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1 

WEIRD Psychology 

The Western conception of the person as a bounded, unique, more 

or less integrated motivational and cognitive universe; a dynamic 

center of awareness, emotion, judgment, and action organized into a 

distinctive whole and set contrastively both against other such wholes 

and against a social and natural background is, however incorrigible 

it may seem to us, a rather peculiar idea within the context of the 

world’s cultures. 

—anthropologist Clifford Geertz (1974, p. 31) 

Who are you? 

Perhaps you are WEIRD, raised in a society that is Western, Educated, 

Industrialized, Rich, and Democratic. If so, you're likely rather psycho- 

logically peculiar. Unlike much of the world today, and most people who 

have ever lived, we WEIRD people are highly individualistic, self-obsessed, 

control-oriented, nonconformist, and analytical. We focus on ourselves— 

our attributes, accomplishments, and aspirations—over our relationships 

and social roles. We aim to be “ourselves” across contexts and see inconsis- 

tencies in others as hypocrisy rather than flexibility. Like everyone else, we are 

inclined to go along with our peers and authority figures; but, we are less will- 

ing to conform to others when this conflicts with our own beliefs, observa- 

tions, and preferences. We see ourselves as unique beings, not as nodes in a 

social network that stretches out through space and back in time. When act- 

ing, we prefer a sense of control and the feeling of making our own choices. 

When reasoning, WEIRD people tend to look for universal categories 

and rules with which to organize the world, and mentally project straight
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lines to understand patterns and anticipate trends. We simplify complex 

phenomena by breaking them down into discrete constituents and assign- 

ing properties or abstract categories to these components—whether by 

imagining types of particles, pathogens, or personalities. We often miss the 

relationships between the parts or the similarities between phenomena that 

don't fit nicely into our categories. That is, we know a lot about individual 

trees but often miss the forest. 

WEIRD people are also particularly patient and often hardworking. 

Through potent self-regulation, we can defer gratification—in financial 

rewards, pleasure, and security—well into the future in exchange for discom- 

fort and uncertainty in the present. In fact, WEIRD people sometimes take 

pleasure in hard work and find the experience purifying. 

Paradoxically, and despite our strong individualism and self-obsession, 

WEIRD people tend to stick to impartial rules or principles and can be 

quite trusting, honest, fair, and cooperative toward strangers or anony- 

mous others. In fact, relative to most populations, we WEIRD people 

show relatively less favoritism toward our friends, families, co-ethnics, 

and local communities than other populations do. We think nepotism is 

wrong, and fetishize abstract principles over context, practicality, relation- 

ships, and expediency. 

Emotionally, WEIRD people are often racked by guilt as they fail to 

live up to their culturally inspired, but largely self-imposed, standards and 

aspirations. In most non-WEIRD societies, shame—not guilt—dominates 

people’s lives. People experience shame when they, their relatives, or even 

their friends fail to live up to the standards imposed on them by their com- 

munities. Non-WEIRD populations might, for example, “lose face” in 

front of the judging eyes of others when their daughter elopes with some- 

one outside their social network. Meanwhile, WEIRD people might feel 

guilty for taking a nap instead of hitting the gym even though this isn’t an 

obligation and no one will know. Guilt depends on one’s own standards 

and self-evaluation, while shame depends on societal standards and public 

judgment.
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These are just a few examples, the tip of that psychological iceberg I 

mentioned, which includes aspects of perception, memory, attention, rea- 

soning, motivation, decision-making, and moral judgment. But, the ques- 

tions I hope to answer in this book are: How did WEIRD populations 

become so psychologically peculiar? Why are they different? 

Tracking this puzzle back into Late Antiquity, we'll see that one sect 

of Christianity drove the spread of a particular package of social norms and 

beliefs that dramatically altered marriage, families, inheritance, and own- 

ership in parts of Europe over centuries. This grassroots transformation of 

family life initiated a set of psychological changes that spurred new forms 

of urbanization and fueled impersonal commerce while driving the prolif- 

eration of voluntary organizations, from merchant guilds and charter towns 

to universities and transregional monastic orders, that were governed by 

new and increasingly individualistic norms and laws. You'll see how, in the 

process of explaining WEIRD psychology, we'll also illuminate the exotic 

nature of WEIRD religion, marriage, and family. If you didn’t know that 

our religions, marriages, and families were so strange, buckle up. 

Understanding how and why some European populations became psy- 

chologically peculiar by the Late Middle Ages illuminates another great 

puzzle: the “rise of the West.” Why did western European societies conquer 

so much of the world after about 1500? Why did economic growth, pow- 

ered by new technologies and the Industrial Revolution, erupt from this 

same region in the late 18th century, creating the waves of globalization that 

are still crashing over the world today? 

Ifa team of alien anthropologists had surveyed humanity from orbit in 

1000 CE, or even 1200 CE, they would never have guessed that European 

populations would dominate the globe during the second half of the mil- 

lennium. Instead, they probably would have bet on China or the Islamic 

world. 

What these aliens would have missed from their orbital perch was the 

quiet fermentation of a new psychology during the Middle Ages in some 

European communities. This evolving proto-W EIRD psychology gradually
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laid the groundwork for the rise of impersonal markets, urbanization, con- 

stitutional governments, democratic politics, individualistic religions, scien- 

tific societies, and relentless innovation. In short, these psychological shifts 

fertilized the soil for the seeds of the modern world. Thus, to understand 

the roots of contemporary societies we need to explore how our psychology 

culturally adapts and coevolves with our most basic social institution—the 

family. 

Let’s begin by taking a closer look at the iceberg. 

Really, Who Are You? 

Try completing this sentence in 10 different ways: 

lam 

If you are WEIRD, you probably answered with words like “curious” 

or “passionate” and phrases like “a scientist,” “a surgeon,” or “a kayaker.” 

You were probably less inclined to respond with things like “Josh’s dad” or 

“Maya’s mom,” even though those are equally true and potentially more 

central to your life. This focus on personal attributes, achievements, and 

membership in abstract or idealized social groups over personal relation- 

ships, inherited social roles, and face-to-face communities is a robust feature 

of WEIRD psychology, but one that makes us rather peculiar from a global 

perspective. 

Figure 1.1 shows how people in Africa and the South Pacific respond to 

the “Who am I?” (Figure 1.1A) and the “I am ” tasks (Figure 1.1B), 

respectively. The data available for Figure 1.1A permitted me to calculate 

both the percentage of responses that were specifically individualistic, refer- 

ring to personal attributes, aspirations, and achievements, and those that 

were about social roles and relationships. At one end of the spectrum, Ameri- 

can undergraduates focus almost exclusively on their individual attributes, 

aspirations, and achievements. At the other end are the Maasai and Sam- 

buru. In rural Kenya, these two tribal groups organize themselves in patrilin-
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FIGURE 1.1. Personal identity across diverse populations. (A) Using the “Who am 

1?” task, the upper figure shows the tendencies for people in different populations to 

focus on their roles and relationships vs. their personal attributes and achievements. 

The bars show the average percentages of responses for each person in each place. 

(B) Using the “I am * sentence completion task, the lower panel illustrates the 

average percentage of people’s answers that were social-relational in nature.? 

  

eal clans and maintain a traditional cattle-herding lifestyle. Their responses 

referenced their roles and relationships at least 80 percent of the time while 

only occasionally highlighting their personal attributes or achievements 

(10 percent or less of the time). In the middle of this distribution are two
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populations from Nairobi, the bustling capital of Kenya. Nairobi labor- 

ers, including participants from several different tribal groups, responded 

mostly by referencing their roles and relationships, though they did this less 

than the Maasai or Samburu. Meanwhile, the fully urbanized undergradu- 

ates at the University of Nairobi (a European-style institution) look much 

more like their American counterparts, with most of their responses refer- 

encing their personal attributes or individual achievements.? 

On the other side of the globe, Figure 1.1B tells a similar story. The close 

political and social ties between New Zealand and the Cook Islands allow 

us to compare populations of Cook Islanders who have experienced differ- 

ing degrees of contact with WEIRD New Zealanders. Unlike in Kenya, the 

data here only permitted me to separate out the social roles and relationship 

responses from everything else. Starting in a rural village on one of the outer 

islands, where people still live in traditional hereditary lineages, the average 

percentage of social-relational responses was nearly 60 percent. Moving to 

Rarotonga, the national capital and a popular tourist destination, the fre- 

quency of social-relational responses drops to 27 percent. In New Zealand, 

among the children of immigrants, the frequency of such responses falls 

further, to 20 percent. This stands close to the average for European-descent 

New Zealanders, who come in at 17 percent. New Zealand high school stu- 

dents are lower yet, at 12 percent. By comparison, American undergraduates 

are typically at or below this percentage, with some studies showing zero 

social-relational responses. 

Complementing this work, many similar psychological studies allow 

us to compare Americans, Canadians, Brits, Australians, and Swedes to 

various Asian populations, including Japanese, Malaysians, Chinese, and 

Koreans. The upshot is that WEIRD people usually lie at the extreme end 

of the distribution, focusing intensely on their personal attributes, achieve- 

ments, aspirations, and personalities over their roles, responsibilities, and 

relationships. American undergraduates, in particular, seem unusually self- 

absorbed, even among other WEIRD populations.‘ 

Focusing on one’s attributes and achievements over one’s roles and 

relationships is a key element in a psychological package that I’ll clump to-
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gether as the individualism complex or just individualism. Individualism 

is best thought of as a psychological cluster that allows people to better 

navigate WEIRD social worlds by calibrating their perceptions, attention, 

judgments, and emotions. I expect most populations to reveal psychological 

packages that similarly “fit” with their societies’ institutions, technologies, 

environments, and languages, though as you'll see the WEIRD package is 

particularly peculiar. 

MAPPING THE INDIVIDUALISM COMPLEX 

To understand individualism, let’s start at the other end of the spec- 

trum. Throughout most of human history, people grew up enmeshed in 

dense family networks that knitted together distant cousins and in-laws. 

