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INTRODUCTION


In the Academy Award–nominated 2009 film Up in the Air, the protagonist, Ryan Bingham—played by actor George Clooney—is a corporate layoff expert who travels from city to city, firing employees for corporations that are downsizing their personnel owing to the bad economy. Bingham spends his life on airplanes and in airports around the country. He never checks any luggage and fits all he needs for his travels in a small carry-on bag he packs automatically and wheels around with great ease. Packing light is also his life philosophy. When he’s not busy firing people, he gives inspirational lectures in which he tells audiences that life is easier and happier without heavy baggage. People are dragged down, he says, by owning properties and maintaining social relationships. He doesn’t own a house, or furniture, or any belongings that don’t fit into his bag. He has no wife or girlfriend, no friends, and never sees or talks with his sisters or any other family members. Needless to say, life teaches Bingham a lesson: the happiness of traveling without baggage is an illusion. When he falls in love with a fellow traveler, he experiences the real happiness of love and companionship, and when the relationship ends he feels the keen pain of loss and realizes that being alone isn’t so fun after all.


Unlike Ryan Bingham, most people don’t live “up in the air” where, by constantly being on the move, they might choose not to have stable relationships with others. Instead, most of us generally maintain lifelong relationships with our parents, siblings, children, and other relatives. We also establish and keep up relationships with our romantic partners, friends, coworkers, and even people we’ve met only on Facebook. Moreover, many of us have intense and long-lasting social bonds with our dogs, cats, and other pets. According to my University of Chicago colleague John Cacioppo, who wrote a book called Loneliness: Human Nature and the Need for Social Connection, we all need good social relationships to live a long, healthy, and happy life.1 People who don’t have good relationships with others might think that they are happy, but generally they are not.


Even when we are alone, relationships play a central role in our lives. For instance, while traveling for business, working out at the gym, or lying in bed with insomnia in the middle of the night, our thoughts revolve around relationships: we remember and revisit past events involving ourselves and other people, plan social strategies, or worry about potential future social failures. And as if what goes on in our own relationships were not enough to keep us busy twenty-four hours a day, we also gossip about the relationships of other people we know and even enjoy following the relationships of people we don’t know on reality television or in People magazine. Relationships have a pervasive influence on all aspects of our lives and affect our thoughts, our emotions, and our health virtually from the cradle to the grave.


Human social relationships can be good or bad, strong or weak, symmetrical or asymmetrical, and everything in between. The characteristics of a relationship between two people are by no means solely the result of their unique personalities, the history of their previous interactions, or the context in which their relationship takes place. Relationships have a life of their own: they begin in a certain way, develop along a certain trajectory, get stronger or weaker over time, and then stabilize or end in predictable ways. Whether they are parent-child relationships, sibling relationships, same-sex or opposite-sex friendships, romantic relationships with or without children, professional relationships, or competitive relationships, all relationships have their own distinctive patterns.


In his best-selling 1964 book Games People Play, psychiatrist Eric Berne makes the case that when people interact with their family members, friends, coworkers, or strangers, they do so according to specific patterns that are governed by particular rules and usually characterized by predictable outcomes.2 Calling these patterns “games,” Berne points out that the predictability of these patterns and outcomes stems from our tendency to assume particular social roles in relationships (for example, “the Child,” “the Parent,” or “the Adult”) and that these roles are associated with certain behaviors. Therefore, relationships that involve the same role pairs—such as the Child and the Parent—have a lot in common.


Not surprisingly, our understanding of human relationships has evolved significantly in the half-century since Berne’s book was published. Research in psychology and psychiatry has shown that our behavior in social relationships is the result of complex interactions between our genes and our environment and the effects of these interactions on our brains, emotions, and thoughts. In analyzing the complexities of human relationships with increasing (sometimes microscopic) precision, however, researchers appear to have lost interest in their general underlying patterns. They no longer ask why these patterns exist or where they come from. To answer these questions—indeed, to identify the patterns at all—we must step out of the laboratory and take a good look at people and their relationships in the context of other life forms and their behaviors. In other words, we need to venture out of psychology and into biology. Why? Because many of the rules and patterns underlying human relationships developed through evolutionary processes, and those same evolutionary processes have produced similar patterns in other animal species.


As an evolutionary biologist who has studied animal social behavior for almost thirty years, I can attest to the fact that many of the games played by people are also played by other animals. And you don’t have to take my word for it. Tens of thousands of studies of animal social behavior conducted in myriad different species during my lifetime—I was born in 1964, the year Games People Play was published—have shown that all social animals have relationships with members of their own species. These relationships may be few or many in number, and they may be simple or complex, depending, among other things, on whether the animals live in small or large groups, whether they have a short or long life span, and whether they have a small or large brain relative to the size of their body. Humans are more similar in these characteristics to closely related primates—such as chimpanzees and gorillas, or even macaques and baboons—than to other animals. Therefore, human relationships have a lot more in common with the relationships of these primates than with those of other animals.3 In short, the games we play with each other are not unique to our species. Other primate species play the same games, or very similar ones. These games were invented neither by us nor by any of the other primate species. Rather, our shared primate ancestors had been playing these games long before the appearance of Homo sapiens on this planet. Thus, in order to fully understand human relationships, we must first understand that human nature is a particular, specialized version of a more general primate nature.


So what is this primate nature exactly?


Our Primate Nature


Contrary to popular thought, human beings are by no means the most complex life forms on planet Earth. Evolution by natural selection has produced organisms that far exceed our complexity in terms of how their bodies are built, how they function, how they exploit their environment, and how they reproduce. Just think about the fish on the ocean bottom that live under conditions of total darkness and extreme pressure, or the hermaphrodite worms that have both male and female sexual organs and adapt accordingly, depending on the sex of their partner. As evolutionary biologist Stephen Jay Gould wrote in his 1990 book Wonderful Life, every now and then complex organisms go extinct by chance or “bad luck,” and complexity alone does not guarantee that a species will survive or be successful.4 In fact, sometimes complexity can be an evolutionary liability.


