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~ “You Are

What’ YouEat."":_?

Applying the Demand-
- Free “Impressions”
-~ Technique to an

Una_cknow'lédged Belie f |

GAROL NEMEROFF and PAUL ROZIN

We have two aims in this study. One is to explore whether the com-
mon traditional belief, “‘you are what you eat,” holds at some level
in a segment of a Western scientific culture: United States college
students. The second aim is to evaluate and promote the application
of a seldom-used technique for determining unacknowledged and/
or unacceptable beliefs, . o S
Belief in “you are what you eat,” in the sense of acquiring the
attributes of ingested foods, is widespread in traditional cultures (for
example, Crawley 1902; Frazer 1959 [1890]). A contemporary ex-

ample is Meigs’ description of the Hua of Papua, New Guinc_a. She
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reports that “‘one grows fast, they say, if one eats a Tast-growing ~ *
food” (1984:22-23). Similarly, the Hua male is cautious about in-
gesting foods that are red or hairy because of their link {by resem:
blance) to female sexuality, considered to be a threat to male growth -
and strength. Food in general is considered by the Hua to have the
power “to make the consumer develop the qualities of the food itselfl
or to produce in the consumer effects similar to those of some dan- -
gerous or beneficent substance that the food resembles” (Meigs
1984:24). j - o -

The Judaic tradition is another source for the “you are what you
cat” principle. In a thorough review of Jewish thought on the kosher
dietary system and its animal food prohibitions, many of the dictary -
laws are identified as saleguards ‘‘necessary to avoid an undue
strengthening of the animal nature in man resulting from the con-
sumption of meat, that is, of animal substance” (Grunfeld 1972:8).
Through the laws of Kashrut, the idea of “you are what you cat”
still exerts 2 major influence in-the lives of many modern-day Jews.

Animal foods (and animals in general) elicit great ambivalence
from people (Tambiah 1969); they probably constitute both the
most preferred and most tabooed foods, cross-culturally, Humans
seem to be particularly concerned with distinguishing themselves
from other animals; “‘we are not animals” is a very common theme
in ethnographies (Leach 1964; Tambiah 1969). “You are what you
cat,” when applied to animals, directly implies the imparting of an-
imal characteristics to humans. Animals, as opposed to plants, are
usually the target ol application for the “‘you are what you eat” prin-
ciple, This is probably because animals are more similar to humans

and because animals have salient characteristics that seem more _

likely to be transmittable to humans. Along just these lines, in de-
lineating which animals are prohibited and which are allowed ac-
cording to Biblical law, Grunfecld (1972:8-9) suggested a gencral.
principle: “‘the nearer an animal is to the vegetable world in its hab-
its and composition, the less likely it is to arouse the animal nature
in man, and its meat becomes the more suitable for human con-
sumption,” v : . .

If the notion that *“you are what you eat” is a widespread psy-

- chological phenomenon, what is its origin? One possibility is, sim-

Ply, its reasonableness. It has an intuitive appeal; in general, when -

things combine, the product ofien shares some of the qualitiesof the .

