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about taxes with his own seal.”

One of the myth’s most interesting

subplots involves the role of “Peeping

Tom,” who doesn’t even appear in the

story until the seventeenth century. Ac-

cording to legend, the people of Coven-

try, as a gesture of respect and apprecia-

tion for Lady Godiva’s actions on their

behalf, stayed indoors behind shuttered

windows to preserve her modesty as she

passed. Everyone, that is, except Tom,

whose lustful curiosity compelled him to

gaze at her and who was then, according

to various versions of the legend, struck

either blind or dead in punishment.

“Over time, Tom would become the

scapegoat and bear the symbolic guilt for

people’s desire to look at this naked

woman,” says Donoghue. Tom would

also become a compelling figure for

artists and authors. In A Tour Thro’ the
Whole Island of Great Britain (1724-27),

Daniel Defoe visited Coventry and spoke

of “the poor fellow that peep’d out of the

window to see her…looking out of a Gar-

ret in the High Street of the City.” Ten-

nyson’s “Godiva” was a poem that, more

than any other literary or historical work

of its time, created a standard—and

highly romanticized—version of the leg-

end for the Victorian era. In the poem,

Tom was blinded: “…but his eyes, before

they had their will, / Were shrivell’d into

darkness in his head, /And dropt before

him. So the Powers, who wait/On noble

deeds, cancell’d a sense misused; /And

she, that knew not, pass’d….”

Given the sexual tension that the ap-

pearance of Tom creates between the ob-

server and the observed, the prurient

and the chaste, the punished and the

rewarded, Donoghue writes, “Their

pairing anticipates Sigmund Freud’s

clinical definitions of scopophilia and

exhibitionism in terms of one another

so well that he almost seems to have

Peeping Tom in mind for the former and

Lady Godiva for the latter. Only in recent

years has Peeping Tom become extri-

cated from the Godiva legend to the ex-

tent that it is possible to mention one

without calling to mind the other.”

The Godiva myth is filled with contra-

dictions. The lady is obedient to her hus-

band, yet boldly challenges his position

on taxes. She rides naked through the

streets of the city, yet remains chaste. She

is a member of the ruling class who

nonetheless sympathizes with the plight

of ordinary people. Like other myths, this

one o≠ers ways to resolve—symbolically,

at least—such conflicting social and sex-

ual dynamics. Myths have also tradition-

ally done what Donoghue describes as

the “cultural work” of passing down his-

tory, tradition, and shared values. Now

movies and television have essentially

taken over that role from written and

spoken tales. “One reason I decided to

write this book was that the legend is

dying out,” says Donoghue. “Our chil-

dren know about Godiva Chocolates,

and they may have a visual image of a

naked woman on a horse, but really

know nothing about the story.” 

�charles coe
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I
magine: A complete stranger

promises a brand-new digital cam-

era if you’ll send $100. Once the

check clears, you’re told, the camera

will be in the mail. Yeah, right. The

same stranger probably has a bridge to

sell, too. What makes this transaction

sound so implausible is that it requires

trusting a stranger. Yet thousands of

trust-based transactions occur daily be-

tween strangers—and yield satisfied cus-

tomers—on the auction website eBay.

Trust on eBay arises from the same

source as it does at the corner store and

at Wal-Mart: seller reputation. Where

brick-and-mortar merchants build repu-

tations over time by selling brand-name

products of verifiable quality, however,

“No seller has been long in the electronic

marketplace,” says Ramsey professor of

political economy Richard Zeckhauser.

Most on-line sellers have had little op-

portunity to establish reputations, and

few can deploy tools like advertising and

favorable word-of-mouth.

But through eBay’s Feedback Forum, a

so-called “reputation system” that lets

users rate and comment on transac-

V E R A C I T Y ’ S  V I G O R I S H

Integrity Has Its Price

C
O

L
L

A
G

E
 B

Y
 T

O
M

 M
O

S
S

E
R



12 July -  August 2003

Right  Now

tions—and assigns a score based on this

feedback—sellers are able to build not

just track records, but positive reputa-

tions. The nature of on-line commerce re-

quires impeccable service: as amazon.com

CEO Je≠ Bezos once explained, the cus-

tomer who gets poor service at the corner

store tells five or 10 friends, but the one

who gets poor service on the Internet

tells a million friends. Because the Feed-

back Forum isn’t limited to the captious

customer, satisfied buyers are encouraged

to praise responsible and honest sellers.