Humans are special, however, in one important feature: our brains. Our brains are larger, relative to our body size, and more complex than those of all other organisms. As a result, our mental abilities (for example, our capacity for abstract thinking or complex computations) are far superior to those of other living things. Yet the increase in brain power in our species is no isolated phenomenon but rather part of an evolutionary trend that began in the primate lineage long before the appearance of Homo sapiens on this planet.5 In fact, other species of monkeys and apes with which we share common ancestors in a not-so-distant evolutionary past also show brains of greater size and complexity compared to those of most other animals.


In theory, this evolutionary trend toward increasing brain size in primates, which culminated in the appearance of a very intelligent species, could have occurred in any animal taxon—in insects, reptiles, birds, or some other kinds of mammals. If this had been the case, the earth today would be overpopulated and arguably “ruled” not by people but by gigantic and super-intelligent cockroaches, for instance, or by Godzilla-sized reptiles, or by talking parrots, cats, or dogs. These animals happen to be quite different from primates in many aspects of their lifestyles: how long they live, how they reproduce, what food they eat, and the kinds of societies in which they live. If people had evolved not from primates but from insects, dinosaurs, birds, or other mammals, human societies would be quite different from the way they are now, and the way humans think and behave toward one another would be quite different as well. For example, if humans were an intelligent type of parrot, pair-bonds between men and women would be stronger than they currently are (divorce rates would plummet), women would lay eggs in a nest, and men would help feed chicks by regurgitating food into their mouths; moreover, although we would live in large groups with other birds, there would be no struggles for power involving violence or murder. By contrast, if humans were super-intelligent dinosaurs, pair-bonds would not exist between adult men and women, parental care would be minimal, and we wouldn’t live in large and highly structured societies. Social bonds and cooperation between adults would be minimal, individuals would be pretty much on their own, and everyone would be aggressive and dangerous. In a world of large-brained T. rex, life would probably be stressful, with fighting every day, and we’d never know whether tomorrow we were going to eat or be eaten.


Naturally, in these imaginary “human” societies, there would be scientists and philosophers who ask questions about human nature and behavior. The parrots (or dinosaurs) with advanced degrees in evolutionary biology would argue that since humans are birds (or reptiles), studying and understanding birds (or reptiles) in general is a necessary prerequisite for understanding human nature and human behavior. In contrast, monkeys and apes would probably be kept at home as pets or in zoos, studied in the wild as zoological curiosities, or maybe even served as exotic specialties in restaurants. But nobody would write books about “the monkey in the mirror” or “the naked ape” or “our inner chimpanzee.”


The way things have turned out, humans happen to be very intelligent primates, not bugs, lizards, birds, or dogs. We share many more of our biological characteristics with other primates than with other animals. Not only is it useful to study primate behavior in general in order to understand our own behavior in particular, but it is especially important to understand the characteristics and behavior of the primates that are most closely related to us, such as apes and Old World monkeys.


Primates are not that different from other animals in their goals of basic survival and reproduction. They need to find and eat food, avoid being eaten by predators, and mate with members of the same species to reproduce. Many of the problems that arise for primates in pursuing these goals and most of the solutions are the same as those for other animals. One important difference, however, is that success in survival and reproduction for primates depends to a much larger extent on the behavior of conspecifics than it does in most other animals. This is especially true for apes and Old World monkeys. One key characteristic of apes and Old World monkeys, which happens to be strictly associated with their intelligence, is their sociality.


A brief comparison of the nature of sociality in chimpanzees with that of other animals illustrates the importance of this point. Many animals, including insects, fish, birds, and nonprimate mammals, live in groups with other members of their species. Daily activities, such as traveling, feeding, or sleeping, take place in close proximity to other individuals. Members of the group, however, don’t necessarily compete with one another for food, shelter, or attractive mates, and there is often little or no need for cooperation between group members. In these animal societies, individuals by and large mind their own business and don’t become entangled with “friends” or “enemies.” The disappearance or death of an individual is largely inconsequential for the rest of the group and may even go unnoticed. The life of a chimpanzee, in contrast, is intertwined with the lives of all the other chimpanzees in the group, forming a thick web of intricate connections. Every move a chimpanzee makes on the social chessboard has an effect on every other chimpanzee’s life, whether they like it or not. This has many implications for the behavior of individuals and for what it takes to be socially successful in a chimpanzee group.


Chimpanzees and humans live in highly competitive societies. Instead of fighting all the time, individuals establish dominance hierarchies within their group. High-ranking individuals have preferred access to food, shelter, and attractive mating partners. In addition to the difficulties in finding food and mates and their exposure to more risks, low-ranking chimpanzees are also chronically stressed by aggression and intimidation from above. As a result, low-ranking individuals are more likely to be in poor health, to die younger, and to leave fewer descendants than their high-ranking brethren. To attain high social status, chimpanzees must form alliances with other individuals and receive their support. For example, chimpanzee males form alliances with their brothers and occasionally with unrelated but powerful adult males to win fights against other group members. Competition and cooperation with other group members are pervasive aspects of the social lives of chimpanzees, other apes, and Old World monkeys—and the social lives of humans—to an extent that, with a few exceptions, is not seen in other animals.6


Games Primates Play


An underlying theme of Games Primates Play is that human nature is manifested in our social interactions more than in any other aspect of our behavior or intellectual activity. This has two major implications. First, since our social behavior has been strongly shaped by evolutionary processes such as natural and sexual selection, we can explain it using cost-benefit analyses and other rational models of behavior (for example, game theory) developed by evolutionary biologists and behavioral economists. Second, the same selective pressures from the social environment that shaped our behavior and that of our primate ancestors may have shaped the behavior of other extant primate species and their ancestors. Therefore, there may be important similarities in social behavior between ourselves and other primate species because we have adapted to similar social environments. It is also possible that natural selection acted on the behavior of the ancestors we share with other primate species and that both humans and modern primates have inherited some aspects of their social behavior directly from their common ancestors. Therefore, other important behavioral similarities between ourselves and other primate species may be due to our common ancestry. In Games Primates Play, I examine human social behavior with both rational scientific models and evolutionary and comparative arguments, using examples from closely related primates that live in societies similar to our own.