original substances. By making something part of one’s body, liter-
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' ally taking it in, it seems quite reasonable that (hc'pro;?crtigs of what
is ingested would be imparted to the body. .lndccd, in some cases
this does occur. For example, with the ingestion of large amounts of
fat, one becomes fat. Ingestion of very large amounts of carotene (lt'?r
example, through carrots or toma,(oc:';) can lead to an_or;ngc s ll‘n
pigmentation; and .ingestion of garlic can be ,folk.)wcd by .gau; ic
aroma in the breath, in the sweat, or in mother’s miltk. Within ’t’ns
frame, it seems inappropriate to cor.lsidcr"'you are what you ea(tl as
a primitive or irrational belief. It is more propelzly c¢.)ns|dcrc dm-
tional but usually false, according to the facts of dngesnorl as un c;-
stood by educated 20th-century members of Western sc.lentl.ﬁc cul-
tures. Note thag the findings that lead to a theory of digestion are
themselves highly abstract and nonintuitive. )
Alternatively (or perhaps additionally), “you are wh.at y:m cat
can be considered as a derivative of the “law of contagion,” one of
the fundamental “beliefs” widespread in traditional societies, often
referred to as the laws of sympathetic .magic. Propoundecd m(:)st
clearly by Sir James Frazer (1959{1890}) in The Golden ?oz:gh and );
Marcel Mauss (1972{1902]) in A General Theory of A'l‘agzc, the law o
contagion asserts that things which have once been in contact con-
tinue to exert an influence on each other even after the phys:f:al con-
tact has been severed. The law is summarized by Mauss as “once ;ln
contact, always in contact” (see Rozin and l‘ allon 'l 987‘;.Rozm,3vh c;
man, and Nemerofl 1986 for further discu.ssmns). T hc source” an
“recipient” of contagion (most often animate cnm.ncs) may come
into direct contact, as when a revered, feared, or dfsgustlng entity
touches a previously neutral object or person, or indirect c;m.tact, is:
when the recipient contacts residues czf the source (such as xallr, spi
tle, feces) or touches intermediary objects (that is, a previously ncu}
iral object that has contacted the som:cc). In most desc:;pl:lf)ns gr
contagious effects in sympathetic magic, the general well: cmgrs
the recipient is aflected for better or for worse WhCI') cont.actb occurs,
depending on the nature or valent:-c ?l‘ the relationship etween
source and recipicnt. In other dcscn_p?lons, cﬂ'cc.ts of (Eomagu;n ar;
more concrele and specific: some patticular attribute is transferre
10 recipient. .
fm;: s::ir:: to _act:t'mm for the cﬂ'ccls. of contagion, the logical as-
sumption is that trace residues contain or carry some of the p::clp'
erties of their source, including the positive or negative flavor of the
relation of the source to the recipient, and in some cases, they carry
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the more concrete and unicque, or characteristic, properties of their
source, Inasmuch as ingestion is a particularly intimate form of con-
tact, the principle that “you are what you eat” can be derived from

the law of contagion. Insofar as the trace (or part) retains some of

the important properties of its source, whether behavioral or phys-
ical characteristics or intentions, incorporation allows these prop-
erties to be expressed in the recipicent. .

The “you are what you cat” principle is widespread and has a
major impact on a central area of human concern: food traditions.

Food sclection and consumption, are, of course, among the major

activities of humans, and they also engage some of the strongest
emotional reactions; ingestion is psychologically a very “loaded”
activity. (Indecd, this was recognized by Freud in that one of the
fundamental concepts in his theorizing about human thinking and
development was “oral incorporation,” generally described as op-
crating at an unconscious level lfor example, Freud 1950{1913}.)
The mouth is the major means of incorporating the outside world
into the body. It is also the last “checkpaint” where substances can
be identificd and evaluated as food or toxin, and il necessary, denied
entry into the body (Rozin and Fallon 1981). The act of cating is
both necessary to sustain life and fraught with danger. As stich, it is
the focus of especially powerful emotional responses and behaviors
motivated by these responses. In modern Western scientific socic-
ties, for example, the orally based emotion of disgust is so powerful
that bricf contact with a disgusting object can render a highly desir-
able food inedible, even though no physical trace of the disgustant
remains (Rozin and Fallon 1981, 1987). (With regard 0 our prior
discussion of ambivalence toward animals and animal foods, it is
interesting to note that almost all (Iisgnsting/cnnmminating sub-
stances are animal in nature or origin [Angyal 1941; Rozin and Fal-
lon 1987).)

Among the Tairora of Papua, New Guinea (Watson 1983), “you
are what you cat” rises to a major factor in the folk theory of per-
sonality formation. Mother’s milk is seen as a principal route

through which the mother passes her propertics on (o her children,

in the same way that semen .is thought by both the Tairora and
many other cultures to be the material vehicle for passing on the
father’s characteristics. '
The “you are what you cat” principle extends to the social do-
main in general: Among the Hua (Mcigs 1984), the combination of
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the “you are what you cat’” and contagion principles has major so-
cial consequences. Not only do the Hua believe that one will take on
properties inherent to the things one ingests, they also believe that
food hunted, prepared, or otherwise contacted by a person may be-
come a vehicle for transfer of that person’s qualities or intentions to
someone who ingests the food. Food related interactions are there-
fare strictly regulated according to the potential harm (or benefit)
that might result, given the nature of the relationship of those in-
volved. Similarly, the kosher meat prohibitions influence, or en-
force, a particular social order, keeping Jews somewhat separate
from their ncighbors, by preventing the sharing of food or meals
with non-Jews; as well as by establishing and emphasizing a sense
of unique identity. Food rules, based in part on the *you are what
you eat” and contagion ideas, also play major roles in establishing
social relations and distinctions in India and in maintaining its caste
system (Appadurai 1981; Marriott 1968).

