denis dutton the art instinct

Denis Dutton: The Art Instinct is a pivotal work that bridges the gap between
evolutionary biology and the appreciation of art. In this groundbreaking book, Dutton, a
philosopher and the founder of the online magazine Arts & Letters Daily, delves into the
innate human tendencies that shape our artistic expressions and preferences. Dutton
argues that art is not merely a cultural artifact but rather a universal aspect of human
nature, deeply rooted in our evolutionary history. This article will explore the core concepts
of Dutton's thesis, the implications of his work, and the ongoing discussions surrounding the
intersection of art and evolution.

Understanding The Art Instinct

Dutton's primary assertion in The Art Instinct is that the appreciation and creation of art are
products of evolutionary processes. He proposes that our instinct for art is as fundamental
as our instincts for language, social interaction, and survival. This instinct has developed
over millennia, shaping our ability to communicate and bond with one another through
various forms of artistic expression.

The Evolutionary Basis of Art

1. Adaptation: Dutton suggests that art may have evolved as an adaptive trait. Just as
physical attributes such as strength or speed can offer survival advantages, artistic skills
could enhance social cohesion, attract mates, and facilitate communication. By showcasing
artistic abilities, individuals may signal their intelligence and creativity, traits that are often
associated with good genes.

2. Mating Signals: Dutton draws parallels between artistic expression and mating rituals
observed in the animal kingdom. For example, peacocks display their feathers to attract
mates, just as humans create art to express their unique qualities. This perspective posits
that art serves as a form of courtship display, reinforcing social bonds and facilitating
reproductive success.

3. Cognitive Development: The capacity to appreciate and create art may also reflect
advanced cognitive abilities. Dutton argues that the complex processing of aesthetic
experiences engages various brain functions, from memory to emotional response. This
cognitive engagement fosters deeper connections and enhances human experience.

Art as a Universal Language

Dutton emphasizes that art transcends cultural boundaries, suggesting that the
appreciation of beauty and creativity is a universal human trait. While artistic expressions
vary significantly across cultures, certain themes and motifs recur, indicating shared human



experiences.

Common Aesthetic Preferences

Dutton identifies several aesthetic preferences that appear to be consistent across diverse
cultures:

- Symmetry: Many cultures exhibit a preference for symmetry in art, which is often
associated with health and beauty. Symmetrical faces and balanced compositions tend to
elicit positive responses.

- Color: Color plays a crucial role in artistic expression. Certain colors evoke specific
emotions and responses, as evidenced by the use of red to symbolize passion or danger
across various cultures.

- Narrative: Humans are inherently drawn to storytelling. Art often serves as a medium for
narratives, allowing individuals to share experiences and convey complex ideas through
visual representation.

The Role of Culture in Art

While Dutton argues for the evolutionary basis of art, he does not dismiss the role of culture
in shaping artistic expression. He acknowledges that cultural contexts influence how art is
created, interpreted, and valued.

Culture and Artistic Expression

1. Cultural Variance: Different cultures produce unique artistic styles that reflect their
values, beliefs, and historical experiences. For instance, the abstract forms of African art
contrast sharply with the realism of Renaissance paintings, each serving distinct cultural
purposes.

2. Artistic Movements: Throughout history, artistic movements have emerged in response
to cultural shifts. The Impressionist movement, for example, was a reaction to the industrial
revolution, capturing the changing landscapes and experiences of modern life.

3. Preservation of Heritage: Art serves as a means of preserving cultural heritage. Through

artistic expression, traditions, stories, and values are passed down through generations,
reinforcing cultural identity.

The Critique of Contemporary Art

Dutton's exploration of art also leads him to critique contemporary art practices and the



prevailing art world. He challenges the notion that art should be solely defined by cultural
context or individual interpretation.

Questions of Value and Authenticity

1. Commercialization: Dutton expresses concerns about the commercialization of art, where
market forces dictate value rather than intrinsic artistic merit. This commodification can
dilute the authenticity and purpose of art.

2. Conceptual Art: He critiques the rise of conceptual art, which often prioritizes ideas over
traditional craftsmanship. Dutton argues that this shift can lead to a disconnect between
the artist and the audience, undermining the emotional and aesthetic experiences that art
should evoke.

3. Accessibility: The contemporary art scene can be exclusive, often alienating audiences
who feel disconnected from the dialogue of the art world. Dutton advocates for a more
inclusive approach that encourages broader engagement with art.

Implications of Dutton's Theories

Dutton's The Art Instinct has sparked discussions across various fields, including
philosophy, psychology, anthropology, and art criticism.

Interdisciplinary Dialogue

1. Evolutionary Psychology: Dutton's work has contributed to the field of evolutionary
psychology, prompting researchers to explore the relationship between human behavior,
artistic expression, and evolutionary processes.

2. Cognitive Science: The cognitive aspects of art appreciation have gained attention,
leading to further investigations into how the brain processes aesthetics and emotional
responses to art.

3. Cultural Studies: Dutton's emphasis on the universal aspects of art has encouraged
cultural studies scholars to examine the interplay between innate human tendencies and
cultural expressions.

Conclusion

Denis Dutton's The Art Instinct presents a compelling case for understanding art as an
essential aspect of human nature, rooted in our evolutionary history. By examining the
intersection of biology, culture, and aesthetics, Dutton challenges conventional notions of
art and its place in society. His work invites readers to reconsider the nature of artistic



expression and its profound impact on the human experience. As discussions surrounding
art continue to evolve, Dutton’s insights remain a significant contribution to the ongoing
dialogue about the role of art in our lives. Whether as a means of communication, a
reflection of cultural identity, or a signal of evolutionary fitness, art continues to resonate
with the very essence of what it means to be human.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main thesis of Denis Dutton's 'The Art
Instinct'?

The main thesis of 'The Art Instinct' is that the appreciation of art is a universal human trait
shaped by evolutionary processes, suggesting that our aesthetic preferences are rooted in
biological and evolutionary factors.

How does Denis Dutton connect art to evolutionary
psychology in 'The Art Instinct'?

Dutton connects art to evolutionary psychology by arguing that our attraction to beauty
and artistic expression has survival advantages, such as fostering social bonds and
enhancing mate selection, which have been crucial in human evolution.

What role does culture play in Dutton's argument about
art?

While Dutton acknowledges the influence of culture on art, he argues that there are innate,
biological bases for artistic appreciation that transcend cultural differences, suggesting a
commonality in human aesthetic experience.

What examples does Dutton use to illustrate his points
in 'The Art Instinct'?

Dutton uses a variety of examples from different cultures and time periods, including cave
paintings, classical sculpture, and contemporary art, to demonstrate how aesthetic
preferences persist across diverse human societies.

How has 'The Art Instinct' influenced contemporary
discussions on the nature of art?

'The Art Instinct' has influenced contemporary discussions by encouraging a dialogue
between the fields of art criticism, evolutionary biology, and psychology, prompting
scholars to explore the biological underpinnings of artistic expression and its implications
for understanding human nature.
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