Others before me have taken this approach to try to elucidate aspects of human nature and behavior. Evolutionary psychologists have shown that humans possess social propensities that have been shaped by natural and sexual selection. For example, the differences in the characteristics that men and women find attractive in a potential long-term romantic partner are likely to be the product of sexual selection.7 Similarly, economists have established that the choices we make in a variety of not only financial but also social circumstances can be explained by rational models based on the assumption that we maximize the benefits and minimize the costs of such decisions. Freakonomics, the best-selling book by Steven Levitt and Stephen Dubner, offers examples of this approach.8 Finally, primatologists have proved that humans are similar to chimpanzees in that human males, like chimpanzee males, are generally more physically aggressive and violent than females; as eloquently discussed by Richard Wrangham and Dale Peterson in their 1996 book Demonic Males: Apes and the Origins of Human Violence, it is likely that both humans and chimpanzees inherited this sex difference in aggressiveness from their common primate ancestors.9


What I aim to do in this book is to show that the adaptiveness of our behavior and its evolutionary legacy extend to both the most mundane and the most specialized aspects of modern social life. We often assume that our behavior in everyday situations simply reflects our unique personalities, the choices we freely make, or the influence of our environment. In reality, people around the world, living in very different environments and exposed to very different cultures, behave the same way in these situations. We don’t recognize these similarities in part because we are often unaware of our own behavior and in part because we don’t pay too much attention to what others do.


For the past twenty years, I have observed human beings in all sorts of social situations, applying to my own species the scientific rigor with which I study other primates. I have gone undercover to report on tics and strange ritual behaviors practiced—often without knowing why—by my species and to examine the curious unspoken customs that govern our behavior in public and in private. I have looked specifically for those behavior patterns and customs that would seem to be governed by nothing but free will but that are so similar from person to person that they reveal much more than individual choices at work. These behaviors, the legacies of our primate past, do not lie hidden—they play out on the surface of our lives, yet are so instinctual, so “natural” to us that we don’t notice them. But I have noticed.


To detect the “games” people play in everyday social interactions, it is necessary to become an excellent detective: one must observe human interaction not only closely but without being too overt or obvious. To understand the rules that govern primate games, it is also necessary to know the scientific principles that ethologists, psychologists, economists, and other behavioral scientists have discovered in their quest to unravel the complexities of behavior. Armed with these skills and principles, I have tried to show how the primate past influences our decisions and actions in ways we often do not perceive or understand.


We may think we have outgrown the conditions that govern the lives of other primates. We no longer live in the jungle and swing between trees; instead, our homes are in or around large cities, and we drive cars, wear clothes, spend years in formal education, and communicate electronically. Yet technology and clothes cannot disguise the inheritance of our primate past. They have simply changed the arena in which we act out age-old rituals, making the games that human primates play more arbitrary perhaps, but no less powerful.10




Chapter 1


Dilemmas in
the Elevator


The Cavemen’s Legacy


In one of the scariest scenes in Brian De Palma’s 1980 film Dressed to Kill, Kate Miller (played by actress Angie Dickinson) is in the elevator, on her way up to the seventh floor. When the elevator stops and the door opens, the killer—a man wearing a woman’s wig, dark sunglasses, and a black coat—walks in, a razor in his hand. Kate raises her hand to protect her face, but the killer slashes it with the razor blade and continues to hack away at her until the elevator reaches the ground floor, where the door reopens and the two people who have called the elevator see Kate’s body on the floor, covered with blood.


In the movies, more people are probably murdered in elevators than in any other closed space—perhaps with the exception of the shower. In reality, the probability of being the victim of a deadly attack in an elevator is virtually zero. Yet the way people act toward others when they ride together in an elevator suggests that they have serious concerns about their safety. If the elevator is crowded, everybody stands still and stares at the ceiling, the floor, their watch, or the button panel as if they’ve never seen any of these items before. When two strangers ride together, they stand as far apart as possible and avoid facing each other directly, making eye contact, or making any sudden movements or noises.


You might think that strangers in an elevator are simply trying to be polite in a socially awkward situation, but the truth is that much of our elevator behavior is not the result of rational thinking. It’s an automatic, instinctive response to the situation. The threat of aggression is not real, yet our minds respond as if it were and produce behaviors that are meant to protect us. Elevators are relatively recent inventions, but the social challenges they pose are nothing new. The scenario of being in close proximity to others in a restricted space has been repeated innumerable times in the history of humankind.


Imagine two cavemen of the Paleolithic Age who happen to separately follow the tracks of a large bear into the same small, dark cave. There each discovers not a bear but another hungry caveman ominously waving his club—clearly an awkward situation that requires an exit strategy. In Paleolithic days, murder was an acceptable way to get out of socially awkward situations (the way we use an early morning doctor’s appointment today as an excuse to leave a dinner party early). In the cave, one of the cavemen whacks the other over the head with his club and the party’s over. Occasionally, the caveman’s chance encounter is with a female of the species, which makes it an opportunity for reproduction. But if a male caveman encounters another of his kind, it’s bad news. Similarly, when male chimpanzees in Uganda come across a stray male from another group, they slash his throat and rip his testicles off—in case he survives and has any future ambitions for reproduction.


Our minds evolved from the minds of these cavemen, and their minds, in turn, evolved from those of their primate ancestors—apes that looked a lot like chimpanzees. Although some of our mental abilities appeared relatively recently in our evolutionary history—like our capacity for abstract reasoning, language, love, or spirituality—the way our minds respond to potentially dangerous social situations is nothing new. Just as the way we feel pain in response to bodily injuries probably hasn’t changed in millions of years, the way primate minds respond to social threats hasn’t been modified very much either. On the contrary, evolution has been so conservative in this domain that the minds of humans, chimpanzees, and even macaque monkeys—whose ancestors began diverging from ours 25 million years ago—still show traces of the original blueprint.


