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The universe is change; our life is what our thoughts make it.

—Marcus Aurelius, Meditations




Introduction

What’s New?

SCIENTISTS, ARTISTS, AND SCHOLARS have cast us as analytical thinkers and passionate romantics, pragmatic toolmakers and spiritual souls, aggressive competitors and cooperative altruists. None of these views is complete, yet each has illuminated human beings in a helpful way. Now our fast-paced world invites us to see ourselves in yet another light—this time as nature’s virtuosos of change, who are biologically as well as psychologically primed to engage with novelty.

Our genius for responding to the new and different distinguishes us from all other creatures, saved us from extinction 80,000 years ago, and has fueled our progress from the long epoch of the hunter-gatherers through the agricultural and industrial eras into the information age. Suddenly, however, we’re confronting many, many more new objects and  subjects, from products to ideas to chunks of data, than have ever existed before, and they’re coming at us faster and faster. We sometimes feel taxed if not overwhelmed, but New argues that our rewards will far outweigh our frustrations if we stay true to the evolutionary purpose of our neophilia, or affinity for novelty: to help us adapt to, learn about, or create the new things that matter, while dismissing the rest as distractions.

Novelty comes in countless forms, but to see how we’re dealing with one especially timely manifestation, let’s tap our brain’s ability to travel through space and time—itself a triumph of neophilia—to visit a large airport just after mechanical trouble has delayed the 9:00 A.M. flight to Denver. The waiting area is immediately transformed into a satellite laboratory that’s part of a vast, ongoing experiment with a new way of life based on information technology. Whatever their size or function, these machines can be defined in two words: novelty generators.

Charlotte, a high-school teacher, and her nine-year-old son, Jack, adjust quickly to the irksome change in plans. She takes out her laptop, scans the headlines on a news Web site, then settles down to fine-tune the presentation she’s going to give at a professional conference. To limit distractions while she works, she sends her calls to voice mail and checks her e-mail just once an hour or so. The better to enjoy his holiday, Jack decides to get some homework out of the way and pulls out his new tablet computer, which is already almost a body part. First he goes over Spanish vocabulary for an upcoming test, then he does some research on the Oregon Trail. After  working for a while, he takes a break to e-mail a few friends and cajoles his mom into playing a little chess, which he’s learned from a special app.

When they finally board the plane three hours later, Charlotte is pleased that she managed to turn a setback into a productive morning and rewards herself by reading her e-book mystery. Jack shows a fascinated older passenger a computer game that he usually enjoys with the family’s cat: with paw or finger, the players try to catch a fiendishly evasive glowing red “mouse.” This mother and child are classic neophiles, who have a positive but well-balanced attitude toward novelty. They focus selectively on those new things—here, pieces of electronic information—that help them to learn or accomplish something worthwhile, including reasonable amounts of R&R, and smoothly adjust to and exploit change, such as the sudden hitch in their plans.

A young partner in an Internet start-up, Ted is first riled up by the unexpected change, alternating between punching excuses for missing a big meeting into his BlackBerry and phoning headquarters to bark orders at subordinates. Within moments, however, he’s escorting a striking fellow passenger to an impromptu breakfast, complete with Bloody Marys. When more exciting options seem exhausted, he pops open his razor-thin laptop and, despite frequent checks for messages and the odd Call of Duty gaming break, comes up with an edgy marketing idea.

Ted excels at inventive thinking, corporate competition, and personal charm, but by the time his outraged seatmate chides him for texting as the plane taxis down the runway,  his morning has produced mixed results. He experienced some frisson and did some good work, but he also generated agita for others and wasted time on distractions. This neophiliac, or extreme novelty-seeker, responds to change and the new as sources of the stimulation he craves, which helps explain both his talent for brainstorming and his powerful attraction to pretty strangers, cocktails, and alluring information machines.

Alan, an older accountant who expects things to go as planned, shifts between quietly fuming at the delayed flight and worrying about the mechanical snafu that caused it. To calm down, he retreats into his morning routine of reading the print versions of the Wall Street Journal and the New York Times and then reviews a big client’s tax records for the second time. He’s resigned to taking his cell phone on business trips but has no interest in other gadgets. His colleagues get annoyed when he resists learning a new software program or procedure, but like their customers, they also value his attention to detail and wariness of risk. When he takes his seat on the plane, this neophobe, who responds to the new and unexpected with caution or anxiety, has done his best to make this morning much like any other, which is his ideal.

