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By David Papineau

OW did we get to be so smart?

A few million years ago our

ancestors were frolicking in

the trees, with no thought for
inything but the next banana. Now we
:an solve differential equations and
iend men to the moon. Something hap-
sened, but what exactly? Nobody is
juite sure. Paradoxically, one of the few
juestions our big brains can't settle is
vhy they became so big.

In “The Hand,” Frank R. Wilson
irges an arresting answer. For him the
ey to the evolution of intelligence lies in
he peculiarities of the human hand.
¥ithout our fancy mitts, he argues,
here wouldn’t have been any point in
irowing big brains. This evolutionary
hesis, however, is only one of two
hemes in Wilson’s ambitious book. By
wrofession he is the medical director of
he Peter F. Ostwald Health Program
or Performing Artists at the University
if California School of Medicine in San
‘rancisco. He works mainly with musi-
ians who have manual disorders, and
is book celebrates the importance of
ands to our lives today as well as to the
istory of our species.

Wilson’s two concerns make for an
nusual mix. He defends his evolution-
ry theses with detailed analyses of
1anual anatomy and careful references
3 the fossil record. By contrast, his
lnking about the role of hands in the
10dern world is conveyed more by illus-
ration than by argument, through a se-
ies of interviews in which people with
xceptional manual skills describe their
ves. The two kinds of material alter-
ate throughout the book. Together they
ffer plenty of facts and a number of
iteresting stories. But Wilson's own
laims are sometimes buried beneath
1e weight of all this writing.

His ideas about evolution are rela-
vely clear. At first sight, it might seem
bvious why humans became intelligent.
fasn’t intelligence favored by natural
zlection simply because it enhanced
irvival and reproduction? But this an-
wer fails to explain why it was worth
arting down the pointy-headed path in
ie first place. Obviously, our big brains
ave now allowed us to outbreed all
ympetitors and take over the planet.
ut our hominid ancestors didn't have
ins or fertilizers or even spears. So
hat use did they have for above-
verage brains? After all, most animals
ianage to survive and reproduce per-

ctly well without a big computer in
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Are hands the key to the evolution of human intelligence?

their heads. What made our particular
ancestral line different?

This is the central conundrum of
our evolutionary history, and authorities
on the subject have offered various an-
swers over the years. The current fa-
vorite is that we grew big brains in order
to gossip. Less facetiously, the idea is
that hominids with enough brainpower
to be interested in the psychology of oth-
ers had a great advantage once social
cooperation became the norm. Another,
rather older answer to the evolutionary
conundrum is that the bipedal stance we
adopted when we left the trees made
room for a wide range of flexible behav-
iors. Wilson accepts that both of these in-
fluences played a part. But he insists
that neither would have made any dif-
ference were it not for the special struc-
ture of our hands.

As he tells the story, the groundwork
for our hyperintelligence was laid when
large apes first started swinging through
the trees by their arms. This called for
special powers of manual coordination,
and those abilities proved very useful
once our ancestors came down from the
trees. Unlike other animals, they were
able to throw stones and fashion com-
plex tools. It was these specific manual
powers, Wilson argues, that drove our
subsequent cerebral expansion and
made us the brain boxes we are today.

Given the conventions of the genre,
this is all reasonably convincing. Of
course, much of it is perforce speculative,
since there is little direct evidence beyond
a few fragments of fossilized bone. But
this is a problem facing all theorizing in
this area, and Wilson's conjecture seems
plausible. Perhaps he could be accused of
overemphasizing the hand’s evolutionary
role. But he never denies the importance
of other factors, and if something is to
take the limelight, the hand seems as
good a candidate as any.

The point of Wilson’s interviews
with contemporaries is less clear-cut,
The first few of these, with a juggler, a
puppeteer and a rock climber, hint at in-
sights into the neural mechanisms that

make the human hand so versatile. But,

as the interviews range more widely,
through jewelers, hot-rod mechanics,
magicians and surgeons, it turns out that
Wilson's concerns are more personal
than physiological. The people who real-
ly interest him have found a calling,
often in childhood, and their commit-
ment brings fulfillment to their lives.
The rock climber, for instance, was able
to pull himself to the top of chests of
drawers before he could walk, and by
high school, *'I would climb the face of a
rock without thinking about it at all. I
would see a route and would climb it
when no one else would even consider
climbing it. To me it was just what I
wanted to do, a normal, easy thing."”
Wilson outlines an educational phi-
losophy inspired by this vision of the ful-
filled person. Schools should do less to
instill authorized knowledge and more
to unleash potential. Many of his inter-
viewees tell how their schooling only
hampered their development. Wilson

urges a ‘“‘child-oriented” approach to
education, which starts with the needs
and interests of the child. He goes so far
as to suggest that “any student who
chose spontaneously and voluntarily, on
the basis of his or her own inclinations
and experience, to become a brain sur-
geon could probably prepare adequately
to enter that career by the age of 20" if
provided with the necessary assistance.

It is somewhat surprising to find a
student of evolutionary history embrac-
ing this view of individual development,
for the idea that we all contain the seeds
of our own destinies gains no support
from evolutionary thinking. Wilson is
perfectly aware that there is nothing
preordained about the course of any
species’ evolutionary development. Evo-
lution is a sequence of accidents; its path
is as unpredictable as the trajectory of a
pinball. Consider the details of Wilson's
account of hominid evolution. First apes
get larger. Their growth, together with
gravity, encourages them to swing by
their arms. Then, once they come down
from the trees, they find an environment
where it is useful to throw stones, which
thus furthers an enhanced grip. And so
on. Each step is needed in order for hu-
man intelligence to emerge, but nothing
is guiding this essentially haphazard se-
quence toward that particular destina-
tion. No wonder sophisticated intelli-
gence has developed only once in two bil-
lion years of evolution.

HY, then, does Wilson
think individual lives
have preordained paths
if the destiny of species
is so happenstantial? There is no formal
inconsistency here; it is theoretically pos-
sible that individual genes should chan-
nel us along specific lines in the way he
suggests, even if nothing similar guides
species. Still, it seems unlikely. Surely
most human beings are much more like
pinballs than railway trains. Maybe
some know where they are going from an
early age, but most of us are buffeted
around by many different influences and
opportunities, and are lucky if we can
find a niche that fits our adult selves.

In the last third of the book Wilson
leaves evolutionary issues behind and
concentrates on his exceptional individu-
als, whose manual skills become increas-
ingly less significant. There is a chapter
devoted to a successful San Francisco
restaurateur, another to a movement
teacher, and eventually we are intro-
duced to a palmist, who turns out to be
one among a number of alternative ther-
apists Wilson consults in his practice. I
am sure these are all worthy people, and
no doubt their particular talents owe lit-
tle to their formal education. But Wilson
did not convince me that it would be wise
to design our educational regimen specif-
ically for the self-directed. Most ordinary
folk, and perhaps some of Wilson’s cases
as well, would do better under a system
of schooling that maximizes the useful
buffets. If you are born without a destiny,
you may need some help in finding a path
through life. O
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