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Introduction
Hartmut Rosa’s concept of resonance is one of the major contributions to current 
Critical Theory in the 21st century. Rosa employs the notion of resonant subject-
world-relationships to critically analyse structural features of modern societies 
that systematically undermine stable conditions for such relationships to unfold 
(see Rosa 2016, 2020; Gros 2019).

The specific critical potential of resonance theory is based on its status as an 
account of the good life. As such, resonance can figure as a “positive counter-
concept” (Rosa 2016: 306, 316) to states of alienation (Rosa 2016: 747-748), 
which has been the leading (but “merely negative”) concept of traditional 
Critical Theory.

Resonance is an emphatically phenomenological concept, describing a 
relationship to the world or “segments” of the world (“Weltausschnitte”, which 
may be animate or inanimate) as it is experienced. Accordingly, resonance theory 
has been characterised as an attempt to ground a “phenomenological critical 
theory” (Gros 2019). This “immanent approach to social criticism” (Gros 2019: 13) 
tries to strike a middle path between the Scylla of criticising society on the basis 
of essentialist preconceptions of human nature or the good life and the Charybdis 
of taking uncritically at face value the self-interpretations and self-descriptions 
of subjects in a given society.

While generating its concepts on the basis of “phenomenological” descriptions 
of the lived experience of actual subjects (in the society/culture under scrutiny, 
but possibly also other societies/cultures), a “phenomenological critical theory” 
still tries to generalise from there (rather than from armchair preconceptions) to 
a moderately universal, but empirically grounded, account of the good life. This 
means that the resulting notion of the good life (like any other) has to be based, 
implicitly or explicitly, on an account of human nature. Resonance theory indeed 
comprises the universal anthropological claim that a desire for resonance is an 
aspect of human nature (Gros 2019: 23). To properly ground this claim and to 
unfold its consequences, it seems advisable to situate it within the best available 
account of human nature. This account is arguably given by evolutionary 
anthropology. With this as the basis, we may get a better understanding of 
both the anthropologically universal “conditions of resonance” as well as the 
multifarious factors impeding them in modern societies. Accordingly, this paper 
is an attempt to complement resonance theory with evolutionary approaches 
to the question of the good life. This combination promises to be fruitful, since 
resonance theory can offer crucial refinements of the concept of the good 
life as presupposed by authors working within an evolutionary perspective, 
while in turn being able to profit from the empirical insights of evolutionary 
anthropology and psychology.
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 The concept of resonance
Roughly, a resonant relation is one in which the experiencing subject takes her 
“other”, the “segment of the world” she is interacting with, as responsive and open 
to influence, but in which the subject herself also evolves and transforms through 
engagement with that other. In a resonant relation, both poles are experienced in 
such a way that neither dominates the other, and both are transformed through 
their interaction.

In greater detail, any given experience of a resonant relationship to some 
“other” in the world (a person, a material object, a piece of music, a landscape) 
is characterised by Rosa via four essential aspects (Rosa 2017: 315, 2020: 38-45).

The first aspect consists in the other affecting the subject. Rosa refers to this 
simply as “affect”, which is meant to denote the specific experience that the 
subject has of her other. Vital for resonance to occur is that the subject does not 
feel indifferent towards the other, but in fact “affected” or “touched” by it.

The second aspect is the subject’s reaction to and her experienced impact 
on the other. Rosa calls this “emotion” (in the literal sense of “moving/reaching 
outwards”), which describes the subject’s response to the “affect” by the other. 
This involves, for example, physiological reactions of the subject to the other (as 
a minimal form of “emotion”), but also the effective impact the subject may have 
on it, such as interpreting a book or working on a material.

The third aspect describes the resonant relationship that the subject enters 
into with the object. Rosa calls this “Anverwandlung” in German, which may be 
translated as “adaptive transformation” (or maybe “transformative adaption”). 
This is meant to indicate a reciprocal transformation of both the subject and the 
object as they are experienced. Neither only the subject has an impact on the 
object, nor only the object has an impact on the subject (again, in the experienced 
situation of their interaction). Neither of the two poles dominates the other and 
each is transformed by their mutual interrelation.

The fourth aspect of resonance is its constitutive “unavailability” or 
“uncontrollability” (“Unverfügbarkeit”). Experiences of resonance cannot be 
produced or forced (and sometimes not prevented) at will, and also the concrete 
outcome of the resonant interaction of subject and other (what they are 
transformed to in the process, respectively) is not predictable or engineerable. 

Resonance is not only meant as a “positive counter-concept” to alienation, 
but also as a more flexible and pluralistic counter-concept than, for example, 
“autonomy”, “authenticity” or “meaning”.
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Thus, resonance as a “meta-criterion of successful life” (Rosa 2016: 749) 
is pluralistic with regard to the concrete contents of a given life that make it a 
succeeding one (Gros 2019: 23). This pluralism is based precisely on the nature 
of resonance as a concept trying to grasp a certain quality of the experienced 
relationship to the world (or “segments” of the world): because the relevant 
quality lies on the relational level, the concrete contents with which one stands 
in the relation in question are variable from subject to subject (at least to a 
certain degree).

