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Introduction

         

         THIS BOOK UNCOVERS THE HIDDEN roots of sexual conflict. Manifestations of sexual conflict emerge in workplace sexual harassment and in online dating deception. They show up in violence within romantic relationships and in stalking in the aftermath of breakups. And they surface in sexual assaults by strangers, acquaintances, and the ones who profess to love us. Underlying these diverse manifestations of sexual conflict are predictable dynamics that materialize when the two sexes recurrently differ in their optimal mating strategies—when what’s good from a male perspective, for example, differs from what’s good from a female perspective. Mating strategy differences set into motion coevolutionary arms races between them. Uncovering the causes of sexual conflict, which stem in large part from evolved sex differences in our underlying sexual psychology, can help us to create cures. My hope is that this knowledge will benefit everyone who has suffered from sexual conflict and who cares about its victims, and that it will ultimately help us to reduce the occurrence of sexual conflict and heal the harms it creates.

         Although it is easy when thinking about the “battle of the sexes” to fall into the trap of thinking about sexual conflict in terms of men as a group against women as a group, an evolutionary perspective illuminates why that framing is misleading. Sexual conflict is mostly about individual men and individual women interfering with each other in ways ranging from deception in internet dating to sexual harassment in the workplace to sexual coercion by strangers, dates, and mates.

         This book focuses on sex differences and individual differences among men and among women, so some clarification about these terms is warranted. Biologists define sex by the size of the gametes—males are the ones with the small gametes (sperm) and females are the ones with the large gametes (eggs). This differs from the many meanings attached to the term “gender,” which include the different cultural meanings, social constructions, and psychological identities attached to males and females. In humans, important sex differences in reproductive biology include the fact that fertilization occurs internally within women, not within men. Women, not men, carry the metabolic costs of pregnancy. Women, not men, have breasts capable of lactation. Men can produce a child with the mere act of sexual intercourse and no further investment. Women require a costly nine months of internal gestation to produce that same child.

         These sex differences in reproductive biology have created selection pressure for sex differences in sexual psychology that are often comparable in degree to sex differences in height, weight, upper-body muscle mass, body-fat distribution, testosterone levels, and estrogen production. As we will explore in this book, psychological sex differences show up in mating motivations, such as sex drive and the desire for sexual variety. They show up in the emotions of attraction, lust, arousal, disgust, jealousy, and love. They show up in thought processes, such as sexual fantasies and inferences about other people’s sexual interest. In short, there are evolved sex differences in human sexual strategies, and these differences are key causes of conflict between the sexes.

         Within each sex, however, there exist large individual differences. Some men and women have a strong desire for no-strings casual sex; others opt for monogamy with their “one and only.” Some women and men practice the art of deception in the mating game; others opt for honest courtship. Some people remain sexually faithful; others have affairs whenever the opportunity arises. Some sexually harass co-workers with impunity; others are appalled at workplace misconduct. Because of these profound individual differences within each sex, all statements about sex differences in this book carry the always-necessary qualifier of “on average.” I trust that the reader will understand this point and infer this qualifier in each instance throughout the book to free the writing of the technically correct but cumbersome insertion of the repetitive phrase “on average.”

         An evolutionary lens helps to identify the specific social circumstances that increase and decrease the likelihood of sexual violations, as well as the specific types of men—the subsets of men marked by the Dark Triad of narcissism, psychopathy, and Machiavellianism—in whom a harm-inflicting sexual psychology is strongly activated. Social circumstances influencing sexual conflict include laws regulating sexuality and their enforcement; cultural norms about permissible and impermissible sexual conduct; marriage systems that permit or forbid polygamy; an individual’s coalition of kin and friends who can function as “bodyguards”; the different mating strategies being pursued by individuals within the group; defensive strategies available to potential victims; the ratio of women to men in the relevant mating pool; and many others. One goal of this book is to highlight the social and personal circumstances that reduce or amplify sexual conflict in order to prevent victimization and minimize conflict between the sexes. An evolutionary perspective is not the only one that can help to accomplish these goals, but I believe it provides an important and novel set of tools for doing so.

         This book also focuses mostly, although not exclusively, on heterosexual women and men. We now know a great deal scientifically about these populations, but there has been less research on conflicts among gay men and among lesbian women, among bisexuals and pansexuals, and among those across the rainbow of sexual identities and orientations. There is a critical need for research to fill this gap.

         To a nontrivial degree, we are all locked in the interior of our own minds. We use introspection about our minds to infer the inner landscape of other minds. Because the sexual minds of men and women differ in some respects, these inferences lead to predictable mind-reading errors. It is my hope that the information in this book helps men and women to obtain a deeper understanding of each other’s sexual psychology.

         Sexuality is a domain that is highly personal for most people. Material in this book covers difficult issues that have personal relevance for many, and which may be disturbing to readers. They are deeply disturbing to me. These include sexual deception in the mating market; sexual harassment in the workplace; sexual assault by strangers, acquaintances, and romantic partners; intimate partner violence and stalking; suicidal ideation; and murder. If you have been a victim of sexual conflict, know someone who has been a victim, or would like to prevent yourself and others from becoming victims, I hope that this book will help. And I hope that the insights revealed will lead to greater compassion for victims and help curb the darker sides that reside within us.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 1

            The Battle of the Sexes

            
               It sometimes seems men are the enemy, the oppressors, or at the very least an alien and incomprehensible species.

               —Carol Cassell, Swept Away

            

         

         THE “BATTLE OF THE SEXES,” it seems, is reaching a feverish pitch. The #MeToo movement, the rage of the incels (involuntarily celibate men), toxic masculinity, and the rise of the “manosphere” are all key cultural signs. Although the labels and cultural movements are new, the underlying conflicts they reveal are ancient. The battle of the sexes may be traced back in time through human evolutionary history, through primate and mammalian evolutionary history, and even to the origin of sexual reproduction itself 1.3 billion years ago.

         Every person alive struggles with sexual conflict. Most of us see only the tip of the iceberg—dating deception, a politician’s unsavory sexual grab, the slow crumbling of a once-happy marriage, a romantic breakup that turns nasty. These flash points make big news when their players are prominent—consider the sexual scandals of Bill Cosby (imprisoned), Al Franken (resigned from Congress), Harvey Weinstein (imprisoned), Bill O’Reilly (fired or resigned), Matt Lauer (fired or resigned), Charlie Rose (fired or resigned), or Jeffrey Epstein (imprisoned followed by death due to suicide or murder).