The way people behave in elevators is not a popular topic for scientific research these days, but it was all the rage in the 1960s. An anthropologist named Edward T. Hall wrote a book in 1966 called The Hidden Dimension, in which he argued that when a person invades someone else’s personal space all kinds of trouble ensue.1 According to Hall, personal space is like an invisible bubble that people always carry around themselves. The radius of the bubble can be short or long, depending on the individual or the cultural norms of the society in which he or she lives. Noting that human personal space is the equivalent of an animal’s territory, Hall suggested that aggressive responses to violations of personal space represent attempts to defend one’s territory.


Given what we have learned about animal behavior since Hall wrote his book, the analogy between human personal space and an animal’s territory is no longer useful. Territorial behavior is quite rare in primates and mostly confined to species that are only distantly related to humans, such as lemurs or New World monkeys. Moreover, humans do not aggressively defend the invisible bubble around themselves the way territorial animals defend the place where they live. What we do instead is take measures to protect ourselves from the risk of aggression whenever potentially dangerous individuals are close to us. Being next to another individual simply increases the probability of aggression, especially if this individual is a stranger. The relationship between close proximity and risk of aggression has been studied and is well understood in other primates, including species that do not defend territories, such as rhesus macaques and baboons.2 By recognizing the evolutionary continuity between the human mind and the minds of nonhuman primates, it becomes clear that people’s reaction to the presence of others in an elevator is simply a response to the risk of aggression.


The risk of being slashed by a maniacal murderer with a razor blade is not the only problem entailed by close proximity to strangers in restricted spaces. The anxiety associated with the anticipation of danger can be just as bad for our health as any physical injury resulting from actual aggression. People in elevators sometimes show stress-related behaviors: they scratch their head even if it’s not itching, they pick the cuticles around their fingernails, or they check their wristwatch compulsively even though they already know what time it is. Elevator stress is mild compared to the stress of being robbed at gunpoint, yet the difference between the two experiences is only a matter of degree. Just as our mind knows that aggression is dangerous and is prepared to take steps to avoid it, our mind also knows that stress is not good for us and is prepared to deal with that as well. This is true not only for strangers who find themselves alone in an elevator but also for monkeys trapped inside a small cage.


Figure 1.1. Cartoon courtesy of Jason Love.
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“Just so you know: If this elevator breaks down, I have no problem cannibalizing your body for my survival.”


To Fight or Not to Fight


Imagine this situation. A rhesus macaque, which normally spends its days roaming in the jungle surrounded by fellow macaques, is suddenly introduced into a small cage by an undergraduate student eager to publish his first scientific article about monkey behavior. The ambitious student then introduces another rhesus macaque into the same cage—and waits and watches.


The risk of serious fighting between the monkeys is very high. The rules of macaque society are such that, whenever a monkey is close enough to another monkey that it can quickly grab and bite it, chances are good that this will happen.3 Furthermore, space restriction prevents the monkeys from running away if an attack is launched. Thus, in a small cage, aggression can be easily triggered—and once it’s started it cannot be easily stopped.


If the two monkeys have never met before, the risk of serious fighting rises even higher. Macaque monkeys don’t like strangers, so unless the other individual is a potential sexual partner, its presence could immediately elicit a hostile response. Furthermore—as we’ll see later—although the two monkeys could work together to reduce the tension, the fact that they don’t know each other makes it difficult for them to cooperate. The minds of the two people in the elevator process their situation using the same simple arithmetic: stranger + restricted space = trouble. An emotional alarm goes off immediately, as when we touch a flame with a finger and immediately feel the pain of being burned.


But if the risk of fighting in a restricted space is so high, why don’t monkeys—or people—just go ahead and fight?


People and monkeys generally have no trouble fighting with members of their own species, whether they be strangers, friends, or family. The times and places when fights take place, however, are rarely random. Whether we challenge a fellow army officer to a duel in the park or meet the local bully for a fistfight in the dark alley behind the high school, the logistics of the confrontation are carefully chosen in advance. Some benefits of agreeing on such details include opportunities to strike without being seen, to avoid retaliation, to limit the damage if defeated, or to receive support or protection from other individuals.


None of these benefits are available to people stuck in an elevator or to a pair of monkeys isolated in a cage. In these situations, there is no guarantee that victory can be achieved or that the costs of defeat can be controlled. There is a good chance that both parties will lose, and lose big. Among monkeys and Paleolithic cavemen, just as among modern humans, there are always losers who make wrong decisions and pick a fight in the wrong place. Natural selection, however, does not reward them. Over the evolutionary history of our species and that of other primates, the individuals with genetic predispositions for resisting the impulse to fight in the wrong place have had longer lives and produced more offspring than their indiscriminately belligerent counterparts. Consequently, the descendants of these wise individuals have genetically inherited behavioral strategies that allow them to avoid fighting in elevators or in small cages. These behavioral strategies appeared a long time ago in the evolutionary history of the Primate order, and they have worked so well for so long that natural selection has left them almost unchanged in our primate minds.


It turns out that when two rhesus macaques are trapped together in a small cage, they try everything they can to prevent a fight. Moving with caution, acting indifferent, and suppressing any behaviors that could trigger aggression are good short-term solutions to the problem. The monkeys sit in a corner and avoid any random movements; even a brief touch could be interpreted as the beginning of hostile action. Mutual eye contact is also dangerous because, in monkey language, staring is a threat. The monkeys look up in the air or at the ground, or they stare at some imaginary point outside the cage. But as time passes, sitting still and feigning indifference are no longer sufficient strategies to keep the situation under control. Tension builds between the monkeys, and sooner or later one of them will lose its temper. To avoid immediate aggression, and to reduce stress, an act of communication is needed to break the ice and make it clear to the other monkey that no harm is intended (or expected). Macaque monkeys bare their teeth to communicate fear and friendly intentions. If this “bared-teeth display”—the evolutionary precursor to the human smile—is well received, it can function as a prelude to grooming. One monkey brushes and cleans the other’s fur, gently massaging the skin while picking and eating parasites. This act can both relax and appease the other monkey, virtually eliminating the chance of an attack.


