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EDITOR'S NOTE. In this engaging talk given last February on a particularly cold and blustery day at Texas Tech
University, Professor Gad Saad of Concordia University discusses his work in the area of evolutionary
consumption. In making the case for understanding consumerism from a Darwinian perspective, Saad
addresses several key tenets from his books The Consuming Instinct! and The Evolutionary Bases of
Consumption.t In particular, Saad argues that: (1) many consumption acts can be mapped onto four key
Darwinian modules (survival, mating, kin selection, and reciprocal altruism); and, (2) cultural products such
as song lyrics and movie plotlines are fossils of the human mind that highlight a shared, biologically based
human nature. In this wide-ranging inquiry, Saad summarizes several of his other empirical works, including
the effects of conspicuous consumption on men's testosterone levels3 and how the ovulatory cycle in the
human female influences consumption." Overall, Professor Saad contends that an infusion of evolutionary
and biologically based perspectives into the discipline of consumer behavior and related government
regulatory policies yields myriad benefits, notably greater consilience, more effective practices, an ethos of
interdisciplinarity, and methodological pluralism.

T hank you all for being here. So this is actually
the title of my book, The Consuming Instinct.
In this talk I'll be giving you a brief overview

of how we apply evolutionary theory to consumer
behavior, so let me get into it right away.

So are consumers born or made? Of course, in a

sense this is an inappropriate question because
ultimately we are an inextricable mix of our genes

and our unique environments. If you look at the images
of a diverse set of people, you can tell they come from
different racial backgrounds, different ethnicities, they
have different religions, different cultures-there are

endless ways by which we could generate cross-cultural

differences. But underneath these cross-cultural differ

ences there is a bedrock of human universals5 that

actually makes each individual share a profound
biological heritage. And so to use one of E. o. Wilson's
observations (p. 167),6 "genes hold culture on a leash,"
and I argue that the genes ultimately hold consumer
behavior on a leash. So yes, the environment matters
but certainly we cannot ignore the import of biology
and evolutionary theory.

Continuing with this theme of do we learn our
consumer behaviors or are some of these behaviors
innate, I like to use the example of toy preferences
because social constructivists love to argue that toys
are, if you like, one of the first steps by which we are
socialized about our gender roles. Little Johnny learns
to play rough with the blue truck, Little Suzy learns to
play in a nurturing way with the pink doll and that
starts off a cascade of socialization. Let's see if that
actually holds up to further scrutiny. If you look at
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some of the research in cognitive psychology, kids in
the pre-socialization stage, meaning by definition they
don't yet have the cognitive capacity to be socialized,
will display those sex-specific preferences.o" Little boys
will gaze at typically "male toys" for longer-similar
for little girls with sex-specific toys, so by definition this
means that they couldn't have been socialized since
they don't yet have the cognitive development to be
socialized. So that, if you like, is the first nail in the
coffin of the social constructivist's theory.

Moving on, there is an endocrinological disorder
called congenital adrenal hyperplasia (CAH), which
basically masculinizes little girls who suffer from this
disorder-they have masculinized morphologies and
masculinized behaviors. In fact, little girls who suffer
from CAH end up having a reversal of their toy
preferences," again casting doubt on the idea that we
are born with blank slates and it's only socialization
that then shapes us. If this is not sufficiently convinc
ing, let's look at a comparative psychology approach
where you look at other species. If you look at vervet
and rhesus monkeys, and look at the toy preferences
that infant vervet monkeys and rhesus monkeys
display, they are exactly the same in terms of sex
specificity as human infants. I o

,11 And then you can
look at something called the digit ratio, which is the
ratio of the length of your index finger to your ring
finger, which is a putative marker of how much
androgen, how much testosterone, you've been ex
posed to in utero. It's a masculinizing agent, and boys
are more masculinized than girls. So if you look at
boys, young boys and how their digit ratios score, the
more masculinized their digit ratios, the more they
engage in sex-consistent play behavior.v' Stemming
from completely different research traditions, each of
these examples puts into doubt the idea that it's only
arbitrary socialization that causes us to prefer the toys
that we do as young children. This is one way that you
can show how an evolutionary biological approach can
systematically disentangle the environment from our
biology.

Just to push this point, roughly the same point, with
another example, we often hear the question asked: Is
beauty socially constructed or are there universal
beauty markers? If you look at the photos here, in
the left-most case you have what's called the neck
elongation ritual. Now that's a very culture-specific
beauty ritual. The next one is lip- and ear-plating from

Africa. They find it extremely attractive. Probably out
here in the West we wouldn't. In this case we've got the
Wodaabe People also in Africa, where it is the men who
engage in beautification rituals. Now if we stop the
story there, we'd say, "See look, it's all determined by
culture-all of these cultural traditions have complete
ly different ways of defining beauty." That's true, but
underneath these, there are human universals when it
comes to beauty-several-one of which is facial sym
metry. There is no culture that's ever been uncovered
where people who are asymmetric are viewed as more
beautiful than people who are symmetric. You can go
to the Yanornamo tribe in the Amazon and they'll agree
with you. And that's precisely because facial symmetry
is a phenotypic marker of good genes, of minimal
exposure to developmental injuries. So yes culture
matters but biology matters as well.

Evolutionary psychology: The basics

Some of you may not be familiar with some of the
important tenets of evolutionary psychology so let me
spend a few minutes giving you a primer. The first thing
you want to know about evolutionary psychology is
that we assume that the mind is a product of natural
and sexual selection. In other words, in the same way
that all of our organs have gone through selection
pressures, resulting in the organs that we have today,
the organ that defines our personhood, our brain, is not
outside the purview of those evolutionary forces, either.
So evolution does not stop at the head; it also affects
our brains.

