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INTRODUCTION





  WHAT’S YOUR FAVORITE COLOR (AND WHY DO YOU EVEN HAVE ONE)?




  

    

      And you say to me, friends, there is no disputing over tastes and tasting? But all of life is a dispute over taste and tasting!




      —Friedrich Nietzsche, Thus Spake Zarathustra


    


  




  




  “What’s your favorite color?”




  The question came, one morning on the walk to school, from my five-year-old daughter, lately obsessed with “favorites”—declaring hers, knowing mine.




  “Blue,” I said, feeling very much the Western male (the West loves blue, and men love it a bit more than women).




  A pause. “Why isn’t our car blue, then?”




  “Well, I like blue, but I don’t like it as much for cars.”




  She processes this. “My favorite color is red.” This marks a change. Last week it was pink. On the horizon, green seems to be entering the picture.




  “Is that why you wore red pants today?” I ask.




  She smiles. “Do you have any red pants?”




  “No,” I say. When I lived in Spain, I bought and wore a pair of red pants, because I had noticed Spanish men wearing them. Once I got to New York, where hardly any men wore red

  pants, they stayed in the drawer. What was mainstream in Madrid was, to my eyes anyway, quite fashion forward in America circa 1991. But I do not explain any of this to

  her.




  “You should get a pair of red pants.”




  “You think so?”




  Nods. “What’s your favorite number?”




  This stops me. “Hmmm, I’m not sure I have a favorite number.” Then I offer, “Maybe eight.” As I say it, I try to fathom why. Perhaps because as a young child I

  always thought it was the most fun to write?




  “Mine is six,” she says.




  “Why?”




  Furrows brow, shrugs. “I don’t know. I just like it.”




  Why do we like the things we like? In our brief conversation, my daughter and I had raised at least five important principles in the science of preferences. First, they tend

  be categorical: I like blue, just not for cars (and why ever not?). You may like orange juice, just not in cocktails. Second, they are usually contextual. The pants that charmed

  in Spain did not wear so well in New York. You have probably brought home some souvenir from your travels (espadrilles, a colorful blanket) that delighted in the place of its purchase but now sits

  in baleful exile in a closet. People buy fewer black cars when it gets hotter and pay more for houses with pools in the summertime. Third, they are often constructed. When asked for my

  favorite number, a digit swam into my head first, dragging in its wake possible explanations. Fourth, they are inherently comparative. Even before infants can talk, they seem more drawn to

  those who share their taste than those who do not. In one elegantly constructed (and no doubt fun to watch) study, infants first chose one of two foods. Then puppets were shown either

  “liking” or “disliking” those same foods. When the puppets were presented to the infants, the young research subjects tended to reach for the ones who “liked”

  the food they liked. Maddeningly, however, tastes are rarely congenital: However we may try to influence them, however much genetic material we share, children rarely match parental

  preferences in anything.




  My daughter and I ended the conversation with the most familiar fact of all about tastes and preferences: They can be devilishly hard to explain. Nearly three centuries ago, the philosopher

  Edmund Burke, in one of the first thoroughgoing essays on taste, complained that “this delicate and aerial faculty, which seems too volatile to endure even the chains of

  a definition, cannot be properly tried by any test, nor regulated by any standard.”




  People struggling to understand taste have sometimes suggested there is nothing to explain. As the Nobel Prize–winning economists George Stigler and Gary Becker controversially argued,

  “No significant behavior has been illuminated by assumptions of differences in taste.” Because any behavior—my daughter’s fondness for the number six—could simply be

  attributed to a private preference, preferences could seem to “explain everything and therefore nothing.” Arguing over tastes, Stigler and Becker suggested, would be like arguing over

  the Rocky Mountains: “Both are there, will be there next year, too, and are the same to all men.”




  But the Rocky Mountains are changing, as one economist noted, just not at a speed one can discern. As psychologists, increasingly aided by neuroscientists, have shown, in study after

  study, tastes change, often in the course of a single experiment: We like food more when a certain music is played; we like a certain music less when we learn some insalubrious fact about its

  composer.




  Our tastes seem endlessly “adaptive,” in the word favored by the influential Norwegian political theorist Jon Elster. Using the fable of sour grapes, in which the hapless fox, unable

  to reach a bunch of grapes he clearly desires, labels them “sour,” Elster noted that rather than simply move on to his next preferred choice—as “rational

  choice” theorists might have it—the fox retroactively “downgrades” the grapes. The grapes were not sour, nor did the fox lose his overall taste for grapes. Preferences,

  Elster argued, may also be “counter-adaptive”: Not being able to get the grapes, in a different situation, might have only increased the fox’s desire to have them. In both cases,

  the preference seems shaped by the constraints of the moment, and the question looms: What is the fox’s true preference for the grapes?




  Where economists tend to think that a choice “reveals” a preference, psychologists often suspect a choice creates the preference. Imagine the fox making a “free

  choice” between grapes and cherries and then reporting he likes more what he has chosen; is he choosing what he wants or wanting what he chooses? Both may be right, for trying to fathom taste

  itself is a slippery process. Already you may be wondering, are we talking about the sensory experience of taste? Or one’s taste in clothes? Or what society thinks is

  “good taste”? These are all subtly interrelated; the fox could have enjoyed the taste of the grapes, but he also could have liked the feeling of being the only animal able to enjoy the

  grapes.




  For now, think of taste as the things one likes (for whatever reason). But one still has to identify the tastes; note who holds those tastes; try to account for why they do; then try to explain

  why other people (who might be quite similar across other variables) do not; try to figure out why tastes change; what tastes are for; and so on. As the design writer Stephen Bayley

  surmised, hoisting the flag of surrender, “An academic history of taste is not so much difficult as impossible.” And yet, I think we can account for tastes. We can discern why and how

  we come to have tastes or what is going on when we express a preference for something out of a crowded field.




  What is your favorite number? If you are like most people, you answered, “Seven.” Seven—again, in the West—is the blue of numbers. The two

  were so often chosen together as favorites in a set of 1970s studies that psychologists began to talk of a “blue seven phenomenon,” almost as if they were linked in some way. Leaving

  aside color for a moment, why should seven be preferred?




  As with most preferences, the answer is a tangle of cultural learning, psychological biases, and internal qualities, influenced by the context of the choice. The simplest reason seven is a

  favorite is that it is culturally popular. It is the “lucky” number, probably because it is “the sacred number par excellence,” as one scholar described it, making

  noteworthy appearances “in the Bible and the Rabbinic literature.” Perhaps it is the way our ability to keep strings of things in working memory falls off at the “magical”

  seven (hence the digits in your phone number).




  Or maybe there is something about seven itself. When asked to name the first number between one and ten that pops into their heads, people most often say seven (followed by three). They may want

  to make the choice that feels most “random,” which seems, for obscure reasons of “mathiness,” to be seven. We can imagine the thought process: “One or ten? Too

  obvious. Five? That’s right in the middle. Two? Even numbers seem less random than odd ones, don’t they? Zero? Is that a number?” As a prime, seven seems less related to other

  numbers, thus more random: It stands alone; it came unaccompanied by patterns. But for all its power, when you change the context—think of a number between six and

  twenty-two—suddenly seven is no longer the top choice. And yet its influence lives on; seventeen now comes out on top.




  Each day, we are asked to decide, in many different ways, why we like one thing more than another. Why did you change the radio station when that song came on? Why did you “like”

  that Facebook post and not the other one? Why did you choose the lemonade over the Diet Coke? At one end, these choices are small and mundane ways we have of ordering our world, much as we

  “order” breakfast: “How would you like your eggs? White or whole wheat? Sausage or bacon?” As minor as those choices seem, you can surely appreciate the displeasure involved

  when they are gotten wrong. At the other end, these preferences might have morphed into broad, deep-seated tastes that help us define who we are: “I love country music.”

  “I adore the sound of the French language.” “I don’t like sci-fi films.”




  As for why my daughter was so obsessed with favorites, there is actually scant research on the topic. With a touch of alarm, I noted that in one of the rare mentions of a “favorite

  number” I could find in the scientific literature, it was associated with obsessive-compulsive disorders. Without a grand theory, it is not hard to envision “favorites” as easily

  understood, cheaply acquired tokens of identity, ways of asserting yourself in the world and understanding others, of showing you are both like and unlike other people. Tellingly, one of

  the first items of information my daughter gives me about a new friend, after noting the child’s birthday, is his or her favorite color.




  One might presume that we grow out of this ever-shifting whirlwind of preferences and become rational holders of stable tastes. But this is not always the case. For example, we often, as if by

  superstition, seem to have a predilection for things that have no intrinsic superiority over another thing.




  When you enter a public bathroom, for instance, do you have a preference for which stall to use? Assuming all are open, do you like to take one that is on the end of the row or in the middle?

  According to at least one study, conducted at a “public restroom at a California state beach” (and clearly reporting from the frontiers of social science), people preferred the middle

  stalls over the ends. The patrons were not queried, but one might imagine they had their reasons, just as with choosing a number. The first stall may seem too close to the

  door, while the stall on the end seems too far away. So the one in the middle is “just right.” Is it the best choice? It depends on the criteria (ironically, these most preferred stalls

  may be the least clean, according to one microbiologist who measured bacteria counts).




  To take another bathroom example, there is no strongly functional basis in a preference for the toilet paper being hung “over” or “under.” Has paper mounted in either

  fashion ever failed to adequately dispatch? As inconsequential as either preference may seem, the advice columnist Ann Landers famously reported that it generated the highest volume of letters of

  any issue—abortion, gun control—she had tackled.




  Perhaps the intimate nature of bathrooms brings out curiously strident convictions. But preferences can be so weak that they appear to be what psychologists call “unmotivated

  preferences,” or preferences that seem to emerge for no real reason. Unmotivated preferences are, as one study described them, “a bit of experimental debris that tidy psychological

  theories have yet to sweep up.” Perhaps we are employing some unseen, and barely expressed, rule in making such choices, a rule that helps us, in essence, choose without making a choice. Even

  then, the idea that most people settle on the same preference would hint that the most seemingly arbitrary choice might have some reasoning to it (and hence is not truly unmotivated).