         Social scientists struggle to explain why women and men seem so much at odds with each other. Popular explanations blame patriarchy, masculine hegemony, and toxic masculinity. Men, some scholars argue, maintain a vise grip on power and resources, put up glass-ceiling barriers, and exclude women from the old-boys’ club. Manosphere bloggers, on the other hand, blame women who seek sex with “alpha chads” (high-status males) and exploit lower-status men who are “betas” for their investment.1

         There is some truth to each of these contrasting accounts, but also ways in which they lack explanatory depth. Masculinity does indeed have toxic elements. It is no secret that men have a virtual monopoly on sexual harassment, sexual assault, and crass sexual objectification of women. Patriarchal institutions such as laws that give husbands control over their spouses’ sexuality, for example, are still on the books in some countries and have lingering pernicious effects in others. On the other hand, it is also true that women, as many in the manosphere claim, tend to be attracted to men who have power, status, influence, and resources.2 Some women spurn or ignore men lacking high-status attributes; some men feel invisible when it comes to women. Missing from these manosphere accounts, however, is that women’s mate preferences are enormously complex and include qualities such as honesty, intelligence, dependability, moral character, sense of humor, and many more. What social scientists, patriarchy theorists, and manosphere bloggers fail to see are the hidden roots of sexual conflict, the underlying causes of the never-ending battle of the sexes. They fail to see how ancient sexual conflicts gave rise to the fundamental evolved components of our sexual psychology. And they fail to see how the ancient sexual psychology we house in our large brains misfires in the weird modern world in which we live—a world filled with novel cultural products such as internet dating, pornography, video game–addicted men, and gender-integrated workplaces. To understand why the sexes get into so much conflict, we must take a few steps back from its modern manifestations. We must realize that the roots of sexual conflict are not uniquely human, although their manifestations in our species take unique forms.

         Sexual Conflict Wrapped in Silk

         Consider a spider from the family Pisaura mirabilis.3 To attract a female, the male must capture an insect to offer as a nuptial gift, an arduous task at which it fails as often as it succeeds. Females sometimes accept offers and copulate with the gift-giving males while consuming the tasty dinner. But sometimes they seize the gift and flee before copulation, leaving sexually frustrated males in their wake. Fleeing females seem to have won the first salvo of this battle—a free meal at the male’s expense. Male spiders, however, have evolved two counterstrategies. First, they are sometimes able to cling to the feast and then go limp; they feign death as the female drags her tasty meal to a private place for consumption. When she settles down to her dinner, the male springs back to life and copulates with her while she eats. Sometimes the male succeeds, but not always.

         Success comes more often to males who use a second strategy—gift wrapping the meal in a silk package. But if a male spider fails to find tasty food to offer, he will sometimes wrap worthless trash in silk, such as a clod of dirt or an inedible seed. Silk conceals the packet’s contents. The silk threads also render the package easier for the males to clasp, preventing female attempts to grab and run. Attractive wrapping lures the female, and the male can copulate while she’s busy unwrapping the deceptively alluring bundle.

         If she discovers the ruse, finding trash instead of a meal inside, she abruptly kicks the male off her, ending the encounter before he finishes copulating. Moreover, females use scent to detect whether a legitimate meal resides within the wrapping, and they avoid gifts lacking the right scent. However, males sometimes wrap the dregs from a leftover meal they have consumed, leaving a trace scent of food to fool the females. Females, in turn, have evolved to rapidly detect package quality and will sometimes reject offerings perceived as deficient. Female spiders, it turns out, are very picky about whom they mate with. Who knew?

         Humans are not spiders, but we are not exempt. The Pisaura mirabilis spider example is merely one among thousands, but it illustrates a critical explanatory principle—the principle of sexual conflict coevolution. For every tactic one sex evolves to exploit the other, there exists at least one coevolved defense in the other.

         Within-species sexual conflict arms races are analogous to arms races between predators and prey. Each increment in speed and agility of prey favors coevolved increments in speed and agility of predators. Gazelles and cheetahs, for example, are locked in perpetual coevolutionary arms races of defenses, offenses, counterdefenses, and counteroffenses. These arms races are multidimensional, involving not just speed, but also vigilance, visual and auditory attention, habitat selection, and even mind-reading capacities that permit elements of surprise attack, defensive anticipation of surprise attack, and preemptive evasion. Similarly, adaptations in women to avoid subpar males or to require extensive courtship displays before consenting to sex have created selection pressures on men to circumvent these barriers. Defensive adaptations to deflect sexual advances are countered by sexual persistence adaptations. As we will see in Chapters 7 and 8 when we examine human sexual predators and their female victims, the predator-prey analogy is disturbingly on point.

         Sexual conflict theory—the idea that traits beneficial to the reproductive success of individuals of one sex can damage individuals of the other sex, resulting in coevolutionary arms races of offenses and defenses—has been applied almost exclusively to understanding sexual interactions among insects. Male reproductive organs of some species, such as water striders, possess penile spines that damage the female reproductive tract during mating. Black widow spiders cannibalize their mates after copulation if they fail to flee fast enough, using male bodies as meals for their offspring. Male fruit flies inseminate proteins upon ejaculation that induce female ovulation, reduce her sexual receptivity to other males, compromise her immunity, and shorten her life span.

         The incel mantra about women’s rejection of beta males echoes the sexual frustration of spider males who lose in their mating efforts by failing to wrap their gifts in an attractive-enough package. As a researcher on human mating strategies, I am frequently asked by men, perhaps more than any other question, something in the form of: “I was so nice to this girl. I gave up my weekend to help her move into her apartment. I bought her a housewarming gift. I devoted so much time and energy to helping her out, hoping she would like me. And then she puts me in the ‘friend zone’ and ends up sleeping with this guy who’s a real asshole. Why? I thought women liked nice guys!”

         To take another parallel, modern women’s exasperation about unwanted sexual attention—stares that last too long, incidental touches that brush up against a breast or butt, persistent advances—from men they deem unworthy echoes the highly discriminating mate choice of their distant female spider cousins. Studies of online dating sites have discovered that most men find many women to be attractive, showing a roughly normal bell-shaped distribution. In contrast, most women find the average man to be below threshold, showing attraction mostly to men in the top 20 percent.

         A female friend of mine—a successful, intelligent, and attractive academic—who tried an online dating site illustrates this gender asymmetry. Within two weeks of signing up and posting her photo and self-description, she had received messages from more than five hundred interested men. Hour after hour over many days she scrutinized each one, assessing his character, his intentions, his way with words, his photos. At the end of this arduous process, she selected only one of the five hundred and sent a reply. After a brief coffee date with him, she concluded that he did not exceed threshold. Back to square one. In contrast, studies of online dating sites show that men send messages to women in bulk, bombarding many with the same cut-and-pasted lines. On Tinder, for example, many men “swipe right” on dozens or hundreds of profiles each day, hoping that one or a few might respond in kind. In contrast, one woman who used Tinder exclusively for short-term mating told me that she swiped right on less than 0.8 percent of men she saw on the site and hooked up with only 0.6 percent of those, resulting in a minuscule 0.005 percent of men she saw on the dating app.

         Female choosiness—deciding who qualifies for interaction, relationship escalation, and sexual access—is a good candidate for the first principle of mating, and this book will explain why. But it is precisely this female selectivity that creates one key form of sexual conflict, sometimes expressed as resentment from men who fall below threshold. To some men, women do seem wicked when they reject them. But to delve deeper into the hidden roots of modern manifestations of the battle, we must backtrack to ask the critical question: Why would sexual conflict exist at all?

         The Mystery of Sexual Conflict

         Men and women need each other. Cooperation is a cardinal feature of successful reproduction. We fall in love, mutually choose each other, consent to sex, and sometimes commit to a lover over the long run. If we produce children, each partner has an equal evolutionary stake in their welfare. Given the inherent adaptive benefits of cooperation, sexual conflict becomes a mystery that requires explanation.