The next one is really important-the domain
specificity view of the human mind. Domain specificity
refers to the fact that in the same way that each of our
organs has evolved to solve specific, adaptive problems,
our brains are, if you like, an amalgamation of
computational systems, each of which has evolved to
solve a different evolutionarily relevant problem-find
mate, protect kin, invest in non-kin coalitions, avoid
predators, look for nutritious food sources. So each of
these survival, or mating, problems-or kin prob
lems-would have resulted in domain-specific compu
tational systems. Now that doesn't mean that domain
general systems don't also exist in our brains, but
unlike nonevolutionary psychologists, we certainly
look at these domain-specific mechanisms.
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The metaphor here I like to use, or actually one that's
been around in the literature for many years, is the
Swiss army knife model.':' The Swiss army knife has
many different tools, each of which solves a different
problem. Pull out the cork from the wine bottle, cut
cheese, and so on-each of which cannot be transferred
to another domain. Domain specificity does not refer to
topographical modularity, it's not that one domain is
here and another domain is here. It refers to a specific
problem that we've had to solve in our evolutionary
past. So to say that something is due to learning, to
culture, to socialization really doesn't explain enough
because then the question that begs to be asked is, Why
is learning of that form? Why is it that in no culture are
women not taught to be more indiscriminate in their
sexuality than men? No culture has yet been uncovered
where that happens. And so it's not enough to simply
say that a behavior is due to learning-you have to
explain why learning is of that form.

Of course, evolutionary psychologists also argue that
the mind is not an empty slate: we are born with
certain innate predispositions.!" For example, take
infants that again are too young to have been socialized
and if you show them photos of individuals who have
high or low facial symmetry, hence they are attractive
or not, they will gaze at facial symmetric people for
much longer. 1s

,16 By definition, they could not have
been socialized to have that preference.

This is a really important point, it's really the crux of
evolutionary theory. Basically it argues that scientific
explanations are made at two epistemological levels
at the proximate level, and at the ultimate level. 17,18,19

Proximate explanations in science explain the how and
what of a mechanism. How does something operate?
What are the factors that affect it? That's where much
of science operates. The ultimate explanation, first, it
doesn't mean ultimate in the superior sense, that it's
"ultimate." A lot of my colleagues, when they don't
know about this distinction, they assume that's what it
means. Ultimate means in the Darwinian sense. If you
unfold the causality of the explanation, it's the ultimate
Darwinian "why"-why did we evolve that morpho
logical feature, that emotional system, that cognitive
system?

To make it tangible, I love to use this example to
show the power of the difference between proximate
and ultimate explanations. Take pregnancy sickness,
for example. Pregnancy sickness is a very predictable,

universal, physiological mechanism that women go
through when they're pregnant. People usually call it
morning sickness, but the more general term is
pregnancy sickness because it doesn't have to happen
in the morning. There are endless proximate questions
I can ask about pregnancy sickness. How do fluctua
tions in a woman's hormonal levels affect the severity
of her pregnancy symptoms? That's a very valid
proximate question. It's a how question. It's a what
question. The ultimate question is, why would women
have evolved this physiological response-is it an
adaptation to something? Is it an evolutionary solution
to some evolutionarily recurrent problem that women
would have faced in our ancestral past? And the
answer turns out to be, yes.

During the first trimester of gestation, there's
something called organogenesis, which is exactly when
the main organs are forming in utero. During that time,
if a woman is exposed to pathogens, they could really
wreck havoc on that developmental process. Now the
main source of those pathogens are food pathogens, are
teratogens, and therefore the mechanism of pregnancy
sickness is an adaptation against that very real
biological threat.2 o,2 1,22 So you feel nausea, you have
aversions toward certain foods that typically are very
high in their likelihood of having pathogens, you have
cravings for other foods that serve as solutions against
possible exposure to pathogens. Pickles for example
pickling is a means of solving microbial exposure.
Pregnancy sickness starts at exactly the point of
organogenesis and it ends at exactly when organogen
esis finishes.

So you say okay, that's great, that's a very nice
theoretical explanation-but who cares? What are the
practical applications? Well, there again, there are very
profound practical applications. If a woman goes to
her OB/GYN, her physician, complaining of pregnancy
sickness symptoms, the physician would likely pre
scribe pills that attenuate those symptoms, right? From
an evolutionary perspective that's the perfectly incor
rect thing to do. As a matter of fact, research shows
that the more a woman experiences pregnancy
sickness, the less likely she is to have a miscarriage.r'
The more pregnancy sickness she experiences, the
better the health outcome of the child.24 So all other
things considered, it is an adaptive mechanism to
experience pregnancy sickness, notwithstanding the
fact that, you know, if a woman is giving a talk, she

60 POLITICS AND THE LIFE SCIENCES • SPRING 2013 • VOL. 32, NO. I

https://doi.org/10.2990/32_1_58 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.2990/32_1_58


The Consuming Instinct

may not want to be rushing out to throw up every 5
minutes. But again that shows you how proximate and
ultimate explanations are not conflicting with one
another: they are complementary. Once you've tackled
the problem at both levels, you now have a full
understanding of the phenomenon. And that is exactly
what I try to do in my work in consumer behavior,
whereas most of my colleagues have done great work
at the proximate level, I've been doing a lot at the
ultimate level.