Implicit.or explicit belief in “you are what you cat” has never
been explored in Western cultures. However, our recent work pro-
vides abundant evidence for the operation of the laws of sympathetic
magic (contagion and similarity) among college educated residents
of the United States (Rozin et al, 1986; Rozin, Nemeroff, Wane, and
Sherrod 1989; see also Shweder 1977). If the notion of *you are what
you eat” derives from the law of contagion, we would expect to be
able to identify it in operation among the same population.

We further feel it to be a strong test of the importance and range
of the “you are what you eat” principle as a widespread, perhaps
fundamental psychological notion, to identify it in individuals im-
mersed in Western culture and invested in Western rationality
{such as college students). Although most adults in the United
States obviously do not confess to such beliefs, and especially not
those who consider themselves “scientifically minded,” we set out
to see il we could detect evidence for the existence and operation of
the “you are what you eat” principle in a more subtle way.

The technique we employ for this purpose is not widely used, but
it is particularly appropriate for eliciting beliefs or attitudes that
cannot be verbalized, are unacknowledged, or that people resist
stating (for example, because they seem foolish or are unacceptable
in other ways). It requires a rather large number of informants (a
minimum of about 100, for most applications), but it has the virtue
of being almost demand-Iree: that 1s, there is no indication to the

"YOU ARE WHAT YOU EAT* 55

sub_;cg of cither the hypotheses or the general area of interest of the
experimenter. The technique was first used, 1o our knm;vk‘:d e, b
br?lomon Asch (1946) in his classic studies ol'impréssions of fr;( d
la.hty. Asc.h !)rcs:cme_d subjects with lists of atiributes (such a{; mt)(l;:
axrg];(ciy:‘[;kscly:{lljcl;nx11:;1;:goau:}r:arm, .dctcrx'nined, practicu!,. cautious)
' : : pression of a person so described. Sul-
jects wrote brxcfdcscnpt_ions of the person and also rated the ICTSOn
on ?npo!;xr personality scales, such as generous-ungenerous !h; the
vzmznil of this techinique that is critical to our sludyl Asch (~x.1minv((i
the c'ﬂcct of particular attributes in the formation o’fimprc:ss‘ions l;
varying one adjective in the list. For example, one group ol‘sub'('ctz
heard the list as stated above, and the other qr()ur; heard the s:"x‘rr‘lc
h.st with the word “cold” substituted for “w:;rm.” This mzmip‘ul'x-
tton produced some major changes in the resulting impressions l"(')r
example, 91 percent of subjects described the ‘:wnrm pcrsou"’ as
gencrous, but only 8 percent described the “cold person™ as gcm-‘r-
ous. Nn‘t_c that by the nature of the technique, subjects knew n‘oill-)_cr
that attri butes were being varied, nor which attributes were cri'tical
The same tf:chniquc was applied in a marketing context by Hain,:
(1950).. American women were presented with a shopping list of
seven items and asked to write a briefl description of the pe‘rson in-
volved. The fifth item for half the subjects was Nescafe instant cof-
rl‘cc,‘ an‘d for the other half it was Maxwell House coffee (drip grind)
This smgie change in the shopping list prodtk:cd some substamiai
c_hzmgcs In personality descriptions. The largest effect was that la-
Ziness was mentioned as an attribute of 1 1 percent of the “Maxwell’
'Housc." women and 62 percent of the “Nescafe instant” women. Us-
Ing this same technique, Woodside (1972) had coliege undergrad-
uates describe personalitics based on a college student’s sho{)pin
list for a party. The critical jtem was the brand of beer (national (f
brand X). Fewer negative, and more positive, attributions were
madf-z to students buying the national brand. Similarly, presence of
marjuana on a shopping list for a party (as opposed to beer, bour-
bon, or soft drinks) markedly increased the negative zmim(}cs €X~
pressed on personality descriptions written l;y college students
(Woodside, Bearden, and Ronkainen 1977), ‘
. Our .study uses this same framework and compares subjects’
lmprcssxons-ol‘ physical and personality characteristics of pecople
who eat various animals, when all factors other than the:ingestion
of the specific animal are held constant, ‘
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SuBjEGTS

