
Why is this not an issue for us, humans?

Big question



•Gain insight into how humans became such big-brained, 
other-regarding apes

•Gain insight into how human brains developmentally 
construct and pathologically lose an understanding of 
mind

•Gain insight into how human brains achieve mutual 
understanding and how this elusive capacity underpins 
social interaction, culture, and society

•Get a thorough background in neuroscientific approaches for 
advancing our understanding of human social phenomena

• Learn how to critically read the neuroscientific literature and 
view opposing theories and data in perspective

Course goals



Course outline

stolkarjen.github.io/social-neurocognition



Course expectations

•Midterm & Final

• Exam questions (4 MC/exam)

• “Dual perspectives”



Dual perspectives

Why do we have Big Brains?
Geocentrism! Heliocentrism!



Arrival of Man Friday

PSYC53: Social Neurocognition

Lecture 1



1. Motivation for social neurocognition
Disconnect between neuro and psych, cultural niche construction

Today’s docket



Why social neurocognition? 
Motivation

A disconnect between social psychology and neuroscience 

“It was the arrival of Man Friday on the scene 

which really made things difficult for Crusoe”

(Nicholas Humphrey – The social function of intellect –

in: Growing points in Ethology, CUP, 1976)

…at the same time, in another universe…



Motivation

A disconnect between social psychology and neuroscience 



Motivation

Social behavior as merely a manifestation of cultural and biological traits 

?



Motivation

Social behavior as merely a manifestation of cultural and biological traits 



Niche construction: the neglected process in evolution

Motivation



Motivation

Niche construction: the neglected process in evolution



Motivation

Cultural niche construction



Motivation

Creating and navigating a social world

Thus social primates are required by the very nature of the system they
create and maintain to be calculating beings; they must be able to calculate
the consequences of their own behaviour, to calculate the likely behaviour
of others, to calculate the balance of advantage and loss – and all this in a
context where the evidence on which their calculations are based is
ephemeral, ambiguous and liable to change, not least as a consequence of
their own actions.

(Nicholas Humphrey – The social function of intellect –

in: Growing points in Ethology, CUP, 1976)



Take-home concepts

•An organism influences it owns evolution, by 
being both the object of natural selection and 
the creator of the conditions of that selection

•How humans construct rapidly developing 
cultural niches, and how this capability 
evolved from other animals, remains a mystery 



Next up

•The Social Brain


