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Foreword


Misha Ketchell


Managing Editor, The Conversation


Watching the news in 2016 there was nothing quite so striking as the global emergence of a post-fact political discourse. It was very much in the air with the media dominance of Donald Trump, the US presidential candidate who believes climate change is a hoax and vaccines cause autism. Australia wasn’t immune either. Pauline Hanson claimed we’re in danger of being swamped by Muslims, currently just 2.2% of the population. Her One Nation colleague, Malcolm Roberts, seriously thinks a ‘tight-knit cabal’ of ‘major banking families in the world’ is advancing corrupted climate science with the aim of global domination.


The disconcerting progress of this new unreality was summed up before the UK’s Brexit vote by Michael Gove: ‘people in this country have had enough of experts’.


Clearly something has gone terribly wrong. According to philosopher Patrick Stokes, in a terrific article that concludes this collection, hostility to experts has ‘become a corrosive feature of modern political society’. But Stokes doesn’t see the answer in merely debating crackpot theories with a barrage of facts and evidence. He sees the need for a far more fundamental project to rebuild trust between the public and the experts we rely on to make sense of an increasingly complex world.


This is what The Conversation exists to do. We believe that facts matter and that evidence and understanding are crucial to meaningful public discussion. But for people to trust experts on important issues, they have to have access to their ideas, and those ideas needs to be expressed in plain and understandable language.


The Conversation combines academics with professional journalists to translate new research and help make sense of complex issues. The ultimate aim is to inform debate and rebuild trust between experts and the public.


This yearbook is a small sample of The Conversation’s daily output, some 50 articles chosen from more than 5,000 that will be published this year alone. While the pieces published here have been presented in broad themes, the topics they cover are disparate, ranging from Michelle Grattan’s scrupulous assessment of Malcolm Turnbull’s first year as prime minister to Amy Reichelt and Clare Collins’ weighing of the evidence as to whether eating chocolate really improves your brain function.


What distinguishes the articles in this collection is exemplary academic writing directed at a curious general reader. No matter what the topic, each piece exists to serve the broader public interest by injecting facts and evidence into public discourse.


I’d like to thank the editor of this yearbook, John Watson, for his careful and diligent work curating this collection, as well as Todd Shilton, Debbie Dickinson and the editors at The Conversation. I hope you’ll enjoy reading The Conversation Yearbook 2016 as much as I did playing my own small part in its creation.




CHAPTER ONE


All too human





How do we choose a partner?


Brendan Zietsch


Research Fellow, University of Queensland


We know a lot about why people choose different brands of dishwashing detergent, because companies spend billions of dollars investigating who buys what. But when it comes to the processes behind perhaps our most significant life choice—choosing a romantic partner—science knows surprisingly little.


One reason partner choice is hard to understand is because it’s a two-way street. A person can choose any dishwashing detergent they like, because the detergent has no choice in the matter, but choosing a partner doesn’t work that way. We need to understand not only what kind of people peron A prefers, but also what kind of people prefer person A, how those two groups overlap, the influence of other competitors trying to elbow in on person A’s turf, and so on. It’s all very complex.


So let’s start simple(ish). Accordingly, I’ll focus on Western heterosexuals, on whom most of the research has been done.


What everyone wants


There’s nothing that everyone wants in a partner—everyone has their own idiosyncratic preferences—but there are characteristics most men or women find attractive.


As depressing as it is, a big part of romance and attraction is physical. It’s not just that everyone’s a unique snowflake destined to find their special complementary snowflake. Different people tend to agree a fair bit about who is more and less physically attractive, which sadly means there are haves and have-nots in the looks lottery.


Body-wise, women tend to prefer taller men with a high shoulder-to-hip ratio (V-shape) and who are muscular (but not too muscular).


Men’s preferences, on the other hand, are dominated by a strong predilection for slimness (though not ultra-thinness). Much has been made of men’s apparent attraction to low waist-to-hip ratios (hourglass figures), but more recent research suggests it is just a byproduct of slim women tending to have low waist-to-hip ratios.


