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Evolving Hamlet: Brains, Behavior, 
and the Bard

joe keener

When Harold Bloom produced his hyperbolic tome Shakespeare: The 
Invention of the Human, he did the bard a great disservice. Dramatization 
would have been a more accurate word choice than Invention and would 
have offered less of a distraction from Shakespeare’s actual achievements. 
Hamlet remains Exhibit A in making the case that Shakespeare attempted 
to put more humanity on stage than those who had come before him. The 
title character is hardly a fully realized human, which may be a dramatic 
impossibility, but he does, at least, represent an element of humanity and, as 
such, can be examined in terms of forces that act on humans. One of these 
predominant forces is evolution. Matt Ridley argues in The Red Queen: Sex 
and the Evolution of Human Nature, “A Shakespeare play is about motives 
and predicaments and feelings and personalities that are instantly familiar. 
Falstaff ’s bombast, Iago’s cunning, Leontes’s jealousy, Rosalind’s strength, 
and Malvolio’s embarrassment have not changed in four hundred years. 
Shakespeare was writing about the same human nature we know today” 
(11). If audiences could not see elements of humanity in plays like Hamlet, 
they would be less likely to derive as much emotional, intellectual, and per-
haps even aesthetic pleasure as they have for so long—this work and these 
characters cannot be reduced to merely cultural signifiers. The  humanity 
expressed in Hamlet displays varied characteristics of the human and, 
therefore, human evolution. But first, to set the stage.

Since the one-two punch of Stephen Greenblatt’s Renaissance Self- 
Fashioning: From More to Shakespeare (1983) and  Shakespearean  Negotiations: 
The Circulation of Social Energy in Renaissance England (1989), New 
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evolving hamlet 151

 Historicism and cultural materialism have dominated Shakespeare  studies 
and interpretations. This dominance entails the study of culture; the 
employment of identity politics; and the historical contextualizing of texts, 
authors, and audiences. Indeed, even a cursory glance at quite recent edi-
tions of Shakespeare Quarterly and Shakespeare Studies offers current arti-
cles: “Questions of Identity in Renaissance Drama” and “Recent  Shakespeare 
Adaptation and the Mutations of Cultural Capital,” respectively. Johnathan 
Bate’s Soul of the Age: A Biography of the Mind of  William Shakespeare 
(2009), one of a handful of current biographies, places Shakespeare in 
his cultural context in hopes of gaining insight into his life. On the other 
hand, Shakespeareans enthralled with French theory propose the most fre-
quently used critical alternatives, Sausserian and deconstructive explica-
tions.  Volumes such as Lacanian Interpretations of Shakespeare (Brooks and 
Sharon-Zisser, 2010) abound and articles using these theoretical stances are 
published regularly.

Hamlet itself has been read and explicated through these critical lenses. 
David Bevington’s most recent book, Murder Most Foul: Hamlet Through the 
Ages (2011), advertises its argument that the play can be seen as “a kind of 
paradigm for the cultural history of the English-speaking world.” Margreta 
De Grazia’s seminal “Hamlet” Without Hamlet (2007) decenters “Hamlet” 
the character and focuses on historicism. Danish politics, possession of 
land, and a sense of historical epoch and empire inform De Grazia’s book. 
While books about Shakespeare’s play proliferate, the slate of recent jour-
nal criticism specifically about Hamlet seems scant in comparison. Articles 
concentrate on what seems like Hamlet esoterica, such as “The History of 
Air: Hamlet and the Trouble with Instruments.”

Regardless, historical and cultural critiques have afforded scholarship 
great insights into Shakespeare and Hamlet. Yet the focus on cultural mean-
ings has been to the detriment of the human, the biological, in the text. 
Small wonder evolution would not be considered, as without the biological 
it is a moot point. Multitudinous reasons exist for this neglect, from the old 
phantoms of “essentialism” and “reductionism” to the irrational fear that lit-
erature will become the handmaiden of science. Cultural critics worry they 
will be supplanted by what they often consider the antithesis of their work.

To address the last first, reading Hamlet with an eye toward evolution-
ary forces is not a competing or alternative methodology. This theoretical 
approach, like the cultural critiques that came before it, just reveals another 
layer of meaning in the play. The slow breaking down of the false dichot-
omy of nature versus nurture into the biocultural causes “essentialism” 
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to look a bit weathered, and, as Joseph Carroll has pointed out, all acts of 
 criticism are reductive (Reading Human Nature 29). In his work Consilience, 
E. O.  Wilson allays the fear of discipline subjugation by arguing that science 
explains feeling but art transmits it, each having a vital and different role in 
sharing culture.

