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Useless ear muscles are useful
Jerry Bergman

The evolutionary explanation for the claim that some 
humans can wiggle their ears is explained by Sanford 

University graduate student Dara Strauss-Albee:
“Ear wiggling happens through muscles above and 

behind your ears called auriculars. In some animals, 
these muscles are useful because ear movement is 
helpful. A cat, for example, can move its ears to help 
it listen for tasty birds. But why would humans have 
these muscles? Way back when, humans and cats had 
the same ancestors. Ear wiggling was useful to this 
shared ancestor. Now, humans and cats have become 
very different. Ear wiggling is still useful to our feline 
friends. But for us, it’s just a cool party trick. The name 
for this is a vestigial trait.”1

Another typical example of this common claim is:
“… there’s an entire group of muscles attached to 

our ears that, for most monkeys, are used to move the 
ears like satellite dishes trying to pick up a signal. For 
us, however, they just sit there—not moving anything—
suggesting that they’ve lost their biological function.”2

A scholarly reference made the same claim:
“The auricular muscles are vestigial in humans and 

few individuals can move their ears voluntarily. As a 
result, the auricular muscles are generally considered 
to be of little functional significance, although auricular 
reflexes activate ear muscles during eye movements.” 3

Professor Hackley explains why evolutionists use the 
vestigial organ claim as evidence for evolution. He writes, “If 
evolution were guided by a supernatural being with perfect 
intelligence, then one might expect that there would be no 
vestigial, useless parts of our body”, but, he argues, “many 
examples exist including the ear muscles”.4 

The assertion that certain ear muscles are vestigial has a 
very long history. One of many examples of this particular 
useless-organ claim is found in a book first published in 1920. 
The author wrote within a caption below an ear illustration: 

“… the useless muscles of our ears [are] relics of 
those that enabled our wild ancestors to move these 
organs so as to catch every sound, just as horses and 
foxes do today. Human beings and the higher apes 
have almost entirely lost this power to move their ears, 
though here and there an individual turns up who can 
do so to a slight extent.”5 

The useless ear muscles idea dates back to Darwin’s 
1871 book where he wrote the “whole external shell of the 
ear may be considered a rudiment [the word he used instead 
of vestigial] together with the [ear’s] various folds and promi-
nences (helix and anti-helix, tragus and anti-tragus).”6 Dara 
Strauss-Albee notes that the auricular muscles, though ves-
tigial, do serve an important function:

“If ear wiggling isn’t useful to humans anymore, will 
it ever disappear? That’s not very likely. The auriculars 
came about a very long time ago. For ear wiggling to 
disappear, these muscles would have to disappear, too. 
And that wouldn’t be easy. Basically, they would have 
to mutate away. … However, for the auriculars, it’s 
unlikely they will mutate enough to disappear. They 
… still form an important base for the ear. Evolu-
tion can only build on what came before, so it might 
not be possible to get rid of them and still have ears! 
[emphasis added]”1

Darwin hypothesized that the auricular muscles are 
vestigial, stating that ear muscles were lost because humans 
could “effectively capture sounds by positioning their head 
to compensate for the loss of, or eliminating the need for the 
auricular muscles.”7 

He also implied that the ability to move the ears would be 
very useful for humans, causing one to wonder why it would 
be lost as evolutionists assert:

“The power of erecting and directing the shell of 
the ears to the various points of the compass, is no 
doubt of the highest service to many animals, as they 

This paper reviews the claim that humans evolved from an animal that could move its outer ear to maximize its hearing 
by directing the pinna towards the sound source. This theory is used to support the claim that the small muscles located 
around the temporal bone of the human head are vestigial. It is documented that the framework of the human ear was 
not designed to move, and the muscles connected to it serve several other functions, including as part of the muscle 
system in the temple area to support blood circulation in the area of the cranium where they are located, and as padding 
to protect the underlying structures. Their major roles are to cover and protect the area around the ear and to help stabilize 
the pinna in its proper location. 
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thus perceive the direction of danger; but I have never 
heard, on sufficient evidence, of a man who possessed 
this power, the one which might be of use to him.”8

