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Evolution and human mate choice
Robin Dunbar, University of Oxford

Humans are mammals and must contend with the general constraints on reproduction that
the mammalian strategy imposes, namely the fact that females have opted for internal
gestation and lactation — a strategy intended mainly to enable them to produce large-
brained offspring. Large brains are advantageous, but they are very costly to produce in
offspring, and in most birds and mammals this has necessitated biparental care. This has
a number of important implications for human mating strategies and human mate choice,
including an expectation that females will be choosier than males, females should
emphasise rearing and mate quality while males emphasise mating. | will review data from
a variety of sources that test these hypotheses.

The human form as an ornament: perfect faces, perfect bodies, perfect genes?

Karl Grammer, Department for Anthropology — Faculty of Life Sciences, University of
Vienna, Austria

Humans tend to judge and sort parts of their social and non-social environment
permanently into a few basic categories: those parts they like and those parts they don't.
Indeed we have developed aesthetic preferences for the things and people we are
exposed to. And, needless to say, these preferences shape our behavioural choices — our
tendency to seek out or avoid what the world has to offer to us. Humans and other animals
have evolved preferences for food and habitats, for naturally occurring sensations, such as
smells and sounds, as well as for the broad array of culturally created artefacts.

Humans have also evolved aesthetic preferences for their sexual and social companions.
In this talk | will review the current approaches in attractiveness research. | will discuss the
obsession with beauty and review the biological constraints which create the bases for
beauty traits as honest mating signals. If evolutionary approaches to beauty are correct,
beauty signals should have a direct relation to health and reproductive success’.

The pillars of beauty identified to date are averageness, symmetry and sex-hormone
markers, which find their expression in form, skin texture, body motion, body odour, voice
and hair. | suggest that the content of these signals is redundant, and points in the same



direction®. In addition, | will argue that these preferences are general preferences which
are the same throughout the animal kingdom.

| propose a model which is based on biologically based construction rules for “what is
beautiful and suitable as a mate” and not on the content of the signals themselves. These
construction rules can be modified by several constraints like female cycle, socioeconomic
status or self-perception — making beauty perception a plastic concept which is able to
adapt to a range of socioeconomic situations and environments®.

If this is the case, beauty should be related to reproductive success. | will explore this
possibility and present data in favour of this hypothesis.

A longer version of the presentation can be found at: http://prezi.com/fzqriZh6dv1j/
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Preferences in humans: learning from other animals
Anthony Little, Department of Psychology, University of Stirling

Humans are an important species but we are certainly not unique in trying to find attractive
partners. The mechanisms and phenomenon seen in other animals can also apply to
human mate preferences. We know that evolution is concerned with survival and
reproduction and, as evolution favours only necessities, both the appearance and
behaviour of animals fulfil these functions. Such thinking raises the question of what
exactly facial attractiveness is for — what function does it serve? Many non-human species
rely on external factors (such as feathers, fur, etc.) to attract mates and human faces may
serve a similar function. This talk will review recent studies concerning similarities in
patterns of mate preference between humans and non-human animals. Four main lines of
research will be discussed: symmetry preferences, condition dependent preferences,
imprinting, and mate choice copying. Learning from other animals may provide an answer
to questions concerning our incredible interest in faces, in that they may signal important
biological information, and why we may see both agreement on facial cues to
attractiveness and individual differences in preference for faces. In this way research can
also help in understanding human individuality and human behaviour in an evolutionary
context, as well as documenting the similarities and differences between our own mental
processes and those of other animals.