So, if you are a rhesus macaque and find yourself trapped in a small cage with another macaque, you know what to do: bare your teeth and start grooming.4 If you are a human and find yourself riding in an elevator with a stranger, in theory you could do the same thing (or the human equivalent thereof): smile and make small talk.


In practice, however, things are usually a little more complicated than that.


Dilemmas in the Elevator


When you walk into a crowded elevator, you may not have many options for action. Typically, you make a 180-degree turn and stand in front of the door with your back to the other people. Everybody else stands still and stares at the ceiling. Walking into an elevator occupied by only one other person is trickier. Should you acknowledge the other person? Feigning indifference is risky—it could be taken personally. Should you smile and say something pleasant? What if your friendly overture is misinterpreted or unwelcome? Should you puff yourself up and stare the stranger down to clarify who would win out in a potential confrontation? What if the other guy gets mad and turns into the Incredible Hulk? These are dilemmas that people living on the lower floors of high-rise buildings must face every morning on their way to work. They walk into the elevator and, chances are, someone else is already there.


Some time ago, I had the privilege of living on the twentieth floor of an apartment building in Chicago, where I not only enjoyed a view of Lake Michigan but also had the perfect opportunity to observe how people behave when they encounter others in a restricted space. Every morning the elevator made at least one stop on its way down from my floor and typically picked up one passenger. The building contained more than two thousand apartments, so almost every day I encountered someone I hadn’t previously met. Since observing behavior is what I do for a living, I couldn’t help paying attention to how each new stranger acted and filing it in my mental archive.


The following describes a typical interaction. The elevator stops on the fifteenth floor and a man in his thirties, unshaven and wearing sweats, walks into the elevator. The stranger looks at me for a nanosecond, then looks at the button panel. I’ve already pressed the ground-floor button, and it’s the only one that’s lit up. Two or three seconds go by—the time it takes him to make a decision. He presses the ground-floor button again, takes one step back, and stands in a corner while continuing to stare at the panel. It’s obvious to me that the stranger’s behavior is not the result of failure to notice that the button was lit, or simply habit (the same action repeated mechanically every day, without thinking). It’s clear that he has looked at the button panel, paused, and then deliberately pressed the ground-floor button again. Why has he done that?


Here’s what I think is going on in this situation. The stranger and I are both aware of each other’s presence—that’s undeniable. By pressing the button again, the stranger is refusing to acknowledge my nature as an intentional being—someone who has a goal (reaching the ground floor) and has already taken action to achieve it (pressing the button). Recognizing that other people have goals and desires and that their behavior is guided by the pursuit of these goals is a complex cognitive ability that arguably sets humans apart from all other animals, including monkeys and apes.5 This faculty comes to us as part of a mental package that also includes the capacity to empathize with our fellow human beings—to understand their feelings and feel their pain. Attributing goals and feelings to other people is what makes us recognize them as humans—a hallmark of personhood, if you wish—and we make the same attributions with our beloved pets. By pressing the ground-floor button again, the stranger has failed to acknowledge my status as a fellow human traveler with similar goals and engaged in goal-directed actions. His behavior dehumanizes me and, from his perspective, makes me safer and easier to deal with.


Another morning, another elevator ride, and another stranger joins me on the way down. This time it’s a gray-haired man wearing a business suit and toting a black leather briefcase. The man notes that the ground-floor button has already been pressed and does not press it again. He stands quietly across the elevator from me, his gaze going up and down along the edge of a wall panel. By refraining from pressing the button again, this stranger has implicitly acknowledged my presence and my previous actions. We are sharing not only the space within the elevator but also our goals. We are traveling to the ground floor together. Sharing goals is a crucial aspect of a social relationship. Parent-child bonds, friendship, and romantic love are all based on an acknowledgment that two individuals have the same goals and are willing to engage in actions to jointly pursue them. The stranger’s behavior is not an act of friendship or love, but it’s an important move that signals a friendly disposition.


Other aspects of the stranger’s behavior suggest that he is concerned about the situation, like anyone else would be. Staring at an imaginary point in space is an unnatural behavior that might attract another individual’s attention and get on his nerves. Horizontal gaze movements are dangerous in an elevator because they inevitably result in eye contact, unless they occur below the waistline—dangerous for other reasons. Vertical gaze movements along wall corners or door edges, however, like those of the man with the briefcase, are safe because they minimize the chance of having someone’s face in the visual field. If the stranger is feeling particularly tense that day, he might even smile at me. On a long elevator ride, however, indifference and awkward smiles would not be enough to keep the peace: the two people would have to start grooming. In other words, they would have to talk.


Games Monkeys Play


What determines whether two individuals respond to each other with hostility, indifference, or friendliness when they meet in a potentially risky situation like being trapped in a closed space? According to Shelley Taylor, a social psychologist at the University of California–Los Angeles and author of the book The Tending Instinct, gender makes a difference.6 Taylor proposes that males show a “fight-or-flight” response to social stress: they either run away, to avoid the stressor, or stay and fight. Females, on the other hand, “tend and befriend”: they stay put and behave nicely to try to win over the enemy.


Taylor is probably right. If two male macaque monkeys are trapped together in a cage with no opportunity for escape, there is a good chance that they will kill each other. Two female macaques in the same situation might instead try to be nice to each other and work together to diffuse the tension. However, this is what males and females may do on average—not all males and females behave in full conformity to Taylor’s hypothesis. In reality, the line that demarcates the male and female strategies is crossed all the time—in both directions.


