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Abstract

The emotional involvement in stories is often as intense as that of real events. The perception of anger, sorrow, fear, and hate, and also pleasure and joy, is immediate. It would appear that an essential function of the mediation of real and fictional stories is the generation of this emotional component. Medially mediated entertainment, having no other purpose than amusement, is seemingly dysfunctional in nature. The function of emotion in the perception of media is therefore essential for an understanding of media. We introduce the fundamental assumptions behind evolutionary psychology. What we refer to as “media” today is essentially the use of new technology to convey old content. Fairy tales and legends, as well as rumor and gossip, are phenomena that have been around far longer than technologies, all of which – so the thesis of evolutionary psychology – simply repackage ancient subjects and themes.
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Media reception through Darwin’s eyes
If we look at the immense appetite for media and the human inclination to satisfy emotional and aesthetic needs and desires through the use of media, we would have to admit that at first glance this, too, seems biologically absurd. Media events induce through the presentation of emotional topics and events within an emotionalizing dramaturgy (Schwender 2006). Since the beginning of the earliest media – cave painting, theatre, and pictorial and written notation – but even earlier, almost all human cultures have expended significant resources on the emotional engagement of its members. Through the use of emotionalizing, generally entertaining, media, recipients thereby fulfill their desire to experience a multitude of diverse emotions. 
Darwin, in his book The Expression of the Emotions in Man and Animal (1872/2005), particularly emphasized the role of emotions, characterizing some as being innate and universal in nature. Current findings indicate that primates demonstrate comparable emotional expressions, that various cultures express certain emotions in similar ways, and that the activities of specific areas in the brain – among these the amygdala and orbitofrontal cortex – are linked to specific emotions. Such findings suggest an evolutionary basis for human emotion. From an evolutionary perspective, negative emotions, for example, serve to prepare the individual mentally and physiologically to adaptively deal with adverse circumstances. Positive emotions, on the other hand, appear to stimulate the expansion of human mental capability. Fredrickson (1998: 218) described this as “broaden[ing] our mindset.” Nevertheless, it is also necessary to determine how the respective emotional mechanisms arose. Their structural development – so the central assumption of evolutionary psychology – accordingly determines their design and this, in turn, their functionality. Media events target these evolved emotional mechanisms, and media recipients react to the contents in accordance with their evolved mental emotional architecture. This – so the hypothesis – motivates user behavior and influences the cognitive processing of the media content.
Evolutionary psychology and emotions: Darwin’s perspective
Computer gamers are attracted to Lara Croft; filmgoers fear for Gandalf’s life. Yet surely it is clear that film and television images are merely moving dots of light and that the written word by itself is more than sufficient to trigger these emotions. Explanations of such phenomena are not easily accessible by means of a purely rational-cognitive approach – indeed, they appear extremely unreasonable. The logic of the heart and thus of emotion, is primarily an evolutionary one.
Emotions choose adaptive tool combinations and apply these to the solution of adaptive problems. Emotional meta-programs, however, are evolved approximations and by no means infallible. Even so, in the long term, emotions have contributed to an increase in the net lifespan reproductivity of the human organism; emotions thus offer far more than short-term strategies for problem-solving. 
Knowledge of earlier evolutionary aspects of the environment allows researchers to make assumptions about the architecture of emotional mechanisms. Emotional adaptation involves the following criteria: 
1.
an evolutionarily reoccurring situation or condition, 
2.
an adaptive problem, 
3.
motivational stimuli, 
4.
situation-detection algorithms, 
5.
priority-allocation algorithms, 
6.
an internal communication system, and 
7.
specific reaction algorithms of the cognitive subroutines that need to be controlled. 