  But where does that preference come from? A classic exercise in linguistics is to ask people which of a series of words (for example, “blick” or “bnick”) could

  most realistically be a word in English. You do not have to be a Scrabble champion to guess that “blick” is more likely, simply because there are English words that start with

  “bl” but none with “bn.” But what happens, asks the MIT linguist Adam Albright, when you ask people to pick the word they prefer out of a series of words that are

  all unlikely to be real English words—“bnick,” “bdick,” “bzick”? How and why does one prefer something when there seems to be little solid basis

  for a preference, and yet one must choose among alternatives (in what is called a “forced choice” exercise)? If people seem to prefer “bnick,” is it because it

  somehow seems most like other words in English (even if it is not)? Or is it because of some inherent “phonological bias”; that is, we like the way one “onset

  cluster”—what linguists term those first two consonants in the beginning of “bnick” or “bzick”—sounds more than the other when we say it? The answer seems

  to be in some ineffable combination of what we have learned and what we inherently favor. Because learning to like things usually happens beneath the level of conscious

  awareness, it can be hard to tell the two apart.




  Which brings us back to blue. Not long after my daughter made her pronouncement, I traveled to Berkeley to visit Stephen Palmer, a professor of psychology at the University of

  California who directs the Visual Perception and Aesthetics Lab, usually just called the Palmer Lab. Palmer and his colleagues have come up with one of the more compelling theories for why we like

  the colors we do.




  As we sat in his cluttered basement office, where his rendition of Van Gogh’s Starry Night brought some relief to the institutional environment, Palmer told me that his interest

  in aesthetics came out of his own amateur photography (he painted the Starry Night for an art class he took to further understand artistic practice). As with all art, it involves

  discovering a series of preferences: What do I want to photograph? What angle would make the best photograph? Where to position the subject? Aspiring photographers like Palmer are typically taught

  to employ the famous “rule of thirds,” placing the focal object of the work somewhere along the lines that divide the image, horizontally and vertically, into three parts. And yet, when

  he has asked subjects to rate their liking for photographs, or given them cameras and asked them to produce images that most pleased them, the overwhelming preference was to have images in the

  center of the composition.




  Which raises another question: Why are artists being trained to produce images that people do not seem to prefer? Why would artists’ preferences not match wider preferences? Palmer queried

  a range of art and music students (for a control, he added psychology students) on their “preference for harmony,” as he called it; they would listen to different composers, see

  different color combinations, look at circles placed at different spots in rectangles. The participants all more or less agreed on what was harmonious (Maurice Ravel more so than the atonally

  inclined Arnold Schoenberg). But when it came to the art and music students, what they liked began to diverge from what they thought was harmonious.




  Were they just being snobs? Does art training lower one’s interest in harmony, or do people with lower preferences for harmony become artists? Palmer is not sure. It

  could be that the more one studies art, the more one requires a “stronger” stimulus to maintain interest. “I think some of it is just sort of overexposure,” Palmer said.

  “I think you get bored with the same thing. You start out trying spatial compositions where the important stuff is in the middle of the frame, but it gets to be kind of boring. Moreover, the

  teachers reinforce novelty, and they actually tell you not to put things in the center of the frame.”




  Whether artist or layperson, we all have an aesthetic response. We cannot but help think—whether consciously or not—whether we like or dislike something. Days after being born,

  babies show a strong preference for looking at faces that are looking at them. So what would it be about blue, then, that would make so many people like it? Since the dawn of psychology, when the

  pioneering researcher Joseph Jastrow handed out color samples at the World’s Columbian Exposition in 1893, querying thousands of visitors, people have generally been putting blue on top.




  Does it just seem to hit some chromatic sweet spot? If we were born with this love of blue, however, one might expect most infants to prefer it. In one study, Palmer had infant subjects (at

  least those not dismissed for “general fussiness”) look at pairs of colored circles. “Looking time” is used as a general indicator of infant (and, less so, adult)

  preference: The longer you look, the more you like. Adult subjects were given the same test. While blue, predictably, was the color that adults were most likely to spend time looking at, the

  infants not only did not show a decided preference for blue but seemed to possess a particular liking for “dark yellow.” This happens to be one of the colors most typically

  disliked by adults (Palmer has his own scientific designation for this range of brownish yellows: “icky-poo colors”).




  What was going on? Palmer, and his colleague Karen Schloss, have an idea—called the ecological valence theory—that might explain both the adult and the infant preferences. The theory

  is that we like the colors of the things we most like. Their experimental procedure was elegantly simple. First, a group of subjects was asked to rate how much they liked thirty-two

  colors. Then another group was asked to name, in twenty seconds, as many things as they could that had that color. A final group was then asked to rate how much they liked these things. What they

  liked predicted, 80 percent of the time, what colors they liked. Blue, not surprisingly, came out on top, for think of what blue evokes: clear sky, clean water. Who does not

  like these things—indeed need them to survive? Might the predominance of blue shirts and khaki pants in men’s wardrobes have something to do with nature? “It happens at the

  beach,” the journalist Peter Kaplan once commented on his favored outfit of pale blue shirt and tan trousers. “The ocean meets the shore.” Who does not like the seashore?




  A color like a brownish yellow, by contrast, which did not do well in Palmer’s test, can summon a host of unpleasant connotations: dark mucus, vomit, pus, the 1970s AMC Pacer. But then why

  did the infants seem so fond of the dark yellowish colors?




  The beauty of the theory is that it encompasses the idea that color preference, like food preference, might be both evolutionarily hardwired (we like the things that are good for us) and a

  function of adaptive learning (we learn about things that make us feel good). Infants, after all, have not yet learned to associate things like feces with disgust—as any parent who has waged

  battle on the changing table can attest. It could also be, Palmer suggests, “to make up a story,” of the sort that evolutionary accounts must in some sense be, that infant

  “liking” for the dark yellow-brownish spectrum has to do with some resemblance to the mother’s nipple, which they eventually turn away from, or learn to dislike.




  The ecological valence theory has been tested in other ways. When Palmer and his colleagues queried students at Berkeley and Stanford on a range of colors, they found that students at each

  college preferred their own school’s colors to those of their rival school. The more they liked the school, the more they liked the colors. For Palmer, this hints that color preference comes

  more from association than from the colors themselves; it is unlikely, after all, that someone goes to Berkeley because he happens to like blue and gold. Show people images of positive things that

  are red (strawberries, tomatoes), and their reported liking of red goes up. Prime them with pictures of open wounds or a scab, their ardor for red dims a bit. Query Democrats and Republicans on

  Election Day, and their liking for blue or red, the colors that have of late become associated with each party, goes up slightly.




  Talk to people in the color industry, and they will describe a version of adaptive learning quite similar to ecological valence. Leatrice Eiseman, the noted color consultant (she urged HP to

  come out with a teal-colored computer some months before Apple released its groundbreaking iMac), notes that people may have an initial aversion to a color like

  chartreuse—which occasionally goes through spells as a fashionable hue—but then they begin giving it a second look. “I call it your peripheral vision,” she told me.

  “Oh, there’s yellow-green there and yellow-green there. Hmmm, it’s not such a bad color; it doesn’t look bad in a shirt.” And then suddenly you have forgotten why you

  disliked it. As Tom Mirabile, an executive at Lifetime Brands (the company that was on the cutting edge of bringing non-white appliances into the kitchen), described it to me, “You see it

  enough, and you start thinking it’s something you want to see.”




  Some have argued, suggesting that the all-choices-are-constructed theory had gone too far, that preferences for things like consumer goods can be “inherent,” in that they existed all

  along, buried like repressed memories, waiting to be unlocked. The iPhone, the argument goes, made us realize people actually did not prefer a mechanical keyboard on a smartphone (the way many

  insisted they did). And yet culture often lurks behind supposedly “natural” preferences. The idea that pink is “naturally” a color for girls is complicated by the fact that

  in the early part of the last century pink was thought of as the color for boys. It is most probable that girls like pink because they see other girls wearing pink. For even if females did

  slightly favor “reddish” hues, as some studies have found, this would hardly explain why pink is not deemed an appropriate color for boys’ bicycles or red is so infrequent a color

  for girls’ bikes—and indeed why one so rarely sees an adult woman’s bike in pink.




  And so begins a sort of feedback loop: The more chances one has to see a color, and the more that seeing that color is associated with positive experiences (a pink cake at a girl’s

  birthday party, a man’s purple shirt), the more one’s liking for that color will increase. The more one likes the color, the more one will use it to help create other positive

  experiences: Red is great on a Ferrari, why not on a blender? As Palmer describes it, “We go through the world accumulating these statistics about the color associations of things that we

  like versus what we don’t like; there’s a sense in which we are constantly updating these things.” Just as my daughter was constantly reassessing her favorites, we are, Palmer

  argues, “computing this stuff on the fly.” A favorite color is like a chromatic record of everything that has ever made you feel good.




  




  One day, a few years ago, I suddenly began noticing how much, in the course of an average day, I was asked whether I liked something or not (sometimes I was asking myself the question) and how

  muddled the answer often was. To wit,




  

    

      “I saw that movie.” “Did you like it?” “Yeah, sort of.”




      Or,




      “We ate at that new Thai place.” “Was it good?” “It was good, but not as good as I had hoped.”




      And, invariably,




      Your opinion is important to us. Please tell us your thoughts on a scale from to 1 to 5 (1 = strongly dislike, 5 = strongly like).


    


  


  


  



  But what did all this really mean? How many gradations could there be in a hedonic experience—were five enough? What did it mean when I thumbed a “like” on an Instagram post?

  That I liked the content of the image, the way it was shot, or the person posting it? Did my liking depend on how many others had or had not liked it? Was not “liking” it

  saying that I actually did not like it? Was I even aware of what was going on in my head as the electrical impulses traveled from brain to thumb? Just having a face in an Instagram photograph, as

  research has shown, drives up liking by some 30 percent (it does not matter how old or young, whether male or female, whether one person or ten—just a face). Did this fact consciously enter

  into my decision to move my thumb?




  We are faced with an ever-increasing amount of things to figure out whether we like or dislike, and yet at the same time there are fewer overarching rules and standards to go by in helping one

  decide. Online, we swim in the streams of other people’s opinions—the four-star Yelp review, the YouTube dislike—but whose opinion deserves attention? When you can listen to

  almost any song in the world, how do you decide what to play and whether you like it? The world is topsy-turvy: Foods and fashions that were once rarely attainable become

  commonplace, while things that were once commonplace are elevated into objects of connoisseurship. If it’s “all good,” is anything bad?




  I want to ask the questions we rarely seem to as we ever more rapidly formulate our hedonic and aesthetic responses. Are liking and disliking merely opposite conditions on the same spectrum, or

  are they different things? How do we come to like things we once disliked? How much can liking be quantified? Why does the taste of experts and laypeople so often diverge? Can the pleasure of

  liking something that you think you are supposed to like be a sufficient substitute for liking something because you authentically like it? Do we know what we like or like what we know?