The desire to gain a deeper understanding of the monkey mind—as well as to publish my first article—was what prompted me to design an experimental study of monkey behavior at the University of Rome many years ago. I was the originator of the aforementioned “elevator” experiment: having placed two macaques together in a small cage, where they barely had room to stand up and turn around, I videotaped their behavior for one hour. I used only females for the experiment because I was afraid that two male monkeys would fight and kill each other, and also because we had many more adult females than adult males in the lab. I tested over twenty-five pairs of monkeys. In about half the tests, the two monkeys knew each other, although they had lived apart for many months prior to the experiment. The other pairs were made up of individuals who had not met or seen each other before.7


When the monkeys who knew each other met in the cage, they initially looked uncomfortable but quickly figured out how to defuse the situation. They started grooming each other and continued to do so for most of the hour. They took turns so that by the end of the hour, each had given and received a similar amount of massaging. The continuous grooming reduced the tension between the monkeys and eliminated any risk of conflict—in the end, everyone seemed happy.


When the strangers were paired together, however, the tension in the cage was so thick that you could cut it with a knife. The monkeys glanced nervously in all directions and scratched themselves like crazy—a sign of anxiety in macaques. Although they took extra care to avoid any eye-to-eye contact, it looked as if they were surreptitiously sizing each other up and thinking, Is she bigger than I am? Is she mean? Can she really kick my butt? This would go on for several minutes. Then, in some pairs, one of the two monkeys—the one that presumably answered Yes to all three questions—would freak out and “smile” submissively to the other. She would start grooming while the other sat and enjoyed it. When the groomer’s fingers were so sore that she had to take a break, the other female would return the favor for a few seconds, but would then immediately stop and get comfortable for the next session. In the end, these unfamiliar pairs groomed almost as much as the familiar pairs, but the relationship was decidedly lopsided: one of the females did all the work, while the other simply reaped the benefits of the grooming.


There were also pairs of unfamiliar monkeys—about half of the total—in which neither monkey acted as if she was intimidated by the other. No submissive smiles were exchanged. Nothing happened for several minutes until, finally, one of them started grooming the other. This monkey stopped after a few seconds, however, and immediately lay down in front of the other or placed her leg, arm, or butt right in the other’s face—a request for grooming. The other monkey, in turn, did exactly the same thing: groomed for a few seconds and then requested reciprocation. Some didn’t bother to groom at all and simply asked for more grooming. The two monkeys played the game “you groom me–no you groom me” over and over, with the result that by the end of the hour they had exchanged little actual grooming. They appeared to be as uncomfortable and anxious as when the test started.


I was initially puzzled by these differences in behavior among the monkey pairs but became excited when I discovered that the monkeys’ behavior was perfectly explained by a branch of economics called game theory. Without being conscious of it, my monkeys were playing a game known among economists as the Prisoner’s Dilemma, which explains the exchange of altruistic behavior between two unrelated individuals.8


This model was originally developed in 1950 by two American mathematicians, Merrill Flood and Melvin Dresher, while they were working for the Rand Corporation, and it was later formalized by another mathematician, Albert Tucker, who coined its name. The game is illustrated by this scenario. Two prisoners are interrogated in separate rooms for a crime they committed together. They are not allowed to communicate with each other. If both prisoners remain loyal and refuse to incriminate the other, they will each get a mild sentence of one year in jail. If one confesses and incriminates the other, the confessor will walk free while the other receives a sentence of five years. However, if each incriminates the other, both prisoners will be sentenced to three years. The situation can be thought of as a game in which the two prisoners are the players and the years of the sentence are the payoffs. The game has two possible strategies: cooperating or defecting. As illustrated by the payoff matrix shown in Figure 1.2, the player who defects always gets a lighter sentence, no matter what the other one does. When player 1 defects, he gets a sentence of zero years if player 2 cooperates, and three years if player 2 defects. In contrast, when player 1 cooperates, he gets a sentence of one or five years, depending on player 2’s behavior. Although defecting is generally the best strategy, if both players cooperate they receive higher payoffs than if they both defect. Cooperating, therefore, is a winning strategy, but only when a player is certain that the other player will cooperate as well.


When the game is played only once—that is, each player is allowed only one move—and with a stranger, the chances of cooperation are slim. Since the two players don’t know each other, they have no reason to expect cooperation from the other. Moreover, since the game will not be played again, it is pointless to cooperate and expect future reciprocation. In this case, the best strategy is to defect. However, when the game is played repeatedly—also known as an “iterated Prisoner’s Dilemma”—there is an opportunity to keep track of the other player’s previous moves and to act accordingly. Computer simulations conducted in the late 1970s by Robert Axelrod, a political scientist and author of the book The Evolution of Cooperation, showed that under these circumstances the winning strategy is neither cooperating nor defecting, but a new strategy called “tit-for-tat.” In this strategy, player 1’s first move is to cooperate, and then to simply copy what player 2 has done in his previous move; if player 2 cooperates, player 1 cooperates as well. If player 2 defects, player 1 defects too. Axelrod suggested that tit-for-tat has three characteristics that make it a winning strategy: niceness (the tit-for-tat player is never the first to defect); retaliation (the tit-for-tat player is no fool and immediately retaliates against defection with another defection); and forgiveness (the tit-for-tat player remembers only one move back in time and “forgives” a player who defected in the past if his most recent move is to cooperate).


Figure 1.2. Example of a payoff matrix for the Prisoner’s Dilemma.
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The dynamics of the Prisoner’s Dilemma can be significantly altered by two factors. One of them is kinship. If two individuals are family members, they may be willing to behave altruistically without expecting reciprocation. For example, a monkey mother would be happy to groom her young daughter for hours without obtaining any grooming in return. Monkeys and humans are happy to help relatives because they share their genes, and by behaving altruistically they increase the chances that their own genes will be maintained in the population. In addition to kinship, the dominance relationship between the two players can alter the dynamics of the Prisoner’s Dilemma. In this case, the individual who is subordinate is willing to behave altruistically toward the dominant individual, not in order to be reciprocated in the same currency, but in exchange for safety or protection. I explore this issue in more depth in Chapter 2.