Literary Darwinism is different from current theoretical approaches 
in that it is more inclusive. Instead of dividing us by our respective cul-
tures, it brings us together under the aegis of our humanity. Biocultural 
readings of literature allow critics to experience Shakespeare’s texts in a 
different light, looking for the human and the evolutionary forces that act 
upon it, and literary critics are beginning to take notice and think about 
their work in these terms. Perhaps no one has led this charge harder than 
its founder, Joseph Carroll. His essential Literary Darwinism: Evolution, 
Human Nature, and Literature (2004) and his more recent Reading Human 
Nature: Literary Darwinism in Theory and Practice (2011) have done much 
to propagate this school of thought. The important The Literary Animal: 
Evolution and the Nature of Narrative (Sloan Wilson and Gottschall, 2005) 
was followed by Evolution, Literature, and Film: A Reader (Boyd, Carroll, 
and Gottschall,  2010). The latter volume demonstrates just what literary 
Darwinism can reveal about varied works of arts. Brian Boyd’s insightful 
On the Origin of Stories: Evolution, Cognition, and Fiction (2009) has paved 
the way for  further inquiry.

Shakespeare studies have just begun to explore the implications 
of this theoretical perspective, from Marcus Nordlund’s tour de force 
 Shakespeare and the Nature of Love: Literature, Culture, Evolution (2007) 
to Philip  Davis’s Shakespeare Thinking (2009). Joseph Carroll’s recent arti-
cle “ Intentional Meaning in Hamlet: An Evolutionary Perspective” (2011) 
uses said perspective to discuss Hamlet’s personality, depression, and the 
psychosymbolic significance of mothers. Thinking of the biological in rela-
tion to Shakespeare has also led to other considerations, such as cognition, 
Arthur F. Kinney’s Shakespeare and Cognition (2006) being a prime exam-
ple of this kind of scholarship. There is still much work to be done in this 
fertile field, and no play lends itself more readily to literary Darwinism than 
 Shakespeare’s Hamlet.

Natural selection’s most profound impact on human evolution is large, 
costly brains that can be both adaptive and maladaptive, depending on 
environmental circumstances. Clearly the former outweighs the latter or 
natural selection would have not acted on these organs in the manner it 
has, but there are both costs and benefits, and Shakespeare dramatizes these 
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all-too-human attributes. One important benefit is the human mind. Steven 
Pinker differentiates between “brain” and “mind” in How the Mind Works 
when he asserts, “The mind is a system of organs of computation, designed 
by natural selection to solve kinds of problems our ancestors faced in their 
foraging way of life, in particular, understanding and outmaneuvering 
objects, animals, plants, and other people” (21). How fascinating that this 
“foraging” mind is on display in Hamlet. After all, what is the play but con-
stant repetitions of characters computing means of outmaneuvering each 
other? Hamlet’s brain is the evolved, computational machine that allows 
him to “put an antic disposition on” to deal with his newfound foe Claudius 
and his father’s revenge (1.5.189),1 or when he outmaneuvers Rosencrantz 
and Guildenstern’s attempt to carry out Claudius’s plan by telling Gertrude, 
“But I will delve one yard below their mines / and blow them at the moon. 
O, ’tis most sweet / When in one line two crafts directly meet” (3.4.209–11). 
Claudius, Polonius, and Laertes all endeavor to outmaneuver Hamlet, and 
the prince tries to do the opposite, while Gertrude, Horatio, and Ophelia 
offer varied attempts to compute their most successful positions between 
these two poles. An adapted mind enables these characters to make these 
moves and function within their environments—some more successfully 
than others.

