are all deconstructionists now.” No, | thought,
not quite all of us. There is at least one of us who is not. To me, the
philosophical rationale for the new paradigm seemed wholly un-
convincing. [ saw nothing in the propositions of textualism and in-
determinacy that even remotely approximated the axiomatic force
of the basic biological proposition that organisms are the product
of an interaction between their innate characteristics and their en-
vironmental influences. But it was not possible simply to ignore
the new paradigm and proceed with specialized scholarship. For
scholars to register with other scholars that they were initiated
members of a professional discipline, it had became obligatory that
every formulation couch itself within the codes of textualism and
indeterminacy. In order to continue to speak about literattre as an
act of communication between individual people in an environing
world, it had become necessaray to formulate an explicit philosophi-
cal justification for each of those terms.

My first effort to formulate a theoretical system as an alternative to
poststructuralism was descriptive and schematic. I designed a set of
concentric circles that were meant to constitute 2 map of all possible
categories of experience. The innermost circle, at the center of the set
of concentric circles, was the individual person. The outermost circle
was the universe—the whole world to the furthest glimmer of light
filtering in from the big bang 15 billion years ago. Between these two
points, I located a series of nested categories. These categories were, |
said, the major terms through which human beings organize their ex-
perience. Starting from the individual, the next category was the sexual
dyad, the couple, and I noted that love stories—stories about the ro-
mantic and sexual relations between two people, usually a man and a
womarn-—constitute the overwhelming preponderance of all literary
plots. Beyond that, the next circle—the next major category through
which human beings organize their experience—was the family, that
is, a social group consisting of parents and children, of sisters and broth-
ers, and then of other kin. It is within the family that individuals de-
velop and define themselves personally and socially, and few love sto-
ries take place without some reference to family relations. Moreover,
the family is the basis for the generational ethos, and thus for dramas,
epics, and myths in which the sense of connection and consequence
extends beyond the lifetime of a single individual. The next category
was that of the whole social world—the world of communities, occu-
pations, classes, nations, political organizations, and political ideolo-
gies. For most contemporary critics and humanists, this is the last sub-
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stantive category. All experience defines itself exclusively in terms of
particular social configurations. But in this respect most contempo-
rary theorists part company with most literary authors. Beyond the
limits of any particular social order, most authors make some appeal
to “human nature,” that is, to a set of motives and cognitive disposi-
tions that are specifically human and that appear in all cultures. The
category of human nature is itself contained within the still larger cat-
egory of Nature—the world of living things and their physical envi-
ronment. For me, this last category, that of the physical environment,
was coterminous with the outermost sphere on my map. There is no
larger or more inclusive category. For many other people, the outer-
most sphere would be defined not in terms of the physical universe
but in terms of spirit or divinity. This outermost sphere is thus the
sphere of metaphysics, the sphere in which one identifies the ultimate
stuff or matter of the universe,

Every person has a world view, and all literary representations ar-
ticulate the world views of their authors. The individual person at the
center of this set of categorics can be an author of a literary represen-
tation, and he or she can also be a character in a literary representa-
tion. That is, all authors and all characters are individual persons.
Characters are passional agents, animated by the common human
passions and motives, but they are also perspectival agents. They
struggle to make sense of the world, to interpret actions in ways that
answer to their own needs and values, and to impose their reading of
events on other characters. In the degree to which authors themselves
wish to influence the behavior of others through their works, they are
themselves passional agents, but their primary role is that of perspec-
tival agents. They enjoy a special privilege of exercising interpretive
authority over the stories they themselves tell.

The relations of comparison and contrast among the viewpoints of
characters and between the viewpaoints of authors and characters is
one of the most important dimensions of meaning in literary texts.
Characters struggle with one another to tell the story in their own terms,
and the author constantly mediates among characters, aligning him-
self or herself with one or another, and distancing himself or herself
from others. Each distinct point of view involves a distinct meaning
system, and the total meaning structure derives from the interplay of
competing or collusive meaning systems within any given text. It is
for this reason that the analysis of irony, as a central stylistic and tonal
medium for registering differences in point of view, occupies a posi-
tion of singular importance in the interpretation of literary meaning.