My elevator experiment created a risky situation for the monkeys involved. The circumstances called for action to reduce the risk of aggression and to alleviate tension, and as we’ve seen, monkeys are predisposed to use grooming behavior to handle these situations. Grooming happens also to be an altruistic behavior that benefits the recipient and entails a cost in time and energy to the giver. The dynamics of grooming in the various experimental pairs demonstrated that the Prisoner’s Dilemma is a powerful model to explain the exchange of altruism, not only among people but among monkeys as well. All the monkeys in my experiment were unrelated to one another. If the two monkeys in the cage had met before, they responded to the situation as if they expected to meet again in the future. Both individuals in the familiar pairs played the cooperation strategy and got the most out of the situation. The monkeys in the unfamiliar pairs, however, acted as though they were playing the Prisoner’s Dilemma game only once: they had met the other player for the first time and had no reason to expect that they would meet again. In half of the pairs, there was a strong asymmetry in perceived power. The female who felt most vulnerable cooperated, presumably in hopes of exchanging grooming for safety. The other monkey took advantage of the situation and defected. In the other half of the pairs, in which there was no clear asymmetry in power or perceived vulnerability, both prisoners played tit-for-tat and ended up retaliating against each other’s defections or exchanging small amounts of grooming. At the end of the test, these monkeys looked stressed out—that hour together must have felt like an eternity.


Verbal Grooming


Riding in an elevator with someone else is not usually so stressful as to cause a heart attack. Although an instinctual alarm goes off in response to a perceived risk of aggression, the elevator ride is brief enough that simple indifference is an effective strategy to ensure safety. If elevator rides were one hour long, as in my monkey experiment, I would expect people to use social strategies to reduce the tension, such as smiling and making polite conversation. Insofar as these strategies require cooperation between two individuals, I would expect that the interactions between them would unfold according to the Prisoner’s Dilemma dynamics illustrated by the monkey experiment. Some of these dynamics can indeed be observed in everyday elevator interactions.


One morning, for example, I rode the elevator with a middle-aged man who seemed to be particularly intimidated by my presence. As I stepped in, he smiled nervously and started talking immediately. He talked nonstop and managed to relate his entire medical history, complete with symptoms, diagnoses, and treatments, before we reached the ground floor. I doubt that this man thought I was a doctor or that he expected to receive medical advice. Rather, he was more likely an insecure and emotionally vulnerable person who used massive verbal grooming to appease a perceived potential aggressor in a risky situation.


Not all my experiences are like this, of course. When I ride in an elevator with an attractive woman, I’m generally treated with indifference, and I have a hard time believing that response stems from fear or intimidation. When my girlfriend rides in an elevator with a man, he will often strike up a conversation with her and end up asking for her phone number. People’s responses to potential mating opportunities are just as predictable as their responses to potentially dangerous situations.


The beauty of human nature, however, is that although people’s average behavior can be scientifically predicted, there is a lot of unpredictable variation above and below the mean. Once, on the way up to my apartment, an old lady got in the elevator on the second floor, pressed all the buttons for the third through the twenty-second floors, and walked out on the third floor with a grin on her face.




Chapter 2


The Obsession
with Dominance


An Ancient Use of a New Technology


When I wake up in the morning, my brain immediately needs coffee and my body needs sugar. After my biochemical needs have been satisfied, I’m ready to check my email. I log in to my account and find the inbox filled with new messages from family members, close friends, friends I haven’t heard from in years, coworkers, businessmen from Nigeria, and other strangers with names I can’t even pronounce. I feel overwhelmed. Email, as anyone with an Internet connection knows, makes life easier but can also be a major source of psychological stress. I start deleting unread messages. The first ones to go are those from people with obviously fake names announcing an unexpected—and unlikely—inheritance or lottery win. More authentic-seeming messages from strangers will be read later. I turn my attention to emails from people I know. I’m eager to read and reply to a few. Some of my responses are long and personal, others short and professional. I choose not to reply to some, letting them stew in my inbox for days until I’m overwhelmed by guilt. Then I write to some people who probably don’t expect to hear from me. Just as some people want something from me, I want something from others. As a good citizen of the global community, I make my own contribution to the clogging of inboxes around the world.


It’s hard to deny that email makes our work lives significantly easier and more efficient. Email, however, is not only about work. The truth is that, like most other people, I maintain social relationships via email. I exchange emails with my mother and sister in Italy, with friends all over the world, with colleagues and students, and with other people I know.


As someone who studies the social relationships of human beings and those of other primates, I often wonder whether the use of email and all of its derivatives—Facebook, Twitter, and Google+, to name a few—has altered human social relationships in some fundamental way. We humans have evolved to interact with others face-to-face. For millions of years before speech evolved, early humans and their primate ancestors maintained social relationships only with individuals they could see, hear, and touch. To negotiate the day-to-day problems of these social relationships, they used facial expressions, vocalizations, and a great deal of touching, grooming, hugging, and occasionally throwing a slap or a punch. Eye contact is important to nonhuman primates, and also to modern humans, as a gauge of whether another individual is friendly or hostile, dominant or subordinate, sexually attracted or not. But what has happened to all of these measures now that we negotiate social relationships through our computers? Social media users have found creative ways to communicate their moods with “emoticons”—smiling faces, winks, and frowns—to compensate for the fact that the reader may have no idea whether we are serious or joking when we say such things as: “Sometimes you really make me want to kill you.” Is that it? Emoticons do it all? The legacy of millions of years of negotiating social relationships face-to-face disappeared instantly the day Al Gore invented the Internet?


I don’t think so. Although our high-tech way of communicating might seem to preclude a strong influence of our evolutionary past on the way we act, the rules regulating primate relationships resurface even when we sit down at our keyboards to catch up with friends or reply to work memos. For example, the concern with social status that characterizes the relationships of other primates such as macaques, baboons, and chimpanzees has not disappeared in cyberspace, but is simply expressed in a new and different form.