         Consider the simplest case—a difference between the male and female perspectives on the optimum amount of time after an initial meeting before initiating sex. Women often require more time than men to accurately assess the other’s mate value. Qualities that enter into the calculus of a man’s mate value—his attentiveness, status trajectory, dependability, health, sense of humor, existing commitments, family ties, and genetic quality—require more than a glance to accurately evaluate. Physical attractiveness, an important component of mate value for both sexes, can be appraised in milliseconds—but this typically makes up a smaller proportion of a man’s mate value than a woman’s. Moreover, sexual mistakes are typically costlier to women than to men. Women risk a poorly timed or unwanted pregnancy, a higher probability of acquiring a sexually transmitted infection, and more damage to their sexual reputation. Yes, sexual double standards still exist, even in the most sexually egalitarian cultures, such as Sweden or Norway. Based solely on these sexual asymmetries, women and men have diverged in the optimum amount of time they prefer to elapse before seeking sex (see below).
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         Wherever there exist consistently discrepant sexual optima, sexual conflict adaptations will evolve in each sex to influence or manipulate the other to be closer to its own optimum. One scientist analogized this to having two pairs of hands on the same steering wheel of a car, each having a somewhat different destination, each trying to turn the wheel toward its own destination but being forced to contend with pulls from the other.4

         Some of the tactics taught in men’s pickup-artist-training “boot camps” are specifically geared toward reducing time to sex. For example, one school of pickup-artist thought recommends taking the woman to seven different locations within the span of a single evening, giving her the psychological illusion that more time has passed than actually has. Anecdotal evidence suggests that women are savvy about these coached tactics, and some merely go along before departing with a smile and a goodbye.

         Now multiply this one instance of a conflicting optimum by many more:

         
	The level of emotional intimacy preferred before sex

            	Deceptive signals of mate value, with men feigning cues of higher status

            	A woman seeking a job while her potential employer is seeking a sexual opportunity

            	Disagreements about the frequency of sex within an ongoing relationship

            	Conflict about sex with people outside the relationship

            	Bank accounts or credit cards concealed from one’s partner

            	Whether to break up or stay together

            	Whether sex will continue in the aftermath of a breakup

         

Differing optima abound. Sexual conflicts begin when a man and woman first meet on the mating market or online. But they do not end after a relationship is formed. Nor do they end after a romantic breakup. This book will uncover the key sexual conflicts at each of these three temporal phases. We must first explain why conflicting optima exist at all within a supremely cooperative species such as our own, in which women and men need each other for successful reproduction.

         The Battle over Women’s Bodies

         A starting point for understanding sexual conflict is the realization that there exists a battle over women’s bodies. Many evolutionary biologists believe that it all starts with the sperm and egg. Men produce millions of sperm, replenishable every hour, that are stripped-down packets of DNA with a tail designed for swimming speed. Women have merely a few hundred viable eggs, large and loaded with nutrients, that they ovulate over their reproductive years and cannot be replenished.

         Each egg has a thick external layer, a cortex through which tiny sperm must drill to successfully fertilize the egg. With rare exceptions, only one of the dozens of competing sperm will succeed. Female selectivity occurs even at this level, called cryptic female choice, allowing only the chosen one entry before shutting down shop to all the others—an adaptation to prevent polyspermy. From the moment of conception, when the one tiny sperm joins the nutrient-rich egg, women are already contributing much more than the man.

         The asymmetry in investment does not end there. It is the woman who incubates the fertilized egg within her body. It is the woman who transfers calories from her body through the placenta to the developing embryo. It is the woman who suffers through pregnancy sickness, an adaptation to avoid and expel foods containing toxins and pathogens dangerous to the fetus. It is the woman whose center of gravity is shifted increasingly forward, putting more torque and strain on her spinal column, impairing her mobility and rendering her more vulnerable to falling and injury. It is the woman who bears the burden of nine full months of pregnancy, an astonishingly long investment compared to most mammals. And it is the woman who nourishes the infant first with colostrum, which contains key ingredients that help the newborn develop a strong immune system, and then with breast milk—lactation that continues typically for years after birth—to shift metabolic energy from her body to the child’s.

         A woman’s body, in short, through heavy investment that is mandatory in human reproductive biology, has become an extraordinarily valuable reproductive resource for men. A body that incorporates the man’s small packet of DNA, adds her own DNA, nurtures the conceptus from the start, protects and feeds it for nine months, immunizes it after birth, and continues to contribute calories for years is an astonishingly bountiful reproductive asset. Feminist theorists correctly observe that men objectify women’s bodies and that sexual objectification inflicts costs on women ranging from eating disorders to hiring and promotion discrimination. What is needed, however, is to explain why many men have a psychological proclivity to objectify women. The momentous investment asymmetry in human reproductive biology, together with the sexual psychology that evolved to accompany that biology, provides crucial explanatory pieces.

         Men’s bodies, in the cold calculus of reproduction, are more expendable. The sexual asymmetry may have started with the fact that sperm are cheap and eggs are expensive, but it did not end there. Indeed, the sexual imbalance, although present in all mammals, became exacerbated in humans due to the prolonged magnitude and duration of women’s investment. The sexual asymmetries in human reproductive biology favored the evolution of asymmetries in sexual psychology, which in turn provide the keys to understanding why women’s bodies have become one of the main battlegrounds for sexual conflict.

         The Strange Case of the Tiwi of Northern Australia—Women as Economic Currency

         A stark illustration of the battle over the female body is captured by a superb ethnography of the Tiwi—an aboriginal group residing on the islands of Melville and Bathurst about twenty-five miles off the coast of northern Australia.5 They arrived by canoe or boat from southern Asia at least twenty thousand years ago, and likely forty thousand years ago, before cultural innovations such as the bow and arrow, pottery, and agriculture were invented. The word “Tiwi” means “the people” because the Tiwi divided the world into the true people and everyone else.

         Although all cultures have rules or laws about marriage, Tiwi custom was highly unusual—all women, regardless of age or circumstance, from the youngest female infant to the oldest grandmother, were required to be married at all times. The first method of marriage was infant bestowal. As soon as a female was born, the husband of the woman who bore the child had the right to bestow her on another man in marriage. Bestowal was not random, and those doing the bestowing had to take many factors into account. Sometimes a man would bestow his daughter on an ally or a potential ally—one who could reciprocate by bestowing a wife on him. Sometimes the bestowal would be repayment, returning an obligation to a man who had previously given him a wife. Often, men scrutinized the field of contenders, looking for promising men who were good hunters and likely to rise in rank over time and become “big men” who wielded power and influence.

         Rarely were the recipients of the bestowal younger than forty, since older men had higher status, which resulted in large age discrepancies between husband and wife. The female child remained with her natal family until puberty, roughly age fourteen, at which time she moved to her husband’s household and began her wifely duties—gathering, cooking, household chores, and procreation.