  In 2000, a team of Italian neuroscientists reported an unusual case involving an older man suffering from frontotemporal dementia. He had suddenly acquired a liking for Italian pop music, a

  genre he had previously referred to as “mere noise” (he once liked mostly classical). It was not so much that he “forgot” his previous tastes; in Alzheimer’s patients,

  for example, aesthetic preferences seem to survive, even as other memories fade. Rather, the researchers suggested, the neural effects of his treatment might have awakened in him a new desire for

  novelty.




  This rapid, wholesale switch in tastes raises a number of questions. How open are we to changing our tastes? What happens in our brain when we discover that we no longer dislike something, when

  we decide that “mere noise” may actually be pleasurable music? Are some of us, by dint of our neural architecture, more open to novelty or more predisposed to like certain combinations

  of pitch and rhythm?




  Let us imagine that the man’s condition actually unlocked in him an existing—but repressed—preference for pop music. The idea seems far-fetched. But how much do we actually

  know about our own tastes, these collections of preferences and predispositions?




  In an experiment conducted at a country fair in Germany, people were asked to sample two kinds of ketchup. They were both the same variety of Kraft, but a small amount of vanillin (a flavor

  compound of the vanilla bean) had been added to one. Why? In Germany, infant formula typically contains small amounts of the stuff. In a list of questions about food preference, the researchers

  rather slyly asked visitors if they had been bottle- or breast-fed as infants. People who were breast-fed overwhelmingly preferred the “natural” ketchup, while bottle-fed people liked the one with the hint of vanilla. It is unlikely they made any connection; they just liked what they liked.




  One often hears, and says, with a shake of the head, “There’s no accounting for taste.” Typically, this comes as an incredulous response to someone else’s taste.

  The person who says this rarely uses it to suggest that he might scarcely be able to explain his own tastes to himself. After all, what could be more authentic to us than the things we like? When

  preferences are actually tested, however, the results can be surprising, even unsettling, to those who hold them. The French social scientist Claudia Fritz has examined, in various settings, the

  preferences of accomplished violinists for instruments made by old Italian masters like Stradivari. Everyone knows, if only from hearing of these incredibly valuable instruments being left in the

  backs of taxicabs, how lush and resonant they must sound, as if bestowed with some ancient, now lost magic. Who would not want to play one? But the expert musicians she has tested tend to prefer,

  under blind conditions, the sound of new violins.




  In his book Strangers to Ourselves, Timothy Wilson has argued that we are often unaware why we respond to things the way we do; much of this behavior occurs in what he calls the

  “adaptive unconscious.” But we labor under a sort of illusion of authenticity, he argues, in which we think we know the reasons for our feelings because, well, they are our

  feelings. Following his example, how do you feel about the cover of this book? Do you like it? If you had a choice—and book buyers rarely do—which of the two covers did you prefer? Did

  you stop to think why you might have preferred one over another? Or is your preference only now swimming into view? Now try to imagine how a stranger feels about it. Unless the cover strikes some

  particular chord in you—perhaps it reminds you of another book you liked, or you are a student of graphic design—your own response to the cover will most likely be generated by a

  process that is not so different from how you would explain why a stranger likes it (for example, it gets your attention, the colors work together better). You will be making guesses.1




  We are, in effect, strangers to our tastes. It is time we got acquainted. It seems only appropriate to begin with food, “the archetype of all taste.”




  





  
CHAPTER 1





  WHAT WOULD YOU LIKE?




  

    THINKING ABOUT OUR TASTE FOR FOOD


  




  




  IT ALL SOUNDS SO GOOD;




  OR, WHY THERE IS SO LITTLE WE SHOULD NOT LIKE




  Nowhere do we encounter the question of what we like so broadly, so forcefully, so instinctively as in a restaurant meal. Sitting down to eat is not just a ritual of

  nourishment but a kind of story. Venturing through the “course of a meal,” we encounter a narrative, with its prologues, its climaxes, its slow resolutions. But a meal is also a

  concentrated exercise in choice and pleasure, longing and regret, the satisfaction of wants and the creation of desires.




  And so we begin our journey with the journey of a meal. It is a blustery winter day on the windy western reaches of Manhattan, but inside Del Posto, the Italian restaurant run by Mario Batali

  and Joe and Lidia Bastianich, the wood-paneled room is warmly lit, a pianist is deep into “Send in the Clowns,” and the red wine is being poured by a waiter with a Continental accent

  and well-honed charm.




  What’s not to like?




  Very little, really. One does not generally arrive at the white-clothed table of a restaurant accorded four stars by The New York Times, only to find a raft of unpalatable swill. The

  very fact that the food has made it onto the menu—the menu of a long-established culinary tradition—reflects that it is generally liked. We are not our

  evolutionary ancestors, forced to graze on the culinary savanna, scrounging for sustenance amid a host of unfamiliar plants and elusive prey, waiting for our bodies to tell us whether we like (or

  will survive) what we have chosen.




  Nevertheless, the old tickle at the back of the brain—eat this, not that!—has hardly left us. We are born knowing two things: Sweet is good (caloric energy), bitter is bad

  (potential toxin). We also come into the world with a curious blend of full-spectrum liking and disliking. We are, on the one hand, omnivores. There is little we could not eat. As Paul Rozin, a

  psychologist at the University of Pennsylvania, has helpfully pointed out, we share this “generalist” status “with such other worthy species as rats and cockroaches.” And

  yet, like rats, we are intensely “neophobic,” afraid of trying new foods. Being dual omnivores/neophobes has its evolutionary advantages: The latter trait kept us from ingesting the

  wrong things; the former made sure we had plenty of access to the right things. But neophobia can go too far. In some experiments, rats, once mildly poisoned by new foods, became so afraid of

  subsequent new foods that they starved to death.




  We actually seem predisposed to be more acutely aware of what we do not like than of what we like. We are particularly alert to even minor changes in what we do like, as if we had an

  internal alarm for when things go wrong. When I am served, by mistake, diet soda, which I do not like and thus do not drink, my response borders on the visceral: Danger! This alarm is most

  well tuned for the bitter, and we rate “aversive” tastes as being more intense than pleasurable ones. The worm found in the last bite of an otherwise delicious apple will pretty much

  wipe out the pleasure accumulated from eating the rest of it. Although this may be an occasional drag on our ability to enjoy life, being primed to spot the bad helps us have a life to enjoy.




  And so, a few days out of the womb, we are already expressing preferences, picking sugary water over the plain variety, making faces at (some) bitter foods. This is pure survival, eating to

  live. We start getting really choosy at around age two, when we have figured out (a) we might be sticking around for a while and (b) we have the luxury of choice. The need for raw

  sustenance explains why for infants nothing can really be too sweet: It is the primordial liking. Even our desire for salt, which is so vital to the human endeavor that it

  informs town names like Salzburg and those English burghs with “wich” (brine pits were known as “wich houses”) as their suffix, takes a few months to kick in.




  Liking for sweetness is liking for life itself. As Gary Beauchamp, at the time the director of Philadelphia’s Monell Chemical Senses Center—the country’s preeminent taste and

  smell lab—had put it to me in his office one day, “I would say that all human pleasure derives from sugar. It’s the prototypical thing—a single compound stimulating

  a very specific set of receptors.” He told me this after first casually proffering a sample from a can of salted army ants (the ingredient label read, “Ants, salt”). Other kinds

  of substances—like salted ants—may have a more wayward trip upstream, he intimates, but with sugar “that pathway goes directly to the parts of the brain that are involved in

  emotion and pleasure.” Even anencephalic babies, born missing parts of the brain that are central to consciousness, respond positively (through what’s called a “gustofacial

  response”) to sweetness. No one living really dislikes sweetness; they may only like it less than others do.




  But few of our gustatory preferences are innate; that lump of sugar, a touch of salt, perhaps the feel of fat as it glides across our tongue, even those are not beyond change. Nor is much of

  what we do not like. Some people may be more biologically sensitive to certain substances, but often that is not taste per se. Cilantro, for some, brings out a “soapy” taste, but it has

  been argued that has to do with genetic variation in olfactory receptors. Meanwhile, only half the population, as it fries up pork chops or grills sausage, seems able to detect “boar

  taint.” This is an unpleasant scent, to humans at least, often described as “off,” evoking “urine,” or, simply, being “pig like.” Boar taint comes from

  androstenes, a steroid-driven musk that steams off male boars during mating to boost their desirability. The ability of humans to smell it is genetic, though people can be trained to detect it (for

  professional, not hobby, purposes).




  But there is not a clear line between one’s biological sensitivity to substances and one’s food likes and dislikes. Beauchamp theorizes this may be some population-wide adaptive

  mechanism. One group liked a certain plant, and another group liked another; if one plant turned out to lack sufficient nutrition, it would not mean the end of the species. Just because you find a

  substance more bitter than someone else, however, does not mean you are going to like it any less. As one researcher puts it, “It is striking how little genetics

  predisposes humans to like or dislike food flavors.”




  And yet go to a restaurant, even a well-reviewed exemplar of a beloved cuisine, like Del Posto, and there will be things on the menu that you seem to prefer to others (this may even change from

  one day to another). The very array of choices that you are presented with—from the opening salvo of “Would you like fizzy or still water?”—speaks to this litany of tastes.

  But what actually goes on in the mind to make these decisions between seemingly inconsequential choices, of whether one prefers carbonation in one’s water? An extra frisson of excitement to

  hydration? Or the desire for a more languorously silken mouthfeel? How passionate are you in your choice, or is it rather arbitrary? Let us imagine you opt for still. This earns you another choice:

  “Would you like tap or bottled?” Reasons though you may have for choosing one or the other, it almost certainly has nothing to do with sensory discernment: Studies show that most of us

  cannot distinguish the stuff.




  As adamant as we are in our likes—“I love ragù Bolognese,” one might say—we are even more adamant in our dislikes. “I can’t stand

  eggplant,” my wife has said, more than once. If pressed, though, we would find it hard to locate the precise origin of these preferences. Is there some ancient evolutionary fear at work here?

  Eggplant, after all, is part of the nightshade family, and its leaves, in high enough doses, can be toxic. Then again, tomatoes and potatoes are in the same Solanum genus, and my wife

  happily eats those.




