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1
Sustainable History with Dignity and without Directionality




What drives history? Is humanity following foreseeable stages of progress or degradation over time, or is our life amorphous and governed by randomness? Much work has been undertaken to lay bare the deeper driving forces behind history, to identify its trajectory and ultimate outcome. From divine providence to inexorable evolution and human ambition, the drivers of historical change have been understood from a range of different disciplinary perspectives, some of which inspire optimism, others of which instil fear about the future. Depending on which approach to history one subscribes to, the present age may be classified as a hope-inspiring phase of human advancement or a time of decay and conflict over fundamental values. For all their differences, what unifies most approaches to history is their failure to provide any means for ensuring a sustainable history. I define sustainable history as a durable progressive trajectory in which the quality of life on this planet or other planets is premised on the guarantee of human dignity for all at all times and under all circumstances.1 Although often invoked by academics and policymakers, dignity and its critical role in historical processes remains insufficiently appreciated. The sustainable history approach offers a novel way to address this gap, one that changes the nature of reflection about history by drawing on neuroscientific research to elucidate the importance of dignity to humans as they struggle to control their destiny. By ‘dignity’ I do not mean the mere absence of humiliation, nor do I exclusively refer to the inherent worth of every human being. Rather, and in light of insights from neuroscience, I use this term to denote a set of universal, critical and permanent human needs, namely: reason, security, human rights, accountability, transparency, justice, opportunity, innovation and inclusiveness.2 Each one of these requirements for dignity is deeply ingrained in our nature, shaping our drive to achieve a transformational impact, the impact we refer to as ‘historical change’. Writing at a time of rising polarisation and inequality, with a pandemic ravaging the world and the existential threat of climate change looming ahead, I suggest a way forward through which we can secure lasting progress and prosperity for humanity as a whole.

In order to understand what truly drives history, we must study human nature. Humans – some more than others – have agency and power to act on their environments in ways that leave a lasting impact on the world around them. For all the constraints of our circumstances, we are not merely puppets in the hands of external forces. To a significant extent, the reins of history are within our grasp. The key question, therefore, is: What drives human choices at critical moments in time? What has motivated us to transform villages into nations, to develop nuclear weapons, to declare war or make peace? Drawing on cutting-edge research from various disciplines – and especially from contemporary neuroscience, I argue that human nature is emotional (never solely rational), amoral (lacking innate notions of good and evil) and egoistic (driven by powerful survival instincts). Furthermore, the human brain is pre-programmed to ‘feel good’ and to seek sustainable gratification. We seek this much-needed sense of well-being through a set of five human motivations, the five main drivers of human action, which I refer to as the ‘Neuro P5’: power, profit, pleasure, pride and permanency (the latter denoting longevity on Earth, as well as the goal of living on after death through the creation of a legacy). I believe that being cognisant of our neurobiological makeup and the social and political tendencies it motivates is key to comprehending the trajectory of human history.

In order to shape history for the better, we must understand the governance structures humanity needs in order to unlock its positive potential and minimise its darker impulses. Indeed, no single human agent is so powerful that they can bend the tides of history, for better or worse, irrespective of circumstances. The right context matters: it can channel human beings’ emotional amoral egoism and their drive to fulfil the Neuro P5 into productive enterprises that promote progress.

What do I mean by progress? I do not interpret ‘progress’ as necessarily implying a uniform journey towards Western models of liberal democracy. Despite its proven successes and the fact that it is more stable and prosperous than most other systems, we should be careful not to idealise democracy, even in its most advanced (Western) form, nor to hail it as the ultimate harbinger of peace or as a Hegelian final point in history. In fact, their merits notwithstanding, the vast majority of today’s leading democracies struggle with rising levels of polarisation, marginalisation and injustice; they all face a gauntlet of economic, technological and cultural challenges. Most of the shortcomings of democracies result from policies devised with an insufficient understanding of human nature. My sustainable history approach focuses on identifying the right context needed to encourage the best in human behaviour, and on how to realise it.

I argue in this book that sustainable civilisational progress can only unfold in a context in which the fulfilment of the requirements for human dignity is prioritised. Good governance – both national and global – plays a major role in creating an environment that reconciles our need for dignity with the emotional amoral egoism innate within us all. Good governance involves three key elements: (1) assuaging vitriolic human emotionality by providing security, safeguarding human rights and fostering a society based on reason; (2) countering human amorality with justice, accountability and transparency; and (3) channelling human egoism to benefit society through opportunity, inclusiveness and innovation (see Figure 1.1). In this book, I propose minimum criteria for ensuring governance which is capable of mediating between human nature and our need for dignity. Importantly, these criteria must be implemented through a context-sensitive approach that is attentive to local cultures and histories. Such an approach may give rise to forms of governance which share similarities with liberal democracies, without being exact replicas of them. What is important is not the exact form of governance a particular political system adopts, nor how we choose to label it, but simply that these minimum criteria for good governance are met. These criteria require fine tuning to make them appropriate, acceptable and affordable for each cultural domain. They should also meet a certain common global standard to ensure maximum cooperation.

For humanity to thrive, good governance must be ensured at both the national and global levels, creating what the Centre for the Study of Global Governance calls a ‘framework of principles, rules and laws necessary to tackle global problems’.3 Good governance should be accompanied by a new understanding of security, one that moves beyond state-centric and militaristic approaches to encompass not only the national but also the transnational, human, environmental and transcultural dimensions of global security. In fact, we live in an increasingly interconnected world in which local events often have global consequences, and where no national government alone can address the multitude of challenges it faces.4 From climate change to the Covid-19 pandemic, today’s major threats necessitate collective effort at the international level. This, in turn, requires an approach to international relations that moves beyond zero-sum games, where one group has to lose in order for another to win. Instead, we must strive towards what I call symbiotic (mutually enriching) interstate relationships that create a more just world in which opportunities and burdens are fairly distributed.

Figure 1.1  Sustainable History
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As the world grows increasingly interdependent, the success and fate of any one group or, more specifically, any geo-cultural domain is likely to be dependent on or, at the very least, tied to that of another. By ‘geo-cultural domain’ I refer to an area of the world characterised by a shared heritage of cultural traditions, social norms and values, political and economic systems, and technological development. No geo-cultural domain can excel in isolation from others. Indeed, the greatest achievements in human history, albeit often wrongly attributed to a single geo-cultural domain, have been the result of mutual cultural borrowing and transcultural synergies from multiple geo-cultural domains. In fact, transcultural synergy is a major pillar on which a sustainable history rests. It implies a situation in which two or more cultural influences together produce a positive effect that is greater than the net effect of each individual cultural force.5 In light of these considerations, the act of identifying discrete civilisations is empirically unfounded and tainted by ahistoricity. It produces the erroneous idea of cultures as homogenous units that are easily separable from one another and devoid of internal differentiation. Historically, the concept of culture has often acted as a means of maintaining hierarchical binaries by fuelling narratives of divisions or ‘incompatibility’ among cultures.6 Such narratives are belied by neuroimaging techniques yielding evidence about our shared neuroanatomy and neurochemistry. They have also been disproved by robust historical research. Just as an ocean is fed by many rivers, so human civilisation is an accumulation of contributions from distinct yet intertwined geo-cultural domains which, throughout the centuries, have interacted and shaped one another. This idea, which I have labelled the ocean model of human civilisation, is at the heart of my approach to history.7 By stressing the equal worth of all cultures and our richly intertwined historical heritage, it contains the heightened imperative of transcultural understanding, in the absence of which cultural prejudices and tension are exacerbated at the expense of collective progress.

Sustainable history denotes a progressive trajectory into the future. It is a novel neurophilosophical approach that draws on neuroscientific research and neurophilosophical analysis to shed light on puzzling dilemmas that drive human reflections about history. It thus redefines the contours of philosophy of history and requires us to rethink a number of old concepts, such as statecraft, security and justice. I believe that by using human dignity (in its holistic sense) as a navigational tool, we can successfully manoeuvre through the thicket of challenges ahead of us, including climate change and the pitfalls of intrusive and disruptive emerging technologies.




1.1  The Purpose and Structure of the Book

The purpose of this book is to set out a new philosophy of sustainable history, understood as a durable progressive trajectory for humanity, which is achievable through the promotion of human dignity. More specifically, this book endeavours to identify the preconditions for a lasting improvement of the human condition. Sustainable history rests on the premise that the main driving forces in history are innately rooted in human nature, without determinism and reductionism, and that human civilisation is made up of different yet intertwined geo-cultural domains, as summarised in the ocean model of human civilisation. It is a future-oriented perspective that allows us to discern the kinds of institutions and arrangements required to ensure durable progress in all parts of the world.

This book is composed of three distinct parts. Part One focuses on key questions that have traditionally inspired philosophers’ writings about history: Where do we come from? What is the fundamental nature of human beings and what traits define these agents of historical change? What is the meaning of existence? And what do we know for certain? Part One begins by telling the story of the universe from its origins (see Chapter 2). Interweaving insights from different disciplines, it teaches us humility as it reveals what a spatially and temporally tiny part of existence Homo sapiens is. At the same time, it considers a time frame long enough to capture what is most unchangeable and universal in human nature. Chapters 3 and 4 explore in more detail our most immutable characteristics, namely our emotional amoral egoism and the Neuro P5, that are powerful drivers of human behaviour. Chapter 5 subsequently proposes possible answers to the question of the meaning of life, whilst Chapter 6 subsequently advances a new philosophy of knowledge: the neuro-rational physicalism paradigm. Overall, Part One rethinks key questions raised by philosophers of history in light of twenty-first-century insights from various disciplines. Integrating these insights into a new theory, sustainable history redraws the boundaries of the philosophy of history.

Part Two focuses on the eight prerequisites for sustainable history, which are: (1) the requirements for human dignity, which can be balanced with our emotional amoral egoism through (2) dignity-based national and global governance; (3) global justice; (4) a multi-sum (rather than zero-sum) security principle adequate for today’s complex and interconnected global environment; (5) symbiotic realism as a framework for international relations; (6) meta-geopolitics and reconciliation statecraft, allowing for a more effective and just statecraft in the twenty-first century; (7) transcultural synergy and the need for a universal axiology; and (8) the beneficial development of all individual geo-cultural domains. I use the term universal axiology to refer to the study of the values and criteria for making value judgements, that seeks points of overlap between value systems as a means of facilitating dialogue and eventual transcultural synergy. One of the major tasks we face in the early twenty-first century is therefore to identify more clearly what unites the members of different cultures and the extent to which the achievements of certain geo-cultural domains have frequently been dependent on those of others, making large parts of history a common legacy for humanity.

