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Introduction

Our toughest battles are with ourselves

Consider this book an owner's manual for your brain.
y

Most of us would feel cheated if we bought a car or a microwave and it came
without instructions. But our most important possessions — body and mind —
come with no such guide, leaving us searching haphazardly for satisfaction: a
dollop of exercise, thirteen minutes of sex, a "Happy Meal," a cocktail, and a sport-
utility vehicle. Mean Genes offers the missing information that can help us take
better control of our lives.

When we drive a car or operate a microwave, our orders are carried out exactly as
we command. The machine doesn't talk back or have an agenda of its own — at
least not yet. On the other hand, if we tell our brain, as part of a New Year's
resolution, to cut down on fatty foods, it most likely will let out a hearty laugh and
continue to set off bells and whistles of approval when the dessert cart rolls around.

Our brain, for better or worse, is not an obedient servant. It has a mind of its own.
Imagine that you are actually two things: a personality who has likes, dislikes,
desires, and dreams. But inside your body there is also a "machine," your brain,
that processes commands and acts on those likes, dislikes, desires, and dreams. It
fights you all the time. And it usually wins.

Why can't the two of you see eye to eye? Why do we have battles over controlling
our own behavior? And why are these battles so hard to win? Are cats and dogs
obsessed with fighting addictions, controlling their weight, and remaining faithful
to their mates? Do chimpanzees regularly resolve to be less selfish?

In a creepy campfire legend, a babysitter alone in a house receives increasingly
menacing phone calls. Terrified, she contacts the police, who put a tap on her
phone. After the boogieman calls again, the cops frantically phone her, screaming,
"We've traced the call. It's coming from inside the house! Get out!"

Similarly, the source of our self-control problems lies within us, in our genes. But
we can't get out or leave them behind. Manipulative media, greedy businesses, and
even our friends and family play roles in nurturing our demons. Still, most of our
self-control problems stem from our impulses to do things that are bad for us or for
those whom we love.



A visit to any bookstore reveals the nature of our struggles. Glancing at the
bestsellers, we can see what's on people's minds. There are dozens of books on
finding love, losing weight, and creating wealth. Conspicuously absent are a host
of other topics. Where are the books entitled How to Build a Bigger Beer Gut, Ten
Seps to Frivolous Spending, or Nurturing the Infidel Within? Why do some
behaviors come so naturally while others require so much effort? It's because our
genes predispose us to certain failings.

Every day we see headlines heralding discoveries of "the gene for alcoholism" or
"the genes of aging." These reports make an obvious point: human biology and
disease are influenced in important ways by our genes. The Human Genome
Project, which will soon determine the sequence of every stretch of DNA in the
human body, is a revolution in the making. With each passing week, scientists
unearth the genetic roots of more and more diseases, and the promise of future
cures grows stronger.

But genetic effects are far more pervasive than these articles suggest. Even in areas
where we feel that we act purely of our own free will, our dramas are played out on
a genetic stage. Over the last few decades, scientists have learned a great deal
about the structure of this stage, and our learning will accelerate with the
forthcoming genomic advances. Throughout Mean Genes, we explore what we
know about these genetic influences and what they mean for our daily lives. Let us
entice you with one example:

What is beauty and who sets the standards? It's a complex question, and many
before us have tried to answer it. Some have suggested that beauty is mysterious or
divine, incapable of comprehension by mere mortals.

Others believe that beauty is defined by the society we live in: whatever the
fashion industry deems attractive is considered beautiful by the public at large. But
if this were true — if beauty were truly governed by fads or trends — wouldn't
every culture have its own definition of beauty? This is not the case.

Careful observation of human symmetry shows us why. The two halves of our
body mirror each other. Our right hand, for example, is structured exactly like our
left hand. The mirroring is not perfect, though, and each of us is aware of our
minor deviations from complete symmetry — one ear may be a bit lower, one
breast slightly larger, etc.

We find symmetrical people beautiful, even if they are not "classically" attractive.
In scientific studies, both women and men show a clear and dramatic preference
for symmetrical partners over more lopsided lovers. Furthermore, women who
recorded details of their sex lives revealed an interesting pattern: they were much



more likely to reach orgasm and more likely to become pregnant during
intercourse with symmetrical men.

The symmetry data are more than just a tantalizing tale: across the animal
kingdom, symmetry is a sign of healthy, disease-free bodies, likely to have been
built by a good set of genes. Although most of us cannot assess someone's
symmetry, it guides our mating decisions unconsciously.

So there is a logic to our aesthetic penchant for symmetrical people — logic that
only a gene could love, logic that can be understood only by looking at ourselves
in the broader context of evolution and animal behavior. Doing so reveals that our
brain does have an agenda, but this agenda need not remain a mystery.

Our brains have been designed by genetic evolution. Once we understand that
design, it is no longer surprising that we experience tensions in our marriages, that
our waistlines are bigger than we'd like, and that Big Macs are tastier than brown
rice. To understand ourselves and our world, we need to look not to Sigmund
Freud but rather to Charles Darwin.

Like it or not, we are each engaged in a battle against our own set of mean genes.
They are wily opponents, too. Masters of the visceral, they control through
satisfaction, pain, and pleasure.

Even the most successful people succumb. Look at Oprah Winfrey, for instance.
She runs a powerful media empire and is reportedly closing in on billionaire status.
Her long list of accomplishments includes seven Emmy awards, an Oscar
nomination, and a beauty queen crown. Rich and influential, this exceptional
person is also very ordinary in one respect. Along with the rest of us, Oprah
struggles for self-control.

Because she has been so honest about her weight and other personal issues, Oprah
has helped millions. Furthermore, because her journey has been so successful in
spite of powerful urges, she demonstrates an important point: we are not lumbering
robots doomed to carry out our genetic programming.

In daily life, two paths beckon. One tempts us simply to live as our urges and
passions direct. This can be called the "pet path" since it is followed by all animals,
including the family dog. Eat when hungry. Eat until the food is gone. Remain
loyal and faithful only to the extent that loyalty and faithfulness pay. If something
feels good, do it again. If something hurts, avoid it.

Less clearly marked is the alternative, the path of most resistance. On this path we
take charge, calling our own shots. Along with passions, genes have created
willpower and the ability to control behavior consciously. With these uniquely
human abilities, we can rise above our animal instincts.



Mean Genesis a guide to doing just that. Step 1 is to understand our animal nature,
particularly those desires that get us into trouble and can lead to unhappiness. Step
2 is to harness this knowledge so that we can tame our primal instincts.

As you read this book, you'll see that we, your authors Terry and Jay, take this all
very personally. Over the years that we've researched and taught this material,
Mean Genes has become much more than a book to us. Throughout, you'll find
tales from our personal lives. Mean Genes is not some stuffy academic tome;
understanding the theory and taking the practical steps we suggest can improve
your life. We are sure it can help you because it has helped us and our friends.