Public dismay about society’s heavy emphasis on beauty tends to focus on body image issues, but research suggests a person’s face is even more important to overall attractiveness. This might sound nice, but isn’t really when you consider it’s harder to change a face than a body.


Both men and women tend to prefer geometrically average faces (that is, faces close to the shape of the average face for their gender, as opposed to distinctive faces).


People also tend to prefer left-right symmetrical faces, but this aspect of beauty is often oversold. Symmetry has only a tiny impact on facial attractiveness, accounting for only around 1% of the total variation. So don’t worry too much about your wonky nostril or huge left eye or whatever.


Men also prefer feminine female faces. This typically means, for example, big eyes and a small chin—think Miranda Kerr.


Strangely, women don’t tend to prefer masculine male faces: on average they show no strong preference either way. If anything, they prefer more feminine male faces, thus your Biebers and your Depps being international sex symbols.


It’s not all about looks, of course. Both men and women say they’d prefer a kind and intelligent partner. And both sexes like a good sense of humour. But there’s a catch: women want a man who is funny, while men prefer a woman who finds them funny.


Individual preferences


There is plenty of individuality in preferences as well, some of which is based on the extent to which we value different traits in a partner. Few women prefer narrow shoulders on a man, but plenty don’t place much importance on shoulder width. Instead they see nice eyes, brains or jokes as more important.


So what causes individuals to differ in the traits they value more and less?


My colleagues and I studied thousands of genetically identical and non-identical twins who ranked 13 traits (such as physical attractiveness, kindness, intelligence) in terms of their importance in a partner.


We found that the genetically identical twin pairs had more similar rankings than genetically non-identical twins. This implies that genes influence people’s preference rankings.


We’ve shown a similar thing with specific physical preferences, too, such as whether you prefer beard or clean-shaven, tall or short, long hair or short hair, or whether you tend to prefer digitally masculinised or feminised facial photos. All these preferences are more similar in genetically identical twin pairs than in non-identical twin pairs, again implying genetic influence on our individual preferences.


Actual partner choices


So how do these genetically influenced preferences translate into who actually partners with whom?


Since identical twins have similar partner preferences, we’d expect them to have similar partners as well, right? Well, they don’t—at least not in any meaningful way that my colleagues and I could detect among thousands of twins and their partners.


This means there’s a lot of mismatched partners.


If this mismatch between genetically influenced preferences and actual partners emerged only in humans, we might wonder if modern society has somehow divorced our partner choices from our inherited preferences. However, the same pattern of results has been observed in species of birds that, like humans, form pair bonds.


So what’s the deal with the mismatch? Well, this is an open scientific question, but it probably boils down to the fact we can’t all get what we want. For one thing, most of us don’t meet enough people to find someone who fulfils all of our preferences. So right away we’re dealing with the best of the available, rather than a perfect match.


But what are the chances that the best of the available will be interested in us anyway, with our wonky nostril and obvious character flaws?


And then there are those other guys or gals with preferences similar to ours, trying to get in on this action as well, telling better jokes at Friday drinks and generally leaving us for dead.


So we settle for someone who doesn’t really match our preferences too well, but is basically alright, we suppose. Hopefully.


This must be part of the reason relationships are hard and often stressful. The consequences of mismatch between preferences and actual partners aren’t well studied in humans, but in finches, females paired with a non-preferred partner were found to have stress hormone levels three times higher than those paired with a preferred partner.


Judging by the amount of relationship dysfunction and breakdown in our society (estimated to cost A$14 billion per year in Australia), this phenomenon probably isn’t limited to birds.


So it would be great to see more studies about the process of partner selection, what causes partners to match or not, and the consequences of mismatch. There’s so much we don’t understand, and the immense complexity of the process makes the search for answers both intimidating and exciting. Much like the search for a partner, I guess.


Article first published May 27, 2016, as part of the Changing Families series.


