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PRAISE FOR

Sex, Murder, and the Meaning of Life

“Douglas Kenrick is a brilliant thinker, gripping speaker, and a writer whose style is so engaging, probing, and full of irreverence and wit that it is unmatched by anyone I know in academia. On top of his profound mastery of the study of evolution and behavior, he has a fascinating and quirky life story that adds color and richness to his academic expertise. He is also that rare individual with whom you’d be equally likely to want to have a drink and/or seek out to obtain keen insights into human motivation and behavior (and ideally both at the same time).”


—Sonja Lyubomirsky, professor of psychology, University of California, Riverside; author of The How of Happiness


 



 



“One of the founding fathers of modern evolutionary psychology, Doug Kenrick is also regarded as one of the most brilliant, creative, and accessible scholars in all of the social sciences. But a conventional scholar he is not: One part academic, one part comedian, and one part street fighter from Queens, Kenrick has ruffled a few feathers in his time. His crisp and witty writing, and his willingness to put scientific correctness before political correctness, will make readers think, laugh, and blush all at the same time.”


—Noah Goldstein, UCLA Anderson School of Management; author of New York Times best-selling Yes! 50 Scientifically Proven Ways to Be Persuasive


 



 



“Douglas Kenrick is a pioneer in evolutionary psychology. His scientific contributions to this relatively young field are impressive. In his psychology textbooks he demonstrates his remarkable gift as a teacher and his creativity as a science writer. All these credentials are reflected in the new book Sex, Murder, and the Meaning of Life. This volume promises to become one of the most exciting and authoritative books on the topic of evolution and human behavior, accessible to a broad readership.”


—Bert Hölldobler, Foundation Professor of Life Sciences, Center for Social Dynamics and Complexity, Arizona State University; author of Superorganism


 



 



“Doug Kenrick is an ideal person to bring the real evolutionary psychology to the attention of a general audience. Not only has he done some outstanding research in this area but he is superb writer with that rarest of academic attributes—a sense of humor that translates well to the page. Readers of his book will enjoy themselves, unless they are grumpy academicians who have unfairly and inaccurately concluded that they do not have to pay attention to evolutionary psychology. The rest of us will have a fine time as we learn just how much evolutionary psychologists have to contribute to an understanding of our species.”


—John Alcock, Regents Professor of Life Sciences, Arizona State University; author of The Triumph of Sociobiology , Sonoran Desert Summer, and Animal Behavior


 



 



“When one thinks about evolutionary psychology—which is increasingly necessary in all of the behavioral sciences—one has to think of Douglas Kenrick. Because of his rarified abilities to identify, uncover, and communicate important answers to vital human questions, he is both at the center and at the top of this burgeoning scientific field.”


—Robert Cialdini, Regents Professor of Psychology and Carey Distinguished Professor of Business, Arizona State University; author of New York Times best-selling Influence


 



 



“Doug Kenrick is a brilliant thinker, a brilliant researcher, and a brilliant writer. His scientific discoveries dazzle and mesmerize, but they are also seminal. One testament is Kenrick’s high professional profile. In my evolutionary psychology textbook, Kenrick’s work is cited more than any other scientist. To top it off, Kenrick has a phenomenal sense of humor, unmatched by any other academic I’ve seen or heard; he could have easily been a professional stand-up comic. More to the point, he brings his wit and intellectual flair to dazzle readers, making the science of the human mind spring to life and grab readers around the throat. It’s a certainty that Kenrick’s book will be brilliant, witty, controversial, and a good bet to hit the best-seller list.”


—David Buss, professor of psychology, University of Texas; author of The Evolution of Desire and The Murderer Next Door


 



 



“Kenrick is exceptional among psychologists in understanding the connections between our biological evolution and our brain processes, but he is also exceptional among evolutionary psychologists in applying this knowledge to issues that really matter—like who we love and who we hate, why people kill and save others, why they want meaning rather than chaos.”


—Pascal Boyer, Henry Luce Professor of Anthropology and Psychology, Washington University; author of Religion Explained


 



 



“Doug Kenrick understood the meaning and significance of unconscious evolutionary drivers of social behavior long before that line of thinking became fashionable—his work on fundamental social motives, published in the top psychology research journals such as Psychological Review and Behavioral and Brain Sciences, has been a tremendously influential integration of evolutionary psychology, cognitive science, and the unconscious. This provocative and fascinating book will be as well.”