Every text has a total meaning structure, that is, an at least hypo-
thetically recoverable set of meanings, but even when we have gone
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so far as to establish a category as portentous-sounding as that of “the
total meaning structure,” we have not yet exhausted the problems and
potentials in point of view. The viewpoints of readers need not con-
verge precisely with those of characters or authors. The total meaning
situation of any literary text thus involves more than the total meaning
structure of the text. The total meaning situation involves the relation
between the total meaning structure of the text—with all its interact-
ing points of view—and the point of view of any reader or set of read-
ers. When we interpret the larger meaning situation of a text, we at
least tacitly include the response of various readers, and in this re-
spect, interpretation presents the prospect of an endless regress—of
new readers reading previous readers reading the text. Lest this for-
mula sound dizzyingly abstract, consider that in any ordinary intro-
duction to a paperback edition to a classic literary text, we are almost
certain to hear an account of the historical reception of that text, and at
the end of the introduction, if it is even ordinarily competent, we shall
find a “guide to further reading.” Each of the books and articles inany
such bibliographic list embodies a distinct way of organizing the main
categories of human experience.

The purpose of the map I have described was to provide a set of
common, neutral categories that could provide a basis for the com-
parison of world views. Different people and different cultures give
different definitions to the various categories of the map. From my
own naturalistic perspective, the figure at the center of the map, the
individual person, is an organism, and the whole set of circles sur-
rounding that organism is the environment. (The human environment
is both social and natural; it includes other people as well as land, sea,
and sky, plants and animals.) For a Christian, in contrast, the circle at
the center might well be the individual soul, and the whole set of in-
tervening circles a series of challenges and temptations lying between
the sou! and God, who occupies the outermost circle. For someone
participating in the postmodern paradigm, the inner circles of indi-
vidual, the sexual couple, and the family, would be defined through
textualized Freudian terms such as those available in Lacan; the social
world would be defined through textualized Marxist terms such as
those available in Althusser, Foucault, and Jameson; and the outer-
most circle would be defined through the deconstructive linguistic
philosophy derived from Derrida.

By constructing a set of conceptually neutral categories for the com-
parison of world views, I had provided myseif with a framework within
which to compare the competing paradigms of poststructuralism and
the traditional humanistic paradigm, but 1 had not yet constructed a
rationale for the naturalistic content that I myself wished to give to the
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categories in this map. This was the point to which I had come, about
ten years ago, when | first sat down to read two of Darwin's major
works, The Origin of Species and The Descent of Man. The immediate
occasion for reading Darwin was simply to participate in a conference
panel as part of my ongoing scholarship in the field of Victorian prose.
The effect of reading Darwin was immediate, massive, and decisive. It
did not so much transform my world view as rather unfold and illu-
minate it. Darwin’s own vision of evolutionary history has a simple
grandeur and power that comprehends the whole natural world, in-
cluding the human world, over all of geological time. Set beside the
scope and comprehensive force of the Darwinian world view, the so-
phistical verbal formulas and tortured encodings of poststructuralism
appear trivial and irrelevant. Up to this point, my own naturalistic
convictions had been stubbornly but passively held intuitions. Now, [
began to formulate them as active theoretical propositions about hu-
man nature, the adaptive functions of the mind, and the nature of lit-
erature as a biological phenomenon.