Survival of the fittest: the changing shapes and sizes of Olympic athletes


Tim Olds


Professor of Health Sciences, University of South Australia


Darwinian ‘survival of the fittest’ means that the bodies of Olympic athletes are becoming more specialised, more differentiated—and much more extreme.


The gold medal shot-putter from the 1896 Games, American Robert Garrett, weighed 81 kilograms; the 2008 and 2012 champion, Poland’s Tomasz Majewski, weighed in at 142 kilograms.


Over a similar period, the weight of the 400-metre sprint champion barely changed. In 1912, American Charles Reidpath weighed 78 kilograms; 100 years later, Kirani James (Grenada) weighed 80 kilograms.


Like galaxies in our expanding universe, the body sizes and shapes of Olympians have been moving apart from each other at light speed and have become increasingly specialised and differentiated. A hundred years ago, the same person could have won both the shot put and the 400-metre dash. That’s unimaginable today.


Excluding swimmers who have also played water polo (which count as different sports, but require similar body shapes), 39 athletes have won medals in more than one sport at the Summer Games. Of these, 34 won their medals in the 60 years before 1956, leaving only five in the 60 years since.


In the early days of the Olympics, athletes won medals in exotic combinations of sports, such as athletics and tennis (Australian Teddy Flack in 1896), or shooting and weightlifting (Viggo Jensen, Denmark, 1896). These are akin to seeing Usain Bolt trying his hand at synchronised swimming, or Roger Federer on the Roman rings.


In some sports, athletes are just getting bigger and bigger. Filippo Bottino won gold for Italy in the open weightlifting at Antwerp in 1920, weighing 99 kilograms. In 2012, Iranian Behdad Salimi weighed 189 kilograms.


In other sports, body size and shape have barely changed. From 1896 to 2016, the average weight of elite marathoner runners has increased by just one kilogram—from 60 to 61 kilograms—and their height by only two centimetres—from 169 to 171 centimetres. It seems there is an ideal weight and height for this kind of athlete.


Divers, too, have hardly changed. Gymnasts have actually become smaller.


The search for size


Social, economic and technological factors are all driving this expanding universe of sporting bodies, this ‘search for size’. For one thing, there are just more people in the world, and therefore more extreme bodies.


In 1896, it’s likely there would have been just one young man in Australia taller than two metres. Today, there are probably more than 3,000. People have got taller—we’re about 12 centimetres taller on average than we were at the time of the 1896 Athens Olympics—and the population has increased seven-fold.


The pool of potential sportspeople has been expanding even faster as sport has become globalised. The 231-centimetre basketballer Manute Bol was an illiterate Sudanese herdsman who had once killed a lion with his spear.


Better transport and telecommunications, more aggressive recruitment policies and higher wages also help. Between 1945 and 1980, elite American footballers earned between five and ten times the median male wage—nice work if you could get it. By 2000, they were earning 30 times the median wage.


If you’re 231 centimetres tall, you won’t be wasting your time studying accountancy. Or killing lions, for that matter.


But even the lure of huge amounts of money (last year the number one rookie pick in the NBA had a starting salary of US$4.9 million) has its limits. The percentage of NBA players more than 213 centimetres (that’s 7 feet) tall had increased from about 1% in the 1940s and 1950s to about 10% in the 1990s. By 2002, 11% of all players were more than 7 feet tall.


But that percentage hasn’t increased for 20 years: the NBA has now recruited all the players in the world with exceptional height and at least some shred of basketball talent.


Artificial growth


At the same time, training and supplementation—nutritional and otherwise—have also changed Olympic bodies. In any suburban gym today, you’ll see bodies as muscular as the sprinters from the 1960 Rome Olympics shown in J.M. Tanner’s 1964 book, Physique of the Olympic Athlete.


Weight training, steroids and human growth hormone have clearly played a role. Between 1920 and 1979, the body mass index (BMI, weight in kilograms divided by height in metres squared) of American footballers increased at the rate of 0.3 units per decade.