Part Three looks into the future, exploring the question of what may become of Homo sapiens in light of current scientific and technological advances. It takes into consideration the Kardashev scale, which envisages the emergence of civilisations far more technologically advanced than those that exist at present and that may be capable of colonising the solar system or the universe. Finally, this part identifies ten major transformative technologies and civilisational frontier risks. How we use these technologies, and how we respond to these civilisational risks, will largely determine the future of humankind. No matter how technology will change human nature, however, upholding the requirements for human dignity through mechanisms of good governance will remain key to ensuring the well-being of the current and future generations.





1.2  A Sustainable Approach to History

Before delving into the sustainable history approach in more detail, it is helpful to acquire a basic understanding of the intellectual landscape in which philosophical inquiries into history have occurred. The course of history and the idea of progress have been conceived in a number of ways in relation to civilisation. It is useful to recall that the term civilisation arose within a specific context. It emerged in eighteenth-century France as a derivative of ‘civilised’ and ‘to civilise’, terms which had already been in use for several centuries. The noun form was used to specify the opposite of barbarism, which was at that time associated with ‘primitive’ peoples. Against the backdrop of a linear notion of history, ‘civilisations’ in the plural began to enter into popular discourse.8 Indeed, Enlightenment thinkers tended to view history as progressive. Imbued with a Eurocentric view of progress, they saw humanity as moving towards an ideal level of civilisation.9 The plural use of the term ‘civilisations’ was therefore bound up with imperialism and its belief that Europe had a global civilising mission. While Europeans were obliged to acknowledge the existence of ‘the Other’, the expectation was that those Others would eventually come to resemble them as their societies advanced.10 Thus, reference to civilisations in the plural is intertwined with a particular context, marked by Europe’s economic and technological strength.11 Material domination went hand in hand with modes of thought that reflected the relationship between the dominant and the dominated.12 Edward Said’s notion of ‘Orientalism’ refers precisely to the connections between the production of knowledge and power in structuring relations between the ‘West’ and the ‘Orient’.13 I elaborate on this particular relationship in Chapter 16.

Linear notions of history inform a number of key contributions to the philosophy of history. These include Immanuel Kant’s (1724–1804) and Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel’s (1770–1831) conceptions of history as the unfolding of human freedom. Kant’s attempt to put forward a universal history in the latter half of the eighteenth century marked all others thereafter. He argued that history would effectively come to an end when humankind attained freedom guaranteed through liberal institutions.14 Humankind would reach this objective through the application of reason rather than instinct.15

Like Kant, Hegel also believed that history would end when human beings attained freedom.16 The philosophy of history is at the heart of Hegelian thought.17 History was conceived as being propelled by a dialectic in which internal contradictions eventually bring about the fall of existing systems and the rise of new ones.18 The evolution of freedom in history was believed to be determined by the ‘logic’ of this dialectic. The dialectic suggests that when the exploration of an idea (thesis) reaches its limits, a counter idea (antithesis) becomes apparent. The conflict between the thesis and the antithesis produces a new idea (synthesis).19 Hegel argued that the Battle of Jena, in which Napoleon’s forces defeated those of Frederick William III of Prussia in 1806, marked the ‘end of history’ because the principles of liberty and equality had permeated advanced countries.20 In contrast, he identified China, India and Persia as ‘stationary civilisations’, which lay outside world history because their development, he believed, had come to an end. The commonality these oriental societies shared was thought to be the absence of individually generated law and morality.21

In the Phenomenology of Spirit (1807), Hegel argued that there is a collective consciousness called the Geist (mind), which is continuously evolving according to the dialectic described above. In Hegel’s view, people who are not conscious of being part of the Geist see themselves in competition with one another. In the subsequent struggle, some enslave others. The relationship between master and slave is therefore a result of a false belief that others represent a threat to them.22

Karl Marx (1818–83) was strongly influenced by Hegel’s philosophy. In contrast to Hegel, however, Marx believed that it is the material conditions of life, rather than ideas, that lead to people’s alienation from themselves.23 According to his philosophy, material forces of production give rise to social relations of production which shape the political and legal institutions of society. Material conditions determine social consciousness and not the other way around.24

According to John Hobson, Marx privileged the capitalist West as an active subject and denigrated the East as a passive one. Marx is believed to have assumed that the capitalist West was unique in its capacity to develop capitalist relations of production, which were imagined to be absent from Asian social history. Marx believed that the Asian continent was dominated by a state of ‘despotism’ which prevented private property and class struggle from emerging there. He thought this explained the supposedly unchanging nature of this part of the world when compared to the dynamic West.25 According to Hobson, in their book The German Ideology (1845), Marx and Engels identified Ancient Greece as the source of Western modernity.26

In France, Hegelianism influenced such thinkers as Jean-Paul Sartre (1905–80), Jacques Lacan (1901–81) and Alexandre Kojève (1902–68). In Germany, Theodor Adorno (1903–69), Jürgen Habermas (b. 1929) and H.G. Gadamer (1900–2002) were all affected by it.27 Kojève, for example, elucidated Hegel’s philosophy in his Introduction to the Reading of Hegel: Lectures on the Phenomenology of Spirit (1947). He argued that the evolution of the individual for Hegel was a voluntary progression made by a free individual. He also pointed out that all human desire – conceived as distinct from animal desire or instinct – is the desire for recognition. Self-consciousness is therefore the struggle for recognition of one’s value.28

Francis Fukuyama’s ‘end of history’ thesis, which held sway for many years,29 is similarly linear. Fukuyama put forward an alternative paradigm in the wake of the Cold War and the collapse of the majority of communist regimes. He claimed that the future would be characterised by the spread of liberal democracy as the ultimate and final form of political system best suited to humankind’s needs. His thesis is captured in the title of his book The End of History and the Last Man (1992), which is based on the notion that history is moving in a single direction, one which is universal. According to the book’s main contention, a pattern is developing that indicates the triumph over all others of one form of economic and political organisation: liberal democracy. This is based on more than simply Western triumphalism. It rests on an assumption about human social evolution. The end of history relies on an assumed universal history determined by the search for recognition and resulting in the pursuit of liberty and equality. However, as Fukuyama himself has acknowledged,30 the events of the last three decades have called into question the core assumptions of The End of History.31

Fukuyama’s intellectual heritage, as he himself points out, owes much to both Kant and Hegel.32 Contrary to what some observers claim with regard to Fukuyama’s idea of the end of history, he does not, in fact, idealise Western liberal democracy, which he considers an imperfect form of governance since it is based on the acceptance of economic inequalities. Indeed, he suggests that this is perhaps the most fundamental contradiction and limitation of that particular political form in terms of the politics of recognition.33 To some extent, this seems to reflect an unspoken longing for the continuation of history marked by continued challenges to the existing orders.

In general, any universal theory of history seeking to extrapolate common principles from the European or Western experience and to apply them to the rest of the world is problematic. The path Europe or the West took was contingent.34 The Magna Carta of 1215, on which liberal individual rights are based, especially within Anglo-American jurisprudence, was a response to a particular conjuncture. It was the result of an effort to defend the feudal rights of English barons against the power of the sovereign and it took several centuries for this to be translated into liberal individual rights.35 Furthermore, the definition of civil liberties, political rights and progress differs across countries. Recognition, for example, might equally be sought within the group or the tribe rather than in terms of liberal individual rights.

History has also been considered in non-linear, non-progressive terms. Some approaches, for example, have attempted to identify historical stages. Arab-Islamic scholar Ibn Khaldun (1332–1406) adopted a cyclical view, stressing the social, political, economic, cultural and physical conditions that gave shape to ‘umran or ‘civilisations’.36 He examined civilisations both in general and in the particular context of the Maghreb from the eleventh to the fourteenth centuries. His focus was on the transition from primitive to more advanced societies and on how the latter decline. Looking at the specific case of the Maghreb, he distinguished between the ‘umran badawi (nomadic, Bedouin life) and ‘umran hadari (urban, sedentary life). The former represents the first phase in the development of a civilisation, which develops into the latter. Among the nomadic group, Ibn Khaldun identified camel nomads of the desert, semi-nomadic people and sedentary farmers. Among the urbanised, he distinguished those who live close to towns from those who live in them. Each of these groups represented a different level of development. Town dwellers aspired to luxury and culture, but also marked civilisation’s decay. The ‘umran hadari would be destroyed by the ‘umran badawi, which sowed the seeds of a new state with many of the old characteristics and which, in turn, would then develop into a new ‘umran hadari.37

This cyclical view of history is driven by what Ibn Khaldun refered to as ‘asabiya, which represents something like a vital force derived from the group solidarity that exists in the ‘umran badawi. This cycle is associated with the waging of war. He believed that ‘asabiya is present in times of war, when group feeling is high, but that the raising of taxes and the spoils of war introduce hierarchy and lead to the disappearance of this vital force. This notion has caused some to suggest that his thinking prefigured Marx’s dialectic.38

Several centuries later, Giambattista Vico (1668–1744) maintained that there is an identifiable universal pattern of growth and decline that all nations share in common. This pattern was thought to be caused by ‘Providence’. In his major work, The New Science (1725), he attempted to elaborate on the notion of growth and decline. He held that most periods of history can be classified as either an ‘age of poetry’, an ‘age of heroes’ or an ‘age of humans’.39 In the age of poetry, people were brutal and irrational, but endowed with a rich imagination that nourished the myths that underpin language, institutions, laws and values, and elevated to a privileged position in society those who claimed to communicate with God. In the age of heroes, these individuals began to lose their privileged position as people lost their faith in them. This, Vico argued, signalled a need for institutions based on justice and humanity. In the age of heroes and the age of humans, people grew out of non-rational, mythic consciousness and developed a more rational consciousness. Vico did not see this transition as progressive, since he believed doubting God to result in moral corruption and a lack of creative power. Vico conceived of world history as generally cyclical. He did, however, see specificities, such as disease, climate, conflict and so on, as causing variations in this general pattern.40 He thus believed that studying history can help us better understand the factors that shape our own times.41

