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Why do we think art is beautiful?
A quick evolutionary perspective



‘Pleasure’ is not something that natural 
selection doles out without a reason –
and we would expect that reason to be 
intimately connected with maximising 
fitness.

David. P. Barash (2013)

What is pleasure?
It's survival effectiveness



There is virtually no evidence that 
artworks activate emotion areas 
distinct from those involved in 
appraising everyday objects important 
for survival. 

Hence, the most reasonable 
evolutionary hypothesis is that the 
aesthetic system of the brain evolved 
first for the appraisal of objects of 
biological importance, including food 
sources and suitable mates, and was 
later co-opted for artworks such as 
paintings and music. 

Brown and Gao (2011)

Why did we create art?



Hand axes mark an evolutionary advance in human history, tools 
fashioned to function as what Darwinians call fitness signals(…) 
Competently made hand axes indicated desirable personal qualities. 
Intelligence, fine motor control, planning ability, conscientiousness, and 
sometimes access to rare materials. (…) From Blasco to the Louvre to 
Carnegie Hall, human beings have a permanent, innate taste for virtuoso 
displays in the arts. We find beauty in something done well. 

Denis Dutton (2009)

Why did we create artworks?



According to Brian Boyd (2010), we like stories because 
they simulate social interactions 

Why did we create stories?



"This hypothesis centers on music's unique ability to influence 
the mood and behavior of many people at once," they 
(Rabinowitch, Cross, Burnard) write, "helping to mold individual 
beings into a coordinated group.”

Silver (2013)

Why do we like music?



When we are drawn to a work of art, when we label such a 
work as beautiful, touching, or inspiring, we, in effect, filter 
through our senses and cognition the survival effectiveness of 
the art form we experience.

The Hypothesis:
Art is a survival mechanism



The Hypothesis:
Art is an evolutionary device



What is medicine? 
The ultimate survival 
mechanism. 

Beauty in medical 
procedures might be a 
proxy for effectiveness

Why art and medicine?
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