Like most behavior, neophilia occurs on a spectrum. Ted and Alan are situated toward its high and low ends, while Charlotte and Jack represent the moderate majority, who are arrayed along the capacious middle range. Their different responses to novelty and change suggest the three basic ways in which individuals interpret life’s great imperative: to survive  and thrive by balancing the sometimes conflicting needs to avoid risk and approach rewards.

Vital information about potential threats and resources is likelier to come from things that are new or unfamiliar than from the same old same old. Because they can affect survival, nature ensures that all living creatures react to novelty and change. A swerving car on the highway, a jump in your bad cholesterol, or a drop in a stock’s value rivets your attention and jangles your nerves, which prime you to protect yourself from harm. On the other hand, an exciting IPO, intriguing job offer, or innovative home design can also attract your focus, lure you into learning new things, and perhaps increase your well-being.

Dodging risks and seeking rewards both make good evolutionary sense, but variations in nature and nurture incline individuals to prioritize them differently. The approximately 10 percent to 15 percent of us who are neophobes like Alan are biased toward staying safe, and the roughly similar number of neophiliacs like Ted, toward seeking bonuses. The remaining 70 percent to 80 percent are moderate neophiles of different degrees who, like Charlotte and Jack, want to be neither scared stiff by too much novelty and change nor bored stiff by too little. They tend to seek the new and different more in their intellectual, creative, and recreational pursuits than in domains that require continuity and familiarity, such as their close relationships or professional commitments. In other words, they follow Alexander Pope’s advice: “Be not the first by whom the new are tried, nor yet the last to lay the old aside.”

It might not seem so at first glance, but neophilia’s extremes are important to the success of the group as a whole. Nature promotes a species’ survival and flexibility by ensuring diversity within a population, not an individual. Whatever the costs for a particular person, particularly at the continuum’s high and low ends, the roughly 1–5–1 proportion of those who generally approach, weigh, or avoid new things is good for the commonweal. Adventurous neophiliacs like Ted may live too fast and die too young, but they also explore, experiment, and otherwise push the envelope for the rest of us in productive ways. Cautious neophobes can be stodgy worrywarts, but had there been more careful, risk-averse sorts like Alan in Wall Street’s boardrooms, we might have avoided a major recession. Wherever we sit on the spectrum, however, we can learn to manage our responses to novelty and change more skillfully.

A word here about language: Since its emergence more than a century ago, neophilia has meant different things in different domains, including biology, social criticism, and information technology. (For more information, please see Notes.) This flexible term is used in these pages to avoid some notably confusing academic jargon and, more important, to suggest a fresh, more expansive perspective on our species’ unique affinity for the new and different. We express this capacity in ways that overlap yet are partly distinct, including the transient emotions of curiosity and interest, enduring traits such as boldness, shyness, and so-called novelty seeking, and both the adventurous temperament and the creative personality. Lewis and Clark’s voyage of discovery may differ from Stephen  Hawking’s journeys into the unknown, yet both forms of exploration have important things in common, starting with their essential function: enhancing our survival and well-being by engaging with the new.

 

 

 

PART I OF New explores neophilia’s origins and basic mind-body mechanics. We evolved in an African cradle of extraordinary environmental upheavals. Many species, as well as some human subspecies who were our close cousins, couldn’t adjust to the cataclysmic changes and died out. However, Homo sapiens developed the capacity to figure out how to live in humid forests and dry deserts, flat plains and mountain ranges. These early ancestors also explored new mental realms. They learned to interpret the world in the symbolic terms of words, numbers, and pictures and to channel the uniquely human gift of self-awareness into neophilia’s creative expressions, foremost of which is the personal universe that lies between our ears. The big “surprise detector” brains we inherited from them orient us to new developments in the world, help us filter out the insignificant ones, and supply the emotions that motivate us to approach, avoid, or consider those that could be important in one way or another.

Part II looks at the myriad ways in which individuals can express the general human capacity for neophilia, which is both a state, or transient psychobiological condition, and an abiding trait, or individual characteristic. Whether you’re a bold Theodore Roosevelt or a reclusive Emily Dickinson, nothing reveals your personality more clearly and immediately  than your reaction to new things over time and across many situations. A blind date, a hurricane, or a strange city arouses all of us. However, differences in our genes, neurochemistry, and brain structure, as well as life experience, incline us, like Charlotte, Ted, and Alan, to respond to that excitement differently.

