Political Psychology, Vol. 24, No. 4, 2003

Social Neuroscience: A Role for Brain Imaging
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The field of social neuroscience has now joined cognitive neuroscience in a
rapidly expanding effort to understand the relationship between brain function and
behavior in humans. Cognitive neuroscience has been combining the experimen-
tal strategies of cognitive psychology with various techniques for examining how
brain function supports mental activities, with increasing success (for a recent
review, see the miniseries on Functional Brain Imaging and Human Brain Func-
tion in the Journal of Neuroscience, 15 May 2003). Social neuroscience greatly
extends the potential range of behaviors that can be explored in this way.

This special issue of Political Psychology is clear evidence of the new pres-
ence of social neuroscience. This exciting opportunity, however, comes with a
clear requirement. Social scientists and neuroscientists, both cognitive and other-
wise, must understand each other even more fully than at present in order to deter-
mine the questions and approaches that might work best. This is clearly a
challenging and multidisciplinary work in progress for all concerned.

It is apparent from this collection of papers that, among the tools of neuro-
science that have made social neuroscience a possibility and will fuel its growth,
imaging of the human brain (especially with the use of functional magnetic res-
onance imaging or fMRI) has the potential to play a very prominent role. There-
fore, it seems appropriate to consider the present status of functional brain imaging
as well as some of the important trends in its development. It must be kept in
mind that imaging of brain function is itself in a very active state of development,
which is likely to continue for many years (for a recent survey, see Raichle, 2003).

To begin, it is useful to consider the intended goal of functional brain
imaging. This may seem self-evident to most. Yet interpretations frequently stated
or implied about functional imaging data (see, e.g., Nichols & Newsome, 1999;
Uttal, 2001) suggest that, if not careful, functional brain imaging could be viewed
as no more than a modern and extraordinarily expensive version of 19th-century
phrenology (for alternative views, see Posner, in press; Raichle, 2003). In this
regard, it is worth noting that functional imaging researchers themselves have
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