—John Bargh, professor of psychology and cognitive science, Yale University; editor of The New Unconscious


 



 



“Doug Kenrick is perfectly suited to write this kind of book: One that is intellectually dead-on accurate with respect to facts and exposition of theory, and yet engaging and thought-provoking to a wide audience. Kenrick is a leading scholar and researcher in the field of evolutionary psychology. He knows the field as well as anyone. He thinks deeply, critically, and clearly. At the same time, he’s a brilliant writer and teacher—and as able to be engagingly witty as anyone I know. His wit may focus on some sensitive topics, but it’s smart, intellectually insightful, and brilliantly illuminating.”


—Steven Gangestad, Distinguished Professor of Psychology, University of New Mexico; author of The Evolutionary Biology of Human Female Sexuality


 



 



“His engaging and humorous writing style, and his fitting use of interesting and captivating real-life examples, makes even the most complex scientific findings come alive. Thus, his book is both scholarly and entertaining, a relatively rare combination in today’s marketplace.”


—Jeffry Simpson, editor of Journal of Personality & Social Psychology; professor of psychology, University of Minnesota; author of The Evolution of Mind
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Introduction

YOU, ME, CHARLES DARWIN, AND DR. SEUSS


You and I have probably never met, but you might be shocked to learn how well we know one another and how intimately our lives are connected.

You might be especially surprised at this statement if you were to make a casual comparison of our lives. For example, maybe your grandparents are Italian or Iranian or Lithuanian, with absolutely no link to my shantytown Irish ancestors. Maybe all your relatives have been law-abiding accountants or police officers, unlike my father and brother, who both served time in Sing Sing, or my uncle, who was reputedly a mobster. Maybe you never had a stepfather, or if you did, maybe you never had the slightest thought about murdering him. Maybe you had a consistent and spotless academic record; whereas I was expelled from two high schools and almost tossed out of a community college before somehow flipping around to become a university professor who writes scientific articles about human behavior (a fact that still surprises even me, and would probably shock a few of the teachers who awarded me well-deserved failing grades). Maybe you never had the surprisingly uncomfortable experience of watching yourself as a talking head on scientific documentaries or on The Oprah Winfrey Show, or if you had, maybe  you discussed English literature in complete eloquent sentences with impeccable Oxford enunciation (unlike my, uh, New Yawk accent). And at the most trivial level, maybe the musical module in your mind neatly encompasses the complete works of Brahms, Beethoven, and Stravinsky, whereas my musical mind is an eclectic hodgepodge of Dion and the Belmonts, the Electric Prunes, Sopwith Camel, Ali Farka Touré, and Panjabi MC.

Despite our differences in family background, education, occupation, and musical exposure, though, I’ll stick by my claim that we are intimately connected. We share a common human nature. However unique your upbringing or mine might be, if we were magically switched, Prince and the Pauper–style, we would probably respond in surprisingly similar ways to one another’s situations. In this book, I’ll explore revolutionary recent developments in evolutionary biology and cognitive science to clarify those connections.

You, me, Jennifer Lopez, and the old Mongolian fellow now walking down a back street in Ulaanbaatar are connected by more than just a common evolutionary past, though. Every day, your decisions and mine feed into a network of social influence that links us not only to our immediate neighbors but also to stockbrokers on Wall Street and to total strangers halfway around the world. Indeed, all human beings are interconnected in a complex web, like millions of ants in a giant colony. An emerging scientific revolution known as complexity theory neatly explains how all that works. Combined with the insights of evolutionary biology and cognitive science, as you will see, the science of complexity gives us a whole new understanding of what it means to be a member of the human race.




What This Book Is About, and the Cheat-Sheet Summary 

Despite what you might have read in Malcolm Gladwell’s book Blink, first impressions can be misleading. If you do a blink-style  speed-read of this book, you might think it is mostly about me. I do in fact open each chapter with a personal experience: I started studying the downside of ogling beautiful women because I wasted a good portion of my student years doing just that. I began examining conspicuous consumption and irrational economic decision-making because I had done plenty of both. And I started doing research on homicidal fantasies after having a few of my own. But if you keep reading, I am pretty sure you’ll discover that this book is really about you, your family, and your friends and about the important decisions you confront every day.