Darwinian modules

I've recently argued in my work that there are four
key Darwinian modules on which we could map much
of our consumption. There's the survival module
survival is natural selection. All of the adaptations that
confer a survival advantage to an organism would be
under the survival module. If you look at these images,
one is an example of camouflaging. You have an insect
there that looks exactly like the background leaf.
That's an evolved adaptation that solves a very real
problem of, I don't want to be someone else's dinner.
On the other hand, organisms face the survival
problem of finding dinner for themselves. So the
right-hand photo represents the classic Darwinian finch
example where you have different finches on different
evolutionary micro-niches that have evolved slightly
different beaks precisely because the food sources in
each of these patches are somewhat different in terms
of how you access them. Both of these examples are of
survival adaptations.

Now there are other adaptations that don't confer
any survival advantage. The classic example, of which
there are many, is the peacock's tail. The peacock
would not have evolved his large, cumbersome,
conspicuous tail through natural selection because, as
a matter of fact, having that big tail reduces his
survival. It increases the likelihood of predators finding
him and it decreases the likelihood of his being able to
avoid them because it's more difficult to take flight. It
evolves through a parallel process that Darwin called
sexual selection. Those are adaptations that confer
mating or reproductive advantage. So, we've got the
peacock's tail here, assisting with intersexual wooing.
By impressing the ladies to mate with me, that's the
means by which I extend my genes. Here we've got

intrasexual rivalry, the evolution of these big horns that
the butting rams use. They fight it out and then the
winner will get the spoils of the battle, which is
basically sexual access to all of the females.

For the rest of the talk I will show how we can map
many consummatory acts into these different basic
Darwinian modules. We've got survival, we've got
reproduction, then we've got kin selection.f' Kin
selection is the evolutionary mechanism that explains
kin-based altruism. Why would I jump into a river to
save a brother, a son, a nephew? The reason is that
ultimately they share genes with me. So if you realize
that the unit of selection of evolution is the gene, not
the organism, then you can understand how kin-based
altruism can evolve. And then reciprocity refers to non
kin based altruism. Yes we can explain why I jump into
the river to save my brother or my son but why do I
jump into the river to save anyone in the audience here,
who might be very good friends but who are not my
kin? The argument here is that part of human sociality
is to engage in these reciprocal arrangernents/" because
they serve as an insurance policy. Evolutionarily
speaking, if I bring down the bison, I will share it
with your family, even though you are not my kin
with the promise that in the future if we're starving and
you bring down the bison, you will share it with me. So
there's tit for tat. And of course many primates, not just
primates but many species, engage in these forms of
reciprocal arrangements. In the primate context, a
classic example would be reciprocal grooming. In the
consumer context, gift giving would be another
example.

Consumer examples

So there are four modules: survival, reproduction,
kin, and reciprocity. Let's now look at some consumer
examples in each of these four modules, beginning with
survival. Here we've got the hummingbird. The
hummingbird has such a fast metabolic rate that it
needs to ingest roughly 1.5 to 3 times its body weight
per day just so that it doesn't starve that day. So it
gorges. Now, buffets, as we've had in this hotel twice
today, for breakfast and for lunch, buffets cater to the
same Darwinian pull, but of course humans don't have
the metabolic rate of hummingbirds so we end up
falling prey to this Darwinian pull-and put on weight.

POLITICS AND THE LIFE SCIENCES • SPRING 2013 • VOL. 32, NO. I 61

https://doi.org/10.2990/32_1_58 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.2990/32_1_58


Saad

To give you another example of how gorging manifests
itself in the human context, there was a classic study
where the number and distribution of colors of M&Ms
were manipulated.r ' Objectively, the coloring is
odorless and tasteless; objectively, there are no
differences in taste between the various conditions.
Yet people end up consuming more when exposed to
greater variety. Their brains are visually tricked to eat
more precisely because of what is known as the
"variety effect," which has also been shown using
single versus multiple flavors of yogurt.r" and by
manipulating the number of pasta shapes in an
offering.29 Now, the evolutionary reason is quite
simple: number one, our bodies actually need to
sample a multitude of nutritional sources, but secondly
if we only eat one source of food and if that source is
contaminated by food pathogens, then that's a real
problem. So you're diversifying your risk of being
exposed to pathogens by sampling from multiple
sources. This was a mechanism first proposed by Paul
Rozin, a food psychologist at the University of
Pennsylvania. And so here, even though objectively
speaking people should not be succumbing to the
variety effect, they do because it is such an alluring
Darwinian pull to do so.

In the next example we've got grizzly bears that have
to gorge on a lot of fatty salmon if they hope to survive
the period of hibernation. And, of course, we pick the
juicy burgers and we're more than happy to gorge on
that fatty food. The Atkins diet was very popular for
many years because it actually prescribed a behavior
that was perfectly consistent with our evolved gusta
tory preferences. It didn't say, "Eat all you can eat raw
celery." It said, "You can eat fatty burger patties, steaks
and eggs and bacon and, guess what? You're actually
going to lose weight." Now, of course, what the Atkins
diet doesn't tell you is that some of your cholesterol
metrics didn't fare too well, but from a strictly
commercial perspective, it worked well because it
was consistent with what our evolved gustatory
preferences were expecting. If you look at the top
restaurants in the world,30 they're top restaurants not
so much because they've got Justin Timberlake as an
endorser; they do very well because they provide us
with exactly what we want, which is fatty foods-fatty
and tasty foods.