In these regulated-relational worlds, people’s survival, identity, security, 

marriages, and success depended on the health and prosperity of kin-based 

networks, which often formed discrete institutions known as clans, lin- 

eages, houses, or tribes. This is the world of the Maasai, Samburu, and Cook 

Islanders. Within these enduring networks, everyone is endowed with an 

extensive array of inherited obligations, responsibilities, and privileges in re- 

lation to others in a dense social web. For example, a man could be obligated 

to avenge the murder of one type of second cousin (through his paternal 

great-grandfather), privileged to marry his mother’s brother’s daughters but 

tabooed from marrying strangers, and responsible for performing expensive 

rituals to honor his ancestors, who will shower bad luck on his entire lineage 

if he’s negligent. Behavior is highly constrained by context and the types 

of relationships involved. The social norms that govern these relationships, 

which collectively form what I’ll call kin-based institutions, constrain people 

from shopping widely for new friends, business partners, or spouses. Instead, 

they channel people’s investments into a distinct and largely inherited 

in-group. Many kin-based institutions not only influence inheritance and 

the residence of newly married couples, they also create communal owner- 

ship of property (c.g. land is owned by the clan) and shared liability for crim- 

inal acts among members (e.g,, fathers can be imprisoned for their sons’ 

crimes).
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This social interdependence breeds emotional interdependence, lead- 

ing people to strongly identify with their in-groups and to make sharp in- 

group vs. out-group distinctions based on social interconnections. In fact, 

in this world, though you may not know some of your distant cousins or 

fellow tribal members who are three or four relationship links removed, 

they will remain in-group members as long as they are connected to you 

through family ties. By contrast, otherwise familiar faces may remain, 

effectively, strangers if you cannot link to them through your dense, durable 

social ties. 

Success and respect in this world hinge on adroitly navigating these 

kin-based institutions. This often means (1) conforming to fellow in-group 

members, (2) deferring to authorities like elders or sages, (3) policing the 

behavior of those close to you (but not strangers), (4) sharply distinguish- 

ing your in-group from everyone else, and (5) promoting your network’s 

collective success whenever possible. Further, because of the numerous 

obligations, responsibilities, and constraints imposed by custom, people’s 

motivations tend not to be “approach-oriented,” aimed at starting new 

relationships or meeting strangers. Instead, people become “avoidance- 

oriented” to minimize their chances of appearing deviant, fomenting 

disharmony, or bringing shame on themselves or others.’ 

That’s one extreme; now, contrast that with the other—individualistic— 

end of the spectrum. Imagine the psychology needed to navigate a world 

with few inherited ties in which success and respect depend on (1) hon- 

ing one’s own special attributes; (2) attracting friends, mates, and business 

partners with these attributes; and then (3) sustaining relationships with 

them that will endure for as long as the relationship remains mutually ben- 

eficial. In this world, everyone is shopping for better relationships, which 

may or may not endure. People have few permanent ties and many ephem- 

eral friends, colleagues, and acquaintances. In adapting psychologically to 

this world, people come to see themselves and others as independent agents 

defined by a unique or special set of talents (e.g., writer), interests (e.g., quilt- 

ing), aspirations (e.g., making law partner), virtues (e.g., fairness), and prin- 

ciples (e.g., “no one is above the law”). These can be enhanced or accentuated
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if a person joins a like-minded group. One’s reputation with others, and 

with themselves (selfesteem), is shaped primarily by their own individual 

attributes and accomplishments, not by nourishing an enduring web of in- 

herited ties that are governed by a complex set of relationship-specific social 

norms.® 

For our first peek at global psychological variation, let's squash the 

individualism complex down into a single dimension. Figure 1.2 maps a 

well-known omnibus measure of individualism developed by the Dutch 

psychologist Geert Hofstede based initially on surveys with IBM employ- 

ees from around the world. The scale asks about people’s orientation toward 

themselves, their families, personal achievements, and individual goals. For 

example, one question asks, “How important is it to you to fully use your 

skills and abilities on the job?” and another, “How important is it to you 

to have challenging work to do—work from which you can get a personal 

sense of accomplishment?” More individualistically oriented people want 

to fully harness their skills and then draw a sense of accomplishment from 

their work. This scale’s strength is not that it zeroes in on one thin slice of 

psychology but rather that it aggregates several elements in the individu- 

  
FIGURE 1.2. Global map of individualism based on Hofstede’s omnibus scale 

covering 93 countries. Darker shading indicates greater individualism. Hatched 

areas indicate a lack of data.?
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alism package. At the high end of the scale, you won't be shocked to find 

Americans (score 91), Australians (90), and Brits (89)—no doubt these are 

some of the WEIRDest people in the world. Beneath these chart-toppers, 

the most individualistic societies in the world are almost all in Europe, par- 

ticularly in the north and west, or in British-descent societies like Canada 

(score 80) and New Zealand (79). Notably, Figure 1.2 also reveals our igno- 

rance, as swaths of Africa and Central Asia remain largely terra incognita, 

psychologically speaking."° 

This omnibus measure of individualism converges strikingly with evi- 

dence from other large global surveys. People from more individualistic 

countries, for example, possess weaker family ties and show less nepotism, 

meaning that company bosses, managers, and politicians are less likely to 

hire or promote relatives. Further, more individualistic countries are less 

inclined to distinguish in-groups from out-groups, more willing to help im- 

migrants, and less firmly wedded to tradition and custom. 

More individualistic countries are also richer, more innovative, and 

more economically productive. They possess more effective governments, 

which more capably furnish public services and infrastructure, like roads, 

schools, electricity, and water.” 

Now, it’s commonly assumed that the strong positive relationships be- 

tween psychological individualism and measures like national wealth and 

effective governments reflect a one-way causal process in which economic 

prosperity or liberal political institutions cause greater individualism. I 

certainly think that causality does indeed flow in this direction for some 

aspects of psychology, and probably dominates the economic and urbaniza- 

tion processes in much of the world today. We've seen how, for example, 

moving to urban areas likely affected the self concepts of Cook Islanders 

and Nairobi laborers (Figure 1.1).!” 

However, could the causality a/so run the other way? If some other 

factor created more individualistic psychologies first, prior to economic 

growth and effective governments, could such a psychological shift stimu- 

late urbanization, commercial markets, prosperity, innovation, and the cre-  
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ation of new forms of governance? To summarize, my answers are yes and 

yes. To see how this could happen, let’s first look at the broader psychologi- 

cal package that has become historically intertwined with the individual- 

ism complex. Once you see the key psychological components, it should be 

clearer how these changes could have had such big effects on Europe’s eco- 

nomic, religious, and political history. 

Before continuing our global tour of psychological variation, let me 

highlight four important points to keep in mind:'* 

1. We should celebrate human diversity, including psychological di- 

versity. By highlighting the peculiarities of WEIRD people, I'm 

not denigrating these populations or any others. My aim is to ex- 

plore the origins of psychological diversity and the roots of the 

modern world. 

2. Do not set up a WEIRD vs. non-WEIRD dichotomy in your 

mind! As we'll see in many maps and charts, global psychological 

variation is both continuous and multidimensional. 

3. Psychological variation emerges at all levels, not merely among na- 

tions. I’m sometimes stuck comparing country averages, because 

that’s the available data. Nevertheless, throughout the book, 

we'll often examine psychological differences within countries— 

between regions, provinces, and villages, and even among second- 

generation immigrants with diverse backgrounds. Even though 

WEIRD populations typically cluster at one end of global dis- 

tributions, we'll explore and explain the interesting and impor- 

tant variation within Europe, “the West,” and the industrialized 

world. 

4, None of the population-level differences we observe should be 

thought of as fixed, essential, or immutable features of nations, 

tribes, or ethnic groups. To the contrary, this book is about how 

and why our psychology has changed over history and will con- 

tinue to evolve. 

  

skip to page 35
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CULTIVATING THE WEIRD SELF 

Adapting to an individualistic social world means honing personal at- 

tributes that persist across diverse contexts and relationships. By contrast, 

prospering in a regulated-relational world means navigating very different 

kinds of relationships that demand quite different approaches and behav- 

iors. Psychological evidence from diverse societies, including populations 

in the United States, Australia, Mexico, Malaysia, Korea, and Japan, reveals 

these patterns. Compared to much of the world, WEIRD people report 

behaving in more consistent ways—in terms of traits like “honesty” or 

“coldness”—across different types of relationships, such as with younger 

peers, friends, parents, professors, and strangers. By contrast, Koreans and 

Japanese report consistency only within relational contexts—that is, in how 

they behave separately toward their mothers, friends, or professors across 

time. Across relational contexts, they vary widely and comfortably: one 

might be reserved and self-deprecating with professors while being joking 

and playful with friends. The result is that while Americans sometimes see 

behavioral flexibility as “two-faced” or “hypocritical,” many other popula- 

tions see personal adjustments to differing relationships as reflecting wis- 

dom, maturity, and social adeptness.!4 

Across societies, these differing expectations and normative standards 

incentivize and mold distinct psychological responses. For example, in a 

study comparing Koreans and Americans, both parents and friends were 

asked to make judgments about the characteristics of the study participants. 

Among Americans, participants who had reported greater behavioral con- 

sistency across contexts were rated as both more “socially skilled” and more 

“likable” by parents and friends than those who reported less consistency. 

That is, among WEIRD people, you are supposed to be consistent across re- 

lationships, and you will do better socially if you are. Meanwhile, in Korea, 

there was no relationship between the consistency measure across relation- 

ships and either social skills or likability—so, being consistent doesn’t buy 

you anything socially. Back in the United States, the degree of agreement 

between parents and friends on the characteristics of the target partici-
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pants was twice that found in Korea. This means that “the person” “seen” 

by American friends looked more similar to that seen by American parents 

than in Korea, where friends and parents experience the same individu- 

als as more different. Finally, the correlation between personal consistency 

across relationships and measures of both life satisfaction and positive emo- 

tions was much stronger among Americans than among Koreans. Overall, 

being consistent across relationships—“being yourself”’—pays off more in 

America, both socially and emotionally. 

Such evidence suggests that the immense importance assigned by the 

discipline of psychology to notions of self-esteem and positive self-views 

is probably a WEIRD phenomenon. In contrast, in the few non-WEIRD 

societies where it has been studied, having high self-esteem and a positive 

view of oneself are wot strongly linked to either life satisfaction or subjec- 

tive well-being. In many societies, it’s other-esteem (“face”) that matters, not 

self-esteem rooted in the successful cultivation of a set of unique personal 

attributes that capture one’s “true self.”! 

