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FLASH ROSENBERG: Hello. My name is Flash Rosenberg, and I’m artist in 

residence—(applause) Thank you. I’m artist in residence for LIVE from the New York 

Public Library, and I’m wearing the flyer tonight. It would have been a dress, but I 

decided I would rather plan my words than sew. It’s the way of the literary world. Now 

how did it happen that I became artist in residence for a library? I was you. I was in the 

audience and I was struck by how LIVE programs are more than lectures. Something 

active was happening. Maybe not visibly, I mean, people are sitting there. People are 

sitting here. Looks like a lecture. But in this room there seemed to be a new energy for 
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what could happen. Paul was very busy trying to make the lions roar. Conversations were 

happening, not just onstage but between strangers sitting next to each other and within 

each person. I moved to New York for the conversations. Sure, people were talking in 

Delaware, but not like this, (laughter) so I was inspired, and I did not see any reason to 

just sit here politely listening, so one night on a whim I brought a pad of drawing paper to 

the conversation between Adam Gopnik and Paul Holdengräber. They were talking about 

raising children in the city of New York, and I drew how I heard the talk. No, not 

caricatures, and certainly not court reporting. I wanted to capture how ideas look and that 

meant combining text with doodling. I write words until the alphabet is insufficient, and 

then the lines start to meander, causing drawing, then the drawing gets too abstract—back 

to words.  

 

At first I sat near the front, drawing on a large pad on my lap. Some of those early 

drawings, including the original from the image here on the screen, will be on view out in 

the lobby after the show. Come by and say hi. Then I discovered the document camera. 

That’s that strange device in the back some of you sort of snorted at when you had to try 

to squeeze by to get to your seat. I’ll be drawing on that. Essentially, it’s an overhead 

project, only it’s got a flat bed, you know, where you can put a piece of paper instead of a 

giant headlight and the drawing is being now videotaped as it occurs. Then I edit the 

drawings, you know, edit the tape to key moments, plus connect the audio with the 

scribble. I mean, obviously, I’m drawing on a little bit of a time delay, because I have to 

hear it before I can draw it, unless I get really good at it.  
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Tonight I will be drawing the whole conversation. You will get to see the process actively 

on the big screen during the introduction and for the first three minutes or three ideas, 

whichever comes first. Then we’ll let the screen rest, so you can concentrate on listening 

to our speakers, and allow—make that encourage—you to form your own mental images. 

My LIVE drawing will rejoin the stage onscreen, later in the program during the Q and 

A, so ask very good questions in the Q and A that must be questions so that I can be 

challenged to draw them.  

 

Now we’re going to show two short animations that represent LIVE conversations that 

have happened recently, so you can see highlights from a talk that you may have missed 

as well as a sample of what it is I’m going to be creating tonight. Thank you. 

 

(Two samples of Flash Rosenberg animations play: António Lobo Antunes and Paul 

Holdengräber; text from Mark Twain) 

 

(applause) 

 

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Better than anybody I can imagine, she managed to 

encapsulate what the New York Times reporter asked me when she asked me to define 

what I did in two words. I asked her for three words, but she said I had to define it in two 

words. She said, “Two words will express what you’re after.” I said okay, “Cognitive 

theater,” and then Flash Rosenberg came along and illustrated our talks, as you have seen 

tonight.  
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I am Paul Holdengräber, and I’m the Director of LIVE from the New York Public 

Library, where, as you have heard, I try to make the lions roar. I try to make this heavy 

institution levitate. I have often actually wondered how much it weighs. In the five years 

I’ve been here nobody has been able to tell me. But I know that we have—in case some 

of you are interested—the largest collection in the world of menus. (laughter) I also 

know—if you would like to know—that we have fifty-two million books, no, not fifty-

two million books, I’ve been corrected by a reference librarian. “Not fifty-two million 

books, Paul, no, no, no, fifty-two million items.” I also know we have seven floors of 

books and that they go under Bryant Park, which is quite exciting—that is, to go under 

Bryant Park.  

 

Tonight Adam Gopnik and Steven Pinker discuss a fundamental question—how far can 

Darwin take us in understanding why we are the way we are? They will discuss as I 

understand it what it means to be an ardent Darwinian. It seems appropriate that as we 

host an evening about Darwin, we are facing concerns about our own survival. The 

financial crisis is bearing down on LIVE from the New York Public Library, and the fact 

is that without your contributions there really is a possibility that LIVE will no longer be 

alive in the form in which you know it. And some of you may know this, but—because 

I’ve mentioned it in public. I begin my day in the morning by reading the obituaries. I 

love obituaries because they’re a wonderful way of finding out about somebody’s life. 

Actually an obituary there’s really only one or two words about how the person died and 

then you read about their life. And we did an event about obituaries, which was naturally 
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called LIVE from the New York Public Library presents Dead from the New York Public 

Library. (laughter) Now, I thought that was a wonderful evening, but I wouldn’t want all 

of our evenings to have that title. So, we are asking for your support in fact.  

 

Please join our Keep Your Library Open campaign. Inside your LIVE packet that you 

have received, you will find some white paper and an envelope. Write to the mayor or to 

your city official. Tell them in no uncertain terms to restore the funding for the New York 

Public Library. This is what you need to know: we face fifty-seven million dollars in 

budget cuts. Envelopes with letters will be collected as you leave tonight, or just mail 

them. Be proactive and not reactive. Take charge. Many of you are already Friends of the 

Library, but now we need your friendship to, as it were, evolve. LIVE is in jeopardy and 

we need additional contributions today.  

 

Throughout the year, LIVE presents conversations and ideas that stir the imagination, I 

hope, provide what Nabokov would have called a tingle to the spine. The best literature 

usually does. Coming together tonight provides a human connection that is so desperately 

needed—as I often say, you can’t tickle yourself—in our busy and often disconnected 

lives, and brings much-needed context for this singular moment in history. We believe in 

the importance of this work, and your presence tonight—yet another sold-out program—

tells us that you do, too. Tickets for Adam Gopnik and Steven Pinker sold out in matters 

of weeks, have been sold out already for weeks, so obviously this event was apparently a 

natural selection for each one of you. (laughter)  
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We are thrilled by your attendance tonight and we have great plans for our next season. 

Indeed, we have great plans for the remaining part of this season. For instance, you might 

like to come on June the eighth. I will be interviewing Alain de Botton. He’s written a 

book, which is highly appropriate in this context, I think, which is called The Pleasures 

and Sorrows of Work. I urge you to contribute generously to LIVE tonight. I would be 

happy to accept your cash or checks myself. Sadly, I do not personally take Visa, but you 

can contribute as you leave the auditorium. Whether you want to give a hundred thousand 

dollars, let’s say, tonight, or perhaps a smaller amount. We need your support. It’s no 

mere theory—every dollar will help us. So please make donations at the membership 

table when you exit the auditorium. So after the event, bear to the left as you exit, slow 

down, and then go to the table on the left and make that contribution and help us.  

 

And now it is my great pleasure to welcome back for the fourth, fifth, but who’s 

counting, sixth time Adam Gopnik to the stage. He’s the author of Angels and Ages: A 

Short Book about Darwin, Lincoln, and Modern Life. It is a pleasure also to welcome 

Steven Pinker for the first time, but I hope not the last, to the New York Public Library 

for tonight’s event. He’s the author of The Stuff of Thought: Language as a Window into 

Human Nature. Each one of them, as you know, are the authors of many other works, but 

these two books they will be signing after their conversation.  