There is, however, a cost, a maladaptive component. Joseph Carroll 
notes in Literary Darwinism, “The brain produces a new adaptive prob-
lem—it causes confusion and uncertainty. The human brain allows for 
unparalleled flexibility of response to environmental conditions, but to 
achieve this flexibility it must cut human cognition loose from any rigidly 
programmed set of instinctual behaviors. In a dangerous and challenging 
world that demands decisive action oriented to adaptively functional goals, 
confusion and uncertainty are potentially fatal disabilities” (XXI). Hamlet’s 
inability to act on his revenge has been much written about in scholarship 
concerning the play, but the fact that we may be seeing the adaptive problem 
of a human brain dramatized for the stage has not been considered. When 
Hamlet first learns of Claudius’s treachery from the ghost of his father, his 
immediate response is “O, my prophetic soul! Mine Uncle!” (1.5.46).  Hamlet 
knew the truth from the opening, but his big brain enabled him to disregard 
his instinct to preserve himself by ignoring his guilty uncle. Hamlet’s reti-
cence helps define him as a character, and he will continue to overlook his 
instincts throughout the play by overthinking, such as when he catches a 
guilty Claudius praying, postevidence of his crimes, but stays his hand with 
“That would be scanned” (3.4.78). Instead, he chooses to make his entire life 
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a drama, feigning madness while offering long, philosophical speeches to 
an audience of one, himself.

This tendency for the dramatic points to the adaptive side of these large 
human brains. They have enabled humans to produce art, a cross-cultural 
phenomenon that must serve some evolutionary function to be such a con-
sistently selected behavior. Ellen Dissanayake considers the ramifications 
of this ability in Homo Aestheticus when she points out, “We have evolved 
in a world and are designed to live in that world, although our also evolved 
but overdeveloped ability to ‘leave’ that world and construct whole realms 
of abstract thought or fanciful imaginative alternatives permits us to dis-
guise or forget our ultimate dependence on that inescapable base reality” 
(149). Shakespeare and we, his audience, use the fictive world of drama to 
escape the base reality of our own lives. Hamlet himself illustrates this pro-
pensity when he moves quickly from his interrogation of Rosencrantz and 
Guildenstern to exhorting the players, “We’ll have a speech straight: come, 
give us a taste of your quality: come, a passionate speech” (2.2.379–80). 
At the same time art generally, and drama more specifically, can serve an 
even more practical purpose. As David Sloan Wilson asserts in The Literary 
Animal, “Stories serve the function of transmitting and coordinating local 
appropriate behavioral norms and thus, are directly beneficial to the indi-
viduals (and groups) that participate in them” (qtd. in Nettle 62).

This paradox of absence and presence permeates Hamlet and aids audi-
ences in understanding its relationship with drama. The title character uses 
this art form to escape his world; at the same time he employs drama to 
understand how to live in his world—how to determine if family mem-
bers are villainous, the nature of revenge, relationships both familial and 
nonfamilial. The paradox lies in escaping our world and coping with it bet-
ter, both through drama. Hamlet mimics this idea when he has the players 
perform the knavish piece The Murder of Gonzago, as this highly artificial 
art form enables him to know how to act in this new, fatherless world. The 
relationship between art, the mind, and the human in Hamlet is even more 
problematic, perhaps even maladaptive.

Fitness must be measured against habitat, and Shakespeare’s protago-
nist has recently undergone a matriculation from Wittenberg University to 
the Danish court, a change of environment, at the onset of the play. Hamlet 
produces an aesthetic adaptation to his new environment, his “inky cloak” 
(1.2.77) and his quite visible melancholia, but he attempts to deal with the 
change in his surroundings by using a set of behaviors better suited for an 
academic environment than for a court. Why doesn’t Hamlet come back to 
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Elsinore, seek out proof of his father’s murder, and dethrone Claudius? In 
other words, why doesn’t Hamlet act like a prince? Because he’s acting like 
a student, and he thinks art will help solve his problems. Hamlet’s suscepti-
bility to art as a behavior can be seen in his response to the player’s slaugh-
ter of Priam recitation, when he queries, “What’s Hecuba to him, or he to 
Hecuba, / That he should weep for her? / What would he do / Had he the 
motive and the cue for passion / That I have?” (2.2.490–93). Hamlet meas-
ures himself against an actor and a memorized script, and finds himself 
wanting. This proclivity for drama foreshadows that for Hamlet “the play’s 
the thing” (2.2.536), even if a more princely set of behaviors would be more 
adaptive for this environment.