Subjects were 310 University of Pcnnsylvania'u_nd(:rgrfldumes, of
which 167 participated in Study 1, and 123 part:cxp:’x’xcffi in Study 2.
Twcmy subjects participated in an “attribute check: Subjects were
from undergraduate psychology, biology and chemistry classes.

PROCEDURE

Subjects filled out questionnaires in their classroom‘s immcc'lia}tcly
after class, having agreed to participateina study on “how minimal
information about cultural background affcctsjudgmcr?ls of person-
ality.” In our version of the Asch-Haire technique, subjects are pre-
sented with a one-page description of a culture (sce l)ClO\:’V).. After
reading it, they are asked to write a briel pamgraph describing the
typical male of that culture and, then, 10 makCJL;dgmcnts about the
characteristics of the people in that culture on a series 0{'8-cmcgm‘y,
bipolar rating scales (for example, short—ta!l, goqd swnmmc_r-good
runner; sce Tables 1 and 2 for lists of the dxmcnsnon;s used in each
version of this study). The culture descriptions contain data.rcgard-
ing dietary habits and hunting, embedded in other information con-
cerning family organization, sex roles, and so fox:th. In both studies,
the questionnaire came in two forms. In both, animals A and B were

hunted; but in one, only A was eaten, while in the other, only B was

eaten. . ’ . | .
Study 1. In Study 1, halfof the subjects read that tl'xc Chanfk‘)r-‘
"ans” eat wild boar, hunting marine turtle only for its shell. The.
other half read that they eat marine turtle, hunting wﬂd. boar or.xly
for its tusk. In both versions, the Chandorans arc dcscnbc.d as in-
teracting with and hunting both animals, but as actu'ally Cfmng'on.ly
one of them. Because the versions differ only in w_lnc/z animal is in-
gested, any differences between ratings of people in these cult_urcs:
must be the result of this dilference. .
The first version read as follows (italicized sentencces are th'c crit-
ical sentences but were not highlighted in the text read by subjects):

CULTURE-PERSONALITY QUESTI_ONNAIR E

Please read the short description provided below of the Chundu:un culture anld
then write a brief paragraph deseribing what you think the typical Chandoran male
would be like in terms of personality, behavioral characteristics and appearance,

o AT . -C slands..
Identification: Fhe Chandorans are the native inhabitants of the Chandor Islands.,
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Population: As of 1974, there were approxinately 1500 Chandorans,
Diet and Habits: The Chandorans are primarily hunters and fishiers. 1Vid boar and
various kinds of fish constitule their main fovds. In wldition, they hunt murine turtle for its shell
but do not eat it. In general, the Chandorans dislike vegetable food, and il a Chan-
doran can get his fill of meat he will not buther with vegetables. A favorite food is
buar prepared by roasting over an open fire, and eaten with no seasoning,

There is a strict division of labor between the sexes, Men do all of the hunting
and fishing, while the women prepare the food and fishion arrow-tips, utensils and
sewing tools out of the marine turtle shells.

Family life: The Chandorans live in small family units. They are monogamous.
Children are highly valued. Elders are revered for their age and knowledge, and
are offered the choicest foods when they can no Jonger hunt tor themselves.

Please write a short paragraph describing a typical Chandoran male in terms of
personality, hehavioral characteristics and appearance,

The instructions for the. 8-point scale were as follows:

For each item, please circle the whole number from 1 1o 8 tiat best deseribes the
extent to which the average Chandoran male would possess the characteristic in
question. Use the folowing scale: o
e, frivolous B 76543 2 1 serious

8 would correspond to extremely frivolous - '

7 would correspond to moderately frivolous

6 would correspond to mildly frivolous

3 would correspond to slightly frivolous

4 would correspond to slightly serious

3 would correspond to mildly serions

2 would correspond to moderately serious

I would correspond to extremely serious
Refer to Table | for adjective checklist items.

