Phenomenon

The Matcel

Most couples match.
But when their
looks eclash, why does it
bother us so much?

or about a year of my
adult life, I was in-
volved with a man so
physically beautiful that
[ was always regarding
him the way I imagine
Billy Joel must look at
Christie Brinkley, think-
ing: What is this person
doing with me? There
were any number of
important reasons that
explained why our rela-
tionship didn’t work out
(like the fact that he felt
constrained by monog-
amy), but I always felt that we were
somehow...playing in different leagues.

No doubt a shrink would have a field
day with this glimpse into my psyche.
Aha! the good doctor might say. A clear-
cut case of low self-esteem, with a com-
pound fracture of the entitlement bone. 1
don’t think so. Actually, I feel OK about
the way I look. I’d certainly prefer less
knobby knees and a freckle-free com-
plexion, and I might be persuaded to try
life with deep blue eyes, but most of the
time I feel—how should

[ say this?— Re
looks, deeply 8’ 5 8 &
enhanced by jo- %

joba-oil conditioner
and lash-separat- &
ing mascara and /8
control-top panty
hose. I do not
go out into the
world feeling
that I deserve &
only dweebs and
schlubs (schlub: from the
Latin, meaning he who still lives
with his mother).
Nevertheless...there 1s something
jarring about couples mismatched in
physical attributes, whether one is a par-
ticipant or a disinterested bystander. I
don’t know whether anything more than
screen sex took place between Sean
Young and James Woods, but even al-
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lowing a margin of

taste, he
00 ded s was out of
%(U“ her realm.

Even allowing a
margin for money or
power or cachet, Woody
Allen belonged with Louise
Lasser much more than with
Diane Keaton or Mia Farrow.
I happen to think Bette Midler
has one of the world’s great
voices, and I’'m sure she’s a very
fine person with humor and charm
and grace, but it seems entirely ap-
propriate that her husband does not
look like Warren Beatty. I happen to
think Barbra Streisand has the world’s
greatest voice and skin to die for, but
there’s no way she fit with Don “Pretty
Boy” Johnson.
These are, in the way of the world,
aberrations. Most of the time, princes
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and princesses stick with each other, as
do frogs and frogettes, according to the
book Mirror, Mirror..., a study of the im-
portance of looks in everyday life. Age
and experience give people a good idea
about the rules of at-
traction, about who’s
available to them, and
both men and women
make choices about
dating and mating
based, at least in part,
on the probability of
being accepted and the
strong desire to avoid
rejection. In the un-
likely event that the
princess and the frog
do get together, they’re not likely to live
happily ever after. “In mismatched rela-
tionships, participants generally become
increasingly dissatisfied,” say authors
Elaine Hatfield and Susan Sprecher (re-
spectively, a psychologist and a sociolo-
gist). “The princess starts to remember
the attention she used to get from the
prince (or two or three) she could have
married. How could she ever have mar-
ried a frog? The frog begins to wonder,
too.” It is instructive to think of the roly-
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poly Stuart Markowitz character on L.A.
Law doubting the true love of the classi-
cally pretty Ann Kelsey. (Never mind
that the real-life actors playing these two
have had a long-term marriage, seem-

Most of the time,
princes and
princesses stick
with each other.

ingly having overcome these thorny,
froggy issues.)

What each of us deems appropriate
and attainable in a mate has been re-
duced to an unemotional and quantifi-
able Romantic Market Value, or what he
calls RMV, by Larry E. Davis, a profes-
sor of social work and psychology at
Washington University in St. Louis. Ro-
mantic Market Value factors have to
do with demographic variables—
education, mmcome, profession—plus
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looks. “We have a notion of equality, of
reciprocity,” explains Davis. “Our total
romantic worth is supposed to match up
with our mate’s. And physical attractive-
ness 1s the biggest part. That’s why we
feel a sense of violation when people
don’t match. We have a fundamental
sense of equity, and we’re only judg-
mental when we perceive an injustice. If
you see a beautiful woman with a guy
who’s a gorilla, it violates something in
you. Then you begin to think there must
be some trade-off. Take the classic ex-
ample of the century: Jacqueline Ken-
nedy and Aristotle Onassis. That’s a real
exchange: somebody who has tremen-
dous status as a woman, considered one
of the most beautiful women in the
world, and a dumpy little fellow who has
a lot of money. When you match them
up and ask, Does she belong with a guy
who looks like this? the answer is no.
But if you look behind the scenes, it’s
not a bad deal.”

tudies have shown
that we also seek out
same-sex friends of
equivalent looks—
this business of
opposites attracting
doesn’t even hold
true 1n friendship. We
seem to look for a
level of comfort and
famihiarity. “You can
get a group together and ask, ‘How many
of you are married to people of the same
religion?’ and the hands go up,” reports
Davis. ““The same race?’ and the hands
go up. ‘"How many are married to people
you think are about equally attractive to
you?’ and the hands go up. You think all
these are just random probabilities? No,
it’s a very deliberate process.”