Part III examines the profound ways in which our environments, both mental and physical, shape our attitudes to novelty and change. Like individuals, societies struggle to balance the need to survive, which prioritizes safety and stability, with the desire to thrive, which requires stimulation and exploration. For most of history, this tug-of-war has inclined cultural change, like the biological sort, to occur not in a smooth progression but in an uneven, unpredictable process of fits and starts that scientists call “punctuated equilibrium.” Something new, whether climate change, an important tool such as the plow or computer, or a political upheaval, prompts a period of innovation that takes a society to the next level. Like the Pax Romana, this stable plateau can last for a great while until, perhaps following an era of decline like the Dark Ages, there’s another leap forward, as in the Renaissance.

The vibrant Muslim world’s inward turning in the thirteenth century, which has only recently begun to reverse, is a timely illustration of the way in which a society, particularly in risky times and places, can crouch into a conservative, defensive attitude toward the new and different that generates long spells of stasis and neophobia. Since the eighteenth century in the West, however, when the convergence of the Industrial Revolution’s technology and the Enlightenment’s  ideas up-ended the historical pattern of fits-and-starts innovation, the amount of novelty and rate of change have increased at an ever-accelerating pace.

Biological as well as cultural influences can incline some populations to be more enthusiastic about the new than others. For example, the frequency of a certain gene that’s linked to robust novelty seeking varies greatly around the globe. Its prevalence among Westerners of European descent is a hefty 25 percent, for example, yet it’s very rare in traditionally conservative China.

At this point in our warp-speed information age, our well-being demands that we understand and control our neophilia lest it control us. We already crunch four times more data—e-mail, tweets, searches, music, video, and traditional media—than we did just thirty years ago, and this deluge shows no signs of slackening. To thrive amid unprecedented amounts of novelty, we must shift from being mere seekers of the new to being connoisseurs of it.

The digital revolution’s tremendous benefits include access to nearly all the world’s knowledge, greater efficiency, more freedom from boundaries such as home and office or artist and spectator, new ways to bond, and a riotous explosion of popular culture. In what might be a massive experiment designed by a fiendish psychologist, however, the combination of our innate interest in novelty and the huge increase in it can also generate a mental version of the perfect storm. Both as individuals and as a society, we can become so distracted by trivial yet instantly gratifying new things that we lose sight of neophilia’s grand purpose of selectively focusing  us on the important ones that help us to learn, create, and adapt to a changing world.

To understand and make proper use of our neophilia, we need to look beyond secondary issues, such as out-of-control consumerism, attention problems, and electronics addiction, to see it as a metaphenomenon that underlies much of our behavior. This big-picture perspective on our special affinity for novelty has long been missing from our conversation. New is an effort to start that discussion, sparked by provocative insights from neuroscientists, psychologists, anthropologists, psychiatrists, media theorists, marketers, and others who closely monitor the fast-changing culture’s pulse.

The skillful management of our neophilia is essential if we’re to turn the twenty-first century’s challenges into opportunities. Our history shows that we have the potential to succeed in such an ambitious undertaking. After all, we had evolved the necessary neurological hardware for speech more than a millennium before we invented language. The first step is to understand ourselves as Homo novus—nature’s scientists and artists of the new.

 

 

 

A WONDERFUL LITTLE STORY about five-year-old Albert Einstein, who was very slow to speak and whose parents feared he was none too bright, shows us how neophilia works and what it’s for. One day, when he was sick in bed, the boy was given a compass to fiddle with to keep him occupied. The new plaything made him wonder about magnetic fields, which got him interested in physics, and, well, you know the rest. Few  of us are Einsteins, but all of us have that same capacity to be curious about something new that sparks the learning and sustained interest that lead to achievements great and small.

To set the stage for the story of how neophilia helped to make us who we are, we need to revisit the tumultuous African milieu in which we evolved. A brief stop at the National Mall in Washington, D.C., orients us for the journey.




PART ONE

Neophilia and Us




One

 How We Became Who We Are

There is always something new out of Africa.