  She is certainly not alone in finding eggplant off-putting. Its mention in the culinary press often comes cloaked in cheerily conditional phrases like “love it or hate it” and

  “even if you dislike it,” while one survey of Japanese schoolchildren found it to be the “most disliked” vegetable. It is probably a texture thing; done wrong, eggplant can

  feel a bit slimy, a trait we do not always prize. Indeed, texture, or mouthfeel, should not be underestimated: Not only can we literally “taste” texture, but as the food scientist Alina

  Surmacka Szczesniak has written, “People like to be in full control of the food placed in their mouth. Stringy, gummy, or slimy food or those with unexpected lumps or hard particles are

  rejected for fear of gagging or choking.”




  But our feelings about food are not often so clearly causal. Poison leaves aside, there is no biological aversion to eggplant itself or to most other foods. As the

  psychologist Paul Rozin—famously dubbed the King of Disgust for his work into aversions—once told me, over a meal in Philadelphia of sweet-and-sour shrimp, “Our explanations for

  why we like and dislike things are pretty lame. We have to invent accounts.”




  And yet where else but with food is liking and disliking so elemental? Our choices in food are directly related to our immediate or long-term well-being. Not to mention we are actually putting

  something in our mouths. “Since putting external things into the body can be thought of as a highly personal and risky act,” Rozin has written, “the special emotion associated

  with ingestion is understandable.” And then there is the simple fact that we eat so often. The Cornell University researcher Brian Wansink has estimated we make two hundred food decisions a

  day. We decide what to eat more than we decide what to wear or what to read or where to go on vacation—and what is a holiday but a whole new set of eating choices?




  Not that eating is always driven by some unadulterated quest for pleasure. As Danielle Reed, a researcher at Monell, had suggested to me, there is more than one kind of food liking. There is

  liking in which you give someone food in a lab and ask her how much she likes it. This is relatively simple, more so than asking why she likes it. There is liking on the level of a person

  going into a store, and does she choose this or that? This is a bit more complicated. “And then there’s what people habitually eat,” Reed said. “As you can imagine,

  that’s not a direct reflection of how much you like it.” She gestured to some food carts across the street, visible through her office window. “I had God-knows-what something

  nasty for lunch. It’s not what I like; it’s just what happened to be convenient.” It is sometimes difficult to distinguish between actual liking and simply choosing among

  the least disliked alternatives. An “interesting question,” she suggested, and one that I will return to later in the book, is, how much do people differ in how much they respond to

  their own liking? For some, liking may be the key driver; others may lean more on other criteria.




  Something besides sheer frequency makes liking so crucial in food: the idea that we bring all of our senses—and a whole lot more—to what we eat. Synesthetes aside, we do not like the

  sound of paintings or the smell of music. When you like something you eat, however, you are typically liking not only the way it tastes but also the way it smells, the way it feels, the way it

  looks (we like the same food less when we eat it in the dark). We even like the way it sounds. Research has shown that amping up just the high-frequency

  “crispiness” sounds of potato chips makes them seem crispier—and presumably more liked.




  It can often be a bit hard to tell what is actually driving our liking: People have, for example, reported deeper-colored fruit juice—up to a point—as tasting better than lighter,

  but similarly flavored, varieties. On the other hand, toying with one of the “sensory inputs” can radically change things. When trained panelists cannot see the milk they are drinking,

  they suddenly find it hard to determine its fat content (as they lose the vital visual cue of “whiteness”). Flipping the switch on a special light in the course of one meal—so

  that a steak was suddenly bathed in a bluish tint—was enough, according to one marketing study, to virtually induce nausea.




  We call our liking for all kinds of things—music, fashion, art—our “taste.” It is interesting (and not accidental) that this word for our more general predilections

  coincides with our sense of taste. Carolyn Korsmeyer, a professor of philosophy at the University of Buffalo, notes that traditionally the notion of “bodily pleasure” did not

  discriminate between these two sorts of taste. The way we enjoyed art and music was not so dissimilar from the way we enjoyed food.




  That began to change, at least to philosophers, in the eighteenth century. Gustatory taste (that “low,” “physical” pleasure, which actually entails ingesting something)

  did not fit neatly into the philosopher Immanuel Kant’s influential notion of “disinterested pleasure”—of coolly analyzing “free beauty” at a physical and

  intellectual remove—in terms of judging aesthetic quality. As Korsmeyer writes in Making Sense of Taste: Food and Philosophy, “In virtually all analyses of the senses in

  Western philosophy the distance between object and perceiver has been seen as a cognitive, moral, and aesthetic advantage.” We look at paintings or watch movies without being in

  them, or them in us. But how could you ever divorce liking food from its host of “bodily sensations”? Ever since, taste, in terms of what we eat, has been judged as primal and

  instinctive, as well as hopelessly private and relative. “The all-important problem of Taste,” writes Korsmeyer, “was not conceived to pertain to sensory taste.”




  
It was bearing this heavy philosophical and scientific load that I sat down to lunch at Del Posto, joined by Debra Zellner, a professor of psychology at

  Montclair State University, who for several decades has studied the intersection of food and “positive affect,” as they say in the field. A onetime student of Paul Rozin’s—a

  disciple of disgust, if you will—in her work on liking, she has watched rats as they lapped at dripping tubes, and, more salubriously, she has conducted experiments with the Culinary

  Institute of America on how “plating” can influence how much food we eat.




  With rats, the equation is fairly simple: If they eat it, they like it. The more they eat, the more they like (and vice versa). Rat eating behavior does not change according to who is watching

  or to feelings of guilt or virtuousness. Humans are trickier. Asking people what they like often does not reveal the full truth of what they eat, but neither does measuring what they eat always

  match up with what they like. In Zellner’s plating study, the same restaurant meal, on different nights, was presented first rather conventionally and then with a bit more flair. People who

  got the latter treatment actually reported liking the food more. When plates were weighed, however, there was no difference between the “conventional” and “flair” groups in

  the amount of food consumed.




  Zellner, who has spent decades thinking about liking, is herself a case study for the vagaries of it. As we sat down, she informed me that she is allergic to dairy. Does this mean she

  instinctively does not like it? Not at all. To acquire a “conditioned taste aversion,” a visceral dislike of a food, one must generally vomit after consuming it. The reason for this is

  an ongoing mystery. As Paul Rozin wondered, “What is the adaptive value of endowing nausea with a qualitatively different (hedonic) change as opposed to other events, including gut

  pain?” Perhaps the simple intensity of dislike, the conscious removal of the food from the stomach itself, sears itself into memory.




  The importance of the nauseous response may even go beyond food: Rozin notes that the “aversive gape”—that scrunching and slight opening of the mouth upon ingesting something

  gross—has the “function to promote egress of substances from the mouth.” This particular face (and we use more facial muscles when we eat food we do not like) is what we also use

  to signal all kinds of disgust, from bad smells to unpleasant images to moral transgressions. Disgust began, he suggested, with disliked food: the mouth as

  gatekeeper, the gape as message. Instances of disgusting behavior, which leave a “bad taste in the mouth,” may in some ancient or metaphoric sense be akin to an actual bad taste in the

  mouth that needs to be expelled.




  Precisely because Zellner is allergic, she has never eaten enough of a dairy product to get severe nausea. So she dwells in a purgatory of pleasure—pitched somewhere between desire and

  revulsion. She admitted to not caring for the mouthfeel of many dairy products. “Maybe because I know that it means I have just consumed something that might make me feel bad. I don’t

  know.” To complicate matters, she occasionally “cheats” with cheese, eating tiny shards of especially alluring varieties.




  The waiter appeared. “Is this your first time at Del Posto?” It is an innocent question but one that itself is important, as we shall see. As we study the menu, one of the principal

  liking questions looms. “What determines what you’re selecting?” Zellner asked, as I wavered between the “Heritage Pork Trio” with “Ribollita alla Casella and

  Black Cabbage Stew” and the “Wild Striped Bass” with “Soft Sunchokes, Wilted Romaine & Warm Occelli Butter.” “What I’m choosing, is that liking?”

  she continues. “It’s not liking the taste, because I don’t have it in my mouth.” If I had been to this restaurant before and had a particular dish, I might remember liking

  it. One might argue that liking is entirely based on memory: The single biggest predictor for whether you will like a food is whether you have had it before (more on that in a while).




  But let us say it is new to me. Perhaps I like the idea of it, because it reminds me of similar choices in the past. “Choices depend on tastes,” as one economist wrote,

  “as tastes depend on past choices.” Perhaps it is the way the entrée is described. Language is a seasoning that can make food seem even more palatable. Words like

  “warm” and “soft” and “heritage” are not idle; they are appetizers for the brain. In his book The Omnivorous Mind, the neuroscientist John S. Allen

  notes that simply hearing an onomatopoetic word like “crispy”—which the chef Mario Batali calls “innately appealing”—is “likely to evoke the sense of

  eating that type of food.” The more tempting the language, the more strongly one rehearses the act of consumption. The economist Tyler Cowen argues one should resist such blandishments and

  order the thing that sounds least appetizing on a menu. “An item won’t be on the menu unless there’s a good reason for its presence,” he

  writes. “If it sounds bad, it probably tastes especially good.”




  But it is hard to find anything that does not appetize on this menu. “It all sounds so good,” says Zellner (a curious phrase because we are reading the menu to ourselves). At this

  point, all we can be sure of what we like is this: We like to choose. The mere fact of having a menu of items from which to choose, research has shown, lifts all our liking for all items

  on that menu. And while the anticipation of our choice excites us, our anticipation of being able to make a choice, as brain imaging work has shown, seems to result in more neural activity

  than simply looking forward to getting something without making a choice.




  If language helps us “pre-eat” the food, something similar goes on as we merely consider the choice. “Prefeeling” is how the psychologists Timothy Wilson and Daniel

  Gilbert have described it. In their view, we “try out” different future scenarios, taking our hedonic response in the moment as a gauge of how we are going to feel about our choice in

  the future. Not surprisingly, thinking about rewards seems to prompt similar brain activity to actually experiencing rewards. Even thinking about the future calls upon memory,

  however. Amnesiacs often have trouble “prospecting,” or looking ahead, because, as Wilson and Gilbert describe it, “memories are the building blocks of simulations.” You

  will not really know if you are going to like something you have never had until you have had it.




  Which raises the question: Are you better off ordering your favorite food off a menu or something you have never had? Rozin had suggested to me it might depend on where you want your pleasure to

  occur: before, during, or after the meal. “The anticipated pleasure is greater if it’s your favorite food. You’ve had it, you’re familiar with it, you know what it’s

  like. The experienced pleasure is probably going to be higher for your favorite,” he says. “On the other hand, for remembered pleasures, you’re much better off ordering a

  new food. If you order your favorite food, it’s not going to be a memory—you’ve had it already.”




