This article was downloaded by:[University of Texas Austin]
On: 23 January 2008
Access Details: [subscription number 776124756]
Publisher: Psychology Press
Informa Ltd Registered in England and Wales Registered Number: 1072954
Registered office: Mortimer House, 37-41 Mortimer Street, London W1T 3JH, UK

Psychological Inquiry
An International Journal for the Advancement of
Psychological Theory
Publication details, including instructions for authors and subscription information:
http://www.informaworld.com/smpp/title~content=t775648164

Evolutionary Psychology Is a Metatheory for Psychology
Joshua D. Duntley a; David M. Buss b
a
The Richard Stockton College, Pomona, New Jersey
b
The University of Texas, Austin

Online Publication Date: 01 January 2008
To cite this Article: Duntley, Joshua D. and Buss, David M. (2008) 'Evolutionary
Psychology Is a Metatheory for Psychology', Psychological Inquiry, 19:1, 30 - 34
To link to this article: DOI: 10.1080/10478400701774105
URL: http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/10478400701774105

PLEASE SCROLL DOWN FOR ARTICLE
Full terms and conditions of use: http://www.informaworld.com/terms-and-conditions-of-access.pdf
This article maybe used for research, teaching and private study purposes. Any substantial or systematic reproduction,
re-distribution, re-selling, loan or sub-licensing, systematic supply or distribution in any form to anyone is expressly
forbidden.
The publisher does not give any warranty express or implied or make any representation that the contents will be
complete or accurate or up to date. The accuracy of any instructions, formulae and drug doses should be
independently verified with primary sources. The publisher shall not be liable for any loss, actions, claims, proceedings,
demand or costs or damages whatsoever or howsoever caused arising directly or indirectly in connection with or
arising out of the use of this material.

Downloaded By: [University of Texas Austin] At: 16:52 23 January 2008

COMMENTARIES
Bering, J. M., Bjorklund, D. F., & Ragan, P. (2000). Deferred imitation of object-related actions in human-reared juvenile chimpanzees and orangutans. Developmental Psychobiology, 36,
218–232.
Bjorklund, D. F. (2006). Mother knows best: Epigenetic inheritance,
maternal effects, and the evolution of human intelligence. Developmental Review, 26, 213–242.
Bjorklund, D. F., Ellis, B. J., & Rosenberg, J. S. (2007). Evolved
probabilistic cognitive mechanisms: An evolutionary approach
to gene x environment x development. In R. V. Kail (Ed.),
Advances in child development and behavior (Vol. 35, pp. 1–
39). Oxford, UK: Elsevier.
Bjorklund, D. F., & Pellegrini, A. D. (2002). The origins of human
nature: Evolutionary developmental psychology. Washington,
DC: American Psychological Association.
Bjorklund, D. F., & Rosenberg, J. S. (2005). The role of developmental plasticity in the evolution of human cognition. In B. J. Ellis
& D. F. Bjorklund (Eds.), Origins of the social mind: Evolutionary psychology and child development (pp. 45–75). New York:
Guilford.
Boyce, W. T., & Ellis, B. J. (2005). Biological sensitivity to context:
I. An evolutionary–developmental theory of the origins and
functions of stress reactivity. Development & Psychopathology,
17, 271–301.
Brooks-Gunn, J., & Furstenberg, F. F. (1989). Adolescent sexual
behavior. American Psychologist, 44, 249–257.
Burgess, R. L., & MacDonald, K. (Eds.). (2005). Evolutionary
perspectives on human development. Thousand Oaks, CA:
Sage.
Ellis, B. J. (2004). Timing of pubertal maturation in girls: An integrated life history approach. Psychological Bulletin, 130, 920–
958.
Ellis, B. J. (2005). Determinants of pubertal timing: An
evolutionary–developmental approach. In B. J. Ellis & D. F.
Bjorklund (Eds.), Origins of the social mind: Evolutionary
psychology and child development (pp. 164–188). New York:
Guilford.
Ellis, B. J., & Bjorklund, D. F. (Eds.). (2005). Origins of the social
mind: Evolutionary psychology and child development. New
York: Guilford.