Rosa is eager to point out that he does not want to imply a conception of 
“essential human desires” in his resonance theory. Although resonance theory 
does state a universal anthropological desire for resonance, this is not an 
“essentialist” account of human nature, since the concrete content of experiences 
of resonance can be enormously variegated, in accordance with the diversity and 
plasticity of human being(s) (Rosa 2016: 300-301).

Despite, or maybe precisely because of, the pluralistic character of the notion 
of resonance, Rosa employs it as the unifying concept in his critique of modern 
societies. Thus, he suggests that alienation of modern subjects can be understood 
as a systematic inhibition of experiences of resonance through adverse social 
conditions. In effect, Rosa holds that “a critique of relations of resonance would 
appear to be the most elementary and at the same time most comprehensive 
form of social critique” (Rosa 2016: 70). Central to his critical diagnosis of 
modernity is the observation of what he calls a “resonance catastrophe”, which 
will be considered in greater detail towards the end of this paper.

To serve the double function of both description and critique of social 
circumstances, Rosa wants to employ resonance as an ambidextrous concept, in 
both a descriptive and a normative sense (Rosa 2016: 293-294, while conceding 
the possibility to abstain from the normative interpretation, Rosa 2019: 200-201). 
However, it is not always absolutely clear in his writings how these dimensions 
relate to one another. For example, Rosa also sometimes calls the descriptive 
sense “weakly normative” and the normative sense “strongly normative” (Rosa 
2019: 200-202).

Happiness, well-being, positive and negative affect
It is thus advisable to assess resonance theory within a conceptual framework 
that distinguishes the descriptive and the normative dimensions of the question 
of the good life more clearly. A promising proposal in this direction has been made 
by the philosopher Daniel Haybron.
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 Haybron distinguishes a descriptive notion of “happiness” from a normative 
notion of “well-being” (or “flourishing”, or “welfare”; see Haybron 2011: §1) as 
two levels of meaning of “the good life”. In this usage of the terms, “happiness” 
roughly denotes a (long-term) psychological condition of a subject that has a 
positive quality for her – in some non-normative sense of “positive”. That 
a state (mental or otherwise) of a subject is “good for” or “benefits” her in a 
normative sense is precisely what is denoted with the term “well-being” (also 
called “prudential value”).

While “happiness” and “well-being” are clearly differentiated through falling 
into the spheres of the descriptive and the normative, respectively, they are also 
usually taken to be closely interrelated. Thus, happiness is often considered if not 
as a sufficient, then as a necessary condition for well-being (at least under normal 
conditions): A state that is normatively beneficial for a subject plausibly also has 
to include a favourable psychological condition as a pivotal aspect (Haybron 
2011: §4.1).

The descriptive sense of resonance roughly falls into the domain of happiness, 
the normative sense into the domain of well-being. What is going to be considered 
in the following is only the descriptive or “happiness” dimension. In a further step, 
a normative social critique may build on the descriptive notion of the good life 
(and its conditions), but this would go beyond the scope of the present paper.

The same goes for discussion of other theories of happiness (see Haybron 
2011: §2.1, for an overview). Nonetheless, a specific requirement that is implied in 
most variants of the extant accounts and which is intuitively plausible will act as 
the basis of the current discussion. Namely, a necessary condition for any subject 
to be happy seems to be the following: whatever other defining conditions this 
may consist in, the subject can only be said to be happy if she is frequently-
enough in positive affective states, 1 such as pleasure or a condition of positive 
emotions or mood,2 and not-too-frequently in negative affective states, such as 
displeasure or a negative emotional condition. In short, a necessary aspect of 
happiness is a certain frequency of positive affective states, and conversely, a 
certain infrequency of negative affective states.

The question, now, is of course the following: what does it mean, specifically, 
that certain affective states are actually positive or negative for the subject being 
in these states (in a descriptive/psychological sense)?

1	 “Affective states” are to be understood here simply as all those states which are not exclusively 
cognitive, as life satisfaction judgements are, for example (see Haybron 2011: § 2.3). 

2	 As opposed to emotions, which are an “immediate specific response to environmental stimuli or 
internal thoughts [...] moods are diffuse, lasting, and less-specific emotional states without a clear 
identifiable trigger” (Dornisch 2022: 170).
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This question, in turn, can be approached from two perspectives, a third-
person “objective” and a first-person “subjective” or phenomenological one. 
Thus, from the subjective phenomenological perspective, we may ask: (1) 
what are the specific qualities of experience that constitute “positivity” for the 
subject’s experience? From the objective perspective, we may ask: (2) what are 
the objective conditions for these qualities to occur?

Arguably, these two perspectives have to complement one another in giving 
an adequate account of “positive” affective states.

Resonance as an account of positive affect
An adequate answer to the first question most likely has to be pluralistic or multi-
dimensional; the positivity or negativity of a given affective state is plausibly not 
constituted by simply one “affective dimension” (the balance of pleasure over 
displeasure, say). Thus, affective states may be considered to have a hedonic 
dimension, an emotional dimension, a mood dimension, or a combination of several 
of these dimensions. For an overall state of a subject to qualify as positive/
negative affect, it would then have to fall into a certain favourable range in each 
of the relevant dimensions. In other words, the different dimensions constitute 
individually necessary and jointly sufficient conditions for happiness.