  Liking is really about anticipation and memory. Even as you are looking forward to something, you are looking backward to the memory of the last time you enjoyed it. As Pascal once lamented,

  “The present is never our end.” The past and the future seem to dominate our thoughts. Perhaps it is the simple fact that the past and the future last longer than the present.

  You can spend weeks waiting for the “meal of a lifetime,” which will itself last a few hours. We can try to “live for the moment,” but how long is

  that “moment,” before we are already shuttling it off into our memory, encoding it with the gauzy Instagram filters of our own minds? That so many people photograph their

  “memorable” meals speaks not only to how fleeting the experience may be but to how photographing it helps actually make it memorable, if only in the moment. As the slogan for

  Field Notes, my favorite notebook brand, goes, “I’m not writing it down to remember it later, I’m writing it down to remember it now.”






  Unfortunately, neither memories nor anticipation is an entirely reliable guide to how much we will like or liked something. When people in one study were asked to

  predict how much they would like a favorite ice cream after eating it every day for a week, what they reported at the end of the week hardly looked like what they predicted. Tastes did change, in

  various ways, just not reliably. As Rozin notes, “The correlation between estimated and actual liking is close to zero.”




  We also seem to crave more variety at the point of decision than we will actually desire down the road. When I was young, for example, I was obsessed by the Kellogg’s variety packs of

  cereal. Wooed by the sight of the Apple Jacks and Frosted Flakes jostling up against each other, I would clamor for my parents to buy the largest package on offer, a towering block of

  shrink-wrapped goodness. Having raced through my favorites, however, I would find my liking gradually diminishing, from dizzy Apple Jacks heights to the sad denouement of a few sparse clusters of

  Special K and All-Bran, which often went unconsumed, dying a slow death in a shroud of plastic. My parents would, of course, have been better off simply buying a few boxes of my favorites, which I

  would reliably eat every day.




  Trying to look backward, to the last remembered experience of a meal—if only to make a new choice—invites its own distortions. In one experiment, psychologists were able to change

  how much people liked something (in this case, a “microwavable Heinz Weight Watchers Tomato & Basil Chicken ready meal”) after they had eaten it—not, as has been done

  with rats, by physically manipulating their brains. Instead, researchers simply had subjects “rehearse” the “enjoyable aspects” of the meal. This, the idea goes, made those

  best moments more “accessible” in memory, and thus they popped out more easily when people were later thinking about the meal. Voilà! The food not only

  suddenly seemed better; the subjects wanted to eat more of it. If you want to like a meal you have just eaten more, talk about why you liked it so much.




  At Del Posto, I finally made my choice. This might be the key to liking: the fact that I have chosen it. Where before I might have considered the choices equally valid, the one I have chosen is

  bathed in a new glow. Already the pork seems better than when it was just one of a number of enticing-sounding entrées. There are a couple of things going on. First, since Leon

  Festinger’s 1957 theory of “cognitive dissonance,” psychologists have argued that we try to avoid any post-decision choice malaise (What if I really wanted the fish?) by

  increasing our liking for what we have chosen (Oh, this pasta is divine!) and boosting our disliking for the unpicked alternative, a kind of built-in system to avoid perpetually

  experiencing buyer’s remorse. This is not always successful: Many is the time I have looked at a companion’s choice in a restaurant and said, “You won.” Buyer’s

  remorse, it has been argued, happens because we buy something in an “affective” frame of mind (I really want this) and reflect back in a more “cognitive” state

  (What was I thinking?).




  As much as preferences influence choices, choices influence preferences. Even amnesiacs who could not remember making the choice seemed to like what they had chosen more. The same effect,

  interestingly, has been shown in non-amnesiacs, who might temporarily have forgotten their choices. Even when people were making purely hypothetical choices of vacation destinations, the

  neuroscientist Tali Sharot and colleagues found, there seemed to be more robust brain activity in subjects when they thought about what they had “chosen” versus what they had

  “rejected.” In other words, they were already feeling better about the destination they picked and “deflating” that which they had not. In a follow-up study, the team had

  subjects pick “subliminally” presented vacation destinations. In fact, all they ever “saw” were nonsense phrases. When they next saw their “choice”—a

  randomly presented location they had actually not seen before—they rated it higher than the alternative they had “rejected.” We seem to have a preference that we prefer our

  preferences.




  You might argue that they were tricked. But consider what may really be going on when you hear the phrase “What would you like?” when asked to select among some range of options.

  What we are really being asked is, “What do you choose?” The liking often comes afterward. Some even suggest that we are already beginning the “reappraisal

  process” as we choose—as opposed to rationalizing ex post facto.




  When I finally make my pick, something else is probably happening: I think more people would want to pick what I have chosen than actually do. This is the well-known “false consensus

  effect.” In a study done at the University of Michigan, subjects were asked to rate various combinations of sundae flavors. When students were asked how many other people they thought shared

  their opinion, more people thought others would agree than disagree, particularly if they liked the flavors. I have my own ice cream example of this. My father-in-law, for years, has been

  offering me ice cream whenever we have pie at family gatherings, despite my loudly proclaimed aversion to pie à la mode. I have come to think that this is less about his forgetting my

  preference than his simply reasoning the following: I like pie with ice cream, so Tom probably does too. What’s not to like?




  At Del Posto, the waiter, doing double duty as sommelier, has asked us about the wine list. I mentioned the Friulian red, a 2004 Antico Broilo. He did not, of course, simply

  say, “It’s good,” or “You’ll like it.” I will talk about experts like sommeliers later. For now, let us simply hear what he had to say. “It’s a bit

  fuller in body, some notes of pepper; it pairs well with the pork,” he said. “It shows the geography of the place, because you’ve got the Dolomites, and so on the palate you have

  this minerality coming out. It’s the same latitude as the Bordeaux region, so you have all this herbal quality as well, a little mint, a little sage.” We ordered the Friulian red.




  As I took a sip, another fact about liking came into play: What you like something as influences how much you like it. Is it a good wine? Is it a good red wine? Is it a good wine from

  the refosco grape? Is it a good red wine from Friulia? Is it good for the price? Experts, as we shall see, are able to more finely delineate categories than nonexperts. This

  categorization, says Zellner, works in several ways. Once you have had a really good wine, she says, “you can’t go back. You wind up comparing all these lesser things to it.” If a

  bottle of Château Margaux 1990 is your ideal benchmark for red wine, your liking of most other red wines will probably decrease.




  Is there a way to still appreciate all of the other wine in the world? Can we find something to like in even the most bog-standard plonk? In studies Zellner has done with

  beer and coffee, she interviewed people about their drinking of, and liking for, “specialty beer” and “gourmet coffee” versus their “regular” equivalents (for

  example, Budweiser and Folgers). The ones who tended to put the drinks into categories actually liked the everyday beverages more than the people who simply lumped everything together as

  “beer” or “coffee.” Their “hedonic contrast” was reduced. In other words, the more they could discriminate what was good about the very good, the more they could

  enjoy the less good (even if they were enjoying it as the less good). Almost instinctively, you have no doubt said something like “It’s not bad, for fast food.” You are

  not only limiting the scope of what you are judging it against; you have arguably freed yourself to enjoy the experience more—or at least to lessen your discontent.




  It was on to the food itself. As has become standard in fine-dining restaurants, a meal at Del Posto begins with a set of amuse-bouches, French for “mouth amusers.” The name

  is well chosen. “Just having a little something in your mouth releases insulin, which causes the glucose in your bloodstream to be taken up by cells,” Zellner said. “That signals

  hunger. So if you just have one little thing, you become even more hungry than you were to begin with.” It’s been dubbed the “appetizer effect.” A more palatable opening

  course, evidence suggests, might actually increase our appetite—even how fast we eat. We eat to remind ourselves how hungry we were.




  There is, however, a flip side to this initial burst of joy. What many may overlook in the moment is the tragic irony of food pleasure: As we eat something, we begin to like it less. From a

  heady peak of lustful wanting (“Oh my God!”), we slide into a slow despond of dimming affection (“This is good,” you say, half convincing yourself), hovering around

  a plateau of ambivalence (“save room for dessert!”), then into a slow, fraught decline (“I really shouldn’t have another,” you say, nervously laughing),

  before finally slouching into a bout of revulsion (“Get this away from me,” you say, pushing away a once-loved plate).2




  The peak of our sudden disliking seems to occur a few minutes after we have eaten something. In the phenomenon known as “sensory-specific satiety,” the body in

  essence sends signals when it has had enough of a certain food. It is not simply that we are “getting full”; it is that we are getting full of that particular food. “The

  pleasantness of foods which have been eaten,” as one seminal study noted, “declines more than the pleasantness of foods which have not been eaten.” Simply having food in the

  mouth, without swallowing, lowers that pleasantness. In monkeys, the mere sight of a kind of food they had already consumed excited neurons less than food that had not been eaten.




  The presence of variety stimulates not only minds but also appetites. Some studies have seen subjects eating up to 40 percent more food when there was variety. Scientists have speculated that

  “sensory-specific satiety” is a kind of evolutionary advantageous mechanism to help us eat a nutritionally varied diet. It lurks behind our choices. On weekend mornings, you may enjoy a

  leisurely family breakfast of carb-heavy, syrup-drenched pancakes. By lunch, you probably desire something more savory, less bread-like. In some abstract way, you still like pancakes as much as

  ever—just not in that moment. It is as if we have little hedonic thermostats inside us, always readjusting based on our bodies’ needs. In the famous experiments of the food researcher

  Clara Davis in the 1920s and 1930s, postweaning infants in a state hospital were free to pick what they wanted (“a self-selective feeding method”) from a tray of options that were

  generally healthy, if very much of their time (“brains,” “bone jelly”). It was less “free range” parenting than trying to solve the common problem of infants not

  eating “doctor-prescribed diets.” Her report, severely lacking data, was nonetheless emphatic: “There were no failures of infants to manage their own diets; all had hearty

  appetites; all throve.”




  Liking is stable but temporal, even as we eat. Do you savor the last few milk-sodden flakes you fish out of a bowl of once-crispy cereal as much as you enjoyed the first few bites? You

  may like the burst of intense cinnamon you get in an Altoids mint, but what if the taste still lingered a few minutes later? Sensory-specific satiety is one reason that we break meals into courses

  (and we seem to prefer some optimal mix of three food items and three colors on a plate): Once you have had the mixed greens, you are not going to like or want more mixed greens. But pork is a

  different story.