We would all like to make progress instantly, but there are no shortcuts. In auto
racing, for example, designers struggle to make lighter and lighter cars. Perhaps
surprisingly, the best way to trim 100 pounds of weight from a car is to find 1,000
places to trim a tenth of a pound. No grand redesigns, no massive overhauls, just
relentless striving for incremental improvement. Similarly, for most of us, the best
way to improve our lives is to find numerous small ways to change for the better.

The Mean Genes approach is not going to solve all of our problems in a few days.
Rather, we think of it as a pair of glasses, enabling us to see the world more
clearly. Corrective lenses don't change the basic struggle. We both still want to be
leaner and nicer and have more friends, for example. So while the world we live in
remains constant, it makes more sense viewed through our Mean Genes spectacles.

This more accurate view of the world can help in concrete ways. Consider a recent
conversation between Terry and one of his friends. Karen is a 32-year-old graduate
student who, along with her husband, is thinking of starting a family. Karen
wanted to lose a little weight before getting pregnant. Terry cautioned against this
approach. When a woman wants to get pregnant, the best advice is actually to gain
a few pounds. Why?

Our bodies are built to be sensitive to the environment. In particular, our distant
ancestors lived in a world where food was so scarce that raising a baby was
difficult, so it was important to become pregnant when times were relatively good.
The solution, built into women's bodies, is that fertility is modulated by weight
changes. Even minor weight loss caused by short-term dieting or exercise
dramatically decreases fertility and can easily delay pregnancy for months.

This translates to practical advice. If a woman wants to get pregnant, she should
eat normally and avoid losing weight. This is true for all women, regardless of
their weight. In our quest for happier lives, this fertility tip is like one little
improvement to our racecar.



Another incremental bit of progress comes from Jay's money-saving techniques.
Each month, Jay completely drains his checking account. If the bank machine will
give him money, he will spend it. It's not that Jay is particularly weak. He's human
and shares our natural tendency to spend too much. Why?

Think back, once again, to that long period of our evolutionary history we spent as
hunter-gatherers. We evolved in a world where wealth existed primarily in the
form of food and could not be stored for very long — any surplus would rapidly
spoil. So our brains were designed in an era when the best way to save was to
consume. Is it any wonder that Jay's natural tendency is to deplete his surplus each
month?

Through the Mean Genes specs, Jay has spied a solution. He has instructed his
employer to withhold a big chunk of his pay each month. The deducted funds are
still Jay's, but now he doesn't have easy access to them and therefore doesn't feel
he's sitting on a surplus that will spoil. (The funds are squirreled away and cannot
be squandered without at least a phone call and a few days' wait.) By hiding part of
his paycheck from the overcon-suming monster within, Jay lets his slightly
inaccessible cash pile up for a rainy day.

Mean Genes seeks to foster a deep understanding of human existence, drawing
from diverse disciplines and hundreds of sources. We garner insights, for example,
by looking at a range of cultures, including many that are worlds apart from our
own. We also learn about humans by studying animals ranging from our close
genetic cousins, the chimpanzees, to mice and even fruit flies. But the foundation
of the book is evolutionary biology.

Ever since Darwin published The Origin of Species in 1859, people have debated
the role of biology in human affairs. Still, as the idea of evolution has itself
evolved, one provocative facet has become clearer and clearer: the human brain
has been shaped by evolution. From its tremendous size right down to the
mechanisms by which individual neurons talk to each other, our brain — like our
eyes, arms, legs, and kidneys — is a product of natural selection. We know this is
true. Does it follow that our psyches, too, have been shaped by evolution?

We think so, but not everyone agrees. Some mock the idea; others are troubled or
even angered by it. But volumes of research have begun to quiet the critics. The
more progress that is made in unraveling the genes we carry, the more clear it
becomes that our evolutionary inheritance plays a central role in our lives.

Are genes the whole story? Obviously not. Other factors are important in
determining every human characteristic. We know, for example, that physical or
emotional abuse can scar children, regardless of their genetic endowment.



Similarly, while we each inherit a particular genetic risk for heart disease, lifestyle
decisions affect our health dramatically.

In this book, we focus primarily on the genetic role. Many other books describe the
cultural influences on the behaviors we address, and we encourage you to study the
ways that genetic and environmental factors interact to shape our lives.

Being full-time academics, we read hundreds of obscure research articles each
year. We attend conferences and eagerly line up for talks with such titles as "The
Phylogeny of New World Monkeys" and "DNA Damage-Induced Activation of
p53 by the Checkpoint Kinase Chk2." We debate with other scientists on the front
lines, discussing breaking studies long before the information hits the New York
Times and other media.

Most people don't spend their lives similarly immersed in scientific detail. But
everyone can benefit from the knowledge about human nature that has
incrementally — and relentlessly — piled up during the last forty years, a period
known as the second Darwinian revolution. This knowledge has changed our lives.
And we think it can help you live a rich and passionate life without self-
destruction. Think of us as your translators, bringing the crucial information from
the frontiers right into your living room.

We take our responsibilities as your translators of science very seriously. The
chapters ahead are filled with many stories and data. Although they are free of
scientific jargon, every fact has been assiduously researched. There are more than a
thousand citations, verifying every aspect of the book. We haven't included them
here — they would fill more pages than the text itself— but if you are curious or
just want to learn more, a set of notes is available at www.meangenes.org.

Mean Genes is the first book that converts the modern Darwinian revolution into
practical steps for better living. Some of our advice appears to be common sense.
Often, though, viewing life through our Mean Genes glasses means taking
unexpected and seemingly bizarre steps. Consider:

Why does Jay fill up on day-old, dry bagels as he heads to a gourmet meal at a
friend's house? And what does he gain by quickly smearing mayonnaise on the
brownie delivered with his lunch on every flight from Los Angeles to Boston?

The FedEx driver invariably rubs his head in confusion when Terry hands him a
package for overnight delivery . . . back to Terry. It doesn't seem to help when
Terry explains that the package contains the short cable that connects his computer
to the Internet.



Despite his love of giving and receiving gifts, Jay claims that birthdays and
holidays are absolutely the worst time to shower our loved ones with gifts.
Amazingly, he still has friends and Lisa, his wife. Why?

We no longer try to shield our friends from our unorthodox code of behavior. We
regularly urge them, for instance, to respect the Big Four. That is, to be unusually
kind and attentive to their spouses for four days every month. Not just any four
days, but a specific set of days more important than payday. Can you imagine
which days they are? (Peek ahead to the discussion in "Romance and
Reproduction" if you must.)

All of these behaviors come from seeing the world through the Mean Genes lenses
that allow us to predict when we will be weak and why we are vulnerable. The
twig of human nature is indeed bent from the start. It must be seduced, not bullied,
into behaving. Battles for self-control are not defects of personality, nor can they
be won in the sense that the foe is vanquished. To take control of our lives, we
need perpetual vigilance and an understanding of the enemy within.

We invite you to read on and construct your own set of Mean Genes spectacles.
Every person will have a slightly different prescription, but the overall aim is the
same — to see our world more accurately so that we can control our instincts
before they control us. In this way, we can lead more satisfying lives. Lives with
integrity.



THIN WALLETS AND FAT BODIES



Debt

Laughing all the way to the Darwinian bank

Why do we have such a hard time saving money? Take the following quiz: First,
how much money would you like to save each month? Write down your answer as
a percentage of your income. Second, how much money are you saving? Look at
the last few months of your actual savings behavior, not your dreams about next
year after you pay off your credit card debt. Write down your actual savings as a
percentage of income. Now compare the two figures. The unpleasant reality is that
most of us save far less than we want to.

Average Americans want to save 10% of their income and claim to save about 3%.
If only that were true. We set a record low in February 2000, with a 0.8% savings
rate. In other words, if you took home $2,000 after taxes and you saved like an
average American, you spent every cent except a measly sixteen bucks.

The result is that Americans have little or no cash to spare. Enticed to spend by
urgings everywhere we turn — from the Internet to billboards to crafty product
placements on TV and in movies — we are a nation of spenders, rushing to deposit
paychecks into minuscule bank accounts to cover the checks we have written.

To understand our spending behavior, let's visit some of the world's most
accomplished savers by taking a trip to northern Europe. There we find forests
where autumn arrives much as it does throughout the temperate parts of the world.
Leaves change their color, temperatures plummet, and winds pick up.

Look down as you walk through the forest and you'll see a feverish
acknowledgment of the oncoming winter. Red squirrels shift into overdrive each
September, forsaking their summer life of leisure. In the course of two months,
each squirrel will hide more than three thousand acorns, pinecones, and beechnuts
throughout the several acres of their home range. It's hard being a squirrel.

Come winter, however, diligence pays off. With little food to be found on the bare
trees, some squirrels are still living large. Each day they methodically move from
one storage spot to the next as they ultimately recover more than 80% of their
stashed snacks, enough to keep them alive until spring.

Hoarding for the future isn't restricted to rodents with big cheeks. It's a common
response throughout the animal kingdom when lean times are ahead. Many bird
species also store food in the fall. Nutcrackers, for example, bury seeds from pine
trees and, like squirrels, show remarkable memory in finding their savings.



If there were a Savings Hall of Fame, it would contain dozens of animal species
but certainly not the average American. How can humans (at least most
Americans) be so much worse at preparing for lean times than squirrels, birds, and
an ark full of other dim-witted creatures?

As described in the fable of the grasshopper and the ant, there are two strategies for
dealing with abundance. The grasshopper plays all summer long while the ant
works relentlessly to store food. When winter comes, the ant survives and the
grasshopper dies.

Similarly, squirrels that work hard to store nuts survive the winter to have babies in
the spring. When those babies grow up, they have the genes of their parents, genes
that tell them to start burying nuts when fall comes. Animals are accomplished
savers because natural selection favors the appropriately thrifty. Shouldn't the same
forces have produced frugal humans? To understand the answer, we can learn by
observing the behavior of people who live as foragers, as our ancestors did until
recently.

The 'Kung San live in the deserts of southern Africa. Until the 1960s they lived off
this harsh land as nomads, gathering plants and hunting animals much as their
ancestors had for ten thousand years or more. Because some San were still hunting
and gathering into the 1960s, we have detailed records of their behavior in
circumstances similar to those of our ancestors.

The 'Kung San perpetually faced uncertain supplies of water and food. Building up
reserves for the future would certainly help buffer those risks. Did the !Kung San
save? Absolutely. The best opportunity for this saving came in times of windfall,
usually after the killing of a large animal like a giraffe. With hundreds of pounds of
edible giraffe meat, a hunter with a good savings system could live for months.

But !'Kung San hunters had no meat lockers or freezers. Even if they preserved the
extra meat, neighbors would descend and devour even the largest kill in a few
days. Imagine your own "popularity" if you won the lottery, and you've got a pretty
good picture of a !Kung San hunter with a dead giraffe outside his hut.

The !'Kung San's behavior provides the clue to resolving the paradox between
Americans' chronic undersaving and the strong evolutionary pressure to prepare for
lean times. In a world without refrigerators or banks, preparing for hard times
means eating enough food to store some fat on your body.

Although many animals, including squirrels and birds, do store food in the
environment, most animals save by storing fat. Consider the interesting species
called the elephant seal. A fully grown male of this species, at thirteen feet long



and over two tons, is frighteningly similar in size to a fully loaded Cadillac.
Females weigh in at a more demure half ton.

Each year, as the mating season approaches, elephant seals bulk up, with males
loading on as much as two thousand extra pounds of body fat. Then, in an act of
stunning single-mindedness that makes spring break in Miami look like Bible
camp, the seals head for shore, and for three entire months they forgo all food,
looking instead for love.

How do they survive? They draw from their substantial savings account. Before
the ordeal winds down, they will lose more than a third of their weight. A male
may shed more than a ton of blubber (and father up to a hundred babies).

So elephant seals save up for the mating season by storing extra energy on their
body as fat. Humans, unfortunately, also save in this way. If you are a man, look
down at your waist and grab the flesh that covers your stomach. If you are a
woman, look at your thighs and buttocks. What do you see?

From one perspective you see hated fat, but from an evolutionary perspective you
are looking at a savings account with a substantial (and possibly growing) balance.
Evolution has produced a world of accomplished savers; humans, like most
animals, simply save in the currency of body fat.

How good an evolutionary saver are you? In 1981 Bobby Sands, a member of the
Irish Republican Army, went on a hunger strike to protest British policy. He was
not a fat man to begin with, yet it still took him sixty-six days to starve himself to
death. Many of us would survive, albeit unpleasantly, for more than two months
without a single morsel of food. That's a pretty impressive savings account!
Perhaps we deserve a place in that Savings Hall of Fame after all.

Consider an ancestral human who had just won a prehistoric lottery. He or she has,
for example, just killed a wild pig or found a tree bursting with juicy mongongo
nuts (not too different from macadamia nuts). With today's markets and financial
instruments, this winner could sell the surplus and put the resulting cash in a bank.

For our ancestors, however, saving through markets and money was not an option.
Successful people would ram as much as possible into their own stomachs and
those of their genetic relatives. They might also share with non-relatives who
would repay them on their good days. In such an environment, the best way to save
is, paradoxically, to consume. Rather than leave some precious energy lying
around to mold or be stolen, put it in your stomach and have your body convert the
food into an energy savings account.

When you're a mammal, food is the coin of the realm. Genetic mechanisms prod
squirrels to mind their nuts and elephant seals to pad their flanks. As we struggle to



save money, our mammalian heritage lurks in the background. We know we ought
to put some money in the bank, but consuming just feels so good.

Don't eat the nest egg. Proud as we may be of our hardy forebears and their genetic
legacy, most of us would be happier if we could act less like victorious cavewomen
and more like Scrooge. To prosper in the industrialized world with its refrigerators
and government-insured bank accounts, we need to trick our ancient genes.

Because we evolved to consume everything in sight, many of the most successful
savings techniques involve hiding money from ourselves. By making ourselves
feel poor, we can induce our overconsuming instincts into living more frugally.
One well-known technique is carrying less cash. By doing this we fool our genes,
at least a bit, into thinking there is less surplus to be consumed.

In the movie The Border, Jack Nicholson comes home to find his house filled with
expensive new furniture. When he asks how much it cost, his wife replies, "We
don't have to worry 'bout payin' ... I opened up a charge account!" A danger of
using credit is that we do not hand over anything that feels valuable (such as cold,
hard cash), so charging doesn't feel like spending money. In the quest for restraint,
a credit card is worse than a debit card, a debit card worse than paying with cash,
and paying with cash worse than not spending.

As a variation on this ruse, many people find multiple bank accounts useful. One
account is untouchable and can accumulate savings, while the more commonly
used account, usually the checking account, gets fixed transfers each month. The
savings account should be as hidden as possible. For example, it can be in another
state with no associated ATM or debit card. Or at least in a bank with ATMs
located only in distant locations.

Easy access is our enemy. Ironic as it is, the best bank for our savings may be the
one that makes withdrawals as difficult as possible. We can, for example, choose
an account that pays a high interest rate but has outrageous fees for every
transaction.

People don't come into the world with instincts for appropriate financial behavior.
Most of us need to learn, and this learning frequently involves some painful
mistakes. We (Terry and Jay) have been there, so we know.

Early in his financial life, Jay discovered the joy of credit cards. Freed from the
tiresome need to have actual cash for purchases, he enjoyed an extended spending
spree. But he soon learned that credit-fueled feasts end with maxed-out accounts
and monster monthly payments that barely make dents in the balances. Each
purchase felt like a one-time event — a necessity — but he quickly dug himself



into a deep financial hole. (Fortunately, further digging was prevented by the
financial companies canceling all of his credit lines.)

Jay's first solution was to switch to a card that required him to pay the entire
balance each month. This led to some tough months, including last-minute
scrambling to raise cash by selling CDs and books. It also brought his charging
down to a manageable amount. Still, although he always scraped together just
enough to stay out of debtor's prison, Jay never had a cent left over for the savings
account that might someday become a down payment on the beach house he
dreamed about.

That's when Jay's credit card company stepped in: it offered a new plan that would
bill an extra amount to your credit card each month. This seems like the wrong
kind of progress. How did having even more to pay help Jay save money? The
trick was that the extra amount billed was invested in a mutual fund. This made the
monthly adventure of paying off the card even more harrowing, but it worked. He
always figured out a way (and little by little it came from charging less), and by
doing so he accumulated $250 every month in savings.

One of the most effective savings mechanisms for us is to hide money. Who are we
hiding it from? From ourselves or, more precisely, from that more impulsive part
of ourselves. Jay was able to begin saving only by setting up a separate account
that he never saw and that was extremely difficult to access.

If you have a job, you are already hiding some money from yourself in the form of
social security. Although it is not technically a savings plan, social security helps
us save for retirement. Essentially, the more we earn, the more the government will
pay us each year when we are retired. For all of its well-documented flaws, social
security has worked to ease poverty among older Americans. When the program
was enacted, people over 65 were the poorest segment of the American population.
Now they are the richest.

Another proven way to save, successful precisely because it doesn't feel like
saving, is to buy property. Although the average sixty-year-old American has only
$8,300 in financial assets, retirees have over $35,000 in the form of home equity.
Failing to keep up the mortgage payments can result in losing the property, so even
terrible savers turn out to be surprisingly successful at scraping together enough to
avoid default.

In the 1980s, Brooke Shields made a series of racy advertisements for Calvin Klein
jeans. In one she says, "When I get money, I buy Calvin Klein. If I have anything
left over, 1 pay the rent." Successful savings techniques share a bit of this
seemingly warped set of priorities.



Effective savers can say, "When I get money, I lock some up as savings. With the
money that's left over, I purchase food and shelter." People save when the money
comes out of income before other needs. As long as the amount of savings is fixed
and required in the form of a mortgage payment or payroll deduction, most people
find a way to make ends meet. If savings are simply whatever money is left over
after buying, the result is usually no savings at all.

Setting up mechanisms for automatic savings can be incredibly painful, but nearly
everyone gets over the pain and adjusts to their new income. Mortgages and secret
mutual funds are just peachy for rich folks, but what about those of us who are
hanging by a financial thread?

The trick is to pick the right time to increase the amount of hidden money. For
example, when we get a raise, we can increase the contribution to our retirement
account so that our take-home pay remains constant. We can whine all we want,
but we know it's possible to live on the old salary because we actually did.

With growing government surpluses, it's also likely that we'll get a tax cut in the
next few years. If so, that will be another excellent time to ratchet up the savings.
Similarly, any windfalls such as tax rebates and gifts are best invested
immediately.

The book The Millionaire Next Door describes the behavior of average folks who
became wealthy. The surprising conclusion is that most people get rich because
they spend less, not because they earn more than the average. Millionaires, for
instance, hold off an extra year or two before trading in their decidedly non-exotic
cars and are more likely to sport a Timex on their wrist than a Rolex.

Saving more. Why do we need so much help saving money while other behaviors
come so easily? The answer is that we need little help learning behaviors that have
been critical to human survival and reproduction for thousands of generations. We
instinctively solve ancient problems, and it's only when our instincts fail us that
we've got to buckle down and learn. For a dramatic example, consider how babies
react to dangerous objects.

Place a loaded pistol in a playpen and the babies will play with it just like any other
toy, giggle, and perhaps even place the gun in their mouth. In contrast, put a plastic
snake into the playpen; the babies will cower in fear. Show a person of any age a
snake — or even a picture of one — and you will elicit a dramatic response,
including sweaty skin and an increased heart rate. It doesn't matter whether the
person is in America, Europe, Japan, Australia, or Argentina, the response is the
same. This 1s true even in Ireland, which has no native snakes.



Why do we have an instinctive fear of snakes and not of guns? In 1998, guns killed
more than thirty thousand Americans; snakes killed fewer than two dozen people.
In the United States, you are literally eight times as likely to be struck by lightning
as killed by a snake. Nevertheless, snakes produce one of the strongest instinctual
fear responses.

We ought to be very afraid of guns and relatively unconcerned by snakes, but we
are built in just the opposite way. A bit of reflection resolves this puzzle. The genes
that cause instinctual fear, like all genes, have been handed down to us from our
ancestors. Snakes caused many human deaths when we lived as hunters and
gatherers. In contrast, guns didn't kill a single person until very recently.
Accordingly, we loathe our ancient enemy, the snake, and have no instinctual
response to novel threats regardless of how deadly.

Other primates are also killed by snakes and have the same genetic hatred. Even
adult chimpanzees and monkeys that have spent their whole lives in zoos and have
never seen a snake share our instinctual herpetological fear. They become terrified
and agitated immediately on seeing their first snake.

In contrast to our long evolutionary history with snakes and other animals, try to
imagine the following conversation between your great-great-great-. . . great-
grandparents as they sat around the campfire ten thousand years ago:

Husband: "Honey, I'm thinking of putting 25% of our savings into floating-rate
Japanese bonds with an option to swap into Eurodollars. What do you think?"

Wife: "That's crazy. Over many thousands of generations, we've all learned that
stocks are better investments because of their higher long-term return and more
favorable tax treatment. All humans know to invest in technology firms. I hear that
Fidelity has a new fund for investing in companies that can make fire."

Ridiculous. Our ancestors knew nothing of financial instruments. Accordingly, we
are no more likely to have instincts to make arcane financial decisions than we are
to fear guns. Our instincts for saving for the future simply aren't wired for modern
financial choices. Maybe in a thousand generations but certainly not this fiscal
year.

Our ancestors would obviously be confused by many modern financial choices.
They'd even be ignorant of money, another modern invention. Let's consider how
recently humans developed money.

The first ways to borrow and save used food as currency. In Lapland, all the way
through the nineteenth century, people settled debts and secured housing for the
winter with payments of cheese. Now, using cheese to pay the bills is not much of



an improvement over Mother Nature. Elephant seals save via fat on their brisket
while these Laplanders used fat-filled cheese in their baskets.

More recently, we have learned to amass more easily exchanged currencies. North
American natives and settlers used the proto-currency known as wampum, purple
and white beads made from shells. Moving south, cocoa beans were long preferred
in Central America. Although they wouldn't last forever, they were easy to count,
pleasant to handle, and you could always eat them in a pinch. Try doing that with a
quarter.

And speaking of quarters, when exactly did we move beyond all of these
essentially animal-like methods of storing value? When did we finally envision our
modern concept of money?

The first minted coins appeared in the kingdom of Lydia, a center of international
trade around modern Turkey and Greece, at the beginning of the seventh century
b.c. The idea didn't exactly catch on like wildfire, though. As a Japanese proverb of
the time states: "Wise rulers in all ages have valued cereals and despised money.
No matter how much gold and silver one may possess, one cannot live for a single
day on these. Rice is the one thing needful for life."

The difficulties of money are compounded at the intersection of cultures. Imagine
the plight of the French singer Mademoiselle Zelie. In the course of a Pacific
Ocean tour she played a concert in the Society Islands and received in payment her
standard one-third of the box office.

Much to her chagrin, however, this amounted to three pigs, twenty-three turkeys,
forty-four chickens, five thousand coconuts, and considerable quantities of
bananas, lemons, and oranges — literally a third of what the box office collected.
This would have been worth a considerable sum in Paris, but without an ark to get
it home, it was virtually useless.

For the two and a half millennia that it has been possible to stockpile wealth in the
form of coins, people have resisted. Old habits die hard, especially when they're in
our genes. The chief drawback to money, of course, is that coins have value only to
the extent that you can trust other people. Unlike the cocoa beans or rice, coins
have no intrinsic value. As a consequence, right on up to the last century, we've got
Laplanders assuring their skeptical landlords that "the cheese is in the mail."

Our brains are built by genes that excelled in a world without money. When it
comes to padding our bodies with a bit of fat, we have powerful instincts. Similar
instincts for minding our cash haven't had time to evolve.

If we take our snake experiment to the highlands of New Guinea, we have a hard
time finding the same fear of snakes. Showing snakes or pictures of snakes amuses



adult New Gui-neans. It doesn't frighten them. This seems a bit odd. Why the
difference from nearly every other society tested? In New Guinea, unlike New
York City, snakes abound and still kill many people. There is even one recorded
case of a massive python killing and completely consuming a fourteen-year-old
boy on a nearby Indonesian island.

If anyone should be terrified of snakes it would seem to be the New Guineans, who
are still killed by them. Instead they laugh at our naive, generalized fear.
Experience and learning are the explanation. From the time New Guineans are
small children, they encounter snakes — only a third of which are poisonous —
with great regularity. In the process, they learn to identify the nasty and the
harmless snakes, often capturing the non-poisonous ones for eating.

The New Guinean naturalists have learned to modify our innate fear of snakes,
capitalizing our big brains' ability to alter the program. Similarly, while babies
show no innate fear of guns, people quickly learn the appropriate response. From
these victories in modifying our instincts, we can gain inspiration for transforming
our relationship with money.

Can people really change such firmly entrenched behaviors? Absolutely. The truth
is, they're not even that firmly entrenched. It only feels as if we've been in debt
forever. In fact, the number of people going bankrupt in the United States has
changed by 300% since 1980. Although the change has been in the wrong
direction, it shows we can change. The same applies to American savings behavior,
which has moved steadily toward more spending in the last two decades.

Further evidence of our ability to save comes from other cultures with more frugal
ways. Ironically, as hard as it is for Americans to boost their savings rate, the
Japanese economy has stagnated from exactly the opposite problem: too little
consumer spending. So while our instincts prime us to consume too much,
lapanese frugality proves that those instincts are malleable enough to allow good
savings behavior. Our real problem is that we are too flexible in our savings
behavior. Companies know this weakness and attempt to manipulate us for their
profit.

Buy me on credit! Financial firms make money the old-fashioned way, they charge
high interest rates when they lend us money and pay low interest rates when we
park our savings with them. In search of profits, the firms prey on our poorly
honed financial instincts and exploit some of the quirks in our genetic legacy.
Knowing their tricks can help us navigate the modern financial jungle.

Take Homer Simpson. He orders virtually every product that is advertised on TV.
He sees someone with a shapely physique and immediately orders the twelve-
cassette package that will teach him to lose weight. The cassettes are shipped



immediately, while the money will not be due for ninety days or more. Homer's
impulsive buying is funny because it is only slightly more impulsive than our own.

It's as though our brain can't quite grasp that money doesn't lose its value over
time. As a matter of fact, that's exactly the problem; our brains were built for a
world in which the currency of the day did lose value over time. Put simply: food
rots. In that world, the savvy investor ought to devalue future payments severely.
Unfortunately, our brain plays by yesterday's rules, so we are an easy mark.

Sure enough, companies do exploit our built-in impatience and often succeed best
when appealing to our desire to have it all now. The ability to take home a fabulous
washer-dryer set today, with no payments for sixty days, tickles the fancy of that
little hunter-gatherer deep inside us. Never mind that in the end we will pay far
more than we think is fair. At the time of purchase, our outdated instincts guide us
in the proper balancing of value today against costs to be paid in the future.

The road to Hell, it is said, is paved with good intentions. We often waste money
when we expect to change for the better but instead continue our impulsive
behavior. In an investigation of good intentions, researchers studied people's
willingness to watch serious movies.

In one group, subjects were asked to choose a movie to watch for that night. In the
other group, subjects were asked to choose movies that they would watch on each
of the next three nights. For this group, the movies would be viewed over the three
days, but the choices were all made on the first day.

An interesting pattern emerged. When choosing for tonight, people in both groups
selected lighthearted romances, comedies, and action films. When choosing for
future evenings — tomorrow or the next night — people selected more serious
films, such as Schindler's List, which portrays Nazi concentration camps, as well as
films in foreign languages.

On day one people said, "I'll watch something fun tonight, but tomorrow I'll watch
a film I ought to see." When tomorrow came, however, they again wanted to have
fun and would have switched to Groundhog Day if possible.

Companies know that we are overly optimistic about our future behavior and use
this knowledge to make money. For example, they offer us credit cards with a low
introductory interest rate. The catch is that the interest rate will increase
substantially after six months. There's nothing illegal about this. The banks don't
even have to hide these terms in the fine print (though they always seem to). They

could put them in neon lights on a billboard: you'll pay super-high interest rates,
but not for SIX MONTHS.



Because of our relentless optimism that the future will be different — and better —
than the past, we flock to these sorts of deals. (If aliens ever conquer Earth and
keep humans as pets, they'll probably view this irrepressible optimism as our most
endearing feature.)

When we sign up for such plans, we look forward to a new and improved us and
expect to take the firms for a ride. We don't really care if they're going to charge us
exorbitant interest rates in six months because we plan to be debt-free (and thinner)
soon. When the six months end, though, we are usually still saddled with our debts.
One result is that the average American torches a fifth of his or her income on
credit card payments that are mostly just interest.

Taking control of our finances. How can we prosper among the loan sharks and a
sea of tempting offers designed to stimulate and exploit our desires? Well, we can't
rely on our instincts. Instead, we need to continuously hone our financial training.
We have to turn the tables on banks and businesses by doing to them exactly what
they do to us. Remember, they make money by charging high interest rates on the
money we borrow and paying low interest rates on the money we save.

Step 1 in turning the tables is to think of everything in the same currency, namely
after-tax interest rates. Regardless of whether something is called a loan
application fee, an interest charge, or a balloon payment, all that matters is the
interest rate. A variety of excellent books and software programs exist to help us
convert costs of all types into an effective interest rate. With a concerted effort,
anyone can do the required calculations. As obvious as this may seem, many of us
don't even know what interest rates we are currently being charged.

Step 2 is organizing your financial house. Whatever debt we have should be at the
lowest possible interest rate — and tax deductible if possible. Similarly, whatever
savings we can accumulate should produce the highest possible after-tax return.

For example, if we owe $3,000 on our credit cards and have $2,000 in a savings
account, we are giving money away. Savings accounts pay paltry interest rates, in
the 2%-3% range at best, while credit cards charge a rate closer to 20%. We can act
like Wall Street bankers by using some of the savings to decrease the credit
balance. Money that was earning us 2% instead will now save us the 20% we are
being charged.

At one level this need to organize and rationalize our finances is obvious, but at a
deeper level it requires us to suspend our instinctual response to tempting offers.
This is all the more difficult because firms are always designing, consciously or
otherwise, programs to fool our intuitive concepts of value.



Step 3 is to be realistic about our own behavior. This may be the hardest thing of
all when it comes to managing money. Even though we think we'll do better
tomorrow, the best predictor of our ability to rein in future desires is our past
behavior. We shouldn't expect to sit through three hours of an obscure
documentary when Austin Powers is on cable. Similarly, we shouldn't accept
financial offers that will save us money only if we become completely different
people.

Finally, take advantage of firms. Although each company is trying to gouge us as
much as possible, they are competing for our business and may be forced to offer
great deals. For example, a phone company may have an introductory low-price
deal or some sort of signing bonus. It's betting that we'll stick with it when the
offer ends. However, we can take the freebie and move on to another offer before
the deal gets worse for us. Companies hate consumers who jump from freebie to
freebie, but it's legal and profitable.

Evolution has produced elegant solutions to many problems. If we stumble
physically, our bodies' systems react instantly to catch us or minimize the pain of
the fall. There are no instinctual protections in the financial area. With every major
decision, we must suppress our gut response and use our learned financial tools to
make the best choices.



Fat

Please don't feed the humans

Furry love handles. Chantek is a smart, lovable orangutan who lives at the Atlanta
zoo. Trained in sign language, he has a vocabulary of more than 150 words and is
considered a decent artist. Now in his twenties, he was born at the Yerkes Primate
Center in Atlanta and then spent nine years being raised as a human — complete
with diapers and infant formula.

Growing up in this human setting, Chantek became really fat, weighing in at five
hundred pounds, roughly three times his ideal size. Afraid that the massive bulk
would collapse his lungs, scientists placed him on a strict diet. Formerly five
hundred pounds of fun, he became four hundred pounds of anger. During the diet,
his favorite sign language symbol became "candy." He refused to draw and instead
ate the crayons given for his artistic use.

While on his diet, Chantek even pulled off an escape. He threatened and could
have easily killed a janitor, but chose instead to attack a 55-gallon drum of food.
He was eventually found sitting next to the up-ended food barrel, using all four
limbs to stuff monkey chow into his mouth.

Chantek is unique, not only for his human contact and his linguistic and artistic
abilities but also for his weight. You see, there are no fat orangutans outside zoos
and research centers. Wild orangutans, despite sharing Chantek's genetic zest for a
fine meal, maintain a svelte 160 pounds or so because food is relatively scarce and
difficult to obtain in the jungles of Borneo.

Like Chantek, many of us have trouble staying skinny and healthy. As we'll see,
easy living with plentiful food is the source of weight control problems for humans
and captive orangutans alike. Our appetites were built in a world where plentiful
food was inconceivable.

Really poor people are still baffled by the idea that overeating can be a problem.
On a trip to the East African country of Uganda, Terry attempted to explain
bulimia to a group of women. He started by saying that bulimic people purposely
vomit after eating. "What is wrong with the food?" the Ugandan women asked.
Nothing, said Terry. Bulimics just want to get rid of it. The women stared blankly
at him, clearly having trouble processing this information.

After several more attempts to comprehend the disorder, the Ugandan women left,
convinced they had just witnessed either a translation error or a Westerner's odd



joke. How do you convey the problem of too much food to people who are
chronically hungry?

In many poor countries, fat is still a sign of wealth and the word "prosperous" is
used to describe heavy people. Nigerian brides eat and relax in "fat rooms" to put
on weight before their weddings. Plumper wives are more pleasing to their
husbands, and their energy reserves are useful for pregnancy.

Outside the industrialized countries, famine and malnutrition are still common,
with half of the developing nations experiencing food shortages in a typical year.
Under these conditions, it pays to build up some reserve against the hunger season
that often lurks ahead. Indeed, our nearly insatiable appetite was once a survival
feature of human biology. A profound love of food helps people to pack on a few
extra pounds and thereby survive periods when food is scarce.

Those thrifty genes still drive our behavior. Holdovers from the uncertain times of
our ancestors, they function as though our world has not changed. It has. In our
zoo-like environment we have continual access to food, and a suburban famine
seems to occur when dinner is delayed for an hour or two.

Our ancestors lived off the land by hunting animals and gathering plants. To
understand how different our world is, consider the life of people who forage for
survival even today To acquire food, they expend hundreds of calories each day
walking and then spend hours preparing meals. Just staying alive requires lots of
energy — energy that can be found only in food.

For those of us in industrialized societies, a few taps on the accelerator take us to
supermarkets brimming with food ready to be cooked or eaten. The garage is only
steps from the kitchen, and the supermarket has a parking lot that brings us to
within fifty feet of the food. If driving to a market is too taxing, we can telephone
for pizza or Chinese food.

Our lives are filled with machines — remote controls, phones, refrigerators,
electric can openers, TVs, computers, and cars — all of which help us get our fill
of calories, social contact, and entertainment with minimal effort. How many steps
did you actually walk today? For most of us, the answer is "very few."

Sitting on our couches, sitting in our cars, sitting at our desks, we are not
experiencing any sort of energy crisis. Most of us already have too much stored
energy on our bodies in the form of love handles, saddlebags, beer bellies, and
other unwanted lumps of flesh.

Powerful, instinctual hunger kept our ancestors going in a tough, energetically
demanding world. Imagine a time when the individuals of a population vary in
their appetites. One gluttonous type thinks of food day and night. Another type



becomes satiated once their daily needs are met. Of these types, who has the
biggest surplus of energy stored in their thighs and buttocks when food is scarce?
Who weathers the famine with calories left over for reproducing? Who is most
likely to be your ancestor? Fatties, fatties, and fatties again.

This hunger was a survival-enhancing feature in our genetic programming. Now it
is a bug in that programming. The consequence of our perpetual hunger is not
news: one of every four Americans is obese. In terms of size, plumpness gets
labeled obesity when our body mass index (weight in kilograms divided by height
in meters squared) hits 30. (Have they purposely defined it in a way that will be
meaningless to most Americans?) This translates to about 209 pounds if you are
5TO0" and 180 pounds if you are 5'5".

Predictably, we keep gaining weight, both as we get richer as a society and as we
age individually. Most of us would reduce our risk of heart disease, stroke, and
diabetes if we lost even as little as ten pounds. We know this. That's why so many
of us are trying to lose weight — and the rest are eating scared.

The caged Chantek is fat because his genes are adapted for the wild, where food is
scarce and life hard. Our human ancestors lived in conditions more similar to the
Indonesian jungles where wild orangutans roam than to modern industrialized
circumstances. Presumably obesity was as rare for ancestral humans as it is for
wild primates today. Just as dogs and cats often get chubby around the house, zoos
are populated with animals that have weight problems. We would be better off if
we wore signs that read, please don't feed the humans.

Hunger pains. Whatever our genetic endowment, any one of us will lose weight if
we expend more calories than we consume. The equation holds, whether the
calories are consumed in hamburgers or in fresh vegetables. Similarly, it doesn't
matter whether energy is expended in the weight room or the bedroom. We can't
get off the hook by simply pointing out that our thrifty genes are making us fat.

An important dieting concept is "weight change = calories in minus calories out,"
but this is only part of the story. The challenge lies in making lasting behavioral
changes that reduce input and increase output. Almost anyone can torture themself
with food deprivation for a while. Short-term starvation is even the fastest way to
take off a few pounds before that dreaded high school reunion. Permanent weight
loss, however, 1s much more elusive.

Living in a perpetual state of hunger, though, may be the worst plan for permanent
weight loss. At least eight human guinea pigs can attest to this. In the Biosphere 2
project, eight people entered a self-contained 3.2-acre world filled with plants and
animals. This Biodome project was designed to explore sustainable living with



minimal impact on the environment, but it may have ended up telling us more
about human nature.

Although the scientists knew it would be difficult to live in the Biodome's fishbowl
world, the greatest hardship they endured came as a surprise. One of the key
Biodome findings? Hungry people are grumpy. The Biodomers lost weight
because they had very little food. This shortage was partly a planned experiment
on the effects of a low-calorie diet and partly caused by crop failures. As predicted,
the weight loss caused health improvements, including a reduced risk of heart
attacks.

On their sparse diets, the Biodomers also argued constantly, got into ugly food
spats, and frequently squabbled over dinner portions. After leaving what they
dubbed "the hunger dome," one of the eight said, "If we ever all start talking to
each other, that would be a major accomplishment." When the participants
resumed their normal lives, they all returned to their previous weights.

You don't need to spend $100 million on a Biodome to learn this lesson. Common
sense and scientific experiments reveal the pain associated with hunger. In one
study, people were kept hungry for six months. Over time, increasing hours were
filled by fatty food fantasies. Recipes even displaced sex as the favorite topic of
discussion.

So we can't simply stay hungry. But are there other ways to change our eating
habits to achieve permanent weight loss? To find out, researchers put a group of
monkeys on a very low calorie diet. The monkeys shed pounds initially, then
stabilized at a low weight for a full two years. Although their simian minds may
have been filled with monkey chow fantasies, their behavior seemed normal to
human observers.

After two years these lean monkeys were given unlimited access to food. Did they
stay skinny? Absolutely not. After spending close to 10% of their lives at a
constant, low weight, they quickly returned to their original weights.

A variety of human and animal studies point to the idea of a "set point" for weight.
Just like a thermostat, when weight is below the set point, the body sets out in
search of calories, and when weight is above the set point, the mind and body are
free to pursue other goals.

If the set point is true, how does it work? One method is by changing the metabolic
rate. Dieters often complain that their metabolism slows down and they gain
weight "just by looking at a piece of pie." Recent experiments validate this folk
wisdom.



In one study, people were put on diets where they gained or lost 10% of their body
weight. After several months at this new weight, doctors measured their metabolic
rates. People who had lost weight did indeed have lower metabolic rates. In
addition to having fewer pounds, their bodies had become more efficient in
maintaining each of those pounds. Conversely, the metabolic rates rose in those
participants who gained weight.

In addition to changing metabolism, the body combats dieting by releasing
chemicals to induce eating. In particular, a component known as neuropeptide Y
(NPY) causes carbohydrate cravings to go through the roof. NPY production
increases with weight loss, and it gets pumped out at spectacularly high levels
when people severely restrict their caloric intake. In other words, starvation-like
behavior sends an alarm throughout the body saying, "We're in trouble. Eat
anything and everything in sight."

These metabolic response systems frustrate our dieting efforts, but they are crucial
to people without secure food sources. Along the way to begetting us, our
ancestors lived through famines and repeated bouts of hunger. They sought food
aggressively, and they sought it more aggressively in times of scarcity. They stored
as much of that food energy as possible to prepare for lean times, and without
refrigerators, the best way to store it was in body fat. Simultaneously, they evolved
mechanisms to cut back metabolism during the hungry times.

Severe dieting may not just be fruitless, it may also be bad for our health. As we
saw, dieting slashes the metabolic rate, damaging crucial functions. Just as a family
facing a financial crunch may defer important work — such as fixing the car's
brakes — a starving body slows down a variety of systems or shuts them off
completely. Hungry lab animals almost completely lose their sex drive and may be
less adept at fighting infection.

For all we have learned, important questions remain. Can the set point be changed
or will our mean genes always win the weight loss battle?

Losing weight. Pharmaceutical companies have been looking for a magic pill, and
along the way, they've made one almost absurd discovery. In clinical studies,
researchers testing new diet drugs always have a placebo group. Some patients get
the test drug, others get pills without any active ingredients, placebos. Because the
placebos look exactly like the real pills, no one, not even the doctors, knows which
patients are getting the drug candidate. The goal is to separate the effects of the
new drug from the testing process.

As expected, some of the new drugs work and others fail, but here's the strangest
finding: people in the placebo groups always lose weight. In a study on the
effectiveness of the new diet pill Xenical, for instance, more than 25% in the



placebo group lost at least ten pounds. How can I score some of that placebo? Is
there something magical about it? Of course not. But here's the trick: while those
who take the placebo aren't using drugs, they are keeping track of their weight and
are more aware of what they eat than usual.

So perhaps it's just an awareness of eating and the keeping of records that helps
those in the placebo group lose weight. This may also be the "secret" behind the
success of some crazy, unscientific diets that advocate, for example, eating only
food of a certain color (but "as much as you want") on a certain day. Careful
monitoring is a crucial component of gaining control.

A similar result comes from another line of research. While recognizing that most
dieters fail to keep weight off, one study interviewed people who had succeeded in
long-term weight loss. One behavior that these success stories had in common was
monitoring eating habits without severe dieting. These winners don't starve
themselves, but like the placebo group in drug studies, they are continually vigilant
about what goes in their mouths.

Beyond keeping track, another simple precaution can help. Consider this: On the
way to a summer barbecue, Jay forced himself to eat three plain bagels. He knew
there would be all sorts of tasty but super high-calorie foods at the dinner. He
especially feared the cheeseburgers and nachos he knew he'd want. By eating the
bagels as a sort of preemptive strike, he decreased his appetite with a minimum of
fat calories and had much more willpower when tempted by dangerous delicacies.

Successful weight loss requires planning what sorts of food you want to eat and
following that plan. When we try to reduce the number of calories we eat, our
genetic systems fight us every step of the way. We can, however, much more
easily win the battle over the type of calories we consume. By eating boring bagels,
Jay followed his plan to eat only low-fat foods. This ability to choose the type of
calories we consume may seem minor, but it can be central to controlling just how
many calories we actually eat.

So we've got at least two steps — albeit low-tech steps — that can work for us.
The first is to decide on what sorts of foods to eat. Whether we want a low-fat,
high-carbohydrate diet or the Atkins low-carbohydrate diet, it's crucial to decide in
advance. The second is to keep records of our goals and honestly document our
consumption. Having to admit to three or four chocolate chip cookies — even on a
list that no one else will see — proves to be enough to help many of us resist the
temptation.

A few people will overcome their evolutionary systems and rapidly starve
themselves to Ally McBeal-dom. For the rest of us, our relentless food-seeking
genes will, sooner or later, induce us to eat about as many calories as we have



eaten for most of our adult lives. Knowing this, we can plan our next meal, be
realistic, and enjoy our food more.

Does any of the following sound familiar? You wake up in the middle of the night
thinking about those cookies stashed in the cupboard. You get up and eat them all.
Or you go to the supermarket resolved to buy only healthful foods, then buy a
chocolate bar and eat it in the parking lot. If you have had these problems, you are
human and you have normal genes.

Socrates used to say that he was the smartest man in Athens because he knew he
was really dumb. When it comes to controlling our diets, strength requires
knowing that we will be weak. Recognizing our future weakness allows us to
minimize how frequently we will fail and to limit the damage done when we are
feeling weakest.

Let's return to that late-night bingeing. Each one of us knows which foods prompt
our nocturnal munchings. Maybe it's Twix candy bars. Maybe it's bowl after bowl
of breakfast cereal. But there's usually a period, after dinner perhaps, when those
Twix bars or Ding-Dongs have no appeal at all. In fact, we feel so satisfied that we
can't imagine ever craving another Ding-Dong.

But the "you" that wakes up in the middle of the night has seriously different ideas
about those treats. Defeat that monster within by preemptively building a fence.
Throw out the Ding-Dongs right after dinner — or better yet, don't buy them.
Leave a note in the empty cupboard: "Dear meaney geney monster, Ha! There are
no Ding-Dongs. Eat a rice cake and thank me in the morning."

Each of us has fairly predictable periods of strength and weakness, so we should
take preemptive steps when we are strong. While the exact problem and solution
will be different for each person, this theme is constant. Here are some problems
and solutions that work for some people.

Problem: I like to indulge my passions for certain junk foods, but I overeat. For
example, I decide to eat some potato chips and buy a big bag, planning to eat just
half, but then eat the whole bag.

Solution: Open the bag of chips and divide them into two piles. One you will eat
and the other you won't. Destroy the chips you don't want to eat. The destruction
must be performed before beginning to eat. It's not that hard when you know you're
about to eat the entire other tasty pile. This is your moment of strength. When you
throw them away, be sure to make them inedible so that the monster within you
won't be picking through the trash at four in the morning.

Problem: I plan to eat nothing between lunch and dinner. But in the afternoon I
often become very hungry and eat chocolate.



Solution: From your overall dietary plan, choose an appropriate afternoon snack.
Make sure to take it with you every afternoon. When hunger strikes, you already
have the correct food. It's unrealistic to believe that you will be able to stay hungry
all the time. You have t