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Abstract 

What makes a face beautiful and where do our preferences come from? Variation in ideals 
of beauty across societies and historical periods has led to a long-held view that standards of 
beauty are the products of cultural convention. However, recent evidence of cross-cultural 
agreement in standards of facial beauty and early emergence of preferences in development, 
challenge this view. In this talk we will consider two candidates for biologically based pref-
erences: preferences for symmetric and average faces. We will present evidence that both 
traits are attractive in faces, and consider how these preferences might have evolved. One 
hypothesis is that they evolved to facilitate the identification of high quality mates. On this 
view, symmetry and averageness signal aspects of mate quality and preferences for these 
traits are limited to stimuli that are relevant to reproductive fitness. An alternative hypothe-
sis is that these preferences reflect the operation of more general perceptual mechanisms that 
did not evolve in the context of mate choice. We will present the results of recent studies 
that test these hypotheses about the evolution of preferences for facial symmetry and avera-
geness. 

Facial Attractiveness: Preferences and Possible Evolutionary Mechanisms 

If beauty is in the eye of the beholder, as the saying goes, then perceptions of attractiveness 

will vary idiosyncratically from person to person. But standards of beauty are widely shared, 
even by people from very different cultures (Cunningham, Roberts, Wu, Barbee & Druen 
1995; Zebrowitz, Montepare & Lee 1993) and by young infants (Kramer, Zebrowitz, San 
Giovanni & Sherak 1995; Langlois et al. 1987; Rubenstein, Kalankis & Langlois 1999). 
These findings suggest that some of our preferences are biologically based, reflecting our 
evolutionary rather than our cultural heritage, and that we all share the same eye for beauty. 

     How might our preferences have evolved? One possibility is that they are adapta-
tions to the problem of choosing a good mate, i.e., an individual who has good genes and/or 
is a good provider (Miller & Todd 1998; Thornhill & Gangestad 1993, 1999). On this 
"mate choice" view, the preferred traits signal aspects of mate quality, such as health, and the 

preferences enhance reproductive success (Andersson 1994; Hamilton & Zuk 1982; Moller 
& Swaddle 1997). Another possibility is that our preferences are by-products or side-effects 
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of more general perceptual systems, such as those used to detect and recognize objects 

(Endler & Basolo 1998; Enquist & Arak 1994; Enquist & Johnstone 1997; Johnstone 
1994). On this "perceptual by-product" view, preferences did not evolve as adaptations for 
identifying good mates, and attractive traits need not advertise mate quality. Consistent with 
this proposal, modeling studies show that preferences can evolve in the absence of any link 
between the preferred trait and mate quality (Johnstone 1994). Yet another possibility is 
that preferences evolve because attractive individuals have attractive offspring, who are 
themselves preferred as mates (Fisher 1915). On this "good taste" view, preferences enhance 
long-term reproductive success without the preferred traits signalling mate quality (see 

Cronin 1991 for further discussion of these mechanisms). We note that these mechanisms 
need not be mutually exclusive. More than one could contribute to our preferences. 

     In this paper, we consider two candidates for evolved preferences: preferences for 
symmetric faces and preferences for average faces. First we review the evidence that symme-
try and averageness are attractive in faces and then we consider how these preferences might 
have evolved. 

Are Facial Symmetry and Averageness Attractive? 

Individuals with more symmetric faces are generally rated as more attractive than those with 

less symmetric faces (Grammer & Thornhill 1994; Mealy, Bridgestock & Townsend 1999; 
Zebrowitz, Voinescu & Collins 1996). Individual faces can also be made more (or less) 
attractive by increasing (or decreasing) their symmetry using morphing procedures, so long 
as the manipulation used to increase symmetry does not also introduce structural abnormal-
ities (Rhodes, Proffitt, Grady & Sumich 1998; Perrett et al. 1999; Rhodes, Roberts & 
Simmons 1999a). For example, perfectly symmetric faces created by blending the original 
face with its mirror image are more attractive than the original faces, whereas symmetric 

chimeras created by reflecting one half of the face about the vertical midline, which tend to 
introduce structural abnormalities, are not (Rhodes et al. 1999a). The appeal of symmetry 
is not limited to Western faces. A recent study found that Japanese raters also prefer perfect-
ly symmetric versions of Japanese faces to the original, slightly asymmetric versions of those 
faces (Rhodes, Yoshikawa, Clark, Lee, McKay & Akamatsu 2001). 

     Average faces are also attractive.' Computer-averaged composite faces are typically 
rated as more attractive than almost all the faces that compose them (Langlois & Roggman 
1990; Rhodes, Sumich & Byatt 1999b), and individual faces can be made more (or less) 

attractive by moving their configurations closer to (or further from) an average same-sex 
configuration (Rhodes & Tremewan 1996; Rhodes et al. 1999b). Typical faces, which 
resemble the population average, are also more attractive than less typical (more distinctive) 
faces (Light, Hollander & Kayra-Stuart 1981; Rhodes & Tremewan 1996; Rhodes et al. 
1999b). A preference for average faces is also found in Japanese and Chinese cultures 
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