  Curiously, sensory-specific satiety is not triggered simply by taste. When people were offered differently colored Smarties candies, they said they liked the taste of the

  colors they had not consumed more than those they had eaten. In a potato chip study, Ruffles—with their prominent ridges—seemed to trigger satiety faster than other varieties. Along

  with similar findings for baguettes, this suggests we “tire” more quickly of things that are actually harder to eat. In the so-called ice cream effect, the food scientists Robert Hyde

  and Steven Witherly have argued that ice cream is so pleasurable because its texture, temperature, and other sensory properties change as we eat it. It thus ping-pongs among different sources of

  pleasure, in essence buying a bit more time in our mouth before satiety arrives to spoil the party.




  Speaking of ice cream, it is suddenly time at Del Posto for dessert. Sated as we are, we are suddenly faced with a whole new range of flavors and sensations. So different are these from what has

  come before that we always seem to have “room for dessert.” We are also falling under the spell of the so-called dessert effect. When we eat dessert—or whatever other flavors come

  at the very end of a meal—we are beginning to get the “post-ingestive” nutritional benefits of the food we have eaten earlier in the meal. Sure, that chocolate tastes good, but it

  may be the vegetables that are making you feel so satisfied (if we ate dessert at the beginning of a meal, it would not be nearly as exciting). Because things begin to taste less good to

  us the more full we are, Zellner suggests, “at the end, you really have to have something that tastes good, so you go for the desserts, which are over the top.” Death by Chocolate never

  kills us.




  In the end, memory blurs it all. Curiously, studies by Rozin suggest that the pleasure we remember from a meal has little to do with how much we consumed or how long we spent doing it. It is

  called “duration neglect.” “A few bites of a favorite dish in a meal,” he writes, “may do the full job for memory.” Or, as he told me in Philadelphia,

  “when you double the size of the favorite food, it doesn’t have any effect on how much you like the meal.” Score one for the “small plates” movement. Our memory for

  meals, according to Rozin’s research, seems less beholden to well-known phenomena like “end” or “peak” effects—in which people remember the most recent or

  intense moments of an experience. In other words, we do not necessarily like a meal more when we eat our favorite part of it last. Rozin thinks “beginnings” in general are underrated,

  and indeed studies of “dynamic liking” in food sometimes find pleasure to be higher in the first few bites than in the last. But I have had enough of this

  thinking ahead to my remembered pleasure, when so much is sitting on the plate in front of me.




  BETTER THAN I EXPECTED IT TO BE,




  BUT NOT AS GOOD AS I REMEMBER




  We go to a good restaurant expecting to have a good meal. But another way to think about what food we like, and why, is to think about food that we are expected to not

  like.




  I am talking here about the military rations arrayed before me on a camouflage tablecloth in the “Warfighter Café,” located inside the U.S. Army’s Soldier Systems Center

  in Natick, Massachusetts, where I have traveled to understand the challenges of making a much-disliked food—the MRE, or meals ready to eat—more likable. Natick, as it is generally

  dubbed, a sprawling collection of low-slung 1960s-era institutional buildings, is home to camouflage laboratories, wind and rain tunnels, and drop towers. It also hosts the Combat Feeding

  Directorate of the Department of Defense (DOD). “Coming soon to a theater near you!” announced the trademarked slogan above a list of menu items. My hosts, Gerald Darsch and Kathy

  Evangelos, spearhead the DOD’s Combat Feeding Directorate. “You put diesel in to fuel a tank,” Darsch said. “Our job is fueling the war fighter.”




  The most startling thing about the spread before me—from trans-fat-free vanilla pound cake to herb focaccia to “caffeinated meat sticks”—is that I could return to this

  room in three years and eat the same meal. I mean the same meal.




  “The MRE requires a minimum shelf life of three years,” Darsch told me. It has its own special constraints. “Kraft doesn’t have to worry about air-dropping their

  food.” An incredible amount of engineering goes into ensuring that the food, and its package, will survive rough handling; sandwiches get MRI scans at a local hospital to make sure too much

  moisture—and thus mold—isn’t moving through them. It is an old challenge. One new technology pioneered at Natick—“pressure-assisted thermal

  sterilization”—has its origins in the “retorting” process developed by the Paris chef Nicolas Appert, who responded to a call from Napoleon to improve food preservation

  techniques. “Napoleon was losing more soldiers to malnutrition and food poisoning,” Darsch said, “than to adversaries’ bullets.”




  For all the technology that goes into ensuring the food’s survivability—“this is like the Willy Wonka factory for combat feeding,” Evangelos joked—an even more

  important issue is ensuring the food’s palatability, or “acceptability,” as it is called here. This is the barest threshold of liking: You agree to put it into your mouth.

  “We knew we could pack as many calories and nutrition into the smallest amount of space possible,” Darsch said. “That’s a good thing on paper. One tiny element of the

  formula we didn’t pay as much attention to was whether war fighters would even find it acceptable—would they even eat it?” At the end of the day, that ration has “to look

  good, to taste good, and provide one-third the recommended military nutritional allowance.”




  One of the biggest ongoing campaigns the Combat Feeding Directorate wages is fighting expectation. This is a virtual law of liking: There is a greater chance we will like something when we

  expect we are going to like it. Military rations, unfortunately, have a long and broad history of low expectations. As the historian William C. Davis notes in A Taste for War, the

  U.S. Civil War produced a range of such novel foods as “desiccated vegetables”—large circular disks, compressed to about two inches, formed of everything from cabbage leaves to

  parsnips to “a large residue of insoluble and insolvable material.” When later boiled, they expanded, reminding one soldier of a “dirty brook with all the dead leaves

  floating around promiscuously.” Soldiers, not surprisingly, called them “desecrated vegetables.”




  While the food scientists work to make dishes more palatable, researchers like Armand Cardello, a senior research scientist at Natick, have for decades been trying to crack the psychology of how

  soldiers eat and what they like. This work, in turn, has been enormously influential in the commercial food industry. “No matter what kind of survey you do, looking at what it is that drives

  people’s choice or consumption of food, whether it’s price, or nutrition, you name it,” Cardello tells me, from behind a cluttered desk in a small office, “taste always

  comes out as the most important factor. When we talk about taste, we’re talking about the liking of the food.”




  With military food, there is often a lot more to dislike than to like. Soldiers receive a strange-looking package containing a just recognizable food that, as Cardello

  noted, “has been sitting in a warehouse in the desert at 120 degrees for the past three months.” It might be better than they expect, but they might also start to wonder what strange

  alchemy has gone into keeping that food edible under the extreme conditions of combat. Which is why the team, when possible, tries to make food look as much like its referent in the real world. Or

  to just use the real thing.




  Darsch handed me a plain-looking package labeled “Toaster Pastry, Brown Sugar.” “It’s a Pop-Tart!” he said. Not a military Pop-Tart, but a real Pop-Tart, albeit

  clad in military drab. The directorate knows, based on Cardello’s research, that soldiers would like it more if it actually came packaged like the Pop-Tarts they know. Why not simply give

  them off-the-shelf Pop-Tarts? “The package the Pop-Tart comes in does not have the barrier properties that we need,” Darsch told me, “to prevent the migration of moisture, oxygen,

  and light.” Mil-spec shelf stable is not supermarket shelf stable. This Pop-Tart wears Kevlar.




  Expectations drive liking. We spend almost as much time anticipating whether we will like something as we do actually liking it. When you are told how good a movie is, two

  things can happen when you see it. The first is “assimilation.” This is when all those built-up expectations actually lead you to like it more than you might have otherwise. With

  “contrast,” on the other hand, you end up being disappointed, more than if your expectations had not been lifted to such a lofty plateau.




  With food, we tend toward assimilation. “The first taste is always with the eyes,” as the saying goes, but even before that the food has been sampled by the mind. The problem at

  Natick is that expectations are often so poor. In one study, Cardello’s team took Green Giant corn and put it in an MRE package, and vice versa. “People will like the corn significantly

  more when they think it’s Green Giant,” he says. Perhaps even more than an inherent liking for Green Giant, “that negative stereotype of military products drives the liking

  down.”




  Assimilation speaks to another virtual law of liking: The more a person’s experience with a product matches his expectation, the more he will like it, and vice versa. This happens all the

  time with food, in ways that have little to do with our actual sensory reactions to a product. Tell people a coffee is bitter, and they will think it is more bitter than if

  you had not told them. The opposite can happen as well, with our brains, neuroscientists have suggested, actually “suppressing” our response to the bitter when we are not told to expect

  it. Tell subjects that an orange juice has vodka in it, and they will like it more than the one that does not—even when neither juice actually has alcohol (I need hardly mention

  these were college students).




  Simply give people some kind of information about what they can expect from a food they have never eaten—in one Natick trial, Arctic cloudberries—and they will like it more. If it is

  “weird space food,” call it weird space food! People will still like it more (the research was done on astronauts). A Natick study had soldiers eat in the dark, a not unlikely

  occurrence for soldiers. They liked things more when they were told what they were eating.




  When our expectations are violated, interesting things happen. In one well-known study, people were given a salmon-flavored ice cream that was labeled simply as “ice cream” or

  “frozen savory mousse.” People liked it more as mousse than ice cream. Their dislike for the ice cream was so intense, in fact, that, as the researchers noted with some concern,

  “many participants verbally described the food as disgusting.” The idea of assimilation and contrast is why menus always announce the noticeable presence of salt in desserts with

  chocolate or caramel. As one prominent pastry chef noted, “If we say something is salted, it’s to call out the salt so people aren’t surprised. It gives them a chance to

  appreciate the contrast of salty against the sweet.” In other words, to like it more. Remember, we are primed to notice—and not like—things that are “wrong” with our

  food.




  But the salmon ice cream experiment shows that liking is not merely liking a thing in itself. What you like it as can be just as important. In one study Cardello conducted on

  “novel foods” (“The U.S. Armed Forces and N.A.S.A. frequently require the development of ‘novel’ foods for use in extreme environments”), subjects were given

  “soup” (Campbell’s cream of mushroom from concentrate) and a “liquid diet” (a pulverized, viscous chicken cacciatore substance developed for jaw-surgery

  patients—which I believe my school cafeteria also once dished up for me). Both were served in a ceramic bowl and a glass with a straw. Everything was labeled “soup.” Perhaps not

  surprisingly, people liked the actual soup more. But in a second trial, the substance in the glass was labeled “dental liquid diet.” Suddenly people liked the dental liquid more than the soup, when it was in the glass. As the researchers noted, “The change in expectancy, caused by the change in label, made the soup more dissonant and

  resulted in a reduced affective response.”