The previous examples refer to human universals of
food preferences, but even cross-cultural differences in

food preferences are oftentimes due to biological
reasons. So evolutionary psychology is not only about
demonstrating human universalities, but it's also
capable of explaining why one culture does X and
another culture does Y. And so that again shows how
evolutionary psychologists are well aware of the
importance of culture. They don't negate the impor
tance of culture. And this is the example I like to use:
it's known as Darwinian gastronomy, developed by a
neuroscientist from Cornell University.31,32 What he
wanted to do was look at culinary traditions across
cultures to see why these cultures would have evolved
to have these different traditions. If you were a cultural
psychologist or a cultural anthropologist, you would
have simply stopped your investigation at highlighting
differences-the French eat this, and the Malaysians
eat that, we're done. The bigger question is why? Well,
he showed that how much meat a particular culinary
tradition has, how much vegetables, how much salt
consumption, how much spices are used, how much
pickling is done, is perfectly correlated with the
amount of food pathogens that would likely have
existed historically within those particular cultural
settings.33,34,35 In other words, culinary traditions are a

cultural adaptation to a biological problem. So culture
doesn't exist outside of biology, it exists because of
biology-nurture by nature.

Going on with a few other examples from survival,
there's a theory in evolutionary psychology known as
prospect-refuge theory, which basically argues that
humans tend to have certain innate preferences when it
comes to certain types of landscapes.36,37 Typically, the
landscapes that are preferred are those that are found
in the African savannah-ones that provide us a
prospect from which we can look out, but then have
refuge. In other words, be able to see without being
seen. And the argument there is, these landscapes
protect us from all sorts of environmental dangers,
whether it be predators or other individuals who are
part of out-groups. So it turns out that this idea of
prospect-refuge, this innate preference that we have for
environments that adhere to prospect-refuge, can be
applied to all sorts of design issues.r'" How do you
design cafes? Well, this cafe here adheres to prospect
refuge theory. There are all sorts of nooks and crannies
in which I can hide and then look at what people are
doing when they are passing by. The classic cafeteria in
a high school does not adhere to prospect-refuge, so if
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you opened up a cafe that looked too open and
exposed, certainly in Montreal where I come from,
you're going to go bankrupt very quickly.

Now, you can push this example to urban design.
This street is very much congruent with what's called
our biophilic instinct, or innate love of nature. This one
is not. Here is a playground that is very much
consistent with our biophilic instinct, and here's a
playground that is not. Richard Louv, the bestselling
author, has coined this very poignant term-"nature
deficit disorder." He basically argues that children
today are so minimally exposed to natural settings that
it actually ends up having quite a profound effect on
some of their psychological and health-related out
comes.

Mating, reproduction, sexuality

I've given you a bit of background about issues
dealing with survival, let's move to mating, reproduc
tion, sexuality. Here we've got an analogous behavior,
meaning a behavior that's evolved independently across
two species (on the other hand, homologous behaviors
across species would point to a common ancestry).
Now, why are these two linked together? It must be
that this bird is doing some sort of dancing-this guy's
doing some hip-hop dancing. Well, this guy is
attracting the ladies by showing I am the top dancer.
That is exactly what the red-capped manakin does. As
a matter of fact, a Cornell ornithologist by the name of
Kim Bostwick was able to finally break down his
dance. It's so quick that you have to break it down by
1/500th per frame to be able to capture it. Well, this
bird does the original Michael Jackson moonwalk.
Michael Jackson's estate has to be paying this guy a lot
of royalties because the moves that he pulls are simply
astonishing. The females will stand around, the guys
will start engaging in all these vigorous dance moves,
and then the best dancer wins. Now, how do you apply
this in the human context? A recent study published in
Nature where researchers showed that in the human
context the best dancers also have the greatest body
syrnmetry.Y In other words, there is a convergence
between the behavioral mechanism-how well I
danced-and the phenotypic signal, my symmetry.
You would never have been able to uncover this

astonishing finding if you had not come from an
evolutionary perspective.

In the second case, here we have the Satin
Bowerbird, who builds this bower. Now, a bower
serves no functional purpose-it's not a nest. It's not
where you rear your young. It serves no other purpose
other than artistic expression. It is one of the few
animals other than the human animal where the
females are picking males on their artistic ability. He
[the male bird] basically is saying, "look how creative I
am!" And in different areas of the world this class of
birds will attack human females on their head to steal
ornaments so they can then put them in the bower, so
they can get lucky with their ladies. Now in this
architectural design [photo of mansion] you don't need
53 bedrooms, but this certainly serves as a very honest
signal of status. And so these architectural designs are
ultimately part of the mating ritual.

I'll give you a few other interesting examples. This is a
study I did a few years ago." As you might imagine, the
media was much interested in this research. I argued in
some of my books that consumers use conspicuous
consumption as a form of sexual signaling. So the
Maserati is akin to the peacock's tail. Now, if that's true
then what we should find is that if you ask men to drive
a fancy car, a Porsche (we actually used a Porsche, and
as I like to tell people when describing this research,
imagine trying to get a granting agency to release money
so that you can rent a Porsche for a weekend in
downtown Montreal, and tell them, "no, no, it's truly
for science..."), We had young males either drive a
Porsche or a beaten up old sedan in one of two
environments, either in downtown Montreal where
everybody can see you doing it, or on a semi-deserted
highway. And the dependent measure was that at the
end of each driving condition (it was a within-subjects
design, meaning the same individual went through all
four conditions), we collected salivary assays so that we
could then measure testosterone levels. The reason we
care about testosterone in this case is that we know in
many types of ritualized combats, not just in the human
context but for other species as well, if two males fight,
the winner has a rise in testosterone and the loser has a
drop. Well, putting a young male in a Porsche is akin to
infusing him immediately with very high status. And if
that's true, then the endocrinological system should
respond accordingly, and that is exactly what we found.
You put the young males in the Porsche and their
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testosterone levels go completely haywire. What we
found surprising was that it didn't matter whether it was
in a public or private setting. We thought it would be a
lot higher in the public setting. It turned out, that didn't
matter. Put the guy in the Porsche and his T-Ievels shoot
through the roof.