The second version was identical to the first except for the under-
lined passages. These now read: '

Marine turile and various kinds of fish constitute their main_fosds. In addition, they hunt witd
boar for its tusks but do not eat it. In general, the Chandorans dislike vegetable food,
and if a Chandoran can get his fill of meat he will-not bother with vegetables, A
favorite food is turtle prepared by roasting over an open fire, and eiten with no sea-
ot :

soning. o

“There is a strict division of labor between the sexes. Men do all of the hunting
and fishing, while the women prepare the food and fashion arrow-tips, utensils and
sewing tools out ol the wild-boar tusks. ' :

Study 2. A parallel study/replication was run contrasting meat-

(elephant-) eaters with vegetarians, The culture description was

similar to the Chandorans. Halfof the subjects read that the “*Hagi”
were vegetarians, but also hunted elephant to sell, while the other

halfread that the Hagi were meat-eaters (elephant-catersy, but also”
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raised vegetable crops to sell. The critical scction of the culture de-
scription was: :

Diet and Habits: The Hagi are mainly agriculturalists, and their diel is primarily vegetarian.
Stapies are bananas, taro and yams; they also gather wild plants. In addition to agriculture, the
Hagi are accomplished hunters, especially of elephant. They use the hide for shelters, and sell the
tusks to white men. They eal the meat only if crops fail and famine threatens, othenwise selling

it to neighboring tribes at local markets.
The second version again difered in the reported diet and habits:

Diet and Habits: The Hagi are accomplished hunters, and their diet consists mainly of meat.
The elephant is their primary game animal since il supplies the most meat. In addition Yo huntjng,
they raise various crops, mainly bananas, taro and yams; they also gather wild plants. Banana
fronds are used for their shellers, while they sell their crops and wild plants to neighboring tribes
and white men at loval markets. They eat vegetables and fruits only when hunting is poor and

hunger threatens.

The remainder of the Hagi culture description was identical in
both versions, as in Study 1, but with adjective checklists appropri-
ate for the elephant-vegetarian choice. The same 8-point scale and
instructions were used. (Refer to Table 2 for the adjective checklist

items.)
ADJECTIVE SELEGTION FOR INTERPRETATION OF DATA

The adjectives in the checklist for each questionnaire were ini-
tially determined by asking a few cubjects to write down salient
characteristics of each animal (boar, marine turtle, and elephant).
We used these terms and our own intuitions to construct the adjec-
tive checklists, including some “target” and some “control” adjec-
tives or dimensions. We then drew 20 new subjects [rom the same
subject population as those who completed Studies 1 and 2 to com-

plete the ““attribute check.” The purpose of the attribute-check was®

to identify the dimensions considered te be most characteristicof the
target animals used in the two studies so we could determine
whether differences in descriptions of, for example, Chandor bhoar-
versus turtle-eaters were analogous to differences hetween subjects’
conceptions of boars versus turtles. Fach subject was asked to rate
each of the three target animals (boar, turtle, and clephant) on the
same 8-point bipolar adjective checklists used for rating the mem-
bers of the relevant culture. {These subjects did not read the culture
descriptions.) Thus, marine turtles and wild boar were rated on the
Chandoran adjective checklist, while clephants were rated on the
Hagi adjective checklist. Subjects were also asked to indicate which
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adjectives were especially relevant, and especially irrelevant, to the
animal in question.

MantrurATION CHECK

A possible artifact in this study is that subjects may have thought
that people spent more time interacting with (that is, hunting) the
animal that they ate than the animal from which they mudc‘pmd-
ucts. Since hunting (hoar, turtle, and clephant) and raising crops
have different physical and mental demands, thinking that culture
members spent more time on one, versus the others, might aflect
personality descriptions. T'o inform ourselves on this issu;, we had
20 of the subjects filling out each questionnaire respond to a single
additional question. Subjects in Study 1 were asked: Do you thi‘nk
the average Chandoran male spends more time hunting wild hoars
or hunting marine turtles, or approximately equal time htmtinp’;
boars and turtles?” Subjects in Study 2 were asked: “How many
clephants do you think the average Hagt male participates in hunt-
ing and killing in an average month?”