Ellis, B. J., Essex, M. J., & Boyce, W. T. (2005). Biological sensitivity to context: II. Empirical explorations of an evolutionary–
developmental theory. Development and Psychopathology, 17,
303–328.
Francis, D. D., Diorio, J., Liu, D., & Meaney, M. J. (1999).
Nongenomic transmission across generations in maternal behavior and stress response in the rat. Science, 286, 1155–
1158.
Geary, D. C. (Ed.). (2006). Evolutionary developmental psychology:
Current status and future directions. Developmental Review, 26,
113–119.
Gottlieb, G. (2002). Developmental–behavioral initiation of evolutionary change. Psychological Review, 109, 211–218.
Hernández Blasi, C., & Bjorklund, D. F. (2003). Evolutionary developmental psychology: A new tool for better understanding
human ontogeny. Human Development, 46, 259–281.
Jablonka, E., & Lamb, M. (1995). Epigenetic inheritance and evolution: The Lamarckian dimension. New York: Oxford University
Press.
Mameli, M. (2004). Nongenetic selection and nongenetic inheritance. British Journal of the Philosophy of Science, 55, 35–71.
Meaney, M. J. (2001). Maternal care, gene expression, and the transmission of individual differences in stress reactivity across generations. Annual Review of Neuroscience, 24, 1161–1192.
Oyama, S. (2000). The ontogeny of information: Developmental systems and evolution (2nd ed). Durham, NC: Duke University
Press.
Tomasello, M., Savage-Rumbaugh, S., & Kruger, A. C. (1993). Imitative learning of actions on objects by children, chimpanzees,
and enculturated chimpanzees. Child Development, 64, 1688–
1705.
Trivers, R. (1972). Parental investment and sexual selection. In B.
Campbell (Ed.), Sexual selection and the descent of man (pp.
136–179). New York: Aldine de Gruyter.
Waddington, C. H. (1975). The evolution of an evolutionist. Ithaca,
NY: Cornell University.
Weber, B. H., & Depew, D. J. (Eds.). (2003). Evolution and learning:
The Baldwin effect reconsidered. Cambridge. MA: MIT Press.
West-Eberhard, M. J. (2003). Developmental plasticity and evolution. New York: Oxford University Press.

Evolutionary Psychology Is a Metatheory for Psychology
Joshua D. Duntley
The Richard Stockton College, Pomona, New Jersey

David M. Buss
The University of Texas, Austin
We share Ploeger, van der Maas, and Raijmakers’s
desire for a theoretically integrated and empirically robust evolutionary psychology. Like evolutionary theory
itself, which over time incorporated new discoveries
such as particulate inheritance and important theoretical developments such as inclusive fitness, present-day
evolutionary psychology does not represent a rigid setin-stone framework, but one that is developing over
time. The field welcomes theoretical additions and
modifications that lead to novel hypotheses, testable
predictions, and important discoveries. In keeping with
the goal of moving evolutionary psychology forward,
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this commentary focuses on several of the suggestions
the Ploeger et al. article proposes for the field.

What Is Evolutionary Psychology?
The target article contends that mainstream evolutionary psychology is based on the “neo-Darwinian
perspective,” which is expressed in a small number of
publications (Buss, 1995, 2003; Pinker, 1997; Tooby &
Cosmides, 1992), most of which were published over
a decade ago. We agree that it is dangerous to argue
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that the diversity of ideas and perspectives in a field of
study can be captured by a low number of publications
produced by only a few individuals. Unfortunately, that
is precisely what the Ploeger et al. article does. Given
the diversity of theoretical perspectives and the explosion of research in evolutionary psychology (see Buss,
2004, 2008; Dunbar & Barrett, 2007; Gangestad &
Simpson, 2007; Sober & Wilson, 1999), it is inappropriate to paint it with one narrow brush in only one
color.
We believe that there does exist widespread agreement among evolutionary psychologists on several
key foundational premises, including (a) that modern
evolutionary theory is essential for understanding the
origins and design of the human mind; (b) that the
statistical properties of the multiplicity of adaptive
problems recurrently faced by humans over deep time
have fashioned a number of specialized psychological
adaptations; (c) that these adaptations can be described
at a cognitive level as information-processing devices;
(d) that these devices are instantiated in the human
brain; and (e) that environmental interactions are
essential at every step of the causal chain—from the
origins of adaptations, to their development during
ontogeny, to their expression in manifest behavior.
Outside of these core metatheoretical premises,
however, evolutionary psychologists have a multiplicity of views, and healthy scientific debates abound.
The most important of these center around the nature
of individual differences, the role of culture, the understanding of development, and the degree to which relatively domain-general mechanisms exist, in addition to
those that are more domain-specific (see Buss, 2004,
2008, for a discussion of these interesting debates).
We believe that the Ploeger et al. article misses
one of the most important accomplishments of evolutionary psychology—conceptual integration (Tooby &
Cosmides, 1992). Evolutionary psychology provides a
unifying metatheory for the currently disparate and disconnected branches of psychology (Buss, 1995). Evolutionary psychology unites the field of psychology
with all the other life sciences, including biology, economics, political science, history, political science, legal scholarship, and medicine; it unites humans with all
other species, revealing our place in the grand scheme
of the natural world. If a viable alternative metatheory
exists that successfully accomplishes these forms of
conceptual unification, it has not yet been revealed to
the scientific community.