Along the same lines, there was a related study done
a few years ago by some colleagues of mine from
Britain.4o You take the same man and you put him
either in a Ford Fiesta or a very expensive Bentley and
you do the same with a woman and then you solicit
opposite sex ratings. So you ask women to rate how
physically attractive the guy is-you're not asking them
what you think their status is. Of course, his physical
attractiveness should be the same in both cases since his
morphology doesn't change. Well, the guy on the left
(in the Ford Fiesta) is very unattractive and the guy on
the right (in the Bentley) is stunningly handsome. Of
course, in the case of evaluating women, men didn't
care about this manipulation. Their evaluations of
women were completely independent of which car they
were seen in. A similar study was conducted by Shuler
and McCord.4 1

This idea of sexual signaling is found in endless
domains of risk-taking. Here you have what's called
the Vanuatu land diving ritual, a rite of passage in the
Pacific where these guys, in order to become accepted
into manhood, have to jump off these platforms of 80
to 100 feet tied to vine ropes perfectly calibrated so
that as they dive head first it will stop them a few
inches before their head splatters on the ground. And it
has to be calibrated to the humidity of the season, and
to their weight, so that it doesn't snap. So all of these
calculations have to be done carefully, otherwise you're
going to die a really horrific death. So that's a very
honest sexual signal. That's what's known in biology as
a "costly signal." Only the truly courageous guys
would pass through this ritual. If all it took was to do
10 jumping jacks or 5 push-ups, then women would
not be able to sort the losers from the winners. But this
Vanuatu ritual, boy does it sort the really courageous
ones from the less courageous. And all of these other
physically risky behaviors such as bouldering, cliff
diving, big wave surfing, and BASE jumping, have one
thing in common across any culture that's ever been
studied-it's always men who are much more likely to
engage in them.

Continuing with this idea of testosterone and risk
taking and it being a male-based behavioral strategy, I
recently published a study with some of my graduate
students where we looked at digit ratios, which are a
mark of testosterone. Using digit calipers, we measured
people's digit ratios and administered a psychometric
scale that measures risk-taking across many different
domains: health risk, ethical risk, physical risk,
financial risk, and so on. 4 2 We wanted to see whether
individuals who had more masculinized digit ratios,
hence they would have been exposed to greater
testosterone in utero, would score higher on risk
taking scales. And that's exactly what we found-and
we found it only for men, not for women, which is
exactly what we predicted. So there's a morphological
feature that is correlated to testosterone, which is
linked to behavior-risk taking.

For those of you who might be thinking, well so far
we've only been talking about sexual signaling on the
male side of the equation, of course women do engage
in endless forms of sexual signaling, although they
might use different cues to achieve the same goals of
ameliorating their lot in the mating market. In other
species, when females (in this case chimps, but this
happens for many other species as well) are in estrus
they will exhibit very conspicuous signals, whether it
be a visual signal (enlarged and engorged genitalia), or
olfactory signals (they actually smell intoxicating to
males), there are all sorts of ways by which females can
signal their sexual receptivity. In the human context,
women also engage in this type of signaling, although it
is somewhat more subtle than engorged genitalia. In
this case what happens is that women dress more
provocatively at the maximally fertile period of their
menstrual cycles. So I did some work with one of my
doctoral students, Eric Stenstrom, where we had
women keep track of their behaviors, preferences,
and desires for 35 contiguous days." The reason why
35 is important is because the average menstrual cycle
is 28 days, so by 35 days you're pretty much capturing
most women's natural variations in terms of their
menstrual cycles.

Every single day we asked them a large number of
very detailed questions about everything you can
imagine. For purposes of this discussion, I'll only talk
about beautification practices. What we found, exactly
as we predicted from an evolutionary perspective, is
that women were much more likely to be engaging in
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beautification practices-and a wide range of beauti
fication practices (sexy clothes, clothes that show a lot
of skin, time spent beautifying, wearing a skirt,
wearing nice clothes, and so on)-at the maximally
fertile stage of their cycle, as opposed to other stages
where they're not fertile.43,44 They don't do this
consciously, they don't have an ovulatory chart and
say, "Oh gee, look, I'm ovulating, let me dress
provocatively today." But they certainly have the
evolved hormonal mechanisms that would guide them
in that direction, or where they feel more bloated and
less sexy during another time period. For it to be a valid
mechanism doesn't mean it has to be within conscious
awareness. On a related note, female strippers will
garner larger tips when they are maximally fertile. 45

Kin and reciprocity

I've given you some examples from survival and
some from mating. Let's go to kin and reciprocity.
Remember, kin involves altruistic acts that people
engage in with family members, who are genetically
related to them, and reciprocity are altruistic acts with
non-kin. I did a study recently with some Israeli
colleagues where we looked at gift-giving practices at
Israeli weddings.f" At Israeli weddings usually the
guests just give monetary sums-$125, for instance. So
it's not that you give a coffee machine or a Rolex
watch. Everybody just signs checks or gives cash. And
the bride and groom keep track of these lists. So my
colleagues had access to the data from 30 weddings.
What we wanted to study here was whether the
genetic relatedness between the giver and recipient
predicts the size of the gift. I already did some research
with one of my former doctoral students Tripat Gill
where we've established that in a different context.Y
People are extremely well-calibrated in terms of how
they mete out their investments in line with the genetic
relatedness between themselves and the recipient of the
gift.