In the Ascent of Man (1894) it was opined that the 
power to wiggle one’s ear pinna is not lost, and “every school 
boy can point to someone in his class who retains the capac-
ity”.9 The fact is, the author added, movement “of the ear, in 
order to catch sound better, is a power possessed by almost 
all mammals, and the attached muscles are large and greatly 
developed in all but domesticated forms” of animals.10 

This claim is still expressed today. Stephaine Pappas 
claims that “these muscles are vestigial, meaning they’re 
remnants of evolution that once had a purpose but no lon-
ger do”.11 Of the seven most important examples of useless 
organs, one list of vestigial organs listed as number three the 
auricular, or extrinsic, muscles of the human ear that

“… control the pinna, or the visible part of the ear. 
In many mammals, ear movements 
produced by the auricular muscles 
play a role in sound localization and 
the expression of emotion, but in 
humans, the muscles are considered 
nonfunctional. Through repeated 
effort, however, humans can recover 
some ability to wiggle their ears.”7

The vestigial-organ claim

The vestigial-organ claim is still 
widely touted by evolutionists as major 
evidence for evolution despite the clear 
evidence that all such vestigial organ 
claims are outdated or simply wrong.12 
The 2020 Encyclopaedia Britannica 
claimed:

“Vestiges are remnants of evo-
lutionary history—‘footprints’ or 
‘tracks’, as translated from the Latin 
vestigial. All species possess vesti-
gial features, which range in type 
from anatomical to physiological to 
behavioral. More than 100 vestigial 
anomalies occur in humans.”7 

In fact, no valid examples of use-
less vestigial organs remain in humans; 
all claimed examples have been docu-
mented to have one or more functions.13 
Some assert that vestiges do not have to 
be useless to be labelled vestigial, but 
only less useful (and/or useful for a dif-
ferent purpose) than in our evolutionary 
past. University of Chicago evolutionist 

Jerry Coyne defines vestigial as follows: “A trait can be 
vestigial and functional at the same time. It is vestigial not 
because it’s functionless, but because it no longer performs 
the function for which it evolved.”14

Given this definition, one could claim many very impor-
tant systems, such as smell in humans, are vestigial. Ani-
mals with olfactory systems far superior to humans include 
elephants, cows, dogs, horses, rabbits, rats, mice, and guinea 
pigs.15 According to Coyne’s definition, the human olfactory 
system could thus be considered to be vestigial, but is never 
listed as such. Probably evolutionists realize they are losing 
this argument for evolution: 

“In the battle over evolution, creationists and believ-
ers in an intelligent designer often claim that so-called 
vestigial organs have a purpose. And in many cases, 
they do. The appendix, for example, was long thought 
to be an intestinal dead end before scientists found that 

Figure 1. Auricular muscles connected to the human ear
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it can protect helpful bacteria during illness, allowing 
the useful microbes to repopulate the gut.”11

Only one website of the 43 that I found from an inter-
net search of vestigial organs acknowledged that “many 
biologists now say that there are no vestigial organs in [the] 
human body”.16

Ear muscles as useless

One of the oldest useless-organ claims involves the com-
paratively small muscles surrounding the pinna or outer ear. 
In man, “these muscles possess very little action”.17 The 
external ear area houses three extrinsic auricular muscles, 
namely the posterior, superior, and anterior auricular mus-
cles, and six intrinsic muscles, the helicis major and minor, 
tragicus, anti-tragicus, transverse and oblique muscles.18 The 
auricularis superior is the fan-shaped muscle that arises from 
the temporal fascia (connective tissue along the side of the 
head) and descends into the root of the auricle (figure 1). The 
anterior auricular muscle, the smallest of the three auricular 
muscles, arises from the lateral edge of the galea aponeuro-
tica, and its fibres are inserted into a projection on the front 
of the ear helix. The auricularis posterior is a facial muscle 
that helps maintain the base of the ear pinna position. This 
muscle originates at the part of the cranium located behind 
the ear called the mastoid process and inserts into the back 
portion of the base of the auricle. 