  This expectations dissonance is not limited to strange foods in military labs. One afternoon, I went to visit Garrett Oliver, the stylish, urbane, and opinionated brewmaster of Brooklyn Brewery.

  As we sat over a few “ghost bottles” of a one-off beer aged in a bourbon barrel and containing yeast sediment from a Riesling fermentation, Oliver told me how, a few years prior, he had

  come up with a new limited-run beer. The brew was based on a popular cocktail called Penicillin, which blends the flavors of scotch, ginger, honey, and lemon. “It has some sourness, some

  sweetness,” he said. “What I loved about it was these elements all hang together to make a harmonious whole.” He wondered if he might bottle some of that same magic in a beer. And

  so he blended peat-smoked malt, organic lemon juice, wildflower honey, and minced ginger.




  The response was incredibly polarized. “Draft magazine called it one of the top twenty-five beers of 2011,” he said. “But some people wanted to punch us in the

  head.” The problem, he suspected, was that not every bartender was presenting it in the way Oliver had imagined. “All the bartender had to tell somebody at the end of the day was that

  it’s based on a cocktail that has scotch-ginger-honey-lemon. They didn’t always do it.” So some consumers drank a beer that they expected to be based on a cocktail, with maybe the

  original cocktail even served alongside as a cue. Others simply got, as Oliver described it, “ ‘Oh, here’s a new beer from Brooklyn Brewery, probably a pale ale or

  something’ that did not prepare them for this weird flavor experience. They got it in their mouth and were, like, ‘bleh.’ ” They were not told how to like it.




  ON A SCALE FROM ONE TO NINE:




  THE PROBLEM OF MEASURING LIKING




  As we have seen, one messes with consumer expectation at one’s peril.




  One of the most notorious cases of taste and violated expectations is with Crystal Pepsi, the clear soft drink released by the beverage company in the early 1990s. The drink was inspired by

  rising sales of bottled waters and an identified trend toward “clear” products, ranging from dishwashing liquid to deodorant. Crystal Pepsi was positioned as a

  “lighter,” in both color and calorie content, more “natural” alternative to Pepsi-Cola itself. Early indications were positive. There was what the then Pepsi CEO, David

  Novak, described as a “hugely successful” test launch in Colorado. Three months after it was distributed nationally, Crystal Pepsi had grabbed a respectable 2.4 percent market share. It

  was even priced higher than Pepsi, hinting at its premium cachet.




  Then the fizz went out. By 1994, Crystal Pepsi was gone, relegated to an inglorious footnote in the history of marketing mishaps. What went wrong? Aside from the obvious—that most new

  products fail—there were early stirrings of discontent. A blind taste test by one newspaper hinted at the problem: People preferred the taste of Crystal Pepsi, but only when their eyes were

  closed. Seeing Crystal Pepsi created expectations of what it should taste like, and these expectations were clearly violated. Pepsi bottlers, Novak recalls, raised a different kind of

  expectation issue: Crystal Pepsi did not “taste enough like Pepsi.” The name Pepsi itself led consumers to believe it would be Pepsi-like. Calling it simply Crystal might have helped.

  But the episode raised a tricky question: If a food color’s “principal use,” as one study noted, is for “flavor identification,” what flavor are you identifying when

  you take the color away?




  Apart from the problem of violated expectations, the Crystal Pepsi debacle contains another important lesson: just how difficult it is to anticipate consumer liking. It seems a simple problem:

  If enough people like something in a taste test, why would they not like it in the real world? Pepsi certainly did not just chuck Crystal Pepsi into the marketplace on a whim. Some ninety people,

  it was said, worked fifteen months on the product, cycling through several thousand versions. And well before it even made it to a regional taste market, one can be sure it was tested in-house by

  any number of sensory and consumer panels, the bulk of which, one presumes, must have said that they liked it.




  As it happens, this very thing—measuring people’s liking for a product on a food company “consumer panel”—was developed and perfected at Natick. The program itself

  was founded in 1944 at Chicago’s Quartermaster Food and Container Institute, in response to an ongoing problem of ration quality and its impact on troop morale. A team of psychologists, many

  of whom would go on to do seminal work in the food industry, was assembled. “One of the first issues that came up,” Cardello told me, “was how do you

  measure how much someone likes something?”




  Pioneering psychologists like Wilhelm Wundt had tried to quantify, through “psychophysics,” the inexact ways our senses responded to various stimuli (for example, when you double the

  sweetness of something, and it does not taste twice as sweet).




  But no one had been able, or had much tried, to quantify liking. And so the “nine-point hedonic scale” was born. First used on soldiers, it eventually found its way into the test

  kitchens of just about every major food manufacturer. Whatever is in your refrigerator at this moment, chances are that someone, somewhere has indicated his liking of it on a scale from one to

  nine. There was, according to one account, an early attempt to introduce an “11-point scale,” but it would not fit on government-regulated paper. Humans have even been trotted out and

  asked to write down their scale-of-one-to-nine reaction on products like cat food. Why? Felines, as an accompanying report noted, are “clearly unable to verbalize their likes and

  dislikes.” They may haughtily strut away from the bowl, their tail a flag of disdain, but this gesture does not easily translate into a numerical scale. “Perhaps surprisingly,”

  the report concluded, “the grand mean of all hedonic scores was 4.7, placing it between the ‘neither like nor dislike’ and ‘like slightly’ scale adjectives.”

  People thought cat food was not too bad, at least as cat food.




  The simplicity, relative accuracy, and value of hedonic scores as an industry standard has overshadowed the ongoing methodological issues in trying to put a number on liking. Other methods, like

  polygraphs, have failed dismally. But issues abound. There are semantic problems. Does “like slightly” mean the same thing to one person as another? There are issues with the math. The

  number eight, Cardello noted, does not mean twice as much liking as the number four. Could liking and disliking be expressed on the same scale? As work by Timothy Wilson and colleagues at the

  University of Virginia has made clear, asking people to analyze why they chose something can lead them to change their original choice—and usually not for the better.




  But merely asking consumers what they like is also not as simple as you might think. In one common tool, the “just about right” scale, people are given samples of a product.

  Each will have, say, a different gradation of sweetening. The consumer indicates which is “just about right.” Sounds fine, no? There is just one problem: The

  level of sweetening a subject chooses is often different from what he says he likes.




  Then there is the fact that most people do not pick the number one or nine. Those seem too artificial. People hedge. It becomes, by default, a seven-point scale. “You’re never sure

  that you’re not going to get a product in the next sample that’s even better than one you just tasted,” Cardello said.




  Our confusion about our own tastes translates into trouble for people trying to measure those tastes. People in general tend toward a “regression to the mean” in terms of liking. Ask

  them ahead of time how much they like lasagna or liver, say, and then ask them again after they have actually consumed it, and subjects will mark their favorite foods a bit lower and their least

  favorite a bit higher. Expectations haunt our liking, but they confound us. Peer into the science of liking long enough, and you might begin to think this is something approaching a mantra: The

  bad is never as bad as we think it is, the good never as good.




  One reason Natick has proven so influential is that, year after year, it has had an essentially captive audience of subjects to test. It is also a laboratory of pure liking,

  uncorrupted by the contexts of the outside world. Soldiers eating MREs do not see the price of food; they are not swayed by advertising. Nor do they have any choice. One of the research concerns

  has been food “monotony”—how long a soldier could be reasonably expected to eat nothing but MREs. The army’s own analysis, Darsch tells me, targeted twenty-one days. This

  was probably “on the conservative side,” he allowed. “You could probably go thirty-plus days and not have a statistical loss of body mass and muscle.”




  But more broadly, Natick has thought long and hard about how to plan menus that offer the most variety as is logistically feasible and that are most liked. Soldiers will not simply eat anything

  when they are hungry. Consumption, not to mention health and morale, drops off as food acceptability declines. Feeding an entire army means preferences must be broad and wide. As an early study

  observed, “Even foods that are extremely well-liked, but only by a small proportion of the consumers, are unsuited for military use.” Dishes like New England clam chowder have failed

  because, as Darsch put it, “a lot of the folks eating it didn’t really know what New England clam chowder was.”




  Howard Moskowitz, a prominent figure in the food industry, was working at Natick in the 1950s on mathematical models for “menu optimization.” Over breakfast at

  the Harvard Club in New York City, he said his inquiry was simple: “How frequently can we serve something so it doesn’t become tiring?” Menus, in his view, are driven by two

  dynamics: liking and time. There are things that we like, but how quickly will we tire of them? The thing most liked in a taste test, various studies have shown, often becomes the least

  liked after a number of samples. Crystal Pepsi might have seemed fresh and interesting in a taste test, but was it actually something consumers would restock the fridge with? That intense sugar

  rush or novel flavor may seem great the first time, “but you have to live with it,” Moskowitz said.




  “If you like something a lot more,” he continued, “do you choose it more often?” Not necessarily. We begin to pick things we may like much less, perhaps as a way of

  protecting our liking for that loved thing. One wants to avoid “death by hamburger,” as he dubbed it. Why should we even tire of a particular food? I asked. Is it, per

  sensory-specific satiety, that our nutritional needs are being met? Is there some innate desire for novelty? “I don’t know,” he said, sighing. “Why do we habituate to the

  smell of a fragrance? Why is it when we sit in a house next to the railroad tracks, we don’t hear the railroad anymore?” Why should we need choice? “Go to a diner,” he said.

  “Diners have menus with seven pages. But you order the same thing. You don’t want choice. You want the illusion of choice.”




  Tyler Cowen, perhaps our most food-aware economist, noted that he is often puzzled to hear, as that day’s lunch choice is being deliberated, someone utter something like “I

  don’t want Thai food today; I just had that yesterday.” This rather neglects the fact that Thais are eating Thai food every day. “Would it be so terrible,” he

  wondered, “to eat only Indian food, whether at home or in restaurants, every day for a week?” Often, when we think we are tired of something, we may simply be forgetting how much

  variety we have actually had (in a phenomenon that has been called “variety amnesia”). Curiously, while one might expect people to tire less quickly of flavorful food, food monotony

  research at Natick has shown the opposite: The more bland it is, the less quickly soldiers grew tired of it. Bland food, after all, fades from memory more quickly than exciting food. The less you

  remember having it, the less tired of it you get.