         Men in the group attended closely to the men on whom other men bestowed brides. A Tiwi man might remain entirely mateless until age forty before acquiring his first wife. The other men, inferring that the recipient must be rapidly rising in status and influence, might then bestow their infant daughter on him—a form of mate-choice copying. A bachelor might suddenly find himself with several brides. In the Tiwi past, it was not uncommon for a man to have a dozen or more wives in his lifetime, although not necessarily at the same time, since he had to wait until each reached reproductive age to join his household. One man named Turimpi had more than twenty wives. This mating system left many men with zero wives. This level of extreme polygyny, or reproductive skew, as it is called in evolutionary biology, is rare for traditional hunter-gatherer groups. In most of these foraging groups, a highly polygynous “big man” rarely had more than three or four wives.

         The large age discrepancies among the Tiwi produced a problem—the old men would die, leaving behind widows. But since all Tiwi women must be married at all times, according to Tiwi law, a second marriage custom kicked in called widow remarriage. This proved to be the provision by which some men acquired their first wife. Although the more desirable young females went to existing allies or rapidly rising men, not so the older widows. The final decision of whom a widow was to remarry turned out to be too complex for the anthropologists to determine definitively, but the husband’s brothers, other kin, and the widow herself seemed to have a say. Widows were valued and a man with a former widow as a wife attained some level of prestige, especially because many men had no wives at all.

         Because the Tiwi marriage customs resulted in large age discrepancies between husband and wife, and women typically were attracted to men just a few years older rather than decades older, problems arose. Young wives found men closer to their own age, rather than their geriatric husbands, most appealing. Given the many unmarried Tiwi bachelors combined with literally zero single women on the mating market, mateless men’s attraction to young married women often proved intense. As in all cultures, clandestine trysts occurred. The old husbands, of course, were not oblivious. They were constantly suspicious of young men who seemed a bit too close for comfort. Moreover, older wives sometimes served as spies, revealing to their husbands the treachery of the younger wives. Infidelities were often outed.

         According to Tiwi custom, an infidelity was a grave offense committed by the young male interloper against the rightful husband. They had a procedure for handling the sexual conflict—a duel of sorts, although the aggrieved husband had a huge advantage. After an accusation against the “mate poacher,” the entire group gathered in a circle. Within the circle stood the accused. A few dozen paces away stood the old man, dressed in ceremonial garb and face paint, armed with both ceremonial and hunting spears. The old man commenced to harangue the accused, citing a litany of all the benefits that he, his relatives, and his allies had bestowed upon the young man since his birth. He contrasted this avalanche of goodwill with the scurrilous betrayal by the young man. After twenty minutes, the old man would cease talking, put down his ceremonial spears, and start launching the hunting spears at the young man.

         This was no idle game. Hunting spears can be lethal. But the young man, being spry and agile, could often dodge the javelins, although he had to remain more or less in the same location while spear after spear was hurled. Running away was not an option. If he dodged them for too long, the older man’s allies would join him, until soon three or four men were launching spears. Dodging one spear thrown by an old man past his physical prime from thirty or forty paces may be easy; dodging a handful thrown by several men simultaneously is nearly impossible. The best strategy for the accused was to stop dodging and attempt to maneuver his body to receive a spear in the arm or thigh, causing a great gush of blood to a nonlethal body part that would heal quickly. This would salvage the old man’s honor and allow the young man to remain in the group without incurring further punishment.

         Lacking a cash economy, Tiwi culture treated women as the key currency. To attain a position of prestige and influence, it was imperative that a Tiwi man have many wives. He had to produce many daughters himself to bestow on other men, thereby encumbering them with reciprocal obligations. He had to have the acuity to identify which men were the “best investments,” those who were most likely to return dividends of bestowals. And he had to live long enough to reap these dividends, for the many years it took for each bride to reach reproductive age.

         The Tiwi were cultural outliers in many respects: in their lack of many modern cultural products; the extremity of their polygyny; their cultural requirement that all females, regardless of age, must be married at all times; and their unique method of handling infidelity, which they referred to as the treasonous seduction of their wives. It may be the only culture on earth that had a total absence of single women and an out-of-marriage birth rate of zero. But the Tiwi share with most cultures the central notion that women embody the most important resource over which men compete. They share with other cultures that conflicts between men often center on competition for women. They share with other cultures that status is a major means by which men attract or acquire women as mates, and reciprocally, that success in acquiring mates bestows status. They share with many other cultures the stance that sex with another man’s wife is a crime against the husband, and that the guilty mate poacher warrants punishment.

         The Tiwi also illustrate several key forms of conflict between individual women and individual men over sexuality and mating. A husband typically wants his wife to remain faithful, but she is sometimes attracted to other men and sometimes acts on that attraction. Sexual infidelity is common among the Tiwi, as it is among cultures the world over. Sexual jealousy is a key cause of conflict within mateships—a universal emotion stoked when there is a major threat to a valued relationship. Importantly, sexual conflicts within relationships influence other forms of social conflict, such as between an interloper and the husband, among women, and among the larger coalitional alliances of men and women. Sexual conflict, in short, permeates many deep strands of human social life.

         The Costs of Sexual Conflict

         Conflict is costly. It benefits neither opponent to do battle. The harms are typically greatest for those who lose the struggle. In the case of some forms of sexual conflict, if the woman loses, her brain and body are manipulated to be under the man’s control, doing his bidding, serving his selfish interests rather than her own. Her harms do not end there. To use an analogy, if someone steals from you, your loss is not merely the value of the goods that were stolen. The costs are compounded by all the effort you expended to deter the theft to begin with—locks, alarms, security cameras, guards, Mace, avoidance of dangerous people, steering clear of risky locations, and the psychological vigilance required in an attempt to avoid becoming a victim in the first place. The damage to women, in short, often includes the expenses of her defenses marshaled to prevent being manipulated.

         If the man loses in some forms of sexual conflict, he has wasted his time, effort, energy, and resources in a failed attempt to solve a critical adaptive problem—successful mating. He also suffers opportunity costs—the time and effort that could have been allocated toward a more pliable or exploitable target. Even if there is no clear winner and loser, both man and woman have incurred the costs of effort that could have been allocated to other adaptive problems of survival, mating, or investment in children. And win or lose, both have wasted effort devoted to developing and deploying offenses and defenses—the psychological and behavioral tactics required to influence the other to be closer to the actor’s own optimum.

         In short, there is no adaptive value of sexual conflict per se. Many conflicts and their outcomes are purely maladaptive byproducts for both sexes. If women and men could agree in advance on a compromised middle-ground solution that was perfect for neither but acceptable for both given the circumstances, they could avoid many of these costs. For each offensive adaptation, however, selection favors defensive adaptations in the other, producing a never-ending coevolutionary arms race—an endless cycle of reciprocal adaptations and counteradaptations. Like the Red Queen of Lewis Carroll’s classic, each must continue running as fast as possible just to avoid losing ground.

         Cultural Evolution and Evolutionary Mismatches

         Genetic evolution is a slow process. Cultural evolution is swift. Human sexual psychology evolved gradually over millions of years. These psychological adaptations are products of the past, and they evolved to solve ancient adaptive problems. Yet this primal psychology, so exquisitely functional in times long gone and long forgotten, becomes expressed in novel cultural contexts that ancestral humans never encountered. These discrepancies create mismatches between our evolved psychology and modern cultural environments.

