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Evolutionary psychology is the study of universal human nature, so the WEIRD
problem (the observation that almost all of our empirical data come from Western,
Educated, Industrialized, Rich, and Democratic societies and that individuals from such
societies are often extreme outliers in their behavioral tendencies) is an existential
problem for the field. I believe more attention should be directed toward solving this
problem logically and theoretically, rather than empirically. I offer potential directions
and pose some questions, which paradoxically suggest that the WEIRD problem may
not be a problem after all.

Public Significance Statement
It may not be a problem that most experiments and studies in psychology are
conducted in the United States and other Western societies, as such societies may
provide the ideal place to study human behavior.
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On the eve of the 30th anniversary of the
publication of The Adapted Mind: Evolutionary
Psychology and the Generation of Culture
(Barkow, Cosmides, & Tooby, 1992), in my
mind, there is no bigger challenge facing the
field of evolutionary psychology in the next
three decades than the WEIRD (Western, Edu-
cated, Industrialized, Rich, and Democratic)
problem. Evolutionary psychology is the study
of universal human nature; the “adapted mind”
in the title of the field’s bible refers to a mind
that was adapted to the conditions of the Envi-
ronment of Evolutionary Adaptedness (EEA)
and that is presumably shared by all members of
our species (or, in some instances, all members
of one sex or the other). Yet Henrich, Heine,
and Norenzayan’s (2010) comprehensive re-

view of the available evidence convincingly
demonstrated that WEIRD populations, which,
before 2010 and the age of MTurks and other
samples collected from the Internet, used to be
derisively called “college sophomores from the
University of Michigan,” were often extreme
outliers in their behavioral tendencies in many
domains. Arnett (2008) earlier expressed simi-
lar concerns. If American undergraduate stu-
dents, who comprise the vast majority of exper-
imental subjects in behavioral sciences
(including evolutionary psychology), behave
differently from other humans from non-
WEIRD societies, what we think we know
about universal human nature may not be so.
Evolutionary psychology is not the study of
American college sophomores; it’s the study of
all humans everywhere who ever lived. Thus, it
seems to me that the WEIRD problem is para-
mount in all of behavioral sciences, but, in
particular, evolutionary psychology with its
stated aim of discovering universal human na-
ture.

Yet I have been struck since 2010 by the
paucity of efforts to solve the WEIRD problem.
True, more researchers in the past decade have
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attempted to collect data from non-WEIRD
samples in order to build an archive of empirical
data that go beyond WEIRD (Thalmayer, To-
scanelli, & Arnett, 2020), and such efforts are
laudable and necessary. However, as a philo-
sophical realist, not a positivist, such a brute-
force empirical approach is ultimately unsatis-
factory to me. Induction does not lead to
scientific progress; deduction does (Popper,
1959). I believe the true solution to the WEIRD
problem must be logical and theoretical, not
empirical. We must know, not just how WEIRD
populations are different from non-WEIRD
populations, but why. Accumulation of empiri-
cal data, no matter how extensive, can never tell
us why, only how.

I have no solution to offer (but then, to my
knowledge, neither does anyone else). In this
brief commentary, I seek to stimulate and fur-
ther encourage the effort to solve the WEIRD
problem logically and theoretically, by suggest-
ing potential future directions and posing some
questions.

It seems to me that there are at least two
logical and theoretical ways to solve the
WEIRD problem: abstraction and explanation
(figuring out why).

Abstraction. Even when you observe con-
crete differences between populations, cultures,
and societies, such differences disappear if you
abstract the description to a higher level. For
example, French and Chinese are obviously dif-
ferent languages, with different words, syntactic
structures, and grammatical rules. But at a
higher level of abstraction, both share the deep
structure of grammar (the universal grammar),
which all natural human languages share
(Chomsky, 1957). At this abstract level, French
and Chinese are the same language; both are
minor variations of the natural human language.
This, incidentally, is one reason that linguistic
determinism (Boroditsky, 2001; Chen, 2013)
may not have direct relevance for the WEIRD
problem. Similarly, people in some societies
consume beef as food and worship pigs as sa-
cred religious objects, while those in others
consume pork as food and worship cows as
sacred religious objects (Harris, 1974). Thus, at
this concrete level, all cultures are different.
However, both beef and pork are animal pro-
teins (as are dogs, whales, and monkeys), and
both pigs and cows are animate objects (as are
Buddha, Allah, and Jesus). At this abstract