In The Decline of the West (1918), Oswald Spengler (1880–1936) also identified several historical stages. The book offers a comparative study of the birth, growth, decline and eventual demise of eight cultural domains: Babylonian, Indian, Chinese, Egyptian, Mayan-Aztec (Mexican), Classical (Greco-Roman), Magian (Arabian, Syrian, Jewish, Byzantine and Islamic) and the so-called ‘Faustian’ (Western Europe). He suggested that cultures pass through similar phases. They experience their spring when society is agricultural and feudal; their summer when urbanisation takes place; their autumn when cities and commerce are established, monarchies become centralised and religion and tradition are questioned; and their winter when materialism, scepticism and imperialism form and world cities emerge – he saw the West as a civilisation in its winter. A culture may also cease to exist as the result of an external attack or be prevented from developing due to the continuing influence of a dominant older culture. According to Spengler, employing a common comparative framework in which there is a birth, growth, decline and death of cultures enables predictions about the future of any given culture.42

In Arnold J. Toynbee’s (1889–1975) view, civilisations generally go through four stages of development: (1) an age of growth; (2) a time of troubles; (3) a universal state; and (4) an interregnum or disintegration.43 If a ‘primitive’ society is to develop into a sophisticated civilisation, it must surmount challenges, which typically are posed by external factors, political, economic and otherwise. If a time of troubles prompts the breakdown of civilisation, this is likely to be due to internal factors, such as excessive nationalism, the idolisation of an individual, or of institutions or processes, or a general erosion of creativity. In light of this, Toynbee viewed the disintegration in terms of suicide and self-destruction. As the result of war in this phase, a universal state would be established by a dominant minority. Although less pessimistic than Spengler regarding the fate of the West, Toynbee did maintain that the West demonstrated suicidal characteristics. He thought that the disintegration of a civilisation took place in three phases involving three social groups: a dominant minority, an internal proletariat and an external proletariat. Toynbee’s proletariat was not the same as Marx’s. In his view, proletariat refers to those who did not gain dominance in an age of growth. In a time of troubles, the dominant minority attempts to maintain its position, but some of its members become the internal proletariat. At the same time, pressure is placed on the stability of the civilisation by an external proletariat. Finally, the internal proletariat leads the uncreative majority to exploit an opening for change.44

Cyclical notions of history tend to suffer from the weakness of monocausality, the tendency to identify only one causal factor rather than multiple combined ones. Spengler, Toynbee and Ibn Khaldun all interpreted historical phases on the basis of certain generalisations drawn from a restricted sample. Ibn Khaldun’s conclusions, for example, were based on historical knowledge of the Persians, Arabs, Berbers and, to some degree, Spaniards, in all of which he encountered the same basic forms of state (tribal states, despotic kingdoms and empires).45 Cyclical approaches, nevertheless, do have the benefit of highlighting the internal struggles that develop within geo-cultural domains over time and, by doing so, they avoid conceiving of cultures as monolithic entities.

Non-essentialistic conceptions of ‘civilisations’, such as that provided by Fernand Braudel (1902–85), for example, understand the histories of different cultural areas as intertwined, with the achievements of one often owing a debt to those of another: ‘The history of civilizations, in fact, is the history of continual mutual borrowings over many centuries, despite which each civilization has kept its own original character.’46 Time and geography play an important role in Braudel’s conception of the evolution of ‘civilizations’.47 He set out a threefold view of time: (1) individual time; (2) social time; and (3) geographical time. Individual and social time are classified as l’histoire événementielle (event history or the history of short-term events) and geographical time as la longue durée (long time span). He believed that in order to gain a better understanding of the world, we must examine la longue durée. In this context, the deeds of individuals are believed to be of relevance only insofar as they reveal underlying structures.48

While there are those who believe that it is possible to develop a general theory of history, the notion that a universal history can exist remains contested. Some maintain that history lacks any such coherence and that there are a number of specific histories.49 Although we know that specific events occurred, the meaning of those events is subject to interpretation. In other words, historical records are no objective repository of truth. This raises an additional question about who has done the writing of history. For the most part, it has been recorded from the point of view of the dominant classes.

Another approach to history is hermeneutic – based on a theory of interpretation. For Paul Ricoeur (1913–2005), for instance, ideas and actions are informed by particular historical contexts and open to interpretation. Ricoeur was interested in the interpretation of texts, which he defined in a broad sense.50 In Memory, History, Forgetting (2004), he set out a ‘historiographical epistemology’ which emphasised the selective nature of representations of the past.51 He held that the past exists in a way which is similar to how unperceived objects exist.52 Narrating the past draws on the re-imagination and re-interpretation of events, which we infuse with new experiences and new angles of reflection. We relate to the past in a similar way that we make sense of unperceived objects, building connections and integrating imagined perspectives into actual experiences. Ricoeur’s approach is distinct from others who approached hermeneutics from a post-structuralist position, such as Jean Baudrillard (1929–2007), Jacques Derrida (1930–2004), Jean-François Lyotard (1924–98), Richard Rorty (1931–2007) or Michel Foucault (1926–84). Foucault argued that, for the most part, people’s thoughts are shaped by rules and regularities of which they are not conscious. These rules and regularities – known as the ‘archive’ – place limits on what can be thought and said. The archive is itself historically determined and thus subject to change. Because the archive can place limits on the possible, it is believed to be connected to questions of power. It is generally linked to the power relations in society at any given historical conjuncture.53

Table 1.1 offers a comparative summary of these leading philosophical approaches to history.





1.3  The Ocean Model of One Human Civilisation

In the preceding pages, I have endeavoured to illustrate briefly the various ways the course of history and the idea of civilisational progress have been conceived by past thinkers. Today, the notion of civilisation is increasingly employed in efforts to discern the factors shaping global dynamics. A prominent contemporary account of the relevance of ‘civilisations’ is provided by Samuel Huntington. In The Clash of Civilizations and the Remaking of World Order (1996), Huntington put forward what he claims to be a new paradigm with which to capture the general tendencies in motion at the dawn of the twenty-first century.54 Huntington’s general argument is that we are now in a period of history in which major ideological conflicts are over, and that conflicts between civilisations are replacing the ideological battles of the bifurcated bipolar world of the Cold War. A civilisation-based order is emerging, in his view.55
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Whether Huntington really does offer a new paradigm with which to understand the world is doubtful. His argument rests on a number of assumptions that for the most part do not represent a rupture with the dominant realist framework in international relations. At first sight, his analysis may appear to focus on civilisations as the major actors within international relations rather than states, which constitute the principal actors within the international system, as far as realists are concerned. Yet Huntington does not, in fact, imply that states are being replaced by civilisations as the main actors in global politics.56 Instead, he seems to suggest that, while states are likely to retain their centrality, their interests and practices will be increasingly defined by not only power but also their membership of a particular civilisation.57

Huntington views China and Muslim countries as the major sources of threat to the West. Although he stresses the importance of a resurgence of religious identities within ‘Islamic civilisation’, it is not extremism that is thought to pose a threat to the West, but rather the ‘Islamic civilisation’ itself. His argument runs as follows. Muslims are convinced of the superiority of their religion, culture and values, and, at the same time, are obsessed by their lack of power in the global realm. The West is equally perceived to be a problem for the Islamic world, due to its belief in the universality of its values and the applicability of liberal democracy, as well as its declining relative power.58 Given demographic trends, growth in Muslim populations will, he claims, continue to fuel opposition to the West and the affirmation of resistant Islamic identities.59 China is thought to pose a threat to the West because continued Asian economic growth will, in Huntington’s view, shift the balance of global power. Asian civilisations are thought to be the potential winners in this slow modification of the status quo, with China emerging as a challenger to the West.60

Huntington’s predictions about potential instability caused by population growth in the Islamic world and economic growth in East Asia are clearly informed by realism’s theory of the ‘balance of power’, which holds that states will form alliances in order to prevent a rising power from destabilising established power relations in the international system. East Asia’s economic growth is believed to be the cause of increased future instability as China rises and other states in the region attempt to balance it in order to prevent a change in the balance of Asian civilisations. Against this backdrop, greater economic resources will contribute to a military build-up, making the situation even more dangerous.61

Lacking a ‘core’ or dominant state that is capable of enforcing order, the Arab-Islamic world is thought to portend even greater instability. Huntington argues that civilisations that lack core states are not only volatile but also pose a greater threat to other civilisations. In the Arab-Islamic world, he contends, the continued prominence of religious and tribal loyalties is thought to prevent the emergence of a core state, which militates against the emergence of strong states. In his view, Latin America and Africa also lack core states, but they are weak economically and militarily and are less of a threat as a result.62 According to Huntington’s criteria, however, the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia nowadays would qualify as an emergent core state.

At the global level, civilisations are expected to try to balance each other, forming alliances only when it is in their interest to do so. Huntington does not anticipate a general anti-Western coalition forming as a result of an alliance between Sinic and Islamic civilisations, although he does identify some emerging civilisational alignments.63 He cites the Soviet-Afghan war of 1979–89 as a first instance of a civilisational war. In the West, this war was viewed as an ideological conflict in the struggle between communism and capitalism. Yet, according to Huntington, it was widely perceived by Muslims as a victory for Islam. What Huntington seems to imply but stopped short of saying is that culture is being identified as a security issue, both by those intent on fuelling tension and by those who unwittingly reinforce the belief that there is a coming clash of civilisations.64

Huntington acknowledges that the arrogance of the West may be adding to the formation of cultural affiliations. Specifically, he thinks that the West’s belief in the universality of its values and applicability of liberal democracy aggravates relations with other civilisations.65 Having acknowledged this, he then continues to state that a major challenge facing the West is its promotion of the universal appeal of its culture and values and its diminishing capacity to be successful in this endeavour.66 Huntington concludes that the West should recognise that its culture and values are not universal but rather unique. This would acknowledge that Western liberal democracy and values such as individualism may be specific to the particular historical and cultural context of the West, and that it cannot simply be assumed that they may be transposed elsewhere, at least not in the same form. He thus encourages the United States – presumed to be synonymous with the West – to concentrate on defending the uniqueness of the West.67 Yet this uniqueness, according to Huntington, comes from the fact that the West has been able to affect disproportionately the world system for the past five hundred years.68 Since Huntington defines power as the capacity to alter the behaviour of others, the West is unique because of its power – and its uniqueness or power ought to be preserved from challengers.