The nine muscles mentioned above are part of a complex 
muscle system that is integrated with yet other muscles, 
including even masticatory muscles, and the temporalis 
muscle system (zygomaticomandibularis muscle, sphenoman-
dibularis muscle; maxillomandibularis muscle; and buccina-
tor muscle).19 None of these muscles have any significant 
effect on moving the ear pinna to improve sound reception. 
They work as a unit as part of the cranium design for reasons 
discussed below. 

Many quadrupeds have large functional muscles connect-
ed to their pinna. In comparison to many animals, humans 
have very few designated ear muscles. A cat uses 30 muscles 
to control its outer ear, and many dogs have 18 muscles 
designed for moving their ears. These muscles allow the cat’s 
ear to rotate 180°, enabling it to maximize hearing ability to 
its front and sides without moving its head. Rabbits can rotate 
their ears 270° and independently of each other to allow them 
to simultaneously pay attention to different sound sources.20 
Some bats can change the shape of their pinna to fine-tune 
echolocation sensing.21 

In contrast, evolutionists claim that human ear muscles 
are retained “in a dwindled and useless condition” but in 
“baboons, macacus, [macaques] magots [Barbary apes] … 
degeneration has not proceeded so far, and the ears are vol-
untarily movable”.22 This assumes the muscles required to 

move ears have degenerated as humans have evolved from 
our common ancestor into humans and non-human primates. 
From an evolutionary view, loss of these muscles would have 
handicapped humans’ ability to be fully aware of their sur-
roundings due to their lower ability to be aware of the sound 
clues around them. Another evolutionary concern is that 
our claimed closest relative, the chimps, rarely move their 
ears and, from an evolutionary perspective, it is not known 
“what factors worked to diminish pinna size and mobility in 
primate evolution, but an increased ability to rotate the head 
may have played a role”.23 

Most anatomists admit that with effort some humans 
have an ability to wiggle their ears, but even in these cases 
the muscles are unable to move the ear in an effective way 
such as many animals can. Also, the human ear pinna cannot 
pivot towards a sound source because the “extrinsic muscles 
are attached too near the base to achieve leverage” at a level 
necessary to move the pinna.4 This is evidence that the pinna 
muscles were designed for other purposes.

Ear muscles important for proper development

Professor Liugan et al., after noting that the three extrin-
sic auricular muscles “have been considered vestigial in 
humans”, presents evidence that “during development in the 
womb they may exert forces on the cartilage and affect the 
shaping of the ear”.18 Other studies have come to the same 
conclusion as documented by the fact that lack of proper 
development of these muscles causes problems in ear place-
ment, in terms of both its location and stability.24,25

The stabilizing role of the muscles is important, as illus-
trated by the cases of persons clinically diagnosed with what 
is termed hypermobile ear due to failure of the superior and 
posterior auricularis muscles, and the thin concha cartilage, to 
develop during embryonic growth as a result of the absence 
of primordial tissue. This condition requires surgery to suture 
the concha cartilage to the mastoid bone and temporal fascia 
to provide sufficient support for the external ear’s stability.26 
This medical abnormality illustrates the importance of the 
auricularis muscles in positioning and stabilizing the ear. It 
also documents the fact that these muscles are not designed 
to move the ear, but rather stabilize its position. 

Other functions of auricular muscles

No claim is made in the literature that the ear muscles 
themselves have been lost or are being lost from genera-
tion to generation. Evidence also exists of an accidental 
uncommon trait involving minor involuntary ear wiggling 
or twitching. Classified as a focal dyskinesia,27 this abnor-
mality is described by otolaryngologists as an isolated dys-
tonic movement of cranial musculature, causing a 1–3 mm 
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movement. They also note that a major function of the 
auricular muscles is to help hold the ear in its proper place, 
as shown by their origin and insertion points.28 One study of 
agenesis of superior and posterior auricular muscles noted it 
resulted in hypermobility of the ear.26

All muscles exist for several reasons aside from produc-
ing movement. These include the production of heat, to add 
insulation, and serve as protection of the underling tissue. The 
muscles of concern here cover a large portion of the temporal 
part of the cranium and virtually all of the cranium bones 
are covered with muscles, fasciae, and tendons (including 
aponeuroses) and connect to the cranium and scalp. In one 
electromyographic study, one major function of the anterior, 
superior, and posterior auricular muscles was their involve-
ment in smiling and yawning (figure 2).29 Tendons or sinews 
are tough fibrous connective tissue that connects muscle to 
bone and protects the underlying tissue. Furthermore, the ear 
structure area is the ideal attachment point for the temporal 
muscles surrounding the ear canal. Lastly, the pinna muscles 
are part of a large muscle network that engulfs the temple 
area of the skull. Lack of some of these muscles results in a 
gaunt sickly appearance that also affects the functions that 
these muscles provide.

