A Brief Survey of Beauty

by Susan Fisk


Beauty.  It can be recognized in an instant and remembered for years.  It can make the bustle of everyday life disappear and the heart skip a beat.  Although it is both loved and hated, most want their bodies to have it or at least have bodies with it in their vicinity.  But what is beauty?  And why are certain people beautiful while others are not?  Lastly, beyond attracting mates, is beauty even important?  This paper attempts to answer these questions by shedding light on the biology and psychology of human beings.  

What is Beauty?


According to most evolutionary psychologists, beauty is a marker of good health and high reproductive value while ugliness symbolizes poor fitness and reproductive failure.  Thus, features considered to be beautiful must have accurately indicated high mate value at some point of time in our evolutionary history.  Our ancestors who could identify these beautiful features therefore had an edge on their peers as they were able to choose healthier and more fertile mates.  By choosing such mates, they were able to maximize their reproductive success, in a Darwinian sense, by producing more and healthier offspring.  Since the ability to distinguish beauty greatly increased reproductive success, our ancestors without the ability eventually faded away and now almost every human can determine another’s attractiveness in a number of seconds.


The ability to detect beauty appears to be hardwired to the human brain as infants can discern attractiveness as well as adults.  In a 1991 study, 6-month-old infants were shown photos of people considered to be attractive or unattractive by adults.  These photos contained pictures of both male and female individuals who were black or white.  Irregardless of race or sex, the infants spent more time looking at the photos with faces considered to be attractive.  By the time children were 12 months old, they were not only looking at attractive faces longer; they were also interacting differently with them.  The one year-old children had comparatively more positive affect, less withdrawal, and more play involvement with an attractive compared to an unattractive unfamiliar adult.
    


Indeed, almost all human beings can detect attractiveness; according to Thornhill, the absence of the psychological structure involved in detecting beauty is as rare as the absence of a liver.
  Even individuals stricken with prosopagnosia, a disorder in which one cannot recognize human faces, can distinguish attractive versus unattractive faces.  Prosopagnosics cannot differentiate the faces of familiar individuals from unfamiliar faces; indeed, they cannot even discern the photos of their parents, children, significant other, or even themselves from photos of individuals who they have never seen before.  Yet when asked to rate the attractiveness of others, individuals affected with this disorder respond much like the average person.   They find the same sorts of people attractive and can even determine the femininity of female faces.
      


Normal people can even detect and rate the attractiveness of a face in a fraction of a second.  In one such psychology experiment, participants were given either 150 or 1000 milliseconds to appraise the beauty of a portrait.  It was found that their ratings of the faces were highly consistent with the judges’ ratings, who had unlimited time to study the pictures.
  These beauty judgments remain with us long after the details of a person’s appearance fade and as such appear to have a special pertinence to our psyche.   


Along with the perception of beauty comes a sense of pleasure and with ugliness a sense of bodily repulse.  There is something actually physically pleasing, as many men in particular will attest, to viewing a beautiful member of the opposite sex.  On the other hand, viewing a person with lesions on their body, boils leaking puss, and acne is enough to induce sickness.  Even the thought of such a person is distasteful.  Research backs up the existence of these emotions; in research conducted by Johnston and Oliver-Rodriquez, it was found that there is correlation between the LPC (late positive component of event-related potentials) and the beauty rating of female faces.  By hooking up electrodes to the male participants’ scalps, it was found that there was more brain activity in the brains of participants when they viewed the more attractive women, as opposed to the plainer female faces or even the attractive male faces.
  According to Nancy Etcoff, this emotional response to beauty is a biological adaptation that compelled our ancestors to act in ways that helped their genes survive.
 

What is Beautiful?  And Why? 


Of course, this begs the inquiry into what constitutes beauty in human beings.  In general, people consider features that are good indicators of health to be beautiful.  Although in many modern societies survival is no longer an issue, research by Buss and Gangestad has shown that the importance of beauty increases in cultures with more assaults on one’s health.  They have found that the prevalence of parasitic diseases is the key factor in determining how much a culture values physical beauty in a mate, which supports the conclusion that beauty equates to health. 
  Cross-culturally, clear skin, facial and body symmetry, and healthy hair are considered to be attractive, which evolutionary biologists attribute to the fact they are reliable indicators of well-being.    