Is the Analysis of Evolutionary Psychology by
the Target Article New or True?
The target article asserts that some premises of modern evolutionary psychology are wrong and suggests
others that would be useful to integrate into the field.

On the good side, some of their proposals are already
in use by evolutionary psychologists, and so are not really new. Others, unfortunately, are sufficiently vague
or underspecified so that they do not lead to novel,
testable hypotheses.
One suggestion is that evolutionary psychology
should make use of the concept of behavior initiated
evolution. Often referred to as the Baldwin Effect
after its progenitor James Baldwin (1896), behavior
initiated evolution has been used by evolutionary
psychologists as part of the explanation for the
origins of a range of complex behaviors, from speech
production (MacNeilage & Davis, 2005; Pinker, 1994)
to aggression (Duntley & Buss, 2005; Daly & Wilson,
1988). Evolutionary psychologists, like biologists
(e.g., Alcock, 2005; Krebs & Davies, 1987), often do
not refer to “behavior initiated evolution” by name
because it is taken for granted to be an important
aspect of the process of selection. In short, their
suggestion is reasonable, but it is not new.
Second, the target article conflates different levels
of explanation in determining the origins of adaptations. It correctly states that early eyespots on butterfly
wings appeared because of a mutation that changed the
way that butterfly wings developed. However, the evolution of distinct eyespots that now appear on butterfly
wings required subsequent selection both to refine and
to maintain them. Mutation and selection are necessary
for the evolution of new adaptations.
Third, the target article contends that the neoDarwinian approach ignores the influence of mutation
on the process of selection. This is a new criticism,
but it is not true. Evolutionary psychologists are interested in all aspects of evolutionary processes and
are actively exploring the role and effects of mutation.
For example, mutation-selection balance has been proposed to produce measurable psychological effects that
may include psychological disorders (Keller & Miller,
2006) and individual differences in personality (Penke,
Denissen, & Miller, 2007).
Fourth, the target article asserts that evolutionary
psychologists ignore or dismiss individual differences.
Although it is true that species-typical and sex-typical
adaptations have been the central focus of much of evolutionary psychology, a substantial minority of evolutionary psychologists have been actively exploring individual differences (Belsky et al., 2007; Buss, 1991,
1996; Buss & Greiling, 1999; Figueredo et al., 2005;
Hawley, 2006; Keller & Miller, 2006; Mealey, 1995;
Penke et al., 2007). In fact, all sources of individual
differences, heritable and environmental, are the object of theory and research in the field of evolutionary
psychology.
Fifth, the target article contends that evolutionary
psychologists “study the mechanisms at the behavioral and the cognitive level and leave the question
open about how the mechanisms actually develop”
31
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(p. 8). It is certainly true that precisely how psychological adaptations develop over ontogeny is a difficult
and important area, and what we know is paltry compared to what remains to be discovered. Nonetheless,
how psychological adaptations develop has been the
subject of several books and many research programs
within evolutionary psychology. Recent books include
those by evolutionary psychologists Ellis and Bjoklund (2005) and Geary (2005). The recent Handbook
of Evolutionary Psychology (Buss, 2005) contains several chapters on development, including one entitled
“Evolutionary Developmental Psychology.” In addition, specific theory and research on topics such as father absence (Belsky et al., 2007), language acquisition
(MacNeilage & Davis, 2005; Pinker, 1994), prepared
fears (Mineka, Davidson, Cook, & Keir, 1984; Ohman
& Mineka, 2001), and discounting the future (Daly
& Wilson, 2005; Wilson & Daly, 2006) demonstrate
that the target article’s criticism that evolutionary psychologists neglect development simply is not true. We
agree, however, that much more work on development
is needed.