 

I would like as always to thank our independent bookseller and bookseller provider, 192 

Books, for being with us throughout the seasons. Bookstores, as you may know, are 
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endangered species, so please support them as well, buy books, if you can and when you 

can and yes you can. Actually, I really suggest that you read them. (laughter) 

 

Okay, now it’s my pleasure to welcome Steven Pinker and Adam Gopnik and I 

understand that the lights are going to go down for a second. 

 

(applause) 

 

ADAM GOPNIK: I’m Adam Gopnik and this is Dr. Pinker for any of you who haven’t 

been to this vaudeville act before. We have to come up with three ideas or we get lost 

within the space of the next three minutes. As preamble, before drawing on your 

expertise, before anything else, why can’t people tickle themselves? 

 

STEVEN PINKER: The tickling reflex goes back to chimpanzees. Chimpanzees tickle 

each other, they do it during play fighting. And tickling is probably the—the laughter in 

tickling—is probably a signal that the aggression is all in fun, it’s basically practice for 

fighting and so to prevent it from escalating into real bloodshed. So the whole point of 

tickling is a mock attack and the point of the laughter is— 

 

ADAM GOPNIK: Registering that it— 

 

STEVEN PINKER: Registering that it’s a mock attack. That is, we’re not actually going 

to tear each other’s ears off. 
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ADAM GOPNIK: In that spirit, let me raise the first question. When we first started 

talking about doing this, one idea that I had because my book, Angels and Ages, is very 

much about the nineteenth century. So I thought of giving an old-fashioned nineteenth-

century lecture by candlelight of the kind that Lincoln gave often and Darwin gave on 

occasion, but that seemed not so much like an old-fashioned lecture as an antiquated 

bore, so we decided to skip that, but if you’d allow me, let me put a proposition to you 

and get your response to it.  

 

Darwin is clearly around us, with us, beside us, at every moment in our lives. I’m sure all 

of you saw this morning or yesterday morning, the news of a new fossil—or actually a 

newly analyzed though actually quite old or relatively old fossil, Darwinius masillae, I 

believe it’s called, which is—has some of the features of—forty-five million years old—

has some of the features of a lemur and some of a monkey, as many of my relatives do. 

(laughter) And it’s on the one hand it seems to be all about the vindication of Darwin. 

That is to say, it’s a missing link, really isn’t, but let’s bracket that for the moment. It 

shows that Darwin’s instinct, his theory, that life was very old and all part of one story 

was right and his theory, his guess that more and more creatures of that kind would 

appear as we got to know the fossil record and his other guess, his complementary guess, 

that not too many of them would appear, that the fossil record would always be limited 

by the nature of fossilization and by the oddities of life. That is, the transitional beings 

would pass away quickly enough that they wouldn’t always leave a trace, but all of that 

has turned out to be true, and yet at the same time the dilemma that Darwinism seems to 
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leave us in remains. That is, so what? It’s a forty-five-million-year-old not quite monkey, 

not quite lemur, we can’t actually see it transitioning into being the kinds of creatures 

who are capable of having jokes, talking, I hate to see what’s going on over my right, 

right here. (laughter) So what? There’s a kind of this—on the one hand there’s a kind of 

“oh my God” aspect to that discovery—he was right, and there’s a “so what” aspect to it, 

what does it mean, how does it possibly affect our lives as thinking, feeling beings?  

 

And one of the ways that that whole question gets turned is on the question of whether 

there is such a thing as Darwinism, that’s one of the ways it gets articulated. That is, there 

are people, evolutionary biologists prominent among them, Olivia Judson has written 

this, our mutual friend Jerry Coyne has played with this. I saw Richard Lewontin in the 

New York Review of Books recently said something like this, that after all evolutionary 

biology—one of your subjects—has gone so far from what Darwin claimed and what 

Darwin believed. Most notably, Darwin had no idea of genetics, had no picture of 

Mendelian genetics, of any kind of genetics, and that therefore that Darwin is really part 

of the past of science and that our tendency to fetishize Darwin, to make an enormous 

deal of him, to celebrate his two hundredth birthday, is either a kind of political reflex 

because we feel that that broader world of evolutionary biology is threatened by 

creationism or by religious reaction of some kind, or it’s just empty hero worship, it’s 

because we like to attach a name and a distinguished British face on the ten-pound note to 

a big idea, that it doesn’t accurately reflect anything much about the state of evolutionary 

biology right now.  
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And the theme, one of the themes, and in a certain sense the thesis of my book is that 

that’s wrong, that we’re right to talk about Darwinism exactly because what Darwin gave 

us was not simply an algorithm, not simply a theory of the history of biology, but was, in 

his own beautiful phrase, a view of life. That is, that Darwinism as Darwin presents it 

isn’t simply a set of algorithms and axioms about biology, but it’s a set of attitudes and 

ideas and approaches to the problem of explanation, set of—a way of approaching the 

whole problem of life and its history, that continues to be significant and inspiring long 

after some of the ideas, by no means all, that he actually offers in his books On the Origin 

of Species and The Descent of Man seem in need of revision, seem in need of alteration, 

so that the real consequence of Darwinism, the thing we are engaged with when we read 

Darwin, when we talk about Darwin, isn’t just the specifics of evolutionary biology and 

its claims, but is a much broader question of how we’re going to see our history, our 

place, and all the things that Darwin did that seem to some to be just a matter of style, his 

extraordinary gift for explanation, his ability to draw on the most commonplace and 

simple of means, the way dogs get bred, or the way pigeon-fanciers breed pigeons. His 

capacity to understand the lowliest creature in the world—his last great book is all about 

earthworms, and it’s really just about earthworms—and to see them as belonging to some 

larger picture that has everything to do with the descent of man and the history of life 

itself on the planet.  

 

But all of those things aren’t just sort of rhetorical strategies that you can admire or take 

or leave as kind of frosting on the Darwinian cake, but in a certain sense they’re the 

essence of what we call Darwinism. When we respond to Darwin and we get engaged 
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with Darwin, it’s like getting engaged with Dante, or if you like it’s like getting engaged 

with John Stuart Mill, who’s exactly contemporary with Darwin. When we read Mill’s 

On Liberty, published in 1859, like On the Origin of Species, we don’t say, “Well, Mill 

doesn’t have a very good explanation or a very good address of gay rights, he doesn’t 

have a very good theory of justice—John Rawls has gone farther than that.” We don’t say 

“he doesn’t understand the question of race,” we say “this is a fundamental text not only 

in the things it claims but in the way it claims them and in the instruction it gives us about 

how to argue.” So that in that sense I would argue, almost paradoxically, that Darwinism 

in a certain sense belongs as much to humanism, that is to literary culture, broadly 

imagined, as it does to the specifics of evolutionary biology. (laughter) But as I said, I 

didn’t want to make a speech, so— 

 

STEVEN PINKER: A lot of profound ideas have just come up and let me try to 

comment on a number of them. One of them—The appearance of this fossil, which—

scientists are talking about this widely, because it’s considered to be a great advance in 

scientific publicity. The way this fossil was rolled out like it was a new tour of a rock 

band and even though scientifically it is magnificent to see a specimen preserved down to 

the level of the contents of the stomach, despite its name it really isn’t a missing link.  