In WEIRD societies, the pressure to cultivate traits that are consistent 

across contexts and relationships leads to dispositionalism—a tendency to 

see people’s behavior as anchored in personal traits that influence their ac- 

tions across many contexts. For example, the fact that “he’s lazy” (a dispo- 

sition) explains why he’s not getting his work done. Alternatively, maybe 

he’s sick or injured? Dispositionalism emerges psychologically in two im- 

portant ways. First, it makes us uncomfortable with our own inconsisten- 

cies. If you've had a course in Social Psychology, you might recognize this as 

Cognitive Dissonance. The available evidence suggests that WEIRD people 

suffer more severely from Cognitive Dissonance and do a range of mental 

gymnastics to relieve their discomfort. Second, dispositional thinking also 

influences how we judge others. Psychologists label this phenomenon the 

Fundamental Attribution Error, though it’s clearly not that fundamental; 

it’s WEIRD. In general, WEIRD people are particularly biased to attribute 

actions or behavioral patterns to what’s “inside” others, relying on inferences 

about dispositional traits (e.g., he’s “lazy” or “untrustworthy”), personalities 

(she’s “introverted” or “conscientious”), and underlying beliefs or intentions
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(“what did he know and when did he know it?”). Other populations focus 

more on actions and outcomes over what’s “inside.”!” 

GUILT-RIDDEN BUT SHAMELESS 

Based on data from 2,921 university students in 37 countries, people 

from more individualistic societies report more guilt-like and fewer shame- 

like emotional experiences. In fact, students from countries like the United 

States, Australia, and the Netherlands hardly ever experience shame. Yet 

they had more guilt-like experiences than people in other societies; these ex- 

periences were more moralized and had a greater impact on both their self 

esteem and personal relationships. Overall, the emotional lives of WEIRD 

people are particularly guile-ridden.® 

To understand this, we first need to consider shame and guilt more 

deeply. Shame is rooted in a genetically evolved psychological package that is 

associated with social devaluation in the eyes of others. Individuals experience 

shame when they violate social norms (e.g., committing adultery), fail to 

reach local performance standards (e.g., funking a psychology course), or 

when they find themselves at the low end of the dominance hierarchy. 

Shame has a distinct universal display that involves downcast gaze, slumped 

shoulders, and a general inclination to “look small” (crouching). This dis- 

play signals to the community that these poor performers recognize their 

violation or deficiency and are asking for leniency. Emotionally, those ex- 

periencing shame want to shrink away and disappear from public view. The 

ashamed avoid contact with others and may leave their communities for a 

time. The public nature of the failure is crucial: if there’s no public knowl- 

edge, there’s no shame, although people may experience fear that their secret 

will get out. Finally, shame can be experienced vicariously. In regulated- 

relational societies, a crime or illicit affair by one person can bring shame to 

his or her parents, siblings, and beyond, extending out to cousins and other 

distant relations. The reverberation of shame through kin networks makes 

sense because they are also judged and potentially punished for their rela- 

tive’s actions.” 

Guilt is different; it’s an internal guidance system and at least partially
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a product of culture, though it probably integrates some innate psychologi- 

cal components like regret. The feeling of guilt emerges when one measures 

their own actions and feelings against a purely personal standard. I can feel 

guilty for eating a giant pizza alone in my house or for not having given my 

change to the homeless guy that I encountered early Sunday morning on an 

empty Manhattan street. I feel this because I’ve fallen below my own per- 

sonal standard, not because I’ve violated a widely shared norm or damaged 

my reputation with others. 

Of course, in many cases we might experience both shame and guile 

because we publicly violated a social norm—e.g., smacking a misbehaving 

son. Here, the shame comes from believing that others will now think less 

of us (I am the kind of person who hits children) and the guilt from our 

own internalized standards (e.g., don’t hit children, even in anger). Unlike 

shame, guilt has no universal displays, can last weeks or even years, and 

seems to require self-reflection. In contrast to the spontaneous social “with- 

drawal” and “avoidance” of shame, guilt often motivates “approach” and a 

desire to mitigate whatever is causing the guilt. Guilty feelings from letting 

a friend or spouse down, for example, can motivate efforts to apologize and 

repair the relationship.”° 

It’s easy to see why shame dominates many regulated-relational soci- 

eties. First, there are many more closely monitored social norms that vary 

across contexts and relationships, and consequently more chances to screw 

up and commit shame-inducing errors, which are more likely to be spot- 

ted by members of people’s dense social networks. Second, relative to in- 

dividualistic societies, people in regulated-relational societies are expected 

to fulfill multiple roles over their lives and develop a wide set of skills to 

at least some minimum threshold. This creates more opportunities to fall 

below local standards in the eyes of others. Third, social interdependence 

means that people can experience shame even if they themselves never do 

anything shameful. Of course, guilt probably also exists in many societies 

dominated by shame; it’s just less prominent and less important for making 

these societies function.”! 

By contrast, guilt rises to prominence in individualistic societies. As
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individuals cultivate their own unique attributes and talents, guilt is part 

of the affective machinery that motivates them to stick to their personal 

standards. Vegetarians, for example, might feel guilty for eating bacon even 

when they are traveling in distant cities, surrounded by nonvegetarians. No 

one is judging them for enjoying the bacon, but they still feel bad about it. 

The idea here is that, in individualistic societies, those who don’t feel much 

guilt will struggle to cultivate dispositional attributes, live up to their per- 

sonal standards, and maintain high-quality personal relationships. Relative 

to guilt, shame is muted, because the social norms governing diverse rela- 

tionships and contexts in individualistic societies are fewer, and often not 

closely monitored in these diffuse populations.” 

LOOK AT ME! 

Psychologists have been fascinated for over half a century by people’s 

willingness to conform to peers and obey authority figures.”? In Solomon 

Asch’s famous experiment, each participant entered the laboratory along 

with several other people, who appeared to be fellow participants. These 

“fellow participants,” however, were actually confederates who were work- 

ing for the researchers. In each round, a target line segment was shown to 

the group alongside a set of three other segments, labeled 1, 2, and 3 (see the 

inset in Figure 1.3). Answering aloud, each person had to judge which 

of the three line segments matched the length of the target segment. On 

certain preset rounds, the confederates all gave the same incorrect response 

before the real participant answered. The judgment itself was easy: partici- 

pants got the correct answer 98 percent of the time when they were alone. 

So, the question was: How inclined were people to override their own per- 

ceptual judgments to give an answer that matched that of others? 

The answer depends on where you grew up. WEIRD people do con- 

form to others, and this is what surprised Solomon. Only about one-quarter 

of his participants were never influenced by their peers. WEIRD people, 

however, conform less than all the other populations that have been stud- 

ied. The bars in Figure 1.3 illustrate the size of the conformity effect across 

samples of undergraduates from 10 different countries. The power of confor-
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FIGURE 1.3. Strength of the conformity effect in the Asch Conformity Experiment 

across 10 diverse populations. The bars for WEIRD societies, Japan, and Brazil 

represent averages from multiple studies.24 

mity goes up by a factor of three as we move from WEIRD societies, at one 

end, to Zimbabwe, at the other end.”> 

Further analyses of these experiments reveal two interesting patterns. 

First, less individualistic societies are more inclined to conform to the group 

(correlating the data in Figures 1.2 and 1.3). Second, over the half century 

since Solomon’s initial efforts, conformity motivations among Americans 

have declined. That is, Americans are even less conforming now than in the 

early 1950s. Neither of these facts is particularly shocking, but it’s nice to 

know that the psychological evidence backs up our intuitions. 

The willingness of WEIRD people to ignore others’ opinions, prefer- 

ences, views, and requests extends well beyond peers to include elders, grand- 

fathers, and traditional authorities. Complementing these controlled studies 

of conformity, I'll discuss global survey data in later chapters showing that, 

relative to other populations, WEIRD people don’t value conformity or see 

“obedience” as a virtue that needs to be instilled in children. They also don’t



38 | The Evolution of Societies and Psychologies 

venerate either traditions or ancient sages as much as most other societies 

have, and elders simply don’t carry the same weight that they do in many 

other places.?” 

Suppose something happened historically that made people less con- 

forming, less obedient, and less willing to defer to elders, traditional auchor- 

ities, and ancient sages. Could such changes influence the cultural evolution 

of organizations, institutions, and innovation? 

Marshmallows Come to Those Who Wait 

Here’s a series of choices. Do you prefer (A) $100 today or (B) $154 in one 

year? If you picked the $100 now, I’m going to sweeten the deal for next year 

and ask you whether you want (A) $100 today or (B) $185 in one year. But, 

if you initially said that you wanted to wait the year for the $154, I’ll make 

the delayed payment less appealing by asking you to pick between (A) $100 

today or (B) $125 next year. If you now switch from the delayed payment 

(B) to $100 now (A), I will sweeten the delayed payment to $130. By ti- 

trating through these kinds of binary choices, researchers can triangulate in 

on a measure of people’s patience, or what is variously called “temporal dis- 

counting” or “delay discounting.” Impatient people “discount” the future 

more, meaning they weight immediate payoffs over delayed payoffs. More 

patient people, by contrast, are willing to wait longer to earn more money. 

Patience varies dramatically across nations, among regions within na- 

tions, and between individuals. Using the titration method just described, 

along with a survey question, the economists Thomas Dohmen, Benjamin 

Enke, and their collaborators measured patience among 80,000 people 

in 76 countries. Figure 1.4 maps this variation at the country level, using 

darker shades to indicate countries in which people are—on average—more 

patient. While those in lightly shaded countries tend to go for the quick 

$100 today (calibrated to the local currency and purchasing power), those in 

the darkly shaded countries tend to wait the year for the bigger payoff. For 

example, people from the most patient country, Sweden, can resist the im- 

mediate $100 and are willing to wait a year for any amount of money over
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FIGURE 1.4. Global distribution of patience across 76 countries. Darker shades 

indicate greater patience. Hatched regions indicate a lack of data.”° 

$144. In contrast, in Africa, Rwandans require at least $212 in a year before 

they are willing to pass up $100 today. On average, around the globe, people 

won't defer gratification for a year until the delayed amount exceeds $189. 

This map nicely highlights a continuous spread of global national-level 

variation in patience, including some variation within Europe. Starting 

with the most patient, the countries in black are: Sweden, the Netherlands, 

the United States, Canada, Switzerland, Australia, Germany, Austria, and 

Finland.” 