—Pliny the Elder, Natural History

 

 

 

 

ANYONE SEEKING PROOF that neophilia can lead us to glorious achievements need look no further than the National Air and Space Museum. High above your head in the spectacular entry hall soar legendary aircraft, including Charles Lindbergh’s Spirit of St. Louis. (The 1903 Wright flyer, which was the world’s first plane, has its own department upstairs, where you learn that Wilbur and Orville’s Ohio clan also advanced new social causes such as abolition and women’s rights—innovation of a different kind.) It’s the manned spacecraft, however, that offer the most dramatic testimony to our genius for exploration and invention. “America is now a space-faring nation, a frontier good for millions  of years,” said James S. McDonnell, the pioneering aviation entrepreneur. “The only time remotely comparable was when Columbus discovered a whole new world.” Most of these vessels are nothing like the gleaming ships in Star Trek or Battlestar Galactica, being much smaller, funkier, and more fragile seeming than you’d expect. In fact, many look exactly like the made-in-the-garage, figuring-this-out-as-we-go-along contraptions that they are—an especially poignant quality considering their unfathomable destinations and precious cargo.

As you travel through the National Mall to the Smithsonian Institution’s Natural History Museum and enter its new Hall of Human Origins, you might well recall the famous opening scene in 2001: A Space Odyssey, in which a pensive primate tosses into the sky a bone that morphs into an orbital satellite. The user-friendly hall offers profound insights into the origins of the neophilia that inspired both experiments. Its exhibits, from touchable fossils to flickering video campfires, have been carefully choreographed by Richard Potts, the paleoanthropologist who directs the human origins program, to illustrate what scientists call the theory of variability selection. A prominent sign by the hall’s entry neatly summarizes this cutting-edge perspective on our evolution, which emphasizes its environmental dynamics: “Humans evolved in response to a changing world.”

Understanding how neophilia became integral to who we are requires some background on the volatile time and place in which we evolved. Despite recent powerful reminders like the Japanese tsunami, the Haitian earthquake, and Iceland’s volcanic eruption, as well as our increasingly peculiar weather,  it’s easy for us urbanized, temperature-controlled, postindustrial folk to forget that we’ve always lived on an unpredictable planet that, with a sneeze or a shrug, can still thwart our plans and devastate our ranks as it has so often in the past.

Six million years ago, in our turbulent African nursery, our earliest prehuman ancestors were already becoming better equipped to deal with nature’s slings and arrows. Because they had developed the ability to stand erect on their stubby legs, they could find and reach more food—a major asset for survival. Our 3.2-million-year-old Ethiopian precursor Lucy, who’s represented in one of the hall’s dioramas, was a kind of primate ATV who could both walk upright and travel through the trees. By 2.5 million years ago, Homo habilis, one of the earliest members of the human genus, made tools and scavenged big animals for high-protein meat. About 2 million years ago, Homo erectus walked fully upright with a smooth stride, which enabled easier travel and better access to edibles as well as enhanced the ability to carry tools and babies, communicate with facial expressions, and intimidate four-footed predators. (We’re still paying the price for this handy bipedalism with our fallen arches, tricky knees, and bad backs, to say nothing of the world’s biggest butts, created by these ancestors’ repositioned pelvic muscles.) By 500,000 years ago, our distant forebears’ brains had tripled to nearly modern size, enabling them to crunch more information faster and dream up better survival strategies.

Geological and climatological evidence shows that we slowly evolved into a separate species during a time of extraordinarily violent environmental upheavals. Between 800,000  and 200,000 years ago, Africa was wracked by droughts and monsoons, expanding glaciers and volcanic eruptions. Organisms struggling to survive in such shifting and often inhospitable environments have two choices: they can migrate in hopes of finding the kind of setting they are used to or adjust to the new conditions. Many creatures, including a number of early human species very much like us, stuck with doing things the same old way in the same old neighborhood and simply died out.

Homo sapiens emerged from this seething environmental cauldron as a distinct species and nature’s supreme neophile around 195,000 years ago. These early humans, who would physically blend right in at the local Cineplex, were well equipped for the exploration and risk taking, learning and creating that life in their challenging environments demanded. Most important, they had the world’s largest brain relative to body size: a neurological supercomputer that could process huge amounts of information quickly, which is a great advantage in new situations. (Once again, however, there’s no free lunch. Our copious gray matter hogs 20 percent of the body’s total energy, and the bony skull that protects it causes painful, risky childbirth.) Unlike their inflexible extinct cousins, our adaptable forebears could skillfully tailor their behavior to changing circumstances. As Potts puts it, “They hunkered down and tried to accommodate new situations by figuring out what new things they had to do in order to survive.”