In fact, the play provides another example of a character who endangers 
his survival by not understanding his relationship to art, King Claudius. 
Claudius is “frighted with false fire” and, in Hamlet’s estimation, reduced 
to a “strucken deer” (3.2.229, 234), calling for light to help release him from 
the art of the theater and the guilty conscience therein. The tie that binds 
Hamlet and Claudius is their inability to always separate in their brains art 
and their environment, leading to maladaptive behaviors for both. They are 
both caught in The Mousetrap. Little wonder both characters are able to lead 
such fictive lives, full of lies and posturing.

Yet there are benefits that promote fitness in this propensity. Hamlet 
also allows the players, in Wilson’s terms, to “transmit local appropriate 
behavioral norms.” Hamlet adds “a speech of some / dozen or sixteen lines 
which I would set down and insert in’t” (2.2.474–75). In the transmission 
of norms through negative example, the effect is not just the rooting out of 
guilt but also the reinforcing of “good” through the display of its antithesis. 
While the short-term goal is to determine Claudius’s guilt, the larger goal 
is to reinforce norms, such as the relationship between father, mother, and 
brother, to set a standard for group cohesion rotten in the state of Denmark. 
Alas, this group cooperation was not meant to be in the dangerous world 
of Hamlet.

Group cooperation offers an evolutionary advantage not available to 
Hamlet and his world. Charles Darwin explains the negative impact of this 
lack when he writes in The Descent of Man, “When two tribes of primeval 
man, living in the same country, came into competition, if the one tribe 
included (other circumstances being equal) a greater number of coura-
geous, sympathetic, and faithful members, who were always ready to warn 
the other of danger, to aid and defend each other, this tribe would with-
out a doubt succeed best and conquer the other” (869). While Denmark 
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and Norway are not “primeval” tribes, Darwin’s assertion of evolutionarily 
 successful groups still holds true. Old Norway’s rebuke of Fortinbras’s prep-
aration for war against Claudius could be read as much as a punishment for 
a family member’s taking advantage of his “sickness, age, and impotence” by 
disguising it as being “gainst the Polack” as it can be read as actual aggres-
sive tendencies toward a “brother” (2.2.69, 66, 62). Not only does Fortinbras 
act as a foil to young Hamlet, but his tribe does so to that of the Danes as 
well, and Shakespeare reveals with the play’s close which one will increase 
their maximal fitness.

In The Adapted Mind: Evolutionary Psychology and the Generation of 
Culture (1995), Cosmides and Tooby explain the alternative to group coop-
eration: “If one removed from our evolutionary history and hence from 
our minds the possibility of cooperation and reciprocity—of mutually con-
tingent benefit-benefit interactions arrived through mutual consent—then 
coercion and force would loom larger as instruments of social influence and 
positive relationships would be limited to primarily self-sacrificial interac-
tions among kin” (Cosmides and Tooby 207). Cooperation and reciproc-
ity are tenuous at best in Claudius’s Denmark. Perhaps both Hamlet and 
Claudius do not really want this condition, as Hamlet withdraws benefit-
benefit interactions over grief for his father’s death and Claudius increas-
ingly responds with coercion and eventually force. These characters’ social 
lives are animalistic with a thin patina of cooperation and reciprocity, just 
enough to keep a shaky peace that will eventually collapse. Additionally, 
some productions of Shakespeare’s play have suggested that when  Gertrude 
announces, “The Queen carouses to thy fortune, Hamlet,” she knows the cup 
is poisoned and is sacrificing herself for her most immediate kin (5.2.229). 
This late in the play, this self-sacrificing for kin is all that is left.

Given the tenor of Hamlet, why be social at all? Once again, evolution 
offers an answer. “Human Darwinian fitness depends profoundly on suc-
cess in social relationships, and success in social relationships depends on 
the ability to correctly decide when to cooperate and when not to  cooperate. 
. . . Conflict may be at the core of the mind because it is so essential for 
humans to correctly decide, at every moment, whether to invest in a rela-
tionship or a group that may offer long-term benefits or whether to directly 
pursue individual benefits” (Nesse and Lloyd 613). Characters in Hamlet are 
constantly negotiating just how much they will cooperate with the larger 
group. Claudius explains to Laertes why he has not pursued Hamlet for 
 Polonius’s death: “Why to a public count I might not go / Is the great love 
the  general gender bear him” (4.6.19–20). Claudius couples this estimation 

ILS 14.2_02_Keener.indd   156 03/08/12   6:49 PM

This content downloaded from 165.155.204.23 on Thu, 01 Dec 2016 13:21:16 UTC
All use subject to http://about.jstor.org/terms



evolving hamlet 157

with  Gertrude’s love for Hamlet; he avoids conflict because he is concerned 
with how he fits into social relationships, and he invests in the larger group, 
the Danes. Hamlet himself constantly negotiates how and when he will 
“cooperate” with Claudius’s kingdom. Otherwise, he would have just killed 
him and be done with it. Hamlet decides to hedge his investment by feign-
ing madness, which offers him a respite from competing pressures. In a 
sense, Hamlet makes himself an inside outsider.