Greater patience in these experiments is associated with better eco- 

nomic, educational, and governmental outcomes across countries, between 

regions within countries, and even among individuals within regions. At 

the national level, countries with more patient populations generate greater 

incomes (Gross Domestic Product, or GDP, per capita) and more innova- 

tion. These populations have higher savings rates, more formal schooling, and 

stronger cognitive skills in math, science, and reading. Institutionally, more 

patient countries have more stable democracies, clearer property rights, 

and more effective governments. The strong relationship between patience 

and these outcomes emerges even when we look at each world region sepa- 

rately. In fact, the data suggest that greater patience is most strongly linked
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to positive economic outcomes in less economically developed regions like 

sub-Saharan Africa, Southeast Asia, and the Middle East. That is, inclina- 

tions to defer gratification may be even more important for economic pros- 

perity where the formal economic and political institutions operate less 

effectively.° 

The same patterns emerge if we compare regions within countries or 

individuals within local regions. Within countries, regional populations 

possessing greater average patience generate higher incomes and attain more 

education. Similarly, comparing individuals within the same local area, 

more patient people get paid more and stay in school longer. 

Delay-discounting measures are related to what psychologists call self- 

regulation ox self-control. To measure self-control in children, researchers sit 

them in front of a single marshmallow and explain that if they wait until 

the experimenter returns to the room, they can have two marshmallows in- 

stead of just the one. The experimenter departs and then secretly watches 

to see how long it takes for the kid to cave and eat the marshmallow. Some 

kids eat the lone marshmallow right away. A few wait 15 or more minutes 

until the experimenter gives up and returns with the second marshmallow. 

The remainder of the children cave in somewhere in between. A child’s self 

control is measured by the number of seconds they wait.*! 

Psychological tasks like these are often powerful predictors of real-life 

behavior. Adults and teenagers who were more patient in the marshmallow 

task as preschoolers stayed in school longer, got higher grades, saved more 

money, earned higher salaries, exercised more, and smoked less. They were 

also less likely to use drugs, abuse alcohol, and commit crimes. The effect of 

steely marshmallow patience on adult success holds independent of IQ and 

family socioeconomic status, and even if you only compare siblings within 

the same families—that is, a more patient child does better than her sibling 

when they are adults.*? 

As with individualism, guilt, and conformity, a person’s patience and 

self-control are calibrated to fit the institutional and technological environ- 

ments that they confront across their lives. In some regulated-relational so- 

cieties, there’s little personal payoff to selfcontrol, so we shouldn’t expect
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the association between patience and adult success to be universal. Neverthe- 
less, when local social norms reward self-control or penalize impatience, all 
manner of psychological tricks develop that ratchet up people’s self-control. 
As we go along, we'll see how cultural learning, rituals, monogamous mar- 
riage, markets, and religious beliefs can contribute to increasing people’s 
patience and self-control in ways that lay the groundwork for new forms of 
government and more rapid economic growth. 

UN Diplomats Get Parking Tickets 

Representing 149 countries, diplomats to the United Nations in New 
York City were immune from having to pay parking tickets until Novem- 
ber 2002. With diplomatic immunity, they could park anywhere, double- 
park, and even block driveways, business entrances, and narrow Manhattan 
streets without having to pay fines. The effect of this immunity was big: 
between November 1997 and the end of 2002, UN diplomatic missions ac- 
cumulated over 150,000 unpaid parking tickets totaling about $18 million 
in fines. 

While bad for New Yorkers, this situation created a natural experiment 
for two economists, Ted Miguel and Ray Fisman. Because nearly 90 percent 
of UN missions are within one mile of the UN complex, most diplomats 
faced the same crowded streets, rainy days, and snowy weather. This allowed 
Ted and Ray to compare the accumulation of parking tickets for diplomats 
from different countries. 

The differences were big. During the five years leading up to the end of 
immunity in 2002, diplomats from the UK, Sweden, Canada, Australia, 
and a few other countries got a total of zero tickets. Meanwhile, diplomats 
from Egypt, Chad, and Bulgaria, among other countries, got the most tick- 
ets, accumulating over 100 for each member of their respective diplomatic 
delegations. Looking across nations, the higher the international corrup- 
tion index for a delegation’s home country, the more tickets those delega- 
tions accumulated. The relationship between corruption back home and 
parking behavior in Manhattan holds independent of the size of a country’s
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UN mission, the income of its diplomats, the type of violation (e.g., double- 

parking), and the time of day.? 

In 2002, diplomatic immunity for parking violations ended and the 

New York Police Department clamped down, stripping the diplomatic li- 

cense plates from vehicles that had accumulated more than three parking 

violations. The rate of violations among diplomats plummeted. Nevertheless, 

despite the new enforcement and overall much lower violation rates, the dip- 

lomats from the most corrupt countries still got the most parking tickets. 

Based on real-world data, this study suggests that the delegations from 

diverse countries brought certain psychological tendencies or motivations 

with them from home that manifested in their parking behavior, especially 

when there was no threat of external sanctions.*4 This is not, however, a 

tightly controlled laboratory experiment. Diplomatic scofflaws, for example, 

may have been influenced by the opinions of their passengers or by a greater 

desire to annoy police who they may have perceived as xenophobic. So, those 

from less corrupt countries like Canada might appear to be acting impar- 

tially and in favor of anonymous New Yorkers, but we can’t be totally sure. 

Now, consider this experiment, the Impersonal Honesty Game: univer- 

sity students from 23 countries entered a cubicle with a computer, a die, and 

a cup. Their instructions were to roll the die twice using the cup and then 

report the first roll on the computer screen provided. They were paid in real 

money according to the number that they rolled: a roll of 1 earned $5; 2, $10; 

3, $15; 4, $20; 5, $25; and 6, $0. Basically, the higher the number they rolled, 

the more money they got, except for a 6, which paid nothing. 

The goal of this experimental setup was to assess participants’ inclina- 

tions toward impersonal honesty while minimizing their concerns about the 

watchful eyes and judgments of other people, including the experimenters. 

Participants were alone in a cubicle and could simply cover the die with 

their hand if they were concerned about secret surveillance. Of course, this 

meant that no one, including the experimenters, could really know what 

number a person rolled. But, while there’s no way to know what any single 

person actually did, we have probability theory, which tells us what should 

happen at the group level, if people follow the rules.
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Let’s consider the percentage of people from each country who reported 

rolling a “high-payoff” number, a die roll of 3, 4, or 5. Since a die has six 

sides, half of the rolls should be these “high-payoff” values if people are re- 

porting honestly. Thus, 50 percent is our impartial benchmark. By contrast, 
self-interested individuals should just report a 5. If everyone in a country 

were self-interested, we'd expect 100 percent of reported rolls to be high- 
payoff. This is our self-interested benchmark. 

Not surprisingly, all countries fall between our two benchmarks. In 

WEIRD countries like Sweden, Germany, and the UK, the reported high- 

payoff rolls are about 10 to 15 percentile points above the impartial bench- 

mark of 50 percent. Across countries, however, the percentage reporting 

higher rolls goes up from there to nearly 85 percent in Tanzania. As ex- 

pected, every population breaks impartial rules; but, it turns out that some 

populations break such rules more than others.°> 

Figure 1.5 shows the strong relationship between the percentage of 

high-payoff reports in this simple experiment and an index of corruption 

for each country. As with parking violations around the UN, people from 

more corrupt countries were more likely to violate an impartial rule. Un- 

like with the diplomats, however, this is a controlled experimental situa- 

tion in which even the experimenters can’t figure out what any one person 

did. The difference must thus lie in what people bring into the cubicle with 

them. 

It’s important to realize that this is a quintessentially WEIRD experi- 

ment. The task measures people’s motivation to follow an impartial and 

arbitrary allocation rule over one’s own self-interest (why does 6 result in 

zero, anyway?). Extra money one obtains by misreporting a die roll doesn’t 

obviously take money away from another person, but only vaguely from 

some impersonal institution—the research team or their funders. No one 
is directly hurt if you report a 5 instead of a 6, and anonymity is virtually 

assured, At the same time, any extra money you get by inflating your die 
roll, or by merely entering a 5 into the computer, could be shared with your 

children, parents, friends, or needy cousins. In fact, misreporting could be 

seen as an opportunity to help your family and close friends at the expense
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of some impersonal organization. In some places, it would be considered ir- 

responsible not to violate such a silly rule to help one’s family. 

Why do so many WEIRD people act against their families’ interests to 

follow this arbitrary, impartial rule, and expect others to follow it as well? 

Could this dimension of psychology influence the formation and function- 

ing of formal governing institutions? 

WEIRD PEOPLE ARE BAD FRIENDS 

You are riding in a car driven by a close friend. He hits a 

pedestrian. You know that he was going at least 35 mph in an 

area of the city where the maximum allowed speed is 20 mph. 

‘There are no witnesses, except for you. His lawyer says that if you 

testify under oath that he was driving only 20 mph, it may save 

him from serious legal consequences.
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Do you think: 

a. that your friend has a definite right to expect you to testify (as 

his close friend), and that you would testify that he was going 

20 mph, or 

b. that your friend has little or no right to expect you to testify and 

that you would not falsely testify that he was only going 20 mph? 

This is the Passenger’s Dilemma, which has been done with managers 

and businesspeople around the world. If you picked response (b), you're 

probably pretty WEIRD, like people in Canada, Switzerland, and the 

United States, where more than 90 percent of participants prefer not to tes- 

tify and don’t think their friend has any right to expect such a thing, This is 

the wniversalistic or nonrelational response. By contrast, in Nepal, Venezuela, 

and South Korea, most people said they'd willingly lie under oath to help a 

close friend. This is the particularistic or relational response, which captures 

people’s loyalty to their family and friends. Figure 1.6 maps the percentage 

   Universalism 

[32-40 
uy 41-50 

| WR 51-60 
 ~ 61-70 

_ Ei 71-80 

TM 21-90 
HE 91-100 

FIGURE 1.6. Universalistic or nonrelational responses to the Passenger’s Dilemma 

among managers in 43 countries around the globe. The darker shading captures the 

Percentage of people who gave the universalistic response and were thus unwilling to 

help their friends. Cross-hatching indicates that no data are available.3” 
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of universalistic responses across 43 countries, with darker shades indicat- 

ing more universalistic and fewer particularistic responses.™* 

There’s nothing special about the content of the Passenger’s Dilemma. 

In places where people would help their friends by testifying, they also 

report a willingness to (1) give their friends insider company informa- 

tion, (2) lie about a friend’s medical exam to lower his insurance rates, and 

(3) exaggerate the quality of the cuisine at a friend’s restaurant in a pub- 

lished review. In these places, the “right” answer is to help your friend. 

