
 
 

Neurodiverse scientist’s ‘instruction manual for 

humans’ wins the 2020 Royal Society Science Book 

Prize 
 

● Judges praise Dr Camilla Pang for her original and unique perspective on our 

experience as humans through the prism of her Autism Spectrum Disorder 

diagnosis and scientific understanding 

 

● The 28-year-old author and scientist becomes the youngest writer to win the Royal 

Society Science Book Prize 

 

Tonight, Tuesday 3rd November 2020, Explaining Humans: What Science Can Teach Us about 

Life, Love and Relationships (Viking) by postdoctoral scientist and debut author, Dr Camilla 

Pang, becomes the 33rd winner of the prestigious Royal Society Science Book Prize, sponsored 

by Insight Investment. 

 

In Explaining Humans, Dr Pang - diagnosed with Autism Spectrum Disorder at the age of eight 

and Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder at 26-years-old – shows readers how proteins, 

machine learning and molecular chemistry can teach us about the complexities of human 

behaviour and the world around us. Pang, who struggled to understand the world growing 

up due to her diagnosis, set out to create a manual for humans that she could consult. Armed 

with a PHD in biochemistry, she lays out life’s everyday interactions through a set of scientific 

principles, showing how thinking differently can be a superpower instead of a disability.  

 

Pang’s book dissects four categories of routine human experiences: Decisions and the route 

we take to make them; Conflict and how we can avoid it; Relationships and how we establish 

them; Etiquette and how we conform to it. She provides a unique look at who we are and 

why we conform to social norms and shares an inspiring guide on how to lead a more 

connected, happier life. 

 

Chair of this year’s judging panel, Professor Anne Osbourn FRS, Group Leader at the John 

Innes Centre and Director of the Norwich Research Park Industrial Biotechnology Alliance, 

said: “Explaining Humans is an intelligent and charming investigation into how we understand 

human behaviour, while drawing on the author’s superpower of neurodivergence –but it does 

a lot more than that. Each chapter focuses on a different facet of science and, while explaining 

the scientific theory in a readily accessible way, also delves into analogies of accepted social 



norms and how to interpret and respond to them. Crucially, the book also provides insights 

into different ways of thinking and the challenges of being neurodiverse in a ‘normal’ world. 

Pang may have written this book as a manual to understand a world that sometimes feels 

alien to her, but it also allows neurotypicals to see the world from an entirely new 

perspective.” 

 

Dr Pang becomes the youngest author to win the Prize. She is also sixth woman to scoop the 

Prize in as many years, following last year’s winner Caroline Criado Perez (Invisible Women, 

2019), Sarah-Jayne Blakemore (Inventing Ourselves, 2018), Cordelia Fine (Testosterone Rex, 

2017), Andrea Wulf (The Invention of Nature, 2016) and Gaia Vince (Adventures in the 

Anthropocene, 2015). The panel of five judges praised the scientist and writer for her original 

and unique perspective on our experience as humans through the prism of scientific 

understanding.  

 

Brian Cox OBE, FRS, The Royal Society Professor for Public Engagement in 

Science, added: “This year, science is firmly in the spotlight and high in the public 

consciousness as we all feel the impact of this global pandemic. Our collective experience has 

been a stark reminder of the invaluable role that good science communication plays in 

equipping us to have a deeper understanding of how to respond to and protect ourselves and 

those around us.  

 

“This year’s winning book, Explaining Humans, exemplifies good science writing and 

communication by illustrating how science can help us to understand why we do what we 

do.” 

 

During a virtual ceremony streamed via the Royal Society’s YouTube Page, Pang received a 

cheque for £25,000 and the five shortlisted authors were each awarded £2,500. 

 

Professor Anne Osbourn FRS was joined on the judging panel by: Blackwell's Trade Buying 

Manager, Katharine Fry; journalist, Katy Guest; Royal Society University Research Fellow, 

Dr Kartic Subr, and actress and author Sophie Ward. 

 

Founded in 1988, the Royal Society Science Book Prize exists to promote the accessibility and 

joy of popular science books to the public. Over three decades, it has championed writers such 

as Stephen Hawking, Jared Diamond, Stephen Jay Gould, Brian Greene, Sarah-Jayne 

Blakemore and last year’s winner Caroline Criado Perez. 

 

Dr Camilla Pang is available for interview. For press queries please contact Hephzibah 

Kwakye-Saka or Katy MacMillan-Scott at Riot Communications: 07889 185 831 / 

hephzibah@riotcommunications.com / katy@riotcommunications.com 
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THE WINNER 

 

1. About the author 

Dr Camilla Pang holds a PhD in Biochemistry from University College London and is a 

Postdoctoral Scientist specialising in Translational Bioinformatics. At the age of eight, 

Pang was diagnosed with Autistic Spectrum Disorder (ASD), and ADHD at 26-years-old. 

Her career and studies have been heavily influenced by her diagnosis and she is driven 

by her passion for understanding humans, our behaviours and how we work. 

