
Nettle, Evolution and Genetics for Psychology 
 

 

OXFORD H i g h e r   E d u c a t i o n 
© Oxford University Press, 2009. All rights reserved. 

Answers to end of chapter questions 
 

Chapter 9 
 

1. Storing the words and rules of language genotypically might have several 

disadvantages. First, it would require a great deal of genotypic space and 

would have depended upon the fixation of many thousands of mutations. 

Second, given that the language faculty will be affected by random 

mutation and genetic drift, it would make individuals vulnerable to not 

being able to speak in exactly the same way as the population around 

them. Third, new meanings and concepts are often required as the social 

context changes, and learning allows these to be created and shared. 

Learning achieves the necessary function – being able to speak in a 

locally appropriate way – at apparently low cost.  

 

2. Human phobias have a number of interesting properties. First, they form 

on the basis of rather few negative exposures, and are difficult to 

extinguish. This suggests the operation of some powerful prepared 

learning mechanisms. Second, they do not form with equal ease to any 

trigger. Common phobias are spiders, snakes, blood, open spaces with no 

cover, large animals, and social ostracism. These are all things which 

would have been key sources of danger in the ancestral environment, and 

which it is thus plausible that, like monkeys, we are evolutionarily prepared 

to learn to fear. People do not generally acquire phobias to cars, electric 

power outlets, or guns, even though these things are much more likely to 

hurt them in the current environment than spiders or snakes are. 

Behaviour therapy for phobias involves exposure to the feared object; this 

seems to be the only way to shift such a powerful learned association. 

 

3. Social learning of mate preferences might be advantageous in a 

promiscuous species, where a male being already mated to one female in 

no way detracts from his suitability to mate another one. In a species with 

exclusive pairbonds such as ourselves, seeing a male with another female 
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indicates that his investment is directed elsewhere, and thus that, 

whatever his qualities, he is not going to be a suitable partner. 

 

4. The cost of obtaining first-hand information on the safety of a food is 

potentially rather high, since one would have to risk poisoning oneself to 

verify it. In view of this, it seems that we adopt a ‘better safe than sorry’ 

approach, and follow socially transmitted information. This can lead to 

taboos on particular meats persisting for hundreds of years after any 

hygienic function that they might have had has become irrelevant. 

Similarly, it is basically impossible to obtain any direct information on what 

happens after death, or other metaphysical issues, and so we only have 

socially transmitted information to go on. The result is religious traditions 

that can persist for many thousands of years without being updated by 

personal experience. By contrast, in an area such as farming techniques, it 

is relatively easy for individuals to try out minor variants and experiments 

for themselves, and so socially-learned techniques are constantly being 

updated, and we are less bound by tradition.  

 


