
Unlocking the Enigma: How We Reason About
Human Nature
Human nature has been an enigma that has plagued philosophers, psychologists,
and scientists for centuries. From our complex emotions to our intricate social
behaviors, understanding what makes us uniquely human has long captivated our
curiosity. In this article, we will delve deep into the realm of human nature,
examining the different perspectives and theories that have shaped our
understanding of who we are as a species.

The Nature-Nurture Debate

In attempting to comprehend the intricacies of human nature, one of the most
prominent debates that arise is the nature-nurture dichotomy. Are we born with an
inherent set of traits and characteristics, or are we products of our environment
and experiences?

Proponents of the nature theory argue that elements such as genetics and
evolutionary influences play a significant role in shaping our human nature. They
suggest that certain behaviors and traits are genetically determined and passed
down through generations, ingrained in our DNA. These proponents often point to
evidence from twin studies, where identical twins raised in separate environments
exhibit striking similarities, supporting the idea of innate characteristics.
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On the other hand, advocates of the nurture theory maintain that human nature is
predominantly a result of external factors such as upbringing, culture, and society.
They argue that as social beings, we learn and adapt based on our surroundings,
which mold our behaviors, beliefs, and values. The nurture camp believes that
our human nature is determined through a process of socialization and
conditioning.

While the nature versus nurture debate continues, most researchers
acknowledge that both factors play an essential role in shaping the complex
tapestry of human nature. Genetic predispositions may lay the foundation, but
how these traits develop and express themselves can largely be influenced by
our environment and experiences.

Psychological Perspectives on Human Nature

Psychologists have also contributed significantly to our understanding of human
nature, providing various theoretical perspectives that shed light on our cognitive
and emotional processes.

1. Psychoanalytic Theory
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Developed by Sigmund Freud, psychoanalytic theory proposes that our human
nature is shaped by unconscious drives and desires. According to Freud, our
thoughts and actions are motivated by unconscious conflicts and unresolved
childhood experiences.

Freud's theory emphasizes the importance of the unconscious mind in
understanding human behavior. He believed that by delving into the depths of our
unconscious, we can gain insight into the forces that shape our personality and
behavior.

2. Behaviorism

Behaviorism takes a different approach, highlighting the influence of external
factors on human nature. This perspective, propagated by psychologists like B.F.
Skinner, argues that human behavior is primarily a response to the environment.

Behaviorists focus on observable behaviors, studying how individuals learn and
adapt through reinforcement and punishment. According to this perspective, our
nature is a result of conditioning, where we learn and develop certain behavioral
patterns based on the consequences of our actions.

3. Cognitive Theory

Cognitive theorists, such as Jean Piaget and Lev Vygotsky, offer insights into the
thinking processes that shape our human nature. Cognitive theory emphasizes
how our mental processes, including perception, memory, and problem-solving,
influence our behavior and understanding of the world.

1. Piaget's theory of cognitive development suggests that our nature evolves as
we progress through various stages of cognitive growth. From sensorimotor to



formal operational stages, our ability to reason, think abstractly, and solve
problems develops, contributing to our unique human nature.

2. Vygotsky's sociocultural theory emphasizes the role of social interactions and
cultural influences on our cognitive development. According to Vygotsky, our
nature is co-constructed through our interactions with others and our immersion
in cultural practices.

The Evolutionary Perspective

Evolutionary psychology takes a different approach to understanding human
nature by examining our behaviors and traits through the lens of evolutionary
adaptation. This perspective suggests that our human nature is a result of natural
selection, where certain characteristics emerged to enhance our survival and
reproductive success.

Evolutionary psychologists argue that our ancestral history has shaped our
modern-day human nature. From our innate tendencies for cooperation and
altruism to our primal instincts for aggression and competition, our behaviors can
be understood as adaptive responses to our ancestral environments.

The Influence of Culture

While evolutionary forces play a role in shaping our human nature, cultural
influences cannot be discounted. Culture provides the framework within which our
nature is expressed, molding our values, beliefs, and social norms.

Each culture has its unique customs, traditions, and practices that contribute to
the diversification of human nature. From collectivist societies emphasizing
communal harmony and interdependence to individualistic cultures fostering



independence and personal achievement, our cultural upbringing significantly
influences how we reason and perceive the world.

The Ethics of Human Nature

Understanding human nature also raises ethical questions regarding how we
treat one another and the moral responsibilities we have as members of society.

By acknowledging the complexity and diversity of human nature, we can promote
tolerance, acceptance, and empathy towards others. Recognizing that our
similarities and differences are products of both nature and nurture, we can foster
a more inclusive and compassionate world.

The Continuing Quest

As we unlock the secrets of our human nature, we discover new layers of
complexity and interconnectedness. While we may never fully unravel all its
mysteries, the ongoing quest to understand what makes us human drives our
intellectual pursuits and ensures that the enigma of human nature remains
captivating for generations to come.
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Do newborns think? Do they know that "three" is greater than "two"? Do they
prefer "right" to "wrong"? What about emotions--can newborns recognize
happiness or anger? If the answer to these questions is yes, then how are our
inborn thoughts and feelings encoded in our bodies? Could they persist after we
die?

Going all the way back to ancient Greece, human nature and the mind-body
problem have been the topics of fierce scholarly debates. But laypeople also
have strong opinions about such matters. Most people believe, for example, that
newborn babies don't know the difference between right and wrong--such
knowledge, they insist, can only be learned. For emotions, they presume the
opposite--that our capacity to feel fear, for example, is both inborn and embodied.

These beliefs are stories we tell ourselves about what we know and who we are.
They reflect and influence our understanding of ourselves and others and they
guide every aspect of our lives. In The Blind Storyteller, the cognitive psychologist
Iris Berent exposes a chasm between our intuitive understanding of human
nature and the s emerging from science. Her s show that many of our stories are
misguided. Just like Homer, we, the storyteller, are blind.

How could we get it so wrong? In a twist that could have come out of a Greek
tragedy, Berent proposes that our errors are our fate. These mistakes emanate
from the very principles that make our minds tick: Our blindness to human nature
is rooted in human nature itself.

An intellectual journey that draws on philosophy, anthropology, linguistics,
cognitive science, and Berent's own cutting-edge research, The Blind Storyteller
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grapples with a host of provocative questions, from why we are so afraid of
zombies, to whether dyslexia is "just in our heads," from what happens to us
when we die, to why we are so infatuated with our brains. The end result is a
startling new perspective on the age-old nature/nurture debate--and on what it
means to be human.
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