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collaboration that should set a new standard 
for interdisciplinary and cross-cultural studies 
investigating the evolution of prosocial prefer-
ences. The individual studies, each of which are 
reported as separate chapters in the second part 
of the book, as well as the previously published 
articles (Henrich et al. 2010; Henrich et al. 2006), 
yield valuable insights on their own, but when 
summarized and synthesized in the first part of 
the volume become exponentially more valuable. 
The body of results taken together provides com-
pelling evidence in favor of the authors’ coevo-
lutionary conjecture. Beyond the authors’ central 
conjecture, however, the rich and varied data will 
also certainly prove useful for other inquiries into 
the nature of social norms and prosocial behav-
ior. The relationship between punishment prefer-
ences and community size, as well as the evidence 
for “crowding out,” warrant further investigation 
as they may have implications for the design of 
optimal institutions in disparate societies.

The book will be of considerable interest to any 
serious scholar of prosociality, theorist and empir-
icist alike. Researchers can ponder the stories the 
data may yield having confidence that they were 
collected and reported using the best available 
methods. Practitioners of development econom-
ics, behavioral and experimental economics, or 
even cultural anthropology, often mutually skep-
tical of each other’s research, should also gain 
great insight into where common methodological 
ground can be reached and where hidden pitfalls 
lie in interdisciplinary research.
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Vanity Economics is a very ambitious book. 
Its aim is to revisit the state of the art of eco-
nomic research on interpersonal relationships, 
both within the family and at the societal level, 
through the lenses of a new, unifying concept: 
“vanity.” Simon Fan describes vanity as a combi-
nation of social status and self-esteem. 

The content is based on rigorous academic 
research that is made accessible to a wider audi-
ence. The book is in fact very entertaining and 
makes interesting reading even for nonspecialists, 
since it covers almost any conceivable topic touch-
ing the realms of sex and marriage—including 
of course pre- and extramarital extensions—and 
social relationships from a provocative perspec-
tive. The style is to convey the main points through 
amusing anecdotes and well-chosen stories taken 
from the press. A few chapters are devoted to an 
effective presentation of preexisting relevant eco-
nomic theories, from Thomas Malthus to Gary 
Becker and more. An intuitive explanation is pro-
vided, whenever necessary, for game-theoretic 
concepts such the prisoner’s dilemma and the bat-
tle of the sexes. Rich empirical evidence in sup-
port of the key claims is also provided. Overall, 
the book is therefore very instructive.

After commenting on the style of the book, I 
shall now focus more closely on the central story 
told by the author. The idea is that vanity can 
explain choices that would otherwise contradict 
standard economic assumptions according to 
which human beings are fully rational and forward 
looking. The hypothesis that people deviate from 
standard behavioral assumptions when making 
personal, not strictly economic decisions involving 
hard-to-compute costs and benefits is very realis-
tic. The concept of vanity by possession of mate-
rial resources in not new in economics since, as 
acknowledged, it can be found early on in Adam 
Smith, Thorstein Veblen, and John Maynard 
Keynes. However, here it is crucially extended 
to vanity by nonmaterial possession (of a spouse) 
and by affiliation (with children and  relatives). To 
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think that the drive toward possession, with the 
consequent boost to one’s social status and self-
esteem, can be so important in explaining inter-
personal relationships may sound provocative and 
even disturbing, but probably no more so than 
Gary Becker’s original contributions. 

As an example of the role played by vanity, take 
chapter 5, which discusses the importance of 
beauty in marriage markets. The argument goes 
as follows. Once upon a time, beauty was associ-
ated with an evolutionary advantage that justified 
its importance in the search for a healthy mate, 
and therefore legitimately became part of social 
norms. The fact that beauty still matters, despite 
the fading of its evolutionary benefit, can be 
explained by the vanity an individual can obtain 
by possessing a beautiful spouse, the same way 
vanity can be obtained from consumption of a 
luxury good. 

Similarly, the approach is applied to the analy-
sis of virginity, which is still valued despite the 
fact that, in an evolutionary perspective, it is 
no longer instrumental in securing recognition 
of one’s own genes. The reason people desire 
to have children also finds a strong motivation 
in vanity, since all the usual arguments used to 
explain this desire (love, survival of the genes) 
are not sufficiently persuasive, at least accord-
ing to the author. Chapter by chapter, vanity is 
proposed as an explanation for a broad variety 
of issues, ranging from bound feet to high heels, 
from homosexuality to infidelity, and from prosti-
tution to migration, beside the more obvious case 
of conspicuous consumption. 

While the aim of applying the concept of van-
ity to almost anything conceivable can be praised 
because of the inherent effort to test its explana-
tory power on a broad range, some of the applica-
tions are actually developed more thoroughly, and 
are therefore more persuasive, than others. For 
instance, the discussion on the determinants of 
primogeniture other than vanity fails to account 
for the indivisibility of estates, which is histori-
cally particularly important for land (Bertocchi 
2006). More generally, if vanity really plays such 
a pervasive role in human behavior beyond what 
standard models of rational action can explain, 
then there should be a way to test it in the lab, 
while one limitation of the book is that it does not 
present any experimental evidence. 