Another possibly relevant dimension concerns precisely what resonance theory 
is meant to capture: the quality of the experienced relationship to the world, or to 
“segments” of it (persons, things, situations). While resonance is an emphatically 
phenomenological and in this sense subject-oriented approach, the focus lies on 
the relationship between, in phenomenological parlance, the intentional subject 
(which is experiencing) and an intentional object (which is experienced) – it is 
this relationship, having either the experiential quality of being resonant or non-
resonant, which constitutes the explicans for affective positivity/negativity.

So, whichever further theoretical uses it may have (in the dimensions of 
normativity and social critique), the concept of resonance also offers an answer 
to question (1) through an explication of (at least a central dimension of) affective 
positivity. And this is the role in which it going to be considered for the purposes 
of this paper.
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 Evolutionary anthropology as an account of conditions 
of resonance
With regard to the second question, an evolutionary approach offers an extensive, 
arguably the most far-reaching, account of the objective conditions of affective 
states (especially, resonance). “Evolution” means here two processes which 
run in parallel (in different paces), but also intertwine: natural (or biological) and 
cultural evolution.

Broadly, natural evolution (see Millstein 2017) is (at least with regard to certain 
traits and timescales, see Wilkins and Godfrey-Smith 2009) mainly driven by the 
processes of natural selection, sexual selection and kin selection. These selection 
processes lead to the propagation of certain traits via genetic variation and 
inheritance. The evolutionary success of the bearers of these traits is measured 
by their “fitness”, that is, their adaptation to the inanimate environment, to the 
behaviour of other organisms in the environment, such as predators or prey, but 
also conspecifics (in terms of cooperation/competition and sexual selection).

The expression “cultural evolution” (see Chudek, Muthukrishna and Henrich 
2016) stands for the notion that human cultural traits and behaviours “evolve” 
in an analogous manner. In cultural evolution, traits are propagated by selective 
mechanisms that function in a similar way as those in natural evolution – while 
“selection”, “inheritance” and “variation” mean something similar, yet different, 
in the cultural compared to the biological sphere.

First, cultural inheritance is not genetic, but instantiated by learning from 
other conspecifics. Accordingly, “culture” in the context of cultural evolution 
means anything – “practices, techniques, heuristics, tools, motivations, values, 
and beliefs” (Henrich 2016: 3) – that opens or constrains possibilities for certain 
behaviours and actions, and that can be transmitted through social learning.

Second, what is selected for in cultural evolution are not biological traits 
(phenotypes, behavioural dispositions, and the genes underlying them), but 
cultural “behaviour-shaping information”, such as acquired practices, beliefs, 
norms and values. For these, the selection consists in sui generis in-group and 
between-group dynamics (while such “group selection” is usually rejected for 
biological evolution, see Chudek, Muthukrishna, and Henrich 2016: 762). 

Third, the cultural variations on which the cultural-evolutionary selection 
mechanisms operate are produced through human agency instead of genetic 
mutation. Nonetheless, the protagonists of cultural evolution are typically 
not aware of the specific “cultural fitness” effects of their behaviour (Chudek, 
Muthukrishna and Henrich 2016: 759).
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The following will consider (natural and cultural) evolutionary conditions 
of affective states – and that means, especially, of states of resonance. But 
resonance is of course “only” one affective state among others. Thus, in answering 
question  (2), we can proceed in two steps: first, considering the natural- and 
cultural-evolutionary conditions for affective states in general, and second, 
evolutionary conditions for states of resonance in particular.

Evolution and positive affect
While they follow analogous (and sometimes cross-cutting) patterns, there is an 
important difference between natural and cultural evolution: natural evolution is 
much slower. In the short term, cultural evolution unfolds within the confines of 
natural evolution, while in the long run, it can have feedback effects on natural 
evolution (Chudek, Muthukrishna and Henrich 2016: 763-764).

So, cultural and natural evolution influence one another, and indeed, they 
cannot be told apart from a certain point onward in human evolution. We are 
an “evolved cultural species” (Chudek, Muthukrishna and Henrich 2016: 750), it 
is our nature to have culture. Accordingly, human affects cannot be understood 
from an exclusively natural or cultural evolutionary perspective, but only in the 
context of natural-cultural co-evolution.

Nonetheless, as the most basic question concerning (positive and negative) 
affective states, we may ask how such states evolved biologically in the first 
place. The answer would surely be complex (see Dornisch 2022 for an overview 
of theoretical and empirical approaches), and an important caveat in this regard 
is pointed out by Randolph Nesse, namely, that affective states never serve only 
one specific function:

In seeking evolutionary explanations for emotions and affects, 
the temptation is to jump directly to hypotheses about possible 
functions. This is a mistake. Although emotional states would 
not exist unless they had been useful, there is no one-to-one 
correspondence between an emotion and a function. One emotion 
can serve multiple functions, and one function may be served by 
several different emotions (Nesse 2004: 1337-1338).