In the years since, it has increased at more than five times that rate—1.6 units per decade. It’s inconceivable for these increases to have been achieved without steroids.


Where, then, will it all end? Extraordinary bodies are highly saleable commodities, and we’re unlikely to see the rapid demise of growth-modifying drugs or extreme training methods.


But the new frontiers of size may be genetic: there are already athlete sperm and egg banks, plans to use gene therapy to block the muscle growth inhibitor myostatin, and talk of cloning athletes. If that happens, the boundaries of the expanding universe of Olympic bodies will recede even further.


Article first published August 5, 2016.


The Battle of the Somme and the death of martial glory


Matthew Sharpe


Associate Professor in Philosophy, Deakin University


At exactly 7.30 in the morning 100 years ago today, thousands of British soldiers went ‘over the top’ towards enemy lines in the lowlands surrounding the French river Somme.


They didn’t run forwards up the slopes towards the German trenches when the whistles broke the morning silence. The generals had calculated that, with each man carrying more than 30 kilograms of pack and ammunition, they would be too tired to fight if they tried to run the several hundred metres across no-man’s land.


So the mostly untested volunteers walked forwards in even lines, wave after wave, towards the Maxim machineguns and the tangled barbed wire.


History records the result: few reached the other side. With more than 19,000 dead and nearly 40,000 more wounded, July 1, 1916, remains the single bloodiest day in Great Britain’s long martial history. Next to no ground was won.


It is largely as a result of this single, catastrophic day that, 100 years later, ‘the Somme’ remains a byword for senseless slaughter on an industrial scale.


A bitter lesson


Recent BBC documentaries, some fronted by decorated officers, have tried to emphasise the Somme campaign as a valuable learning experience. The generals learnt from the mistakes of that first day, we are told.


They learnt that shrapnel-casting shells don’t destroy barbed wire. They learnt the wisdom of ‘creeping barrages’: mechanically timed, advancing artillery fire that gives cover for moving troops. They learnt what the French had learnt at Verdun: when facing machinegun fire, erratic, short bursts of running from cover to cover is (unsurprisingly) more effective than sending young men forwards in even lines, protected only by their prayers.


The men themselves had learnt the hard way that British artillery fire couldn’t destroy the fortified German trenches, some with strongholds 30 feet (9 metres) underground. The British pounded the German front lines with artillery, day and night, for a full week before the July 1 attack, to little effect.


By the time the onset of winter in late November made further fighting impossible, about six miles (9.7 kilometres) had been won for King and Country from the Kaiser’s Huns. In retrospect, accordingly, the campaign can be viewed as the beginning of the end for the Kaiser’s Second Reich and the war that was to ‘end all wars’.


The cost was around a million men dead, roughly 500,000 from either side. This includes 23,000 ANZACS who fought with distinction near Poizières and Mouquet Farm—more than those who died in the entire Gallipoli campaign.


As autumn turned to winter, the churned-up, rain-soaked chalk of the Somme had made conditions for the soldiers so bad as to defy all possible description, in the words of one British correspondent.


More than 70,000 men still lie buried in that white chalk. Their bodies, weighed down with packs and guns, simply sank beneath the sodden earth.


The Great War and its repercussions


At Deakin, several of us have just finished editing a collection of essays on the legacy of the First World War on subsequent European philosophical and social thought. The papers explore how almost no intellectual or political movement was untouched by the trauma of the Great War.


German-born American political theorist Hannah Arendt reflected in the The Origins of Totalitarianism (1951):


The first explosion [in late July 1914] seems to have touched off a chain reaction in which we have been caught ever since and which nobody seems able to stop.


Frank Furedi’s important 2014 study, The First World War: Still No End in Sight, documents at copious length the crises of imperialism, rationality, authority, liberalism and democracy that followed the 1914–18 conflict, and which make so much of 20th-century thought such an unremittingly bleak affair.


After what occurred in places like the Somme, ideals like King and Country, liberty, equality, nobility, progress, perhaps even God, seemed empty to many. As the old empires collapsed, the much-touted civilised superiority of the white races was profoundly compromised for all but the most conservative, and ‘imperialism’ became a dirty word.