Emotional meta-programs can influence goals, motives, conceptual and interpretational contexts, perception, memory, attention, physiology, communication, and expression. A further important function is to be found in their recalibration function with respect to past, emotional decisions. Along with the ability to utilize fantasy and media-conveyed fiction, Homo sapiens is able to access the much more flexible and risk-free evolved wisdom provided by emotions. Humans use media in order to experience the subjective emotional significance of the most diverse media narratives; instead of the need to experience and thereby gain maturity from a real relationship crisis, they are able to test emotional reactions to medially mediated problem relationships without repercussions. By watching, the individual learns how others gain experience and transfers this knowledge to his or her own situation.
Media and emotions: an evolutionary perspective
An explicit involvement with media is rather rare among evolutionary psychologists; Barkow, in “Gossip and Social Stratification” (1992), addresses the perception of subjects and persons in the mass media. The hypotheses he develops provide a theoretical foundation for the model of parasocial interaction (Horton and Wohl, 1956). Steven Pinker (2002: 521) formulates fundamental assumptions about the functions of fiction, humor, art, and entertainment in his chapter “The meaning of life.” Currently two contributions making reference to evolutionary theses can be found in the volume edited by Vorderer and Bryant, Psychology of Entertainment (2006). Vorderer, Steen, and Chan develop some fundamental concepts with respect to our motivation to let ourselves be entertained; Ohler and Nieding (2006) write about entertainment from an explicitly evolutionary perspective. Most recently, the Zeitschrift für Medienpsychologie (Journal of Media Psychology) devoted a special issue to the topic of evolutionary psychology (Schwab 2007). 
Media events are geared to human needs, motives, emotions, intentions, and cognitive processes.  The use of these terms in the psychological literature, however, varies greatly; thus we first need to define them. Needs refers to those things an organism requires for its preservation and ongoing growth and development, for example nourishment, sexuality, affiliation, security.  
The media user in a modern information society functions, from an evolutionary psychology perspective, primarily in accordance with the evolved structural traits of the human mind. Evolutionary media psychologists are above all interested in those aspects of human function dealing with media that have arisen by means of natural and reproductive selection forces. 
The selection of media as well as the attention given to media content and its perception and interpretation – so we assume – are influenced by evolved mental processes (Schwender 2006). From an evolutionary perspective, such selection processes are not exclusively the result of current learning processes and ontogenetic experiences. The fundamental motives and needs of the media user are products of human evolution; these evolved, genetically based motives and needs are experienced not as biological imperatives, but rather as an emotion or mood; they do not determine behavior but appear instead to function as an appeal for corresponding behavior, an emotionally tinged interpretation of the environment.
Entertainment from an evolutionary perspective
Evolutionary psychologists (Buss 2008, Workman and Reader 2008) are inquiring into the functional and adaptive value of various behavioral patterns and capabilities. Humans have acquired through evolution the ability to test hypotheses about the world in a sort of mental simulation – a virtual rehearsal of the mind; they are thus able to explore a situation without having to incur the risks present in the real world. Both the virtual rehearsal via the imagination (internal), as well as the sandbox, play kitchen, etc. (external), offers a protected space in which to test the do’s and don’ts of the human existence. Films, novels, radio plays, online role-playing games, etc. are in this sense nothing more than medially recorded propositions for such rehearsals. Social selection pressures assume a key role as the formative force in the phylogenetic development of this capability. Through parasocial relationships (Horton and Wohl 1956) and the observation of media figures, media recipients are able to explore their emotional, interpersonal, and social problems – the situations, so the assumption, that humans experience as particularly stimulating and entertaining. Media events and figures serve as human mock-ups and function much like a scarecrow (Schwender 2006), whose shape and form are specifically intended to deceive a bird’s perceptual processes; the features trigger specific evolved mental processes and thus target a specific element of the bird’s social environment – in this case, an enemy. The effect of media is in many aspects very similar. Visual and aural stimuli trigger emotions and thus evolved emotion mechanisms. Media recipients are moved to laugh and cry over fictional persons and events. Media content that is entertaining should furthermore take greater precedence, due to its evolutionarily relevant and therefore emotional content. 