On the Evolution of Domain-General and
Domain-Specific Adaptations
Although all evolutionary psychologists, as far as
we can tell, agree that there exist at least some domainspecific adaptations, a healthy scientific debate exists among evolutionary psychologists over the evolution of somewhat more domain-general mechanisms.
These debates have been aired in scientific journals
(e.g., Chiappe & MacDonald, 2005; Geary & Huffman,
2002) as well as in textbooks on evolutionary psychology (e.g., Buss, 2004, 2008). We believe that the target article muddles rather than clarifies this debate by
mischaracterizing the issues from the start. The article contends that evolutionary psychologists think that
“domain-specificity refers to the extent to which a
mechanism is tailored to handle some particular and
narrow range of inputs” (p. 4). We believe that it is unfortunate that the term domain-specificity is used differently by different scientists, evolutionary psychologists, and their critics alike, often in vague, confusing,
and contradictory ways. It is also true, however, that
evolutionary psychologists discuss domain-specificity
at multiple levels, including specificity of input, specificity of decision rules, and specificity of output.
When evolutionary psychologists refer to a
“domain,” generally they are describing a distinct category. An adaptive problem domain refers to a specific
category of problem that was recurrent over human
evolutionary history and affected an individual’s
reproductive success, directly (e.g., by increasing mating success) or indirectly (e.g., by affecting a person’s
social status, which in turn increases the prospects
32

of having children). These adaptive problems created selection pressure for the evolution of functional
mechanisms to solve them. Individuals with variants of
mechanisms that provided better solutions to adaptive
problems would have had better reproductive success,
passing on the genes that contributed to the development of those variants in greater frequency to subsequent generations. The combination of mechanisms
that is useful in the solution of one adaptive problem
generally is not useful in the solution of another.
For example, the mechanisms useful in determining
whether an object in the environment is suitable to eat
would not be helpful in determining whether an organism would be a suitable mate. As a result, evolutionary
psychologists have argued that selection has fashioned
specific mechanisms for food choice that are at least
somewhat distinct from mechanisms for mate choice.
Evolutionary psychologists adopt a guiding metatheoretical principle. They propose that whenever there
were distinct features of different ancestral problems—
such as determining whether meat is edible or spoiled
or whether a mate is fertile or infertile—there existed
distinct selection pressures for the evolution of mechanisms capable of solving the distinct features of each
problem. Olfactory receptors sensitive to the presence
of high levels of bacteria in meat solve a different class
of problem than evolved preferences for visual cues
to fertility in potential mates such as a low waist-tohip ratio. Evolutionary psychologists argue that our
ancestors faced a large number of adaptive problems
that had distinct characteristics. These would have created selection pressure for the evolution of a number
of distinct solutions, leading to many design features
of cognitive mechanisms dedicated to the solution of
distinct features of ancestral adaptive problems (Buss,
1999, 2004, 2008; Pinker, 1997; Tooby & Cosmides,
2005).
This metatheoretical position does not preclude
the existence of more general mechanisms. Although
positions differ, the notion that cognitive mechanisms
vary in how specific or general the adaptive problem
domains they evolved to address is accepted by many
evolutionary psychologists (Barrett & Kurzban, 2006;
Buss, 1999, 2004, 2008; Tooby, Cosmides, & Barrett,
2005). For example, cognitive mechanisms that allow
us to perceive depth contribute to the solution of a
range of specific adaptive problems, from eating a
piece of food to avoiding projectiles hurled by hostile
conspecifics. Depth perception by itself, however,
is not enough to solve any adaptive problem. Other
evolved mechanisms specific to each adaptive problem
domain are also required. Securing caloric resources
to solve the problem of a negative energy balance
typically requires, at a minimum, a motivational mechanism of hunger, foraging mechanisms that identify
objects in the environment that qualify as food, other
mechanisms that determine whether the food is edible,
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and the coordination of body movements synchronized
with visual perceptions of the food’s location.
The key point is that the fact that processes such
as attention, working memory, and statistical learning might all be involved in solving the adaptive
problems of eating and mating does not warrant the
conclusion that they are fully domain-general processes. Indeed, there already exists empirical evidence that components of both attention and memory have both domain-specific and sex-differentiated
components, corresponding to domain-specific and
sex-differentiated adaptive problems (Buss, 2008;
Schützwohl & Koch, 2004; Todd, Hertwig, & Hoffrage, 2005). So although it is true that processes such
as attention, memory, vision, and others participate in
solving distinct adaptive problems such as eating and
mating, that participation does not warrant the conclusion that those processes are fully domain-general.
Because there already exists empirical evidence that
these processes are not fully domain-general, it is likely
that future researchers will discover additional design
features of these processes that come online to solve
specialized adaptive problems.