RESULTS

Strupy |

Attribute check. ‘The data from the attribute check were analyzed
by comparing the mean ratings [or boars versus turtles on each at-
tribute. On the basis of a mean dilference in subjects’ ratings of one
point or more, we selected 13 attributes as diflerentiating between

" the two target animals (the onc-point dilference corresponds

roughly to a significant difference by two-tailed f~test, p <.05). They
were (with the more bhoar side of each dimension italicized): gener-
ous—ungenerous; irritable-good-natured;” phlegmatic—excitable; loud,
outspoken—quict and shy; unreliable~reliable; long-lived—short-lived; re-
strained~uncontrolled; slow-moving—fust-moving; good swimmers—
good runners; bearded—no facial hair; slender-heavyset; aggressive—
peaceful; and brown eyes—green eyes. )

Chandoran ratings. On the basis ol the attribute check, we predicted
the direction of differences between subjects’ mean ratings of Chan-
doran boar-caters versus turtle-caters on those same 13 attributes,
Differences were in the predicted direction for 11.5 of the 13 varia-
bles (11/12 eliminating the tie; p = .0032, exact binomial probabii-
ity, one-tailed; {see Table 1]).
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: Tabte |
SUMMARY OF CHANDOR RESULTS {BOAR VERSUS TURTLE)
Auribute check Cuolture-rating Soncordunce
boar-turtle - hoar vs. tartle of two
Yimension® mean diflerence mean diflerence measures”
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All attribute dimensions are Tisted Qilh the attribute scored B at the left and the atribute
R4

wored | at the right,
Soncordance (same direction of effect) for artribute cheek and culusre rating daa is indi-

ied as + (concordant), 0 {cqual), — (discordant) for the 13 variables showing®a mean

flerence on attribute check of T or more.,
Chis is the only significant difference not included among our critical dimensions hecause

¢ absofte difference is less than 1.00,
1 << L08, two-tailed -test. **p << 01, one-tailed ¢ test

In order to utilize the data from all 21 attributes in a test of the
you are what you-eat” hypothesis, we correlated (using a Spear-
ian rho) the difference scores for attribute check ratings of boars
arsus turtles on each attribute, with difference scores for subjects’
iings of Ghandoran boar-caters versus turtle-eaters on that same
tribute (second and third columns of Table 1). This statistic in-
eases to the extent that culture-rating differences match signifi-
int attribute check differences, but also to the extent that attributes
at do not significantly differentiate boar and turtle correspond to
tributes that do not show culture-rating differences. The correla-

m (rho) was .64; p < .001.
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. 'I_’h'c indiyiduul attribute eflects were, however, small. The fargest
difference in mean ratings was 1.13 points (sce Table ). For c:ach
attribute on the adjective checklist (21 in all), we compared the fre-
quency distribution of the eight scoring categories for boar-eaters
and for turtle-caters, using the Mann-Whitney U test. Only one of
the 21 comparisons yielded a significant result, and this was in the
predicted direction: turtle-caters were rated 1.153 (mean) scale units
closer to good swimmers than were hoar-eaters (U = 2420, N =
161, p < .01). The next largest mean difference was a much more
modest .45 (n.5.) in favor of boar-caters as more clever than turtle-
caters (Table 1),

Frequency check. The manipulation check, which examined
whether subjects believed the Chandorans spent more time hunting
the animal they ate, was positive (Chi-square = 4,95, 5 < .05, | d})
Boar-ecaters were said to hunt hoars more than turtle-caters by 13 of
20 subjects, while turtle-caters were said to hunt boars more in only
5 0of 20 cases. |

is
£

i Stupny 2

i

Allribute c/zetl%_ﬁ. On the basis of the “attribute check,” six attri-
butes were sclegted as particularly relevant to elephants, An attrib-
ute was considércd to be an elephant trait il subjects” mean rating
of elephants was greater than six for that trait, or less than three for
its opposite on ‘the 8-category bipolar scale. The six elephant attri-
but‘cs were: thin—keayy; slight build-big build; graceful—ponderous;
delicate—strong; leathery skin—smooth skin; eat sparingly—hearty appe-
tite (sce Table 2),

Hagi ratings.  On the basis of the clephant attribute check, six
predictions were made regarding expected differences between sub-
jects’ mean ratings of Hagi vegetarians versus clephant-caters, Difs
ferences were in the predicted divection for all six of the attributes
{binomial, p = 031, onc-tailed; see Table 2).

