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Lieberman MD and Eisenberg NI (2009), Science, 323, 890-891.  

THE EMOTIONAL BRAIN AT WORK ON: 
 
                           -   Biases on processing racial cues 
                           -   Biases on processing threat cues 
                           -   Biases towards social obedience+conformity    



Tamietto M and De Gelder, B (2010) Nature Reviews 
Neuroscience, 11, 697-709. 



The role of social groups in the persistance of learned fears 
 

Olsson A et al. (2005) Science, 309, 785-87, 29 July . 

Acquisition Extinction 

Fear Conditioning: 3  steps, SCR measures  

CS+         (+ shocks)     

CS-         (no shocks) 

CS+ 

CS- 
alone 

6 association trials, 6 sec CS + 200ms 
shock, ISI: 12-15sec. 

6 extinctions trials, same 
parameters. 

Exp. 1. Butterflies/birds vs. Snakes/spiders  

Exp. 2.  Blacks vs. white neutral expression faces.  

Habituation 

CS’s alone 
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 Butterflies/birds vs. Snakes/Spiders Exp. 2: Black vs white neutral faces  
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White participants N=36  
(20 females 16 males) 

Black participants  N=37 
(25 females 12 males) 



EYES LOOKING AT YOU 



Whalen PJ et al (2004), Science, 306, 2061. 



Neuron, 44, 1043-1055,  2004. 

Etkin A, Klemenhaguen KC, Dudman JC, Rogan  
MT, Hen R, Kandel ER and Hirsch J 
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Neural systems responding to social threatening stimuli (fearful faces):  
X-linked genes influence the integrity of  pathways marked with an 
asteriscus (*),  pathways under the influence of  allelic variatios at 
serotonin tranporter indicated by the hash symbol (#) Skuse D (2006), 
Phil. Trans. R. Soc. B, 361, 2129-2141.  



Carter TJ, Ferguson MJ and Hassin RR (2011) 
Psychological Science, 22, 8, 1011-1018. 



Carter TJ, Ferguson MJ and Hassin RR (2011) 
Psychological Science, 22, 8, 1011-1018. 



‘docility’: receptivity to social influence, is an evolved instinct that has survived 
and permeated human populations to serve important evolutionary purposes. Docile 
people have the intelligence and motivation to learn quickly from social information 
and do not screen social information for its contribution to personal fitness. Docility 
allows people to believe large numbers of propositions without any direct proof. 
Docile individuals are also more adept at social learning, making them more able to 
acquire knowledge, skills and ‘proper behaviors’ i.e. values, goals and attitudes that 
are useful in overcoming obstacles, thus contributing to the evolutionary fitness of 
human populations.  
So, according  to Herbert Simon (1990), a genetic predisposition to imitate others 
has evolved which serves a social purpose in encouraging socially constructive 
empathy and altruism, helpful in overcoming dissent and conflict, though Simon’s 
analysis is problematic because it does not allow that such conformism might also 
precipitate tyranny and oppression… 

Herding psychology: 
     
             -  Congregació 
             -  Gregarisme 
             -  Obediència 
             -  Conformitat 
             -  Persuassió 
             -  Imitació…. 



Raafat M, Chater N and Frith Ch (2009) Trends in Cognitive Sciences,13, 10, 420-428.  
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FROM OBEDIENCE TO INDOCTRINATION 
      
     Levels: 
          
         -  Duets 
         -  Small groups  
         -  Bands, Clans 
         -  Tribes, Nations 
         -  Sects, Religions, Secular Ideologies 
         -  Brands…  

Thoughts, values, behaviors… 

       (from trivial to meaningful) 



MILGRAM EXPERIMENTS  60’s 

Yale University Lab: “Effects of punishment on human learning/memory” 

             -  Paired-words lists rehearsing, till high % correct. 

             -  Lapse. 

             -  Test: errors followed by shocks of increasing intensity.     

             -  E: experimenter;  S: subject;   A: Learner (actor). 

             -  Subjects recruited from the community (paid or nonpaid, 
man/women…).  

60/65% Subjects apply maximum intensity shocks (Warning: “Life  Danger!!”)  

15-20% stop at high intensity 

15% refuse to continue, at moderate intensities, and drop, infuriated. 



Slater et al (2006), PLoS One, 1, 1, e39. 

Six from the twenty three (26%) participants 
on the visual condition, stopped delivering 
shocks before the end of 20 shocks series: 3 
gave 19 shocks, and 18, 16 and 9 shocks were 
given by one person each 



Berns G et al (2005), Biological Psychiatry, 58, 245-253. 
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Keep alert against Emotional/Feeling 
automatisms and conformity manipulations!! 
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