Reflexive action of auricular muscles

Although the auricular muscles in humans cannot move 
the pinna like those of many animals, they nonetheless have 
a reflex function. Given the fact that the human face is a criti-
cal means of communication, research has found these mus-
cles are activated in response to several positive emotions. 
This fact is an important tool for psychologists and others 
seeking an objective way to measure emotion. The reflexive 
neural network includes innervation of auricular muscles for 
expressing emotional reactions and the startle reflex. After 
noting that these “muscles have been considered vestigial in 
humans” Liugan et al. determined they 
were very useful for neuroprosthetics 
purposes, writing:

“… numerous therapeutic and 
diagnostic wearable devices are 
designed to monitor and alleviate 
the symptoms of neurological disor-
ders, brainstem injuries, emotional 
states, and auditory functions, by 
making use of the neural networks 
of the auricular muscles and their 
locations, which are easily acces-
sible for ergonomic wearable bio-
medical devices.”18

Professor Hackley determined the 
auricularis posterior muscle response is 
strongest when people are the happiest. 

Another research project studied “Anterior, superior and pos-
terior auricular muscles … electromyographically by means 
of wire electrodes. During ear movement the three muscles 
acted as a group, and the … highest electrical activities were 
observed during natural smiling and yawning.”29 Research 
on voluntary ear wiggling, smiling, yawning, and other facial 
gestures has supported the finding presented here that shows 
the importance of the ear muscles in conveying emotion.

Another study also concluded that many of the small 
muscles in the head area serve an important role in com-
munication, such as in the elevated startle response as mea-
sured by muscle twitching below the eye when the subject is 
experiencing negative emotions. As noted, the ear muscles 
are linked to the facial muscles used to pull the mouth into a 
universally recognized smile. Consciously producing a big 
grin will cause the ears to retract slightly. Evidence for this 
finding includes the fact that moving the 

“… eyes hard to one side is accompanied by electro-
myographic (EMG) activity in certain ear muscles. The 
capture of attention by a novel, unexpected sound ema-
nating from behind and to one side has been found to 
trigger a weak EMG response in the muscle behind the 
corresponding ear. … Reflexive EMG bursts recorded 
during a selective attention task suggested that subjects 
were unconsciously attempting to orient their ears 
toward the relevant sounds.”30

Research in this area has just begun, and it illustrates 
the fact that the verbal communication may say one thing 
and the nonverbal facial expressions may communicate 
something very different.

Summary

The design of the human ear documents that it was not 
engineered to move, as is true of cats, horses, rabbits, and 
other animals. Although some people can voluntarily cause 

Figure 2. The functions of the auricular muscles include their involvement in smiling and yawning.
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their ear muscles to contract to produce a slight, from 1–3 
mm, movement, these muscles were designed for other 
purposes besides orienting the pinna towards the source of 
sound. These other functions include 1) protection of the 
underlying tissue; 2) the production of heat; 3) to insulate 
and achieve the required cover in the temporal area of the 
cranium; 4) to ensure proper development of the ear loca-
tion; and 5) to communicate emotions, especially smiling. 
Although the auricular muscles vary in size from individual 
to individual, they were not designed to produce major ear 
movements. 

Whether a person can wiggle their ears, whether it is 
learned or involuntary, may be dependent on the details 
of facial nerve innervation including location, pattern, and 
extent. The idea that these muscles were designed to move 
the ear is wrong. These muscles are part of a much larger 
system that works as a unit to maintain stability and location 
of the ear, and not move it. Neither the ear nor the muscle 
system was designed to move, and the only reason this claim 
was made was based on the evolutionary belief that humans 
evolved from some animal that early in our evolutionary 
history could move its pinna towards the source of sound to 
increase its hearing acuity. 
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