The future resilience of the West, if we are to believe Huntington, will depend in part on how it responds to the ‘moral decay’ with which members of Asian and Islamic civilisations often charge it. While this may seem reasonable enough, he goes on to argue that ‘one such challenge comes from immigrants from other civilisations who reject assimilation and continue to adhere to and propagate the values, customs and cultures of their home societies’.69

The ‘clash of civilisations’ thesis has been widely criticised and disgraced in academia but remains influential in some minds.70 Many of Huntington’s original assumptions are simplistic. Imagining, for example, that policies of assimilation will help reduce tensions seems foolhardy at best. Simply because minorities are ‘visible’ in terms of dress and customs does not mean that they represent a threat to societal stability. Conflict perhaps seems inevitable in Huntington’s paradigm because he adopts a view of human nature that assumes that the need for identity is synonymous with a tendency towards enmity.71

Huntington’s attempt to identify multiple discrete civilisations is, moreover, empirically unfounded and tainted by ahistoricity.72 It ignores the fact that civilisational vitality depends on borrowing and exchanges across cultures. In fact, it is simply inaccurate and misleading to say, as Huntington does, that ‘during most of human existence, contacts between civilisations were intermittent or non-existent’.73 As I illustrate in more detail in Chapter 16, Arab-Islamic and Western/European histories, for example, cannot be understood in isolation from one another. Indeed, it is being increasingly recognised that there has in fact been a great deal of cross-fertilisation between different geo-cultural forms.74 The technologies that enabled the European agricultural revolution, for example, came largely from the East. The watermill, the windmill, the heavy mouldboard plough, particular types of animal harnesses and the iron horseshoe all appear to have entered Europe from the East.75 Muslim communities drew on Greek heritage. East of Egypt, the territories that came under Muslim rule in the seventh century had once formed part of Alexander the Great’s realm and were influenced by Greek philosophy. To Egypt’s West, the Arab-Islamic caliphate included parts of North Africa, Iberia and southern France, which were once under Roman rule and equally influenced by Greek culture.76 In the Middle Ages, stimuli from Muslim lands influenced philosophy, theology, mathematics, chemistry, medicine, music, literature, manufacturing and cuisine across Europe. Many of these borrowings helped lay the foundations for Europe’s later scientific and intellectual advances (see Chapter 13) but are often missing from the West’s own historical account.77

Rather than thinking in terms of competing and separate civilisations, we should think in terms of a single, global human civilisation (one human story), comprising multiple geo-cultural domains that contain subcultures, as is shown in Figure 1.2.

Into this single, collective, human civilisation flow rivers, representing different geo-cultural domains. Into those rivers, in turn, flow tributaries, representing subcultures, as is shown in Figure 1.3, which illustrates the ocean model of civilisation.78 At the points where rivers (geo-cultural domains) enter the civilisational ocean, there is likely to be a concentration or dominance of that culture. Over time, however, all rivers become one. Thus, in the middle of the ocean an equal mix of all cultures exists, although it may be weighted towards the dominant culture of the day. A fluidity at the centre of the ocean exists, nevertheless, which means that some cultures may ‘weigh’ more or less than others depending on whichever culture happens to be globally more dominant, or on the particular balance that is found between cultures. Borrowing between cultures occurs, particularly between geographically adjacent geo-cultural domains, as is represented in the figure as rivers G and H. But proximity can also generate friction between members of different cultures, as shown by rivers G and F. The size and influence of the dominant culture of the day is subject to change and may decline as the influence of another rises, or as other cultures become better accommodated.79

Figure 1.2  Human Civilisation
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Figure 1.3  The Ocean Model of Human Civilisation
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Efforts to advance a better understanding of such specificities have taken a number of forms in recent years and are based on the notion that, at least in terms of fundamental values, a common ground exists among different groups on which dialogue can be established. Such efforts are positive because they help avoid assuming a hierarchy among cultural achievements. Diverse cultures are viewed as different expressions of a broader human experience80 and not – as anthropologists such as Christoph Brumann stress – as isolated entities defined by fixed boundaries, homogeneity, coherence and stability.81

This awareness of the interconnectedness of cultures and of their equal worth is especially important if we are to foster what I refer to as transcultural understanding, which is critical for a peaceful and prosperous world. As I explore in greater depth in Chapter 15, tolerance and dialogue among different cultures are key to the achievement of human dignity for all. Acknowledging our shared civilisational heritage and the things that unite rather than divide us is the first step of this fundamental process.

One example of work in this direction is the United Nations Alliance of Civilizations, a project aimed at facilitating greater understanding and reconciliation among people of different cultures and communities in order to mitigate polarising discourses and extremist tendencies. It was established in 2005 as a joint Turkish and Spanish initiative under the auspices of the United Nations (UN). While this organisation focuses on the promotion of increased understanding between cultures in general, that between ‘Muslim’ and ‘Western’ societies is given special emphasis. The Alliance of Civilizations aims to facilitate platforms of dialogue between political and religious media and civil society personalities.

It seeks to promote educational initiatives, student exchanges and media initiatives, among other projects.82 The Alliance of Civilizations also emphasises the need for a dialogue among cultures. In 2008 in Madrid, for instance, Saudi Arabia and Spain held the First Alliance of Civilizations Forum, an interfaith dialogue among Christians, Muslims and Jews.83 This has since been followed by similar global forums organised by the Alliance of Civilizations, as well as the creation of institutions such as the King Abdullah Bin Abdulaziz International Dialogue Centre in Vienna.84 This unique intergovernmental organisation, founded in 2012 by Austria, Spain, Saudi Arabia and the Holy See, brings together states, religious leaders, experts and policymakers to help them find ‘common solutions to shared problems’.85

Some have suggested that dialogue should take place as a rational conversation focused on comprehending a subject or concept. In order for one culture to understand another culture, Michael Mitias, for example, suggests that participants in a dialogue need to occupy some common ground, which he believes already exists by virtue of our shared humanity. In other words, the universality of human needs is what we share in common no matter what cultural background we possess. Moral values such as courage, justice and compassion, for instance, are considered universal because of our common human nature. Dialogue takes the form of a search for truth, which should not happen only between high-level representatives from diverse cultures, but should also comprise continual cultural communication based on experiencing other cultures and working together on common projects to deal with shared concerns or aspirations.86

The usefulness of inter-civilisational dialogue based on the rational search for truth has, however, been challenged by some commentators. Ken Tsutsumibayashi, for example, argues that this approach is unlikely to result in more than minimalist principles such as the desire for self-preservation, which would not even amount to the preservation of others, let alone a global ethic.87 Instead of dialogue based on rational discourse, Tsutsumibayashi suggests an inter-civilisational dialogue leading to a ‘fusion of horizons’ – ‘a term that signifies a dialogic process by which the interlocutors gradually come to achieve mutual understanding through the transformation or extension of their value criteria’.88 In order for intercultural dialogue to lead to mutual understanding, he contends, the importance of the issue of identity has to be taken into account because it is central to people’s sense of due recognition and thus mutual respect, which is a prerequisite for fruitful intercultural dialogue.89

The idea of a fusion of horizons implies an interaction during which different participants come together to create a shared ethos. Tsutsumibayashi makes reference to the tension between Asian values and Western conceptions of human rights. In many Asian countries, resentment has been generated in response to the West’s promotion of human rights. According to Tsutsumibayashi, this reaction occurs not because Asians tend to disagree with the content of human rights, but because people feel that the moral idioms embedded in their own cultures, traditions and religions are not recognised or understood, and they become offended by what they view as the patronising attitude of people in the West.90

Several themes relate to this issue: the value-laden nature of social actions and the value-laden interpretations of historians. This raises the question of whether there is an objective historical reality, or if such a reality is dependent on the specific meanings people attribute to it. I believe we can say that historical objectivity is possible insofar as historians can undertake ‘good-faith’ investigations. This, however, does not mean that there is an objective historical ‘truth’. A new philosophy of history, which embraces kaleidoscopic views of the past, will enable us to overcome the prejudices of historians and to truly understand the complex reality in which we live.91
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The Foundations of Life, Human Nature and Human Knowledge













2
Where Are We?


Cosmology and the Big Universal Picture



As explained in the previous chapter, sustainable history rests on the premise that the main driving forces in history are innately rooted in the neuroscience of human nature without reductionism or determinism. Understanding these forces requires us to consider a time frame long enough to discern patterns in human behaviour revelatory of what is most invariable and timeless in human nature. I would suggest that this time frame may be understood as human time. If, however, we are to understand human time – something which is needed to achieve a sustainable history – we need to ask the question: where are we? This question has been answered in a number of ways, and it has two dimensions. The first relates to space: where is the planet Earth situated in the universe? The second pertains to time: how old is the universe and our planet, and when did modern humans emerge? Answers to these questions have been sought for thousands of years, of course. Some of the earliest known efforts to understand the universe were based on mythological accounts.1 Ancient Greeks, notably Plato (472–347 BCE) and Aristotle (384–322 BCE), pondered the nature of the universe. However, the universe imagined by these Greek philosopher-scientists encompassed little more than our solar system. Arab-Islamic astronomers and mathematicians built on the knowledge of the ancients, paving the way for modern scientific cosmology, which culminated in the Big Bang theory that is commonly accepted today. Fundamental to this theory is a notion of how the universe began, which itself leads to particular beliefs about humankind’s presence on Earth and how we have evolved. Religious and spiritual cosmologies have also sought to provide meaning to patterns in nature and the universe, although not all contain explanations of the origin of the universe and of humankind.

This chapter discusses the variety of ways people have attempted to answer the question of where we are, either in space or time, or in both, and the controversies that have existed and persist to this day, based on what we know or what we can assume to be the case on the basis of logic. The purpose of this chapter is thus to provide a history of the universe and where humankind is situated in it that goes well beyond what we can learn from written historical records and highlights the different interpretations that inform competing views about human nature and our place in the world.2



2.1  The Universe

Early written records show that attempts to understand the universe took the form of mythological accounts. Later, the Greek philosophers in the sixth century BCE attempted to construct naturalistic explanations. These gave way to increasingly more complex models. In the second century, for example, Claudius Ptolemy proposed a mathematically complex, geocentric (Earth-centric) model of the universe.3 Arab-Islamic mathematicians and astronomers later corrected Ptolemy’s model, offering insight into aspects of a heliocentric (Sun-centred) conception of the universe, which were later taken up by Nicolaus Copernicus (1473–1543) in the sixteenth century, laying the foundation stones of modern scientific cosmology. Religious and spiritual cosmologies seek not only to explain the universe, but also to provide a guide to how humankind ought to relate to it.