         To illustrate, consider male sexual jealousy. Abundant evidence reveals that sexual jealousy is a universal human emotion, variable in its expression but present in all cultures.6 The intensity of sexual jealousy and the frequency with which it is experienced are roughly equal in men and women. Neither sex has a monopoly on this powerful emotion. The psychological nature of jealousy, however, differs between women and men. Although there is considerable overlap, men’s jealousy focuses more heavily on the sexual aspects of their partner’s conduct. It does so for an extremely important functional reason. It evolved to solve the problem of paternity uncertainty. Women are always 100 percent certain that they are the mothers of their offspring. No woman ever wondered, as an infant was emerging from her body, “Is this kid really mine?” Men can never be sure. As people in some cultures say, “Mama’s baby, Papa’s maybe.” It’s an asymmetry that stems directly from an asymmetry of human reproductive biology—fertilization occurs internally within the woman’s body, not the man’s. And unless a woman is under lock and key twenty-four hours a day guarded by a phalanx of eunuchs, another man might have the opportunity to inseminate her.

         Consequently, ancestral men recurrently faced an adaptive problem no woman in the history of human evolution has ever faced—investing resources in the mistaken belief that a child has sprung from his own loins and not from those of an interloper. Male sexual jealousy evolved as one solution to this adaptive challenge. Jealousy motivates men to monitor the sexuality of their partners. It motivates men to be vigilant of interested rivals. It motivates them to guard their partners using tactics ranging from vigilance to violence. And it has led to harmful cultural inventions, such as chastity belts, infibulation, clitoridectomy, and medically misguided virginity tests such as looking for bloody bedsheets on the wedding night after consummation or examining the clarity of a female’s urine. In modern times, cultural evolution has produced sophisticated spy cams, internet monitoring, and cell phone tracking devices. A recent example comes courtesy of the Saudi Arabian government, which launched Absher, an app that allows men to track the movements of their wives, even alerting them when women try to leave the country to travel (married women in Saudi Arabia are forbidden to exit the country without their husbands’ permission). Sexual jealousy, expressed in ancient and culturally modern forms, motivates men to increase the odds that they are the actual genetic fathers. It also minimizes “wasting” their investment on children sired by rival men—a costly endeavor in reproductive currencies.

         Then along came a novel cultural invention that changed everything—reliable hormonal birth control pills, which received FDA approval in 1960. Within a few years, millions of women were taking the pill. In the United States, 98 percent of sexually active women have taken a hormonal contraceptive at some point in their lives, and 62 percent of reproductive-age women are currently on the pill. Comparable figures in Nordic countries such as Denmark, Sweden, and Finland hover in the low 40 percent range. The pill’s invention and spread had many consequences for human sexuality. It liberated women from unwanted and untimely pregnancies, for example. But how did it influence male sexual jealousy?

         Consider this thought experiment. You are interviewing a newlywed man in a study about his sexual attitudes. You explain to him that although sexual jealousy evolved partly to solve the problem of paternity uncertainty, his blushing bride is taking highly effective birth control pills. Moreover, in the unlikely event that she gets pregnant (less than 2 percent chance if used as directed) you can conduct a DNA test to be 100 percent sure the child is your own. Therefore, the main adaptive rationale for the existence of sexual jealousy is entirely absent. Paternity uncertainty is an ancient adaptive problem that is no longer relevant. After you explain this, you ask the man: “Would you be okay with another man having sex with your wife this evening, now that you know that there’s no need for sexual jealousy, as long as there is a guarantee that she won’t leave you?”

         Would most men be okay with other men having passionate sexual intercourse with their beautiful brides or trying out different sexual positions with them? If this thought experiment doesn’t convince you of the answer, our empirical studies might. When we brought men into the physiological lab and asked them to imagine their pill-taking wives or girlfriends having sex with other men, their physiological distress levels spiked—heart rate, sweating, and corrugator contraction (frowning) went through the roof. When we watched the experiment unfold through the one-way mirror, we observed some men starting to vibrate. Their faces reddened. Metaphorical steam came out of their ears.

         This example illustrates a few key points. First, cultural inventions such as the birth control pill fundamentally change the ground rules within which human sexuality gets expressed—they alter the cost-benefit calculus of sexual behavior, in this case severing the link between sexual intercourse and conception. Second, some components of our sexual psychology, exquisitely adaptive in the past, may no longer be adaptive in modern cultural contexts. Third, some aspects of our sexual psychology continue to get expressed despite the modern absence of the evolutionary pressures responsible for their origins.

         Importantly, culture continues to evolve and does so rapidly. We invent cultural products that activate and satisfy our evolved sexual psychology whether or not the adaptations that comprise that psychology are relevant to solving modern adaptive challenges.

         We tend to think of cultural inventions as more or less unmitigated blessings, and many are. Dishwashers save time wasted on washing. Food-delivery services save time on shopping. Video-streaming services provide immediate access to an array of exciting movies and shows. Modern medicine extends our lives. But just as there are genetic coevolutionary arms races, so too are there cultural arms races.

         Conflict between the sexes gets played out on a cultural battlefield. As users of internet dating sites develop better and more effective profiles to generate more hits, consumers become more sophisticated about sifting through the profiles. Scientific studies themselves accelerate cultural arms races. They inform users about the precise angles of selfie photos to post, clear-cut facial expressions to display, and the specific leisure activities to list. As deception on dating profiles becomes more effective, so too does detection of deception. Like predator-prey arms races, cultural arms races evolve. And like standard evolutionary arms races, cultural arms races over sexual conflict can be persistent, maladaptive, and costly to all players.

         Cultural inventions can entirely outmaneuver or undermine traditionally evolved adaptations. The date-rape drug Rohypnol is a prime example. As we will discover in Chapter 8, women have evolved an impressive array of defenses to prevent becoming victims of sexual assault. When Rohypnol is secretly slipped into a woman’s drink at a bar, it combines with alcohol to disarm her defenses. It produces partial amnesia. It clouds her memory. It renders her unable to clearly recall the sexual assault, her assailant, or even the events immediately preceding and following the assault. Cultural products do not always disarm evolved defenses this dramatically, but many have the capacity to hijack our evolved psychology in profoundly maladaptive ways.

         In this book we will explore how the explosion of novel cultural products—such as pornography, internet dating, and virtual-reality sex—can exacerbate some types of sexual conflict.

         The Levers of Power: What Determines Who Wins?

         An evolutionary perspective provides a cogent definition of power when it comes to sexual conflict—the degree to which each interacting woman and man exerts influence over a contested resource. When the contest is over the woman’s body, what are the key determinants of power? One is the power of proximity.7 In cultures such as the Yanomamo of Brazil, men must roam widely in search of large game and so cannot maintain close proximity to their mates; consequently, women have greater influence to make sexual decisions according to their own interests. At the other extreme, some men insist on knowing where their partner is at all times or even refuse to let their partner leave the house unaccompanied to get groceries. Men who maintain maximal proximity are able to exert maximal power.

