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Human Biology, Behaviour & Evolution
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Louise Barrett
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D858, University Hall
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Office Hours: 
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Objective:
Humans are biologically evolved organisms, just like all other life on earth. This is, of course, 
very easy to say,  but this simple statement has far-reaching implications, and requires careful 
consideration. How should we study our own species from an evolutionary perspective? 
What aspects of our biology and behaviour are amenable to evolutionary analysis? Our 
physiology? Our anatomy? Our behaviour and psychology?  All of these? Only some? In 
particular, can we study our psychology through an evolutionary lens in the same way that 
we tackle other aspects of our being? What does this require of us, and how does this differ 
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from the way we study other species? 

In this course, we will consider the study of human biology, psychology and behaviour from 
an evolutionary perspective, identifying the various schools of thought that exist, assessing 
the validity of the claims that are made, and the strength of the evidence on which such 
claims are based. Along the way, we will consider such questions as: should studies of 
humans be held to a higher standard than those of other animals? Does an evolutionary 
perspective lead to inappropriate reductionism? Does evolution deny human agency and 
purpose? Does natural selection still operate on contemporary humans? Does evolution 
continue to have relevance to our lives?

In addition to these theoretical issues, we’ll also be taking an empirical approach, and 
conducting three studies of our own, in which we’ll attempt to replicate some of the research 
we’ll discuss in class. This will give you a feel for handling data and the kinds of inferences 
that it is possible to draw from different kinds of data.

Structure of the course:
The course is seminar-based, and will (obviously) work best if you come to class fully 
prepared (i.e., having read the assigned papers for that particular week; collected the data 
required; prepared answers to any questions that have been set...whatever is required for any 
given week). You need to be able to participate fully in class discussions and debates. This 
isn’t a course where you can just sit back, snooze and wing it at the end through a bit of 
judicious cramming and rote memorization. If you have the right attitude, and understand 
that you are responsible for your own learning, then it will all work extremely well. Basically, 
to get the most out of the course and, more importantly, enjoy it, you will need curiosity, 
generosity, stamina, an ability to retain your sense of humour and a willingness to 
occasionally look stupid. (These are also some of the attributes you need to teach a class like 
this, so I’m not asking you any more of you than I demand of myself.) Also: no whining.

For the first few weeks of class, we will use the example of human height as a means to 
examine the scope and limits of an evolutionary approach to human biology and behaviour. 
Height is an immensely informative trait that allows us to deal with everything from 
anatomy to physiology to behaviour and psychology. This might sound like an odd trait to 
select, but if you are not converted by the time we’re done then, quite frankly, you are dead 
inside. Alongside a consideration of evolutionarily-informed work on human height, we’ll 
also consider the relevant evolutionary theory that forms the background to such work, and 
its application to humans.  Once we’ve covered the groundwork in this way, we’ll then be in a 
position to pursue those topics you find most relevant, contentious or interesting, and wish to 
cover in more depth (NB: this will, in general, exclude those topics that are covered by other 
courses in the psychology department; the aim here is to do something different, not more of 
the same). 

During these first few weeks of term, we will also discuss the empirical studies we’ll be 
attempting to replicate, and plan how to carry them out. Again, these will focus on height for 
practical reasons, as well as interest: height is an easy trait to study, and one that lends itself 
to a variety of empirical questions that we can collect data on for ourselves. Specifically, we 
will, over the course of the semester, collect and analyse data on the following three topics 
that deal with aspects of our physiology, social cognition and visual perception respectively:

1. Height and season of birth: 
Is there any relationship between the month in which someone was born, and their adult 
height?
Banegas, J. R., Rodríguez-Artalejo, F., Graciani, A., la Cruz, de, J. J., & Gutiérrez-Fisac,  J. L. 
(2001). Month of birth and height of Spanish middle-aged men. Annals of human  biology, 
28(1), 15–20.



2. Height and dominance: 
Do people defer to those who are taller than themselves in everyday non-verbal social 
situations?  Does this apply to both sexes?
Stulp, G., Buunk, A.P., Verhulst, S. & Pollet, T.V. Human height is positively related to 
interpersonal dominance in both verbal and non-verbal dyadic interactions. 

 
3. Height and visual perception: 
Does height influence, quite literally, how someone perceives the world? More specifically, 
can we demonstrate that people’s perceptions of everyday objects, like a flight of stairs, 
depends on the particular nature of their embodiment, specifically their height?
Warren, W. H. (1984). Perceiving affordances: visual guidance of stair climbing. Journal of 
experimental psychology. Human perception and performance, 10(5), 683–703.