The mechanism for maintaining this cooperation may at first seem 
entirely cultural, but it has its roots in evolutionary adaptation as well—
morality. Robert H. Frank reveals the relationship between culture and evo-
lution regarding morality when he asserts, “Nature has endowed us with a 
moral capacity much like a gyroscope at rest, and culture’s role is to spin it 
and establish its orientation” (qtd. in Boyd 141). Michael Ruse posits per-
suasively in Darwinism and Its Discontents, “Normally, we are self-centered. 
That is the way selection made us. Normally, selfish genes produce selfish 
people. So we look to our own needs when it comes to food and sex and 
so forth. But we are social animals also, and there are advantages to being 
social. So we have this moral sentiment to make us reach beyond ourselves. 
Morality in this sense is an adaptation, just like any other” (254). Certainly 
Hamlet moves from trying to be outside the social sphere (he is “too much 
I’th’sun” [1.2.66]) with his grief to attempting to progress beyond himself 
and connect to the larger world. Morality just might be the central con-
cern of the play, and Hamlet does seem bent on dramatizing the notion 
that morality is adaptive. Because Claudius does not operate with a sense 
of morality (nor does Polonius, perhaps not even Gertrude), this kinship 
structure, this social group, is doomed, and the play ends in multiple deaths 
as a result. This line of reasoning is not to argue that the character  Hamlet 
is moral; his treatment of Ophelia and the ever-increasing body count he 
leaves behind him suggests that such a reading is problematic, but had 
these characters practiced a morality system that protected the tribe, they 
would have had the chance to be more evolutionarily successful, the very 
 definition of adaptation.

There are other advantages to being social and belonging to kinship 
structures, both genealogical and extended. In On the Origin of Stories, 
Brian Boyd lays out the social intelligence theory: “that the greatest pres-
sures for advanced intelligence arise from the need to track identities, 
 status, powers, and intentions of conspecifics and to respond to them to 
best advantage” (45). Hamlet pursues all these activities; he tracks  identities 
(“That  one may smile and smile and be a villain”; “uncle-father and 
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 aunt-mother” [1.5.114, 2.2.333]), status (“Popped in between th’election and 
my hopes”; “Sir, I lack advancement” [5.2.70, 3.2.293]), powers (“Where’s 
your father?” [3.1.131]), and intentions (“Were you not sent for? Is it your 
own inclining?”; “and what judgement / Would step from this to this?” 
[2.2.262–63, 3.4.77–78]). Hamlet spends the entire play trying to track these 
various attributes in his conspecifics. His chief role in the drama is trying 
to figure out how to respond to his best advantage. In other words, he feels 
these pressures, which would have an effect on the mind, as defined earlier 
by Steven Pinker.

The pull of these kinship structures is quite strong. In Evolutionary 
Psychology: The New Science of the Mind, David Buss asserts, “One’s posi-
tion within an extended kin network—one’s genealogical links—will be 
core components of the self-concept. Your beliefs about ‘who you are’ will 
include kin linkages” (226). What Shakespeare proves with Hamlet is that 
not every element of one’s kinship structure is beneficial. Hamlet includes 
a murderous uncle, a seemingly inconstant mother, and their relationship 
in his kinship structure. He apparently has no linkage to anyone from a 
previous generation, short of Polonius (no blood relation) and a vengeful 
father-ghost. If this kinship structure makes up a core component of his 
self-concept, no wonder the prince wants to “end / The heartache and the 
thousand natural shocks / That flesh is heir to” (3.1.67–69). Kinship struc-
tures may have the capacity for great costs, but their strength and influence 
resonate not only for humans outside the text but also for fictive representa-
tions within many of Shakespeare’s dramas.