Media recipients are first and foremost interested in social content (Schwender 2006): How do I establish and preserve a sexual relationships? How do I find and maintain cooperation partners? How do I present myself in a positive light? How do I get rid of rivals? How do I protect myself from harm? How do I protect my loved ones and my offspring? According to Barkow (1989), all fundamental goals are biologically determined, but subgoals and complex plans are open to cultural negotiation. Today, some of these social negotiations are carried out in the media. Establishing and preserving a relationship with a sexual partner is a fundamental goal for most humans. The question of whether this is best done at a party, via the personals, or Web 2.0, and how to go about it is an essential component of many media offerings.
Among the topics dominating media content one finds self-aware moral emotions such as shame and guilt as well as critical emotions such as anger, loathing, and contempt (Rozin et al 1999). These emotions evaluate social behavior. Talk shows, political affairs programming, crime thrillers, stories of everyday heroes and superheroes – time and again we find issues of morality: standards and rules of behavior and the infringement of such rules in reciprocally altruistic groups, the exploitation of a group or a group member, and defense against such exploitation (Schwab 2004; Schwender 2006). Emotions that play a role here include sympathy, pride, sorrow, contempt, shame, guilt, strife, and moral indignation. Media perform in part the fine tuning of our sense of morality. In a rapidly changing cultural environment, films and television programs offer opportunities for discussions of good and evil. Humans have the capacity to imagine all kinds of different situations. These mental rehearsals offer preventative strategies for problem-solving, and media depictions are their audio-visual representation.
Such inner rehearsals need not only deal with one’s own behavior. They are equally valid for critically exploring the thoughts and deeds of others. Media recipients transplant themselves into the inner worlds of their media figures and thus are able to fathom their motives. The borders are quite wide open here – even the visualized representations of psychotics “Repulsion,” Polanski, UK 1965), perceptions altered by drugs (“Easy Rider,” Hopper, USA 1969), and dreams and nightmares (“Mulholland Drive,” Lynch, USA 2001) may acceptably be explored as behavioral and experiential possibilities.
According to the supernormal conversation hypothesis, humans are most interested in the fate of fictive persons when a problem of biological fitness, for example, personal gain or loss, or a threat to reproductive possibilities, is presented in an intensified form (bigger than life).
The basic themes of medial entertainment thus seem to be closely connected to the evolved motive and emotion system, which is primarily organized around social problems. Motives and emotions are the perennial “whispering of our genes,” appeals from the human phylogeny (Schwab 2003: 295). Emotions in the media thus are almost exclusively associated with fitness-relevant issues; however, the involvement with media content not only triggers emotional reactions. At the same time humans become emotionally motivated to a critical involvement with the media content itself. 
The goal of epistemic emotions accordingly is knowledge gain. In this, emotions and aesthetic reactions have something in common – in both cases a spontaneous appraisal of the human sensory perception occurs; neither is necessarily accessible by means of a rational explanation. Aesthetic perception elicits feelings that amount to a judgement. Such feelings directed early humans, for instance, to environmental features offering a greater opportunity for survival. Organisms capable of guiding its movements through the environment must have mechanisms to make predictions about future events (Barkow, Cosmides and Tooby 1992: 551): “Where shoud we go to? Where will be food or shelter?” or “Will this person be a good father for my offspring?” Since no one can predict the future there are only gut feelings. The anserser is given in form of like and dislike. This aesthetic feeling is therefore of great importance in the appraisal of perceptions. These feelings or responses are not set in stone; but rather vary according to the different need structures. This feeling has two advantages: It is the basis for decisions in uncertainty and it can be expressed and discussed.