2.2  The Cosmology of the Ancients

Babylonians acquired quite accurate knowledge of the Sun, the Moon and the planets, based not simply on observations, but also on mathematical theory. Their desire to understand the universe was driven by the search for explanations for periodic events such as eclipses for religious and astrological reasons, as well as for their lunar calendar and for agricultural purposes. Despite their scientific knowledge, they seem to have turned to mythology to try to explain the causes of movements of these celestial bodies as well as their creation. Ancient Egyptians similarly sought to explain these phenomena through mythological accounts.4

Western notions of nature and time were greatly influenced by the Greek philosopher-scientists, who attempted to understand the universe. Plato envisaged two dimensional spheres. His pupil, Aristotle, imagined eternal, three dimensional spheres.5 Aristotle believed that the Moon, the planets and the Sun orbited the Earth, which he thought to be stationary. Greek philosopher-scientists set themselves the task of measuring the distance to the Moon as well as the size of the universe. Yet the cosmos envisaged by Aristotle was quite limited. One of the reasons for his belief in a geocentric universe was his observation that matter close to the Earth is pulled towards it. Among the four elements he identified – water, earth, fire and air – he believed that water and earth were drawn towards the centre of the Earth, whereas air and fire rose up away from it. Based on this, he conjectured that the centre of the Earth must be at the centre of the cosmos.

While Ancient Greeks were aware that it was possible that the Earth might orbit the Sun over the course of one year, they generally dismissed this proposition on the grounds that if this were the case, the Earth would have to be moving at a tremendous speed. This was deemed impossible since objects that were dropped did not fall some distance away but rather straight down. When an object is dropped from a rapidly moving horse, for instance, it falls a certain distance away from the point at which it is dropped, not directly beneath it. Since Ancient Greeks observed that objects fell straight down, they concluded that the Earth could not be moving at any such speed. They thus believed that the Earth could not be moving around the Sun.6

Ptolemy continued the work of Platonic and Aristotelian cosmology through his systematisation of Ancient Greek geometrical cosmology. A rotating sphere was believed to carry the Sun, the Moon and the planets in its orbit around the Earth.7 This geocentric model predominated in Ancient Greece. Similar ideas are thought to have prevailed in Ancient China.8

Much of early Greek scientific knowledge was lost when the Roman Empire collapsed, along with its school system. The monastic schools that followed no longer required knowledge of Greek, and much information about the natural sciences tended to derive from secondary sources rather than the original works. As a result, much of Greek astrology was lost to the Latin-speaking West and would not be known of again until the twelfth century, when the scientific treatises of the Ancient Greeks were translated into Latin from Arabic – the Arab-Islamic world having maintained scholarly use of Greek and thus access to Ancient Greek cosmology.9

Arab-Islamic astronomers and mathematicians rescued and improved on Ptolemy’s cosmology. His Great Treatise, also known as the Almagest, was translated into Latin by Catholic and Jewish translators in twelfth-century Muslim Spain. In Baghdad in the early eleventh century, Ibn al-Haytham (965–1039) suggested that the Ptolemaic geocentric model needed to be modified.10 Nasir al-Din al-Tusi (1201–74) carried out work on the solar system and Ibn al-Shatir (1305–75) on the motion of the Moon.11 In 1271, Al-Tusi produced a table of planetary movements. His best-known work is a description of a geometric construction, called a ‘Tusi couple’, which describes a rectilinear movement from a point on one circle rolling inside another. His observations enabled corrections to Ptolemy’s planetary theory in which all planetary movements were based on uniform circular motion. This technique later informed the work of Ibn al-Shatir and Copernicus.12

In the early fourteenth century, Ibn al-Shatir served as head muwaqqit (an astronomer tasked with timekeeping and the regulation of prayer times) at the Umayyad Mosque in Damascus, where he was charged with regulating prayer times astrologically. Based on his observations at Damascus, he put forward a planetary theory. His models bore a striking similarity to those later proposed by Copernicus. His most significant contribution was a correction to Ptolemy’s calculation of the motion of the Moon.13

Scholars in the Latin West became increasingly aware of and interested in the work being done by their Arabic-speaking neighbours. European scholars and translators travelled to Muslim Spain and gradually Arabic and Greek scientific texts were translated into Latin. One scholar who was influenced, although rarely acknowledged as so, was Copernicus. Copernicus overcame some of the limitations of Ptolemy’s contribution at least in part by drawing on the work of Ibn al-Haytham, through Al-Tusi and Ibn al-Shatir.14 Jon Cartwright has pointed out that: ‘Copernicus may have formalized the heliocentric model of the solar system in the early 1500s, for example, but the Pole only did so with the help of vast tables of astronomical measurements taken two hundred years earlier in Iran.’15

In the time of Copernicus, the seasons were thought to be in line with the movements of the Sun. Copernicus realised that more accurate calculations about planetary positions could be achieved if the assumption were made that the Earth moved around the Sun and not the other way round. He hypothesised that the Earth orbited the Sun and that the Earth occupied a relatively unimportant place in a vast universe. This represented a further departure from the Ancient Greek conception of the Earth.16 He also hypothesised that the Earth rotated on its own axis. The notion that the Earth orbited the Sun went against accepted wisdom. Martin Luther (1483–1546), for example, was adamantly opposed to the heliocentric model of the universe which Copernicus proposed. Copernicus’s book, On the Revolution of the Heavenly Spheres (1543), was banned by the Roman Catholic Church until 1835.17 Nevertheless, Copernicus’ heliocentric theory was backed up in the early seventeenth century by Johannes Kepler (1571–1630), who also showed that not only the Earth, but all other planets do indeed move around the sun.18

A satisfactory explanation of why the planets orbit the sun was not provided until Sir Isaac Newton’s (1643–1727) theory that objects move under the force of gravity.19 Before this, a divine presence was believed to move celestial objects.

In the late eighteenth century, William Herschel (1738–1822) was able to see further into space than ever before with the aid of the sophisticated telescopes he created, which enabled him to outline the structure of our galaxy. In Herschel’s vision of the universe, our solar system was located within a larger stellar system.20 Thus, our understanding of the cosmos went from one of a small universe with the Earth at its centre to a big universe with the Earth far from its centre.

Albert Einstein (1879–1955) published his theory of relativity in 1915. To this day, it is the closest thing we have to a general theory of the universe. In 1917, Einstein attempted to find a cosmological solution for his theory. The models he proposed suggested that the universe was neither expanding nor contracting, but static. According to David Berlinski, contemporary cosmologists tend to overlook this possibility of the universe being static and thus having neither a beginning nor an end.21 A few months after Einstein discovered possible solutions to his field equation, Willem de Sitter discovered another. In de Sitter’s universe, there was no matter, just radiation filling space.22 In 1922, Alexander Friedmann, a Russian meteorologist and mathematician, produced further possible solutions to Einstein’s field equations that suggested a non-static universe. The Belgian astrophysicist George Lemaître (1894–1966) then published a model in 1927 that indicated an expanding universe.

In 1931, when the value of his work was beginning to be recognised, Lemaître proposed what may be considered as the first version of the Big Bang theory of the origins of the universe. The universe, Lemaître argued, is the ‘ashes and smoke of bright but very rapid fireworks’.23 The observation that the universe was expanding implied that other galaxies were all moving away from each other.24

Advances in nuclear physics helped to enable quantitative calculations concerning the nature of the universe. A decade after Lemaître’s 1931 ‘fireworks’ theory of the origin of the universe, George Gamow (1904–68) argued that the universe is a process of expansion and cooling that originated from a single point of infinite density and temperature. Electrons, protons and neutrons were believed to have collided in a sea of high energy radiation.

Scientists soon realised that elements heavier than helium and hydrogen could have been formed later inside stars. The notion that such elements were created in stellar interiors was viewed as supporting a rival theory to that of the Big Bang. This rival theory, known as the ‘steady state’ theory, proposed that there was never a big bang and that the universe has always been as it is now. The theory of a steady-state universe was supported by Fred Hoyle (1915–2001), Thomas Gold (1920–2004) and Hermann Bondi (1919–2005).25

Nevertheless, the Big Bang theory continued to dominate for the rest of the twentieth century. It is thought to have all started with the Big Bang, approximately ten to twenty billion years ago.26 Compressed space exploded, hurtling matter and energy in all directions. The smallest components of matter, quarks, began to group together in threes, forming both protons and neutrons, which then began to clump together to form the nuclei of hydrogen and helium, two of the lightest elements. As the temperature of the universe dropped, each cloud of hydrogen and helium became an individual galaxy of stars, formed by the collision of these elements, held together by gravity.27

The nearest star and the one we know best is the Sun, which is composed of burning hydrogen. Cynthia Stokes Brown provides us with a sobering thought:


When its hydrogen is used up, in about five billion years, our sun will switch to burning helium, called helium fusion. Since helium fusion is a hotter process with greater energy output, the pressure from the extra energy will expand the sun until it becomes what is called a red giant. When the helium fuel is used up, the red giant will collapse to a white dwarf. Then it will slowly cool until it becomes a cinder called a black dwarf.28



The Big Bang theory is supported by several pieces of evidence. In 1929, Edwin Powell Hubble’s (1889–1953) observations of the expanding universe suggested a large number of light elements, such as hydrogen and helium. In 1965, Arno Penzias (b. 1933) and Robert Wilson (b. 1936), from Bell Laboratories in New Jersey, observed that 2.7 Kelvin microwave background radiation was consistent with the Big Bang theory.29 Their discovery was made by accident while they were carrying out work on satellite communications. They detected a constant low-noise signal that had no identifiable source. At the same time, astronomers at Princeton University, working in a team directed by Robert Dicke (1916–97), were undertaking work on the early universe. Dicke realised that the noise picked up by Penzias and Wilson was in line with radiation that would have been present just after the Big Bang. This radiation was believed to be a remnant of the initial explosion that created the universe.30 More recent satellite data supports this observation.

More recently, the physical discovery of the Higgs boson at CERN in Geneva, in 201231 – for which Peter Higgs and François Englert were awarded the 2013 Nobel Prize in Physics for the theoretical prediction of the existence of such a particle in 196432 – has provided us with more tools to discover the beginning of the universe. The Higgs boson and the Higgs field have been identified by some scientists as potentially linked to the inflationary epoch which immediately followed the Big Bang, or as being the energy itself of the vacuum produced by the Big Bang.33 Although much remains to be understood about the Higgs boson and the Higgs field, the proof of their existence has provided further evidence in support of the Big Bang theory.34 The Big Bang theory, however, fails to explain the cause of the Big Bang itself. Indeed, as of today, we can only explain what happened after the Big Bang, not how it was triggered or what may or may not have existed before then.35

A few years ago, David Christian suggested a compressed timeline of the universe that helps situate humankind in the broader history of the universe (see Table 2.1).