People aren’t trying to distinguish themselves as relentlessly honest indi- 

viduals governed by impartial principles. Instead, they are deeply loyal to 

their friends and want to cement enduring relationships, even if this in- 

volves illegal actions. In these places, being nepotistic is often the morally 

correct thing to do. By contrast, in WEIRD societies, many people think 

badly of those who weight family and friends over impartial principles 

and anonymous criteria like qualifications, merit, or effort. 

TRUSTING STRANGERS 

How would you answer the famous Generalized Trust Question (GTQ): 

“Generally speaking, would you say that most people can be trusted or that 

you can’t be too careful in dealing with people?” 

The percentage of those surveyed who say that most people can be 

trusted provides us with a crude assessment of impersonal trust that we can 

use to map the globe. The GTQ has been so widely used that we can distin- 

guish not only countries but also regions, provinces, and U.S. states. The 

darker the shading in Figure 1.7, the higher the percentages of people in that 

region who say that most people can be trusted. 

WEIRD populations have among the highest levels of impersonal 

trust, although there’s interesting variation within both the United States 

and Europe. Across countries, the percentage of people who generally 

think most people can be trusted ranges from 70 percent in Norway to 

4-5 percent in Trinidad and Tobago. In the United States, people in North 

Dakota and New Hampshire are the most trusting, with around 60 percent 

of people generally trusting others; meanwhile, at the other end, only about
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FIGURE 1.7. Impersonal Trust Map. This maps responses to the Generalized Trust 

Question across countries and among regions within certain larger countries. Darker 

shading indicates greater impersonal trust. Specifically, the higher the percentage 

of people in the area who said that most people could be trusted, the darker the 

shading. Hatched areas reveal our ignorance. For the United States, the shading 

gives the average percentage of “trusters” from 1973 to 2006 in different states.29 

20 percent of people are generally trusting in Alabama and Mississippi. In 

Europe, regional variation is also substantial. For example, trust is twice as 

high in Trento, in northern Italy (49 percent), than in Sicily (26 percent), in 

the south. A similar pattern distinguishes northern from southern Spain.‘° 

While the GTQ is useful, because it has been put to hundreds of thou- 

sands of people around the world, we should worry that it might not cap- 

ture people’s actual decisions when they confront a stranger in a situation 

involving real money. To explore this, researchers have combined data from 

hundreds of experiments in which they paired strangers, put cash on the 

line, and then observed how much trust was extended in making an invest- 

ment. The data, from over 20,000 participants in 30 countries, confirm that 

in places where people actually do trust strangers in anonymous experimen- 

tal settings, they also tend to say, when asked the GTQ, that most people 

can be trusted.*! 

However, although the GTQ often does tap impersonal trust, it can be 

misleading in places where a dense network of relational ties sustains broad



48 | The Evolution of Societies and Psychologies 

trust without fostering sociality and exchange among strangers. For example, 

the dense social networks in China allow many populations to maintain 

high levels of trust with those around them (“people around here”) without 

possessing much impersonal trust. The signature for this pattern emerges 

when people are specifically asked about how much they trust strangers, 

foreigners, and people they've met for the first time. In China, people re- 

port trust on the GTQ but explicitly distrust strangers, foreigners, and new 

acquaintances. 

Impersonal trust is part of a psychological package called impersonal 

prosociality, which is associated with a set of social norms, expectations, and 

motivations for impartial fairness, probity, and cooperation with strangers, 

anonymous others, or even abstract institutions like the police or govern- 

ment. Impersonal prosociality includes the inclinations we feel toward a 

person who is not tied into our social network at all. How should I treat this 

person? It’s like a baseline level of prosociality with anonymous others, or a 

default strategy.” 

Impersonal prosociality also includes motivations, heuristics, and 

strategies for punishing those who break impartial norms. In places where 

people trust strangers and cooperate with those they've just met, they are 

also more inclined to punish anyone who violates their impartial norms of 

fairness or honesty even if the violation isn’t directly against themselves. At 

the same time, they are less inclined to seek revenge against those who've 

personally crossed them. 

These psychological differences are strongly associated with national 

outcomes around the globe. Countries where people show more imper- 

sonal prosociality have greater national incomes (GDP per capita), greater 

economic productivity, more effective governments, less corruption, and 

faster rates of innovation. Of course, if formal institutions like courts, po- 

lice, and governments are well functioning, it’s a lot easier to develop im- 

personal prosociality, but how do you get there in the first place? Won't 

in-group loyalty, nepotism, cronyism (i.e., loyalty to friends), and corruption 

always undermine any effort to build formal governing institutions that are 

impersonal, impartial, and effective? What if a psychology favorable to imper-
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sonal prosociality arose first, prior to any complementary formal governing 

institutions?*4 

Obsessed with Intentions 

Two men, Bob and Andy, who did not know one another, were at 

a very busy outdoor market. There were lots of people. It was very 

crowded and there was not very much room to walk through the 
crowd. Andy was walking along and stopped to look at some items 

on display, placing a bag that he was carrying on the ground. Bob 

noticed Andy’s bag on the ground. While Andy was distracted, 

Bob leaned down and picked up Andy’s bag and walked away with it. 

How good or bad was what Bob did? (use this scale) 

VERY BAD BAD NEITHER GOOD NOR BAD GOOD VERY GOOD 

Now, try this one: 

‘Two men, Rob and Andy, who did not know one another, were at 
a very busy outdoor market. There were lots of people there. It was 

very crowded and there was not very much room to walk through 

the crowd. Rob was walking along and stopped to look at some 

items on display, placing a bag that he was carrying on the ground. 

Another very similar bag was sitting right next to Rob’s bag. The 

bag was owned by Andy, whom Rob did not know. When Rob 

turned to pick up his bag, he accidentally picked up Andy's bag 

and walked away with it. 

How do you judge Rob in this situation? How good or bad was what Rob 
did? (Use the above scale.) 

Most Americans judge Rob less harshly than Bob, seeing him only as 

“bad” instead of “very bad.” Similarly, judgments of how much Bob and
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Rob should be punished drop from “very severely” (Bob) to only “severely” 

(Rob). The sole difference between Rob and Bob in these stories is their 

mental states—their intentions. Bob stole Andy’s bag while Rob took it by 

accident. In both cases, equal harm was done to Andy. 

To explore the role of intentions in moral judgments, a team led by the 

anthropologist Clark Barrett and the philosopher Steve Laurence (and in- 

cluding me) administered a battery of vignettes like those above to several 

hundred people in 10 diverse populations from around the globe, including 

traditional societies in Amazonia, Oceania, Africa, and Southeast Asia. We 

aimed not for broad samples from whole countries or regions, as with much 

of the data discussed above, but for remote, rural, and relatively independent 

small-scale societies that still maintain traditional lifeways. Economically, 

most of these groups produce their own food, whether by hunting, fishing, 

farming, or herding, For comparison, we also included people living in Los 

Angeles. The various vignettes that people responded to focused on theft, 

poisoning, battery, and food taboo violations, and examined a wide range 

of factors that might influence people’s judgments of someone like Bob or 

Rob.* 

It turns out that how much people rely on others’ mental states in judg- 

ing them varies dramatically across societies. As usual, WEIRD people an- 

chor the extreme end of the distribution, relying heavily on the inferences 

we make about the invisible states inside other people’s heads and hearts. 

Figure 1.8 summarizes people’s responses to the above vignettes—our 

theft scenario. The height of the bars represents the difference between how 

harshly people judged Bob (intentional theft) vs. Rob (accidental theft). 

These scores combine measures of goodness and badness with how much the 

participants thought the perpetrators’ reputations should be damaged and 

how much they should be punished. The results reveal the importance of 

intentions across these populations—taller bars mean that people weighted 

Rob’s and Bob’s intent more heavily for punishment and reputation as well 

as badness. On the right side, the populations in Los Angeles and eastern 

Ukraine gave the greatest weight to Bob’s intentions, judging him much 

more harshly than they did Rob. At the other end of the distribution, the
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FIGURE 1.8. For 10 diverse societies, this plot shows the differences between the 

severity of judgments for the intentional vs. accidental theft scenarios (as presented 

for Rob and Bob, above). The judgments combine measures of badness, reputational 

damage, and punishment. The taller the bar, the larger the impact of intentions on 

the severity of judgments. 

people of Yasawa Island (Fiji) made no distinction between Bob and Rob. 

Other groups, like the Sursurunga in New Ireland (Papua New Guinea) 

and Himba herders (Namibia), used intentions to shade their judgments of 

perpetrators, but the overall impact of intentions was small. 

Patterns similar to those shown for theft in Figure 1.8 emerge for crimes 

like battery and poisoning, as well as for taboo violations. The importance 

of intentionality varies from zero in Yasawa, Fiji, to its maximum among 

WEIRD people.*6 

Differences such as these—in the use of mental states for making moral 

judgments—have been confirmed in subsequent research and aren't confined 

to comparing small-scale societies to WEIRD people. The Japanese, for ex- 

ample, are less inclined than Americans to weigh intentionality when mak-
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ing moral and legal judgments of strangers, especially in more traditional 

communities. The application of intentionality in judgment depends heav- 

ily on the nature of the relationships among the parties involved. Japan is 

noteworthy because its formal legal institutions are nearly an exact replica 

of America’s, but those institutions operate very differently because people’s 

underlying psychology is different.” 

Many WEIRD people find these results surprising. Intentions, beliefs, 

and personal dispositions are so central to WEIRD moral judgments that 

the idea that people in other societies judge others based mostly or entirely 

on what they did—the outcome—violates their strong intuition that men- 

tal states are primary. But, putting relatively little importance on mental 

states is probably how most people would have made moral judgments of 

strangers over most of the last 10 millennia. This expectation comes directly 

out of how kin-based institutions operate in regulated-relational societies. 

As you'll see in later chapters, kin-based institutions have evolved cultur- 

ally to create tight-knit and enduring social units by diffusing responsibility, 

criminal culpability, and shame across groups like clans or lineages, which 

downgrades and sometimes eliminates the importance of individual mental 

states in making moral judgments. 