In addition, we sclected five other attributes that we had previ-
ously judged to be more characteristic of animals as comparced with
plants. They were: interesting~boring; loud-quict; smart—not too
smart; unsociable-sociable; and peacelul-aggressive. Mcan differ-
ences between subjects’ ratings of Hagi vegetarians versus meat-eat-
ers were in the predicted direction for all five of these attributes (¢
= .016, one-tailed; see Table 2). Of the combined set of 11 attri-
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Table 2
SUMMARY OF 11AGE Rest1rs (ELEPHANT-EATERS VERSUS VEGE] ARIANS)
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fect, which was predicted. Tt was shight-build-big-build (clephant-
caters were (95 scale units bigger than vegetarians: {/ = 1354, N =
123, p < .01, two-tailed).

Frequency check. 'The manipulation check assessing whether sub-
Jects believed Hagi meat-caters spent more time hunting elephants
than Hagi vegetarians, proved negative. The median number of el-

ephants believed hunted per month was 2.0 for the clephant-eaters,
and 2.5 for the vegetarians.

DISCUSSION

The results are clearly consistent with the hiypothesis that, at
some level, subjects “‘belicve’ that “you are what you eat,” Al-
though the magnitude of the individual clfects was small, the total
pattern of results, as indicated by the substantial correlations across
all items between attribute checks and culture rating diflerences,
was highly significant for both studies. Almost all individual attrib-
ute effects were in the predicted direction (22.5/24 cases over both

studies).

In this study, ingestion was not pitted against “no contact” with
the animals in question. Hunting and cating was cvaluated against
another intense form of interaction, hunting and fabrication of prod-
ucts from the animal. Thus these results do not reflect the actual
magnitude of “belief” in contagion effects but, rather, the increment
in effects from ingestion over and above the effects of other interac-
tions with the animal.

We believe our results are relatively immune to an interpretation
in terms of demand characteristics (a positive feature of the Asch-
Haire technique). That is, subjects could not have deduced the ex-
perimental hypothesis and then given the “right’’ (desired) an-
swers, whether intentionally or not. First, subjects were unaware
that there was another form of this questionnaire. Second, even if
aware of this, it would have been difficult to identify any critical
items in the description, or to deduce the experimental hypothesis,
Lven if the amount of information included on dictary habits sug-
gested to subjects that food was important to the experimental hy-
pothesis, it in no way suggested the “you are what you eat” princi-
ple. Inasmuch as this principle appeared in the results, it could only
have arisen from the subjects themselves.

One possible artifact is that there may be nothing special about
eating an animal. People might be thought to interact more with the
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animals they cat us.coqunparcd with 1‘hc a'.nimals from'Whi‘ch they
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more time spent swimming, resulting in enhanced swimming prow-
ess. Neither of these explanations could be rulcd. out in Studyj 1,
where subjects thought that Chandorans spent slightly morc‘nrrlxc
hunting the animal they ate than the onc the‘y did not cat. In‘btur y
2, however, subjects did not think the Hagl cl.cpham-c".atcrs spent
more time hunting clephants than did the Hagi vegetarians. .
A viahle alternative interpretation of our basic f’i,ndmg is that it
indicates, not the belief that *‘you are what you cat, but rathcr,.thc
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that people are more willing to ingest animals 1I)f:y identity with or
that match their characteristics or that cmpfl‘asxzc to ot‘hers wh'at
they take to be their positive charactcrisf:cs. I'hus, the Chund()rf;x;
boar-eaters might not be more aggressive because they eat W{ ¢
boars but, rather, might eat wild boars because tth prefer to eat an
animal that is aggressive, as they are. This ahcrnauvc' account can-
not be ruled out in this study. However, even on this zxf:COIxnt we
must explain why ealing an anima'l is more 0}" an expression of per-
sonality than other interactions with that animal. . ‘ .
"This study employed an indirect approach to provide ‘cvxdenc::ilor
a magical “‘beliel” which most subjects wo‘u]d not'admtt to, an ior
would not be aware of, il asked directly. I people’s hehavior in the
United States is governed to some degree by the j‘you are what you
eat” principle, its status would be better described as an ux'lc(m-
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scious tendency or idea rather than a true “belief. . -
i " is one of ¢ agica