         A second lever of power is size and strength. Most men are larger and stronger than most women, a sex difference especially pronounced in upper-body strength. Whereas men’s leg muscle mass exceeds that of women’s by 50 percent, men have 75 percent more arm muscle mass and exceed women by 90 percent in total upper-body strength.8 Not all men use their greater size and strength to influence women in sexual conflicts. But the threat of their use, or even the potential for their use, is a source of power for exerting control over women’s bodies in sexual conflicts ranging from mate guarding in marriage to sexual assault by a stranger.

         A third lever is the power of numbers. In small-group warfare typical of our evolutionary past, the coalition with the largest number almost invariably wins. A war party of ten, no matter how skilled, cannot overpower an opposing coalition of fifty. In sexual conflicts, women with many allies—female friends, male friends, brothers, uncles, and so on—have more power than women with few or no allies. This lever of power explains why the practice of exogamy, present in two-thirds of cultures, in which a woman marries out and migrates to live with her husband and his clan, puts women at a power disadvantage. Women have more sexual power in endogamous cultures, the 34 percent in which they remain with their own kin. Having multiple allies gives women multiple weapons of defense. If a brother is not around on any given day, an uncle, a male friend, a sister, or a female friend can provide backup.

         A fourth lever of power is linked to the first principle of mating—choice. Mating markets with many interested partners afford more choice than markets that are sparsely populated. The power of choice extends to existing mateships. Our research discovered that most women cultivate backup mates, ranging in number from one to five, who function as “mate insurance.” Women with their own economic resources have greater power to leave bad relationships or trade up to better ones. Women with small children who are economically dependent on their husbands have less choice. This is undoubtedly one reason why divorce rates are twice as high when the woman’s income exceeds the man’s rather than vice versa.

         This book explores how these and other levers of power play out in sexual conflicts on the mating market, within mateships, and in the aftermath of breakups.

         The Dark Triad

         Sexual conflict theory with sexually antagonistic arms races can take us only so far in understanding the war of the sexes. We must explain individual differences—why only some men and some women are especially prone to inflict costs on members of the other sex.

         Some scholars argue that all men are potential sexual predators, but science does not bear out this dismal premise. Most men do not “corner” women by the copy machine, surreptitiously “ass-grab” when the opportunity arises, brag about sexual assault as part of “locker-room talk,” or show up to business meetings in bathrobes. Many men would not dream of harming women in these ways, or risk compromising their reputations, their futures, or their moral standards with inappropriate sexual advances, even if they experience sexual attraction and could get away with it. But some men do, and the qualities of this subset of serial harassers and assailants deserve special focus.

         Research has hit upon an important discovery: serial harassers score high on the Dark Triad of personality traits—narcissism, Machiavellianism, and psychopathy. A hallmark of narcissism is a strong sense of personal entitlement, and this extends to the sexual sphere. Machiavellianism is marked by a social strategy of manipulation and exploitation. High Machs, as they are called, view other humans as mere tools to be used for instrumental aims and discarded. High scorers on psychopathy are deficient in empathy and indifferent to others’ suffering, although they often convey a superficial veneer of charm that fools some women. All three elements of the Dark Triad coalesce to create a strategy of social exploitation, of which sexual exploitation is a key component.

         Can women be sexual predators? Our research on the Dark Triad suggests yes, but in somewhat different ways. Women who score high in Dark Triad traits are more likely to engage in mate poaching, luring men away from existing relationships for sexual encounters. High-scoring women are also more likely to use sex as a tactic for getting ahead in the workplace.

         These findings reinforce the fact that bare-bones sexual conflict theory, although correct in positing different sexual optima for women and men, does not afford enough explanatory power when considered alone. Strategic individual differences captured by the Dark Triad and other traits are required to explain within-sex variation in sexually exploitative tactics.

         The next three chapters reveal how the Dark Triad traits combine with the basics of men’s and women’s sexually antagonistic psychology and play out in each of the three temporal contexts of mating—on the mating market, after a mateship has formed, and in the aftermath of a breakup.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 2

            The Mating Market

            
               Each of us is descended from innumerable generations of men who lied, cheated, charmed, bullied, or killed their way to sexual intercourse, and from innumerable generations of women who charmed, seduced, lied, or manipulated their way to extracting economic privileges in return for access to their bodies.

               —Paul Seabright, The War of the Sexes

            

         

         CONFLICT ON THE MATING MARKET starts when a woman and a man pursue fundamentally different mating strategies. When a strategy pursued by one interferes with the successful implementation of the strategy pursued by the other, it produces strategic interference. If a woman is seeking a brief fling and the man she meets at a bar is looking for a wife for life, the strategies are inherently in conflict. Their desires cannot be simultaneously satisfied. One is bound to be disappointed.

         Strategic interference on the mating market takes many forms. It can occur over differences in perceived mate value, as when a man is attracted to a woman he perceives as an 8 (on a scale of 1 to 10), but she believes he’s not good enough for her. It can occur on a date when one individual pushes for sex sooner or with less emotional connection than the other requires. It can occur when a woman walks down the street and is subjected to unwanted sexual attention such as lewd leering or catcalls. Men who harass women interfere with a cardinal component of their sexual psychology—female choice. And it can occur in any circumstance in which men try to bypass a woman’s freedom to exercise selectivity, be it sexual harassment in the workplace or sexual assault from a stranger.

         A key cause of sexual conflict on the mating market is one of the largest psychological sex differences ever documented—the desire for sexual variety.

         The Desire for Sexual Variety

         How many sex partners would you ideally like to have over the month? Or the next ten years? A massive study by Professor David Schmitt of 16,288 individuals residing in fifty-two nations, located on six continents and thirteen islands, from Argentina to Zimbabwe, furnished the answer.1 Men said they wanted 1.87 sex partners over the next month; women expressed a preference for only 0.78, a bit less than a full sex partner. Over the next decade, men said they wanted six sex partners on average; women ramped up to two. Schmitt also found some individual and cultural variation. Monogamously minded men wanted only one partner, both over the next month and over their entire lifetimes. At the other end, some men desired hundreds of sex partners, with a few reporting a desire for more than a thousand. In Middle Eastern countries such as Lebanon and Turkey, men wanted a tad more than 2.5 sex partners over the next month, whereas in Oceanian countries such as Australia and New Zealand, men wanted only 1.77 sex partners over the next month. The corresponding numbers for women were 0.88 and 0.82. The magnitude of the sex differences in desire for sexual variety was huge by social science standards, more than twice the effect size of most psychological phenomena.

         Perhaps averages can be misleading, so let’s consider different statistics. What about the percentage of men and women who wanted more than one sex partner over the next month? Here, the sex differences proved even more striking. In South America, 35 percent of the men, but only 6 percent of the women, wanted more than one sex partner over the next lunar cycle. Even in cultures such as Japan, where levels of sex drive appear to be unusually low, six times as many men (18 percent) as women (2.6 percent) wanted more than one sex partner. The sex differences proved to be culturally universal without a single exception. Biological sex trumped even sexual orientation in desire for sexual variety. Across the entire sample, gay men were fairly similar to heterosexual men in their desire—29.1 percent and 25.4 percent, respectively, wanted more than one sex partner over the next month. For lesbian and heterosexual women, the numbers were still fairly small—only 5.5 percent and 4.4 percent, respectively.