Missing the Forest 

In the year 2000, I had returned to the communities of the Mapuche, an 

indigenous population in rural Chile that I studied in 1997-98 as part of 

my doctoral dissertation. Living on small farms nestled among rolling hills 

in the shadow of the snowcapped Andes, the Mapuche still use oxen and 

steel plows to cultivate wheat and oats along with small vegetable plots. Ex- 

tended families work together in activities like sowing and threshing that 

culminate in yearly harvest rituals, bringing together otherwise scattered 

households. I’d spent almost a year wandering around these fields and com- 

munities, often evading the angry dogs that protect people’s homesteads, so 

that I could interview Mapuche farmers and sometimes administer psycho- 

logical and economic experiments. I learned, among other things, that an
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oxen team can reliably pull your four-wheel-drive Subaru out of deep mud, and 

that it’s possible to outrun a pack of guard dogs because they wear out before 

you do, as long as you're prepared to do seven-minute miles for several miles.” 

On this trip, I had brought along some experimental tasks that I'd 

learned about while hanging out with the psychologist Richard Nisbett at 

the University of Michigan. Nisbett and some of his students, now all ac- 

complished psychologists, had uncovered substantial differences between 

East Asians and Euro-Americans in their reliance on “analytic” vs. “holistic” 

thinking. The key distinction is between focusing on “individuals” or their 

“relationships.” When thinking analytically, people zoom in on and isolate 

objects, or component parts, and assign properties to those objects or parts 

to explain actions. They look for strict rules or conditions that permit them 

to place individuals, including animals or people, into discrete categories 

with no overlap. They explain things by coming up with “types” (what type 

of person is she?) and then assign properties to those types. When think- 

ing about trends, analytic thinkers tend to “see” straight lines and assume 

things will continue in their current direction unless something happens. 

In contrast, holistic thinkers focus not on the parts but on the whole, and 

specifically on the relationships between the parts or on how they fit to- 

gether. And, as part of a larger web of complex relationships, they expect 

time trends to be nonlinear or even cyclical by default.° 

Various experimental tasks tap different aspects of analytic vs. holistic 

thinking. In administering one of these tasks—the Triad Task—I presented 

individuals with a target image and two other images, labeled A and B. For 

example, I presented a target image of a rabbit, along with an image of a car- 

rot (A) and a cat (B). After verifying what participants saw in the images, I 

asked them whether the target (e.g., the rabbit) “goes with” A or B. Matching 

the target to one of the pair indicates a rule-based, analytic approach, while 

matching it to the other points to a holistic or functional orientation. If the 

participants matched the rabbit and the cat, they are probably matching 

them using an abstract rule-based category—rabbits and cats are both ani- 

mals. However, if they matched the rabbit and the carrot, they are probably 

prioritizing a specific functional relationship—rabbits eat carrots.
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Seating the Mapuche within a global distribution, Figure 1.9 shows the 

results of a similar Triad Task administered through the website yourmorals 

org to over 3,000 people from 30 countries. As usual, WEIRD populations 

pile up at one end of the distribution—in black—while the rest of the world 

spreads out across the spectrum. WEIRD people are highly analytical com- 

pared to most other societies. As for the Mapuche, taking their choices at 

face value, they were the most holistic, having picked the analytic choice 

only a fifth of the time, on average.>! 

Based on my Mapuche ethnography, I think that these percentages 

may mask even larger psychological differences. When I went back and in- 

terviewed each of my Mapuche participants, I learned that most of their 

seemingly “analytic choices” were in fact derived from holistic reasoning. 

For example, when the target image was a pig that could “go with” either 
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a dog (analytic, both are animals) or a cornhusk (holistic, pigs eat corn), 

some Mapuche who'd picked the dog explained that the dog “protects” or 

“guards” the pig. Of course, this makes perfect sense: most farmers rely on 

dogs to protect their homes and livestock from rustlers (and pesky anthro- 

pologists). The Mapuche ferreted out a variety of contextually appropriate 

holistic relationships to support their seemingly “analytic choices.” Truly 

analytic responses from them are likely below 10 percent. 

Across societies, inclinations toward analytic over holistic thinking in- 

fluence our attention, memory, and perception, which in turn influence our 

performance even on tasks with objectively correct answers. For example, 

after watching video clips of underwater scenes, East Asians remembered 

the backgrounds and context in memory tests better than Americans. Eye- 

tracking measurements reveal why: East Asians spent more time visually ex- 

ploring parts of the scene beyond the focal or central animals and objects. 

By contrast, Americans zeroed in on and tracked the center of attention while 

ignoring the context and background. These patterns of attention shaped 

what participants remembered. 

Ifa population became more inclined toward analytic thinking and the 

use of intentions in moral or legal judgments, how might that influence 

the subsequent development of law, science, innovation, and government? 
  Resume reading here 

The Rest of the Iceberg 

Self-focused, individualistic, nonconforming, patient, trusting, analytic, 

and intention-obsessed capture just a small sampling of the ways in which 

WEIRD people are psychologically unusual when seen in a global and 

historical perspective. We also overvalue the things we ourselves own (the 

endowment effect), overestimate our valued talents, seek to make ourselves 

look good (selfenhancement), and love to make our own choices. Table 1.1 

lists some of the key psychological peculiarities discussed in this book, some 

of which I’ve already mentioned and others that we'll encounter in later 

chapters. 

If you're surprised that WEIRD people are psychologically unusual,
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TABLE 1.1. KEY ELEMENTS IN WEIRD PSYCHOLOGY 

Individualism and Personal Motivation 

= Self-focus, self-esteem, and self-enhancement 

= Guilt over shame 

= Dispositional thinking (personality): Attribution Errors and Cognitive Dissonance 

= Low conformity and deference to tradition/elders 

«a Patience, self-regulation, and self-control 

= Time thrift and hard work (value of labor) 

« Desire for control and love of choice 

Impersonal Prosociality (and Related Worldviews) 

a impartial principles over contextual particularism 

« Trust, fairness, honesty, and cooperation with anonymous others, strangers, and 

impersonal institutions (e.g., government) 

« An emphasis on mental states, especially in moral judgment 

= Muted concerns for revenge but willingness to punish third parties 

a Reduced in-group favoritism 

a Free will: notion that individuals make their own choices and those choices matter 

s Moral universalism: thinking that moral truths exist in the way mathematical laws 

exist 

a Linear time and notions of progress 

Perceptual and Cognitive Abilities and Biases 

e Analytical over holistic thinking 

= Attention to foreground and central actors 

= Endowment effect—overvaluing our own stuff 

= Field independence: isolating objects from background 

= Overconfidence (of our own valued abilities) 

you're in good company. Researchers in both the disciplines of psychology 

and economics, along with much of the rest of the behavioral sciences, 

were also rather surprised when experimental studies from around the 

world began to reveal striking patterns of psychological variation. Many 

had simply assumed that they could confidently make claims about human
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brains, hormones, motivations, emotions, and decision-making based on 

studies with American college students or any other WEIRD sample.>4 

Despite the growing evidence, many psychologists and economists re- 

main either in shock or denial, as it turns out that much of the material in 

textbooks and academic journals, as well as in popular works of nonfiction, 

don’t actually tell us about human psychology, but merely reflecte WEIRD 

cultural psychology. Even now, over 90 percent of participants in experi- 

mental studies remain WEIRD, long after the alarm was raised. Nevertheless, 

the good news is that the gears of science are beginning to turn, as researchers 

from several disciplines are putting their shoulders to this mill wheel. 

Let’s close by returning to the core questions of this book: 

1. How can we explain the global psychological variation high- 

lighted above? 

2. Why are WEIRD societies particularly unusual, so often occupy- 

ing the extreme ends of global distributions of psychology and 

behavior? 

3. What role did these psychological differences play in the Indus- 

trial Revolution and the global expansion of Europe during the 

last few centuries? 

To tackle these questions, we'll examine how the medieval Catholic 

Church inadvertently altered people’s psychology by promoting a peculiar 

set of prohibitions and prescriptions about marriage and the family that dis- 

solved the densely interconnected clans and kindreds in western Europe into 

small, weak, and disparate nuclear families. The social and psychological 

shifts induced by this transformation fueled the proliferation of voluntary 

associations, including guilds, charter towns, and universities, drove the ex- 

pansion of impersonal markets, and spurred the rapid growth of cities. By the 

High Middle Ages, catalyzed by these ongoing societal changes, WEIRDer 

ways of thinking, reasoning, and feeling propelled the emergence of novel 

forms of law, government, and religion while accelerating innovation and 

the emergence of Western science.
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Before getting to this main event, however, we first need to develop 

an understanding of human nature and societal evolution. What kind of 

animal are we? How should we think about the role of culture and cultural 

evolution? What’s an institution, and where do they come from? How do 

culture, institutions, and psychology interact and coevolve? Why have kin- 

ship, marriage, and ritual been so central in most human societies? How 

and why do societies scale up in size and complexity, and what's the role of 

religion in this process?
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and the actions of monastic orders like the Jesuits. On the influence of literacy and 

related cognitive skills on economic growth after 1800, see Cantoni, 2015; Ha- 

nushek and Woessmann, 2012. 

Becker et al., 2016. These findings address Weber’s (1958) hypothesis regarding 

Protestantism and Capitalism. In broadest terms, the profusion of research in the 

last decade strongly suggests that Weber was on the right track, although he seems 

to have underemphasized the importance of literacy and social networks while 

overemphasizing the “work ethic”—see Chapter 12. 

27. McGrath, 2007. 

28. 

29. 

30. 

31. 

Henrich, 2016. 

If public officials needed to be literate for practical reasons, then the elevated liter- 

acy rate would have expanded the fraction of the populace who could enter public 

service. 

Henrich, Heine, and Norenzayan, 2010a, 2010b. 

It’s also possible that high levels of literacy combined with cheap novels (thanks 

to the printing press) may have made a growing number of readers more capable 

of feeling the pain of others—more empathic. The idea is that by reading fiction 

people get to practice putting themselves into the shoes of others and seeing the 

world from another’s perspective. Consistent with this, several studies in West- 

ern societies show that people who read more fiction tend to be more compas- 

sionate and better at reading others’ emotions (Mar, Oatley, and Peterson, 2009; 

Mar and Rain, 2015; Mar et al., 2006). However, there remains a question as to 

whether reading fiction does indeed increase empathy (Bal and Veltkamp, 2013; 

Kidd and Castano, 2013; Panero et al., 2016)—perhaps, instead, more empathic 

people are more inclined to read fiction. Establishing this causal connection is im- 

portant, as stronger compassionate inclinations are linked to greater prosociality, 

more charitable giving, and less violence. Rising empathy, possibly driven by ris- 

ing rates of literacy and plentiful books, may help explain the dramatic decline in 

violence observed in England and Europe since the 16th century (Clark, 2007a; 

Pinker, 2011). This is plausible given the research suggesting that empathy can be 

increased through training (van Berkhout and Malouff, 2016). 