People who have a genetic relatedness coefficient of
.50 means that, on average, they share 50 percent of
their genes with me; .25 on average means they share a
quarter of their genes. So my grandparents would be 25
percent, my children or my siblings would be 50
percent. My first cousins would be 12.5 percent, my
second cousins 6.25 percent. What you find with the

size of the monetary gift is exactly that. It's perfectly
aligned with genetic relatedness with one small caveat:
relatives who are more genetically related give more
money than relatives who are less genetically related,
but interestingly no genetic relatedness, zero-mean
ing, your close friends-actually give greater sums than
more distant kin, which is exactly what you'd expect
from the reciprocity model. Non-kin alliances and
friendships matter in the human context. That's why I
remember you when it's your birthday and I invite you
out to dinner, and then you reciprocate when it's my
birthday. From a strict economic perspective, why
don't we skip that ritual since I'm going to invite you
for $50, you're going to reciprocate for $50 and we're
going to wind up at the same place. But the fact that we
have to remember that obligation helps oil and
strengthen our friendship. So the same way that other
primates will engage in reciprocal grooming, that gift
giving ritual is the way that we're engaging in
reciprocal behavior.

The next item adds a whole layer of complexity to this
story. If you look at grandparents, your four grandparents
are, on average, of the same genetic relatedness to you.
But that's not the full story. Not only does genetic
relatedness matter, but genetic assuredness matters as
well. Your maternal grandmother is assured of her
genetic lineage-there's no such thing as maternity
uncertainty. But there is such a thing as paternity
uncertainty that actually drives a lot of the sexual
dimorphism between the two sexes. Men sometimes
aren't sure who their children are, not women. So the
maternal grandmother is assured of her genetic lineage,
the paternal grandfather has two generations of paternity
uncertainty, and the two other grandparents are in the
middle. And so you would expect the maternal
grandmother to invest the most in her grandchildren,
the paternal grandfather to invest the least, and the two
others to invest in the middle. This has been found in
many cultures and in many different ways,48,49 so we
wanted to test it in the context of Israeli gift giving, which
by the way the Middle East largely consists of patriarchal
societies but we're showing a matrilineal effect.

Well, on average, the size of the gift on the maternal
side of the bride and groom ($260) is significantly
larger than the size of the gift on the paternal side
($225). The maternal side of the family gives a lot more
than the paternal side. You'd be very hard pressed to
posit this hypothesis, and even propose such a research
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question, had you not been coming from an evolution
ary perspective. That's one of the key benefits of
evolutionary theory, that it allows you to uncover
dynamics that would have been otherwise invisible.

Evolution in daily life

Evolutionary theory is everywhere in your daily life.
Every day little snippets happen that point to a
particular evolutionary mechanism, so let me point
you to one from my personal life. When my wife was
pregnant with our first child, you get your customary
ultrasound images in the first trimester and you put
them proudly on the fridge and you look at them and
you say, "I am fertility!" If you look at these
[ultrasound] images, they could be amoebas, they
could be extraterrestials, they could be in utero
organisms from other species, nevermind the human
species. Yet my mother-in-law passes by the image,
stops arrestingly and says, "Oh my God Gad, the baby
looks exactly like you." The question is, why would she
have that reaction, and what does it have to do with
evolutionary theory? Well, there's a lot of research that
shows when a child is born, the custom across all
cultures is for people to say, "Oh my God, the baby
looks exactly like the father"-and, especially so, the
mother's side of the family because that serves as an
insurance policy against cuckoldry.l" So it's a cultural
norm, but the cultural norm is rooted in the biological
reality. Now, I always joke with my daughter, even
though she doesn't understand at this point (she's only
4) that I made her famous already in the annals of
science because this is an example of this phenomenon
not when the baby is out but could be the first such
example in utero.

So, again, I wouldn't have been able to explain this
phenomenon as well as I've been able to without
evolutionary theory, although my mother-in-law re
mains unconvinced. She says, "I don't want to hear
about your scientific theories" and still points to the
ultrasound image. "Look, it's the exact same profile as
you in the image." So she still insists that there's
incredible phenotypic similarity.

Along the same lines, a study was done a few years
ago where they went to men and women and said, if
there was a new service in hospitals that was
mandatory for every child who comes in, DNA

paternity testing, what is your attitude towards that?51
And what do you think happens? Women say, I don't
like it that much-and men say "good idea." Now that
difference in attitudes, if most of my consumer
psychology colleagues were to propose attitudinal
theories, they would come up with all sorts of theories
that have nothing to do with reality. That sex
difference is strictly rooted in the evolutionary calculus
tied to paternity uncertainty.

A variety of products have been studied by scholars
from an evolutionary perspective-s-perfumes.V flow
ers,53 engagement rings,54 clothing,55,56,57 hair
styles,58,59 plastic surgery.f" cosmetics,61,62,63 high

heels,64 etc. There's almost never a week that goes by
where I don't get some media request to comment on
the evolutionary explanation for why women wear
high heels. With cosmetics, there are some very
interesting evolutionary explanations for why red is
an intoxicating cue to men.65 Valentine's Day is
associated with red, much lingerie is red, a lot of
cosmetics are red. Actually, lipstick in French is rouge a
leures, which means "red for lips," so even the generic
term for lipstick has the word for red associated with it.
If you look at perfume, if I were to ask each of you to
smell four different perfumes and then have you tell me
which of the four is most attractive to you, it turns out
what drives that preference is its congruity with
something called the major histocompatibility com
plex. 66 That's a set of genes that we all have that serve
as a signal of our unique immunological profile. We
tend to prefer perfumes that are consistent with that set
of genes, the MHC. When we choose mates, we tend to
choose mates that are maximally dissimilar to us along
the MHC because the more dissimilar they are to us,
that means the more our offspring will have maximal
immunological defenses. 67 But the bottom line is that
something as simple as perfume preferences turns out
to be very much rooted in physiological realities. That
doesn't mean that advertising doesn't matter, but it
certainly means that we also have to look at the
biological and physiological roots of consumer choices.