Philosophers as different as Wittgenstein and Heidegger proposed devastating criticisms of the previous Western tradition, which now seemed pregnant only with apocalypse, nonsense or tedium. Such intellectual visions of rebirth would find echoes in the political philosophies of Adolf Hitler and Joseph Stalin.


Even analytic philosophy’s determined hostility to ‘metaphysical’ and wider social questions reflects its predominantly English proponents’ desire to have done with the ‘Germanic’ obscurities that many educated Brits saw as vindicating hated Prussian militarism.


An author better versed in psychoanalytic lore than I am might venture to diagnose the intellectual reconfigurations that followed the Great War as so many civilisational pathologies, trying to encompass the trauma to European civilisation.


There was Oedipal rage nearly everywhere against fallen paternal ideals, especially among the young who had suffered the trenches. Melancholic elegies multiplied, particularly among German thinkers, condemning modern technology and urban civilisation as uncontrolled daemonic forces.


Others among the defeated, like former stormtrooper Ernst Jünger, tried to forge a kind of manic ‘socialism of war’ from the experiences of the frontline solders facing the storm of steel. A few, like the lovable butler Carson on Downton Abbey, tried hopelessly to deny that things had irreversibly changed.


All glib one-liners aside, the questions of what a fully adequate and sane response to such events could have looked like, and how they should be commemorated—even today—are much more difficult to answer.


Psychoanalysis itself was irrevocably transformed by the Great War. It was the war’s horrors that led Freud to upend much of his previous thinking, now postulating a ‘death drive’ that fatally attracts human beings to destruction, recalcitrant to all rational self-interest.


In the war of men and machines …


It’s not only the massacre of the opening day of the Somme that makes it a potent representation of the Great War as a whole and the civilisational break this new industrialised war represented.


As in the conflict as a whole, many more men were killed on the Somme by artillery fire, projected invisibly from miles behind the lines, than by even the Maxim machineguns that mowed down entire battalions.


On that opening day, in the minutes before the troops went over the top, the Allies detonated mines of unprecedented size, containing thousands of tonnes of high explosives, beneath the German line. One of these mines exploded with such force it could be heard in London, leaving the ‘Lochnager’ crater over 70,000 square feet (6,500 square metres) in size, displacing over 7.5 million cubic feet (160,185 million cubic metres) of earth.


At about the volume of six ocean liners, this crater is still the largest man-made impact hole on the planet. The Lochnager mine killed countless Germans who never even had the chance to see their enemy.


Air fighting, reconnaissance and aerial bombing were also coming to play an increasing role in modern warfare by mid-1916, above the Somme lines. It was this campaign that introduced the mechanised tank destined to replace the cavalry to which British General Douglas Haig remained sentimentally attached.


In the face of such destructive technologies, it cannot be remarked enough—although it often isn’t—that the traditional martial virtues of the Western nations were threatened with obsolescence.


Courage was one of the four cardinal virtues for the ancient Greeks and Romans: societies whose near-constant warring assigned this ‘manly virtue’ a distinctly military mien. (The Greek word andreia, like the Latin virtu means ‘manliness’.)


Achilles was the founding exemplar: a hero whose martial prowess, as Homer hymns it, seems to have made him worth many hundreds of the enemy, and his mood swings a vital factor in deciding the Trojan war.


Yet courage, as a virtue, was distinct from foolishness. Philosopher Michel de Montaigne, in an essay on this subject in the late 16th century, already noted the havoc the advent of gunpowder was starting to make of the older understandings of ‘constancy’.


In the face of a weapon capable of firing a cannon ball so fast it’s invisible, over many hundreds of yards, Montaigne notes, it’s fatuous to point to differences in people’s training and skills. When your number’s up, it’s up.


By July 1, 1916, technology had moved on a good deal since circa 1580. Faced with a 60-pound air-burst artillery shell fired by a howitzer from several miles away, Achilles is the equal of the rawest new recruit.