In fact, one theorist notes, “The potency of shared genes (biologists 
call it ‘kin selection’) is so great that even non-kin can readily be sucked in. 
 People have developed ways of tapping into its gravitational force by alleg-
ing kinship even when it doesn’t occur. Sociologists and anthropologists 
use the term ‘fictive kinship’” (Barash and Barash 134). Perhaps this phe-
nomenon explains why Horatio is “more an antique Roman than a Dane” 
and is willing to kill himself while watching Hamlet die, not out of some 
romantic gesture but because his “fictive kinship” has sucked him right into 
Hamlet’s doomed kinship structure (5.2.288).

Hamlet dramatizes what happens when competition instead of coop-
eration rules kinship structures. In other words, Shakespeare’s play reveals 
the tension between maximizing fitness for the group versus that of the 
individual, and the work is rife with characters trying to maximize their 
individual biological fitness, even at the cost of their tribe, yet the title 
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 character is unable to do so. Ideally, “the protagonists should make attempts 
to maximize their biological fitness by, for example, protecting themselves, 
protecting kin, enhancing their own status, and seeking mates” (Nettle 67). 
Hamlet does protect himself by simulating insanity, being on guard with 
both Claudius and Polonius, and causing Rosencrantz and Guildenstern’s 
death, but his idea of protecting kin is convincing his mother not to sleep 
with Claudius and considering revenge for his father’s death. Despite 
Claudius’s “for let the world take note, / You are the most immediate to our 
throne” (1.2.108–9), Hamlet is hardly able to enhance his status. In fact, he 
has declined, as he should have succeeded his father to the throne. Finally, 
there is the question of Hamlet, mates, and sexual selection, and the prince 
fails, as he does in most areas, to maximize his fitness.

Ironically, Hamlet does exhibit many cues that normally act as a guide 
to reproductive capability, such as physical fitness (he is, after all, capable of 
“a very palpable hit” [5.2.219]), a high energy level (“This is I. / Hamlet the 
Dane!” [5.1.210–11]), and intelligence, which can be garnered from verbal 
acuity (“Beggar that I am, I am even poor in thanks” [2.2.261]).2 Yet “repro-
ductive capability” does not equal good mate selection—just ask Ophelia—
and there remains a larger point about reading these cues. They are physical 
and behavioral manifestations, and these cues can be mitigated, and there-
fore misread, by intervening factors, such as melancholy over the loss of 
a father and questionable kin linkages. Hamlet does have a reputation for 
melancholy, and his fitness cues are belied by his disposition and reputa-
tion. Hamlet’s courtship of Ophelia, if it can be called that, takes place prior 
to the action of the play, as Ophelia does confess to her father, “He hath, 
my lord, of late made many tenders / Of his affection to me” (1.3.103–4). 
Ostensibly, Hamlet’s mate selection is thwarted by Polonius, who is try-
ing to protect his parental investment when he instructs Ophelia, “For this 
time, daughter, / Be somewhat scant in your maiden presence” (1.4.124–25), 
but it is the larger kinship structure, and the implications of cooperation 
versus competition, that lie at the root of Hamlet’s frustration. Claudius is 
his genuine competition, and that makes Gertrude . . . his object?

Certainly Hamlet’s actions in Gertrude’s “closet scene” have been 
played frequently in stage productions as having sexual tones, both over 
and under. Hamlet expresses his primary concern, Gertrude’s sexuality, as 
he pleads, “But go not to mine uncle’s bed: / Assume a virtue, if you have 
it not” (3.4.164–65) and continues this approach throughout his exchange 
with his mother. Hamlet employs a distinction between his father and 
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 Claudius to convince Gertrude, but he clearly is in competition with his 
uncle; even if Gertrude is ruled out as a potential mate, his struggle with 
Claudius is at least one of power, manifested in sexual terms. A parallel also 
exists between how he deals with his mother and his debasing of Ophelia 
just after the famous “to be or not to be” soliloquy; both are born out of 
anger and lack of understanding (3.1). Hamlet would not have had the con-
ceptual framework to consider the evolutionary implications of Ophelia’s, 
Gertrude’s, or Claudius’s actions—but Richard Dawkins does.