Unblemished, glowing skin indicates good health as disease often causes skin to become tarnished.  We stay away from discolored skin, and rightly so; just imagine the skin lesions caused by leprosy, the rash caused by the measles, or the blisters caused by the herpes virus.  All of these diseases are contagious and stain the skin.  In fact, all blemishes are signs of infection; even our most common disfigurement, acne, is caused by bacteria.

Radiant skin is also valued as it is a gauge of youth; in adolescents, new skin cells push to the surface every two weeks.  However, with age, the process takes increasing amounts of time and since the skin on the surface becomes progressively more aged, it loses its fresh and glowing quality. Also with age comes a decrease in estrogen production in women, which causes their skin to become thinner, drier, and more prone to wrinkling. 
       

Cross-culturally, facial and body symmetry are also key components of attractiveness.  Studies have found that blended whole-face mirror images are more attractive than the asymmetrical faces they were compiled from.  Computer generated images of perfectly symmetrical faces are also considered to be quite attractive, as they score from a six to an eight on a ten point scale in attractiveness.
  Beyond simply being symmetrical, attractive faces also have so-called “average” features.  Scientists now have the power to combine many different faces to produce composite pictures, otherwise known as “average faces.”  Interestingly enough, these composites are rated to be more attractive than any of the individuals faces which produced them.
    

This preference for symmetry may occur for a number of reasons.  For one, disease may cause asymmetry, and thus our preference may lead us away from individuals who are or once were sick.  Also, symmetrical qualities are difficult to produce, and thus can only be possessed by those who had enough physical reserves to buffer the environmental stresses that may have occurred during the growth of symmetrical traits.  These stresses include inbreeding, parasites, poor dietary habits and exposure to radiation, pollutants, or extreme temperatures.
  In fact, studies have shown that symmetrical animals are indeed healthier than those who are not as they have higher growth rates, are more fecund, and survive longer.
  It has also been found that even when attractiveness is controlled for, people with symmetrical faces are considered to be healthier by others.
        


There are other benefits for symmetrical humans as well.  Symmetrical men are more likely to make their partner orgasm even when the couple’s feeling of love, the investment of either party in the relationship, the male’s potential earning, the level of sexual experience and the frequency of lovemaking of the couple is controlled.  In women, it has been found that those with large and symmetrical breasts are more fertile than those with fluctuating asymmetry.

Healthy hair is also universally considered to be an attractive feature.  Both women and men desire it, which is shown by the fact that billions of dollars each year are poured into hair products, hair styling, and even hair replacement.  The production of healthy hair requires good genes and good diet, as lack of copper, zinc, iron, vitamins A and E, and other nutrients will thin and damage hair.  Often when the human body is assaulted by disease, it will hoard these nutrients to fight the ailment, which results in hair that is less lustrous.  Thus, long healthy hair is an indicator of good health over a prolonged period of time, and for this reason we value it.  In the case of merino sheep, their fleece is up to four hundred percent less dense in a bad grazing season as opposed to a good one.  A similar phenomena occurs in anorexics, who often lose head hair as a result of their starvation.  Interestingly enough, lack of hair may also indicate poor health in males, as researchers have also found that certain forms of male pattern baldness are highly correlated with less than average cardiac health.
            

  
There are special markers of the attractiveness of women.  Cross-culturally, humans like females with delicate jaws, relatively small chins, and eyes that are large in relation to length of the face.  Psychologist Michael Cunningham has asked recently arrived native Asian and Hispanic students and White Americans to rate the attractiveness of photos of Asian, Hispanic, Black, and White women.  He found that there was very high correlation between the groups in attractiveness and that all of the attractive women from these various races had large, widely spaced eyes, high cheekbones, small chins, and full lips.
 Interestingly, all of these features exaggerate the ways adult female faces differ from those of males while also exaggerating youthfulness.        


No matter what their size, firm and upward tilting breasts are also considered to be an attractive feature in women.  According to anthropologists, this is because such breasts indicate that the possessor has never had children, as sagging breasts indicate child birth and/or age.  Although different societies have different ideal sizes of breasts, all prefer them the same way.
 

Male judgment of attractiveness and female health has also been shown to be influenced by body fat distribution.  In a landmark study conducted by Devendra Singh, college-age men were asked to assess and rank the attractiveness, healthiness and reproductive value of twelve female figures.  These figures are duplicated in Figure One in the appendix.  The females were drawn to represent a 5’5” woman at normal weight (120 pounds), underweight (90 pounds) and overweight (150 pounds).  Within these categories, they were drawn with waist-to-hip ratios (WHR) of 0.7, 0.8, 0.9, and 1.0.  It was found that within each weight category, attractiveness increased with decreasing WHR.  This trend is illustrated in Chart One in the appendix.  

The study also showed that the figure drawn at normal weight with a .7 WHR was found to be the most attractive, followed by the underweight figure with a .7 WHR, followed by the underweight and normal figure with .8 WHR.  All of the figures with a 1.0 WHR were found to be unattractive.  However, the underweight figures with 0.7 and 0.8 WHR were found to be the most youthful looking.
  

 
Research has shown that the judgments made by these men actually do correlate with health since low WHRs are associated with high fertility and low susceptibility to many degenerative diseases.
  Women with upper body obesity, as indicated by a WHR greater than .85, have significantly more health problems than women with lower body obesity, as indicated by a WHR lower then .85.  The risk of type II diabetes, gallbladder disease, endometrial, ovarian and breast cancer, hypertension, heart disease, stroke, and mortality are high in women with upper body obesity while women with lower body obesity only have moderate to low risk of these ailments.  This shows that low WHRs are not only attractive; they are also accurate indicators of good health status.
   


Defining attractiveness in men is somewhat more difficult.  In general, attractive male faces are oval or rectangular in shape, have heavy brow ridges, deep-set eyes, and prominent chins.  However, if these features become too exaggerated, the male face takes on an excessively masculine look, often characterized of looking like a “Neanderthal” or a rapist, which is not deemed to be attractive.      


Men may also be considered to be attractive if they posses height or resources.  Most women describe the ideal attractive man as tall and one study of personal ads even found that eighty percent of the women wanted a man at least six feet tall.  Indeed, only 0.3% of husbands are shorter than their wives.  This is logical in an evolutionary sense as height is influenced by both genes and diet, and thus is an indicator of previous health status.  In recent times, height has steadily increased with the increased availability of good food and nutrition.  However, in our past, taller individuals were most likely those with better access to limited food supplies.
            


Women also find men with money and/or power to be attractive as such resources may increase the wellbeing of their offspring.  According to evolutionary biologists, since women are only capable of having once child at a time, they have a lot more at stake if they become pregnant.  Thus they want more than a mate with good genes; they also want a partner who will help with the burden of raising a child.  For this reason, women often find men to be more attractive when they possess characteristics or resources that would help rear a child. In an experiment conducted by John Marshall Townsend, male and female college students were shown photographs of three opposite sex individuals whose attractiveness had previously been rated.  The individuals in the photos were described as being in the middle of training to become a waiter, a teacher, or a doctor with corresponding salaries of 15,000 dollars, 25,000 dollars, or 80,000 dollars.  Income did not affect the ratings of attractiveness the men assigned to the female photos.  However, the women assigned higher ratings of attractiveness to the higher paid males.  The conclusion of the study was status could compensate for looks, but only for men.

What are the Benefits of Being Beautiful?


Of course, we all know that being beautiful has many perks.  It comes as no surprise that both good-looking men and women are more popular with the opposite sex and receive more attention from them once they reach dating age.  Indeed, good looking people of both sexes also have sex at an earlier age, are more sexually experienced, and have participated in a greater range of sexual activities.
  Yet the benefits of beauty do not end at the bedroom door.   


The preferential treatment of the beautiful begins at birth.  Studies have shown that the mothers of more attractive infants are more affectionate and playful than the mothers of less attractive infants, who are more likely to be attentive to other people rather than to their infant and to engage in routine care giving rather than affectionate behavior. 
  Canadian researchers have also found that parents give better care to pretty children, as measured by the attention parents gave to their children in a grocery store.  The parents of ugly children were less likely to buckle their child into the grocery cart seat, more likely to suffer a lapse in attention, and also more likely to let their child engage in potentially dangerous activities.
  It has also shown that attractive children are generally treated less harshly by adults who are unrelated or unacquainted with them.  In the case of twins, mothers tend to favor the healthier twin which can lead to extreme neglect of the sicker twin in extremely poor families.  Worse still, a study of abused children under court protection found that a disproportionate number of the children were unattractive.
    


These benefits continue to be showered upon the attractive as they age.  Even four and ten year old children prefer attractive playmates at school.
  These students often get better grades than their less attractive peers, but do not score any higher on standardized tests.  This suggests that teachers give a subjective benefit to their more attractive pupils.
  Also, people are more likely to give good-looking individuals the benefit of the doubt when making character judgments.  In an experiment by Karen Dion, adults were asked to consider a seven year old child who had exhibited naughty behavior, such as throwing ice snowballs at classmates’ heads.  When the child depicted was good-looking, the adults were more likely to attribute the child’s bad behavior to circumstance instead of a character flaw.
  


This effect holds true for good-looking adults as well.  These adults are more likely to get away with illicit behavior as they are less likely to be eyed suspiciously, reported, or penalized for their behavior.  Even if these individuals are brought to trial, they are less likely to be found guilty as juries often believe that someone who looks so good could not possibly be capable of doing something so bad.


Physically attractive women have been found to receive more help in a number of circumstances, although the helping requests were low in cost to the helper, such as giving directions or a nominal amount of money.  Furthermore, studies have shown that attractive women are more socioeconomically upwardly mobile than their peers as the more attractive females in high school are more likely to be married and have a higher household income fifteen years later.
 


Even when beautiful women are less than friendly to men, the men are still more likely to help them than their less attractive counterparts.  In one study, men were paired with either an attractive or unattractive that either praised their work or criticized it.  The men liked the attractive woman who praised the most followed by the unattractive women who praised, the unattractive women who criticized, and lastly by the attractive women who criticized.  However, when given a chance to help either woman again, the men were always more likely to help the attractive woman, even if she had criticized them.
  


In the workplace, attractiveness also works to one’s advantage.  Daniel Hamermesh and Jeff Biddle conducted an economic study in which demographic and labor-market characteristics were held constant.  They found that less attractive individuals made 5-10% less money than those with average looks, which was slightly less than the premium received by the beauties.
  
Is there hope for the rest of us?


These studies are enough to make one want to drop out of school, work out three times a day, and acquire enough money for vast amounts of plastic surgery because it seems as though the beautiful people have it all.  Unfortunately for them, this is not the case.  


As John Kennedy once said, “From those to whom much is given, much is required.”  This is true for attractive individuals as well; we have high expectations for those endowed with beauty.  We expect them to be funnier, more social, more intelligent and more popular.  In the case of men, we also expect them to be better leaders.  In a study done at West Point, it was found that dominant looking males who did not “live up to their potential” actually fared worse than average looking cadets, making it seem likely that we punish the beautiful if they are anything less than average.
  Also, when beautiful people are accused of a crime that involved manipulating others, they are actually more likely to be found guilty as, “they look good enough to have actually pulled it off.”  


There are a few especially large pitfalls for attractive women.  Good-looking women are actually liked less by other women.  This is most likely because no one wants to be around another who outshines them, as studies have shown that when placed around an especially attractive person, normal individuals become even less attractive in the eyes of the beholder.
  Also, some studies have shown that attractive women are less likely to be hired for positions requiring leadership and decisiveness as they are often believed to be submissive and overly sexual due to their physical appearance.
        


Perhaps the most damming evidence against the supposed superiority of beauty is that more attractive individuals are not any happier than the rest of us.  Studies have shown that they do not have greater overall life satisfaction and do not rate their own subjective happiness any higher.  This is most likely because beautiful individuals have to live with the high expectations others set for them, which can lead to great frustration and disappointment.  Highly attractive individuals may be so used to getting their own way that they cannot deal with failure and thus become immensely unhappy when confronted with the concept.
      

Conclusions


Given these studies, we can safely conclude that beauty is simply a litmus test for overall health.  Our ancestors who could detect and react to features that accurately indicated one’s health had greater reproductive success, and we are their descendants.  Although we live in a country where health and fertility are no longer great concerns, we continue to carry with us our evolutionary baggage.  We grant many exceptions and give many perks to those we consider to be beautiful.  However, while beauty may grant some status and power, beauty is not everything and beautiful people do not have it all.  Given this knowledge, we must examine our own lookist ways and do our best to treat all individuals equally whether they are attractive or not.     
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Figure 2. Stimulus figures representing three body weight categories:
underweight (I), normal weight (II), and overweight (III). (Waist-to-
hip ratios [WHRs] shown under each figure in each weight category,

along with a letter and a number in parentheses identifying body
weight category WHR).
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Figure4. Percentage ranking for the most (average rank of 1) and the least (average rank of 12) physically
attréctive stimulus figures as a function of body weight category and waist-to-hip ratio (WHR).





Figure One (to left)





Female figures used in Devendra Singh’s 1993 study
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Chart 1 (above)


WHR, weight cohort, and physical attractiveness
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