level, there are no exceptions and all human
cultures are the same; in all human cultures,
people consume animal proteins and worship
animate objects (Miller & Kanazawa, 2007, pp.
37–47). This way, all the surface differences
between WEIRD and non-WEIRD societies
may be abstracted out. This route to universal
human nature is useful when there are qualita-
tive, not quantitative, differences between soci-
eties. Cows and pigs are qualitatively different,
but they are the same at the abstract level.

Explanation. Another way to solve the
WEIRD problem is to explain why WEIRD and
non-WEIRD societies are different, by identify-
ing the underlying causes of differences. Al-
ready in their commentary on the original article
(Henrich et al., 2010), Baumard and Sperber
(2010) identified one such cause. They pointed
out that, in Henrich et al.’s (2005) study of 15
small-scale (i.e., non-WEIRD) societies, there
were striking differences between the Lamalera,
who made very generous offers in the Ultima-
tum Game, and the Tsimane and the Machi-
genga, who made very low offers, more typical
of WEIRD subjects. Baumard and Sperber
(2010) pointed out that the Lamalera were col-
lective hunters who did not have the concept of
private property, whereas the Tsimane and the
Machigenga were solitary horticulturalists with
a firm notion of private property (as with the
westerners in the capitalist economy). So it’s
not the WEIRD/non-WEIRD distinction that
matters for typical offers in the Ultimatum
Game but the nature of the economy and prop-
erty ownership that is the underlying dimension
that produces the seeming difference between
WEIRD and non-WEIRD subjects. Similarly,
Henrich himself (Schulz, Bahrami-Rad, Beau-
champ, & Henrich, 2019) adopted this strategy
and recently explained some of the psycholog-
ical differences between WEIRD and non-
WEIRD populations in terms of the spread of
the Christian church and accompanied changes
in kinship structures. So, once again, it’s not the
WEIRD/non-WEIRD distinction but the pro-
portion of cousin marriages that is the underly-
ing dimension that produces the seeming differ-
ence between WEIRD and non-WEIRD
populations. This way, all the differences be-
tween WEIRD and non-WEIRD societies can
be explained in terms of underlying dimensions.
This route to universal human nature is useful
when there are quantitative, not qualitative, dif-
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ferences between societies. People in all societ-
ies trust strangers, but at quantitatively different
levels (from 0% to 100% of the time).

I will end my brief commentary with a couple
questions for the future.

Question 1. If WEIRD and non-WEIRD
populations (the latter of which presumably in-
clude our ancestors) are so different, then why
does evolutionary psychology, which admit-
tedly rely very heavily on WEIRD subjects for
empirical data, work so well, both theoretically
and empirically? How can we account for the
remarkable empirical successes of evolutionary
psychology in the last 30 years? More specifi-
cally, how does one simple insight, variously
known as the Savanna Principle (Kanazawa,
2004), the evolutionary legacy hypothesis
(Burnham & Johnson, 2005), or the mismatch
hypothesis (Hagen & Hammerstein, 2006), ex-
plain so much contemporary human behavior?
Critics of evolutionary psychology are fond of
pointing out that we will never know all the
details of the EEA without a time machine
because many important aspects of it, such as
social institutions and human behavior, leave no
fossil records. That is technically correct, but
unimportant, because we know some features of
the EEA with absolute certainty. Just to take
one example, the simple observation that our
ancestors in the EEA did not have TV, movies,
videos, or DVDs, which we know for sure,
combined with the Savanna Principle—the hu-
man brain has difficulty comprehending and
dealing with entities and situations that did not
exist in the EEA—led to the prediction and
discovery that the human brain will treat real-
istic images of characters that people see on TV
as their personal friends in real life (Kanazawa,
2002). This finding in turn led to a burgeoning
subfield of social psychology known as paraso-
cial relationships or social surrogacy (Bond,
2020; Derrick, Gabriel, & Hugenberg, 2009;
Gabriel, Paravati, Green, & Flomsbee, 2018).
Gabriel et al. (2018) explained the election of
Donald J. Trump as U.S. President in terms of
parasocial relationships by attributing it to the
fact that millions of American voters watched
him weekly on The Apprentice for many years.
A year after Gabriel et al. (2018), an over-
whelming majority of voters in Ukraine elected
Volodymyr Zelensky, who played the role of
the Ukrainian president on a TV show for four
years, to (real) Ukrainian presidency. And there