         On top of these striking empirical findings, a mountain of evidence reveals that the sex difference in desire for sexual variety occurs in real-life contexts as well. It shows up in many forms of sexual behavior. Prostitution, for example, is overwhelmingly a male consumer industry—roughly 99 percent of customers are men.

         Another behavioral marker of the desire for sexual variety is seeking sex outside one’s primary and presumptively monogamous mateship. The famous sexologist Alfred Kinsey found that twice as many men as women had experienced at least one sexual infidelity while married—50 percent versus 26 percent.2 Although women have started to close the gap in recent years, all studies show a sex difference in infidelity rates of at least 10 percent, and most show a larger gap than that. Moreover, men who cheat do so with a larger number of sex partners. Men seeking sex on the side apparently are serial philanderers. Women are choosier even in this domain, typically having a single affair. And of those women, 70 percent cite love or emotional connection as the key reason for the affair, a finding that points less to women’s desire for sexual variety and more to the mate-switching function of infidelity—a topic we take up in Chapter 3. Men’s affairs are more motivated by sex with someone new.

         Additional behavioral data come from analyses of online dating sites. One study placed fourteen fake male and female profiles on Tinder and studied responses to them.3 An astonishing 8,248 men liked the female profiles, compared with a meager 532 women who liked the male profiles. Part of this gender difference can be explained by the fact that more men than women sign up for Tinder accounts. But although men who do sign up swipe right on hundreds of Tinder female profiles, fewer than 1 percent of women reciprocate that liking. It has been reported that roughly 30 percent of men on Tinder are actually married, suggesting that they are looking for casual sex on the side, although a representative from Tinder denies this high figure.4

         Another window into sex differences came about when the dating website Ashley Madison was hacked. This Canadian-based website overtly advertises for people in committed relationships who want sex on the side. Their slogan is “Life is short. Have an affair.” A group of hackers apparently was upset not so much by a site that facilitated discreet cheating, but rather by the site’s failure to follow through on its promise to delete personal information after users requested it. The hackers threatened to reveal the names of people who actually used the site unless it was shut down entirely. Ashley Madison refused. The hackers followed through on their threat. Dozens of high-profile married men were outed. The married man Josh Duggar, former head of a conservative Christian lobbying group that focused on family values, was revealed to have two different accounts on Ashley Madison and had payed roughly $1,000 in fees to use those accounts. More astonishing was the discovery that 99 percent of the female profiles turned out to be fake, created by Ashley Madison to give the illusion that an abundance of attractive married women used the site. In reality, although there were 20 million men actively using the cheating site, only 1,492 women, less than 1 percent of the total user base, actively used the site.

         Another example of the sex-discrepant desire for sexual variety comes from a study done in Florida. Consider this. How would you respond to a total stranger of the opposite sex who approached you on the street and asked, “Hi, I’ve been noticing you around town; I find you very attractive; would you go to bed with me tonight?” If you are like 75 percent of the men approached in this study, you would say “Yes!” If you are like 100 percent of the women approached, you would say “No way!”5 Men were flattered. Of those who declined, some requested a phone number and a rain check or cited a girlfriend or fiancée in town to beg off. Women, in contrast, were taken aback. Most women need a bit more time, information, and emotional involvement before consenting to sex with a stranger. The results of this 1989 study have been disputed by some, but they have now been replicated in Austria, Denmark, and the Netherlands. If the stranger is quite attractive, a few women will consent, but the sex difference remains large.6 Studies of consenting to sex with strangers converge with studies of men’s expressed desires, their seeking sex on the side, their patronage of prostitutes, and their online dating behavior in showcasing one of the largest sex differences yet discovered.

         The psychological and behavioral evidence, in short, all points to the same conclusion: that men and women differ profoundly in their desire for sexual variety. Individuals differ, of course, in the strength of this desire—the distributions overlap, and some women exceed some men, just as they do in weight or height. Individuals also differ in whether this desire is expressed in actual mating behavior, such as casual sex, affairs, or patronizing prostitutes. Many men choose not to act on their desires. Some lead lives of quiet desperation. They suffer longings unfulfilled due to moral, religious, or reputational considerations, or simply because they lack opportunity. “A man is only as faithful as his options,” according to comedian Chris Rock.7

         Rock’s observation is surely an exaggeration. The movie star Paul Newman was widely regarded as the most attractive man in the world during his acting peak in the 1960s and 1970s. Women threw themselves at him, creating an abundance of sexual opportunities few men ever experience. When asked by a reporter why he never strayed and maintained total fidelity to his wife, actress Joanne Woodward, he replied with a metaphor: “Why eat hamburger out when you have steak at home?” This comment elevated his sexual attractiveness even more and drew a larger avalanche of female attention, but there is no evidence that he ever succumbed to temptation.

         Whether the desire lies dormant or alternatively bursts into libidinous expression, it’s a key cause of conflict, both internal and external. President Jimmy Carter, a deeply religious Southern Baptist at the time, confessed in an interview: “I’ve looked on a lot of women with lust. I’ve committed adultery in my heart many times.” As far as we know, though, he never acted on that yearning and remained totally faithful to his wife, Rosalynn Carter. He felt guilty about his feelings, though, since he took the biblical injunction from Matthew 5:28 seriously: “But I tell you that anyone who looks at a woman lustfully has already committed adultery with her in his heart.”

         In short, the large and profound sex difference in the desire for sexual variety is not something that merely rattles around in men’s heads. Many men are burdened by lust for a variety of different women, constant cravings that cannot ever be fully satisfied. Sexual desire sometimes bursts forth into action. It explains why a handsome movie star such as Hugh Grant would engage in sexual activity with a prostitute, despite having Elizabeth Hurley, a gorgeous model and actress, as his then steady girlfriend. It explains why then governor of California Arnold Schwarzenegger would sleep with his housekeeper despite having the attractive TV host and author Maria Shriver as his wife. It explains why the actor Charlie Sheen spent many thousands of dollars visiting high-end prostitutes, despite his ability to attract beautiful girlfriends. It explains the rage of the incels, whose sexual desires remain forever unfulfilled as they watch women they want from the sidelines of the mating market.

         Attractiveness Discrepancies in the Sexual Marketplace

         Americans strongly believe in equality. It was enshrined by the founding fathers in the Declaration of Independence: “We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that among these are Life, Liberty, and the pursuit of Happiness.” Modern sensibilities, of course, would correctly include women and would read “all people are created equal.” There exist two distinct meanings of this key phrase, and confusion between the two has caused much mischief. The first is that all people have equal rights, a principle that has expanded legally to include people of all religions, races, colors, creeds, sexual orientations, genders, gender identities, ages, disabilities, and so on. The second is that all people are created equal in talent. They are not. It seems supremely undemocratic, and mentioning it risks being accused of being morally repugnant, but the fact is that people differ profoundly in how desirable or valued they are on the mating market.

         Differences in desirability create havoc in at least two fundamental ways. The first centers around misperceptions. A man who is a 6 but thinks he’s an 8 will be utterly irritated when the woman who’s an 8 whom he’s trying to chat up rejects his advances. Although women and men both can err in their self-perceived mate value, research shows that men are more likely than women to be overconfident in a variety of domains. Men experience higher self-esteem than women—a sex difference that emerges at puberty. Men have higher estimates than do women of their own physical attractiveness, for example, a sex difference robustly documented in studies conducted since the 1980s.8 Consequently, men are more likely than women to err in overestimating their desirability on the mating market.