Our ancestors’ neophilia was boosted by their modern nervous system’s sophisticated circuitry for the regulation of dopamine. One of the brain’s major chemical messengers  that mediate our emotional responses to the world, this neurotransmitter is particularly important to the seeking and processing of both novelty and rewards. In fact, our dopaminergic differences help explain why some of us are eager to explore new horizons, while others focus on the risks involved.

Imagine a group of these early relatives trying to figure out the best survival scheme in one of their wild and woolly environments. The neophiliacs urge fording the wide, turbulent river to see if there are better resources on the other side, to say nothing of how much they’d enjoy the white-water thrills involved. The neophobes object. They point out that at least they know what dangers they face on their familiar turf and argue for staying put and making the best of it. Most of the gang are moderate neophiles, who listen to these arguments, weigh the fear of risk against the hope of reward, and search for the best plan. These three groups may have needed some grooming and tailoring, but their modern successors are invariably in evidence at business conferences, PTA meetings, political conventions, and other gatherings, sometimes including the family dinner table.

Scientists increasingly resist making hard distinctions between the behavioral effects of nature and nurture—that is, biology and environment, or experience. The archaeological record duly shows that our neophilia arose from the interaction between our physiological development and the cultural sort, particularly our increasing skill at passing down the new things we learned and created. As we got better at sheer survival, we could afford to direct more of our novelty seeking to  higher pursuits. The many artifacts from about 110,000 years ago onward offer strong testimony to our forebears’ growing social, intellectual, and creative abilities. By 70,000 years ago, they were not only surviving, learning, and innovating but also displaying human civilization’s great hallmark: the sharing and accumulation of sophisticated knowledge.

Between 80,000 and 70,000 years ago, the flexibility and inventiveness that bespeak our physically and culturally primed neophilia saved Homo sapiens from extinction. Starting about 135,000 years ago, Africa was roiled by a period of particularly cataclysmic environmental change. Geological samples drilled from lake cores convince Potts and others that the major problem was a series of megadroughts that turned even fathomless lakes into dry holes and eventually decimated the human population. Scientists argue over the number of adults left to reproduce, offering estimates that range from ten thousand “breeders” to two thousand to a mere six hundred. As a result of this so-called bottleneck, or restriction in genetic diversity, all of us walking the earth today are descended from this small group, which explains our strong genetic similarity, the recently discovered odd soupçon of Western Neanderthal and Asian Denisovan material notwithstanding.

Thanks to their ability to cope with new and shifting situations, a small remnant of the human race had managed to survive catastrophic environmental change by finding ways to adapt to conditions as they arose. About 70,000 years ago, an era of remarkable environmental stability allowed this beleaguered but wiser population to recover and increase. Nevertheless, says Potts, “any way you cut it, we were an endangered species. We almost bit the dust. It’s astonishing that we had evolved sufficient resilience to expand out of that difficult time.”

 

 

 

ANTHROPOLOGISTS ESSENTIALLY AGREE about the major milestones in our evolutionary saga thus far in our story. Homo sapiens had become fully modern in behavior as well as physiology. Like us, these forebears formed tightly bonded groups and secure home bases that fostered children’s prolonged dependence and learning. They lived in the stable, sizable, sociable communities connected to other bands and the larger world that support inventiveness and the sharing of knowledge. Around 50,000 to 40,000 years ago, however, they became particularly busy exploring and innovating.

Large populations left Africa for good and dispersed into Europe and Asia. (Later groups would reach North America between 20,000 and 15,000 years ago and South America between 15,000 and 12,000 years ago.) Human fossils found in Israel and China prove that we had the skills to explore distant new environments as early as 130,000 to 100,000 years ago, but these later migrations were of an utterly different magnitude, both in size and consequences. Intriguingly, about 40,000 years ago, Homo sapiens also ignited a “creative explosion.” This prehistoric combination of the Industrial Revolution and the Renaissance yielded much more sophisticated tools and art, culminating in the famous French and Spanish cave paintings done between 32,000 and 18,000 years ago.