There may be a tall, blond, clean-
shaven version of your physical counter-
part and a short, dark, hairy version, but
the microcosm of choice is specific, says
Davis. “Once you decide someone has
significant or sufficient Romantic Mar-
ket Value, you say, ‘OK, I'll allow you
into my romantic sphere, and we’ll see if
we can fall in love,’ but rarely do we let
people in without having sufficient
RMV. We deliberately decide who to fall
in love with.” You can enhance your
RMY, should you care to invest in night
school and plastic surgery. RMV is not
fixed, as Roseanne and Tom Arnold both
seem to be (continued on page 110)
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(continued from page 104) demonstrating
through weight loss, although his rather
speedier transformation from ugly duck-
ling to swan makes them now seem
oddly mismatched (until they open their
mouths). But you inherently know your
rating, and you especially know what the
beauty part is.

“Beauty is clearly learned behavior,”
says Davis. “We’re not born understand-
ing what beauty is. It’s a cultural defini-
tion. Historically, notions of beauty have
changed somewhat—heavier women,
thinner women—but fundamentally
there’s not a hell of a lot of change. Ma-
donna looks like Marilyn Monroe, so
what are we talking about? And you
didn’t just start this process. You knew
when you were 7 years old that Susie
was prettier than you, or at 15 that you
had a better body. We find this assump-
tion offensive because it sounds me-
chanistic, and we want to be above it.
But my guess is that at five o’clock this
atternoon, you and I will both be in
places where people have about the
same incomes and look very much like
we do. Do I like that reality? I only re-
port the reality, I don’t construct it.”

e (at least the
societal “we”

are so bowled
over by a

pretty  face
that we actu-
ally  assign

certain values
to attractive
people that
may have nothing to do with reality.
“Attractive people are thought to make
better marriage partners, better sex part-
ners, to have more potential to earn a
higher salary,” says Rodney Cate, a pro-
fessor of human development at Iowa
State University who has studied court-
ship practices. “We see them as being
more interpersonally and socially com-
petent. And there’s a halo effect, mean-
ing that if you’re seen with an attractive
partner, some of those characteristics
may generalize over to you when you’re
observed by a third party.”

That may explain why a dweeb
would want to be seen with a real looker,
but it doesn’t reveal the opposite: why
Robin Givens would marry Mike Tyson,
why Michelle Pfeiffer would choose
Fisher Stevens, and what the hell John
Lennon was doing with Yoko Ono. Clin-
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ical social psychologist Bernard L
Murstein of Connecticut College ex-
plains these matches in terms of at-
traction as a private balance sheet: We
use our looks as a kind of currency for
trading in life, and with mismatched
couples the trade seems not to be
equal—these peo-
ple didn’t spend
what we think
they should have.
“But the unattrac-
tive person may
have hidden as-
sets,” says Mur-
stein, “like money
or a charismatic

Attraction
is like a
balance

thinking of a certain something. After
people know each other, looks don’t
matter much.”

So perhaps my Adonis wasn’t so gor-
geous after all, viewed realistically rather
than through the eyes of love? Nah—
when strange women swat you out of
the way at parties,
you can assume
you're with a very
attractive man. I’'m
left with the pos-
sibility that either
he had some self-
image problem of
his own or that
I am just fabu-
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personality. Or the She et 5 we ously charismatic.
attractive person Guess which one
may have a deficit, I choose?
such as low self- 'l] se our We like a

esteem.

“When there is
a disparate physi-
cal attractiveness,
you usually find
some kind of ex-
planation. And the
reason we’re trou-
bled is that we
look at these situa-
tions and there’s
some  unwritten
history we haven’t
become acquainted with that explains
it.” Murstein did a study that found that
attractive men who are paired with less
attractive women usually have low self-
esteem, but he didn’t find the reverse.
“In our society, men who have greater
power and status may feel that no matter
how they look, they’re entitled to an at-
tractive woman. They trade their status
and economic substance. We’re much
more used to seeing ugly guys with at-
tractive women than vice versa.”

Fortunately, something else happens
with human nature. In another study,
Murstein found that people almost never
identify their partners as less than aver-
age 1n looks. Giving people a five-point
scale, ranging from ugly to beautiful,
from which to describe their partner,
Murstein found that they chose only the
top three points—there were no dogs.
Does this mean that love conquers all?
“It means that if you get to know some-
body, you can’t see him objectively any-
more,” says Murstein. “What was once a
mouth full of crooked teeth becomes the
charming way he smiles when he’s

looks as
currency
for trading
in life.

Noah’s Ark effect
1 couples: There’s
a certain harmony
we see in people
of comparable at-
tractiveness, a cer-
tain aesthetic sense
of rightness, ac-
cording to Mur-
stein. That’s why a
giraffe like Su-
san Anton seemed
wrong with a
shrimp like Dudley Moore, why we’re
cheered to see cute Jane Pauley paired
off with cute Garry Trudeau, why we as-
sume that the dazzling Diane Sawyer
must have found a mother lode of wit
and charm in Mike Nichols. I’m still not
sure if this theory adequately explains
Mrs. Alan Alda. But it does clarify how
a woman I know fell in love with a man
who looked like Pee-wee Herman. “Isn’t
he the sexiest thing you ever saw?” she
once asked a few of us at dinner (Pee-
wee was not present), and each of us,
empowered by a little too much Valpoli-
cella, admitted, “Not to me,” which
pretty much put a kibosh on the friend-
ship. (This love object also collected
guns and Nazi memorabilia, so I was not
prone to think well of him, even if he
had looked like Pierce Brosnan.) It took
me a long time to recognize that this man
and woman might be viewed as physical
counterparts, about equally attractive in
the eyes of the world and empowered by
things other than looks. It explained a
lot. I have since learned to smile politely
and lie through my teeth. @
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