But very broadly, we may say that affective states in general have a straightforward 
evolutionary function: to make us act in a way that is (on the face of it) beneficial 
to the propagation of our genes. Thus,

[f]rom an evolutionary perspective, [affective states] are 
conceptualized as constituent parts of motivational systems 
that have been shaped by natural selection to produce behaviors 
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 that have increased fitness over evolutionary time [...]. From this 
view, the subjective components of any given emotional state – 
including both positive and negative affect – are not viewed as 
being good or bad, per se. Instead, these states are considered in 
terms of their function as psychological carrots and sticks, selected 
for their ability to help guide our ancestors toward behaviors that 
facilitated acquisition of fitness-related goals (positive affect) and 
away from those behaviors that did not (negative affect) (Hill, 
Delpriore and Major 2013: 876).

So, most generally, affective states, positive and negative, have an incentivising 
function in regulating behaviour of approach/pursuit or withdrawal/avoidance.

Now, as the caveat by Nesse cited above already indicates, many evolved 
capacities – and especially the capacity to experience certain affective states 
under certain circumstances – do not simply have one specific evolved function, 
but also more complex and derivative adaptive effects. A theory that proceeds 
on basis of this insight is the so-called Broaden-and-Build Theory, which has 
been proposed by Barbara Fredrickson (see Fredrickson 2013), and conceives of 
positive affect not simply as being part of an incentivising mechanism, but as part 
of a dynamic relationship of the organism with the environment (or the subject 
with the world, as it may be called from a phenomenological perspective).

Thus, while negative affective states serve a short-term purpose in motivating 
the subject to face imminent challenges (through fight or flight, say), or to work 
towards a change of the situation if things are not going well (in fitness-terms), 
positive affective states have developed more long-term “side” effects. Positive 
affect allows for a broadened awareness when occurring, opening possibilities 
for discovery of new knowledge, personal relationships and skills – in short: of 
new fitness-relevant resources. Resources built through positive emotions also 
increase the odds of experiencing subsequent positive emotions, with further 
broaden-and-build-benefits, thus creating an upward spiral toward improved 
fitness (Fredrickson 2013: 15-17). So, the importance of positive emotions is 
hypothesised to have amplified, over and above its basic incentivising function, 
through a self-reinforcing (“runaway”) evolutionary process.

It may be added that, plausibly, the fitness-enhancing effect of (some) 
positive emotions does not necessarily have to lie in the broadening of attention, 
but more basically in the willingness to open up to outside forces, and to also be 
vulnerable to them, in order to seize on opportunities they present. So, the theory 
may more precisely be called “Open-Up-and-Build”. In this line, also Fredrickson 
(2008: 455-462) herself suggests openness for experience/for the world as vital 
to positive affect (and, we may add, this openness may also be given in focused, 
not only broadened, awareness).
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The runaway selection for positive affective states suggested by Broaden-and-
Build theory is plausibly even further amplified in the context of cultural evolution. 
While “the subjective components of any given emotional state” – especially 
states of resonance – appear as mere “psychological carrots and sticks” from the 
vantage point of natural evolution, and “are not viewed as being good or bad, per 
se” (Hill, Delpriore and Major 2013: 876, full citation above), from the perspective 
of the experiencing individual, they are exactly this.

Accordingly, Ladislav Kováč (2012: 298) suggests that the conscious orien
tation towards affective states has long been the primary driver of cultural 
evolution (in a runaway process, as seen from the lens of natural evolution). 
So, “emotion-seeking” has become a major motive for cultural evolution – 
possibly building on the self-reinforcing dynamic of positive emotions posited by 
Broaden-and-Build theory. Cultural evolution thus appears to be to a large extent 
an “emotional evolution”.

Evolution and resonance
Fredrickson formulates Broaden-and-Build theory in relation to “positive emo
tions” generally, but she actually only provides typical examples (Fredrickson 
2013: 3-6), and no general criterion for what makes an affective state “positive”. 
Such a criterion may be provided via an explication of “positivity” (and, conversely, 
“negativity”) of affective states through defining phenomenological features – 
with resonance being the candidate explication considered here.

Now, while the notion of resonance may serve as a conceptual explication 
of “positivity” of affect as applied in evolutionary accounts of positive affect, for 
example Broaden-and-Build theory, such accounts may in turn help to clarify the 
putative anthropological universality of the capacity to experience resonance. In 
fact, in spite of its claim to anthropological universality, the concept of resonance 
has not yet been embedded into an empirical-anthropological account of human 
nature. For example, Hartmut Rosa’s references to evolutionary anthropology 
and psychology remain sparse and cursory (consisting only of vague indications, 
see Rosa 2016: 247-248). In effect, his analysis of the reasons for the importance 
of resonance and the difficulties to sustain it in the modern world does not 
pervasively reach back to the natural and cultural evolution of human psychology.