 

What fascinates us about missing links is that even today, a majority of our compatriots 

don’t believe in an idea that you and I would probably agree is one of the most important 

ideas in the history of human thought—namely Darwin’s theory of natural selection—

and one of the grounds for skepticism is the claim that you hear over and over again that 
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no one has ever discovered a transitional fossil, which ironically is nowhere more false 

than the case of Homo sapiens, where not only are there many transitional fossils, but 

before any of them had been found, Darwin correctly predicted that they would be found 

in Africa. Why? That’s where the chimps live and the chimps are morphologically the 

closest extant species to humans, displaying both the—a kind of confirmation of the more 

general idea of evolution, namely that there were gradual transitions, therefore you do 

predict if you’re lucky to find a transitional form, but even more interestingly, the fact 

that Darwin’s own theory did have at the time enormous predictive power which is why 

he continues to be relevant, he didn’t just put together the information around at the time 

but in the best tradition of science made empirical predictions that could be falsified, the 

vast majority of which have not been falsified, such as where you’d find the first 

transitional fossils.  

 

The question of Darwinism as a term is interesting, both linguistically, in the sense that 

even though I think there’s some unfortunate aspects to it, as a linguist I know it’s a 

losing battle to debate it, because once a name sticks no amount of rational argument will 

lead to a replacement name if that’s what everyone knows the theory by. The reason that 

scientists are a bit skittish about the term Darwinism is that it goes against the grain of 

science, which is that it isn’t the guy that matters, it’s the idea, and another criticism of 

evolutionary theory by the creationists is that the gods of Moses and Jesus have been 

replaced by the secularists with the gods of Darwin, Marx, and Freud, you often hear that, 

and so I think some scientists bridle at the idea that we have our god, who is a 
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replacement, a secular saint, and to identify an idea with a particular person misses the 

point that it’s the idea that counts.  

 

Nonetheless, I agree with you that Darwin was an extraordinary and continues to be an 

extraordinary scientist, that both of us go back to his writings to get insights that continue 

to be relevant today, that he isn’t just of historical interest. And this is certainly true in 

psychology, where there are a number of topics—for me most notably in The Expression 

of Emotions in Animals and Man where no one since Darwin has analyzed the 

phenomena in as much depth as he did.  

 

Maybe I’ll give my favorite example. Because after his prediction that the transitional 

human fossils would be found in Africa, this is my favorite bit of Darwiniana. And this is 

in The Expression of Emotions he introduced a principle of antithesis, that is that when an 

animal displays a particular intention with a particular conformation of muscles and joint 

postures, when it is in the opposite emotional state, it will display the opposite 

configuration or the opposite posture and so, you know, he uses to explain why dogs wag 

their tails, that when a dog is ready to attack, it will lean forward, muscles rigid, tail 

pointed straight behind in preparation to leap. What does a dog do when it’s a friendly 

frame of mind? It crouches down, has its head up, and its tail is limply wagging. Ask 

what’s the equivalent in the human case? Well, when a human assumes an aggressive or 

angry posture, you have the shoulders squared, the brow lowered, the head facing 

forward, the arms pronated, and the fists clenched. Now, what happens when you have 

the joint-for-joint, muscle-for-muscle opposite of that? Well, you’ve got the head to the 
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side, the brows raised, the shoulders hunched, the arms supinated, and the hands open. 

The evolution of the shrug. (laughter) Now, no one since then has done better at 

explaining why we shrug. And, again, it makes the prediction that the shrug should not 

just be a convention of our particular culture, but at least, but found in other cultures. 

 

And he was amazingly eclectic in terms of his empirical methods, but anytime a 

missionary or an explorer or a sailor was going to go overseas, he gave them a little 

questionnaire to fill out: “Whenever you meet a”—as he put it—“a wild Malay or a 

Negro or a Hindu or an Eskimo, could you write down all of these features—what they 

do when they’re happy, what they do when they’re angry and so on, and got back, years 

later, a set of diaries which allowed him to document the universality of many facial and 

bodily postures, an empirical body of research that basically lay ignored for another 

century until Paul Eckman revived the study of universals in expression. But, anyway, 

that’s just my favorite example of the continuing relevance of Darwin as a scientist. 

 

ADAM GOPNIK: And we could multiply those examples, it seems to me, Steve. Sexual 

selection, for instance, which was one of Darwin’s great themes was kind of put in a 

drawer for a very long time and nobody was particularly interested in it until relatively 

recently when it came back out as an important theme. So, in that sense, I think it’s 

certainly true. But let’s cut to a particular chase here, Steven. It’s something I thought 

we’d talk about later, but since it came up now and that is Darwin and race you talk 

about. And you had to sort of put entre guillemets, you had to put in quotes “the wild 

Malay, the Negro,” because obviously Darwin, in thinking about race, spoke a language, 
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had a vocabulary which is no longer our vocabulary necessarily, it’s a vocabulary of an 

earlier time, and yet one of the most sensitive, tender, difficult, contentious issues in 

Darwinism and understanding Darwin is Darwin’s attitude about race, because one of the 

things that comes up again and again—I’m sure you’ve found this as I have in going 

around the country with this book—is that the claim that Darwin himself was inherently 

racist is then extrapolating that kind of Darwinism itself is inherently racist. Which is one 

of the reasons why evolutionary biologists want to get out from under Darwin. And it 

comes from two directions—it comes both from the direction of the creationist right, to 

dub it that way, that is, who want to show that there is something anti-universalist about 

Darwin, and it also comes from the left, who want to show that Darwinism doesn’t lead 

by accident to social Darwinism to a belief in eugenics and into various ugly kinds of 

twentieth-century racism, but that it leads logically into that kind of—into eugenics and 

into the ugliest sides of twentieth-century history.  

 

So that you end up—and the problem is, and this is where I’m sympathetic to the 

evolutionary biologists who in a certain sense want to be free of Darwin is that there are 

two actually separate issues. One is “what did Darwin believe?” and the other is “what 

does evolutionary biology show now on this issue?” But let me leave the second part of it 

to you because you know far more about it than I do. But the first part of it I do think is a 

falsehood, in plain English. That is to say, that if you look at what Darwin actually says 

about the question of race, and most notably or notoriously, depending on your point of 

view, in The Descent of Man. He toys with the idea of race. That is, he takes seriously the 
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idea that the races of man might be separate in the way that species might first—that they 

might be subspecies of any creature might be.  

 

And he toys with that idea and he plays with it and if you take out those sections of 

Descent of Man you can find, in some sense, incriminating passages, but having played 

with it and having toyed with it, he rejects it. He rejects it quite explicitly. He rejects it on 

two grounds. One he rejects it on the ground it seems to me at least, that there’s no 

evidence for it. That is to say, that so far as you can tell by any rational standard, all 

human beings belong to a single race. They interbreed, they have all the characteristics of 

a race. They all have essentially the same mental powers and they all have essentially the 

same abilities, and that the two key things that separate—it’s certainly true, I think, that 

Darwin is what one might call a civilizationist, that is, he believes that Western 

civilization and perhaps even the Victorian subspecies of Western civilization is better 

than tribal civilizations, tribal culture. He does believe that.  

 

But he believes that the difference is entirely nongenetic. He believes that it’s—the 

difference is education and learning and what we would call cultural acquisitions in the 

first place. And then he also believes that the key human capacity, the key human gift, is 

sympathy, and he talks about that a great deal. He says sympathy has probably evolved 

for some useful social reason, because it enables a group of Homo sapiens to have a 

competitive advantage over some other group. They’re used to working together, they 

like each other, they get engaged. But then he says very beautifully—but once you have 

sympathy, there’s nothing to limit your application of it. There’s nothing that prevents 
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you from expanding it, as you like, to whatever social group you choose to, and he says 

that the goal of civilization should be for us to expand our circle of compassion, so to 

speak, our capacity for sympathy, as broadly as we possibly can.  