By the time the world arrived at Hiroshima, less than 30 years after the Battle of the Somme, the disconnect between advanced military technology and the old virtue of courage had become complete.


Taking courage after the Somme


What might courage, this traditionally martial and ‘manly’ virtue, mean in the later modern world? The technology of destruction transformed the nature of modern warfare. During both world wars the total mobilisation of women on the home front also showed the fairer sex’s capacity to work in jobs previously reserved for men, further changing traditional masculine roles.


Today advanced armies have reduced in size, investing in high-tech weaponry like remote-controlled drones, which increasingly blur the distinction between war and assassination.


Given the centrality of courage among the older understandings of the virtues and the good life, how can modern men live what are called ‘meaningful lives’ without the ability to ever meaningfully risk their lives and show their mettle?


It seems to me that there are very good answers to these questions. The aim of war, for all but the most militaristic philosophies, has always been to secure more favourable terms of peace. Peace is the necessary condition for almost all of the arts and goods people value, enjoy and admire.


And courage, defending what one values, depends on having such valued things in the first place. Otherwise manliness is just a kind of blind savagery, as a one-time Roman general-cum-philosopher long ago observed.


Nevertheless, a continuing, reactive attempt to reclaim older models of masculinity associated with risking life in war appears to me as one of the deep attractions of ‘radicalised’ philosophies. One thinks of militant Islamists, the increasingly vocal far-right movements in Europe, some of Trump’s machismo, and much more besides.


For such philosophies, to live peaceably and to want to live peaceably is to live inauthentically, or not truly live at all. In their lights the benefits of peace only feminise and enfeeble people; anything like the ‘moral clarity’ that once made life worth living (in those good old days) turns upon accepting, ‘like a man’, the grim reality of permanent conflict.


But a hundred years after 19,000 of Kitchener’s men fell so prodigally, in carnage that led some of the German machine-gunners themselves to despair, hasn’t the time come to realise, once and for all, the moral blindness and bankruptcy of such positions?


Freud might have found a powerful confirmation for his postwar supposition of a death drive in the uncanny paradox of men unable to see sense in peace and pining for mortal conflicts in order to give life some savour.


Truly commemorating July 1, 1916, seems to me to involve, first and last, reaffirming how that supposed way forward was long ago definitively closed—decimated with the fallen thousands on the Somme.


Article first published July 1, 2016.


Fear of death underlies most of our phobias


Lisa Iverach


Honorary Associate at Department of Psychology, Macquarie University, and Research Fellow, University of Sydney


Rachel Menzies


PhD Candidate, Clinical Psychology, University of Sydney


Ross Menzies


Associate Professor, University of Sydney


Awareness of our mortality is part of being human. As author and existential philosopher Irvin Yalom said, we are ‘forever shadowed by the knowledge that we will grow, blossom and, inevitably, diminish and die’.


There is growing research exploring the overwhelming anxiety that the inevitability of death, and our uncertainty about when it will occur, has the power to create. A social psychological theory, called terror management theory (TMT), is one way to understand how this anxiety influences our behaviour and sense of self.


Coping mechanisms


According to this theory, we manage our fear of death by creating a sense of permanence and meaning in life. We focus on personal achievements and accomplishments of loved ones; we take endless photos to create enduring memories; and we may attend church and believe in an afterlife.


These behaviours bolster our self-esteem and can help us feel empowered against death. For some, however, periods of stress or threats to their health, or that of loved ones, may result in ineffective and pathological coping mechanisms.


These people might focus their real fear of death on smaller and more manageable threats, such as spiders or germs. Such phobias may appear safer and more controllable than the ultimate fear of death.


This makes sense because when we look closely at the symptoms of several anxiety-related disorders, death themes feature prominently.


When children experience separation anxiety disorder, it is often connected to excessive fear of losing major attachment figures—such as parents or other family members—to harm or tragedy from car accidents, disasters or significant illness.
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