While formulating these propositions, | was reading intensively in
the current research on the bioclogical basis of human behavior, and I
was able to locate my own Darwinian efforts within the larger histori-
cal trajectory of evolutionary thought. The general outlines of that tra-
jectory are now well known. Darwinism had been an active force in
social and even in literary theory until about the end of first decade of
the twentieth century. In the following decade, an anti-Darwinian
counter-revolution took place in the social sciences. Social theorists such
as Emile Durkheim, Franz Boas, Alfred Kroeber, and Robert Lowie pro-
pounded the doctrine that culture is an autonomous agency that pro-
duces all significant mental and emotional content in human experi-
ence. Innate, evolved characteristics exercise no constraining influence.
The idea of cultural autonomy became the cornerstone of standard so-
cial science, and until the 1970s Darwinism essentially disappeared from
professional social theery. In the mid-century period, the animal etholo-
gist Konrad Lorenz and the philosopher Karl Popper made major con-
tributions to “evolutionary epistemology,” an adaptationist theory of
human cognition, but they did not concern themselves much with spe-
cifically human motivational structures and thus did not mount a di-
rect challenge to the theory of cultural autonomy. The first major pro-
fessional challenge to cultural autonomy appeared in 1975, with the
publication of Edward O. Wilson's Sociobiology: The New Synthesis. Wil-
son offered a comprehensive analysis of the social behavior of animals
within the explanatory framework of natural selection. His final chap-
ter, extending this analysis to the human animal, provoked a series of
violent rebuttals, but it also helped inaugurate a line of research that
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has since grown at ever-accelerating rates. Over the past three decad es,
Darwinism has had a major impact on psychology, philosophy, peliti-
cal science, linguistics, and aesthetics. Withir} the past decade or s0, a
scattered group of literary theorists and critics has beggn to take ac-
count of all this information. At the time 1 started. working on a Dar-
winian literary theory, | assumed that I was working alone. Bu? there
were several other people who had also responded_to e_volut.mnary
theory and were actively developing ways of applying it to literary
study or to the wider field of aesthetics. Like me, most of these people
started in isolation and only graduallyfbeczznme aware that they were
rt of a rapidly expanding common effort.

. From m‘; re);dir?g in Dgrwinian studies of hur‘nan behavior, I ab-
stracted four large priniciples that [ used to organize my unc.ierstandA
ing of literature: (1) The relation between organism and env-lro_nmgnt
is a matrix concept prior to all social, psycho]oglczf], and semiotic prin-
ciples; (2) The human mind is organized through innate psychological
structures (motivational and cognitive) that havf.- evolved tbrough an
adaptive process of natural selection; (3) lncluswv.s fitness is the _u1t1-
mate regulative principle that has governed evolutionary adaptatm{ls.
(4); Literature is a form of cognitive mapping. All ff)ur. of these prin-
ciples work simultaneously to repudiate the textuahs_t 1.ndeterm1.nacy
of poststructuralism and to affirm the naturalist conviction that litera-
ture reflects and articulates the vital motives and interests of human
beings as living organisms. .

From the evolutionary perspective, human beings are only a late
and special instance of primate evolution; primates are late and spe-
cial instances of mammalian evolution; and mammals themse]_ves are
relatively recent branches on the tree of animal life. The pec.uhar cog-
nitive, linguistic, and cultural developments of human bel_ngs have
done nothing to liberate them from the elemental constraints of qli
animal life—the necessity of nourishment, of water and air, a certain
range of temperature, of protection from phys.ical harm, and succe.ss-
ful reproduction. The evolution of all speciflca.ll.y human adaptive
structures has proceeded within biological conditions that are larger,
broader, deeper, and older than any specifically human characteris-
tics. Humans are social mammals, and the consequences of that broader
set of conditions are fundamental to their motivational and affef:tiv‘e
lives. Live birth, the suckling of young, and the organization of indi-
viduals within a larger community shape and constrain our deepest
needs. Upright posture and a large brain—our two most important
specifically human adaptations—have produced innate m.otnvatlonal
characteristics that fundamentally constrain sexual identity, human
mating, and childhood development. The combination of a large brain
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and an upright posture produce a narrow birth canal. Humans are
born premature, more helpless for longer than any other animal. Hu-
man babies are totally dependent on mothers, and as a result, through-
out all of human evolutionary history, successful human reproduction
has involved some kind of female dependence on male support. (In
this respect, humans differ from the majority of other animals, includ-
ing mammals and primates, but not from most birds.) The common
characteristics of human sexuality—the specificity of male and female
identity and the often conflicted interdependence of men and women—
flow directly from these biological realities. -