Likewise, if you read only the first few chapters, you might be misled into thinking this is just a book about the evolutionary psychology of sex, violence, and prejudice. In the later chapters, though, I will spell out how the self-centered psychology of sex, violence, and prejudice are intimately connected to the other-centered psychology of family values, religion, politics, and global economics.

Indeed, this is a book about the biggest question we can ask: What is the meaning of life? When we ask that question, we are sometimes asking how life, the universe, and everything fit together. By combining a few modern scientific insights into evolution, cognition, and complexity, we can now actually begin to answer that grand question. More often, though, what we want to know is, “How can I live a more meaningful life?” That is also a critically important question, one that leads many people to read self-help books, join religious groups, learn to meditate, or enter psychoanalysis. Academic intellectuals who think Big Thoughts about scientific integration usually avoid speculations about the “how-to” version of the meaning question. They leave that to the fuzzy-headed gurus who write pop psych books about Zen and the art of belly-button contemplation. But I think the scientific lessons we have learned about the coherence of nature may have something very important to teach us about how to live a more meaningful life.

Although this is a book about big scientific ideas, it is also about the fun side of solving intellectual mysteries—a frolicking journey to visit the wild things inside the human mind and a jolly ride back in time for dinner. It is not a college textbook, and there will not be a quiz at the end. But for those who like to read the summary before reading the text, here are the five key elements of the story that would go onto the flash cards:1. Simple selfish rules. By studying human behavior in an evolutionary context, we have discovered an array of simple and selfish rules underlying our everyday decisions. The old view was that those rules only applied to sex and aggression and that evolutionary analyses did not apply to more complex decisions. But I will discuss exciting new findings that tie the same set of rules to the whole range of human behaviors, including artistic creativity, economic consumption, religion, and politics, as well as the more nuts-and-bolts aspects of courtship and sex.

2. Simple rules do not mean simple people. Contrary to popular opinion, the evolved decision rules inside our brains are not rigid; instead, they are flexibly tuned to the environment. Work from my lab reveals that we are all multiple personalities; that is, each one of us can shift among several different subselves, each capable of adaptively changing the way we think and behave, to negotiate the qualitatively different threats and opportunities that pop up in seven key domains of social life. As I describe in Chapter 6, I have dubbed those subselves the team player (concerned with the goal of making friends), the go-getter (concerned with getting ahead), the night watchman (concerned with protecting us from the bad guys), the compulsive (concerned with protecting us from disease), the swinging single (concerned with finding mates), the good spouse (concerned with the very  different problem of keeping those mates), and the parent (concerned with taking care of our kin, especially any children we might have). These different subselves come on line at different times of our lives, and, as I will describe in Chapter 7, thinking about their links to fundamental goals led me to rebuild Abraham Maslow’s classic pyramid of human motives.

3. Simple does not mean irrational. Although our default decision rules sometimes lead us to behave in ways that seem irrational, other recent work from our lab indicates that the simple rules themselves manifest what I call deep rationality. Underneath our apparently irrational judgments, we are a lot smarter than even the most rational economists ever dreamed. I describe this new approach to economic psychology in Chapter 9 (“Peacocks, Porsches, and Pablo Picasso”) and Chapter 11 (“Deep Rationality and Evolutionary Economics”).

4. Selfish rules do not create selfish people. Although they serve selfish ends, simple decision rules do not necessarily inspire us toward self-centered behavior. Instead, the rules inside our individual heads are exquisitely calibrated to help us fit in smoothly with other people. In the book’s final pages, I will describe how this new approach completely overturns people’s stereotypical assumptions about the lessons of evolutionary psychology for our relationships with our friends, lovers, and family members. I will also talk about how this new view gave me a personal insight into the way to live a more meaningful life.

5. Simple rules unfold into societal complexity. Amazingly, all the complexities of human society—religious and political movements, economic markets, and more—emerge out of the dynamic interaction of the simple rules operating inside individual people’s heads. I describe how all that works in Chapter 12 (“Bad Crowds, Chaotic Attractors, and Humans as Ants”).






Procrastination 101 

I first thought of writing a book of popular science more than thirty-five years ago. More than two decades passed before I started writing the volume now before you, for which I drafted a first chapter nine years ago. Partly the delay had to do with the demands of my work; it takes time to prepare lectures, apply for grants, design and conduct experiments, and publish papers on the results. But the truth is that I spent the better part of those three decades procrastinating.