 

So it seems to me that it’s a bum rap on the specifics of what Darwin believed. Now, in 

your last book, I was just reading the other night, you make the case that it’s a bum rap 

about evolutionary biology, in a way, but you make it in a way that struck me as very 

interesting and that I would love for you to expand on. That is, you say that the mistake is 

both in misreading the evidence but it’s also in thinking that the—any kind of evidence 

about group tendencies would override—let’s see if I’ve got you right—the ethical 

imperative to judge human beings as individuals first and as members of a group second. 

 

STEVEN PINKER: Yes, very much. Now, in terms of whether Darwin believed that 

there could be racial differences, a lot depends on the adverbs. He says—he makes it a 

point in The Expression of Emotions in Animals and Man that the fact that the facial 

expressions and bodily postures are the same across cultures strongly suggests a story of 

monogenesis as opposed to polygenesis, namely there was a common ancestor of all of 

Homo sapiens and that our psychological traits, which were indexed by our facial 

expressions must have been in place before the divergence of what we now call races. 

And he says things like “substantially the same,” “mostly in place,” so he left a crack 

open for there to be some quantitative differences among races and depending on—you 

know his writings more thoroughly than I do—I think there are probably places where 
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you could say that he believes that there may have been some slight differences, but he 

obviously believes we are one species.  

 

And, of course, he was liberal in the best sense of the term of believing in universal 

human rights and I think it very much does hinge on that passage that you quoted that 

later Peter Singer expanded into a book called The Expanding Circle, the idea that 

whatever sense of sympathy evolution bequeathed us with is something that will 

automatically tend to inflate—that is, even if you start off just feeling the pain of your kin 

and clan, as you get to encounter other peoples, you will naturally extend it to the tribe, 

the nation, other races, and— 

 

ADAM GOPNIK: Ultimately all mankind. 

 

STEVEN PINKER: Darwin didn’t live to see the universal declaration of human rights, 

but he was right that once you set this process in motion, that there’s no stopping it. And 

indeed it’s not a coincidence that Peter Singer, who wrote The Expanding Circle, also 

wrote Animal Liberation, arguing that there’s nothing to prevent our circle of sympathy 

from expanding to other sentient creatures, including other animals.  

 

And I think this is the —it’s not the same idea, but it’s related to the idea that the ethical 

ideal of equality isn’t an empirical claim that we are all indistinguishable, because the 

facts are going to be what the facts are going to be and Darwin did leave the crack open 

that there may small quantitative differences, but it is the principle that people have to be 
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treated as individuals and not prejudged according to the statistics of arbitrary groups that 

they belong to, and I think the attitude of the expanding circle of sympathy is a 

psychological undergirding of this moral principle—that it’s what—the sympathy that I 

expect for myself and my family, I have no choice but to expand to all other individuals. 

Which is, just as I don’t want to be prejudged as a member of some group, I can’t apply 

that prejudice to others. 

 

ADAM GOPNIK: So what you’re saying is the ethical imperative is an ethical 

imperative, but it’s not alien to biology, it’s not alien to our psychology in some way. It’s 

not determined by it, but it’s not something that we’re built to resist. 

 

STEVEN PINKER: Yeah. I mean, I wouldn’t be too optimistic about how much of that 

comes naturally. I think social psychology seems to suggest that, by default, that circle of 

sympathy is much smaller than we would like it to be on ethical grounds, and that it takes 

literacy, education, cosmopolitanism, all of the forces of liberalism that you discuss in the 

book that are really a late accomplishment of our civilization, to push that circle of 

empathy outward. Without those liberal attitudes, it’s apt to shrink. And so nationalism, 

tribalism, racism, are probably closer to the natural state of our psychological makeup, 

but fortunately they can be pushed outward. 

 

ADAM GOPNIK: It seems, though, that in thinking in those terms, then, that the 

choice—that it’s a false choice that’s given us between escaping from Darwinism, that is 

to say we have to overcome the things that Darwin tells us about our natural selves in 
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some way and believing in some kind of universality. I mean, one of the things that has 

become clear and just by serendipity in the past year is that simultaneous with my own 

little book Desmond and Moore have published their big book, Darwin’s Sacred Cause, 

Desmond and Moore being two of Darwin’s most distinguished biographers, which is 

simply about Darwin and abolitionism in which they try to root Darwin’s commitment 

very early on to an evolutionary view into evolution by natural selection from 1838 on as 

being inextricably bound to his belief in abolition, that is to his hatred of slavery, 

particularly as practiced in the United States, and as practiced in South America as well. 

So that his end was both in some sense—and in a certain way, in a tendentious way, in a 

way that was—that he had a political agenda, but that the political agenda was exactly 

universalism, that is that it was about, that it was unthinkable, unimaginable, for one race 

of human beings to enslave another race because they were simply brothers within the 

same family.  

 

And part of that was partly the inheritance of the Darwin and Wedgwood family on both 

sides. You know, it was the Wedgwoods, his Wedgwood grandfathers who had made that 

famous abolitionist plate showing the slave in shackles saying “Am I not a man and a 

brother?” So that in some sense that if there’s a political agenda in Darwin’s work, it’s 

radical universalism, not its opposite. Nonetheless, we still see that kind of thinking and 

that kind of approach to questions of race, questions of intelligence and so on, as being 

prevalent. Are you saying, Steve, that you don’t believe that those differences exist, or 

you believe that those kinds of differences should be subsumed in this larger picture of 

the ever-expanding wedge of human sympathy and liberal values? 
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STEVEN PINKER: Well, I’d say liberal values should not hinge on the empirical 

assumption that sexes, races, ethnic groups are biologically indistinguishable. In many 

cases they surely are. In some cases they may not be. I don’t believe that men and women 

are psychologically indistinguishable in every respect. But I don’t believe that any policy 

of how we ought to treat men and women or blacks and whites should depend on the 

empirical claim that they are or aren’t identical. We certainly know that anything you 

want to measure in any human groups the overlap is enormous, if not complete, and that 

gives a practical justification for treating individuals as individuals. You don’t really buy 

very much if you use as prior information what group they belong to. 

 

ADAM GOPNIK: In the sense you mean, Steve, that in other words, that even if it were 

to be true—no necessary evidence that there is—that men were better than women at 

math, you will still have such a huge class of women who were superb at math, far better 

than I could ever be at math, that you could staff every department in the country 

exclusively with women, if you made that as a social decision. 

 

STEVEN PINKER: That’s right, that if you were to try to short-circuit the selection 

process by saying “let’s give a few extra points to this sex or that sex” because of 

statistics, you would gain so little that you would be much better off looking at the 

individual, I mean, in either direction, because you make the same argument for staffing 

say English departments with women based on the greater measured verbal fluency of 

women. So there is the statistical argument, but there’s also the moral argument that it’s 
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unfair to the individual and so that if you have a policy of fairness, then it really is a 

policy of the rights of the individual, because you don’t want to make it vulnerable to an 

empirical claim that might be overturned tomorrow. I mean, for all we know it could be 

that women on average are biologically better than men at verbal skills or men at—better 

than women at spatial skills statistically, you don’t want to be in the position of saying, 

“okay, let’s go back to gender discrimination, it wasn’t so bad after all, we were wrong.” 