 

2. About the book 

Explaining Humans: What Science Can Teach Us about Life, Love and Relationships by 

Camilla Pang (Viking) 

 

Diagnosed with Autism Spectrum Disorder at the age of eight, Dr Camilla Pang struggled 

to understand the world around her. Desperate for a solution, Camilla asked her mother if 

there was an instruction manual for humans that she could consult. But, without the 

blueprint to life she was hoping for, Camilla began to create her own. Now armed with a 

PhD in biochemistry, Camilla dismantles our obscure social customs and identifies what it 

really means to be human using her unique expertise and a language she knows best: 

science. Explaining Humans is an original and incisive exploration of human nature and the 

strangeness of social norms, written from the outside looking in. 

 

‘Whether neurodiverse or neurotypical, Pang's witty account is a must-read for anyone 

who wants to broaden their understanding of life beyond what society defines as the 

'norm'.’ -  Dazed. 

 

3. The 2020 shortlist in full (in alphabetical order by author surname): 

1. The World According to Physics by Jim Al-Khalili (Princeton University Press) 

2. The Body: A Guide for Occupants by Bill Bryson (Transworld Publishers) 

3. The Great Pretender: The Undercover Mission That Changed Our Understanding of 

Madness by Susannah Cahalan (Canongate Books) 

4. Explaining Humans: What Science Can Teach Us about Life, Love and Relationships by 

Camilla Pang (Viking) 

5. The Double X Economy: The Epic Power of Empowering Women by Linda Scott (Faber 

& Faber) 

6. Transcendence: How Humans Evolved through Fire, Language, Beauty, and Time by Gaia 

Vince (Allen Lane) 

 

4. About the Royal Society: 

The Royal Society is a self-governing Fellowship of many of the world’s most distinguished 

scientists drawn from all areas of science, engineering, and medicine. The Society’s 

fundamental purpose, reflected in its founding Charters of the 1660s, is to recognise, promote, 

and support excellence in science and to encourage the development and use of science for 

the benefit of humanity. 



Follow the Royal Society on Twitter (@royalsociety) or on Facebook 

(facebook.com/theroyalsociety). 

5. About the sponsor:  

Insight Investment is a leading global investment manager, founded in 2002 and 

headquartered in London. Insight primarily manages money for pension schemes by 

providing liability-driven investment strategies and investing in fixed income and currency 

and multi-asset. Insight takes responsible investment seriously. It was a founding signatory 

to the Principles for Responsible Investment (PRI) and has been integrating environmental, 

social and governance (ESG) considerations into decision-making processes for more than a 

decade. Insight’s approach is underpinned by the belief that ESG issues are important drivers 

of investment value. In 2020, Insight was awarded A+ ratings by the PRI for strategy and 

governance, and for the integration of responsible investment-related issues across our fixed 

income business. 

 

More information about Insight Investment can be found at: www.insightinvestment.com 

 
6. About the prize: 

Set up in 1988 as the "Science Book Prizes", the Royal Society Science Book Prize sponsored 

by Insight Investment presents game-changing reads for curious minds every year. The Prize 

was named the Rhône-Poulenc Prizes for Science Books from 1990 - 2000, the Aventis Prizes 

for Science Books from 2001 – 2006, the Royal Society Prize for Science Books from 2007 – 2010 

and the Royal Society Winton Prize for Science Books from 2011 – 2015.   

7. Complete list of past winners of the Prize: 

● 2019: Invisible Women: Exposing Data Bias in a World Designed for Men by Caroline 

Criado Perez 

● 2018: Inventing Ourselves by Sarah-Jayne Blakemore 

● 2017: Testosterone Rex by Cordelia Fine 

● 2016: The Invention of Nature by Andrea Wulf 

● 2015: Adventures in the Anthropocene by Gaia Vince 

● 2014: Stuff by Mark Miodownik 

● 2013: The Particle at the End of the Universe by Sean Carroll 

● 2012: The Information by James Gleick 

● 2011: The Wavewatcher's Companion by Gavin Pretor-Pinney 

● 2010: Life Ascending by Nick Lane 

● 2009: The Age of Wonder by Richard Holmes 

● 2008: Six Degrees by Mark Lynas 

● 2007: Stumbling on Happiness by Daniel Gilbert 

● 2006: Electric Universe by David Bodanis 

● 2005: Critical Mass by Philip Ball  

● 2004: A Short History of Nearly Everything by Bill Bryson 

● 2003: Right Hand, Left Hand by Chris McManus 

● 2002: The Universe in a Nutshell by Stephen Hawking 

● 2001: Mapping the Deep by Robert Kunzig 
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● 2000: The Elegant Universe by Brian Greene 

● 1999: The Man Who Loved Only Numbers by Paul Hoffman 

● 1998: Guns, Germs and Steel by Jared Diamond 

● 1997: The Wisdom of Bones by Alan Walker and Pat Shipman 

● 1996: Plague’s Progress by Arno Karlen 

● 1995: The Consumer’s Good Chemical Guide by John Emsley 

● 1994: The Language of the Genes by Steve Jones 

● 1993: The Making of Memory by Steven Rose 

● 1992: The Rise and Fall of the Third Chimpanzee by Jared Diamond 

● 1991: Wonderful Life by Stephen Jay Gould 

● 1990: The Emperor's New Mind by Roger Penrose 

● 1989: Bones of Contention by Roger Lewin 

● 1988: Living with Risk by the British Medical Association Board of Science 

 