In the long run, my procrastination has turned out to be a good thing. When I want to procrastinate, I don’t just sit around watching reruns of old television shows; I sneak off to the bookstore, where I search for a book that has absolutely nothing to do with my current projects. Some of the books I’ve stumbled on were scientific ones, by brilliant researchers I’ve gotten to know, and sometimes work with, over those years, including John Alcock, David Buss, Steven Pinker, Geoffrey Miller, and Sonja Lyubomirsky. You will see some of their ideas as my story unfolds.

Not all my procrastination is so virtuous, though. There is a second category of books I read when my goal is pure procrastination: autobiographies of people I had never heard of before. Some of my favorite such distractions have come from Anthony Bourdain’s Kitchen Confidential , Mary Karr’s The Liars’ Club, and Robert Sapolsky’s A Primate’s Memoir. From them, I have gotten glimpses into corners of the world I have never been able to visit and lessons for my own life that I could not have learned otherwise. Besides that, my attraction to that kind of up-close account led me to tell this story in a more personal way, describing the links between scientific research and puzzling events in my own life, from minor irrationalities in economic decision-making to those homicidal fantasies and high school expulsions.

Finally, because I have two sons (one born at the beginning and another toward the end of the three decades I’ve been working on this  book), I’ve also read aloud most of the collected works of Dr. Seuss, Douglas Adams, and Mark Twain. In what follows, I hope you will find a satisfying fusion of these different influences—a superficially personal adventure that overlays a deeper, more universally relevant argument. And I hope you will also discover that the particulars of this story include a general lesson or two that apply to your own adventure. Be forewarned: There is sex and violence in here, so even though this book has a happy ending, I do not recommend you read this one out loud to your kids.





Chapter 1

STANDING IN THE GUTTER


In 1975, the world was about to end. The Jehovah’s Witnesses had predicted Armageddon, and signs of cataclysmic change were everywhere. The North Vietnamese army drove the last American soldiers out of Saigon, Indira Gandhi suspended civil liberties in India, and the Provisional Irish Republican Army bombed the London Hilton. In the United States, members of a militant radical group who called themselves the Weathermen were bombing banks, corporation headquarters, and the State Department. A former U.S. attorney general and several leading White House officials were being hauled off to prison. There were two attempts to assassinate President Gerald Ford within seventeen days, one by a disciple of mass murderer Charles Manson. Elvis Presley, the only real king most Americans have ever recognized, was on a fast track to self-destruction. Oblivious to the coming end of the world and to the sound of falling kings and world leaders, unconcerned young people strutted lasciviously in polyester disco outfits to the sounds of KC and the Sunshine Band’s “Get Down Tonight.”

I was a bit out of touch with all that chaos, because I spent the best part of that momentous year nestled away in either the library or the psychology lab. But like a movie character who whistles heedlessly as a five-eyed space alien sneaks up behind him, I was about to  be enveloped by ominous forces. The field of psychology was, along with the rest of the social sciences, about to be revolutionized—to have its foundational assumptions dynamited out from under it. Indeed, although the material world ultimately survived 1975, the conceptual world of the traditional social sciences did not. Unbeknownst to me, I was about to fall in with a band of radical scientific insurgents.

My undoing started just a few days before my graduate comprehensive examinations, at which time my learned committee members would ask me to demonstrate encyclopedic knowledge of the research and theory in the field of social psychology. I should therefore have been diligently studying the results of classic experiments testing Leon Festinger’s theory of cognitive dissonance, Fritz Heider’s theory of attitudes and cognitive balance, or Kurt Lewin’s theory of group dynamics. But whenever I have a daunting amount of work to do, I suddenly develop an intense interest in anything unrelated to the task at hand. It was in this self-handicapping spirit that I drifted into the campus bookstore to browse around. My eye was drawn to a book called Primate Behavior and the Emergence of Human Culture by the anthropologist Jane Lancaster. This particular volume seemed comfortably outside the domain of experimental social psychology, so in my work-avoidance mode, I felt compelled to buy it, take it home, and read it through that very afternoon.