You want to say, “well, we were right in treating individuals as individuals.” And then as 

a scientific question you can ask “what’s the overlap of the distributions?” and “what are 

the sources of whatever differences there may be?”, but you don’t compromise this 

important principle of equality. 

 

ADAM GOPNIK: You don’t want your values to be exploded by a paper in Nature 

tomorrow. 

 

STEVEN PINKER: At least not, certainly not those values. 

 

ADAM GOPNIK: Not those values. Steven, everything we’ve been saying so far, I think 

our views are very complementary, so let me probe a little bit for places where we 

actually would disagree about where Darwinism takes us and what it does. One place it 

strikes—one of the things I wanted to write about and then excised from Angels and Ages 

because I had sworn it would be a short book. By my count, two hundred pages is a short 

book, anything beyond two hundred pages is a long book.  
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One of the things that interested me was the question of Darwinism and the arts, what 

Darwinism had to teach to humanists. One of the arguments of the book, of course, as 

you know, is that the essential thing Darwin has to teach us as humanists, all of us 

nonscientists, is not the—not how we make stories or why we write songs or why we 

have art, but instead what he has to teach us is about how to tell a story, in effect. That is 

to say, that it’s his own demonstration of how to make an argument—parenthetically but 

not irrelevantly, that one of the things that’s most striking I think in all Darwin’s writing 

is his capacity for sympathetic summary of the other side. That’s one of the things that’s 

really quite stunning. Every—essentially every objection to the theory of evolution by 

natural selection that still rings now, Darwin anticipated and not only offered but 

empathized with. So that his pages sort of resonate with—“I know when you look at the 

eye, it’s almost impossible to believe that evolution has taken place. It baffles me as it 

baffles you. And yet . . .” and then he begins a process.  

 

And it’s interesting to me that that has become now a commonplace of academic 

practice—the principle of charity—that you have an obligation to sympathetically 

summarize your opponent’s view. And it’s not at all commonplace in the middle of the 

nineteenth century, if you read Huxley or John Stuart Mill. They’re scathing, sarcastic; 

they love to mock the stupidities of the other side. That’s not Darwin’s own practice, 

quite the opposite. And it’s one of the things that he gives us. But so all of those kinds of 

things that are part of, an inextricable part, in my view, of the meaning of Darwinism are 

very rich for the humanities and for the arts.  
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On the other hand, there’s the view, which you can read in somebody like Dennis 

Dutton’s new book or my friend Levitin’s book, which argues that you can actually learn 

from evolutionary biology, putting Charles Darwin to one side, you can actually learn a 

great deal about why it is—not only why people want works of art, songs, stories, 

pictures, but they can explain to you the kinds of art that we make, the kinds of songs we 

love to listen to, and so on, and in the part of the book that I excised for undue length and 

marginal relevance to the subject, one of the things that I was trying to argue for is that it 

kind of gets the story upside down, because one of the things that if you’re interested in 

music, and I very much enjoyed Levitin’s book, which is a terrific book about the 

neurology of music—what happens in your head when—This Is Your Brain on Music as 

it’s called.  

 

Nonetheless there’s no way that, using that line of investigation, you’re ever going to be 

able to tell the difference between Mozart and Barry Manilow—there’s no critical 

function. And yet our whole experience of music is about the difference between Mozart 

and Barry Manilow and even about finer distinctions than that—it’s about the distinction 

between Mozart and Paul McCartney and Barry Manilow, and you know that outsiders to 

our musical culture would have a hard time understanding why Paul McCartney is a 

genius and Barry Manilow is a hack, widely considered, and that those those distinctions 

aren’t sort of fine-tuning on the picture, that they’re where our real experience of art 

begins. Nobody is a music fan—they’re a Mozart fan or a Bach fan, a McCartney fan, or, 

God help us, a Manilow fan. 
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STEVEN PINKER: There must be some. He sells records. 

 

ADAM GOPNIK: There must be some. The beat goes on. And that therefore, the juice 

that you could squeeze out of Darwinism directly applied to the arts was limited. It seems 

to me in your writings you’ve taken sort of a Solomonic midpoint position on this 

question. I wanted to see if I could get you into an argument about it. 

 

STEVEN PINKER: I actually agree that the sciences of human nature in general, which 

are to be informed by evolutionary biology, among other things, don’t—at least as yet—

answer the question of what’s the difference between Mozart and Barry Manilow. In fact, 

and I argue in How the Mind Works that it shouldn’t take on that task, that as the first 

scientific question that you want to ask, if you’re just looking at Homo sapiens as this 

very interesting species, the difference between Manilow and Mozart, as fascinating as it 

is to us as listeners, is actually scientifically not the first question you want to ask. 

(laughter) You want to ask why does the whole species listen, get pleasure out of— 

 

ADAM GOPNIK: Abstract sounds. 

 

STEVEN PINKER: Out of abstract sounds in certain rhythmic and harmonic 

relationships. And, in fact, until you answer that question you’re certainly not going to be 

able to explain Mozart or Kandinsky or Shakespeare, or any of the elite forms of art, so I 

agree with that and I have been, even though I am a strong advocate of applying the 

sciences of human nature—evolutionary psychology, linguistics, cognitive science, 
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cognitive neuroscience—to provide insight into the arts, I’ve argued against my 

colleagues who start off with elite art, presumably because that’s what they enjoy, but 

scientifically that isn’t where you should begin. That it’s a bridge too far. I think that, 

first of all, you want to characterize the parts of psychology that are relevant to aesthetic 

appreciation. Language in the case of poetry and prose, visual perception in the case of 

painting and sculpture, auditory perception in the case of music, and so on.  

 

To explain why we have the visual reactions that we do, I think it is relevant to appeal to 

evolution. Why does the visual system like certain contours rather than others? That is a 

question, and more generally why do we have the visual system that we have as opposed 

to all kinds of other visual systems that robots and computers and digital cameras have? 

That will give you insight into aesthetics, but, of course, art and aesthetics aren’t the same 

thing. We don’t just look at pretty things. Art has certain meanings, it has certain 

functions in a given society, at a given time— 

 

ADAM GOPNIK: It operates in realms of perversity and arbitrary duration— 

 

STEVEN PINKER: Absolutely. Dada and postmodernism and all kinds of antiaesthetic 

art, so while I do think that a Darwinian approach gives you insight into art, it doesn’t in 

one step. Evolutionary considerations help to explain our perceptual and cognitive 

faculties, which help to explain our aesthetic reactions, which are relevant to the art of a 

given time or place, and to expert, elite magnificent art, but to hope that Darwin will 

explain Mozart is trying to swallow too much at once. I also think contra both Dutton and 
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Levitin and, in fact, both of them, I think, set me up as their foil, it’s not clear to me that a 

lot of forms of art or aesthetic appreciation are adaptations in Darwin’s sense—in the 

sense of an innate feature that enhanced the rate of reproduction of our ancestors, that it is 

quite possible that many of the aesthetic experiences that we most value as people don’t 

have a biological function in the technical sense and a lot of people in the arts— 

 

ADAM GOPNIK: They’re not adaptive. 

 

STEVEN PINKER: They’re not adaptations in the technical sense in which a biologist 

characterizes an adaptation. Now, a lot of people in the arts hate that, and there’s a split 

personality in how a lot of intellectuals react to evolutionary explanations. On the one 

hand, there’s an attitude that nothing can ever be shown to be an adaptation, and it’s 

wicked to ever try to show that something is an adaptation. On the other hand, it’s 

obvious that art is an adaptation and it’s wicked to deny that art is an adaptation. I’ve 

argued that this comes from a confusion of the meaning of “adaptation,” which in the 

vernacular means something that is beneficial, healthy, salubrious, to be valued. In the 

biologists’ sense it just means something that increased the reproduction of our ancestors 

in the environment in which our species spent its evolutionary history. And what we 

value as humans and what was a Darwinian adaptation needn’t and in fact often don’t 

coincide.  