There are some clear patterns in the way we use email. First of all, email communication between people who know each other well occurs in “conversation” bouts in which several messages are exchanged back and forth over the course of minutes, hours, or a few days. Who starts and who ends the conversation, the time taken to reply, and the length of the transmissions are not random. Let me illustrate this point by taking as an example an email exchange with an imaginary graduate student in my research group whom I’ll call Jennifer. One day Jennifer—who has not seen me around for a while because I’ve been hiding in a coffee shop, trying to write a book without being interrupted—begins an email exchange by sending me a long message. It contains numerous questions and requests for information and for action (there is always something my students need from me). It’s quite clear that a response is needed with some urgency. Jennifer obviously put a lot of effort into writing this email—time, energy, and the cognitive resources expended in the production of grammatically correct sentences—but the cost of this initiative, so Jennifer hopes, will be offset by the great benefit that my reply will bring her. By hitting Send and beginning the conversation, Jennifer has made an investment that she hopes will bring a significant return.


From my perspective, writing to Jennifer entails a cost—I am being distracted from my book!—and little to no benefit, if we forget for a moment that I get paid a decent salary for advising students. So I procrastinate in responding to her email, and when I do finally respond, I compose a brief missive in which I provide all the requested information while keeping the word count as low as possible. Jennifer finds my reply encouraging—the investment is beginning to produce a return—and within seconds of hitting the Reply button, I receive another message from her, as long as the first, with more questions and requests. My conversation with Jennifer continues along this pattern: her emails progressively get quicker and longer, while mine get slower and shorter. After responding five times, I let Jennifer’s email number six sit indefinitely in my inbox without a reply. According to the rules and etiquette of email communication, a lack of response ends the conversation. In rare cases, a pushy student will attempt to resume the conversation by sending an email that begins, “I don’t know if you received my last email but in case you didn’t, this is what I wrote, . . . ,” followed by the text of the message I ignored. Jennifer, however, knows better, understands and respects the conventions of email, and patiently waits a few days before starting a new conversation on a different topic. The way emails are exchanged between professors and students is analogous to how it’s done in the workplace: similar exchanges occur between bosses and their direct reports. Employees often write unsolicited emails to their superiors, while the latter are not as communicative. They may not respond at all to unsolicited queries, reply with automated messages, or forward the email to their secretaries.


What students and professors have in common with employees and their superiors is a clear dominance relationship—one individual is dominant, the other is subordinate. The costs and benefits of exchanging emails are different for the dominant and subordinate parties, and as a result a distinctive pattern of email exchange emerges. Of course, it’s possible that professors and bosses simply have less time for email than students and employees. But I suspect that, at the end of the day, professors and supervisors spend as much time on email as everybody else. They write long and unsolicited emails too, just not to their students or employees. They write instead to someone—possibly a superior—from whom they want or need something. So this asymmetry is not a matter of time. It’s dominance: the subordinate writes more, the dominant less.


Consider an exchange of grooming between a dominant and a subordinate male chimpanzee.1 Imagine that the dominant chimpanzee is sitting in a corner by himself, minding his own business, when the subordinate approaches him, “smiles” a couple of times, and begins to groom him. The subordinate grooms the dominant for a long time, putting a lot of effort into it. It’s an investment that is meant to bring returns: grooming, tolerance, or support from the dominant. When the subordinate’s fingers become sore, he stops and requests to be groomed back. The dominant doesn’t immediately reciprocate; in fact, he doesn’t do anything at all until the subordinate, tired of waiting for reciprocation that doesn’t occur, resumes his grooming. After a few minutes, he stops again. This time the dominant waits for twenty seconds, then starts grooming the subordinate—but only for a few seconds! Then he stops and waits for the subordinate to get back to it.


Figure 2.1. Male chimpanzees grooming each other in Kibale National Park, Uganda. Photo courtesy of Dr. John Mitani.
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The chimpanzees go back and forth like this a few times; their exchange of grooming is lopsided because the dominant takes longer and longer to reciprocate, and the grooming he does give gets shorter and shorter in duration. At some point, the dominant ends the conversation; he stops responding, gets up, and walks away. Recognize the pattern?


What’s more, when the dominance relationship between two male chimpanzees is reversed—the subordinate becomes dominant and the dominant becomes subordinate—this change is reflected in their grooming behavior as well. Now it’s the former dominant who does all the work, while the other barely reciprocates. Reversals of dominance are uncommon in the human workplace, but it’s not unusual for some dominance relationships to become more balanced and symmetrical over time. A former student of mine who, like Jennifer, used to write me long unsolicited emails, has become a professor in a top-notch university. Now when we exchange emails, either one of us is equally likely to start or end the conversation, and he shoots off one-line responses he never would have sent me before. His style of email has changed gradually over time as his career has advanced and he’s caught up with me.


Just as examining the grooming behavior of chimpanzees can give us an insight into their social strategies—for example, whether they attempt to increase their social status by befriending powerful individuals or by challenging the authority and privileges of the powerful—the way we use email can tell us something about our own status and potential for advancement. Show me your emails and I will tell you whether you are on a fast track to become a leader of your company, or whether it’s unlikely that you will have secretaries answering your emails anytime soon. To understand why dominance affects the exchange of human email and chimpanzee grooming the way it does, let’s backtrack for a moment and pick up where we left off in the previous chapter.


Social Relationships and Their Problems


An encounter in a restricted space with a stranger who may be hostile has represented a potentially life-threatening situation over millions of years of primate evolution, so it makes sense that our minds are predisposed to come up with appropriate protective responses. The representative feature of social interaction in our everyday lives, however, is not the chance encounter with a stranger in the elevator, but repeated interactions with people we know well: our family members, romantic partners, friends, and coworkers. We establish and maintain long-term relationships with these people and derive obvious benefits from them.
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