Lancaster’s book had, as I’d expected, very little to do with the questions my social psychology professors were to ask me during my comprehensive exams. But it had everything to do with the questions they should have asked. The field of social psychology was, and is, concerned with many of the things people worry about every day: romantic love, aggression, prejudice, persuasion, and obedience to authority. Despite the breadth of topics, the scope of theory in the field was rather narrow at the time. When I entered the graduate program at Arizona State University, two of my professors had  independently, and rather proudly, informed me that social psychology was a “minitheory” discipline. And sure enough, my reading of texts in the field had revealed a scattered disarray of unconnected, miniature theories, each designed to explain just a small facet of social behavior: One addressed frustration-induced aggression. Another dealt with interpersonal attraction between people with similar attitudes. Still another tried to explain responses to one-sided versus two-sided arguments. And there were many, many more such theories, mostly distinguished by their lack of connection to one another.

Social psychologists at the time prided themselves on being not only theoretically constricted but empirically narrow as well—studying anorexically thin slices of thought and behavior. Like other experimentally oriented psychologists back then, social psychologists in 1975 self-consciously rejected the study of stable “traits” as causes of behavior and focused instead on how a person’s ongoing thoughts and behaviors responded to changes in his or her immediate situation. What was meant by a person’s “situation” was limited to what could be captured within the half hour that a typical psychology experiment lasts. There were reasons for these strictures: Experimental studies were designed to maximize control, and theoretical restraint was supposed to cut down on rampant speculation about unobservable events inside the head or body. But to a curious young student interested in the roots of human behavior, those constraints seemed like the compulsions of the drunk who had lost his keys in a dark alley but was carefully searching for them under the streetlamp, where the light was better.

In this context, I took an almost guilty delight in glimpsing the very broad theoretical perspective suggested in Lancaster’s book. It was the intellectual equivalent of what I had felt when I stumbled across an erotic magazine as a young boy in Catholic school: Here is something they probably do not want me looking at, but it sure is  hard to resist. Instead of a narrow focus on the way very specific artificial laboratory situations alter very specific aspects of social behavior in the members of our particular culture, Lancaster’s evolutionary perspective offered the tantalizing suggestion that we ought to erase the lines between psychology, biology, and anthropology and instead consider how all these vast subjects might fit together.

Exhilarated by the profound implications of this approach, I began raving about Lancaster’s book to anyone who would listen. Some of my fellow graduate students and my faculty advisers just gave me an uncomfortable smile, as if I were earnestly explaining why I had just joined a cult. But Ed Sadalla, a new assistant professor who had recently joined the faculty, nodded knowingly. Sadalla had not seen Lancaster’s book, but he had recently picked up another volume, Sociobiology. Sadalla suggested that Sociobiology, which had been written by Harvard entomologist E. O. Wilson, and which dealt mostly with the behavior of ants, lions, and other nonhuman animals, offered a treasure chest of untested hypotheses about human behavior.

In fact, Sadalla already had a hypothesis about social dominance to test. As part of a process that Charles Darwin had called sexual selection, females in many animal species carefully choose the males they mate with, whereas males tend to be less selective. This, in many cases, means that females choose the most socially dominant males, and Sadalla was interested in seeing whether women’s interest in men was likewise influenced by their social dominance. I will discuss these ideas in detail later. For now, I will simply say that Sadalla and I, along with Beth Vershure, ran a series of studies suggesting that, leaders of a new cult or no, the primatologist Jane Lancaster and the entomologist E. O. Wilson were on to something, and it was something with powerful implications for human psychology.

Not everyone agreed. Although our findings on dominance and attractiveness were clear and reliable, it took us over a decade to get them published. Unbeknownst to us at the time, the armies of political  correctness were poised to sweep through academia with the combined energies of Mao Zedong’s cultural revolutionaries and George Orwell’s 1984 antisex crusaders. Sadalla, Vershure, and I thought we were simply applying evolutionary concepts elucidated in animals to humans, but when we tried to publish our findings, we learned we were really committing thought crimes. As one critical reviewer of our first submitted paper put it, “As a feminist and a scholar, I feel duty-bound to protect the unwary journal readership from this type of inherently sexist thinking.” So dangerous were our findings that even other research scientists should be protected from them! It seems I really had been reading intellectual pornography, and Sister Katherine Mary had found me out.