Evolutionary psychology characterizes the enjoyment of art and entertainment as being either a byproduct of evolution (Pinker 1997) or else a consequence of adaptation (Schwender 2006). Presently it is not possible to make a well-founded decision for either of these competing explanatory approaches. In their book Media Equation, Reeves and Nass (1996) proposed that humans instinctively deal with and react to media entities, even those of fictional characters, computers, and robots, in the same way they would treat a real person (Krämer 2008). The authors were able to demonstrate in experiments that social patterns could also be observed in contact with media. Among other things, we as humans deal courteously with computers: when a computer performing a task asks for an evaluation, the assessment we give is better than that given by another computer.
Pinker (1997: 526) characterizes the entertaining, aesthetic aspects of the reception of media narratives as being the futile tickling of the human pleasure center. Among the adaptive explanations given for entertainment and art – covered in the following in greater detail – is Miller’s “ornamental mind” theory (2000), which identifies partner selection as the purpose and goal; the “making special” theory (Dissanayake 2000), which emphasizes social cohesion; and the theories on learning in organization mode, which characterize training and learning as the goal of entertainment activities.
Entertainment as art
Why does artistic entertainment play such a central role in the success story of the human species? To answer this question we first must look at various influential considerations on the evolution of art. It should be noted that evolutionary psychologists work with a broad concept of art, one oriented on everyday human life. Our interest thus extends far beyond the so-called fine arts and includes the various applied art forms found in everyday design, fashion, and media products, including advertising, film, and computer games (Pinker 1997, 2002; Miller 2000).
Steven Pinker (1997, 2002) identifies art and explicitly music, theatre, design, and media narrative as a byproduct of natural selection. Art and entertainment utilize evolved cognitive and emotional mechanisms to – as he puts it – produce “cheesecake” for the brain (Pinker 1997: 534). Methods having no other purpose have thus developed that are able to stimulate the pleasure centers of the brain. Even though we may assume that the mind has been shaped by natural selection, one can argue that art is not an adaptation but rather only a byproduct of the complexity of the human brain. Pinker (1997, 2002) assumes that no evidence is to be found that would suggest the intellect exhibits a specific design with respect to the production and reception of art. Pinker likewise assumes that the creation and telling of stories has an adaptive function in that it allows us to create scenarios for the purpose of testing various options for action and their consequences without the risk of any real danger (Pinker 1997). Art, on the other hand, merely tickles the human fancy. Such predilections, however, did not arise primarily to permit us to experience aesthetic feelings, but are secondarily utilized by the artist for the “cheesecake effect”. In the same way that the development of technologies for cooking and baking food to better prepare it for digestion has also led to the arts of gourmet cooking, dining, and baking, technologies have arisen that address our cognitive fondness for rich acoustic, visual, and social content in the form of theatre, film, and PC games. Modern societies are able to support an enormous art and entertainment industry; artistic products, like cheesecake, are thus readily available without great expense. Yet, in most societies in the past, artistic endeavors were associated with enormous expense; thus, the cheesecake metaphor does not really explain why such outlays would have been worthwhile. After all, if entertainment and art serve no purpose, why have selection pressures not worked against such time and energy-wasting activities? 
The fact that various forms of art have arisen in all known societies (Dissanayake 2000) suggests that evolutionary advantages do exist and that these are strong enough to dispose the human mind to art and entertainment and their integration in its development. Of significance in Pinker’s cheesecake theory is the aspect that art and aesthetic entertainment can be maladaptive. 
On the basis of content analyses, Johnsson (2005) argues in his book Everything bad is good for you for a training effect of current fictional media narratives. Above all, television and film seem to create stories with content that is richer and increasingly more complex in form, thus challenging the viewer to a sort of “intellectual jogging.” Yet this does not explain the enthusiasm for the creation of extravagant, complex, and even profligate medial and artistic products. 
Attention and its influence are at the center of Dissanayake’s work (1988, 1995, 2000). The regulation and management of human attention are key aspects of her examination of the effect of spectacular artifacts, as well as her investigation of creative, artistic processes. The primary function of art, according to Dissanayake, is to manufacture social cohesion. She describes art as “making special” – a behavior demonstrating a proximity to behavioral patterns that one can also observe in other species: play and ritual. Play includes behavior outside of the directly functional, indicated by means of specific forms of movement and expression. It is experienced as something joyful in and of itself and thus as an end in itself. Ritual represents a key concept of animal behavior. It consists of formalized and fixed behavior that for the purposes of communication is generally elaborated, exaggerated or repeated – as becomes clear in mating rituals.
Medially mediated rehearsal
Literature and art can trigger ideas textually and verbally as well as by means of static and moving images. They can be employed to bring social ideas and ideals into a form that is more easily grasped, remembered, and communicated. With respect to their communicative function, they can be seen as a form of behavioral rehearsal that utilizes historically developed patterns such as genre and style to examine, explore, and socially fabricate reality as virtual possibility. As in a rehearsal, (most) anything can happen. Violations of the law of gravity are accepted by many recipients as easily as are biological or physical impossibilities –  the talking animals in “Dr. Doolittle” (Thomas, USA 1998), modern-day dinosaurs (“Jurassic Park,” Spielberg, USA 1993), or time travel (“The Time Machine,” Pal, USA 1960 and Wells, USA 2002), for example. Medial-fictional representations need not be based upon physical reality or limited by the underlying laws of thermodynamics. “Beam me up, Scotty” (“Star Trek”) provokes no resistance as long as the motivations and emotions of the actors remain understandable and believable. In both medial and internal rehearsals the task is to run through and test various scenarios – including the unforeseeable. Past events are not only recalled, but also rewritten (“what if I had...”) in order to draw on past errors and derive the optimized behavior for future occurrences. We run through these in our mind (“what would happen if tomorrow I would...”) in order to prepare ourselves for various possibilities and, if necessary, to enable us to take immediate action without first having to work through endless new variations. 
We have thus seen that the capability of medially mediated rehearsal derives from the inner capacity for virtual rehearsal. Subjective concepts and fantasies thus become explicable, fixable, and socially negotiable ideas and fantasies – blueprints and outlines for possible action. In the process, however, it would appear that it is less physical relationships and more so emotions and the accompanying motives, intentions, and inner worlds of our medial actors that are relevant (Schwender and Schwab 2007: 69).
Humans are concerned not only with information that is applicable to our species but also with that which might be (Tooby and Cosmides 2001). Fictional stories aid in the development of the core functionality of the mental architecture: making judgments that must deal with factual contradictions (“there is no Easter bunny”).
Tastes and aesthetic preferences differ, and the debates about them seem to be rather important. What fictional and real stories have in common is their narrative structure – motivations for action and their accompanying emotions. Drawing on the theory of evolutionary psychology, Barkow (1992) worked out the topics for the social exchange of information. These include not only topics for gossip in the social network, but also the topics of fictional treatments. A key aspect is that the reports are morally critiqued and thus take on a controlling function in the community. Public discourse – as diffuse as it may seem at the individual level – directs human action and sets rules about what may and may not be done emotionally.
Some of the mental prerequisites for the perception of media are thus explained by the phenomena that already have been described. But there are questions that still remain unanswered. For instance, why the passionate and joyful involvement with art and fiction? Such a preoccupation with things that do not exist seems somehow inappropriate. A number of media psychology approaches define entertainment in the context of positive emotionality (Schwab 2001, 2004; Vorderer 1996). But what do emotions – particularly positive emotions – have to do with medial entertainment?
Entertainment as a positive emotion
The experience of medial entertainment is accompanied by positive feelings of pleasure, interest, and contentment. This induces a mental state receptive to the acquisition of new behavior and knowledge. A meta-study by Hullett (2005) confirms that recipients of persuasive messages seem motivated to seek and maintain a positive mood. 
The majority of psychological investigations and theories deal with negative emotions – e.g. anger, fear, and loathing. These are described as emergency reactions that limit the range of thought and behavior in an effort to cope with a threat. But what then is the purpose of positive emotions, such as joy, interest, and contentment? What function do they serve? Fredrickson (1998) is of the opinion that positive emotions serve to expand the potential for thought and behavior and thus establish the prerequisites for the acquisition of new capabilities and the expansion of existing ones. Under the influence of positive emotions new, creative, and untested ideas can be admitted for information processing and manipulation. Amusement and entertainment ease the restrictions surrounding the cognitive processes and allow humans to acquire new physical, manipulative, and socially affective capabilities and skills. One can thus assume that the medially mediated experience of entertainment is determined in part by the positive emotions of joy, interest, and contentment (Fredrickson 1998; Schwab 2001, 2004). 
Joy and amusement occur in secure and not particularly relevant or challenging contexts. Free activation is accessible and flows into diverse activities. As humans, we playfully allow ourselves to be drawn into various aspects of our respective environments. 
Interest likewise arises in situations of security – situations, however, brimming with possibility, change, and mystery and waiting to be explored. Such challenging environments are viewed as important, and we thus react to them with greater concentration and increased effort. Interest and curiosity serve the development of knowledge and know-how. (Intellectually) curious, we investigate our environment and integrate new information. The emotional themes offered in literature, theatre, and film stimulate human curiosity and thus contribute to our emotional education (Buck 1988).
Contentment deals with cognitive changes. Events and skills are integrated into an expanded self-concept and world view. Vorderer (1998) refers to this form of entertainment reception as “ego-emotional media use” or “working on one’s identity.” Through parasocial relationships with characters in the media, viewers are able to re-evaluate their own self-perception.
Processes of re-evaluation and adaptation can also be triggered and directed by other emotions. Cosmides and Tooby (2000) describe a recalibrating function of emotions. Some emotions start so-called “recalibrating machines,” which subject the contents of the human memory to a re-analysis; these produce new appraisals of past behavior and occurrences. Sorrow and depressive conditions, for example, cause us to reflect on past decisions; we begin to brood and contemplate. 
Melodramas seem to offer a form of contemplative entertainment. They stimulate self-reflection: they prompt viewers to engage with and reflect on their identity and question life goals and past experiences. It is possible that processes discussed in the context of terror-management theory also come into play here (Solomon, et al. 2004). Apparently there is a relationship between a depressive mood and melodramas or sad films. By triggering introspection and reflection, this medially mediated emotional induction is more likely to lead to processes of insight. Computer games, films, music, books, paintings – all convey to the recipient or user not only the emotions described but frequently also a sense or feeling of aesthetic pleasure. 
Conclusions
Naturalistic fallacies are a common reaction to evolutionary explanations: adaptation (e.g., men respond more aggressively to violent media content than do women) becomes justification (men are morally entitled and even obligated to respond with aggression). Finally, by no means does an evolutionary explanation stand in the way of efforts to find cultural explanations. The evolutionary perspective represents rather a “culture by nature” approach. Cultural capabilities are a part of the evolved human nature.
Evolutionary psychologists (Workman and Reader 2008; Buss 2008) are questioning the functional and adaptive value of a great variety of human behavior. In the case of media reception, this is by no means a purely cognitive perception process by which merely external stimuli are depicted. Media reception demonstrates a close relationship to the ability to imagine and integrate new ideas and actions into human internal behavioral rehearsals, i.e., to test them in the virtual reality of the mental simulation. This ability to imagine, to sketch out places of action in the mind’s eye, is a key skill that was acquired in the course of hominization – the evolutionary process of becoming human. In mental simulations, it becomes possible to test hypotheses about the world without having to risk life or limb in the real world. The medially mediated mental rehearsal offers a secure space in which to observe and assess the outcomes of various do’s and don’ts of the human existence. In so doing, it is primarily due to social selection pressure that the contents of these imaginary rehearsals are predominantly of a socio-emotional nature. Media recipients, by means of parasocial relationships and identification with media characters, are therefore able to efficiently process emotional and social problems and experience these as especially stimulating. 
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