The testimony that the great migrations and creative explosion offer to our species’ increasingly sophisticated neophilia is incontrovertible, but anthropologists argue about its source. Advocates of the “sudden and recent” school of behavioral evolution suspect biological change. They propose that around 50,000 to 40,000 years ago, another still mysterious catastrophe, such as extreme aridity, stimulated the success, or accumulation, of certain mutations. These genetic variants helped to modernize human behavior in general and the novelty seeking apparent in the migrations and inventive brilliance in particular. (This theory is discussed in more depth in chapter 5.)

Members of the “slow and early” school of behavioral evolution, including Potts, attribute our growing success at adapting to environmental change and our increasing explorativeness and artistry not to biology but to culture—especially the sharing and building of knowledge. They refuse to attribute a complex behavior such as novelty seeking or creativity to a single gene, although they don’t rule out the possibility that mutations could have enhanced our neophilic capacities at some point. According to their scenario, around 300,000 to 250,000 years ago, our ancestors began a long, incremental transition to our basic way of life, which was in place at least by 70,000 to 60,000 years ago. Seen in this light, the great migrations and sophisticated artworks simply prove that we had developed the skills required to travel far from our African nest at will and to make things that were beautiful and meaningful as well as useful.

To the slow-and-early scientists, who stress the importance  of environmental dynamics in our evolution, the artistry so apparent in the later European cave paintings was probably fostered by the crowding caused by people fleeing from the era’s advancing glaciers. Such an increase in a population’s density also increased the chances that bright ideas might catch on, be shared and elaborated on, last over time, and “pile up with other innovations,” says Potts. “To my mind, that accumulation is the key to the creative explosion and what has made human beings culturally so distinct.”

A paleoanthropologist at New York City’s American Museum of Natural History, Ian Tattersall offers yet a third variation on the theme of how we became who we are. He asserts that although our major behavioral leaps since emerging as a species have typically been triggered by cultural responses to the environment rather than biology, these breakthroughs have occurred sporadically rather than gradually. For that matter, he says, “even birds didn’t use their feathers to fly for many millions of years after they had acquired them.” Similarly, our remote ancestors first used fire in the domestic sense about 800,000 years ago, but they didn’t begin to employ it regularly until some 400,000 years later. “Things can lie fallow till someone picks up on a use for them,” he says. “For a very long time, our pattern has been that nothing much happens in between technological leaps, sometimes for hugely extended periods, until the next radical idea comes along.”

To Tattersall, the surging explorativeness and inventiveness apparent in the great migrations and creative explosions are best explained by our belated discovery of our capacity  for symbolic thought. Big-brained Homo sapiens had the necessary neurological wherewithal for processing the world in abstract ways such as writing, maps, and stories when we debuted about 195,000 years ago, but we didn’t exploit that potential till much later. By 75,000 years ago, says Tattersall, “we see stirrings of people beginning to discover their cognitive possibilities and manipulate information about the world in a new way.”

Anthropologists have only recently recognized the fact that a great idea whose time has come tends to occur not just to a lone genius but independently to neophiles in many places. Thus, Tattersall thinks that our latent capacity for symbolic thinking was unleashed at some point after 100,000 years ago, when one or more populations spontaneously invented language, which then spread rapidly to other groups. “The capacity for symbolic perception was there,” he says, “but the behavior wasn’t, until language released it. One innovation often leads to another, and if you have the neuronal wiring for language, sooner or later you’ll come to symbolic thinking.”

Our own recent ability to capture the knowledge of the ages in a series of ones and zeros is the latest illustration of our capacity for symbolic thought, but its greatest manifestation—and the ultimate form of neophilia—is the creation of our individual inner worlds. “That’s what distinguishes us from all other organisms,” says Tattersall. “They pretty much live in the world that nature presents to them. They react to it with various degrees of sophistication, but they don’t remake it in  their heads. Our symbolic ability lets us imagine the world as it is or as it might be—to ask ‘What if?’”

Just as symbolic thinking arises from language, Tattersall suspects, our neophilia arises from symbolic thought. “I think our novelty-seeking ability is an effect, not a cause. It’s a by-product of the fact that we’re able to create new worlds in our heads. It’s the general ability to do that from which everything else comes.”