Cultural products: Fossils of the mind

I've given you a sense of the four Darwinian
modules, let's switch gears now. In my books I talk
about cultural products being fossils of the human

66 POLITICS AND THE LIFE SCIENCES • SPRING 2013 • VOL. 32, NO. I

https://doi.org/10.2990/32_1_58 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.2990/32_1_58


The Consuming Instinct

mind. What do I mean by that? Well, the currency of
paleontologists' research includes skeletal remains,
fossils and so on, and then using these remains they
are able to reconstruct the phylogenetic history of a
species. Of course, the human mind consists of organic
matter and doesn't fossilize-but what does fossilize
are the cultural products that human minds leave
behind. So I could look at ancient Greek tragedies that
were written 3,500 years ago in a completely different
context by different people in a different era and the
key narrative in those Greek tragedies will be equally
poignant to people here in Lubbock. They'll talk about
sibling rivalry, about romantic jealously, about status
seeking, about paternity uncertainty-all of the things
that are in today's soap operas, all of the things that are
in today's song lyrics. So you could do a content
analysis of cultural products that will ultimately show
you that there are certain universal themes that
transcend all cultures.1,2,68

Song lyrics are a fantastic way to demonstrate some
of these evolutionarily based mating preferences.69,70

Typically, the things that men will sing about and the
things that women will sing about are perfectly
congruent with what we know about their sex-specific
mating preferences. And, if anyone in the room were to
comment, "Well, this only applies to American pop
culture"-no. You could take Arabic songs, you could
take Hindi songs, you could take Urdu songs. You
could take troubadours of the twelfth century, as a
recent study has done,71 and you will find that it is
roughly the same themes. What are some of those
themes? Women will denigrate men who have low
status. Gwen Guthrie, a soul singer from the 1980s,
said "Ain't nothing going on but the rent / You've got
to have a j-o-b if you want to be with me." Marlena
Shaw, once her man is showing that he's not capable of
keeping a job, that he's apathetic, that he's lazy, her
song is "Go Away Little Boy." He's demoted from
being a man to becoming a little boy. There are no
songs that say, "Hey Linda, you're not working hard
enough, you're not showing drive, I'm not going to
have sex with you tonight." But there are endless songs
in the other direction.

Of course, men are almost exclusively the ones who
signal high resources. So almost every hip-hop song
that you can think of has roughly the same content: I've
got the Maserati, I've got the Lexus, I'll give you
whatever you want. There are any number of songs

with the exact same title: "Money In the Bank." So the
things that men and women sing about are quite
indicative of universal mating preferences. To push that
point even further, there was a study done a few years
ago by a consulting firm (Agenda, Inc.) where they
tracked the number of brand mentions (how many
times a brand is mentioned in a song): almost all the
brand mentions were for luxury items, more than half
of cars-and almost exclusively males are the ones
doing this, not females.

I'll give you a few other examples. Romance novels
are almost exclusively consumed by women, around
the world, hard core pornography is almost exclusively
consumed by men. There's no culture we know of
where that phenomenon doesn't exist in exactly that
form. If you want to know about the archetype of
female preferences when it comes to the ideal male,
read anyone of a selection of different romance
novels. 72 The archetype is roughly that he's a neuro
surgeon who's also a Count who's 6 foot 2 inches tall,
who wrestles alligators and has six-pack abs, who
jumps off of buildings and is a reckless risk-taker who
ultimately can only be tamed by the love of one good
woman. A few years ago a company decided they
didn't want to promulgate these supposed sexist, tired
stereotypes. So they came up with a new male
archetype, one who is more metrosexual, who is more
sensitive, who cries more, who is more in touch with
his emotions. Guess what happened to that project? It
failed. Products that are inconsistent with the basic
tenets of human nature are not going to work. Only
marketers who think that the brain is a blank slate that
is infinitely malleable could actually believe in such
stuff.

Now with hardcore pornography, some really
interesting research has been done on that. Across
cultures, the most common mating system is what's
known as a polygynous mating system: one man,
multiple women. Roughly 85 percent of documented
cultures have polygynous mating. Most of the others
have institutionalized monogamy, and extraordinarily
few cultures have what's called polyandry where there's
one woman and multiple mates.73 A typical example of
the latter case is what's known as fraternal Tibetan
polyandry, where the woman who is sharing multiple
men is doing the sharing with brothers for reasons
related to kin selection. But the most common mating
arrangement is polygynous-for example, harems are
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an extreme example of a polygynous mating system. A
king, a sultan, an emperor has a harem of women.
Now if that's what's at the root of male psychology, to
have mating access to endless women, then let's see
what happens in the context of pornographic movies.
Do we see more depictions in porno movies of
polygynous arrangements, one man having sex with
multiple women, or do we see more polyandrous
depictions, one woman with multiple men?

Well, surprisingly, a very exhaustive content analysis
by a researcher at Brunel University found that
polyandrous depictions were much more common.v"
That's a little strange. If men have polygynous
tendencies, as in "I want to be with multiple women,"
why would such a commercially successful product
demonstrate the opposite-polyandrous depictions? It
turns out that the reason is due to something called
sperm competition. We know from animal husbandry
that when a rancher is trying to get his stud to mate
with a female, one of the ways he might get him to be
motivated is to show another male having sex, and that
will literally get the rise out of him because of sperm
competition. So you might say, well okay, that sounds
like an interesting theoretical story, but how do you
prove that? Kilgallon and Simmonsj' actually tested
this. The study is extraordinary in terms of what they
found. They had men take one of two images home,
either one that depicted a polyandrous sex act-one
woman, multiple men-or not, and then the men
returned with the fruits of their manual labor, so to say,
which was then analyzed. They found that the sperm
that was collected subsequent to the viewing of
polyandrous photos had much greater motility, which
is exactly what you would expect if the sperm
competition hypothesis were operative. That's a truly
mind-blowing finding and certainly one that you never
could have dreamt of envisioning were you not aware
of some of these evolutionary realities.