The human brain has evolved to subserve all these more elemen-

tal needs and characteristics. In opposition, then, to the textualist
creed of poststructuralism, I invoke the central principle of evolu-
tionary epistemology, the idea that “all human knowledge derives
from a process of interaction between man as a physical entity, an
active, perceiving subject, and the realities of an equally physical
external world, the object of man’s perception” {Lorenz 1). From
this perspective, literature itself is but a special case of the cogni-
tive activity aimed at orienting the organism to its environment—
an environment that is in the first place physical. Literature distin-
guishes itself from other forms of knowledge in subject and method.
Its subject is human experience, and its method is to evoke the sub-
jective, felt quality of that experience by integrating conceptual
understanding with the senses and the emotions. _

While I was writing Evolution and Literary Theory, one of the main
challenges I saw in front of us, both for evolutionary psychology and
for evolutionary literary study, was that of giving more precise and
definite content to the second heuristic principle identified above, the
idea that the human mind is organized through innate psychological
structures (motivational and cognitive) that have evolved through an
adaptive process of natural selection. Which structures, organized in
what way? [ wished to use biologically based and empirically derived
information about human nature as a framework for discussing the
depiction of human behavior in literary texts, and for discussing the
motives and identities of authors. Where to start? We needed detail,
specific ideas. The seminal thinkers within evolutionary psychology
also recognized the need for detail, and they responded to it with the
theory of “cognitive modules” or “domain specific modules.” Merg-
ing the ideas of adaptive mental structures with the findings of cogni-
tive psychology, evolutionary psychologists identified cognitive mod-
ules as something like “mental organs,” hard-wired bits of neural
anatomy that have evolved to solve specific adaptive problems. By
identifying such modules, evolutionary psychologists were able to
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repudiate an idea that they saw as central to the Standard Social Sci-
ence Model they wished to overthrow--the idea that the mind is a
blank slate or general, all-purpose computer in which all particular
cognitive structure is supplied by culture. In what has become the single
most influential theoretical essay in evolutionary psychology, John
Tooby and Leda Cosmides offered a list of special modules for the
following functions: face recognition, spatial relations, rigid object
mechanics, tool use, fear, sacial exchange, emation perception, kin-
oriented motivation, effort allocation and recalibration, child care, so-
cial inference, sexual attraction, semantic inference, friendship, gram-
mar acquisition, communication pragmatics, theory of mind, “and so
on” (113). This is the sequence they themselves give, and the “and so
on” signifies an open-ended series. Steven Pinker offered a similar list
containing fifteen items (The Language 420). The metaphor that became
standard for signifying this conception of the mind was that of the
“Swiss army knife,” with each little corkscrew or snipping device stand-
ing for yet another specialized mental “organ.”

Random lists of modules meet the need for specificity but do not
meet the need for structure at higher levels of organization. To meet
that second need, one must construct a bridge between the idea of
cognitive domains and the elementary regulative principles of evolu-
tion by means of natural selection. In Darwin’s own formulations, there
are two elementary regulative principles of natural selection: in order
to become part of the evolutionary process, organisms have to survive
and reproduce. More precisely, they have to survive long enough to
reproduce. According to the distinguished sociobiologist Richard
Alexander, these principles serve for biologists as a basic dichotomy
for the analysis of life effort in all organisms. “Somatic effort” is the
effort an organism expends in acquiring energy, in growing and sus-
taining itself. “Reproductive effort” is the effort the organism expends
on mating and nurturing young: the risks males run and the time and
energy they expend in seeking and defending mates, and the expendi-
ture of bodily resources, and often of time, by female parents.

