
would be pleasurable. But when we find
ways to trip the same circuits with other
activities (for instance, by activating the
exhilaration of the fight-or-flight re-
sponse through skydiving), those behav-
iors have their own evolutionary and his-

torical consequences. Smail does not
think it mere coincidence that the in-
creasing accessibility and popularization
of products such as co≠ee and spirits in
Europe (the proliferation of co≠eehouses,
the influx of rum from the Caribbean and
Brazil, the gin craze of the mid-eigh-
teenth century) coincided with declining
attendance at religious services, and in
some places, transitions from monarchi-
cal states to democracy. “Where individu-
als once relied on religion and ritual as
sources of dopamine and other chemical
messengers,” he writes, “they turned in-
creasingly to items of consumption, giv-
ing up God in favor of Mammon.”

He divides psychotropic mechanisms
into two categories: autotropic (altering
one’s own mood) and teletropic (altering
someone else’s mood). In eighteenth-
century Europe, he writes, there was “a
tectonic shift away from teletropic mech-
anisms manipulated by ruling elites to-
ward a new order in which the tele-
tropies of dominance were replaced by
the growing range of autotropic mech-
anisms available on an increasingly un-
regulated market.” Here he sees the seeds
of our modern consumerism: the co≠ee,
chocolate, and spirits habits of earlier
centuries stemmed from the same ethos
as today’s “retail therapy.”

To support his argument that pre-mod-
ern societies’ rigid class structure, as op-
pressive as it might have been, was also
soothing, Smail draws evidence from evo-
lutionary biology: researchers have found
that baboons feel less stress (as measured
by their hormone levels) when they live in
groups with clearly delineated rank
order. If rank order is less clear, the rules
that govern interactions—such as which
one should step out of the way when two
baboons cross paths—require constant

negotiation, and the uncertainty seems to
induce anxiety.

The book is less a thorough exposition
of ideas than an open invitation to con-
sider them. Smail (a medievalist by train-
ing) began writing it as the introduction
to another book—a “deep history” of hu-
manity, on which he is now working.
Both projects grew out of his frustration
with perceived shortcomings in the way
history is taught and studied. Historians,
he complains, tend to act as though his-
tory begins with the first written texts.
He aims to write an authoritative, unified
history that reaches all the way back to
the Paleolithic era and integrates evi-
dence from anthropology and evolution-
ary biology. And it isn’t a one-way street:

Smail, who also teaches a course on the
history of emotion, believes biologists
might gain insights from analyzing the
descriptions of emotional states found in
ancient texts—traditionally historians’
domain.

In this scholarly space where disci-
plines merge, “we can finally dispense
with the idea, once favored by some his-
torians, that biology gave way to culture
with the advent of civilization,” he
writes. “Civilization did not bring an end
to biology. Civilization enabled important
aspects of human biology.”

�elizabeth gudrais

daniel smail e-mail address:
smail@fas.harvard.edu

A s the Obama administration
advances a stimulus approach
it hopes will reinvigorate con-
sumer spending and restore

lending, many households need to focus
on an opposite strategy: how to break the
cycle of debt and begin to build savings.
In recent years, the U.S. savings rate has
hovered at or near zero, as Americans and
financial institutions have grown ad-
dicted to a borrow-and-spend economy.
For low-income families, this trend has
particularly dire implications: a job loss
or health calamity may wipe out a child’s
future educational prospects or, worse,
lead to immediate homelessness.

Peter Tufano, Coleman professor of fi-
nancial management at Harvard Business
School, has proposed a public-policy
change that would encourage poorer
Americans to save by allowing them to
purchase U.S. savings bonds with a por-
tion of their federal income-tax refund.
The suggestion results from several years
of research conducted by the Doorways
to Dreams Fund, a nonprofit research and
development lab that Tufano founded in
2000 to develop creative ways to meet a
range of financial-service needs among

the poor. “Although low-income people
have plenty of access to check-cashers and
credit,” he says, “they have little access to
savings products.” Even large mutual-
fund companies, he points out, require a
minimum deposit of $2,500 to $3,000. 

In contrast, federal savings bonds o≠er
an ideal vehicle for the small saver. They
are available to anyone with a Social Secu-
rity number (including those with poor
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Save Yourself

This 1918 "Joan of Arc" poster marketed 
savings stamps that could ultimately be 
exchanged for a war bond.

For humans and 

animals, life is by 

and large a quest 

to feel good.
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The internet, argues Cass Sun-
stein, has had a polarizing e≠ect
on democracies. Although it has
the capacity to bring people to-

gether, too often the associations formed
online comprise self-selecting groups with
little diversity of opinion, explains the
Frankfurter professor of law. This con-
founds the constitutional vision of the
founding fathers through a perversion of
the notion of free speech. Such environ-
ments reinforce preexisting viewpoints,
undermining the constructive dialogue
that promotes progress in democracies. 