To fill this gap, we may build on knowledge about (natural and cultural) human 
evolution to give an (admittedly still largely hypothetical) evolutionary account 
of resonance. This can basically be done by answering two main questions. First, 
why a desire for resonance has developed in the first place and which conditions 
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 of life are predictably favourable to experiences of resonance. Second, which 
impact natural and cultural evolutionary developments did and still do have 
on the possibility to sustain such favourable “conditions of resonance” (on an 
individual and especially on a collective level).

An account of the natural-evolutionary basis of resonance may be developed 
by taking up the points made with regards to Broaden-and-Build theory and 
extending them to the more refined concept of resonance (as an explication of 
“positive affect”).

The parallel between Broaden-and-Build and resonance theory is especially 
striking if we understand the former more generally as a theory about “Open Up-
and-Build” (with broadened and narrowed awareness alike), as suggested above. 
As already pointed out, a main aspect also of the idea of resonance is the potential 
ability and the actual gesture of opening up to the world.

Accordingly, just as hypothesised in Broaden-and-Build theory, this affective 
“opening-up” capacity may have developed evolutionarily through a secondary 
process building upon the function of affective states as mere motivators for 
seeking/avoiding behaviour. Especially, positive emotions may have grown out 
of the role of simply being sought-after rewards, and into constituting a dynamic, 
resonant relationship with the world.

In line with this, Broaden-and-Build theory describes a feedback loop between 
the concrete experiences of positive emotions and a more general dispositional 
propensity for these experiences (which plausibly fuelled the runaway selection 
for positive emotions). Rosa outlines a similar feedback loop between concrete 
realisations of resonance experiences and more dispositional resonance expec
tations, which can take the form of both a virtuous and a vicious circle (Rosa 
2016: 296).

Resonance, sociality and development
The selection for capacities to engage with the world in an “broadened”, “opened-
up”, or “resonant” stance may have been further amplified through the specific 
evolutionary trajectory of homo sapiens as an intensely social species. Beginning 
at least 5 million years ago, after leaving the trees in the rainforest as their 
preferred habitat, our hominin ancestors faced new environmental conditions 
on the African savannah: namely, better opportunities for social learning, more 
diverse and fluctuating environments, increased danger from predators. These 
environmental pressures and opportunities created an evolutionary pathway 
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with mutually reinforcing factors, including upright walk (and free hands), brain 
growth, intensified tool use, diversified diet (especially big game hunting), use of 
fire (especially for cooking food), increased cooperation in larger groups and pair-
bonding strategies in mating (Henrich 2016: 298-312).

This multi-causal constellation also kick-started natural-cultural co-
evolution, which plausibly has had a decisive influence on our nature as social 
beings (apart from other factors such as kin selection, reciprocity and mutuality 
in in-group cooperation). Analogies to our ape cousins make it plausible that 
the social life of our chimp-like ancestors was initially characterised by routine 
behaviour of competition and dominance, with only occasional incidents of 
cooperation. But at some point, the just mentioned co-evolutionary processes 
made social cooperation an ecological success factor to the degree that prosocial3 
norms, increasing in-group cooperation and harmony, were selected for 
(Richerson et al. 2016, Henrich 2016: 167).3 Such norms harness the genetically 
encoded social instincts, but can have feedback effects on the biological evolution 
of the human mind, catalysing a process of “self-domestication” (Hare and Woods 
2020), which gradually pushed the biologically ingrained behavioural and affective 
dispositions in humans to unprecedented levels of cooperativeness, sociality and 
generally openness towards conspecifics.

The need for social resonance may also have been a restraining factor 
guarding against too outright domination of others when gaining an advantage 
over them, leaving open opportunities for future cooperation, even and especially 
in situations of power asymmetries (which may of course also be reversed in 
the future).

The ability to open up to the world and the trusting expectation to experience 
resonance in doing so is of specific importance in the context of child development, 
as pervasively stressed by Rosa (see, for example, Rosa 2017: 321, 328). We may 
hypothesise that humans as beings that have evolved for maximal behavioural 
flexibility and are thus by default open to the world, have to have resonance 
as a basic mode of experiencing the world. Thus, experiences of resonance are 
plausibly crucial in human development from early age on, for interaction with 
the non-human environment and with other humans. Above that, resonance 
may be expected in playful interactions with the world (see below), which are 
vital for learning in child development.

3	 “Prosocial” does not carry any normative meaning here, it can for example encompass explicitly 
xenophobic norms (Henrich 2016: 169).
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 Resonance and goal-pursuit
Adult life, in contrast, may appear from an evolutionary perspective as a never-
fully-accomplished to-do list of (fitness-related) tasks, revolving around survival, 
personal safety, cooperation, mate attraction and retention, and care for relatives 
(Kenrick and Lundberg-Kenrick 2022: 20-22).

Thus, it is common in evolutionary psychology to characterise a fulfilled life 
as one in which one does well with regards to the goals on this to-do list (where 
the “goals” are outcomes that are beneficial to survival and/or reproduction – or 
at least, outcomes that are similar in appearance to what would have constituted 
such success factors in the so-called “environment of evolutionary adaptation”). 
For example, Fiona Hill and colleagues hold:

Promoting happiness is [...] oftentimes merely a matter of 
exploiting knowledge of evolved desires and attempting to fulfill 
them [...]. Included among these are the desires for professional 
success and power, achieving intimacy in personal relationships, 
being more physically attractive, helping friends and relatives, 
securing personal safety and health, gaining access to high-
quality food, and having personal and financial resources [...]. 
Taking steps to fulfill these desires and goals makes people feel 
happy (Hill, Delpriore and Major 2013: 879).