If you look at what I call "dark side" consumption
acts, phenomena that create deleterious consequences,
like pornographic addiction, pathological gambling,
excessive risk-taking, excessive sun tanning.r " eating
disorders, and compulsive buying, the first thing you'll
note is that they are extraordinarily robust in their sex
specificity. The first three are much more likely to show
males as sufferers, the second three are much more
likely to feature women. There is no culture where
that's not going to be true. As a matter of fact, with

eating disorders the classic argument is that it's media
depictions that cause eating disorders. Women are
exposed to images of the feminine ideal, which causes
them to feel insecure, and that promotes eating
disorders. Well, if that were true, you'd have to explain
why Hippocrates, the founder of modern medicine
some 2,500 years ago, documented cases of eating
disorders in exactly the same epidemiological reality as
today, except they didn't have the media images that
we do. In other words, across cultures and time periods
it's women who suffer from eating disorders. I won't
get into some of the biological reasons for this, but I'll
point out that each of these phenomena is a manifes
tation of an adaptive process that has gone haywire,
that is now over-active, that has misfired.

Darwinizing consumer research

So what are some benefits of Darwinizing consumer
research? Number one, evolutionary theory allows us
to augment explanatory power by recognizing that the
brain is a domain-specific organ. It also allows us to
differentiate between ultimate and proximate explana
tions, and it allows us to posit new hypotheses and
uncover new research questions that would have been
completely invisible to us were we not coming at this
with an evolutionary lens. Evolutionary theory pro
motes methodological pluralism. It encourages in
creased interdisciplinarity, and it creates greater
consilience. Consilience, a term that was reinvigorated,
reintroduced to the lexicon really, by E. O. Wilson,
refers to the unity of knowledge.Y So physics,
chemistry, and biology are consilient disciplines
critical sociology and postmodernism are not. One set
of fields has very organized meta-theories that help you
organize science under a coherent tree of knowledge,
and others don't. We should all seek to make our fields
more consilient.

In terms of methodological pluralism, Sternberg and
Grigorenko f-s-Sternberg used to be the president of
the American Psychological Association, he's a Yale
psychologist-they said that psychology in particular,
but this can be applied to all the social sciences, suffers
from methodological fixation and what they call field
fixation. If you're a priming guy, you're a priming guy;
if you're an fMRI guy, you do primarily that. So you
have methodological fixation, but then you also have
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field fixation-e.g., "I am a cognitive psychologist who
does information processing using reaction time
methodology." Evolutionary theory allows you to
escape such fixations. I'll give you an example. Let's
take men's waist-to-hip ratio preferences. We know
that men have a preference for a female waist-to-hip
ratio of roughly.70 because.70, the hourglass figure, is
actually a very accurate marker of nubility and
fertility.79 So you could take that preference around
the world and men would roughly agree that they
prefer.70. Now let's see how evolutionary psycholo
gists have tested this idea. This, by the way, goes to the
very heart of the criticism that evolutionary psychol
ogists sit around and spin a bunch of "just so" stories.
It's the exact opposite, actually. The evidentiary
threshold that evolutionary psychologists put them
selves through before they feel one way or another
about a hypothesis is actually much, much higher than
most other researchers.

Sticking with the waist-to-hip ratio example, this is a
finding that has been replicated across many cultures.
Take art pieces spanning thousands of years, sculptures
from Egyptian art, from ancient Greek art, from Indian
art, from African art, and you can perform an analysis
of the waist-to-hip ratios. Spanning numerous cultures
and millennia, you come close to that .70 ratio. You
can take pre- and post-operative cosmetic surgeries and
show that the post-operative ones, around the world,
try to mimic the preferred waist-to-hip ratio cue. A
study I did a few years ago coded the waist-to-hip
ratios that online female escorts advertise for them
selves from around the world.i'" The Internet affords us
the ability to do cross-cultural research with tremen
dous ease at times. In 48 cultures, the waist-to-hip ratio
was very close to .70. Paper and pencil tests have been
used, fMRI has been used to study this,81 eye-tracking
has been used,82 and congenitally blind men have been
shown haptically, by touch, to have a preference of
.70. 83 How many methodologies were used here,
across how many cultures, to arrive at the same
conclusion? And yet people in the social sciences will
argue that evolutionary theory just involves spinning
stories about different phenomenon. I don't know if
there's been a study in mainstream psychology that's
been as robust as this collective knowledge.

Going back to the idea that evolutionary psychol
ogy promotes greater interdisciplinarity'l" and con
silience, I argue in my books that the way we could

take consumer behavior and make it into a consilient
field is by Darwinizing it-that would be the meta
framework that would help you organize everything.

Let me end with a quote by Kenrick and Simpson'f
(p.14) who asked this of social psychology, but it
equally applies to consumer behavior, "Why are the
minitheories in one chapter of a social psychology text
often discontinuous with minitheories presented in
other chapters? Why does such an important field in
the social and behavioral sciences-one that studies so
many significant topics that are vital to understanding
human behavior-not have a metatheory, one capable
of tying different research areas and disparate findings
together?" Well, that meta theory is evolutionary
theory. So whether you're in consumer behavior, or
communications, or sociology, or political science, it
doesn't matter-any field that involves biological
agents has to have an infusion of evolutionary theory
within it in order for it to be consilient.

Note
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