Speaking on September 17—Constitu-
tion Day—Sunstein (who is bound for
Washington; see Brevia, page 51) said the
founders made only one “truly original
contribution” to constitutional thought.
Their predecessors, influenced by Mon-
tesquieu, thought that successful self-gov-
ernment required everyone to be alike. The
founders, in contrast, believed heterogene-
ity and diversity constitute a creative
force. “When Hamilton explained the sys-
tem of checks and balances with what he
called ‘the jarring of opinions’ in the leg-
islative branch,” Sunstein noted, “he said

that it promotes circumspection and de-
liberation, and serves to check the ex-
cesses of the majority.” This idea “turns
traditional republican thought on its
head.”

Protection of free speech is one element
allowing Hamilton’s “jarring of opinions”
to succeed. But Sunstein worries that the
conception of free speech emerging in
today’s communications market empha-
sizes “an architecture of control…by
which each of us can select a [cus-
tomized] free-speech package.” Google

News asks, “[W]hy not set up your pages
to show you the stories that best repre-
sent your interests?” The New York Times
o≠ers “Mytimes”; Amazon and Netflix
employ collaborative filtering to ensure “a
kind of personalization…by which your
communications universe can be yours.”
(MIT’s Nicholas Negroponte first iden-
tified this “daily me.”) The resulting self-
segregation creates numerous small re-

publics of like-minded individuals of the
sort Montesquieu preferred, but the
founders considered “destructive of self-
government….” 

Sunstein buttresses his argument with
data from three studies he has worked on
in the last decade. In the first, he and col-
leagues assembled a group of liberal-
minded citizens from Boulder and a sepa-
rate group of conservatives from Colorado
Springs to discuss climate change, same-
sex civil unions, and a∞rmative action.
“We were particularly interested,” he says,

“in finding what would happen to the pri-
vate, anonymous statements of views ex-
pressed” before and after the discussions.
On each issue, the like-minded groups be-
came more extreme and the internal di-
versity of views “evaporated,” Sunstein re-
ports. Pre-deliberation, for example, some
liberals wanted to know more about the
costs, especially for the poor, of an agree-
ment to reduce greenhouse gases, and

credit), come in small denominations
(starting at $25), charge no fees, may earn
an inflation-adjusted interest rate, and
guarantee no loss of principal. Their only
limitation: they must be held for at least
one year, and redemption before five years
results in a loss of three months’ interest.
Although widely available through much
of the twentieth century, especially during
wartime, savings bonds faded from view in
recent decades as the Treasury pursued
more e∞cient means of raising money. 

Last spring, Tufano and his colleagues
conducted a study to determine whether
the introduction of savings bonds at tax-
assistance sites would increase the likeli-
hood and level of saving among low-in-
come tax filers. The experiment focused
on 31 H&R Block tax-preparation o∞ces
located in Schaumburg, Illinois, and in
Boston. Four of the sites o≠ered only
standard H&R savings products (such as

“Easy Savings” and the “Easy IRA”). The
remaining 27 sites o≠ered clients savings
bonds alongside the company’s products.

The findings proved highly significant.
The fraction of refund recipients who
chose tax-site savings was 8.5 times higher
in “treatment o∞ces” than in “control
o∞ces.” The availability of the savings
bonds not only produced new bond sales,
but increased the demand for savings
overall. Among those who purchased
bonds, nearly two-thirds were first-time,
small savers, who reported having no
other money saved or invested at the time
of purchase. Individuals with more depen-
dents had an increased likelihood of sav-
ing when given the option of bonds, even
though they had revealed low intent to
save at the outset of the study. Moreover,
many of the bond purchasers chose to
“gift” savings to relatives (often a child)
and expressed a preference for the bonds’

redemption constraints, indicating that
they planned to hold the bonds for five to
10 years or more.

Based on their research, Tufano and his
collaborators at Doorways to Dreams
have called on the Treasury to reintro-
duce the savings-bond option on tax
forms, to give low-income refund recipi-
ents a simple way to put money aside for
the future. Filers would simply check a
box directing the Treasury to keep a por-
tion of their money. “Saving bonds have
always o≠ered a way for families to take
care of themselves and, at the same time,
to invest in the country,” Tufano says.
“This certainly can’t be a bad thing in the
current environment.”      �ashley pettus

peter tufano e-mail address:
ptufano@hbs.edu

doorways to dreams fund website:
www.d2dfund.org
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Like-minded groups became more extreme and

the internal diversity of views “evaporated.”
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