The vast majority of all organisms that come into life do not suc-
ceed in the basic evolutionary task of surviving long enough to repro-
duce. This is the sobering recognition to which the reading of Malthus
drew Darwin’s attention in a forcible way. If the largest proportion of
the offspring of any species were not doomed to destruction, that spe-
cies would with astonishing rapidity overrun the planet. (We are now
learning in very practical terms about how this principle applies to
the human species.) If the message of the necessity of “much destruc-
tion” (Origin of Species 56) is a negative or sinister aspect of the evolu-
tionary imperative, there is an equally arresting positive aspect: every
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single organism alive at the present time, from the lowliest bacterium
to the most gifted and talented human being, constitutes the most re-
cent link in a success story that is billions of years old—a story of suc-
cessful reproduction that stretches back without a single break to the
very beginning of life on Earth. Whatever else might be said about our
ancestors, each and every one of them succeeded in the only two tasks
that, from an evolutionary perspective, count at ail.

To what degree are human motives reducible to the elemental regu-
lative principles of evolution itself? This question lies at the heart of
the controversy between the two main phases of modern evolution-
ary thinking in the human sciences. The first phase, dominated by
biologists and anthropologists, was that of “sociobiology.” In the late
eighties and early nineties, the sociobiologists were gradually sup-
planted by the newer gencration of “evolutionary psychologists.” So-
ciobiologists focus on “fitness maximization” or the drive for repro-
ductive success as the ultimate regulator of human behavior. Evolu-
tionary psychologists acknowledge reproductive success or “inclusive
fitness” as the ultimate regulator of adaptive change, but they also
insist that inclusive fitness is mediated by “proximate mechanisms”
that can be decoupled from direct reproductive motives. They argue
that living things should be conceived not primarily as fitness maxi-
mizers but rather as “adaptation executors.” At its extreme, propo-
nents of this view argue that humans have no irreducible desire for
progeny. What they desire instead is sex or mating. More broadly con-
ceived efforts at organizing human motivations have made an allow-
ance for parenting as one of the basic human behavioral systems.

In its more comprehensive formulations, Darwinian thinking about
evolved human motives now recognizes at least four basic behavioral
systems: survival, reproduction, parenting and kinship, and group liv-
ing. The single most important development in sociobiological theory
since Darwin has been the clear recognition that “selection” proceeds
primarily not at the level of individual organisms or groups of organ-
isms, but at the level of genes. Humans share roughly half their genes
with siblings. A human being who never reproduced but who sacri-
ficed his or her own reproductive opportunities to benefit two or more
reproductively successful siblings—say a maiden aunt who gave up
the prospect of marriage in order to devote herself to the care of the
orphaned children of her siblings—would thus have achieved repro-
ductive success. The logic of selection at the level of the gene has shaped
our motivational systems, and as a consequence sociobiologists and
evolutionary psychologists now recognize “kin assistance” as one of
the elementary human behavioral systems. In order to account for so-
cial interaction beyond the kin group, evolutionary social scientists
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invoke the principle of “reciprocation” or “reciprocal altruism.” This
is simply the principle of mutual backscratching. In the thinking of
most sociobiologists, the logic of gene selection strictly prohibits the
idea of true “altruism,” of evolved proclivities to sacrifice one’s own
reproductive advantages for the advantage of others. But as Darwin
himself recognized, social animals can often benefit themselves through
cooperative effort with others: “When two tribes of primeval man,
living in the same country, came into competition, if the one tribe in-
cluded (other circumstances being equal) a greater number of coura-
geous, sympathetic, and faithful members, who were always ready to
warn each other of danger, to aid and defend each other, this tribe
would without doubt succeed best and conquer the other” (The De-
sceni 1:162).3 Arguing from a Darwinian perspective, the social scien-
tist James Q. Wilson has proposed that the evolved human capacities
for social interaction include the instincts for fair play (reciprocity and
equity), and the sociobiologist E. O. Wilson also identifies an evolved
human proclivity for contractual arrangements {Consilience 171). All
such orientations necessarily involve the cognitive capacity for moni-
toring compliance and non-compliance with social contracts—for
cheating and for cheater detection. In cheating and the detection of
cheating, some Darwinian social thinkers see an evolutionary arms
race that is in large measure responsible for the rapid development of
human intelligence. (For literary theorists, cheater detection offers a
highly suggestive evolutionary basis for the development of irony.)
Finally, all complex social organization involves the creation and rec-
ognition of distinctions in rank or status, and in this respect human
social instincts are continuous with that of other social animals. Our
predisposition for forming alliances and conducting elaborate pro-
grams for achieving collective dominance is continuous with that of
our nearest evolutionary relatives, the chimpanzees.