  Natick also had to grapple with where food was being consumed. The very same food will be rated higher when served in a restaurant versus an institutional

  cafeteria or a lab. Soldiers in the field face two challenges: Not only are they eating MREs, with their limited variety and entrées of approximate flavor and dubious texture, but they are

  often eating them in the far-flung, inhospitable environments for which they were designed. In a series of groundbreaking experiments, a group of soldiers (bivouacked on an island in Hawaii) and

  MIT students (on campus) ate nothing but MREs. The soldiers ate them for thirty-four days straight, the students for forty-five days. Both groups deemed the food “acceptable” (which did

  not speak well for MIT’s canteen). Both groups lost weight. The students, however, ate more than the soldiers in the field. The experiments showed the importance of context on

  liking. For many reasons, it is more difficult to get people in the field to eat.




  Context is no less important in the real world. People eating in an ethnic restaurant with appropriate decor rate the food higher; add some red-checkered tablecloths or a Sergio Leone poster,

  they eat more pasta. The loudness, and type, of music can affect the way we feel about our food. We eat more when we are in larger groups. The type of glassware, the weight of plates, whether the

  color of the food matches the color of the plate—even how long people have to wait for their meal—all have been shown to influence how much we like, and eat, food.




  There is a poignant scene in the film Sideways in which Miles, the hapless protagonist, in a fit of pique and despair over his dismal life prospects, brings his treasured bottle of 1961

  Cheval Blanc to a fast-food joint. Amid the harsh light and the smell of grease, to the accompaniment of a burger and onion rings, he surreptitiously quaffs his “special occasion wine”

  from a Styrofoam cup. The wine is still the same wine, and if consumption were always just about the thing being consumed, the level of enjoyment should theoretically be the same. But all the

  context factors are “off”: He is alone, he is eating mediocre food, he does not have a proper glass, the decor is terrible. He is drinking with vengeance, not appreciation.




  Context is not just place but time. Your love of breakfast cereals probably does not, in normal circumstances, extend to dinner. Breakfast itself is a rather strange meal, as the Dutch

  researcher E. P. Köster has observed. The most adventurous gourmands will eat the same thing for breakfast, day after day. They would hardly contemplate this at dinner.

  Sheer convenience explains much of it, to be sure, but research suggests there are whole classes of textures that are less liked at breakfast, varying by culture. By the time our after-dinner

  dessert rolls around, we are hungry for variety. It is as if we wake up less primed to desire novelty, our threshold for excitement slowly ramping up as the day progresses.




  Back at the Warfighter Café, I contemplated the spread before me. How did the MREs of tomorrow stand up? Did they still deserve the unfortunate sobriquets such as “meals refusing to

  exit” or “meals rejected by Ethiopians”? I took a bite of “MATS Salmon,” “MATS” standing for “microwave-assisted thermal sterilization.” The

  name could use a little work and the fish was, admittedly, a bit tough. “It’s a little chewier than we’d like,” Darsch told me. Not surprisingly: The salmon had been

  bombarded with over 120,000 psi of pressure, literally rupturing the cell walls of any lingering bacteria with the ruthlessness of a bunker-busting bomb. But the taste was there, at least more than

  one would expect for a shrink-wrapped piece of room-temperature fish with no immediate sell-by date. Would it fly at Del Posto? No. But to a soldier faced with a long-range patrol in a hot desert,

  it might be just good enough.




  I MAY KNOW WHAT I LIKE,




  BUT I KNOW I DON’T LIKE WHAT I DON’T KNOW:




  LIKING IS LEARNING




  On the morning I went to Philadelphia to meet Marcia Pelchat, a longtime researcher at Monell, I was nursing a slight cold. When I arrived at her office, Pelchat, a petite,

  polite woman with a disarming sense of humor, offered me coffee. I asked if she had tea, explaining that whenever I have a cold, I prefer tea, which suddenly seems to taste better than coffee. She

  considered it for a moment, then said, “Coffee without the aroma would seem like ashes to me.”




  Here is that thing that is so easy to forget yet never fails to startle when we experience it firsthand: Most of the action when we are tasting something comes from the nose. Coffee is one of

  those curious things that smells better than it tastes, and to lose the smell of it is in essence to lose what we like about it. To remind yourself of this basic sensory fact, it is worth, every once in a while, administering to yourself what Pelchat does to me on this morning: the jelly-bean test. She handed me three jelly beans and asked me to hold

  my already stuffed nose. They each tasted, simply, sweet. When I released my nostrils on the last jelly bean, I suddenly experienced, even with my cold, a spreading flood of flavor, something like

  Häagen-Dazs coffee ice cream, through the back of my mouth and nose. I had, in fact, just eaten a coffee-flavored jelly bean, as well as its banana- and licorice-flavored cousins.




  Our taste-bud-studded tongues do the basic sensory sorting: sweet, sour, bitter, salty, and, less officially, umami (and maybe fat). But all the finer distinctions—mango versus papaya,

  lamb versus pork—come “retronasally,” from the mouth up through the nasal passage, as a smell. The things we know as strawberries or Coca-Cola or sriracha sauce are not

  tastes; they are flavors. There is, strictly speaking, no “taste of honey”; there is “retronasal olfaction of honey.” Honey, to be honey, needs to waft on a gust of inhaled

  air into our nasopharynx. Even seemingly strong “tastes,” like lemon, only read on the tongue as a collection of sours and bitters and sweets. Terpenes triggering receptors in the

  olfactory mucosa make lemon lemony.




  How we perceive something, Paul Rozin has argued, influences how we feel about it. Even people who do not like the taste of coffee can no doubt appreciate the aroma. By contrast, on a plate,

  Limburger cheese may strike us, via our nose, as unpleasant. Once in the mouth, however, it undergoes a stunning change into something we may find pleasurable. It is as if the brain, sensing that

  food is in the mouth, and thus no longer represents some external hazard, shifts its whole outlook. Give someone who has a nose-blocking cold a cup of beef broth to which yellow food coloring has

  been added, Pelchat told me, and he will think he is eating chicken soup. Take away the retronasal passage, and it would be like going from a cable television package with an almost infinite number

  of channels down to a handful of networks playing the same old shows.




  But I have come to Pelchat’s office to talk about liking. Regardless of which part of my mouth and nasal cavities are telling me what the flavor is, what is telling me I like it? Virginia

  Woolf once wrote that “reading is a longer and more complicated process than seeing.” So too is the question of whether we like something more than feeling a sensory response to

  something we have put in our mouths. What we like is sometimes corrupted by what we know we like. A study that had consumers test pineapple varieties found those who

  preferred pineapples labeled “organic” and “free trade” tended to be those who were more fond of organic and free trade produce itself. Those less keen on organics were less

  happy about the pineapple. As the researchers noted, “The same cognitive information evoked opposite affective reactions in different subjects.”




  Pelchat, it turned out, did have some tea for me. But first she wanted me to take a capsule, which would contain either sugar or, simply, noncaloric cellulose. She wanted to show me the taste

  mechanism known as “flavor-nutrient” conditioning—the idea that we like what makes us feel good, even if we do not know it.




  The power of this conditioning has been shown in any number of studies on rats, our fellow neophobic omnivores. Typically, a rat will drink, ad libitum (as much as it wants), something like

  orange Kool-Aid. Rats, as a cursory glance at the scientific literature reveals, drink a lot of Kool-Aid. Meanwhile, sometime before, during, or after, a sweetener will be

  “infused,” via “intragastric catheter,” directly to its stomach. Later, the rat will sample grape Kool-Aid without getting the sugar drip to the stomach. When both flavors

  are later tested, rats will prefer the one that was sweetened, even when both flavors are now unsweetened. Sometimes they still cling to the old favorite when one of the new

  options actually tastes sweet in the moment.




  Curiously, the way the rat came to like one flavor over another had nothing to do with a taste preference. How do researchers know? “In fact,” Pelchat tells me, her voice lowering a

  bit, “the esophagus is externalized.” With the gullet sitting outside its body, the rat cannot taste the glucose, nor could he belch it back up into his mouth. Infused into the stomach,

  however, that sweetness still provides a hedonic payoff. “Something in the gut or the metabolic system is making them like that flavor,” Pelchat said.




  Pelchat wondered if humans’ sensory mechanisms could be similarly bypassed, without such extreme surgery. So she once swallowed a nasogastric tube for a day and tried to mainline glucose.

  “I thought, I know what I’m doing, I’ll pretend it’s food and I’ll swallow it, it’ll be fine. Instead, I was puking, tearing up.” Finally, she hit upon

  pills, which would or would not release sweetness into the gut. A placebo cellulose pill has no calories, no benefit for the body. Well, almost no benefit.

  “Incidentally,” she noted with a laugh as I inspected a pill, “that will keep you regular.” In her study, people who downed the (tasteless) sugar pills ended up liking the

  flavor of tea more than the tea they drank with the unsweetened pills.




  So without even knowing why, people preferred one tea over another (we are strangers to our taste). They were getting “post-ingestive” signals, in the form of a nutritional

  reward, that predisposed them toward a flavor. “I always make a point of telling people that reward and pleasure are not the same thing,” she says. “Food can be rewarding without

  the conscious experience of pleasure.” How we have all known this, eating in front of the television. The reverse can happen as well. Cancer patients who sampled a novel ice cream flavor

  prior to chemotherapy, with its attendant nausea, grew to dislike that flavor (more than the familiar flavors they liked). With liking for all foods diminished, patients were in little mood for

  novelty. One way to avoid the treatment from negatively interfering with normal appetites, interestingly, was to provide a new “scapegoat” flavor—like Life Savers

  candy—during patients’ normal meals. The scapegoat flavor, rather than the usual foods, absorbed the brunt of disliking. This plays into our tendency to want to like familiar foods and

  to dislike the novel.




  In Pelchat’s study, sponsored by a tea company wanting to see if Americans could acquire a taste for unsweetened teas, people even grew to like the tea more that did not have the glucose

  hit. Why? Simply because they were drinking it more than once. In 1968, the psychologist Robert B. Zajonc, in a profoundly influential paper, termed what he called the “mere exposure”

  effect: “Mere repeated exposure of the individual to a stimulus is sufficient condition for the enhancement of his attitude toward it.” He was not actually talking about food, but

  exposure has come to be a central idea in food liking. In one typical study, children as young as two sampled a collection of unfamiliar fruits and cheeses for twenty-six days in a row. When they

  were later given a choice between random pairs of the food objects they had tried, they chose the ones they had had more often—even when they had spat those out initially.
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