1. WEIRD Psychology 

1. 

2. 

3. 

Acemoglu and Robinson, 2012; Clark, 2007a; Diamond, 1997; Hibbs and Ols- 

son, 2004; Landes, 1998; Mokyr, 2002; Morris, 2010. 

Altrocchi and Altrocchi, 1995; Ma and Schoeneman, 1997. The “Personal at- 

tributes, abilities, and aspirations” variable in Figure 1.1A combines Ma and 

Schoeneman’s variables “personal attributes” and “self-worth.” The “Roles and re- 

lationships” variable in Figure 1.1B covers a somewhat broader range of possible 

answers than the “Roles and relationships” variable in Figure 1.1A. 

Ma and Schoeneman, 1997.
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4. Heine, 2016; Henrich, Heine, and Norenzayan, 2010a. When thinking about 

these self-concepts (ie., responses to “I am___.” or “Who am I” questions), a 

common mistake is to assume that a focus on personal attributes, achievements, 

and interests is at odds with group membership or sociality (Yuki and Take- 

mura, 2014). This is not the case. The key difference has to do with the nature 

of the relationships between individuals and their groups. Maasai, Samburu, and 

Cook Islanders are embedded in complex sets of inherited family structures that 

involve a wide range of social norms endowing every person with a rich set of ob- 

ligations, responsibilities, and privileges vis-a-vis others in their groups. By con- 

trast, WEIRD people seek out and voluntarily join groups of strangers that fit 

their personal interests, goals, principles, and aspirations. Knowing that a person 

is a member of one of these groups, whether it’s “sea kayakers” or “Republicans,” 

tells us about the person’s interests and values. Often, group memberships are 

more about principles or activities than the specific relationships involved. This 

is especially true when membership in voluntary groups changes. When I respond 

with “I am ...a scientist,” my answer probably doesn’t make you think of me and 

all my scientist buddies hanging out or helping each other when we get injured; 

instead (hopefully?), ic conveys my commitment to understanding the world 

through open inquiry governed by reason and evidence. It’s a group, but really it’s 

about me. 

5. The scale I’m describing is often thought of as running from “individualism” to 

“collectivism” (Hofstede, 2003; Tonnies, 2011; Triandis, 1994, 1995). It captures 

a spectrum chat has been recognized in one form or another for at least a century. 

For an entertaining discussion, see Dan Hruschka’s piece at evolution-institute 

.org/article/infections-institutions-and-life-histories-searching-for-the-origins-of 

-ind. Note that I’m avoiding the term “collectivism” here because it carries too 

much confusing semantic baggage. 

6. Heine, 2016; Hofstede, 2003; Triandis, 1989, 1994, 1995. 

7. Of course, the institutions that create regulated-relational societies vary im- 

mensely, as do the psychologies of the people in these societies. Many people in 

China, for example, are strongly achievement-oriented, though this motivation 

pattern seems to arise from a desire to comply with the expectations of one’s family 

rather than from internalized standards. Nevertheless, this achievement orienta- 

tion makes China less like many traditional communities and, at least outwardly, 

more like WEIRD societies. Similarly, Japan’s traditional kin-based community 

institutions seem to have infused themselves into the WEIRD social, political, 

and economic formal institutions adopted from Europe and the United States 

after the Meiji Restoration in the late 19th century and again after World War II. 

‘This institutional synthesis has given Japan a unique social psychology, distinct 

not only from WEIRD societies but also from populations in South Korea and 

China, with which it’s often mistakenly lumped together with psychologically 

(Hamilton and Sanders, 1992; Herrmann-Pillath, 2010).
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In shopping for relationships in an individualistic world, people tend to (1) pro- 

mote their personal attributes while (2) remaining as consistent as possible across 

different social contexts so as to best advertise just how deep their “special” at- 

tributes run. What is perceived as relatively constant about individuals are their 

attributes, not their relationships, since neighbors, employers, and friends can all 

change over time. The in-group vs. out-group distinction is fundamentally differ- 

ent here because it doesn’t usually partition off one’s inherited network of personal 

relationships from everyone else. Instead, in-groups are often based on social cat- 

egories that are believed to mark underlying individual attributes, ranging from 

principles and beliefs to preferences and interests (“Liberals” or “Catholics”). 

In this world, people change religions, political parties, names, countries, cities, 

sports teams, genders, and spouses. 

. Hofstede, 2003. 

10. There are other important dimensions of global psychological variation (Gelfand 

et al., 2011; Hofstede, 2003; Triandis, 1994). 

Acemoglu, Akcigit, and Celik, 2013; Gorodnichenko and Roland, 2011; Talhelm 

et al., 2014). 

Hruschka et al., 2014; Hruschka and Henrich, 2013a, 2013b. 

Some critics will ignore these points and pretend I never made them. 

Campbell et al., 1996; Church et al., 2006; English and Chen, 2011; Heine, 

2016; Heine and Buchtel, 2009; Kanagawa, Cross, and Markus, 2001. Un- 

fortunately, too much of this research is focused on East Asian and American 

undergraduates. 

Suh, 2002. 

Campbell et al., 1996; Diener and Diener, 1995; Falk et al., 2009; Heine and 

Buchtel, 2009; Heine and Lehman, 1999. This evidence is limited because (1) 

psychologists mostly study WEIRD populations and (2) when they study non- 

WEIRD people, it has been mostly East Asian undergraduates. See Ethan Watters 

(2010) for a discussion of clinical psychology and psychiatry from a cross-cultural 

perspective. 

17. Foster, 1967; Heine, 2016; McNeill, 1991; Nisbett, 2003. The process of psycho- 

18. 

19. 

logically adapting to the social incentives of these different worlds can be seen 

in our brains. For example, recent work in neuroscience reveals that people who 

think of themselves as independent agents have larger orbital frontal cortices than 

do those who think of themselves as interdependent nodes in relational networks 

(Kitayama et al., 2017). 

Wallbott and Scherer, 1995. This result relies on classifying the experiences reported 

based on the descriptions provided by the participants and not on using the emotion 

labels given by the participants. WEIRD people, especially Americans, are notori- 

ously confused about the difference between “guilt” and “shame” (Fessler, 2004). 

Fessler, 2004; Martens, Tracy, and Shariff, 2012; Sznycer et al., 2016, 2018; Tracy 

and Matsumoto, 2008; Wallbott and Scherer, 1995; Wong and Tsai, 2007.
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20. 

21. 

22. 

23. 

24, 

25. 

26. 

Benedict, 1946; Elison, 2005; Fessler, 2007; Levy, 1973; Scheff, 1988; Tracy 

and Matsumoto, 2008; Vaish, Carpenter, and Tomasello, 2011; Wong and Tsai, 

2007. 

In societies with strict class divisions or castes, those at the low end of the social 

spectrum can feel shame just by being in the presence of higher-ups—because the 

higher-ups look down on low-status people. 

Similarly, WEIRD people may feel guilty for not helping a friend move or for not 

visiting her in the hospital, and this guilt can motivate them to approach the per- 

son and attempt to repair and preserve the relationship. However, few of these 

behaviors are governed by obligatory social norms closely monitored by tight-knit 

networks. 

Milgram, 1963. If the academic discipline of psychology had developed elsewhere— 

say, in Hong Kong or Fiji—l suspect that “conformity” would have seemed obvi- 

ous and would thus have been uninteresting. 

Bond and Smith, 1996. Thanks to Damian Murray for the data. 

Asch, 1956; Bond and Smith, 1996. The conformity effect size in the figure gives 

the difference in the average number of errors made between the treatment and 

control scaled by the standard deviation. So, an effect size of 1 means that the 

treatment average is one standard deviation higher than the control average. 

Bond and Smith (1996) conducted an extensive analysis using the full dataset 

(whereas I collapsed all the WEIRD countries together for plotting). They show 

that not only are Hofstede’s individualism measures correlated with conformity, 

but so are two other measures of individualism (Schwartz and Bilsky, 1990; 

Trompenaars and Hampden-Turner, 1998). 

27. To see how conformity affects real life, consider left-handedness. In WEIRD so- 

28. 

29. 

30. 

cieties today, about 10-16 percent of adults are left-handed. Outside the WEIRD 

world, from Asia to Africa, the frequency of left-handers is often below 6 percent 

and occasionally falls to below 1 percent. In China it’s 0.23 percent, and among 

traditional Zulu communities in Africa it is close to zero (Coren, 1992; Kushner, 

2013; Laland, 2008; Schaller and Murray, 2008). 

Replotted from Dohmen et al. (2015). Thanks to Anke Becker and the authors for 

providing this data to me ahead of publication. 

Dohmen et al., 2015. Their measure of patience combines the temporal- 

discounting measure I described using hypothetical monetary amounts with a 

survey question about people’s willingness to give up things now for the future. 

This survey package was assembled and calibrated based on its ability to predict 

actual laboratory temporal-discounting measures that involved choices with real 

money (Falk et al., 2016). Notably, the sums of money used in these choices were 

calibrated so that the amounts were matched on buying power at the country level. 

More patient countries also experienced more rapid economic growth, both in the 

short term since World War II and in the longer run, since the acceleration of
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economic growth after 1820. These relationships hold after statistically removing 
the effect of a wide range of other factors, including latitude, rainfall, temperature, 
European colonization, and impersonal trust (more on trust below). 

‘These measures are also related to executive function (Casey et al., 2011; A. Dia- 
mond, 2012; A. Diamond and Lee, 2011; A. Diamond and Ling, 2016; Duck- 
worth and Kern, 2011; Mischel, Shoda, and Rodriguez, 1989; Mischel et al., 
2011; Strémbick, 2017). 

