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Organizing Goals

In March 2024, with the generous support of Gordon Getty, the Gruter Institute convened a group of
evolutionary biologists, behavioral scientists, historians, economists, and legal thought leaders for “KissCon,”
the first known interdisciplinary examination of the role of kissing and social contact from a scientific
perspective. Convened at the Royal Society in London, KissCon examined the history of philematology across
disciplines ranging from ancient history and evolutionary biology to the most recent pandemic and modern
medicine. Following KissCon at the Royal Society, participants indicated significant interest in convening again
on this subject with the opportunity for publication. Thanks to the leadership of Debra Lieberman, Editor in
Chief of the journal Evolution and Human Behavior (EHB), EHB is now calling for a dedicated journal edition
on this subject, for which KissCon Il participants are invited to submit essays. Further details regarding
submissions appear below.

KissCon developed several themes, starting with the role of kissing and other close physical contact as ways to
facilitate biome sharing across populations. The practices themselves then appear to evolve as markers in
affiliative contexts, across multiple species. These contexts include infant care, familial kissing, sexual
signaling and arousal, and even hierarchical affiliation. Kissing signals interest, health, and mutual investment.
Cultural acceptance, adaptations, taboos and laws around kissing and other close biome sharing practices may
build on strong but yet undescribed physical signals that indicate physical health and interpersonal micro-
expression and social exchange.

Kissing represents perhaps the highest rate of pathogen exchange between humans and plays a significant role
in both mate assessment and bonding mechanisms. Understanding kissing and other proximate human to human
contact in an evolutionary context provides critical information about the role of pathogen exchange in the
context of the immune system. What do we know about the effects on the immune system when pathogen
exchange via either kissing or proximate human contact decreases or increases? What are the impacts on human
behavior when such pathogen exchange decreases or increases? What do we know about the role of the five
senses being employed in both kissing and in proximate human contact? What forms of contact are platonic,
and what is the role of physical attraction in such behavior? How is human contact mediated by social and
cultural norms? How has it been regulated and controlled by law? Not all close contact is welcome or
appropriate. Legal and societal rules and expectations are changing here as well. When a Spanish soccer
federation official kisses a winning player, is this exuberance or abuse, what are the standards for capacity and
consent?

These topics are not only of high interest in evolutionary theory, but they are critical to understand as humans in
the increasingly isolated, digital, post-COVID-19 pandemic world. When Kissing is viewed abstractly as one
end in the continuum of human contact, it leads to broader questions about human interaction.

During the pandemic, most countries mandated reduced pathogen exchange, particularly outside of immediate
family members. But it is the digitization of our lives, which started before the pandemic and has continued at
marked speed since the pandemic, that appears to be having an even more robust and seemingly permanent
negative effect on the extent to which we engage in face-to-face proximate human contact. Consider the number
of non-family members a person typically encounters in a given day today versus 50 years ago. While in many
parts of the world this may have increased in some more passive contexts such as public transport, it appears to
have decreased in other more active social contexts such as in-person work and in-person gatherings.

Consider further, the decreased use of the five senses in the “social” encounters that we have when such
encounters are done virtually. With Al and the “attention economy” having their own Cambrian Explosion,



reduced face-to-face encounters and isolation — what we might consider the opposite of kissing - will only
increase. What are the implications of such “environmental change” for human society, including our immune
systems, mental health, law, and institutions? What insights might we gain for technology and institutional
design?

We are fortunate to have a preeminent, interdisciplinary group of scientists, legal scholars, historians,
economists, and other thinkers gathering together to participate in this discussion.

Symposium Format

In order to provide a useful arc to the symposium sessions, provide a useful starting point for the EHB journal
edition, and allow ample time for discussion, we have organized the two-day symposium into sessions focused
on the topics outlined below. We anticipate that individual talks will last approximately 15 minutes
followed by five minutes of questions. In addition, we have slated additional time for general discussion at the
end of each session. Breaks will be taken as needed. We have done our best to match participants with session
topics, however, if you should prefer to speak in a different session, please email Monika Cheney
(mgc@aqruter.org) to indicate your preference.

Arrival Day February 27th:

6:00pm Opening Dinner Spruce Restaurant, 3640 Sacramento Street, San Francisco
Post-dinner Drinks at Getty Residence

Day 1 — February 28th:

8:00am Breakfast at Getty Residence
9:00am Introductions and Framing

Session 1: The Evolutionary Roots of Kissing

Chair: Rebecca Purdom
Focus: The biological and evolutionary foundations of kissing

Speakers:

Paul Ewald
David Haig
Kate Talbot
Stuart West
Isabel Behncke

Keynote: Matt Ridley: Birds, Sex & Beauty: The Extraordinary Implications of Charles Darwin’s Strangest Idea
[via zoom]



12:00pm — Lunch, Getty Residence

Session 2: Kissing and the Microbiome

Chair: Andrew Torrance

Focus: The role of kissing in microbiota exchange, immunity, and health. The physiological, chemical, and sensory
processes that make kissing a unique human experience.

Speakers:

Remco Kort

Holly Swain Ewald
Penny Riggs
Ashleigh Griffin
Edward Hagen
Terence Kealey

Session 3: The Psychology of Kissing — Love, Trust, and Mate Selection

Chair: Oliver Goodenough
Focus: The emotional and cognitive mechanisms behind kissing and its role in relationships.

Speakers:

Debra Lieberman

Ashley Thomas

Lydia Hopper

Sarah Broshan

Rachna Reddy

** The last two to three speakers in this session will speak on March 1%, where Session 3 is continued

General Discussion: Summary of Key Themes from Day One

6:00pm — Dinner at Harris’ Steak House, 2100 Van Ness Avenue

Day 2 - March 15t

8:00am Breakfast at Getty Residence

9:00am Getty Residence

Session 3 Continued

Chair: Oliver Goodenough
Continuation of speakers from previous afternoon



Session 4: Kissing in Culture, History, and Religion

Chair: Jevin West

Focus: How kissing has been shaped by cultural, religious, and historical factors.
Speakers:

Troels Pank Arbagll

Sophie Lund Rasmussen

Joseph Henrich
Jonathan Morton

12:00pm - Lunch, Getty Residence

Session 5: Kissing, Law, and Social Norms

Chair: Lydia Hopper
Focus: The legal, ethical, and regulatory aspects of kissing.

Speakers:
Rebecca Purdom
Carlton Patrick
Andrew Morriss
Susan Dudley
Andrew Torrance

Session 6: What Kissing Tells Us About Humanity

Chair: Isabel Behncke

Focus: Interdisciplinary reflections on why Kkissing matters in human society.

Speakers:

Leda Cosmides
Oliver Goodneough
Jevin West

Closing Session: Sealed with a Kiss — The Future of Human Connection

Chairs: Monika Cheney & Debra Lieberman

General Discussion Focus: A general discussion where all speakers and attendees reflect on key insights, unanswered
questions, future research directions and information regarding the dedicated edition of the journal Evolution and
Human Behavior.

5:45pm — Cocktails, Dinner & Musical Festivity, Getty Residence



