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atsome time or another (Stimpson 1953: 115). Still, he concluded that there
is “singularly lictle concrete ground for the view that [the Baldwin effect] is
afrequent and important element in adaptation” (Simpson 1953: 115).

Simpson’s interest in the Baldwin effect was stimulated by Conrad H.
Waddington’s mention of it in connection with “genetic assimilation,”
which was the subject of an article by Waddington in the same issue of Evo-
lution as Simpson’s 1953 article (Waddington 1953). Waddington had re-
liably and replicably shown that strong shocks to fruit flies will produce
phenotypes that subsequently, and often quite rapidly, become genetically
heritable in later generations, even those not subjected to the initiating
shock. In Waddington’s view, as well as that of other respectable Darwin-
ians of the Modern Synthesis, this happens because the shock “destabilizes
a developmental system and reveals genetic variation that was previously
concealed” at a much deeper level than, say, alternative alleles for darker
and lighter pepper moths (Waddington 1962: 226-227). Presumably, this
is what is happening in cases that one might be tempted to chalk up to the
Baldwin effect. In contrast to the genetic-variation-preserving thrust of
adaptation at the genetic level and the presumed plasticity at the pheno-
typic level that a flexible genetic inheritance favors, the Baldwin effect, as
redescribed by Simpson, applies at best to unusual cases in which a pop-
ulation under very strong selection pressure (at the margins of its range,
for example, as Huxley suggests) genetically “assimilates” a culturally
transmitted phenotype by narrowing the genetic norm of reaction to a van-
ishing point. So described, Simpson wrote, “The Baldwin effect would en-
sue when selection for the ability to acquire an adaptive character so
narrows the developmental range that the character would usually or invari-
ably appear” (Simpson 1953: 116). Presumably, this will take place under
conditions where loss of genetic and phenotypic flexibility is a small cost to
pay under dire circumstances for basic survival. Any port will do in a storm.
Leaving aside the troublingly disanalogous fact that phenotypes under ge-
netic assimilation are not necessarily adapted, this scenario forms the basis
for comparing the Baldwin effect to genetic assimilation within the frame-
work of the Modern Synthesis. Even here, a genetic basis, albeit a newly
scrambled one, precedes the expression of an adapted phenotype and so pre-
serves the insistence of the makers of the Modern Synthesis that genetic
change both precedes and causes adaptations.

Baldiom and s Many Iiffects 1/

Fhis view of the conditions under which something that might be called

the Baldwin effect could conceivably occur was, I want to suggest, influen-
tial i the subsequent dismissal of the putative phenomenon altogether.
Fhis negative reading is registered most clearly in Ernst Mayr’s 1963 Ani-
mal Species and Evolution. Tn reviewing Simpson’s version of the ar-
piment, Mayr pronounced the very idea of the Baldwin effect incoherent,
For Mayr, the Baldwin effect falls between two stools. Baldwin’s original
version, he asserts, “has no validity” at all. In assuming that “organic
selection™ is an alternative to natural selection, Baldwin implies not a
teconciliation of Darwinism and Lamarckism, but a disguised or cryptic
form of Lamarckism in which phenotypic innovation is said actually to
tause new genotypes rather than to favor a new arrangement or uncon-
cealment of already existing genetic variation (Mayr 1963: 610). This was
A pointed remark in light of the recent Lysenko affair. But even under Simp-
son’s redescription, Mayr could not imagine any circumstances in which
there would be an adaptive advantage to genetically fixing a previously
lexible phenotype in a way that is comparable to genetic assimilation. As a
universal rule, Mayr writes, “Those genes will be selected . . . which pro-
duce genotypes with an optimal modifiability of the phenotype” (Mayr
1963: 612). There is no reason to think that adaptive natural selection
could play arole, then, in collapsing norms of reaction, even in cases where
stressis involved. Indeed, it is just such cases that led Mayr to assert that his
pet theory of allopatric speciation by means of wholesale genetic reorganiza-
tion at the periphery of an isolated population is actually paradigmatic of
adaptive natural selection at work.

Dobzhansky seems to have agreed (Dobzhansky 1970: 211). The pre-
mium placed by his theory of “balancing selection” on retaining vast
amounts of genetic variation in natural populations was designed to high-
light the presumption that adaptive natural selection favors plastic phe-
notypes, phenotypes with very wide norms of reaction. Both Mayr and
Dobzhansky thought that selection, in favoring the evolution of pheno-
typic plasticity, also favors the development of cultural transmission. As
the philosopher Robert Brandon puts the point, “One would expect a
species subjected to [changing] conditions to become highly plastic énd to
develop culture” (Brandon 1996: 82). For the makers of the Modern Syn-
thesis, culture is natural selection’s greatest achievement. But the very