 

My favorite example is reading, which is one of the most glorious of our 

accomplishments, is clearly not a Darwinian adaptation. It’s too recent, it’s not naturally 
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acquired, we’ve got to send our kids to school. It’s only developed in a small number of 

societies, and so on. On the other hand, one could make an argument that genocide is an 

evolutionary adaptation and so it’s just important to distinguish, as I think not enough 

people do, what we value—what’s adaptive in the sense of “healthy” and what is 

adaptive in the technical sense of biology. 

 

ADAM GOPNIK: In the technical sense, it makes more of you if you kill off all the 

neighboring tribe rather than— 

 

STEVEN PINKER: For whatever reason. 

 

ADAM GOPNIK: —reading Louisa May Alcott makes fewer of you. But isn’t it 

possible, Steve, it’s not just that it’s a bridge too far, but that it’s a bridge that leads to a 

different place, that is, that it’s a bridge that in a certain sense, the cavalry will never 

arrive to cross? That is, that couldn’t you believe after all in some form of a—even if you 

want an adaptationist view of art—after all, if you have a teenaged kid in the house, it’s 

hard for you to believe that music and sex are not somehow closely conjoined (laughter) 

or even identical, whatever the explanation for it might be. It has the look of an 

adaptation.  

 

And yet to think that whatever the emergent system is that we call “music” that changes, 

it has its own internal rules, that has its own internal perversions where, you and I both 

are of a generation to have lived through punk rock, which rests—in a popular form, not 
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at all in an elite form, but a great popular music—which rests on not being able to play 

your instrument, on not being a virtuoso, not being particularly skilled, not singing 

particularly well, and all of those things become, in the course of the particular game 

that’s played, positive aesthetic virtues. So isn’t it possible that we, that these are, to use 

Stephen Gould’s terms from another sphere that there magisterium that will not unite, 

that aren’t dependent on one another and that one can continue to be curious about the 

evolutionary roots of aesthetics in that general sense, but it’s very unlikely that we’ll ever 

find even the most isolated tribe—wherever it is that they look for isolated tribes now, in 

the Amazon or the Philippines—who don’t have some kind of music in some sense, that 

that may well be true, but the capacity of that insight to tell us anything significant or to 

engage in our critical discourse about Mozart and Manilow will always be limited or 

nonexistent. So that that’s a bridge, that the bridge will always be a phantom. 

 

STEVEN PINKER: I think that the sequence of bridges will always be there and that I 

don’t think that there should be any body of knowledge that is completely walled off 

from the rest of knowledge, where you just say “it’s the way it is, who cares why it is the 

way it is, who cares where it came from,” and I certainly don’t believe that that’s true of 

culture in the sense, in the old sense of Durkheim that only culture can explain culture. I 

don’t think—well, I don’t think that you’re going to be able to deduce the presence of 

Mozart from Darwinian first principles. I think it would be just incurious not to ask the 

question what is it about—it may be human audition, it may be human status-seeking, it 

may be some human faculty that we haven’t yet documented that Mozart exploited to 

give us the reaction that we have. And to say that our psychology will never illuminate 

LIVE_GopnikPinker_5.20.09 Transcript 29



that and we shouldn’t even try I think would be kind of a tragedy for human knowledge, 

that you really do want to—and I think that one of the reasons that the humanities now, 

by their own admission, are in the doldrums, at least in the universities. 

 

ADAM GOPNIK: Doldrums is a generous way of putting it. 

 

STEVEN PINKER: Is because of the wall of separation between the subject matter of 

the humanities and the human sciences, where I think there are enormous insights. 

Although, again it will never be that one will be subsumed into another or predicted from 

first principles, but I think there is insight to be gained. In the case of music, I mean 

Levitin’s work and work that Al Bregman, our— 

 

ADAM GOPNIK: Our mutual mentor— 

 

STEVEN PINKER: Our mutual mentor and that I did with him which helps to explain 

not music but some of the tricks that composers rely on to get particular effects. It doesn’t 

predict what they’ll compose, but it I think illuminates the toolbox that they have in front 

of them and all the various tricks that they have at their disposal. 

 

ADAM GOPNIK: Not to change the subject, but we’re running short of time and I know 

the audience I’m sure will have some questions. Let me, if I may move to the sort of the 

ultimate question about Darwinism and the humanities, Darwinism and humanism. That 

is what does it get us in explaining why we’re here and what our lives are about? You 
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know and you hear all the time, and I hear since I’ve done—in the last six months. People 

say with a full heart and an absolute conviction that Darwin and—Darwin in the first case 

as the prime cause and evolutionary biology of the living expression of it—strips 

mankind not only of its dignity but of meaning. That is that, by taking—by introducing 

the idea that chance plays an enormously important role in the history of life, by taking 

away any credible notion of divine creation and particularly by exploding—and I think 

one has to see it exploded—any idea of the special creation of man. It’s just not credible, 

as you were saying as we began this conversation, that when you look at the history of 

the—the fossil history of Homo sapiens or of hominids that suddenly there was a magic 

finger that pointed someplace between Homo robustus and Homo sapiens and said: 

“There. This guy is nothing much of anything. This guy is divine.” It’s very difficult to 

buy that.  

 

So then the question becomes, but there’s a genuine feeling that that robs us of any 

possibility of meaningful life. If we’re simply here to be deluded by our gonads into 

reproduction. If we’re simply here in a way that the cathedrals that build and the 

symphonies that we write are at best epiphenomenon of our genes driving us forward, it 

seems that it offers an incredibly impoverished picture of what life is about and there’s a 

kind of cry, a genuine cry of dismay and disbelief that goes up in the face of that seeming 

discovery, which in turn then engenders, as we know, all kinds of religious reactions. 

And they can range from a fundamentalist reaction—“It isn’t true. It can’t be true. I can 

prove it to you. I’ve got fossil footprints next to dinosaurs. I saw them on the thing.” And 

to a much more sophisticated, if you like, a much higher kind of response, which says, 

LIVE_GopnikPinker_5.20.09 Transcript 31



“evolutionary biology, Darwinism, rests on some kind of faith, so why is your faith any 

better than anyone else’s faith, that we have to finally make a leap of faith whether it’s in 

the rational sciences and the critical sciences or in Buddhism, Catholicism, Judaism, 

whatever it might be,” and that, therefore, there’s no sense in which anything that we’ve 

been talking about—anything in Darwinism can refute, alter, dispel our—both our need 

for and our right to believe in religious faith.  

 

What I try and say in the book is that it seems to me that it’s certainly true that there’s 

nothing in Darwinism that would explain away our capacity for emotion, devotion, 

dedication, and then in a broader sense that Darwin himself had a very beautiful and 

poetic vision of what his theory had made for mankind, which had to do with the 

contemplation of time. That is, that the crucial thing for people to understand is that we 

live simultaneously in the tiny brief hummingbird span of our lives, where we love our 

children and, as Darwin did, watch them die, horribly, and have very profound and 

passionate emotions which can’t be argued away or explained away but that we have to 

understand those lives in terms of the immense unfolding history of life on this planet and 

of geological time more broadly and that contemplating those two times at once wasn’t 

for Darwin a source of despair, it was a source for him of a kind of stoical, classical 

comprehension of the universe which didn’t deprecate brief time, but which made it all 

the more poignant by placing it within deep time.  

