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What is Learned? 

 Item Score Range 

Rank 

“Learned” 

= low no.  

Notes 

1.  
Whether you cross your 

arms right over left or vice 

versa 

17 1-2 14 
This does seem to be “hard-wired”: our discussion mentioned the question of 

“handedness”—the best discussion of that is probably McManus C (2003) Right 

Hand, Left Hand London; Phoenix Books 

2.  
The ability to speak 

grammatically 
45 4-5 =2 

You scored this as one of the most definitely “learned” skills, but it’s not that 

simple; there is a window of opportunity for acquiring a first language in the first 

few years of life which makes it far easier than at any later time, which has led 

some researchers to postulate a dedicated “Language Acquisition Device” in the 

brain. See Pinker S (1994) The Language Instinct London; Penguin 

3.  
A compulsion to wash your 

hands fifty times a day 
25 1—5 10 

Although some of you felt that this was learned, as a habit is learned, this is a 

classic symptom of Obsessive-Compulsive Disorder, which is now thought to have 

a genetic component. But at what point does a habit become a pathological 

compulsion? 

See the main post for a link on anticipatory-avoidance learning 

4.  Liking brussels sprouts 16 1-3 15 
Sprouts are bitter, and most children do not like bitter tastes. Sweetness is 

associated with ripeness and edibility of plants, so evolutionary psychologists 

argue that this preference may have conferred survival value. 

5.  Sexual preference 19 1-3 13 

This is a political hot potato; social policy towards lesbian and gay people may be 

liberal in the West nowadays but there were recent plans to introduce the death 

penalty for homosexuality in Uganda. And the principal arguments often centre 

on whether or not people can “help it”. If it’s learned, the case goes, they can 

help it and can be blamed; if it’s innate, they can’t. 



 Item Score Range 

Rank 

“Learned” 

= low no.  

Notes 

6.  
The ability to recognise a 

friend’s face 
44 4—5  4 

Yes, it is learned, of course; but as ever there is a neurological base to enable us 

to acquire this particular skill very easily. There is a neurological condition, 

prosopagnosia, in which the skill is lost or never acquired. See Sacks O (1985) The 

Man who Mistook his Wife for a Hat London; Picador. 

It’s also a classic instance of “tacit knowledge” [see Polanyi, M (1967) The Tacit 

Dimension, New York: Anchor Books] which it is almost impossible to articulate 

and communicate to others—one of the great challenges of teaching... 

7.  
Sharing with a brother or 

sister 
45 3—5 =2 

Evolutionary psychologists (again) argue that we are pre-disposed to share with 

people who share our genetic heritage, more than those who don’t. 

8.  
Being able to make sense 

of a photograph 
36 3—5 7 

Strangely enough, there are conventions embodied in understanding a two-

dimensional representation of the 3-d world, such as perspective. If you don’t get 

them, you find yourself looking at an abstract pattern rather than a 

representational picture. 

9.  Fear of heights 28 1—5 =10 

Clearly a degree of caution is readily learned, and as the “visual cliff” 

experiments indicate, it is there in babies of about 8 months. An active fear, 

however, may well be inculcated as much by imitation and social learning 

(Bandura) as by experience. 

10. Perfect pitch 39 2—5 7 You either got it or you ain’t 

11. Heroin addiction 29 1—5 =10 

As one of you pointed out, a predisposition to additive behaviour may well be 

hard-wired; the “choice” of the substance or practice is learned. The learning 

component if of course a behavioural one involving both positive and negative 

reinforcement, and anticipatory-avoidance learning, like no. 3 We’ll get to this 

when we discuss behaviourism. 
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Notes 

12. Creativity in graphic design 31 3—5 =8 

As we discussed, you can learn skills—the underpinning craft—but is there a 

divine spark which you either have got or you haven’t? I’m inclined to say “yes”, 

as most of you did. But! If it’s not learned it must be hard-wired or genetic, 

mustn’t it? How can a preference for a particular font be genetic?  

13. 
The ability to make “small 

talk” 
37 3-5 6 

It’s not what you say, it’s the fact that you say it. Dunbar (1996) Grooming, 

Gossip and the Evolution of Language London; Faber and Faber argues that 

language use evolved from the kind of mutual grooming primates do. 

Interestingly though, there is a chromosomal developmental disorder called 

William’s syndrome, which has features of both physical and mental impairments 

but is also characterised by a friendly and trusting personality, and great 

sociability 

14. Racism 46 2—5 1 See no. 7, writ large! 

15. Liking Wagner’s operas 31 1—5 =8 Totally unaccountable! 
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