The desire to understand the connection between the pattern of human life and the universe has motivated scientists and astronomers and has also inspired religions and spiritual systems, for example, through myths and symbolism. As Mary Evelyn Tucker points out, these deep patterns go by different names in different religions and belief systems. In Buddhism and Hinduism, it is called dharma, meaning law (in the sense of cosmic law); in Confucianism it is li, understood as principle; in Daoism it is called dao (tao) or ‘the way’; in Judaism it is known as seder bereishit, or order of creation; in Islam it is shari’a or law; in Christianity it appears as logos or ‘the word’; and in aboriginal belief systems it is known differently. Native American Algonquins, for example, call it manitou or ‘spirit presence’. These may all be understood as efforts to link our inner desire for a ‘meaning’ with the forces of nature and the universe.
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In contrast to science, religious and belief systems employ an understanding of the universe not simply to explain how things are, but to express how things ought to be. Religious or spiritual cosmologies are embedded in metaphysics and ethics so that they may help give moral direction to life.36 Buddhist cosmology, for example, envisages planes of spiritual existence and an infinite number of universes.





2.3  Life on Earth

Plato put forward the idea that what is not perceivable by our senses is not real, but rather an imperfect replica of an immutable form in a transcendent world. Religious scholars similarly believe that the world was created according to God’s plan and what we are able to perceive are variants of this ideal. Aristotle held that nature was driven by a purpose or function. In this view, form is dictated by function. This perspective is compatible with the religious view of ‘special creationism’, which contends that an omnipresent Creator standing outside nature created the universe at one point in time. God is also believed to have created the stars, the planets and the galaxies.37 Biological evolution and modern science, however, have posed a challenge to this understanding of the beginning of the universe and life on Earth. Indeed, the debate between evolution and creationism goes back several centuries. The central controversy is related to what happened in terms of the origin of life.





2.4  Evolutionary Theory

Although Charles Darwin (1809–82) is the principal figure associated with evolutionary theory, he was not in fact the first to recognise the possibility of species change. The notion of a dynamic universe was present in Ancient Greek thought, albeit in rudimentary form.38 However, it was the notion of a static universe espoused by Aristotle and his medieval and Renaissance followers which became predominant. The static view of the universe held that a number of different organisms were created at some point and remained unaltered. Species were conceptually organised in a scala naturae or ‘ladder of creation’, with less complex organisms at the bottom and more complex ones closer to the top. The metaphor of the ladder of creation became displaced by the idea of a ‘great chain of being’.39

In fact, early theories of evolution were put forward in the Middle Ages by a number of Arab-Islamic scholars, namely Al-Jahiz (776–868/9), the Ikhwăn al-Safă’ or ‘Brethren of Purity’ and Al-Khazini (900–971).40 In Europe, the notion of species change began to gain ground during the Enlightenment era. This shift in paradigm was accompanied by the establishment of the scientific discipline of geology, which suggested that fossils were once living organisms. Comte de Buffon (1707–88) questioned the notion of a static universe. He suggested a theory of species change or transmutation that resembled the one that Darwin would later propose, but his ideas were rejected. Another Frenchman, Jean-Baptiste Lamarck (1744–1829), put forward a theory of species transmutation that was prompted by his interest in how species adapted morphologically and physiologically to their environment, and is thus the precursor of modern epigenetics. He focused, for instance, on how giraffes had evolved to have long necks, which enabled them to eat leaves at the top of tall trees. Nevertheless, he failed to provide a way of explaining how physical transformation took place. He attempted to explain it by drawing on contemporary theories that suggested that species modification occurred due to rises in temperature produced by physical exertion, which could not explain heritability. Subsequently, Robert Chambers (1802–71) set out a theory of species change that generated such fierce criticism that it persuaded Darwin to wait some fifteen years before he published his own thoughts.41

Darwin’s theory thus took some time to develop.42 Invited in 1831 to join a five-year voyage on HMS Beagle, he became the ship’s naturalist, collecting and shipping home birds, plants and fossils. Noticing variations among the species that he found prompted him to think about evolution. In 1838, he posited that the mechanism that explained variation within evolution was the process of natural selection driven by the need to survive and reproduce. At that point in time, at least Darwin accepted the notion of an omnipresent designer, a ‘First Cause’ that worked through the process of natural selection. Darwin was only prompted to publish his theory of evolution by natural selection when a Welsh-born naturalist, Alfred Russel Wallace, sent him an essay in 1858 detailing almost the exact same process of evolution.43

In On the Origin of Species (1859), Darwin made two central claims: that living things had evolved from a common ancestor with variations; and that this evolutionary process occurred through natural selection.44 Natural selection is based on the idea that all species exhibit variation in both behavioural and psychological characteristics. Natural selection is premised on this very idea of variation. Part of the variation is transmitted; those genetic differences that make an organism more successful in its environment are those that give it an edge over others, enabling it to survive while those without that same genetic difference disappear.45 In 1871, Darwin published The Descent of Man, in which he applied his evolutionary theory to human evolution.46

One problem with Darwin’s theory of natural selection was that it was based on differences in phenotype and lacked a description of a mechanism of inheritance. An additional problem was presented by the supposed age of the Earth. At the time, the Earth was believed to be just four hundred million years old, which did not allow for enough time for the gradual process of variation Darwin described to take place. This would not be resolved until radioactivity was discovered in the late nineteenth century, which suggested that the age of the Earth was closer to five billion years old. This new estimation did provide enough time for Darwin’s notion of evolution to occur.47

In addition to the mysteries surrounding the heredity mechanism and the age of the Earth, Darwinian evolutionary theory also provoked considerable criticism when it was published due to its implications for theological and philosophical beliefs about the origins of species. Although Darwin himself initially tried to find a place for God within his theory of evolution, he gradually realised that natural selection put forward an explanation of species change that did not require divine intervention. It therefore called into question one of the foundational arguments for the existence of God.48

The problem of heredity would only be solved decades later with advances in science. We now know that modifications of phenotype are produced by genetic traits and the environment. One of the first to try to find a link between changes in phenotype and genes was Conrad H. Waddington (1905–75), who developed a theory of inheritance known as ‘genetic assimilation’. Waddington argued that a phenotype originally produced in response to an environmental condition subsequently becomes genetically encoded via artificial or natural selection. Waddington’s theory has received criticism for being Lamarckian (arguing that the use and disuse of traits during a being’s life can be passed on to its offspring) and may have been influenced by the process known today as epigenetic inheritance, which refers to the possibility of some traits being passed from parent to offspring without the need for mutations at the level of the DNA.49 However, it is not Lamarckian.50 According to Waddington, what actually occurs is that, through a process he referred to as ‘canalisation’, an organism evolves in one of the many ways which are theoretically possible in that epigenetic landscape when such change renders it more stable.51 Although controversial, recent evidence has proven that a degree of genetic assimilation exists in evolution.52

Mutations occur as a result of changes in the set of genes, which alters the instructions given for the creation of a particular organism. Those organisms that are able to replicate themselves the most are likely to have some advantage by being prone to more frequent mutations. This is essentially Darwin’s notion of natural selection through random mutation. Evolution may, however, also take place through the replication of a simple strand of DNA and its division, with a strand of DNA contained in every new cell. Finally, mutations may also occur through symbiogenesis, which takes place when a symbiotic relationship between two organisms becomes permanent.53

Modern science suggests that life on Earth began in the seas and oceans. It is likely that genetic molecules which formed in the Earth’s oceans three to four billion years ago at some time formed a replicator molecule – a molecule that possessed the peculiar capacity of replicating itself. As the molecule reproduced itself, errors in the copying process occurred. These mistakes created variations among replicas, some of which were more stable than others. Varieties of replicator molecules would have been in competition for building-block molecules. Those better able to compete were able to build a protective wall of protein around them, thereby becoming the first cells.54

Where and when did Homo sapiens first appear? According to scientific theory, the apes that evolved into humans appeared in Africa twenty-five million years ago. Approximately eighteen million years ago they also appeared in Asia and Europe but encountered difficulties in those regions and only thrived in eastern Africa, where the Rift Valley system provided a varied climate, tropical forests, woodlands and open savannah grasslands.55

The climate in this area is thought to have played an important role in the evolutionary transition from apes to humans. Great fluctuations in climate occurred. During the glacial era, the savannah entered into a dryer and cooler period. As a result, there would have been more grassland. Interglacial periods would have been characterised by a warmer and wetter climate. Coolness and dryness in the tropics, in particular, is thought to have been critical to the emergence of our species. Over the course of the past one million years, the Earth has experienced approximately ten ice ages caused by tiny modifications to the tilt of the Earth’s axis, its orbit around the sun and its wobble on its axis.56

According to scientific theory, it is not known exactly when human beings emerged, but somewhere between five and seven million years ago, a mutation in apes is believed to have occurred that eventually led to the appearance of hominids, leading later to Homo sapiens.57 This evolution was, however, slow and unpredictable. Up to twenty species of bipedal apes existed at one point. The oldest type of bipedal ape is known as Australopithicus. Based on the remains of one of the most famous Australopithici, ‘Lucy’, a North African bipedal ape, great apes are believed to have come down from the trees and developed the capacity to stand upright before their brains increased in size. They are believed to have descended from the trees when food became scarcer as forests transformed into savannahs. An upright position would have offered the advantage of seeing further into the distance when looking for food and freeing up hands and arms to carry infants and food. As their legs became stronger, their centre of gravity would have shifted, allowing them greater balance when standing.58

Until half a million years ago, several Australopithici existed simultaneously, and other species emerged at the same time. Approximately 2.5 million years ago, the Homo line began to develop. It first appeared as a small-boned ape with a larger brain. Some two million years ago, Homo habilus emerged, with a larger brain and greater height. Among the advantages of bigger brains were tool-making capacities and increased cooperation.