 

And it seems to me—and so it seems to me that that’s a sense in which I’m bewildered 

when people find Darwinism or Darwin himself, Charles Darwin, to have stripped us of 
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that kind of meaning, and yet it remains a powerful and passionate conviction anywhere 

you go. How do you respond to it? 

 

STEVEN PINKER: Unfortunately we’re not going to disagree here, (laughter) 

unfortunately for the entertainment value of the arts. I have a cartoon that I had in my 

book The Blank Slate which I think captures this, from Arlo & Janis where Arlo is up one 

night pacing back and forth and goes to his son, and his son is sitting in front of the TV 

munching popcorn and he says to his son, “Why are we here?” And the boy says, “To 

spread our genes,” and Arlo sits there and the boy says, “Are you still here?” (laughter) I 

think Arlo’s anguish is what you’re putting your finger on, and I agree that there’s no 

reason that just because the universe doesn’t have a purpose, or our species doesn’t have 

a purpose, it doesn’t mean that we as individuals don’t have a purpose or can’t find 

meaning. That there are—that ultimately it does push to you to a kind of humanism in 

looking for value and purpose and humanity not in some unfolding plan of the entire 

planet and life on earth but in our own powers to realize and deliberate among ourselves 

as to what is valuable and meaningful. And one of them is indeed understanding, thanks 

to the gift of our cognitive faculties, our place in nature, quite literally, where we came 

from, what was the process that brought us into being. 

 

ADAM GOPNIK: The actual process. 

 

STEVEN PINKER: The actual process, yeah, and to be, to be—have our best and most 

accurate understanding of ourselves, there’s an exhilaration in that. That our species is 
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smart enough and noble enough to have tried to figure it out and to have succeeded as 

well as it has. And also that there are, to be sure, depressing parts of this picture. It might 

be nice to live forever, to have a soul that survives the death of the body and lives 

eternally. It is—I mean, death sucks. It is kind of depressing to think that all of my 

experience is due to the activity of an organ which some day will cease to function. 

 

ADAM GOPNIK: Especially if you work for a newspaper. (laughter) 

 

STEVEN PINKER: Sooner—some sooner than others. But there’s also a kind of 

maturity in understanding that that is our state, that we’re not fooling ourselves with 

childish stories and that, within the constraints that we have every reason to believe are 

there, living the most meaningful life we can, including the realization that there are 

things that are beyond us and you talk about deep time, but in a way that’s I think 

emblematic of an entire world that is larger than any of us. Time extended unimaginably 

before us and will after us, but also there are worlds of numbers and logic. 

 

ADAM GOPNIK: Space itself. 

 

STEVEN PINKER: Space itself. The physical process that allowed the universe to 

unfold from the big bang. The laws of social organization and morality that might be 

consequences of realizing that other people have minds as we do. It’s certainly that 

you’re only sitting in front of a TV munching popcorn if you don’t believe that there is a 
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transcendent purpose to the unfolding of life. We can figure out an awful lot of stuff, and 

an awful lot of it is bigger than any of us. 

 

ADAM GOPNIK: I’m just probing for one last area of disagreement (laughter) before 

we open it out to consensus, the admiring consensus of the multitudes. That those of us 

who are in one sense on the Darwinian side, and I hope we’ve saved “Darwinian” as a 

term of art in this hour, run the risk of philistinism, that is to say of neither sufficiently 

understanding the yearning for meaning that has moved our religion through the centuries 

and also for not seeing that the degree to which those kinds of stories that people tell 

themselves about the world that they live in are not just vestigial, mythological hangovers 

but are crucial to what we call culture, crucial to what we call, what we recognize as the 

most moving, significant, potent forms of searching for meaning.  

 

Are you never concerned as I am, Steve, sometimes when I read Richard Dawkins, let’s 

say, who’s a remarkable figure, that though I agree with everything he says, I’m made 

uneasy by the slight tone of fatuous certitude that creeps into it? Are you never made 

uneasy by the feeling that exactly that the lesson that we claim to want to derive from 

Darwin, that is, about the virtues of modesty, the enormity of a world that we don’t 

understand compared to our specific understanding—Are you never concerned that that 

kind of slips in the back door and we have to be doubly—as Darwinians—doubly 

cautious, doubly, in a certain sense, conservative, doubly aware of those risks? 
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STEVEN PINKER: Certainly the whole scientific or more generally naturalistic secular 

mind-set forces you to have skepticism, including about your deepest-held beliefs. That’s 

the origin of modernity, of modern philosophy, is in skepticism, in avoiding dogma, 

authority, feelings of certainty from emotional conviction, and to be able to question 

anything. I mean, that’s the beginning of science, that’s the beginning of philosophy. And 

being, having a Darwinian point of view, realizing that everything I am thinking with, 

right now, is itself an organ that has its quirks, that has its history, that has its limitations 

is even another ground for a kind of humility or modesty, namely no matter how how 

certain it seems to me, well, it would, wouldn’t it? It’s all I have to think with. So I think 

of it— 

 

ADAM GOPNIK: It’s a certitude machine. 

 

STEVEN PINKER: It’s a certitude machine, exactly. And one thing—one of the things 

we know as psychologists is that we’re apt to be more certain than we have any right to 

be. And keeping that in mind, I think is a kind of brake on a kind of overweening 

confidence that we’ve figured it all out and in fact I would argue that it compares 

favorably with a religious mind-set, which depends on things like revelation, faith— 

 

ADAM GOPNIK: Dogma. 

 

STEVEN PINKER: Dogma, tradition, authority, and so on. 
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ADAM GOPNIK: You can have Darwinism without certitude but you cannot have 

religion without dogma. 

 

STEVEN PINKER: Or certainly without faith. And faith is believing in something 

without having a good reason to, and I think that’s a bad thing. 

 

ADAM GOPNIK: Let me turn to all of you. We’d love to take some questions. And 

we’re going to break with LIVE tradition and actually recognize you and ask you to stand 

up and speak and I think there are microphones being passed around at either side. The 

first question is always the hardest. There are mics on each side. Someone speak up for—

gentleman here! It’s not that big a room, you can just shout. 

 

Q: I wanted to know where you stand on inherited behavior and particularly instinct. If I 

can give an example—for instance, if you raise a bird in isolation, never has any 

interaction with any other bird, it still will know how to build a nest. It still knows that 

from instinct, and according to classical Darwinism, I guess, you would say that 

somewhere along the line there had been a mutation, which made this bird able to build a 

nest. So if behavior is not inherited, I’m wondering it seems a little unlikely to me that 

there would be a mutation that would all of a sudden make a bird able to build a nest, so 

where you do stand on that question? 

 

ADAM GOPNIK: I stand nowhere. I claim no expertise on instincts. 
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STEVEN PINKER: This is certainly a topic that Darwin did write about, and he was 

adamant that instincts, like morphological traits, parts of our body, have an evolutionary 

history, and in many cases was able to sketch a number of plausible intermediate stages 

even in quite complex forms of behavior like nest-building in birds. It’s unlikely that it 

was one mutation, almost certainly not, just because the laws of probability would say 

that if you make a random change to the genome, it’s not going to grant the ability to do 

something complex and adaptive like build a nest. More likely, there’s always an 

enormous number of mutations sitting around in the background, some of which increase 

the likelihood of behavior that in certain circumstances moves you a little closer to 

something that’s useful and that over many generations of mutation and sexual 

recombination and selection, you get behavior that becomes more and more complex. So, 

following Darwin—this all goes back to Darwin—instincts as well as organs have an 

evolutionary history which is amenable to our theory of natural selection. 

