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female colleague who grumbled bitterly, “I hear
you’re one of those feminists.”

Equal is a sobering reminder that these battles
were fought within the lifetime of any woman
older than 30. In the absence of a ratified consti-
tutional amendment guaranteeing women equal
rights, recognition that women are entitled to the
same legal protections as men has emerged grad-
ually. This book generates a genuine appreciation
for the legal entrepreneurs who fought long and
hard to make possible the careers of many a pro-
fessional woman, including this one.

Alexandra Vacroux is a senior scholar at the Woodrow Wilson
Center.
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Evolved Tastes
Reviewed by John Onians

The triumphs of culture are

the product not of fashion, but of
deeply rooted instincts. This is
the central argument of Denis
Dutton’s tour de force The Art
Instinct, in which he shows that
the most compelling works of
art in all societies, from the most urban to the most
scattered, have common attributes. These charac-
teristics are so universal that they are best under-
stood not as having been built by a process of “social
construction” over millennia, but as forged by the
powerful selective pressures to which our ancestors
were exposed starting roughly 1.6 million years ago
during the Pleistocene Epoch, “the evolutionary
theater in which we acquired the tastes, intellectual
features, emotional dispositions, and personality
traits that distinguish us from our hominid ances-
tors.” Dutton examines the consequences of this
exposure in The Art Instinct, leading us to
reconsider some of the central problems of
aesthetics.

Sometimes Dutton focuses on a particular artis-
tic manifestation, as when he reflects on the prefer-
ence of people from Kenya to Iceland—as ex-
pressed in a 1993 worldwide poll—for bluish

landscapes containing people, animals, and some
water. This taste results, Dutton argues, not from
contemporary exposure to such images, as the
prominent art critic and philosopher Arthur Danto
has claimed, but from an inborn taste for a
landscape resembling the African savanna in which
our ancestors thrived during the Pleistocene.

Sometimes Dutton’s viewpoint is truly Olymp-
ian, as when he identifies the “cluster criteria” that
define art: “direct pleasure,” “skill and virtuosity,”
“style,” “novelty and creativity,” and so on. These
qualities, he suggests, are manifest to different
degrees in Schubert songs, Shakespearean sonnets,
and the Sepik shields of New Guineans. Because
his criteria “are not chosen to suit a preconceived
theoretical purpose,” they provide a “neutral basis
for theoretical speculation.”

Dutton—who founded the popular website Arts
& Letters Daily and teaches the philosophy of art at
the University of Canterbury, New Zealand—cites
leading philosophers, biologists, sociologists, and
evolutionary psychologists. Some he challenges,
others he co-opts. Always he is incisive, as when he
robustly disputes the claims of some anthropol-
ogists that the artifacts of the communities they
study—such as Hindu jyonti paintings—share
nothing with Western conventions. Usually, in spite
of his evident impatience, Dutton is respectful,
allowing his opponents to have their say before dis-
patching them.

He is less convincing when advancing his own
core idea, that all the activities he groups
together as artistic are the product of a rich but
unitary mental inclination shaped by sexual
selection—the evolutionary process that pits suit-
ors against one another. Charles Darwin pro-
posed this mechanism to explain excesses, such
as the peacock’s tail, that appear incompatible
with the economy of “natural selection,” and Dut-
ton invokes it to explain the richness and elabo-
ration of art. In his view, it was the persistence of
the selective pressures associated with obtaining
a mate that led to the development of a single
“art instinct.” Although he strives to defend this
suggestion against the notion that the many
forms of artistic activity are simply spinoffs from
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a myriad of abilities shaped by natural selection,
he is unable to explain the advantage of his
reductive view. The very complexity of artistic
expression suggests deeper roots than the need to
impress and attract a mate.

Dutton’s thesis is also undermined by his bril-
liant penultimate chapter, in which he shows that
the senses of smell and hearing, both vital to sur-
vival, have not developed to the same potential as
vehicles of artistic expression. Music, in particu-
lar, presents a challenge to his theory about the
unity of the arts as evolved under the pressures of
sexual selection. He bluntly admits that “annex-
ing music wholly to the procreative interests in
the way that sexual selection suggests misses a
great deal of the art itself as we understand it
today.” As he goes on to point out, “Much music
making is communal on a large scale (chorus or
orchestra before a large audience), whereas love-
making remains cross-culturally a private trans-
action.” At the end of his chase, the single expla-
nation eludes him.

Still, the odd bent feather does nothing to
diminish the overall achievement of this
peacock’s tail of a book. Taking us on a world tour
of creative masterpieces and exploiting a rich
spectrum of the mind’s resources, Dutton
succeeds in persuading us that we will never
understand human culture unless we understand
human nature.

John Onians is professor emeritus of art history at the Univer-
sity of East Anglia and the author, most recently, of Neuroarthis-
tory: From Aristotle and Pliny to Baxandall and Zeki (2008).

Down With Dogma
Reviewed by Theo Anderson

Readers may be surprised

to see the French philosopher
Jean-Jacques Rousseau likened
to the fundamentalist preacher
Jerry Falwell in The Future of
Liberalism. But Rousseau is only one among many
unwitting bedfellows with fundamentalists, accord-
ing to Alan Wolfe, a political scientist and the direc-

tor of the Boisi Center for Religion and American
Public Life at Boston College. Others include socio-
biologists, extreme atheists, and anti-globalization
activists. What they have in common is an illiberal
worldview. To some degree, they all lack liberalism’s
resistance to dogma and its commitment to open-
ness and pragmatism.

The Future of Liberalism—part history,
part prescriptive treatise, part polemic—
defines liberalism not by strict adherence to
any particular ideology but as “a set of disposi-
tions.” Among these are a sympathy for equal-
ity; a preference for “realism,” which Wolfe
defines as a reliance on facts; and a taste for
deliberation and governance. He sets liberal-
ism’s dispositions against conservatism, which
originated in opposition to the democratic fer-
ment of 18th-century Europe. Traditionally,
conservatism endorsed high levels of social
inequality and relied on strong state
institutions to enforce the status quo. But in
the United States, a nation committed in prin-
ciple to equality, conservatives recognized that
anti-egalitarianism had a dim political future.
Rather than align themselves with the state,
they have cast it as the great enemy of “the
people.”

Wolfe believes that antistatism has become a
dysfunctional dogma among conservatives. Its
logical outcome was put on full display by Hurri-
cane Katrina, which tested the idea—one of con-
servatism’s first principles—that private charities
and local governments are best suited to deliver-
ing relief and supporting communities. The dis-
astrous aftermath of the storm, and the failures
of government at all levels, he writes, “should
therefore be viewed as a decisive event in the his-
tory of political philosophy, at least as far as the
United States is concerned.”

The relevant question in Katrina’s wake,
according to Wolfe, is not whether we need
strong governmental institutions, but how to
harness their powers wisely. By denying this
reality, conservatives have consigned themselves
to long-term irrelevance. The corollary of this
striking claim is Wolfe’s equally striking—and
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