The academic tumult surrounding sociobiology, epitomized by the vicious attacks on E. O. Wilson, the author of Sociobiology, is by now fairly well-worn academic gossip. To a young researcher experiencing it firsthand, it was a very personal battle, and it drew me into a war of ideas that would change the face of modern science. In the end, the academic controversy was often illuminating, as challenges encourage new research. And it was often fun, sometimes in ways almost embarrassing to admit. The opponents of evolutionary psychology, some of them distinguished professors at major universities, have often been so arrogant in their dismissals that they’ve made us look good when the actual data pronounce them wrong. In retrospect, 1975 may not have been the apocalypse for the world of traditional social science—there are still holdouts who refuse to accept that the last thirty-five years have happened—but it certainly was Darwin’s second coming, and the consequences continue to unfold.




The Importance of Being Earnest 

Oscar Wilde, although he had never heard of evolutionary psychology, did write the perfect slogan for the discipline: “We are all in  the gutter, but some of us are looking at the stars.” Part of the reason evolutionary psychologists have often upset proper academics is that we have had an inclination to root around in the gutters. A few years back, when I told my colleague David Funder that I was doing a study of homicidal fantasies, he simply rolled his eyes. Funder observed that the modus operandi for an evolutionary psychologist seemed to be this: Choose a topic that is normally avoided in polite conversation and shine a spotlight on it. When I thought about it, I realized this was not a completely unfair assessment. But we do not pick such topics just because they are what sells in the tabloids. Instead, we study unsavory topics (as well as nicer ones) because these are the issues with which humans the world over concern themselves—who’s sleeping with whom, who might stab me in the back, who might hurt my kids, and on and on. Why do so many people read the tabloids and gossip magazines like People and Us, anyway? Because they have better book reviews than the New York Times, or because they have rumors about which powerful man is cheating on his wife and sleeping with which Hollywood ingenue? And why have people the world over shelled out billions of hardearned dollars a year and stood in long lines to see movies like Gone with the Wind, Titanic, Braveheart, and Avatar? I would venture to guess it is not because those movies illustrate the finer points of cinematography, but because they present vivid conflicts between the bad guys (them) and the good guys (us), brave and heroic men involved in love affairs with beautiful young women, and other topics humans have always gossiped about.

There is more to the field than just engaging topics, however. Evolutionary psychologists are also searching for an integrated conceptual paradigm to unite the social sciences with the biological sciences. Indeed, part of what irks traditional academics is the field’s apparent grandiosity—we claim that the evolutionary perspective can integrate psychology, economics, political science, biology, and  anthropology, and we also insist that the perspective has profound implications for applied disciplines such as law, medicine, business, and education. And we go even further, claiming that these issues have important implications, not just for academics but for everyone—from your relatives in rural Wisconsin to the members of the UN Security Council. If there is any hope of changing the world for the better, from reducing family violence to reversing overpopulation and international conflict, economists, educators, and political leaders will need to base their interventions on a sound understanding of what people are really like, not on some fairy-tale version of what we would like them to be.

The next few chapters will focus on the research my colleagues and I have conducted on simple, selfish biases, exploring topics such as sexual attraction, aggression, and prejudice. We have considered questions such as: Why are old men attracted to much younger women? Why are older women not drawn to young men in the same way? Why does a woman’s commitment to her partner drop after seeing a powerful executive, regardless of whether he is good-looking or not, whereas a man’s commitment is shaken by good-looking women regardless of their social status? Why are people raised by a stepfather more likely to have fantasized about killing the old man than are people raised by a natural father? In later chapters, I will talk about how this research on simple selfish biases is connected to much broader questions about economics, religion, and society. Is fundamentalist religiosity actually a mating strategy? Can we better understand why people buy Porsches by understanding why peacocks flash their tail feathers? Sometimes mundane, sometimes shocking, our work has always been aimed at answering the biggest questions of our time: questions about what makes human beings tick. In the final chapters, I will describe how these biases, though selfish and irrational at one level, are actually deeply rational at another. And I will describe how simple biases inside individual’s  selfish heads combine to create complex and ordered patterns at the societal level. Finally, I will consider how an understanding of those simple selfish biases might offer us some insights about how to live a more caring and connected life.

We’ll begin in the gutter, though, exploring how our very natural love for loveliness can make us miserable in surprising ways.





Chapter 2

WHY PLAYBOY IS BAD FOR YOUR MENTAL MECHANISMS


To a refugee from the ice and slush of New York’s winters, the sunsoaked campus of Arizona State University (ASU) was paradise found. At every opportunity, I would join several other young male psychology students on the main mall, where we would enjoy the blue skies and balmy weather while discussing the week’s readings. But any semblance of meaningful conversation was disrupted for a brief interval every fifty-five minutes, when it became impossible to maintain eye contact with my fellow students, much less engage in a focused discussion of the philosophical distinctions between behaviorism and phenomenology.

