
Gaining Control: How Human Behavior
Evolved

Have you ever wondered why humans behave the way they do? From our social
interactions to our decision-making processes, human behavior is complex and
deeply rooted. In this article, we will delve into the fascinating topic of how human
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behavior has evolved over time, and how our ability to gain control over our
actions has shaped our species' history.

The Evolutionary Origins of Human Behavior

To understand the evolution of human behavior, we must first look back to our
ancestors. Homo sapiens, our species, emerged in Africa about 200,000 years
ago. However, our behavioral traits were shaped over millions of years of
evolution.
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Behavioral scientists argue that the roots of human behavior can be traced back
to our primate ancestors. We share a common ancestor with chimpanzees and
bonobos, and studying their behavior can provide valuable insights into our own.

One key aspect of human behavior is our social nature. We are highly social
beings, forming intricate networks of relationships and engaging in complex group
dynamics. This social behavior can be seen in our primate relatives as well.
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Chimpanzees, for example, live in tight-knit communities and display a range of
social behaviors, such as cooperation and conflict resolution.

But what sets humans apart from other primates is our cognitive abilities. Our
brains have evolved to be larger and more complex, allowing us to develop
language, engage in abstract thinking, and plan for the future. These cognitive
advancements have given us the ability to gain control over our actions and make
decisions based on insight, rather than solely on instinct.

The Role of Culture

Another aspect that has influenced the evolution of human behavior is culture.
Culture encompasses the beliefs, values, norms, and practices that are
transmitted from one generation to the next. It shapes the way individuals in a
society think and behave.

Culture has allowed humans to build upon knowledge and experiences acquired
by previous generations. We have learned to adapt and improve our behaviors
through cultural transmission.

For example, the invention of tools and the development of agriculture were
significant milestones in human history. These advancements allowed us to
control our environment in ways that were previously unimaginable. Over time,
such cultural innovations have shaped our behavior and influenced our social
structures.

The Impact of Genetics

Genetics also play a significant role in shaping human behavior. Our genetic
makeup influences our predispositions towards certain behaviors, such as
aggression, altruism, and risk-taking.



However, it is important to note that genetics alone do not determine our
behavior. While certain traits may have a genetic basis, our behavior is a complex
interplay between genetics and environmental factors.

For instance, studies have shown that individuals who grow up in nurturing and
supportive environments are more likely to display prosocial behaviors,
regardless of their genetic predispositions. This highlights the importance of both
nature and nurture in understanding human behavior.

Adaptation and Survival

Throughout our evolutionary history, human behavior has been shaped by the
need to adapt to changing environments and ensure survival.

Early humans had to develop strategies to acquire food, protect themselves from
predators, and navigate unfamiliar territories. These challenges required a high
degree of behavioral flexibility and problem-solving abilities.

Over time, the individuals who were better able to control their behavior and
adapt to new circumstances were more likely to survive and pass on their genes
to the next generation. This led to the gradual refinement and evolution of human
behavior.

Human behavior is a complex and multifaceted subject, shaped by both
evolutionary and cultural factors. Our primate ancestors laid the foundation for
our social nature, while our cognitive abilities allowed us to gain control over our
actions and make deliberate decisions.

Culture has played a crucial role in shaping our behavior, allowing us to transmit
knowledge and refine our strategies for survival. Genetics also contribute to our



behavioral tendencies, but the interaction between genetics and the environment
is key to understanding human behavior.

By unraveling the mysteries of how human behavior evolved, we gain valuable
insights into the intricacies of our species and the forces that have shaped our
present-day society.
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'Gaining control' tells the story of how human behavioral capacities evolved from
those of other animal species. Exploring what is known about the psychological
capacities of other groups of animals, the authors reconstruct a fascinating
history of our own mental evolution.

In the book, the authors see mental evolution as a series of steps in which new
mechanisms for controlling behavior develop in different species - starting with
early representatives of this kingdom, and leading to a species - us - that can
engage in a large number of different types of behavioral control. Key to their
argument is the idea that each of these steps — from reflexes to instincts, drives,
emotions, and cognitive planning - can be seen as a novel type of psychological
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adaptation in
which information is 'inherited' by an animal from its own behavior through new
forms of learning - a form of major evolutionary transition. Thus the mechanisms
that result from these steps in increasingly complex behavioral control can also
be seen as the fundamental building blocks of psychology.
Such a perspective on behaviour has a number of implications for practitioners in
fields ranging from experimental psychology to public health.

Short, provocative, and insightful, this book will be of great interest and use to
evolutionary psychologists and biologists, anthropologists and the scientific
community as a whole.
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