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Introduction

Cadillacs, Communists, and Pink Bubble Gum


It has been said that man is a rational animal. All my life

I have been searching for evidence which could support this
.

—BERTRAND RUSSELL

A
RE YOUR DECISIONS
rational or irrational?

Let’s begin with a few quick questions.
Would you do any of the following:

•
You’re a young fellow with some rhythm who grew up poor in Mississippi.
Would you spend $785,400 on a Cadillac with gold-plated hubcaps and forty coats of paint custom-made from pearls, oriental fish scales, and diamond dust?

•
You’re a British woman living as an unemployed single mother.
You’ve been writing in your spare time, though, and your books have begun to sell like wildfire.
Would you give away your hard-earned money?

•
You’re an immigrant from a poor Communist country, where you once stood in line for four hours to buy your first banana.
Just after you first land in America on a Pan Am jumbo jet, you are taken to a giant supermarket full of unimaginably delicious and nutritious goods.
If your rich American relative offered you the opportunity to choose any one item to buy, would you purchase a pack of bubble gum?

•
You’re a college professor who has carefully protected his paltry retirement savings by putting them into safe bond accounts.
You have watched the stock market running up wildly for several years, and there are rumors among financial experts that the bubble is about to burst.
Would you choose that exact moment to take half of your already scarce retirement nest egg and put it into risky stocks?

•
You’re a wealthy Indian man in the state of Patiala with the legal right to marry as many women as you like.
You have ninety wives already.
Would you say enough is enough, or would you instead start looking for bride number ninety-one?

•
You’re a New Yorker working long hours as superintendent of an apartment building on East Eighty-sixth Street in Manhattan.
Would you spend all of your savings on lottery tickets?

If you didn’t answer yes to these questions, meet the folks who did:

•
Elvis Presley, the King of Rock ‘n’ Roll, who didn’t just buy the gaudiest Cadillac of all time but purchased over one hundred of them.

•
J.
K.
Rowling, author of the Harry Potter books, who gave away much of her hard-earned money, including writing one check for $15 million.

•
Vlad Griskevicius (one author of the book you now hold in your hands), whose first decision as a newly minted capitalist was to buy a pack of Bubblicious pink watermelon bubble gum.
And as for
that banana he stood in line for four hours to buy back in the old country, he ate it with the peel still on, thinking it would be downright stupid to throw away any part of so desirable a delicacy.

•
Doug Kenrick (the other author of the book in your hands), who, after watching his own retirement account grow sluggishly while the stock market shot up, transferred a large portion of those funds into the stock market in 2001, just in time to participate in a couple of historically unprecedented crashes in stock values.
Unless this book makes the
New York Times
best seller’s list, he’s now planning to retire some time after his seventy-ninth birthday, probably to a small hut in rural Ecuador.

•
Rajinder Singh, Sixth Maharajah of the Indian state of Patiala, who not only married a ninety-first wife, but didn’t stop saying “I do” until he hit bride number 365.

•
New York building superintendent Ray Otero, who not only squandered his savings, but continues to spend $30,000 a year on lottery tickets—without hitting a big win yet.

Some of these decisions, involving gold-plated hubcaps, $15 million donations, ninety-first wives, and $30,000 lottery budgets, might seem disconnected from normal people’s everyday decisions, which are more likely to involve whether to dine at Taco Bell or Pizza Hut.
Yet the decisions made by the King of Rock ’n’ Roll and the Maharajah of Patiala actually have a lot in common with those we all make every day.
Even seemingly absurd choices often mask deeper questions of profound significance about how people make decisions.

THE RATIONAL ANIMAL

Lurking behind those seemingly silly decisions about Bubblicious bubble gum, bags of lottery tickets, and diamond-dusted Cadillacs is a profoundly important question.
It is a question philosophers have pondered
for centuries, and one that is central to economics, psychology, and our daily lives: What are the underlying reasons for people’s choices?

Great thinkers from Aristotle and Descartes to Bertrand Russell and Oscar Wilde have all debated whether people are “rational animals.”
Philosophers, scientists, and pundits alike have focused on one side of the coin, vigorously arguing whether humans are or are not “rational.”
But the controversy has mostly overlooked the other side of the coin—the “animal” within the so-called rational animal.
This book is about that creature.

In the great debate about whether human decisions are rational or irrational, economists and psychologists have been obsessed over the surface features of our decisions—whether a person’s particular choice in a particular situation achieves that person’s goal.
For example, does the decision to buy a $2 lottery ticket or a shiny new car make a person richer or happier?
But to fully understand our decisions, we must dig below the surface and connect our present choices to the evolutionary past.
To understand how people make decisions, we ask a fundamental question neglected by traditional views: Why did the brain evolve to make the choices that it does?

Asking this question transforms the way we think about human decisions.
New scientific findings are revealing that our decision making, rather than being either rational or irrational, is characterized by
deep rationality
.
Our choices today reflect a deep-seated evolutionary wisdom, honed by our ancestors’ past successes and failures.
This book explores how the choices made in the modern world—by you, me, and Elvis Presley—are rooted in a finely orchestrated set of ancestral mechanisms that often operate outside our conscious awareness.

T
HIS NEW
way of thinking is based on two insights at the center of this book:

Insight 1: Human decision making serves evolutionary goals
.

The traditional way of thinking about human behavior is based almost completely on a consideration of people’s surface goals—getting a decent bargain on a pair of dress shoes, for example, or picking a fine restaurant for a date next Saturday. But humans, like all animals, evolved to make choices in ways that promote deeper evolutionary purposes. Once we start looking at modern choices through this ancestral lens, many decisions that appear foolish and irrational at the surface level turn out to be smart and adaptive at a deeper evolutionary level.


Insight 2: Human decision making is designed to achieve several very different evolutionary goals
.

Economists and psychologists have often assumed that humans seek a single broad goal: to feel good or to maximize benefits. In actuality, all humans pursue several very different evolutionary goals, such as acquiring a mate, protecting themselves from danger, and attaining status. This is an important distinction. Depending on which evolutionary goal they currently have in mind, consciously or subconsciously, people will have very different biases and make very different choices.


These deceptively simple insights represent a profound departure from earlier views of decision making.
They imply that our choices, like those made by Elvis Presley and Maharajah Rajinder Singh, are often subconsciously guided by deeper evolutionary goals.
And they suggest something even more radical: that there’s more than one you making decisions.
Although it feels as if there is just one single self inside your head, your mind actually contains several different
subselves
, each with a specific evolutionary goal and a completely different set of priorities.
You make decisions differently when your goal is wooing an attractive mate versus fending off the bad guys or climbing upward in the local status hierarchy.
Although the divided nature of your mind often leads you to appear inconsistent and irrational, many of your choices are, at a deeper evolutionary level, even more rational than the great philosophers ever imagined.
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