Dynamical Systems and Evolutionary
Psychology
The second half of the article by Ploeger et al. is devoted to an exploration of how dynamical systems/selforganization theory and developmental plasticity are a
rich but overlooked resource that could move the field
of evolutionary psychology forward as it has done in
developmental biology and other fields. Because of
their similarities, we refer to all of them as the “dynamical systems perspective.” To illustrate the importance
of dynamical systems, the authors cite Sterelny and
Griffiths’ statement that, “evolutionary developmental
biologists hold the view that there is a dynamic interaction between genes and environment. . . . ‘No one
supposes that a plant will grow in just the same way no
matter what sort of light or nutrients it receives.” ’ (p. 8).
We agree that the plant likely will not grow the exact
same way in all environmental conditions. However,
we also know that the seeds will grow a plant of a certain species, not an animal and not a different species
of plant. We also know the strategies that the plant
will use to obtain nutritional resources, deal with hostile forces of nature, and reproduce. There is no doubt
that both genes and environment are required for any
organism to develop. The question is, How useful is
a dynamical systems perspective in shedding light on
this process and the origins of functional mechanisms?
One weakness of a dynamical systems perspective is
the lack of specificity of its hypotheses about what occurs during a dynamical process. Typically, dynamical
systems researchers specify a starting point and rules of

interaction for the units of the system they are studying.
Next, the units of the system are set in motion, generating patterns that are argued to be “self-organized.”
For example, the authors argue that “patterns appear
without a blueprint of the patterns themselves” (p. 8).
What the authors appear to be arguing is that information coded in genes dynamically interacts with input
that was reliably available in ancestral environments
to produce an organism or functional characteristic—
genes can’t do it by themselves. This does not mean
that the blueprint for development is or ever was absent.
It is present in the combination of genes and relevant
input from the environment. The two pieces together
provide a blueprint for the patterns themselves. With
an understanding of the specific functions of all the interacting parts, we would be able to predict the patterns
perfectly.
Proposals that invoke self-organization or dynamical systems, like all other scientific proposals, must be
evaluated by rigorous scientific criteria. What new insights, findings, hypotheses, and predictions have been
generated by these approaches with respect to illuminating human nature? To our knowledge, the answer is
nil. We are not aware of a single new specific prediction
or empirical finding generated by these approaches. In
sharp contrast, evolutionary psychology has produced
a veritable bounty of them (see Buss, 2005, 2008). In
sum, dynamical systems approaches are not alternatives to evolutionary psychology and to our knowledge
have not generated new insights, findings, hypotheses,
or predictions about human cognition and behavior.

Conclusion
Ploeger et al. propose to save evolutionary psychology from accusations of “just-so stories.” In science,
this is accomplished by advancing falsifiable hypotheses and predictions, conducting careful studies, and
then determining whether the predictions were right
and the hypotheses supported. Because modern evolutionary psychology is flush with a plethora of these,
and the target article offers none, it seems that that article is guilty of exactly the “just-so stories” it purports
to correct. Evolutionary psychologists will welcome
new theoretical insights when conceptual offerings
fulfill standard rigorous scientific criteria—providing
heuristic value in leading researchers to domains otherwise undiscovered or neglected, generating specific
empirical predictions about new phenomena, organizing known facts in a more cogent and parsimonious
fashion than existing conceptual frameworks, and providing conceptual unity that was previously lacking.
Although evolutionary psychology is a young science,
it currently fulfills these scientific criteria better than
any competing metatheory.
33
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