The mental disruption was caused by the throng of undergraduate students parading by during the fifteen-minute break between classes. What made the break especially distracting for the twenty-four-year-old me was this: A great many of the people in that crowd of students were beautiful and athletic young women dressed as if they were on their way to audition for the Sports Illustrated swimsuit issue. It was a physiological challenge not to gasp. I remember thinking that the average woman at ASU was better looking than most of the people I had known growing up.

But as the mob thinned out, something funny happened. When classes were changing and there were several hundred people zipping by every few seconds, the crowd had seemed to be mostly fashion models, but when the flow of humans slowed to a mere dozen per minute, there seemed to be many more average-looking folks attending ASU. What happened to all the stunning women after classes started?

I began to consider various possible explanations of the disappearing beauties: Maybe the beautiful women attended lectures more faithfully or rushed right to the library, whereas average-looking people cut classes and spent more time drifting aimlessly around the campus mall. But that did not seem likely. Instead, I began to suspect that something else was going on, that perhaps my friends and I had been biasing our estimates of the beauty ratio at ASU. I speculated as follows: When a man’s eyes scan a large crowd, they will fixate on the most physically attractive woman. When she passes, he scans the next two or three hundred people, and his eye shifts to the next beauty, who, although statistically unrepresentative, is nevertheless irresistibly eye-catching. But when the river of people shrinks to a small stream, I reckoned, you look at every individual and the mind computes a less biased average. The new mental calculation is that the average person in the smaller crowd looks just like that: an average person. That seemed to me like a better explanation, but hypotheses are a dime a dozen, and it would take two decades and some sophisticated experimental equipment before I was able to test the idea.

Regardless of any bias inherent in my cognitive estimates, though, I was fairly sure that there were more beautiful women at Arizona State than in New York. Hence I was a bit dumbfounded when my neighbor Dave observed, “There are no truly good-looking women at ASU.” Dave, like me, was a recent immigrant from New York, so it did not seem likely that he and I had arrived in Arizona with grossly different expectations about what an average-looking human female  should look like. And Dave’s higher standard did not seem to be caused by any unique need to shoo fashion models away from his door. He was a fairly regular-looking guy, often lamenting his lack of a date for the next weekend. Why was Dave so picky? I got one possible clue when he had a party at his house and I caught a glimpse of his interior-decoration plan: Dave had wallpapered his apartment bedroom with Playboy centerfolds.




Fleeting Glances and Forgettable Faces 

Fast-forward thirty years. It is 2002, and my research team has just received a big government grant enabling us to purchase a delightful scientific toy: a state-of-the-art eye-tracker. An eye-tracker does not allow us to read someone’s mind, but it certainly gives us a better idea of what movie is playing in there. A truism of cognitive psychology is that attention is selective—that is, unless you are in a dark, soundproofed room with your body wrapped in cotton balls, you cannot possibly pay attention to everything in your immediate environment; you would just be overwhelmed if you tried. Even sitting here quietly at my desk, I have hundreds of things in my field of view: to the left, glasses, a wallet, a cell phone, a coffee cup, a paperback copy of Greg Mortenson’s Three Cups of Tea, a checkbook, a stapler, an empty plastic bag, a sideways photo of my son Liam in a dentist’s chair, a pile of dust-covered zip-disks; above the screen, Merriam-Webster’s Collegiate Dictionary, the Random House Roget’s Thesaurus, the Oxford Dictionary of Quotations, and a few other assorted reference books; to the right, a pencil sharpener, a printer, a cylindrical container half-full of recordable CDs, a mouse (the Microsoft version), a mouse pad, and a jumble of wires; just below the screen, a pile of punch cards entitling me to free coffee at Gold Bar Espresso, free gelato at Angel Sweet, two passes to the Phoenix rock gym, and two human hands typing these words on a keyboard (itself composed of over a hundred keys, many  emblazoned with multiple symbols, such as @, FN, ~, ALT, ‘, >, &, and %). That is just a partial list of what is right in front of me, and if I turn my head I notice hundreds of other objects cluttering the room. No wonder I can never find my keys!

