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Until the appearance of Homo, all bipedal* apes had small brains, large cheek teeth,
and protruding jaws and pursued an apelike survival strategy. They ate mainly plant
foods, and their social milieu* probably resembled that of the modern savanna

baboon*. (1yThese species — the australopithecines® — were humanlike in the way that

they walked but in nothing more. At some time prior to 2.5 million years ago — we still

can’t say exactly when - the first large-brained human species evolved. The teeth

changed, too - probably (2)2Nn adaptafion produced by a shift in diel from one made up

exclusively of plant foods to one that included meat.

These two aspects of the earliest Homo — the changes in brain size and tooth
structure — have been apparent since the first fossils of Homo habilis* were uncovered,
three decades ago. Perhaps because we modern humans are dazzled by the importance
of brain power, anthropologists* have focused strongly on the jump in the size of the
brain — from some 450 cubic centimeters to more than 600 cubic centimeters — that
occurred with the evolution of Homo habilis. No doubt this was an important part of
the evolutionary adaptation that took human prehistory* in a new direction. But (3)i_t

was only a part. The new research into the biology of our ancestors reveals that many

other things changed, too, moving them away from being apelike to being more like
humans. |

One of the most significant aspects of human development is that infants are born
virtually helpless and experience a prolonged childhood. Moreover, as every parent
knows, children go through an adolescent growth spurt, during which they put on

inches at an alarming rate. (4y)Humans are unique in this respect: most mammalian

species, including apes, progress almost directly from infancy to aduithood. A human
adolescent about to embark on his or her growth spurt is likely to increase in size by
about 2b percent; by contrast, the steady trajectory* of growth in chimpanzees means
that the adolescent adds only 14 percent to its stature by the time it reaches maturity.

Barry Bogin, a biologist at the University of Michigan, has an (5)innovative
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interpretation of the difference in growth trajectories. The body's growth rate in human
children is low compared with that in apes, even though the rate of brain growth is
similar. As a result, human children are smaller than they would be if they followed the
normal simian® growth rate. The benefit, Bogin suggests, has to do with the high degree
of learning that young humans must achieve if they are to absorb the rules of culture.

(6)Growing children learn better from adults if there is a significant difference in body

size, because a student-teacher relationship can be established. If young children were

the size they would be on an apelike growth trajectory, physical rivalry rather than a

student-teacher relationship might develop. When the learning period is over, the body

“catches up,” by means of the adolescent growth spurt.

(ﬂHumans become human through intense learning not just of survival skills but of

customs and social mores*, kinship and social laws - that is, culture. The social milieu

in which helpless infants are cared for and older children are educated is much more
‘characteristic of humans than it is of apes. Culture can be said to be the human

adaptation, and it is made possible by the unusual pattern of childhood and maturation.
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Good stories provide a simple and coherent* account of people’s actions and
intentions. You are always ready to interpret behavior as a manifestation of general
inclinations and personality traits — causes that you can readily match to effects. The
(hhalo effect contributes to coherence, because it inclines us to match our view of all
the qualities of a person to our judgment of one attribute that is particularly significant.
If Wé think a baseball pitcher is handsome and athletic, for example, we are likely to
rate him better at throwing the ball, too. Halos can also be negative: if we think a player
is ugly, we will probably underrate his athletic ability. The halo effect helps keep
explanatory narratives simple and coherent by exaggerating the consistency of
evaluations: good people do only good things and bad people are all bad. The statement
“Hitler loved dogs and little children” is shocking no matter how many times you hear
it, because any trace of kindness in someone so evil violates the expectations set up by
the halo effect. Inconsistencies reduce the ease of our thoughts and the clarity of our
feelings.

A compelling narrative fosters an illusion of inevitability. Consider the story of how
Google turned into a giant of the technology industry. Two creative graduate students
in the computer science department at Stanford University come up with a superior
way of searching information on the Internet. They seek and obtain funding to start a
company and make a series of decisions that work out well. Within a few years, the
company they started is one of the most valuable stocks in America, and the two
former graduate students are among the richest people on the planet. (Z)On one

memorable occasion, they were lucky, which makes the story even more compelling: a

year alter founding Google, they were willing to sell their company for less than $1

million, but the buyer said the price was too high. (3)Mentioning the single hucky

incident actually makes it easier to discount the multitude of ways in which luck

affected the outcome.

A detailed history would specify the decisions of Google’s founders, but for our
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purposes It is enough to say that almost every choice they made had a good outcome. A
more complete narrative would describe the actions of the firms that Google defeated.
The unlucky competitors would appear to be blind, slow, and altogether inadequate in
dealing with the threat that eventually overwhelmed them.

I intentionally told this tale very simply, but you get the idea: there is a very good
story here. Explained in more detail, the story could give you the sense that you

understand what made Google succeed; (Dl would also make you feel that you have

learned a valuable general lesson about what makes businesses succeed. Unfortunately,

there is good reason to believe that your sense of understanding and learning from the
Google story is largely illusory. The ultimate test of an explanation is whether it would
have made the event predictable in advance. No story of Google's unlikely success will
meet that test, because no story can include the innumerable events that would have
caused a different outcome. The human mind does not deal well with nonevents. The
fact that many of the important events that did occur involve choices further tempts
you to exaggerate the role of skill and underestimate the part that luck played in the
outcome. Because every critical decision turned out well, the record suggests alrost
perfect prescience* — but bad luck could have disrupted any one of the successful
steps. The halo effect adds the final touches, lending an aura of invincibility* to the
heroes of the story.

Like watching a skilled rafter* avoiding one potential calamity after another as he
goes down the rapids, the unfolding of the Google story is thrilling because of the

constant risk of disaster. However, there is (5)a difference between the two cases. The

skilled rafter has gone down rapids hundreds of times. He has learned to read the
roiling® water in front of him and to anticipate obstacles. He has learned to make the
tiny adjustments of posture that keep him upright. There are fewer opportunities for
young men Lo learn how to create a giant company, and fewer chances to avoid hidden
rocks — such as a brilliant innovation by a competing firm. Of course there was a great
deal of skill in the Google story, but luck played a more important role in the actual

event than it does in the telling of it. And the more luck was involved, the less there is
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to be learned.

At work here is that powerful WYSIATI* rule. You cannot help dealing with the
limited information you have as if it were all there is to know. You build the best
possible story from the information available to you, and if it is a good story, you
believe it. Paradoxically, it is easier to construct a coherent story when you know liitle,
when there are fewer pieces to fit into the puzzle. Our comforting conviction that the

world makes sense rests on a secure foundation: (gyour almost unlimited ability to

ignore our ignorance.
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