
On My Mind

AT L E AST SI NC E T H E S COPE S
Monkey Trial rel i gious forces have
tried to corrupt American sc ience
education by sowi ng confusion
about evolution, the cornerstone of
biology. But their most pernic ious
effect may not be in overt inanities
l ike anti - Darwin warni ng stickers
in tex tbooks, which in any event
the cou rts have stymied. Rather,
they may have succeeded in mak-
i ng evolution seem so controversial
and mor ally fr au ght that educators
and entertai ners sidestep the fuss
and just don’t go there.

A couple of popular recent
movies offer a case in poi nt. March
of the Penguins del i ghted mill ions
with its stu nni ng
footage of emperor
pengu i ns trekki ng
throu gh forbidd i ng
ice fields to bri ng
food back to thei r
offspri ng. But a
striki ng aspect of the spectacle — that parents listen for the unique
calls of their chicks, rather than feed i ng the nearest or need iest
one — is left unex plored. What a missed opportu nity to ex plai n
the core idea of modern evolutionary sc ience, that organisms are
adapted to promote the re pl ication of their genes, rather than the
greater good of the spec ies. We are meant to ex perience mor al
upl i ft at pengu i ns’ parental ded ication but are given no insi ght
i nto the laws of natu re.

Another recent da z z ler, Winged Migration, is also evolution -
free. We fly with the bi rds for thousands of miles as they br ave
predators, hu nger and horri fic weather. Yet we are never told why
the bi rds undertake this semiannual mad ness. There is no men-
tion that organisms are opportu nistic in the compe tition for food
and that many bi rds evolved to take adv antage of the brief Arctic
su mmer, with its concentr ated profusion of insects and seeds ,
while escapi ng its wi nter, which is too cold for them to rear chick s .
The film is a visual spectacle for us to ga ze at uncomprehend i ngly.

One more ex ample: I recently bou ght a frog from a Web ven-
dor that clai ms that its wares are “perfect for class projects, sc i-
ence fai rs and anyone who apprec iates the wonder of natu re.” Ye t

the site fails to reveal the name of the
c reatu re (Xenopus or “str ange foot” )
or ex plain why it has such odd fea-
tu res, like bei ng flat as a pancake,
lacki ng a tongue and havi ng feet that
face backw ards. This frog madly
flaps food into its mouth with it s
forelegs, which the Web site de-
sc ribes as “clappi ng its hands .”

Once again, a golden opportu-
nity to ex plain the livi ng world has
been wasted. The African clawed
frog lives in water, but it evolved
from standard frogs, who spend
much of their lives above the sur-
face. Over ti me Xenopus lost it s
sticky tongue (useless in the
w ater), mod i fied the use of it s

hands to catch prey
and reshaped it s
feet and body for
streaml i ned swi m-
mi ng. Its silly
appear ance is a
product of this

retooling, a fascinating but untold story.
The only message conveyed by these supposedly educational

med ia: Cute ani mals do wei rd thi ngs. This may encou r age chil-
d ren to become eco - tou rists but not to become sc ientists. From
the ti me they are you ng, sc ientists are energi zed by ex planations ,
by the “Aha !” that comes from understand i ng why some thi ng is
the way it is. And with livi ng thi ngs, the answer to “why” ques-
tions alw ays involves evolution. When you take the evolution out
of biology, you du mb it down, tu rni ng it into a circus of ani mal
antics rather than a sou rce of deep and satisfyi ng insi ght.

The unspoken taboo on evolution is not just a tr agedy of
missed educational opportu nities. Our health and economy
i nc reasi ngly de pend on biomed ical research, from the epidemiol-
ogy of bi rd flu to the treatment of A I D S, which de pends on
u nderstand i ng evolution. Asian cou ntries, which lack America’s
squeamishness about evolution, are hell - bent on ex pand i ng thei r
biomed ical research sector. If we don’t overcome our reluctance
to exc ite our child ren with modern biological thou ght, it doesn’t
take a Darwin to pred ict who will be selected in this stru ggle for
su rviv al. a
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Of Chicks and Fro g s
How Hollywood dumbs down movies about cute animals—and misses a 

chance to teach evolution.

March of the Penguins misses the core 
idea of evolution, that organisms adapt to

promote the replication of their genes.

By Steven Pi nker, HA RVA R D P SYC HOLOG Y PROF E S S OR, AUT HOR OF TH E LA NG UAG E IN ST I NC T, HOW T H E MI N D WOR K S,
A N D TH E BLA N K SLAT E.
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