Homo erectus appeared about 1.8 million years ago. This species was taller than Homo habilus and had a larger brain. Homo erectus made weapons, such as spears and axes, hunted large game and possessed the capacity for primitive speech. Hunting would have required a greater degree of social cooperation. Conjugal bonds between men and women are also thought to have developed at this stage. The knowledge of how to use fire enabled them to eat a greater variety of foods and would eventually enable Homo erectus to move out of the warm plains of Africa.59

This evolution from bipedal apes to hominids took place only in eastern Africa. Between one million and 1.8 million years ago, Homo erectus started to leave Africa, spreading out over the globe. Approximately 100,000–200,000 years later, another group, which had evolved into Homo sapiens, also left eastern Africa and started to inhabit other areas of the Earth. Homo erectus, however, became extinct.60

One theory claims that Homo sapiens evolved independently at the same time in different parts of the world. This is referred to as the ‘candelabra’ theory – each branch of the candelabra is like a branch of human development. A second theory, to which Cynthia Stokes Brown adhered, affirms that modern human beings spread out from Africa. This hypothesis is called the ‘Noah’s Ark’, ‘Out of Africa’ or ‘Garden of Eden’ theory. The candelabra theory enjoyed popularity when fossil specimens were found in Europe, the Near East and Asia. When older fossils began to be discovered in Africa in the 1970s, however, the ‘Out of Africa’ theory became dominant.61

The latter theory is supported by evidence from molecular genetics, which suggests that all human beings have common ancestors who lived in Africa some 100,000–200,000 years ago. This group populated the whole of sub-Saharan Africa. Then one population crossed the Levant approximately seventy thousand years ago and, over the next thirty thousand years, crossed Eurasia and travelled to Australia, finally reaching the Bering Straits and spreading into the Americas some fifteen thousand years ago.

There are several implications of the ‘Out of Africa’ hypothesis. First, it means that human beings are not direct descendants of the Neanderthals of Europe and western Asia. Second, it implies that all human beings have the same ancestors and could not have evolved out of different populations of Homo erectus. Third, the rapidity with which early humans spread across the globe suggests a tremendous adaptability, considering the environmental and geographic challenges they must have faced when crossing and settling new lands so different from those for which their evolutionary heritage in Africa would have prepared them.62





2.5  Creationism

Scientific findings have posed a challenge to religious explanations of the origins of the universe. Creationism has a broad definition. In general, it holds that a supernatural force is responsible for existence. Within the three Abrahamic religions, this force is believed to be God, whereas in other religions it is thought to be other deities.63 These religions reject the Big Bang theory of the creation of the universe. They also reject one of Darwin’s two central hypotheses: that all living things evolved from one common ancestry. While evolution on the basis of some modification may have occurred within similar ‘kinds’ (something higher than species),64 the notion of common descent is also rejected by biblical ‘special creationism’, which holds that human beings were given souls to distinguish them from other near-human animals.65 ‘Old Earth’ creationists see God as the supernatural force behind Creation. While they accept most of the scientific arguments about the origins of life, they nevertheless reject the biological foundations of evolution.

Intelligent design creationism is the newest form of creationism, which posits that the order found in the world is proof of a larger design. Intelligent design follows on from William Paley’s Argument from Design (1803), in which he used the analogy of the watch. If one were to find a watch and to examine it, one would discover that it was produced by a watchmaker and was conceived with a specific purpose in mind. This view is in opposition to Darwin’s mechanism of natural selection.66





2.6  Hinduism and Buddhism

Hinduism supports the notion of evolution, although not in the same way as science. According to Hindu doctrine, not only do gods have animal features, but humans are believed to be able to be reborn as animals.67 Moreover, given that these spiritual systems do not believe in a creator God, they do not contain notions of creation. Rather than focusing on the physical evolution of life on Earth, Hinduism emphasises its mental and spiritual evolution. It is based on a transition from an initial stage of ignorance to a stage of illumination. This evolution is believed to progress in three stages. In the initial phase of ignorance, bodies are driven by the unconscious – purely by impulse and instinct. In the second phase, individual egos are thought to gain greater concretisation, largely driven by desires and survival instincts, experiencing repeated deaths and births. In the third and final stage, ego dissolves into truth, consciousness and serenity. In Hinduism, evolution is thus a result of individual effort and will. Within a broader universe, there are different planes of consciousness. Nature determines the evolution of human beings only in so far as they let it, which is quite distinct from evolutionary theory.68 Buddhism also envisages a spiritual evolution, but through three initial phases of ‘desire’, ‘form’ and ‘formlessness’, and then beyond these three stages, Nirvana or enlightenment. Movement from one plane to the next is driven by the search for perfection and transcendence.69





2.3  Conclusion

In an effort to comprehend human time, which is essential to understanding what drives history and therefore how to achieve a sustainable approach to it, this chapter outlined the major responses to the question of where we are. Early written records show that the people of ancient civilisations sought to understand the universe through mythology. Later, mathematicians and astronomers developed models of the universe that culminated in modern scientific cosmology. Religious and spiritual cosmologies have sought not only to comprehend the universe, but also to understand our place in it and to give guidance on how humankind is related to it. Different ways of ‘seeing’ are having an impact on views of our origins. This, in turn, affects how we understand human nature, as is demonstrated in the next chapter.









3
Who Are We?


Neurochemical Man and Emotional Amoral Egoism



Having examined the issue of where we are, let us now consider the question of who we are – what is human nature? Looking at human nature is important, because it is a central driver of human thought and behaviour and therefore of history. There is no shortage of answers to this question. Together, they give rise to widely different accounts of human nature. Debates about human nature centre on whether we, as human beings, are ‘good’ or ‘bad’, rationally or emotionally driven, egoistic or altruistic, endowed with free will or predisposed to behave in a certain way. How we answer these questions also shapes our view of morality. This chapter explores the most influential perspectives on human nature, including religious, spiritual, philosophical, psychological and evolutionary approaches. It then outlines my own theory of human nature, which I have explained in more detail in Emotional Amoral Egoism: A Neurophilosophy of Human Nature and the Five Motivators of Humankind, 2nd edition (forthcoming 2021). In that book, I draw on insights from various disciplines to propose a general theory of human nature, called emotional amoral egoism, and a special theory of human motivation. I argue that human beings are primarily driven by emotions, amorality (lacking inborn notions of right and wrong) and egoism (fundamentally motivated by perceived self-interest). These three defining features of human nature are genetically inherited, yet modifiable by experience. I therefore view the human mind at birth as a predisposed tabula rasa, endowed by nature with powerful survival instincts yet open to external influences from the environment, upbringing and, more recently, enhancement technologies (such as neuroenhancers). The direction in which our moral compass points overwhelmingly depends on how we perceive our emotional self-interest in given circumstances. Reason, reflection and conscious moral behaviour are relatively rare, despite what we might like to think. As I explore in more detail in the next chapter, not only are our brains genetically devised to give emotions the upper hand, they are also pre-programmed to try to feel good, driving us to engage in activities that activate the reward centres of the brain. The most powerful purveyors of neurochemical gratification and human motivation in general are the Neuro P5: power, profit, pleasure, pride and permanency (see Chapter 4).1



3.1  Approaches to Human Nature2


Ancient Greek philosophy and Hebrew-Christian views of the Bible, and particularly the Old Testament, have heavily influenced Western approaches to human nature. In both instances, human beings are understood as rational beings possessing free will. Philosophical views of human nature vary but it is possible to categorise different ideas into a number of opposing viewpoints, such as perfection through reason versus constraint by emotions; nature versus nurture; and innate morality versus radical freedom to choose one’s own personal truth. Psychology, particularly those strands which draw on evolutionary theory, tends to emphasise the extent to which people are emotional rather than rational beings. This is, of course, even more pronounced in sociobiology, which explicitly attributes human psychology and behaviour to selection pressure and subsequent evolution. Approaches to human nature based on increased knowledge of the evolutionary and genetic factors that are believed to help shape who we are raise profound questions for some religious belief systems, given that they touch on issues related to beliefs about Creation.3



3.1.1  Religious and Spiritual Belief Systems

The Abrahamic religions – Islam, Christianity and Judaism – believe human beings are endowed with reason and free will.4 In Christianity, humankind is believed to be inherently good, free and responsible. Being created ‘in God’s image’, humans occupy a special and privileged place in relation to other species. To this end, human beings are not simply one part of an interconnected universe as Hinduism, for example, suggests. That said, Christianity sees all of humanity as existing in a state of sin, alienated from God. Adam’s original sin is thought to have been inherited by the whole of humankind.5 Some Christians hold to the doctrine of original sin, in which human beings are believed to be born sinful and to lack the free will with which to redeem themselves.6

Like Christians, Jews believe that human beings are made in God’s image and, as such, have the capacity for reason. Humankind is thought to be motivated by both moral conscience and the desire to satisfy inner needs and desires. Judaism, however, rejects the doctrine of original sin.7 Islam, too, has no notion of original sin, and shares with Christianity and Judaism the belief that human beings have the free will with which to choose to submit to Allah.8

In polytheistic and animistic belief systems, human beings are not thought to be a species set apart from other spiritual and mythical beings, and therefore there is no notion of being saved from (the original) sin. Hinduism (polytheistic religion) and Buddhism (often considered trans-polytheistic) hold that people need liberation, not from sin, but from suffering caused by desires that can never be satisfied. As I discussed in Chapter 2, in Hinduism, as in Buddhism, evolution is conceived as the movement towards enlightenment through the will to overcome suffering and ignorance.9 Animism, which is still practised by some native and aboriginal communities, sees no separation between body and soul. Animists see some sort of purpose to be achievable through harmony with all other living things.10





3.1.2  Philosophical Belief Systems

Some believe that there is a particular teleology or logical end point to human development. In this view, human beings are perfectible. Within this approach to human nature, a person can perfect his/her nature by employing reason. Aristotle, for instance, believed that human existence has a purpose, which is to put the human capacity for reason to use in the pursuit of a virtuous life. Aristotle was hardly a believer in equality, however. Not everyone was deemed equally capable of fulfilling this function and he therefore did not believe that all people have the same worth. He believed that a virtuous life could be achieved through moderation and self-perfection, using reason to overcome desire.11

By contrast, there are views which hold that human beings are constrained by emotions and that reason is not in the full possession of humankind – there are limits to our capacity to reach a higher state of being. Jeremy Bentham (1748–1832), for instance, argued that human beings are motivated by pleasure and pain. Things should be judged good or bad in relation to the amount of pleasure or pain they cause, he contended. As the founder of utilitarianism, Bentham held that the greatest happiness for the greatest number is attainable if the correct framework is put in place to guide people’s behaviour.12