 

 

 

ANTHROPOLOGISTS MAY WRANGLE over the degrees to which nature and nurture were responsible, but there’s no argument about our early forebears’ ever more skillful engagement with the new and different. A look at what we were up to about 30,000 years ago, around the time that our close cousin Homo neanderthalensis died out, tells the tale. These bright, brawny relatives, like their mysterious cousins the Denisovans, emerged in Africa as a separate species about 500,000 years ago. The Neanderthals settled in Europe and the Near East, while the Denisovans moved into Asia.

The Neanderthals were like us in many ways. They were more sturdily built than we are, and even their faces were heavier than our own childlike visages, which may stimulate bonding and caring. However, they had big brains, made good tools and even some symbolic artifacts, and exploited their local resources proficiently. The most important difference between them and us was their preference for sticking to a specific kind of environment versus our flexibility. As  Potts says, “They were the cold-adapted specialists on our family tree.”

Like the early African Homo groups that had suited themselves to forests or deserts and then disappeared when those ecological niches vanished, the Neanderthals were relative neophobes. They rarely traveled more than fifty miles, for example and, unlike Homo sapiens, groups didn’t communicate much with each other. When they headed back up into northern Europe after one of the great glacial expansions, a big surprise awaited. By about 40,000 years ago, unlike the conservative, clannish Neanderthals, Homo sapiens’s enterprising, sociable groups were exchanging resources and forging alliances with one another as far as five hundred kilometers away, right on the edges of Europe. Some 10,000 years later, we had penetrated the Neanderthals’ northern stomping grounds and perhaps supplied the competition that helped to extinguish them.

That we tall, slim, baby-faced, sun-worshipping Africans survived and perhaps conquered in the frosty environment of the rugged, cold-adapted Neanderthals is powerful proof of our genius for adapting to the new and different. Our sophisticated technology enabled us to thrive in frigid or tropical climes alike. Our heavy-duty cousins made loose clothing by using stone awls to punch holes in skins, for example, but our sewing needles allowed us to create much warmer tailored garments that closely fit the body. As Potts says, “When we came onto the scene that they were specialized for, we already had a cultural buffering system to help us through hard times.” 

[image: 002]

ONE EXHIBIT IN THE Hall of Human Origins is such a hit with visitors that the Smithsonian offers a smartphone app version. After waiting in a long line for your turn, you sit before a screen that scans your face, then modifies your Homo sapiens features into the visage of one of six other fellow hominins, as anthropologists now call early humans and their near relations. All are extinct, but at least three of these intelligent cousins coexisted with us: Homo neanderthalensis, Homo erectus, and hobbitlike Homo floresiensis, which died out a mere 17,000 years ago. Their faces, so like yet unlike ours, evoke John Dryden: “Not Heav’n itself upon the past has pow’r; / But what has been has been, and I have had my hour.”

As you watch your features and hairline shift on the magic screen, you feel a surprising connection with these relatives who lived in a time so remote that we vaguely call it “prehistoric.” All around you is the physical evidence of the peculiar talent for adapting to the unfamiliar and unexpected that helped to transform the likes of them to the likes of us, gazing at them in a museum. You wonder over this long process of becoming . . . what?

As we’ve moved from the epoch of the hunter-gatherers—the vast majority of our time as a species—to the agricultural, industrial, and information ages, our neophilia has changed and developed with us. Remarking on a phenomenon that strikes him as unusual, at least in evolutionary terms, Tattersall says, “The degree to which modern humans seek new things and  invent new technology to respond to new situations is very clearly expressed in our lives now.”

One obvious factor in the spikes in both novelty and neophilia in the West since the eighteenth century is that most of us no longer have to live on a survival level. Our inventiveness needn’t be focused on our safety, food, clothing, and shelter. As Potts says, “I wonder how much of the novelty-seeking aspect of our cognitive and social makeup results from the fact that we have a lot more leisure time now than we used to, but we still have this brain and social makeup that feed off of novelty. So maybe our cognitive and social behavior is an artifact of our conditions now. That doesn’t minimize our novelty seeking but shows how much of a need and desire it is.”

Evolution doesn’t predict the future very well, but one thing is plain: To survive and thrive, Homo sapiens must keep adapting to a world of constant change. However, our capacity for handling new things is increasingly being tested by an unprecedented explosion of them. Figuring out how to respond to this embarrassment of riches by becoming more productive rather than more distracted is easier if you understand a few basics of how and why your brain reacts to new things.
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