In a controlled field experiment, Zeck-

hauser and colleagues at the University

of Michigan were able to measure the

impact of reputation on auction prices

and sales. Their results suggest that a

seller with a longstanding, superior rep-

utation on eBay will sell more merchan-

dise, and at higher prices, than a seller

new to the site.

The researchers collaborated with a

vintage-postcard dealer with a near-im-

peccable reputation on eBay (2,000 posi-

tive comments and one negative). Along-

side his established eBay User ID (the

name under which goods are auctioned),

the dealer created seven new User IDs

that appeared on eBay as unrelated ei-

ther to him or to each other. Because

they had not sold anything, these new

“sellers” had no reputation. The dealer

then organized matched pairs of vin-

tage-postcard sets of equivalent value,

assigning one set from each pair to his

established ID, and distributing the

other sets randomly among the new IDs.

Finally, he auctioned o≠ the postcard

sets during the next 12 weeks, using all

eight identities.

The selling prices that the established

dealer received were, on average, 8.1 per-

cent greater than those of the new sell-

ers. “This translates to about 12 to 13

percent higher profit, depending on

your assumptions about the cost of

goods,” says Zeckhauser. (In general,

when expenses are fixed, profit margins

rise faster than selling prices when the

latter go up.) Additionally, the estab-

lished dealer sold 63 percent of his post-

card listings (124 sets), and the new sell-

ers 56 percent (111 sets). Zeckhauser

recognizes that these profit di≠erentials

are fairly small (the median selling price

for the sets was $14.99), and suggests

that reputation may matter more for ex-

pensive goods.

Perhaps the most perplexing of Zeck-

hauser’s findings is the willingness of

users to leave feedback at all. According

to his study, half of all buyers do—and,

surprisingly, only 1 percent of those re-

sponses are negative. Such voluntary and

apparently selfless participation violates

conventional economic theories, which

generally predict self-interested con-

sumer behavior and free-riding. Zeck-

hauser ascribes the high participation

rate to simple courtesy, akin to saying

“Thank you.” But he admits the altruism

is curious. “The Feedback Forum illus-

trates Yhprum’s Law,” he says, explain-

ing that Yhprum is Murphy spelled

backward. “Systems that shouldn’t work

sometimes do.” �catherine dupree
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A
century ago, psychoanalysts

declared that the human person-

ality was largely fixed by age five.

More recently, biologically ori-

ented psychologists have detect-

ed characteristic signs of temperament in

infancy. Even so, personality psychologist

Brian Little, lecturer in psychology and a

former Radcli≠e Institute fellow, is “wary

of spurious genetic postulations and

claims of a genetic basis for fixed traits.”

Another of psychology’s pioneers,

William James, M.D. 1869, asserted that

our psychological traits are “set like plas-

ter” by age 30. Little counters that James

was “only 50 percent correct—we are

half-plastered. There is a heavily genetic

aspect to the first stratum of personality.

But our brains evolved a neocortex,

which enables us to override these bio-

logical impulses to act in a certain way.”

In a series of papers and a forthcoming

book, Human Natures and Well Beings, Little

bucks the current trend of biological de-

terminism in psychology. He argues for

the existence of “free traits”: tendencies

expressed by individual choice. Little

ticks o≠ the “Big Five” personality

traits—openness, conscientiousness, ex-

traversion, agreeableness, and neuroti-

cism—and suggests thinking of them as

musical notation. “Fixed traits are like a

chord, five notes played at once,” he ex-

plains. “But you need to extend personal-

ity temporally. Over time, traits might be

expressed more like an arpeggio, with

one or another note dominant at any

given time.”

Furthermore, Little argues that traits

do not exist in the abstract, but are

evoked in important ways by our “per-

sonal projects.” He defines these com-

monsensically: personal projects are

meaningful goals, both small and large,

that can range from “put out the cat,
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