Now imagine a student sitting on a crowded campus, with a much wider field of view, lots of people passing by in different directions, wearing a variety of colors of shirts, shorts, and shoes, some tall, some short, some with long curly red hair, some with short straight black hair, some wearing hats, various kinds of bright earrings flashing, tattoos here, political buttons there. What if this overwhelmed observer tried to pay attention to every person walking by and to everything each passerby was wearing and to all their hand-movements and to all their conversations? He or she simply could not do it, even for a few seconds. As William James observed over a century ago, the world is a “booming, buzzing confusion,” made tolerable only by our capacity to ignore almost everything out there.

But our eye-tracker lets us zoom in to see exactly what, in a passing crowd of people, would catch our subjects’ eye. In our laboratory experiments, we made the task a bit more manageable than if we had just sent the subjects out to the booming, buzzing confusion of the campus mall. The student observer saw only a tiny crowd of six or ten faces, frozen in his or her visual field for a short while before the next small crowd came along. Later we asked the students to identify whether or not they had seen a particular face. Even after viewing these scaled-down, slow-motion versions of real crowds, subjects were not very good at recalling whom they did or did not see. But there were some people who were easier to remember than others.

Men looking at our simulated crowds lingered almost twice as long on beautiful women as on average-looking women. When we showed them groups of photos later, the men were especially accurate at saying whether they did or did not see a particular pretty woman. When it comes to crowds of men, on the other hand, men did not gaze any  longer at the George Clooney types than at the Joe Schmoes. And later on, guys were not especially good at picking handsome men out of a lineup. These findings all fit well with a traditional assumption about attention and memory: The more you attend to someone or something, the more likely you are to remember that person or thing later. But women violated that assumption in an interesting way.

The female subjects in our study, like the male ones, spent more time looking at beautiful women, and they were also good at remembering whether or not they had seen a particular female beauty before. Unlike men, though, they looked selectively at the handsome George Clooney types when presented with a crowd of men. That part was not too surprising, but what happened later was: Women were unable to remember those good-looking guys they had been staring at. This was unexpected, given that there is usually a simple linear connection between attention and memory—the more you look at someone, the more you remember them.

In later research conducted with Vaughn Becker, Jon Maner, and Steve Guerin, we asked people to play a version of the game Concentration (aka the Memory Game). In our version of the game, research participants have to uncover and match pairs of faces from a large array. Everyone was good at remembering the location of good-looking women. Sometimes we changed the normal rules of the game, though, and flashed up all the faces very briefly before asking subjects to make their matches. If we did that, women matched handsome men on the first test trial, again suggesting that good-looking guys catch women’s eyes. But over trials, the advantage for good-looking men disappeared completely. Handsome men, although they grab women’s attention, seem to be ejected from downstream mental processing.

This research seemed to corroborate my suspicion that men’s biased attentional processes might mislead them into overestimating the ratio of attractive to average-looking women in crowds. This conclusion was  directly supported by other research I conducted with Becker and Maner, now joined by my colleague Steve Neuberg and our students Andy Delton, Brian Hofer, and Chris Wilbur. In that research, we showed crowds of either women or men to our subjects. Some of the photos were of good-looking people, and others were average-looking folks (as judged by the participants in another study). Our research subjects looked at these crowds under one of two sets of conditions: Sometimes, they saw the group of faces all at once for only four seconds. At other times, they got to look at the crowd for a longer period, or they saw each face one at a time. The brief all-at-once exposure was analogous to standing on the ASU mall while classes are changing—there were too many faces to process them all. The longer exposures and the one-at-a-time presentations were more like watching the smaller trickle of people walking by between classes: They gave the mind sufficient time to reckon with the full sample.

When we strained our subjects’ attentional capacities, we found exactly what I had suspected several decades before: Men overestimated the number of beautiful women (though their estimates of handsome men were unaffected). Female subjects also overestimated the frequency of gorgeous women in the rapidly presented crowds, but they did not overestimate the frequency of handsome men. The whole body of findings points to a simple conclusion about beautiful women: They capture everyone’s attention and monopolize downstream cognitive processes. The conclusion about handsome men is different: They grab women’s eyes but do not hold their minds; good-looking guys quickly get washed out of the stream of mental processing. This discrepancy is consistent with men’s and women’s different mating strategies; women are more selective and less interested in casual affairs with strangers. I will discuss the reasons for those differences in later chapters. But for now let’s return to my friend Dave’s Playboy wallpapering project.
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