It is still an open question to what degree it is actually relevant to happiness 
whether one fulfills a certain fitness-relevant goal in a way that is similar to the 
way it must have been fulfilled in our evolutionary past and to what degree this is 
subject to cognitive and behavioural flexibility.

William von Hippel has coined the term “phenotypic indulgence” to describe 
this flexibility. Phenotypic indulgences are all the things we encounter in the 
modern world which “mimic ancient pleasures without delivering the outcomes 
that made those ancient activities adaptive and hence pleasurable” (Hippel 2018: 
228; this definition may be widened to include activities that are not adaptive in 
the same way as the original activities they mimic, or adaptive only by chance). 
So, “[p]henotypic indulgences, while pleasing, are really just surrogates for our 
evolved preferences” (Hippel 2018: 228).

In modern life, basically anything rewarding or intriguing we encounter is a 
phenotypic indulgence: something which is not directly adaptive in the sense of 
enhancing our genes” reproductive success (or at least not in the straightforward 
way that the original signal would). In a way, modern happiness is unthinkable 
without them, since they ensure that we do not have to live the lives of hunter-
gatherers to experience positive affect. But whatever the concrete contents 



Höffken / Critical theory and human nature 129

of happiness-relevant objectives and activities eventually are, humans have 
certainly evolved to consciously pursue personal goals (whether they are 
phenotypic originals or indulgences). In this regard, Hill and colleagues go on 
to add

that the process of moving towards one’s goals may actually be 
more important to happiness than the end-goal attainment. For 
instance, goal striving is associated with feelings of satisfaction 
and contentment, as long as adequate progress is being made 
toward the goals at hand (Hill, Delpriore and Major 2013: 879).

Now, this “process of moving towards one’s goals” can be understood as a 
specific instantiation of resonance. The experience of making efforts to reach 
a goal and receiving the feedback of constant progress towards it is precisely 
the kind of give-and-take relationship (with the persons, other living beings, 
or objects one is interacting with in goal-directed activity) that is envisioned in 
resonance theory.4

Accordingly, Rosa too describes this experience of “self-efficacy” as an 
important expression of resonance (he sometimes employs the term “self-
efficacy” as a synonym to the aspect of “emotion” in resonance experiences), 
while also stressing that

there is [...] significant evidence suggesting that the “positive” 
impact of experiences of self-efficacy arises not from the 
instrumental effectiveness of one’s actions, but rather from 
their resonance- and relationship-generating qualities. [..O]
ne’s intrinsic interest in a particular area of activity or segment 
of world increases not with the success of or “reward” received 
for one’s engagement, but with the experience of being able to 
accomplish something oneself, to attain world. What matters is 
not the effected outcome, but the experience of interplay and 
reciprocity that emerges in the process (Rosa 2016: 274-275).

In this line, it may be added that not only experiences of successful goal-
attainment, but also those of adversity or even failure can be transformative 
resonant interactions with the world. If resonance primarily lies in “the experience 
of interplay and reciprocity that emerges in the process” rather than “the 
instrumental effectiveness of one’s actions”, then resonance may be instantiated 
especially through experiences of the other, be it an object or a living being, 
not complying with one’s plans. This “feeling the world kick back” is arguably 

4	 Taking into account the nature of humans as an intensely social species, we can expect that 
cooperative action is a significant sphere of resonance-in-goal-pursuit for a majority of people.
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 part of the thrill – and the joy – of being alive. Rosa expresses a similar point in 
stressing that the “segment of the world” one interacts with as one’s other has 
to be experienced as recalcitrant and uncontrollable (“unverfügbar”), to a certain 
degree, but as possibly open for “transformative appropriation”, for resonance 
to possibly occur. If perfect “consonance” with or perfect control over the other 
is sought after, this is the most guaranteed way to stifle any possibility of true 
resonance (Rosa 2017: 319).

That a certain “uncontrollability of the world” (Rosa 2020) constitutes a 
central part of human happiness makes perfect sense in evolutionary terms. 
For all humans, constant success or control over their environment is basically 
impossible. Accordingly, experiencing a mixture of success and failure as a 
“good” life is possibly the most adaptive attitude.

Resonance beyond goal-pursuit
There is of course more to resonance (and to life in general) than having a goal-
directed interaction with the world.5 Thus, many activities that are playful and/
or creative, but not obviously goal-directed, and probably especially those, may 
certainly also be expected to elicit experiences of resonance,6 for which we can 
plausibly give two main evolutionary reasons.