are many other examples of empirical successes
of the Savanna Principle (Li, van Vugt, & Co-
larelli, 2018), and the Savanna Principle is but
one example of the vast empirical success of
evolutionary psychology. If the WEIRD prob-
lem is so profound, how do we explain the
tremendous success of evolutionary psychol-
ogy? How has it succeeded so spectacularly
without solving the WEIRD problem?

Question 2. Is the WEIRD world the best
place to study human nature? In her commen-
tary on the original article (Henrich et al.,
2010), Maryanski (2010) suggested that
WEIRD societies, not traditional societies or
even hunter-gatherer bands characteristic of our
ancestors, may be the most ideal setting to study
human nature, because they are least restrictive
of all human societies; humans are freest of
traditional societal constraints to do what they
wish in the WEIRD societies. Maryanski’s sug-
gestion turned out to be quite prophetic. Eight
years after Maryanski’s commentary, Stoet and
Geary (2018) demonstrated that there was a
positive correlation across societies between
sexual inequality and the proportion of women
pursuing STEM (Science, Technology, Engi-
neering, and Mathematics); the fewer social and
educational constraints women faced, the fewer
women studied STEM. The typical female brain
is empathizing, while the typical male brain is
systematizing (Baron-Cohen, 2003). Because
STEM requires extreme systematizing skills,
men are naturally more interested in pursuing
extremely systematizing fields like STEM than
women are. More generally, women are more
interested in “people” occupations while men
are more interested in “things” occupations
(Lippa, 1998). When women and men are freest
of constraints and obstacles, as they are in
WEIRD societies, they pursue what they are
naturally inclined (and evolutionarily designed)
to pursue. In the Soviet Union, nearly 60% of
engineers were women (Barabanova, Sanger,
Ziyatdinova, Sokolova, & Ivanov, 2013), be-
cause the Soviet government, in defiance of
nature, forced many women to pursue engineer-
ing (Rosenthal, 1975). Obviously, the strong
state planned economy of the communist Soviet
Union, where citizens were not free, would not
have been a good place to study human nature
and what occupational interests women and
men naturally have. To take another example, if
one wanted to estimate the proportion of men
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who are genetically and hormonally inclined to
be gay, one would want a sample from San
Francisco or Brighton, not Tehran or even the
!Kung San (even though the latter is often
thought to resemble our ancestors, certainly
much more so than the urbanites in San Fran-
cisco). To the extent that there are least societal
constraints on human behavior in WEIRD soci-
eties, they may present the ideal location to
study true evolved human nature. “For, despite
all the multiple ills of industrialized societies,
WEIRD societies may be more compatible with
our human nature than the high-density kinship
constraints of horticultural societies or the
“peasant” constraints of agrarian societies with
their privileged few” (Maryanski, 2010, p. 104).
In a similar vein, Christakis (2019, p. 55) re-
cently remarked: “But ideally, if we want to
identify a universal society and study bedrock,
innate social features rather than the impact of
environmental constraints, we should observe
the emergence of a natural social organization
in areas without severely limited natural re-
sources.” If Maryanski and Christakis are cor-
rect, then the United States is exactly where we
should study evolved human nature, and the
WEIRD problem may not be a problem after all.
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