 

Q: I wonder if we might contextualize Darwin a little bit in terms of—his sort of place in 

modern philosophy to a certain extent, naturalism and humanism. But I wonder if there’s 

a certain continuum that we could discuss—and it’s a very broad topic—but you address 

sympathy a great deal, and of course sympathy is a very interesting idea coming out of 

eighteenth-century philosophy, theories of moral sentiments in the Scottish 

enlightenment, Hume and Smith, but I was wondering if we could address the question of 

whether there’s something in naturalism and humanism in modern philosophy which sort 

of necessitates Darwin instead of just saying that well, we had Darwin and then the rest is 

history, but really seeing Darwin as a product of his time, as well.  
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ADAM GOPNIK: Well, let me deal with that in a couple of different ways. It’s certainly 

true and it’s been one of the great acquisitions of Darwin scholarship in the last forty 

years, I suppose, to understand that Darwin, contrary to the widely spread, widely 

disseminated picture of him as a kind of innocent naturalist who stumbled on the world’s 

greatest idea—Darwin was philosophically very sophisticated and acutely aware of both 

the origins of his ideas and of their consequences. You see that most wonderfully in one 

of the great books of human history, the 1838 notebooks, the 1838 and 1839 notebooks, 

where Darwin is specifically reading Locke for instance, and reading Plato, and saying, 

“If you could reinterpret all this stuff on biological grounds, it might all be true, but you 

can actually demonstrate it.”  

 

There’s a wonderful moment when he’s reading Plato and he says—and Plato’s saying 

that you can explain our instincts in terms of the preexistence of the soul. And Darwin 

writes in the margin, “for preexistence of the soul, read ‘monkeys.’” (laughter) Which, 

in one moment, that metaphysics has collapsed into biology and it’s a great moment in 

the human mind. I think that it’s certainly true that, in that way, Darwin is part of his 

time, part of the mind of his time, part of the thinking of his time, but what is very 

interesting and I think significant that contrary to either the tales of left or right, 

Darwin—from the moment The Origin of Species was first published, it was embraced by 

every part of the political spectrum. Karl Marx, as you know, loved it. For Marx, it was 

the breakthrough book and he tried to court Darwin throughout his life. We know, sadly, 

about the embrace of what would eventually become called “social Darwinism,” not 
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called that at the time, so you have an extreme right-wing version of it. You have 

Christian—a Christian embrace of Darwinism, and you have a liberal embrace in the 

person of someone like John Stuart Mill.  

 

So it seems to me that exactly because Darwinism, in effect, helps and serves so many 

programs that we keep coming back to the actual truth or falsity, the actual content, of its 

empirical claims, which are certainly rooted in the thought of its time, but aren’t 

dependent on them. The odd thing about Darwinism, about the idea of theory of evolution 

through natural selection, is that, to the best of our knowledge, and from that is that it 

turns out to be true, that it actually describes the history of life on this planet better than 

any other idea. So I think we have to simultaneously absolutely place Darwin not just as a 

kind of unconscious part of his time, you know, imitating, putting the ideas of free-

market capitalism into, inserting them in nature, but as a conscious—one of the world’s 

great thinkers, but at the same time recognize that the question of the truth or falsity of 

Darwinism—is it true?—is a real question that can be judged by scientific and empirical 

tests. 

 

Q: Thank you. Rather than preface this, I’d just like to ask three quick questions. First, 

are not all forms, living and fossilized, transitional in some sense? The other is how do 

you feel about other primates being granted human rights? And lastly, isn’t art and 

aesthetics an evolved form or conduit to emotional affective responses that existed in our 

ancestors? 
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ADAM GOPNIK: Those are all real easy questions, so I’ll let Steve deal with that. 

 

STEVEN PINKER: Not all forms are transitional, because some forms go extinct. 

 

ADAM GOPNIK: Without any progeny. 

 

STEVEN PINKER: In fact, as one evolutionary biologist put it, “to an excellent first 

approximation, all species are extinct,” by which he meant 99.9 percent. Remind me of 

the second one. 

 

ADAM GOPNIK: Let me grab the second one, if I may. ’Cause I think it’s one of the 

most interesting sort of areas. Whenever we’re talking about the humility that Darwinism 

should teach us, as well as the arrogance that it clearly has inculcated in us. When we’re 

trying to—we go back and think about Darwin and race or when we think about the 

nineteenth century and one of the questions we always ask ourselves is “how is it fair to 

judge people of another time by the ethical standards of our own?” and I’m always 

haunted by that question about primates and animal rights more generally. That is, I 

would not be at all surprised, in fact, I kind of, in the depths of my being I strongly 

suspect, that two hundred, three hundred, much less five hundred years from now, our 

descendents will be as shocked and repulsed by the idea that we ate veal calves or 

animals as intelligent as pigs as we are when we think that the ancient Athenians with all 

of their intellectual accomplishments could lock women away in their houses and keep 

slaves—ancient Athens was a slave society. Now, that doesn’t stop me from being a 
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carnivore, unfortunately, or maybe not, but I think it’s a perfect example of a question 

about how rights should be extended to the animal creation, of how much moral 

uncertainty there is that lurks on the margins even of our complacent everyday existence. 

 

STEVEN PINKER: I agree. 

 

ADAM GOPNIK: The third question was about art. 

 

Q: (inaudible) 

 

STEVEN PINKER: Not just. Because fiction makes you think, art makes you think, a 

number of emotions that humans have are probably very different from what you could 

find at least in any surviving primate, because we have been separating from them for six 

million years and have probably evolved some emotional responses that you wouldn’t 

find in the last common ancestor. So, in part, I mean, there are probably feelings of chills 

and beauty and so on, but there may be other both intellectual and emotional reactions to 

art that are uniquely human without contradicting a Darwinian approach. 

 

ADAM GOPNIK: I’d add only to that, and I think it’s one area where Steve and I may 

disagree somewhat, even significantly, is that it could be that all art, in some sense, 

appeals to our basic libidinal desire for pleasure, and, you know, and you know people 

who enjoy music you can’t possibly begin to understand and yet their description of their 

feelings when they hear it is exactly like your description of your feelings when you hear 
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good music. (laughter) So it’s not that you actually claim to have a higher, more 

sophisticated notion. I have a wonderful little brother who is an art critic and he 

genuinely loves video art. He feels about video art—his step quickens as he approaches 

the New Museum knowing that there will be a display of video art, and I am utterly 

baffled. And yet I recognize in his affect and his emotional tone and his descriptions of 

“What is it that you like about it?” exactly the emotions that I might have looking at 

Wayne Thiebaud or a realist painter of my weakness and tendencies. So it might be that it 

is the same, that is in some sense the same emotion that it’s on an continuum that what 

you get it out of it differs, but that it just that it isn’t as though art is like a key that opens 

a lock reliably, but that it’s like one big temple with many rooms and there’s a common 

perfume that wafts through the rooms, but the source of that perfume will forever be 

different, where that incense gets burned will always change from time to time. I see that 

we are out of time, speaking of time. Thank you so much for coming and thank you so 

much for listening. 

 

(applause) 

 

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Thank you. And Steven Pinker and Adam Gopnik are 

going to sign books outside and don’t forget to support the Library. 
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