An important advantage, for a book dealing 
with social and cultural norms, is that it is not 
at all West-centered. The supporting evidence, 
both from the media and the empirical literature, 
covers a large number of countries at different 
stages of economic development. In fact, a huge 
fraction of the stories are taken from Chinese 
newspapers and daily life. Thus, Chinese culture 
is prominently represented. Indeed, up front in 
the preface, Fan acknowledges that in today’s 
China “vanity is manifested in the most conspicu-
ous and unscrupulous way” (p. vii), something he 
attributes to the vanishing of communist ideol-
ogy and the lack of religiosity. To be noticed is 
that, throughout the book, a precise definition 
of vanity is actually not provided, as it is rather 
described as a combination of social status and 
self-esteem, often associated also with honor, dig-
nity, and pride. The resemblance of vanity with 
the concept of “face”—equally hard to define—
and its pervasive role in Chinese culture is actu-
ally striking, even though the author never talks 
about it. As discussed in a vast literature rang-
ing from anthropology (Hu 1944) to sociology 
(Ho 1976), not to mention the popular writings 
by Lin (1935), face—just like vanity—involves a 
mix of status, prestige, honor, respectability, and 
requires a reference group. This does not mean 
that the influence of vanity is absent in other soci-
eties, but it does suggest that it may play a stron-
ger role in China than elsewhere, a hypothesis 
that could be interesting to test in a comparative 
development perspective. It also suggests that 
the book can contribute to cultural economics 
by providing what, to my knowledge, is the first 
economic investigation of the influence of face on 
social interactions.

References

Bertocchi, Graziella. 2006. “The Law of Primogeni-
ture and the Transition from Landed Aristocracy 
to Industrial Democracy.” Journal of Economic 
Growth 11 (1): 43–70.

Ho, David Yau-fai. 1976. “On the Concept of Face.” 
American Journal of Sociology 81 (4): 867–84.

Hu, Hsien Chin. 1944. “The Chinese Concepts of 
‘Face’.” American Anthropologist 46 (1): 45–64.

Lin, Yutang. 1938. My Country and My People. New 
York: Halcyon House.

Graziella Bertocchi
University of Modena and Reggio Emilia

http://pubs.aeaweb.org/action/showLinks?crossref=10.1525%2Faa.1944.46.1.02a00040
http://pubs.aeaweb.org/action/showLinks?crossref=10.1007%2Fs10887-006-7405-4
http://pubs.aeaweb.org/action/showLinks?crossref=10.1086%2F226145

	Book Reviews
	Subjects
	B History of Economic Thought, Methodology, and Heterodox Approaches
	D Microeconomics
	E Macroeconomics and Monetary Economics
	F International Economics
	H Public Economics
	J Labor and Demographic Economics
	K Law and Economics
	L Industrial Organization
	Q Agricultural and Natural Resource Economics • Environmental and Ecological Economics
	Z Other Special Topics

	Titles
	Keynes: Useful Economics for the World Economy
	Longer-term Consequences of the Great Recession on the Lives of Europeans
	On Collective Goods, Voluntary Contributions, and Fundraising
	Distribution and Growth after Keynes: A Post-Keynesian Guide
	Currency Politics: The Political Economy of Exchange Rate Policy
	Managing the Euro Area Debt Crisis
	The Long Shadow: Family Background, Disadvantaged Urban Youth, and the Transition to Adulthood
	Immigrant Networks and Social Capital
	The Microsoft Antitrust Cases: Competition Policy for the Twenty-First Century
	Super Golfonomics
	The Economics of Food Price Volatility
	Experimenting with Social Norms: Fairness and Punishment in Cross-Cultural Perspective
	Vanity Economics: An Economic Exploration of Sex, Marriage and Family

	Authors
	Karl Alexander, Doris Entwisle, and Linda Olson
	Carl L. Bankston III
	Agar Brugiavini and Guglielmo Weber
	Jean-Paul Chavas, David Hummels, and Brian D. Wright
	William R. Cline
	Jean Ensminger and Joseph Henrich
	C. Simon Fan
	Jeffry A. Frieden
	Andrew I. Gavil and Harry First
	Eckhard Hein
	Alexander von Kotzebue
	Stephen Shmanske
	Peter Temin and David Vines

	Reviewers
	Graziella Bertocchi
	Wolfgang Buchholz
	Jeffrey V. Butler
	Benjamin J. Cohen
	Robert Flood
	Kelly Foley
	James K. Galbraith
	John Harvey
	Assaf Razin
	Daniel Rubinfeld
	Fabio Sabatini
	Antonio Spilimbergo
	Finn Tarp