These topics also lend themselves to different kinds of data collection (questionnaires, 
naturalistic observations and controlled experiments) giving you some experience with each 
of these, as well as experience with data handling and analysis (It is worth nothing here that, 
in at least one case, it is unlikely that we will find the same effects as published studies;  the 
reasons for this are part of the rationale for attempting such a study). In each case, we will 
spend approximately 3  weeks collecting data, collating it, analysing it and discussing it 
together as a class. You will then be responsible for writing up your own individual report for 
each study, and these will constitute part of your overall grade for the class. The main point 
of this exercise is not to discover anything ground-breaking or win a Nobel Prize, but to make 
you think about the nature of data and data analysis, and so look at the published work 
you’re reading from a more informed perspective. In other words, it’s not about following a 
recipe and simply getting things right, but has much more to do with thinking about how one 
tackles an issue empirically, and what this tells you about the nature of scientific research.

Readings:
There is no set text for this course, and the intention is to allow the course to develop 
“organically” with respect to subject matter after the first few weeks. To kick off with, I’m 
supplying you with a reading list that covers the first few weeks of class (see below). From 
this, I expect you to select papers and do the relevant research; we’ll discuss these 
expectations in more detail in the first class. As the semester progresses, and we discover 
which topics hold most interest for you, you will be able (and expected) to find your own 
readings and articles, construct your own reading lists to share with the class, and present 
and discuss articles with your classmates during our weekly seminars. Each week, we’ll 
divide our time between working on our practical endeavours, and discussing articles and 
evolutionarily relevant issues more broadly.

Course Web Site:
The class website is on Moodle. Here you’ll find the course outline, announcements, links and 
any other relevant material.

Evaluation:
The course will be assessed on the basis of the three individual write-ups for each of the 
empirical studies we conduct (3 x 25%) and one paper (3-5 pages, 1000 words max.) (1 x 25%) 
that answers one of the following questions: 
1. Why hasn’t myopia been selected out of modern human populations?
2. If there has been sexual selection for averageness and symmetry in faces as some 

researchers suggest, why isn’t everyone highly symmetrical and average (put differently, 
why are we still so funny looking)?

3. Is it possible to bring human agency into evolutionary perspective? 
4. Should standards of scientific evidence be higher for studies of our own species compared 

to those of other animals?



5. Can modularity work as an explanation of human’s evolved cognitive architecture?
6. How much can be inferred about evolutionary processes from a study of mate preferences 

(in both humans and other species)?
7. If people control their fertility does this undermine an evolutionary approach to human 

behaviour?
8. Is there a universal human nature?
9. How does an understanding of development and plasticity complicate explanations of 

human psychology based on an evolved cognitive architecture? 
10.Should psychology be the study of mechanism or function?
11. Are we really 99% bacteria?

Empirical write-ups will be due in the week following the completion of a given study (see 
time-table below). Papers will be due in week 9. You will be able to revise your papers in 
order to potentially improve your grade. 

Grading: 

Your final letter grade will be based on your percentage score as given in the table below:

A+ 91-100 C+ 67-69
A 86-90 C 63-66
A- 81-85 C- 60 – 62
B+ 77-80 D+ 55 – 59
B 73-76 D 50 – 54
B- 70-72 F < 50



(Rough) Syllabus:

Date Theory Practical

Sept  10th Introduction Introduction

Sept 17th Evolution, humans & 
human evolution

Study#1: 
Height & Season of birth

Sept 24th Height & life history

Study#1: 
Height & Season of birth

Oct 1st Height & psychology

Study#1: 
Height & Season of birth

Oct 8th Choice of new topic hand-in date for Study #1

Oct 15th Discussion of relevant 
readings

Study #2: 
Height & dominance

Oct 22nd Choice of new topic

Study #2: 
Height & dominance

Oct 29th Discussion of relevant 
readings

Study #2: 
Height & dominance

Nov 5th Choice of new topic hand in date for Study #2

Nov 12th Discussion of relevant 
readings

Study #3:
Height & visual perception

Nov 19th Choice of new topic

Study #3:
Height & visual perception

Nov 26th Discussion of relevant 
readings

Study #3:
Height & visual perception

Dec 3rd Summary & Conclusion hand in date for Study #3
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