The belief that “you are what you eat” is one of a set of magicz

beliefs that we are currently investigating among U.S. rcsxdcnt:s:
This work includes investigations of the two law‘s of S)'/mpathcm_i
magic in disgust and interpersonal (lpmzxtr\s (Rozin, Millman a}:z(

NemerolT 1986}, and in the food pracuces.and prefcrcngs of Kos bcr
Jews (Nemerofl'and Rozin n.d.). In our view, the cmouonle“and e}
havioral effects of magical thinking (as dclmez}tcd by the :awis (;t
sympathetic magic”) abound in the everyday hves‘ofnorn(]fx‘, a(}ud
Westerners. 1t has been commonly noted that mentally disturbe
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adults frequently engage in magical thinking (for example, Roheim
1955, regarding schizophrenia; Shneidman anc Farberow 1957, re-
garding suicidality). Children’s thinking has also been described as
highly magical (for example, Piaget 1951 [1929]; Fraiberg 1959).
Normal adults in Western culture, however, are presumed to “grow
out of” such thinking in favor of “rational” thinking. Although the
law of similarity (“the image cquals the object”) can be viewed as a
failure to differentiate (taking surface resemblance to be deep resem-
blance), the law of contagion may involve the sophisticated notions
of particulate matter and of objects having attributes that are un-
detectable by the senses. Not surprisingly, similarity (appearance
= reality) is common in children (for example, Flavell 1986), while
most children in the United States under seven years of age do not
show contagion in the domain ol disgust (Fallon, Rozin, and Pliner
1984; Rozin, Fallon, and Augustoni-Ziskind 1985).

We view the set of magical beliefs that we are investigating as re-
flecting a fundamental mode of human thinking. With Shweder, we
consider magical thinking to be “no less characteristic of our own
mundane intellectual activities than . . . of Zandle curing practices”
(1977:637). In his approach to magical thinking, Shweder distin-
guishes between intuitive versus nonintuitive concepts. We find this
distinction to be of value in understanding the operation of the “ynu
are what you cat” principle and the laws of contagion and similar-
ity. Intuitive concepts are those which are relatively casy to attain,
and which will be acquired even under highly degraded lcarning
conditions; they are available for use without conscious effort or ne-
flection (sec Seligman and Hager 1972 [or a discussion of a similar
concept, preparcdness in learning; sce also Jung 1966 [1917], on ar-
chetypes). Nonintuitive concepts, in contrast, are more difficult to
acquire; they require special learning conditions and involve “delib-
erate, sclf-reflective intellectual activities™ (Shweder 1977:638).
Shweder points out that intuitive concepts are usually unaflected by
nonintuitive concepts. We view “you are what you eat,”” and the
laws of similarity and contagion, as spoutancously occurring, that is
highly intuitive concepts, which are incompletely replaced or sup-
pressed by the less intuitive “scientific” concepts of, for example,
digestion, Unlike Shweder's “likeness” ¢ cample, “you are what you
eat” does not have any compelling face validity for Western scientific
subjects. Our subjects view the “you are what you eat’ idea as pat-

ently false in its concrete sense, but it nonetheless creeps into their
Jjudgments.

-
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"We belicve that “magical thinking™ in everyday life in the United
States merits further analysis. Magical thinking as delineated by
similarity and contagion may result in maladaptive or irrational be-
havior (for example, refusal to wear uscd clothing; autograph and
“token™ hunting; overreactions to fear of AIDS contagion, etc.)
With regard to the “you are what you cat principle,” further explo-
ration and controls for the alternative explanation of the data, “you
eat what you are,” are called for. Converging evidence from parallel
approaches might involve analysis of fantasy material, free associ-
ations, other projective techniques, or discovery of appropriate food
habits and customs. We also believe that the Asch-Haire technique,
which effectively revealed unacknowledged beliefs in this study, has
wide applicability for the cxploration of a wide range of beliefs.
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