First, in situations in which there is no salient opportunity or threat, relaxed 
playfulness states offer a regenerating level and quality of activity (this is an 
instantiation of what Fredrickson has called the “undo effect” of positive affect, see 
Fredrickson 2013: 8-12). Being passive or “contemplative” at the right occasions 
is maybe just as important for fitness as being active at certain other occasions.7

5	 It is telling in this respect that Rosa describes the concept of resonance in German as an explication 
of “gelingendes Leben”. Rosa prefers this expression over talk of “gutes Leben” (“good life”), 
because it carries a stronger processual connotation (Rosa 2019: 201). But interestingly, “gelingend” 
also does not have the same normative connotations as “good”. There is no direct equivalent to 
“gelingend” in English, it is only inadequately translated as “succeeding”, since it is not tied to goal-
orientation. For example, a piece or an act of art that has its purpose only in itself can also “succeed” 
in the sense of “gelingen” (which seems to deviate from the standard application of “succeed” in 
English).

6	 Playfulness as an aspect of resonance may also have been further amplified by the prolongation 
of (especially behavioural) juvenile traits brought about as part of the (self-)”domestication 
syndrome” (see Hare and Woods 2020).

7	 And due to their evolved social nature, humans may find resonance specifically in playful or leisure 
activities that are done together with others, instead of alone.
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Second, taking into account the importance of innovation for the success 
of human populations, playful activities appear as indirectly adaptive. For 
innovation to actually occur, new and basically random combinations of known 
ways of doing things are necessary. Playfulness states are wasteful in having no 
productive or goal-oriented outcome in the vast majority of the cases. But this 
waste or cost is offset by the benefits of the productive innovations that are made 
accessible in the seldom cases of random success.

For these reasons, also pointless playfulness and contemplative “inactivity” 
can be expected to contribute to, or maybe even to be necessary for, resonance. 
Thus, it is to be expected that we have on average an evolved propensity to be in a 
favourable psychological condition only if there is a certain degree of “looseness” 
in the situations we encounter. If too many situations are laden with a too high 
degree of goal pursuit/threat avoidance, this predictably quenches possibilities 
of resonance.

And this, as Rosa points out in his discussion of the dynamic between the basic 
human motivations desire and fear (which have great influence on the possibility 
to experience resonance), seems to be exactly the case in modern societies, 
leading him to the “surmise that capitalist societies geared toward growth have 
an inherent tendency to develop characteristics typical of pathological fears and 
desires” (Rosa 2016: 207).

Cultural evolution and resonance
In accordance with the idea of cultural evolution as “emotional evolution”, driven 
to a large extent by “emotion-seeking” (see above), Rosa holds

that human actors are only capable of acting and making decisions 
when they possess at least an implicit answer to the question of 
the good life that provides them with both positive and negative 
direction in their lives, and that at a basic psychological level they 
tend to strive for happiness in the sense of psychophysical well-
being (Rosa 2016: 41).

Rosa’s proposition is, of course, that this “(implicit) sense for the good” is largely 
constituted by the desire for resonance. Thus, cultural-emotional evolution may 
be seen as a major driver towards realising favourable conditions of resonance 
(which is nonetheless hampered by the orientation towards resonance being 
largely “implicit”, something that Rosa arguably tries to counteract by rendering 
the notion of resonance explicit).
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 But cultural evolution has also lead to developments creating adverse 
conditions for realising positive affect, and especially experiences of resonance. 
A major reason for this lies in a fact mentioned above, namely, that natural 
evolution takes place on a much grander timescale than cultural evolution. 
While cultural evolution brought about huge changes in the last 12  000 years 
(since the transition to agriculture) in the ways we behave, think and feel, our 
basic psycho-physiological makeup has remained largely unchanged. This 
leads to “mismatches” between our evolved biological traits and the modern 
environments we live in (Eaton, Konner and Shostak 1988). In the modern world, 
we are basically surrounded on all sides by such mismatches. Some of them do 
not have any negative effects and may even have positive ones (for example, 
sleeping on a modern mattress), while others are detrimental (for example, being 
exposed to stressful noise in urban environments). Bjørn Grinde has coined the 
term “discord” for the latter kind of mismatch (Grinde 2012: 71). If we interpret 
resonance as explicans for emotional-affective “positivity”, then a discord in this 
sense would be a mismatch creating adverse conditions of resonance.

Such discords have been arguably created already by the transition to 
agriculture. Apart from disadvantageous conditions for health, such as field 
work, crowded living and a one-sided diet, it led to severe social stratification 
and gender inequality.

Furthermore, a massive mismatch, and often also a discord, in the modern 
world is its sheer complexity in many dimensions. The modern lifeworld confronts 
us with an enormous array of complex situations (comprising social, institutional, 
or environmental circumstances with which we have to interact). Taking into 
account that our minds did not have the time to evolve adaptations to these 
kinds of complexity, cognitive and emotional overload is no surprising outcome 
(Haybron 2008: 243-247).