When we speak of basic human behavioral systems, we are speak-
ing of human universals, and it is to the level of human universals that
evolutionary psychology has directed the largest part of its attention.
Identifying common human motivational structures is a necessary step
in the whole program of repudiating the idea of cultural autonomy. In
a more mature phase—often now only glimpsed in the work of evolu-
tionary social scientists—Darwinian thinking about human behavior
must also include at least two further levels of analysis: that of specific
cultural configurations and that of individual personal identity.

Specific cultural configurations should be conceived as distinctive
organizations of the common or universal human motives. One meta-
phor that might be helpful for envisioning this level of analysis is that

of the kaleidoscope. The common elements are the bits and pieces of
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human nature, and the patterns are the way those bits and pieces fall
into relation with one another in a given historical situation. The pat-
terns include the forms of social and political organization, religious
beliefs and practices, and artistic conventions. A still better metaphor
is that of ecology—an economy of natural and biological forces that
varies considerably from clime to clime but that operates always un-
der the constraints of adaptive organization and of natural selection.

Individual differences of identity are of vital importance in our
personal and social lives and are crucial to the construction of mean-
ing in literary texts. The meaning in any text is informed by the iden-
tity of its author, and that identity is itself compounded of the peculiar
characteristics of personality or temperament in interaction with the
particular circumstances of his or her personal history. In this respect,
the formula for what creates individual identity is only a special case
of the larger formula that any organism is a product of the interaction
of innate characteristics and environmental influences.

For the analysis of personality, some evolutionary psychologists
have wisely assimilated the empirical work that is done in personality
psychology. The current paradigm in personality psychology recog-
nizes five major factors or dimensions of personality: extraversion/
introversion, neuroticism, conscientiousness, agreeableness, and open-
ness or cultural curiosity. Extraversion/introversion speaks directly
to the question about the degree to which any given organism orients
itself receptively and actively to the environment—in the broadest
sense of everything outside the organism-—or, conversely, turns in on
its own internal workings, absorbed in its internal processes. Neuroti-
cism is a measure of anxiety or fearfulness; its polar antitheses are
terms such as confidence and assurance. Conscientiousness is the ca-
pacity for making plans and commitments and carrying through on
them—for regulating behavior in accordance with long-term objec-
tives. It is a fundamental dimension of moral character. Agreeable-
ness or likableness measures the disposition toward warm and posi-
tive social affiliation. Openness or cultural curiosity is a measure of
intellectual and aesthetic liveliness or responsiveness—one of the ba-
sic measures we take of people when we assess whether they are “dull”
or "bright.” These five factors have convergent support from multiple
sources, and they mesh very neatly with common observation and
with the depiction of characters in literature. (In its beginnings a cen-
tury ago, personality factor research used dictionaries as the source
for terms about personality and character.) The consolidation of an
empirical consensus about the major factors of personality can pro-
vide to literary analysis a common frame of reference for the descrip-
tion both of characters and of authors. By setting such terms in defi-