         A second way in which desirability discrepancies create mating conflict centers not on men’s misperceptions but rather on the hard, cruel fact mentioned earlier—men view many women as “above threshold” in attractiveness, but women tend to be attracted primarily to men in the top twentieth percentile. This gives women the upper hand in the sexual marketplace. Sex differences in desirability inevitably leave many men burdened by sexual desires that they can never consummate. To modify a classic cliché, “Hell hath no fury like a man scorned.”

         A third conflict produced by desirability discrepancies is more subtle. It combines several ingredients. To men’s greater desire for sexual variety and women’s attraction to men in the top 20 percent we must add the fact that men are willing to lower their standards for casual sexual encounters when the investments, risks, and costs are low. Whereas men require women to be in the sixty-fifth percentile in intelligence for a marriage partner, for example, they drop it to the fortieth percentile or lower for a casual sex partner.9 So a man who is an 8 in mate value is perfectly willing to go to bed with a woman who is a 6 if doing so requires minimum investment. Men are willing to date down when it comes to sex.

         Now we add a problematic element to the mix—women (and men) try to secure long-term mates at the upper end of their mate-value range, the most desirable that they can aspire to successfully attract. One study of online dating found that both sexes pursue partners who are an astonishing 25 percent more desirable than they are.10 Hope apparently springs eternal. A woman in this situation, receiving attention from the higher-mate-value man, typically believes that he is within her mate-value range as a long-term partner, although unknown to her he simply might be seeking casual sex.

         One colleague captured the conflict that can ensue by expressing frustration after several years of unhappy dating: “Why am I being pestered by guys I don’t care about, but the men I’m genuinely attracted to seem to show little interest in me?” I told her that she is an 8 chasing after 10s but being pursued by 6s. It dawned on her that pursuing men just outside of her mate-value range was the source of her misery. Why would it take my intelligent friend so long to come to this realization? Her belief was encouraged by high-mate-value men who gave her cues to long-term mating interest—acting helpful, taking her to nice restaurants, displaying interest in her personal life, finding common interests that they shared. Men interested in casual sex commonly provide misleading long-term cues because they work. Total transparency by a man in his short-term sexual intentions typically fails if the woman is looking for love rather than a casual fling, which brings us to conflicts arising from sexual deception.

         Sexual Treachery

         “Men are one long breeding experiment run by women,” according to some evolutionary anthropologists.11 Men have evolved to be fiercely motivated to acquire the resources and status women desire in a mate and to embody the qualities women want, such as kindness, dependability, and physical fitness. But some men try to fake them. Men’s magazines such as Maxim routinely publish articles such as “Fake Your Way into Her Bed” that provide explicit tips on how to deceive women. Women’s magazines such as Glamour publish articles such as “Should the Law Punish Lovers Who Lie?” which reported that 64 percent of women in their survey had been persuaded to have sex with someone based on lies that they subsequently discovered.

         Internet dating offers opportunities for men to deceive women about their mating qualifications in evolutionarily unprecedented ways. Ancestral women could accurately assess a man’s ability to provide resources as well as his reliability in providing them—they could directly track his record of hunting success and compare it with that of other men in the group. With internet dating, where women must rely on information men put on their profiles, there is no guarantee that these cues are reliable. When a man posts a selfie leaning up against an expensive sports car, does he truly own it?

         When I flew out to Los Angeles to give a speech to a group of business entrepreneurs about mating and marketing, my host picked me up at the airport in his newly acquired bright red Lamborghini—a car that cost roughly $250,000. The minute he pulled to the curb, half a dozen baggage handlers converged on the car and started to take selfies posed next to it. My host truly did own the car (to the best of my knowledge), but the baggage handlers obviously did not. I do not know how many of their selfies showed up on their Tinder profiles or Facebook pages, but empirical studies of internet dating sites reveal that men deceive in precisely these ways—posing next to expensive cars they don’t own. Men post other deceptive cues—Rolex watches, expensive houses with great views and swimming pools, and so on. They also convince attractive women to pose with them, exploiting the mate-choice copying effect, whereby women judge men as more desirable when accompanied by women, especially if those women are attractive.12 Men also exaggerate their income by about 20 percent on average. Women typically like tall men, so some men exaggerate their height, rounding up by about two inches.13

         Deception about appearance is common in internet dating. Here is one woman’s description: “I met up with a guy who ended up sending me pics that were (as I learned) 2 years old. In that time he managed to gain 200 pounds. I suffered through a meal with him and because it was a 2-year dry spell I broke down and slept with him out of morbid curiosity and desperation. Both were quickly replaced with disgust and anger at myself. Also—I never thought I would have to FAKE pleasure during sex. The guy almost had no cock. All I got was a bruise across my thigh from being SLAMMED into the foot board of a bed for 10 minutes.”14

         Even more than resources, height, and appearance, men deceive about their mating strategy. Although some women pursue a strategy of short-term mating, most women are looking for a committed partner. Some men pretend that they are looking for love also, even when they are not. They present profiles with cues to long-term mating, saying that they are “not into games” or “looking for the one” or asking for “sincere replies only.”

         An entirely new vocabulary has sprung up to describe the struggles that ensue. Roughly 80 percent of millennials report being victims of ghosting—the sudden ceasing of communication from someone who had previously expressed romantic interest. Although anyone can become a victim of ghosting, when women are ghosted after a sexual encounter, it can reveal a bait-and-switch strategy, using the lure of long-term interest for short-term sexual gain. Men also self-deceive in order to carry out the deception more successfully. Deceivers who truly believe their own lies make more effective liars.15

         Men looking for sex are also vulnerable to a host of deceptions in internet dating. Some fall victim to catfishing, a ruse in which a man is lured by a scammer who creates a false online identity complete with a presumed selfie of an attractive bikini-clad woman who seems genuinely interested in him. Catfishers who lure men can be women, or men posing as women, but the goal is typically to defraud the victim, gain access to bank accounts or credit card numbers, or steal his identity for illegal financial gain. Men’s sexual psychology, in short, can be hijacked for fraud. Women, too, can be victims of catfishing, although the lure is more likely to be long-term romance rather than sex, and female victims also risk getting fleeced of money. Victims of catfishing often are too embarrassed to go to the police or to reveal to their spouse or friends that they have been scammed, enabling this form of fraud to flourish.

         Neither sex has a monopoly on deception. One study found that an astonishing 81 percent of online dating profiles contained at least one lie about a verifiable characteristic such as age, height, or weight.16 Just as men are more likely to lie about their height, women are more likely to lie about their weight—shaving off roughly fifteen pounds from their actual weight. Both sexes post photos that are less than 100 percent accurate. Older online daters post photos of their younger selves, sometimes by as many as fifteen years. Sometimes a man discovers that the slender young woman he thought he was going to meet turns out to be plump and middle-aged. Women who say they are looking for “light and casual” sometimes infiltrate the man’s mating mind until he wakes up one day in a long-term committed mateship and realizes that he can’t live without her—a female version of bait and switch.
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