Chabris et al., 2008; Dohmen et al., 2015; Duckworth and Seligman, 2005; Falk 
et al., 2016; Kirby et al., 2002; Mischel et al., 1989; Moffitt et al., 2011. Among 
eighth graders, for example, the less they discounted the future (picked the delayed 
choice, B) in the fall of the school year, the higher their grades and achievement 
test scores were at the end of that year. In fact, although both matter, patience was 
more important than IQ in predicting scholastic achievement. Notably, recent 
work has confirmed the ability of the marshmallow test to predict later scholas- 
tic achievement (Watts, Duncan, and Quan, 2018). However, this work appears 

to challenge the results by including a broad range of control variables. These 
controls capture many of the avenues through which culture shapes people’s 
patience, including the social context experienced by the child, the home en- 
vironment, and the participant’s parents’ patience. In short, it’s easy to weaken 
the relationship between measures of patience and later academic performance by 
statistically removing all the factors that create variation in patience in the first 
place. 

Fisman and Miguel, 2007. Interestingly, diplomats from countries who received 
more U.S. aid tended to get fewer tickets. The corruption index used in this paper 
combines all the major international corruption indices and then takes the first 
principal component. All the indices are highly correlated. 
When the behavior of individuals, rather than of whole delegations, was tracked, 
it turned out that diplomats became more likely to get parking tickets the lon- 
ger they spent at the UN, prior to the start of enforcement. In the absence of any 
threat of penalties, self-interest slowly corroded the cultural standards they ar- 
rived with, especially when they came from less corrupt countries. Similarly, the 
NYPD’s enforcement action was decisive in 2002 but was particularly effective on 
diplomats from less corrupt countries. 

Gachter and Schulz, 2016. There’s no reason to expect that income differences or 
stake size affect these findings—see the supplemental materials of Gachter and 
Schulz (2016). Notably, the amount of money across countries was set to deliver 

equal purchasing power in each place. 
Adapted from Gachter and Schulz (2016). 

37. Trompenaars and Hampden-Turner, 1998. Thanks to Dan Hruschka for the data 

38. 

(Hruschka and Henrich, 2013b). 

Trompenaars and Hampden-Turner, 1998.
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39. This map combines data from Algan and Cahuc (2013) and two surveys, the 

40. 

World Values Survey (Inglehart et al., 2014) and the Afrobarometer (www 

.afrobarometer.org). 

Algan and Cahuc, 2010, 2013. 

41. Johnson and Mislin, 2012. For another large-scale study establishing this relation- 

42. 

ship, see Fehr et al. (2002). For work linking the GTQ to laboratory economic 

experiments measuring cooperation and fairness, see Francois, Fujiwara, and van 

Ypersele, 2011; Herrmann, Théni, and Gachter, 2008; Peysakhovich and Rand, 

2016. 

The impressive generalized trust levels in China (see Figure 1.7) represent, at least 

in part, a powerful set of regulated-relational institutions, and not the impersonal 

prosociality of WEIRD people. We can understand this difference by looking at 

studies of trust among American and Chinese managers attending business school 

(Chua, Ingram, and Morris, 2008; Chua, Morris, and Ingram, 2009, 2010; Peng, 

2004). Unlike their American counterparts, Chinese managers developed trust- 

ing professional relationships preferentially with others who were embedded in 

their broader social networks and who were linked to them through multiple ties. 

These important business relationships, which establish a foundation for trust 

in commercial transactions, are also deeply personal relationships. Moreover, 

economic dependence between business associates implies that a personal rela- 

tionship exists, and often this connection simulates a familial relationship, like 

that between brothers or fathers and sons. There’s even a special Mandarin word 

for this network of business-relevant personal relationships—guanxi. Not sur- 

prisingly, Chinese also typically have more actual relatives in their professional 

networks. In contrast, when American managers have connections to the close 

associates of particular colleagues, this doesn’t influence their trust assessments of 

these colleagues. That is, possessing redundant social pathways to a particular col- 

league doesn’t cause Americans to trust that colleague more. Similarly, economic 

dependence on a business associate makes a personal relationship between Ameri- 

cans less likely, not more likely, as in China. WEIRD friendships are supposed 

to be “pure” and should ideally be free of such “messy” dependencies. Studies like 

this suggest that Chinese business and commerce, despite adopting the formal 

structures and outward appearance of WEIRD models, remain founded on, and 

organized by, regulated-relational networks. With this in mind, we can go back to 

the global surveys and look at responses to other trust-related questions. In China, 

only 11 percent of the population said yes when asked, “Do you trust people whom 

you meet for the first time?” Meanwhile, in the United States, the UK, France, 

and Germany, one-third to one-half said yes. Similarly, only 9 percent of Chinese 

said they'd trust a person of a different nationality. By contrast, 52 percent of Ger- 

mans said they’d trust such a person, and the number increased to over 65 percent 

in the United States and Australia (Greif and Tabellini, 2010). The key to trust in
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China is building personal relationships in dense networks that informally create 

economic and social interdependence. 
Thoni, 2017. 

Alesina and Giuliano, 2010, 2013; Algan and Cahuc, 2010, 2013; Falk et al., 
2018; Herrmann et al., 2008; Hruschka and Henrich, 2013b. 

Barrett et al., 2016. 

This finding doesn’t reflect a lack of ability to infer others’ mental states or in- 

tentions. In Yasawa, my collaborators and I have done numerous experiments 

on mentalizing abilities—thinking about others’ beliefs, intentions, and 

motivations—over many years (McNamara et al., 2019, 2019b). It turns out that 
Yasawans are skilled at mentalizing and their language has an adequate vocabu- 
lary for discussing mental states. Nevertheless, they are disinclined to openly dis- 

cuss other people’s mental states and, as shown in this experiment, often don’t use 

them in making moral judgments of strangers. They focus on outcomes and con- 

sequences, not inferred mental states. Interestingly, in our poisoning scenario— 

wherein an actor either intentionally or accidentally pours something toxic into 

his village’s water source, poisoning his neighbor and almost killing him—both 

the Himba herders in Namibia and the Hadza hunter-gatherers in Tanzania along 

with the Yasawans also ignored the actor's intentions in making moral judgments. 

Hamilton and Sanders, 1992; Robbins, Shepard, and Rochat, 2017. Complement- 
ing this, recent work in cultural neuroscience comparing Japanese and American 

children is beginning to show how inferring the mental states of others is under- 

pinned by somewhat different patterns of brain activation in these groups 

(Kobayashi, Glover, and Temple, 2007). 

Curtin et al., 2019; Gluckman, 1972a, 1972b. 
For research on the Mapuche, see Faron, 1968; Henrich and Smith, 2004; Stuch- 
lik, 1976, 

Miyamoto, Nisbett, and Masuda, 2006; Nisbett, 2003; Nisbett et al., 2001. 

The yourmorals.org website, where people take psychological tests for fun, likely 

doesn’t attract a random or even representative sample of any country. This concern 

has been partially addressed using a compilation of other datasets, based on both 
triads and other tasks. Among undergraduates, the most holistic thinkers run from 

Middle Eastern Arabs to Chinese and eastern European participants (Varnum et al., 

2008) and finally to Brits and Americans. Thanks to Ara Norenzayan for supplying 
me with data on Middle Eastern Arabs. And, as with the trust question, northern 

Italians are more analytic than southern Italians (Knight and Nisbett, 2007). 

Thanks to Thomas Talhelm for providing this data from yourmorals.org (Tal- 

helm, Graham, and Haidt, 1999). 

Chua, Boland, and Nisbett, 2005; Goh and Park, 2009; Goh et al., 2007; Goh etal., 
2010; Masuda and Nisbett, 2001; Masuda et al., 2008; Miyamoto et al., 2006. Cul- 

tural neuroscientists, by administering these kinds of Triad Tasks to participants
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in a functional MRI scanner, have revealed different executive control strategies in 

the brains of East Asians and Euro-Americans (Gutchesset et al., 2010). 

54. Falk et al., 2009; Heine, 2016; Nisbett, 2003. 

55. Falk et al., 2018; Henrich, Heine, and Norenzayan, 2010a, 2010b; Nielsen 

et al., 2017; Rad et al., 2018. 

2. Making a Cultural Species 

1, Barwick, 1984; Flannery, 2002; Gat, 2015; Morgan, 1852; Smyth, 1878. I'm 

drawing on Buckley’s accounts as reported by both Morgan and Langhorne. I’ve 

also enriched this with information from Flannery, Barwick, Gat, and Smyth on 

the region and populations. 

2. Sometimes this operated as “sister exchange,” in which a man swapped his sister 

for the sister of a man in another clan. Other times, girls were married off to nour- 

ish alliances between clans and tribes. Buckley wisely avoided the competition 

over women, though he does appear to have had two wives and a daughter during 

his Aboriginal life. 

3. On multiple occasions, Buckley describes the ceremonial consumption of human 

flesh. In at least some cases, the justification seems to be to imbibe the strength of 

one’s enemies. 

4. Chudek and Henrich, 2011; Chudek, Muthukrishna, and Henrich, 2015; Chudek 

et al., 2013; Henrich, 2016; Henrich and Broesch, 2011; Henrich and Gil-White, 

2001; Laland, 2004; Rendell et al., 2011. The technical jargon for “who-cues” is 

“model-based cues.” Another adaptive learning strategy is called “conformist trans- 

mission.” Consistent with theoretical predictions about the evolution of conform- 

ist transmission (Nakahashi, Wakano, and Henrich, 2012; Perreault, Moya, and 

Boyd, 2012), ample evidence indicates that people tend to use the frequency of cul- 

tural craits around them in deciding whether to adopt a practice or belief (Muthu- 

krishna, Morgan, and Henrich, 2016). 

5. Broesch, Henrich, and Barrett, 2014; Henrich, 2016, Chapters 4-5; Medin and 

Atran, 2004; Sperber, 1996. Humans also possess evolved psychological abili- 

ties chat support our cultural learning in important domains by supplying back- 

ground assumptions, organizational building blocks, and ready inferences. For 

example, in learning about animals and plants, young children and adults from 

diverse societies are primed to think in terms of immutable, hierarchically related 

categories. If we are told about a tiger that was spotted near a lake at night, we au- 

tomatically infer that “nocturnal hunting by water” is likely a feature of all tigers 

and not merely a fleeting oddity of this one particular tiger. Moreover, children 

and adults readily extend this inference, though less confidently, to species that 

seem like tigers, such as lions. This specialized cognitive system helps explain both 

how small-scale societies like the Wathaurung accumulate and maintain such vast 

storehouses of knowledge about plants and animals as well as why people often 

struggle to apprehend the mutability of species. Alongside these specializations