Thomas Hobbes (1588–1679) subscribed to the nature side of the nature–nurture debate. In the Hobbesian worldview, human beings are driven by the fear of death and the desire for self-preservation. They are egoistic. Selfish desires are rooted in insecurity – in a state of nature, with no overarching authority structure to guarantee their security, people of similar physical and mental capacities can pose an equal threat to each other’s survival. Free will, in this perspective, does not have any great significance. As a result, human nature is not malleable, but is fixed, unchanging.13 To the extent that it exists, moral behaviour stems from self-interest. Seemingly altruistic acts are therefore pseudo-altruistic rather than truly selfless.14

In contrast, on the nurture side of the debate there are those who believe that human nature can be modified. John Locke (1632–1704), for example, argued that the human mind was a tabula rasa or clean slate. In his view, human beings are born with no innate ideas.15 He was a critic of dogmatism. Our ideas, he argued, are formed by two phenomena: sensation and perception. All ideas are therefore derived from experience, which implies that knowledge cannot exist prior to experience. Locke was one of the founding figures of empiricism.16 This perspective attributes great importance to experience and environment in explaining the human psyche and behaviour. Culture and education thus play a central role in shaping the individual.17 Locke acknowledged that people are motivated by the desire for their own happiness or pleasure, although he believed that reason could prevail. On the basis of rational calculation, humankind is thought to engage in behaviour that is likely to secure the maximum degree of pleasure. Nevertheless, in terms of morality, Locke believed that the prudent pleasure-seeking individual would choose virtuous behaviour. This, however, would depend on the individual acting on the basis of long-term interests.18

The belief in a dichotomy between emotions and reason informs various views on moral behaviour. Plato held a dualist conception of human nature. In his view, the soul or mind was thought to be separate from the material body.19 He contended that the soul was composed of an intellectual, a rational and an appetitive part. Human beings are thus driven by a combination of rationality and desires. Justice prevails when rationality is able to check desire. Plato was unclear about whether people have a sufficient degree of free will with which to modify their nature without the help of an institutional framework. He did, however, attribute a role to the environment in shaping the human mind and behaviour, and considered education to be particularly important.20

Some go beyond this dualism, arguing that human beings have an innate morality that precedes both emotions and reason. John Rawls (1921–2002) argued that people have a built-in moral awareness. He held that morality derives from this pre-existing sense of fairness and good, rather than from emotions or rational calculation. In A Theory of Justice (1971), he employed a hypothetical situation to demonstrate people’s unconscious principles. He asked us to imagine what kind of society we would like to live in if we had no prior knowledge of our status in that society – he termed this the ‘veil of ignorance’. He concluded that individuals are most likely to opt to live in a just society. To this end, even self-interested individuals have a natural sense of fairness.21

In existentialist thinking, human beings are radically free to choose who they are; they are capable of constructing their own life philosophies through self-examination. There is no ‘true’ or transcendental self, awaiting discovery.22 We have to decide for ourselves who we are and how we wish to live. In the religious strand of existentialism, God is thought to be there to guide people in their search for personal truth.23 Thus, in general, existentialist writing registers three major concerns. First, it rejects universal laws governing claims about human nature and instead stresses the uniqueness of the individual. Second, subjective ‘truth’ – the individual’s subjective experience – is privileged over objective truth. Finally, the paramount idea is that we must find our own meaning in life, although religious versions of existentialism see God as acting as a beacon.24





3.1.3  Psychological Approaches to Human Nature

Psychological approaches to human nature tend to challenge the notion that we are primarily rational beings. Sigmund Freud’s (1856–1939) approach to human motivation was based on the proposition that the human psyche and human behaviour are largely shaped by sexual desires. His psychology was thus highly materialist.25 In his structural theory of the mind, the id is the part of the mind that is associated with basic survival needs that require immediate satisfaction. The ego is connected to conscious mental states that inform our behaviour. To the id and the ego is added the superego, the part of the mind that makes moral judgements.26

In contrast to Freud, B.F. Skinner (1904–90), a behavioural psychologist, was concerned with observable behaviour, which he believed was shaped by the environment. He developed a radical behaviourism which gave social context a paramount explanatory role. Although he did leave a role for genetic heritage,27 he viewed human behaviour as malleable enough to be influenced by the environment.28

In an effort to take account of the whole range of human existence, Abraham Maslow’s humanistic psychology (1908–1970) aimed to explain behaviour as a result of hierarchically organised human needs. At the lower end of the scale are basic physiological needs, such as food, shelter and sleep. When these survival needs have been met, security concerns are thought to preoccupy human beings. As basic needs and security are satisfied, higher functions such as love, reputation and belonging also start to motivate human beings. When all of these aspects of life are taken care of, people can focus on self-actualisation.29

Evolutionary thought in psychology attempts to understand the human psyche and behaviour according to the group selection approach, which has now lost favour to genetics-centred approaches to natural selection. Konrad Lorenz (1903–89) put forward the particularly controversial idea that human beings have inherited an ‘aggressive gene’. In other words, evolutionary adaptation has resulted in the creation of a gene that predisposes human beings to aggressive behaviour. It was likely selected because it helps eliminate rivals to sexual partners and encourages individuals to disperse over wider areas of terrain, thereby reducing pressure on scarce resources.30





3.1.4  Evolutionary Approaches to Human Nature

Sociobiologists and evolutionary psychologists present more explicitly evolutionary approaches to human nature. Sociobiologists start from the assumption that all social behaviour has biological origins. A central idea in sociobiology is that we have inherited particular traits because they increased our ancestors’ chances of survival and reproductive success. The most prominent proponent and pioneer of sociobiology is E.O. Wilson. He argued that natural selection drives human behaviour and that radical free will is an illusion.31 From the standpoint of sociobiology, morality is something we have developed from common, core moral sensitivities that have ultimately helped human beings to be successful in their environment.

Evolutionary psychology seeks to explain universal psychological characteristics, such as emotions, seemingly moral behaviour and communication. Marc Hauser (b. 1959) argues that we have are born with a ‘common moral grammar’. Morality, he contends, is not a function of culture; it is prior to culture. From this baseline, specific moral systems may be built. In Hauser’s view, however, this common moral grammar originates neither from emotions nor from reason. This is not to say that emotions and reason play no role in shaping moral behaviour; they are simply not causal.32

Similarly, Frans de Waal (b. 1948) examines the biological roots of morality and concludes that moral values are the result of selection pressure. To make his argument, he draws on his observations of primates. He claims that living in groups has favoured cooperative tendencies.33 In contrast to Hauser, however, he argues that morality is likely to be emotionally driven.34 Even though evolution may have favoured self-interested behaviour, this does not have to mean that altruistic behaviour is impossible. Indeed, kin selection and reciprocal altruism are believed to make altruism possible.35 In-group solidarity may have been needed to coordinate responses to danger and to find food, for example, which, in turn, is likely to have provided the building blocks on which more elaborate forms of morality could be constructed. Thus, while human beings may have a considerable capacity for egoistic behaviour, they are also capable of cooperation.36

In sum, the question of who we are has been answered in a number of ways. Religious and spiritual approaches to human nature vary greatly. The monotheistic Abrahamic religions, conceiving of humankind as being made in God’s image, see human beings as therefore necessarily good, although often inclined to sin. Individual salvation can be achieved through union with God. Philosophical perspectives on human nature have tended to fall on either side of the nature–nurture debate, with some going beyond it. Some philosophical figures thus emphasise the power emotions have on the human psyche and behaviour, while others stress humans’ malleable nature and capacity for reason. At the extreme, freedom to shape human nature reaches its apex in existentialism. Rationality, by contrast, is rejected by key figures in psychology. Here, unconscious and innate needs take on greater importance in determining human thought and action. Finally, evolutionary perspectives on human nature view our genetic heritage as a paramount factor in explaining what drives human beings.








3.2  Emotional Amoral Egoism

Reflections about human nature have long lacked neuroscientific insights into the human brain. Until the early twentieth century, the mind’s physical composition was largely unknown.37 Since then, ample neuroscientific discoveries have revolutionised our understanding of the mind as a product of real processes in the material brain.38 Twenty-first-century brain-imaging technology has allowed us to explore the brain structures involved in, for example, information processing, moral judgement or emotional experiences.39 Neurophilosophy, an interdisciplinary field that emerged in the late 1980s, brings these neuroscientific discoveries to bear on questions traditionally addressed within the humanities and social sciences. It thereby fosters insightful transdisciplinary synergies for elucidating the human mind. Opening up fresh perspectives on human nature, neurophilosophy calls into doubt many long-revered beliefs about the human species, such as the nature–nurture dichotomy, or the relation between reason and emotion.40

Emotional amoral egoism is a neurophilosophical theory that posits that there are three characteristics common to all human beings, across all ages and cultures (see Figure 3.1). Chief among them is our emotionality. The Western philosophical tradition, strongly influenced by Plato and Kant, has long conceived of emotions as separate from – or even inimical to – reason and good judgement.41 Recent years, however, have witnessed a wealth of research revealing the salience of emotions and their profound connection to cognitive functions in humans. In fact, emotions shape how we perceive the world, how we process information and how we make rational judgements. People whose emotional capacity is impaired become functionally disabled, unable to make decisions or correct judgements, even if they exhibit a high IQ.42 Emotional responses frequently precede rational thinking, with cognitions providing post hoc ‘rationalisations’ for decisions our emotions have prompted us to take.43 Emotions are mediated through neurochemical combinations in our brains. Our specific neurochemistry is genetically inherited.44

Figure 3.1 Emotional Amoral Egoism
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Most emotions are instinctive. However, mental processes may also provoke neurochemical changes that initiate emotions.45 Improved scanning technology indicates that the brain has ‘neuroplasticity’, meaning that the brain changes its structure in response to experience).46 The findings of neuroscience emphasise that we are a ‘psychophysical unity’, that is, our emotions are both psychological and physiological states, and, given that they derive from chemicals in the brain, are material.47 Basic emotions – such as fear or anger – are shared by all humans, irrespective of culture, as they result from our genetic makeup rather than being learned, and they reflect the conditions under which our ancestors had to survive. Fear, for example, is likely to have helped early humans to be alert to danger, while love may have helped us to form the bonds required during a relatively long childrearing period, and to form family and group solidarity, which are also vital for survival in a harsh environment.48

Awareness of human emotionality is key to understanding a wide range of historical phenomena. Throughout the ages, emotions have been instrumentalised for political ends. Fear, in particular, has played a major role in shaping the course of history, often for the worse. We are all equipped by nature with a fear reflex triggered by encounters with the unfamiliar. This fear of ‘the other’ can easily degenerate into xenophobia, ethnic tension and violent conflict. