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Introduction

I confess it; I am a sinner. I greet most days with a mix of sloth and lust (which, coincidentally, is also how I end most days); this morphs into mild gluttony over breakfast and before I know it I’ve been condemned to hell several times over, and it’s not even nine A.M. Pride, greed, sloth, gluttony, lust, envy, and anger, the seven deadly sins—these are my daily companions.

And you? Are you a sinner? Can you think of a single day in your life during which you didn’t indulge in at least a few of these vices? I bet you can’t.

The simple fact is that we all “sin,” and we do it all the time. We lie and we cheat and we covet all manner of things, from our neighbors’ wives to their bedroom suites. But fear not: The seven deadly sins aren’t as bad for you as you might think. From gluttony to greed, to envy and lust, even these deadliest of vices can make you smart, successful, and happy. At least that’s what I’ll try to convince you of by the end of this book.

The seven deadly sins are ubiquitous. Geographer Thomas Vought, of Kansas State University, recently examined America’s sinscape, mapping the sinful peaks and vice-filled valleys of counties across the United States.1 Vought and his colleagues used statistics from different databases to compute sin indexes: violent crime stats to measure anger, prevalence rates of sexually transmitted infections to measure lust, and the number of fast-food chains per capita to measure gluttony. The basic message of Vought’s research: the seven deadly sins are alive and well. Here, by the way, are the winners:


Most proud: Shreveport, Louisiana

Most greedy: Las Vegas Strip

Most slothful: Atlantic City, New Jersey

Most gluttonous: Tunica Co./Lula, Mississippi

Most lustful: Tunica Co./Lula, Mississippi

Most envious: Biloxi, Mississippi

Most angry: Shreveport, Louisiana



If everyone is indulging, why do the sins have such a bad name? Well, it’s mostly the fault of Pope Gregory the Great. In his A.D. 590 book, Morals on the Book of Job, Gregory gave his short list for the deadliest sins.2 He didn’t invent the list, mind you; he simply refined previous efforts: those of the monks Evagrius Ponticus and John Cassian.

The deadly sins grew out of the monastic life of the early Middle Ages, when they were codified in an attempt to keep monks from running amok and quitting their spiritual calling. In short, the deadly sins were practical guidelines for maintaining the social order within ascetic communities. Monastic leaders didn’t want a bunch of gluttons on their hands; there was, after all, not much food to go around. Neither did they want slothful, proud, or envious monks who would happily give up the hardships of the religious life as soon as they ran across a minor spiritual speed bump.3

The sins may have been codified in monasteries, but they have since been ingrained in the cultural consciousness of Western civilization. Pope Gregory’s list established the deadly sins in the Western world as any but your run-of-the-mill transgressions. Indulge anger or envy, and the penalty was not simply a slap on the wrist. These were serious offenses that could land you an eternity in hell. And this is what much of the Western world has thought about the seven deadly sins ever since. For centuries, the deadlies have exerted a powerful influence on the Western imagination, scaring the hell out of (or rather into) children and adults alike and infiltrating all corners of our culture, from the writings of Chaucer, Dante, and Milton to the movies of David Fincher.

In the psychological sciences, however, the concepts of sin and morality have quite a different history. Over the years, philosophers and scientists have made attempts to naturalize morality, stripping any divine gloss from the concept. Morality is now considered a set of evolved mechanisms that serve useful evolutionary ends.4 As are the traditional “sins.” In psychology, pride, lust, gluttony, greed, envy, sloth, and anger aren’t considered “sins,” or morally wrong, or even uniformly bad, but rather are complex and largely functional psychological states.

Each of the deadly sins does, of course, have its downsides, but each also has a range of positive, useful effects: anger breeds perseverance; sloth, helpfulness; greed, happiness; and envy can bolster self-esteem. In short, when it comes to the seven deadly sins, the picture is a complex one.

It is this complexity that I want to explore over the following seven chapters. The simplistic labeling of the seven deadly sins as “sins” or as uniformly wrong does nothing but breed contempt for “sinners” and stifle sophisticated discussion. This book rails against this kind of simplicity.

I have another confession to make: I am an experimental social psychologist. This means that I study human social behavior (especially moral behavior) by bringing people into the laboratory, manipulating some aspect of their thinking or action, and then watching what happens. This approach to studying behavior has proved fruitful in understanding much of what makes us tick. And it is this kind of work that forms the backbone of this book. Each chapter covers an array of psychological research that demonstrates the fascinating complexity of the seven deadly sins.

You may be thinking that people don’t really consider the deadly sins as “sins” anymore. Well, let’s not get ahead of ourselves. Many still take religious doctrines as quite literal guides for living.

Nevertheless, some of us probably don’t consider eating too much or lazing around as prerequisites for entry to hell. The fact is, however, that the long cultural history of the seven deadlies as sins has left them with a grimy residue of negativity that is rather hard to wash off.

Consider the results of the following study.5 William Hoverd, of the Victoria University of Wellington, and Chris Sibley, a psychologist at the University of Auckland, wanted to know whether people still think of sloth as immoral. To do this, they gave participants what’s called an Implicit Association Test (IAT), a computer task designed to measure how closely two concepts are associated in the mind. Here’s how the IAT works.

Imagine you’re seated in front of a computer screen. On the left of the screen you see two category labels: “flowers” and “pleasant.” On the right of the screen you see two more labels: “insects” and “unpleasant.” Your task is to categorize target words that appear in the center of the screen into their appropriate categories by pressing a key with your left hand if the word belongs to a category on the left (flowers or pleasant) or with your right hand if the word belongs to a category on the right (insects or unpleasant). So the task proceeds: “Tulip” flashes on the screen and you press the left key, then “ugly” flashes up and you press the right key. These responses should be pretty straightforward. Because flowers and pleasant are quite closely associated in the mind (we all like flowers, right?), you should find it easy to respond to these categories using the same key. (The same goes for insects and unpleasant). The more strongly linked two concepts are, the easier it should be to respond to them when they form a single unit (i.e., are on the same key).

But now imagine that the pleasant and unpleasant category labels switch sides. Now you need to press the left key if the target word is either a flower or unpleasant and the right key if the target is an insect or pleasant. This should be much harder, as the paired categories (e.g., flowers and unpleasant) aren’t very closely associated in your mind.

Hoverd and Sibley used the logic of the IAT to examine the strength of the association between “physically inactive” (akin to sloth) and “immoral.” If people find it easy to respond to physically inactive and immoral when using the same key, then these concepts are closely associated; if they find it difficult, then these concepts aren’t very closely related.

In the version of the IAT that Hoverd and Sibley used, on some trials physically inactive and immoral were paired on the same response key, and on others physically inactive and moral shared a key. Consistent with the notion that sloth is closely associated with immorality, people found it easier (i.e., they were faster) to respond to the physically inactive–immoral pairing.

The striking thing about the IAT is that it measures people’s mental associations without their awareness. So what we have in Hoverd and Sibley’s study is a demonstration of the powerful grip that the seven deadly sins have on our imaginations.

We may not consciously think that these sins are immoral, but their immorality is ingrained in us, embedded firmly within our unconscious minds.

In the face of such deeply rooted and powerful associations, these pages are also an exercise in old-fashioned rhetoric. I want to convince you that not only are the sins complex and interesting psychological states, but that, if indulged wisely, they are also largely functional and adaptive. To this end, I think you’ll find the discoveries to come a remedy in an age in which even the most mundane of daily activities, from looking too longingly at the last cookie to kicking your feet up in front of the TV, are greeted with shame-inducing reproaches. This is not a manifesto for “all sin, all the time,” but a reminder that far from leading us down the fiery path to hell, or even being generally dysfunctional, the seven deadly sins actually serve us quite well. So read on to discover why the greedy are happy, why the slothful are smart, why anger makes you a fearsome negotiator, and much more.

Now, where to begin? There is no definitive ordering of the deadly sins; each thinker on the matter has had his own preferred ranking system. I have been leaning heavily on Pope Gregory’s list, so I’ll go with his order. For Gregory the sins ranged in seriousness from the less insidious bodily sins up to the deadlier, spiritual ones: lust, gluttony, greed, sloth, anger, envy, pride.6 Let’s begin with the bodily and move to the spiritual. Let’s begin with lust.


CHAPTER 1


Lust: Bras, Benevolence, and Better Grades

Clothes, rubber, shoes, glasses. This is not a shopping list. These are just some of the myriad and strange objects of lust. Fire and feet, trees and sheep also rate highly on some people’s lists of things to do. Not just guys and girls, but animals, vegetables, and minerals of all shapes and sizes are objects of sexual desire. Of course, most of us lust after the regular brand of male or female, with no bells or whistles, no whips or chains or other attachments. But regardless of what turns us on, the consequences of being turned on are much the same.

Whether it’s after Fred, Fiona, or Fido, when we lust we think differently and we act differently. And much of this thinking and acting is good for us.

As the sheer variety of lust objects suggests, this sin is a little more complex than you might think at first glance. We psychologists don’t really use the term “lust,” at least not often, in professional contexts or polite company. Rather, we talk of “activation of the sexual behavioral system.” (I won’t do this to you, however. So I’ll substitute the simple “lust” for this mouthful.) Such activation consists of a complex of physiological reactions, cognitive and emotional responses, and behavioral changes. The main function of the sexual system, as you might expect, is reproduction. This, of course, doesn’t mean that we have sex only to reproduce. In fact, according to a recent count, there are exactly 237 reasons why men and women have sex.1 These include being drunk, wanting to get a promotion, celebrating a special occasion, and wanting to commune with God, as well as the more mundane wanting to feel loved and simply being horny.

Sex can fulfill these sorts of goals, but in evolutionary terms, the sexual system was designed to pass our genes to the next generation. And as you’ll see, this system is remarkably well suited for that purpose. When we lust, a cascade of psychological and behavioral shifts is triggered, all aimed at increasing our chances of having sex and, as it turns out, doing much else besides. But before turning our attention to the benefits of lust, let’s consider what this sin actually looks like.

What Do We Want?


“Women want love, closeness and someone who’ll be a good father to their babies.”2

“Place a glazed doughnut around your man’s member, then gently nibble the pastry and lick the icing … as well as his manhood.”3



According to men’s and women’s magazines, the sexes want slightly different things. And although Men’s Health and Cosmopolitan might get the details wrong every now and again (personally, I prefer bagels), the sentiment is right: Men and women do lust after different things.

As for the human objects of lust, there are well-documented differences in what turns the sexes on. Heterosexual men typically want youth and beauty and waist-to-hip ratios of about 0.7.4 Heterosexual women, on the other hand, are more often in the market for money, education, and status.5

One of the most interesting things about sex differences in lust is that we actually exploit them when seeking partners. We know what the opposite sex wants, and we play up those very qualities when we’re out to impress.

We all do this. Think of the last time you went on a date. Men, did you try to look a little taller, darker, more handsome? And ladies, foundation for clearer skin? Black dress for that slimming effect?

When Jeffrey Hall of the University of Kansas surveyed the data from about five thousand users of online dating services, he found that both men and women were spot-on in their strategic misrepresentations: Men tended to bulk up their personal assets, pandering to women’s desire for resources and status, whereas women tended to shave a few pounds off their weight. Both of these strategies make sense given the sexual preferences of the opposite sex.6

Now this might all seem terribly perverse: lying about one’s wealth—shocking! But there is a sense in which we may not be able to help it.

James Roney of the University of Chicago induced lust in a group of young male students by exposing them to pictures of young women and then distributed surveys designed to register changes in certain attitudes and preferences. He found that after viewing such pictures, these students valued material wealth much more than when shown pictures of older women.7 These lustful students also placed more value on ambition and status. What seems to be happening here is that lust temporarily rejigs our value systems. When sexually aroused we prefer and exaggerate qualities that increase our chances of sex; this happens without our awareness. These lustful students weren’t intentionally valuing ambition and wealth in order to impress; rather, lust subtly penetrated and reconfigured their value systems in order to give them a better chance of attracting mates.

Not only are the particulars of lust between the sexes different, but so too are more general attitudes toward the whole affair. Stereotypes of the indiscriminate man, with a mind to hump anything with a heartbeat, and the more restrained, selective woman both have a kernel of truth. In studies on sexual fantasies, men often report a greater desire for variety than do women.8 The same pattern is seen in men’s dreams, with multiple sex partners appearing twice as frequently in men’s as in women’s dreamtime dalliances.9

The most staggering demonstration that I know of men’s indiscriminateness and penchant for variety comes from one of the finest field studies in social psychology.

In 1978 and in 1982, Russell Clark of Florida State University and Elaine Hatfield of the University of Hawaii recruited a group of twenty-two-year-old psychology students to serve as confederates (the term we use to describe experimenters’ assistants or stooges) in a study on gender differences in sexual attitudes and behavior.10

Clark and Hatfield’s stooges approached strangers of the opposite sex at various places around campus. The confederates were advised to choose only those strangers they found attractive enough that they would actually sleep with them if given the chance. After scanning the crowd and selecting an appropriate sex-worthy candidate, the confederate would approach and say: “I have been noticing you around campus. I find you to be very attractive.” After this less-than-smooth icebreaker, the confederate would continue: “Would you like to go out with me tonight?” or “Would you come over to my apartment tonight?” or “Would you go to bed with me tonight?”

In both 1978 and 1982, about 50 percent of participants, male and female, were happy to go on a date with a complete stranger. No gender difference here. But up the stakes a little, and women became somewhat reluctant. Only 6 percent of women were happy to go back to a strange man’s apartment in 1978; none was in 1982. And a booty call? Not one woman in the sexually free ’70s or early ’80s was up for sex with a complete stranger.

The stats couldn’t be more different for men. While 50 percent were happy with a date, 69 percent were up for an apartment visit and a healthy 75 percent (69 percent in 1982) were more than willing to head home with a woman for sex. If this last statistic doesn’t count as a sex difference, I don’t know what does.

Although these differences are striking and robust, there are of course similarities in the structure of lust. Both men and women are attracted to partners who are dependable, mature, kind, healthy, smart, educated, sociable, and interested in home and family.11 And when surveyed about their reasons for having sex, men and women are remarkably similar: Twenty of the top twenty-five reasons given by men and women are identical.12

Sex differences in lust provide an interesting starting point for our exploration of this sin. Next, let’s consider the similarities and differences in the effects of lust on the ways men and women think.

Sex on the Brain

As you might imagine, not all studies on lust can be done in the field. Researchers often turn to the laboratory to study sexual arousal and its consequences. And while the occasional experiment involves participants having sexual intercourse in an MRI scanner or having devices with names like “mercury-in-rubber strain gauge” or “vaginal photoplethysmograph” hooked up to various parts of their genitalia, most social psychologists are happy to resort to good old-fashioned priming techniques.13 (More on priming next.) Typically, researchers show their lucky participants pictures of naked men and women, or words like penis and orgasm, and then wait to see what happens.

Take a study by Omri Gillath of the University of Kansas and his colleagues.14 In this study participants completed what we call a lexical decision task, or LDT, which is used to measure the activation of concepts in the mind.

Here’s how it works.

On each trial of an LDT, a string of letters flashes up on a computer screen and participants have to make a judgment about whether the letter string is a word or a nonword (i.e., they have to make a lexical decision). So on one trial you might see “hretea,” to which you would hopefully respond “nonword” by pushing the appropriate button. On another trial, you might see “table,” to which you would respond by pushing the “word” button. Of interest to researchers are reaction times to “word” responses—how long does it take you to deem “table” a word? The quicker the reaction time, the greater the activation of concepts related to the target word.

Things get particularly interesting in the LDT when “primes” are inserted between trials. Say, for example, that the word “chair” is flashed on screen briefly before “table.” You’re told to ignore the first word (“chair,” called the prime) and respond with a lexical decision to the second letter string (“table,” called the target). What happens here is that reaction times for judging “table” to be a word tend to be shorter after a “chair” prime than after a nonword prime (e.g., “ghjsj”). Why? It’s about spreading activation in the associative networks that comprise our minds. The mind is a huge network of interconnected ideas and concepts. And when one concept in the network is activated (e.g., via presentation of the word “chair” in the LDT), this activation spreads to other, related concepts (e.g., “table”) and thereby primes these concepts, making it easier to use them when needed.

Gillath, of course, wasn’t interested in chairs and tables. He was more concerned with sex. But he used the same logic. Instead of words like “table,” Gillath examined how long it took people to respond to target words such as “penis,” “orgasm,” and “intercourse.” And instead of word primes, he used pictures of naked people of the opposite sex to the participant. What he found was that subjects were indeed faster to judge “penis,” “intercourse,” and other sex-related targets as words after being exposed to naked picture primes. (Even more fascinating is the fact that the primes used here were subliminal. They were presented for only thirty milliseconds, a time too short for participants to consciously register the content of the prime.) So exposure to sex cues triggers a spread of sex-concept activation across the associative networks of our minds, quite literally putting sex on the brain. But to what end?

What Gillath’s study suggests is that thinking about sex (even nonconsciously) lowers our thresholds for perceiving sex-related information in the environment. In short, we start to see more and more cues as sexual. The most obvious advantage of this cognitive shift is that it increases our chances of having sex. Our basic cognitive functions become attuned to all things sexual, and this makes it more likely that we’ll score.

The power of this mental shift becomes clearer when we consider some work by Jon Maner of Florida State University. In a fascinating series of studies, Maner primed undergraduate students with a “mating goal” (which is just a fancy way of saying he got students to think about sex).15 He did this by showing a film clip in which an attractive man and woman get together and go on a romantic first date. After this he showed subjects photos of people of varying attractiveness. What he was interested in was participants’ ratings of these photos for apparent expressions of sexual arousal. If lust is doing its job and gearing up the individual for sex, then we would expect that lust-primed participants would see sexual arousal in others, viewing others as potential mates. And this is basically what Maner found. Those who had sex on the brain after watching the romantic film read more sexual intent in the faces of others than did those in a control condition, who watched a thoroughly nonsexual documentary about people going up and down escalators. (The effect, however, was restricted to male participants who saw physically attractive targets.)

So on the whole, lust seems to be doing its job. It puts sex on the brain, which leads us to see sex in the environment, which, in turn, gives us the impression that the odds of having sex look pretty good. Other lust-induced cognitive shifts: we find other people more attractive when we’re aroused and we pay more attention to physically attractive (i.e., sex-worthy) others.16 In psych-speak: activated mating goals (triggered by exposure to naked pictures and the like) induce cognitive and behavioral strategies aimed at facilitating our reproductive success. In non-psych-speak: thinking about sex makes us think more about sex, which increases behaviors aimed at getting sex.

Sex and Trees

(Some people are sexually attracted to trees. This is called dendrophilia. This is not what this section is about.)

Lust is clearly good at triggering thinking and behavior that increase our chances of sex. But lust’s implications for thought and action are far more wide-ranging.

One thing this sin does is focus attention on the immediate present. This of course makes sense given that lust is directed at a pressing current goal, namely, sex. It pays to focus our attention on stimuli in the immediate environment (usually people; sometimes clothes or rubber, or, yes, trees) that will fulfill the activated sex goal.

But this “present” focus that lust inspires is emblematic of a more generalized cognitive shift. Lust prompts us to place a premium not only on sexual stimuli in the present, but on other rewards as well.

Readers, I want you to do your best to get your hands on a bra. Go to your underwear drawer or to your partner’s or use whatever other means are necessary. Now look at the bra. Feel the fabric. What do you think of the embroidery? The general craftsmanship?

Now, I want you to think about this choice:


I can give you $15 right now or some other amount in one week. How much money would I have to give you in one week’s time in order to dissuade you from accepting $15 right now?



When people are presented with such choices—choices between immediate and future rewards—they often prefer immediate rewards (even if such rewards have less value) and they require larger rewards in the future to give up those in the present.17 This tendency to discount the value of the future is called future or delay discounting, but can also be thought of simply as impatience.

Although we all tend to discount the future to some extent, bra-handlers do it more. When men were asked the question above, those who had handled a bra required much more money a week later than did men who handled a none-too-sexy T-shirt.18 (The study hasn’t been done with women. I somehow doubt that men’s underwear does the same thing.)

So just as lust ups the value of immediate sex-related cues, so too does it make the present seem much more valuable in monetary terms. And it’s not just money, by the way. The same thing happens with candy and soda: Bra-handlers need more later to dissuade them from a certain amount now. The present is simply more valuable for the sexually aroused.19

But this somewhat general tendency to focus on and value the present may be part of an even more general attentional shift.

What letter do you see here?


H               
H               
H               
H               
H               
H H H H H



An L or an H? Of course you can see both, but what if I asked you, “Do you see an L?” or “Do you see an H?” and had you answer as quickly as possible? When psychologists ask participants to do exactly this, they find intriguing differences in how long it takes people to respond.

Why? Because of differences in what’s called global versus local processing. Global processing is all about the big picture; it’s holistic, it takes the long view, it sees the forest rather than the trees. In the L versus H example, global processing is quicker to see the forest L than the little, tree Hs. Local processing, on the other hand, is all about the details: trees not forests; Hs, not Ls. There are a number of things that trigger global versus local processing. For example, people from East Asian cultures tend to be global processors, whereas those from the West tend to be local processors.20

Now, it makes sense that if lust narrows our temporal attention to the here and now, it might also narrow other dimensions of attention, leading to detail-oriented, local processing.

To test this possibility, Jens Förster, a social psychologist from the University of Jena, Germany, and his colleagues, Amina Özelsel and Kai Epstude, primed participants with lust by having them think about casual sex with an attractive partner and then gave them a series of composite letter stimuli like the one above.21 And just as you would expect if lust triggers local processing, participants were faster to say they saw the “tree” letters (i.e., H in the example) than they were to say they saw the “forest” letter (L). Lust is local, not just in time, but in general processing terms. It’s about working out the details of where to put what, in which order.

But what good comes of this kind of lust-induced processing? Well, local processing is linked to what psychologists call analytic thinking. This is the kind of thinking involved in solving problems like: “If A is less than B and C is greater than B, then is A less than C?” which are in fact part of the Graduate Record Examination and other academic tests. To get the answer here, as in other analytic problems, one has to reason logically and often laboriously from a set of facts. One has to build one’s answer from the details up.

When Förster and colleagues, in another study, again primed participants with sex and gave them a series of analytic thinking problems, they found that these lustful reasoners solved about three problems over the course of a four-minute testing period, one more, on average, than control subjects.22

The moral of all this: just before your next exam, watch porn.

The Lustful Nonconformist

About one-fifth of advertising uses sex to sell its products. It’s a fair assumption that sex sells. Put a sexy woman next to a packet of gum and one might expect the positive qualities of the woman to rub off









The Lustful Samaritan































Lust, Caution


























The Human Peacock’s Tail
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