Above that, we are faced with an overabundance of intriguing stimuli 
(intriguing because of being similar to original fitness-relevant stimuli, acting 
as “phenotypic indulgences”, see above), often amplified to a “supernormal” 
intensity (Barrett 2010). Recreational drugs and junk food are obvious examples, 
but digital products like video games and social media also may have similar power 
by “only simulating” (to a large extent) real world mastery or social connection 
and increasing related stimuli to supernormal levels. The motivational dynamic 
in favour of the creation of phenotypic indulgences and supernormal stimuli is 
plausibly part of the “emotional evolution” (see above) of humans as “a unique 
hedonotropic species[,...] which seeks to amplify sensations [...] experience[d] 
as pleasant” (Kováč 2012: 298). The effects of the stimuli “overabundance” and 
“overdose” combine in modern societies with a particularly strong accentuation  
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of our evolved status concerns (Frank 1999: chapter 9, see Hippel 2018: 97-101).  
Thus, in relation to status competition, the (in other respects beneficial) mis
matches of a modern affluent mass society act as tremendous discords. The 
dilemma seems to be that every gain in material wealth opens new arenas 
of competition with potentially a lot more people to compare to (Kenrick and 
Lundberg-Kenrick 2022: 122-123), leading to a runaway process of “positional 
arms races” (Frank 2011).

These mismatches leading to cognitive and emotional overload may be a major 
cause for the excess desire/fear reactions in the world-relationships of modern 
subjects that Rosa identifies as a major impeding factor against the possibility of 
resonance (Rosa 2016: 207-208).

Discords were arguably created also by the transition from “interpersonal” 
to “impersonal” sociality (see Henrich 2020). As bands in the low double-digit 
range and broader social networks in the low triple-digit range were the norm 
even for behaviourally modern homo sapiens (Dunbar 1992), we have evolved for 
face-to-face, interpersonal prosociality. In the hunter-gatherer context, this was 
based on so-called “extensive” social networks. Such networks are established 
along biological relatedness and other social ties, such as fictive kinship, and span 
multiple smaller groups of flexible composition (Henrich 2020: 71-72). With the 
development of sedentary ways of living, we transitioned to “intensive” sociality 
organized around bloodlines, clans, kindreds and religious congregations. This 
mode of sociality is still interpersonal, but granting severely less flexibility and 
personal autonomy (Henrich 2020: 104-108). Another huge step in the making of 
the modern world was the rise of impersonal sociality (Henrich 2020: 486-488). 
It also constituted a further step away from our ancestral, interpersonal mode 
of sociality, arguably creating new discords in the form of personal isolation and 
difficulties to relate to others – even close relatives or friends (Buss 2000: 16-17).

Conclusion and outlook
The provided cursory overview of (natural and cultural) evolutionary conditions 
of resonance may already afford important complements to Rosa’s account of 
the historical development of the conditions of resonance in modern societies.

As indicated, Rosa observes a “resonance catastrophe” (Rosa 2016: chapter 
X) in modernity. According to him, this catastrophe has been caused by a mode of 
social organisation characterised by “dynamic stabilization” (Rosa 2016: chapter 
XIV) which is also fuelling the social acceleration that was the focus of Rosa’s 
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 previous work (see Rosa 2005). With this expression, Rosa aims to describe the 
fact that both individual and collective actors in modern societies can keep the 
status quo only through continuous efforts, which includes constant dynamic 
development and, typically, growth (of capacities to act and access to resources). 
But the phenomenon of “dynamic stabilization” has only little explanatory power, 
in being a structural feature of modern societies, not a causal factor by itself.

The deeper reason for “dynamic stabilisation” lies, according to Rosa, in 
an orientation towards “expansion of one’s share of the world” (“Weltreich
weitenvergrößerung”), which he calls “the structural program and cultural project 
of modernity”, and supplements by some fairly general indications towards an 
“escalatory capitalist regime of modernity” (Rosa 2016: 79). This seems to imply 
that this “program” or “project” is a more or less explicit ideology. Rosa traces 
the development of this ideology back into the 18th/19th centuries. But possibly, 
many relevant developments in this context reach back far more than this and 
are not exceptionally modern, but only have intensified in modernity.

An evolutionary-anthropological perspective may afford a deeper explanation 
for disturbed conditions of resonance, because its roots may reach back far 
deeper into human history than the shift to a societal system with the constant 
need of dynamic stabilisation. Namely, status competition – being induced by 
in-group selection pressures (not necessarily consciously) and amplified through 
the transition to agricultural and industrial societies – may have been pivotal for 
the increasing orientation towards expanding one’s “world share” and fuelling 
the need for “dynamic stabilisation”. From this perspective, the problematic 
conditions for resonance in modernity do not seem so much to have been brought 
about through a “catastrophe”, but rather through a long and gradual, though 
maybe accelerating, process of cultural evolution.

While much is still open to further scrutiny and exploration, it is hoped the 
considerations presented here have effectively demonstrated the potential of 
a “mutual enlightenment” (Gallagher 2012: 314) between the objective and the 
subjective perspective within a critical theory which is both phenomenologically 
and anthropologically grounded. The resulting integrative approach may afford a 
sufficiently universal vantage point (empirically grounded in research on human 
natural and cultural evolution) from which to describe modern societies with 
the necessary critical distance, while also including the lifewordly first-person 
experience of subjects in these societies into the conceptualisation of the “good 
life”. As I hope to have shown, the potential gain for critical theory both in depth 
and in reach is ample justification to explore this approach further.
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