Richard Dawkins posits in The Selfish Gene that in the animal kingdom 
a female whose mate is defeated and territory conquered frequently attaches 
herself to the victor and is wedded to the territory as much as to the male 
personally. Dawkins goes on to point out that in many of these animal spe-
cies, females prefer to mate with males who hold territories and have high 
status in the dominance hierarchy” (113, 161). Claudius and  Gertrude are 
acting like animals in Shakespeare’s play. Considering Gertrude’s marriage 
to Claudius, Hamlet asserts, “You cannot call it love, for at your age / The 
heyday in the blood is tame, it’s humble, / And waits upon the  judgement” 
(3.4.75–77). Hamlet’s charge reeks of assumption, and perhaps by dismiss-
ing Gertrude’s biology, he underestimates the powerful influence of sexual 
selection on both his uncle and his mother and quickly runs out of alterna-
tive resolutions.

Hamlet seems to see his options for resolution as dichotomous: homi-
cide or suicide. Of the former, David Buss notes, “One of the key motives 
of male-male homicide is the defense of status, reputation, and honor in 
the local peer group” (Evolutionary 293). All these elements are at stake in 
 Hamlet, and the title character is spurred to his revenge as much by the 
need to aright “the local peer group” as by the ghost of Hamlet Sr. Of the 
latter, Buss contends, “Suicide is mostly likely when an individual has a dra-
matically reduced ability to contribute to his or her own inclusive fitness” 
(98). Hamlet’s cooperation-killing competition within his kinship structure 
damages his ability to contribute to his own inclusive fitness throughout 
the play and could possibly explain his consideration of suicide. Yet all is 
not easily explained in Hamlet, human nature, or evolutionary psychology.

Steven Pinker, Leda Cosmides, John Tooby, and David Buss are all 
foundational theorists for evolutionary psychology. Although Pinker’s work 
is in cognition, human nature, and language, Cosmides is a psychologist, 
Tooby is an anthropologist, and Buss focuses on evolutionary psychology 
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and human sex differences in mate selection, they all have one thing in 
common: they consider adaptive and maladaptive phenotypic functions as 
a part of evolutionary study. Not all scientists agree on the adaptive nature 
of phenotypes and evolutionary psychology, chief among these scientists 
being Stephen Jay Gould. Evolutionary psychology depends on what Gould 
calls “the adaptionist program.” Gould accuses those who promulgate adap-
tive functions and evolutionary psychology as “Panglossian” and guilty of 
“telling Just So Stories.” Gould argues that some phenotypic features are 
merely what he calls “spandrels,” a sort of side effect with no adaptive func-
tion per se. He even regards the brain as such too. Richard Lewontin, Steven 
Rose, and Leon J. Kamin all side with Gould on this undecided debate (Not 
in Our Genes). As we learn more about neurobiology, cognition, and adap-
tation, evolutionary psychology will, no doubt, have to adjust its arguments 
concerning adaptation or the lack thereof.

Having said that, the adaptionists’s arguments are most convincing, 
particularly in Jerome H. Barkow, Leda Cosmides, and John Tooby’s essen-
tial work The Adapted Mind: Evolutionary Psychology and the Generation of 
Culture (1995); therefore, the evolutionary elements of Hamlet are couched 
in terms of adaptation. The effects of a large brain, cooperation, competi-
tion, kinship structures, fitness, and natural and sexual selection’s implica-
tions have all been sought out in Shakespeare’s text and examined in the 
light of adaptive or maladaptive characteristics or behaviors. Shakespeare 
imbued Hamlet with palpable representations of humanity, and human 
adaptation/ maladaption are sure to follow.

Brian Boyd observes in The Origin of Stories that Shakespeare offers 
readers attention-catching patterns (such as his language, characteri-
zations, themes, etc.) to elicit a response, yet he sees an even larger evo-
lutionary function for narrative in a more general sense when he avers, 
“Narrative can offer us either particular social information to guide our 
immediate decisions or general principles we can apply to future circum-
stances” (91, 163). What function drives Shakespeare’s play? To delight? Yes. 
To stir emotions? Certainly. To both entertain and foster thought? Without 
a doubt. To sell tickets? Yes, that too. Yet of all the myriad functions of 
this text, repurposed and refitted again and again, as different generations 
and cultures read and create productions of Hamlet, evolution persists, and 
 Shakespeare’s play speaks to our role in that drama while, in its own small 
way, contributing to it.
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notes

1. All Hamlet quotations are from Shakespeare, Hamlet.
2. The cues listed here are culled from Buss, “Mate Preference Mechanisms,” 250 

and Miller, The Mating Mind, 375.
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