6

Postscript on the Baldwin Effect and Niche
Construction

Peter Godfrey-Smith, Daniel Dennett, and Terrence W. Deacon



108 Peter Godfrey-Smith, Daniel Dennett, Terrence W. Deacon

Daniel Dennett

I can see that Deacon’s proposal draws attention to a particularly interest-
ing variety of Baldwin effect, but I still don’t see that it is anything more
than a special case (a particularly interesting one) of the phenomenon I took
myself to be describing. I doubt if it is wise to talk about selection pressures
thatare present but “dormant” because the relevant phenotypes aren’t pres-
ent. If Tunderstand Godfrey-Smith correctly, there are right now a kazillion
dormant selection pressures on H. sapiens. Suppose smoking banana peels
(remember the Mellow Yellow hoax?) provides protection against HIV.
Thereis, then,a dormant selection pressure in favor of a proclivity to smoke
banana peels even if nobody ever thinks to try it out. There are no doubt mi-
crobes in the depths of the ocean whose effects on human beings, were any
ever to encounter them, would be variable; so right now there is a dormant
selection pressure in favor of those human phenotypes that happen not to
be vulnerable to those microbes. And so forth. Perhaps this is unobjection-
able, since “dormant selection pressures” don’t take up any space or en-
ergy, but I wonder.

Godfrey-Smith says that in the Deacon scenario, “the social life of the
population changes in a way that creates a selection pressure that did not
exist before.” Really? Why shouldn’t we say that the selection pressure in
question existed, but was “dormant”? It just needed a double (or multiple)
triggering to be awakened. If the selection pressure for smoking banana
peels exists in dormant form (and is not created by the behavioral innova-
tion that makes it visible to selection), why shouldn’t we equally say that it
takes a series of (social) actions and reactions to wake up a Deacon selec-
tion pressure?

Ijoin Godfrey-Smith in appreciating Deacon’s point that interaction be-
tween individuals creates (or awakens—this has not yet been shown to be
importantly different) a novel (or heretofore dormant) selection pressure.
But is something more being loaded into the term “social”? What is the im-
portance of social interactions, in contrast with other interactions?
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I'take it that the Good Trick of picking up a stick and wielding it as a club
against game would be just a boring old Baldwin effect with no new selec-
tion pressures (they were always there, just dormant). But what if the game
starts turning on us and fighting back when we go at it with clubs? Is this a
“social” interaction that can engender altogether new selection pressures?
If not, then is wielding a club against conspecifics who wield back a novel,
Deacon-style Baldwin effect? Or does the Deacon social interaction effect
come into play only when, for instance, females start playing sexual selec-
tion games that favor males who carry big clubs (mine is bigger than yours,
etc., etc.), an effect that arguably depends on there being a widespread new
practice (just one club-wielder will not provoke or sustain female interest in
club size)? ;

Good Tricks depend on the environments in which they can operate.
Some environments are simple and others involve much layering of context
to come into their own. Someone who would be an excellent bluffer in
poker needs to find a poker game in which to display his superiority. At the
end of his postscript, Godfrey-Smith points to what he thinks is a residual
difference: “Note that in Dennett’s case, an innately specified version of the
Good Trick would do very well, if it happened to arise, at any stage in the
process. (The population could jump from stage zero to stage 2 without any
particular role for stage 1.) In the Deacon case, it is only the change in the
social ecology (due to stage 1 behaviors) that makes an innately specified,
highly sophisticated version of the trait so advantageous.” But what
Godfrey-Smith is pointing to is the existence of something like an arms race
with a series of innovations and counterinnovations in it, and this is not re-
stricted to social ecology. A club-wielding hunter with an innate propensity
to plan a path of retreat in case his prey countercharges (stage 2) will simi-
larly have no selective advantage in a world where the prey haven’t yet
learned to fight back (stage 1).
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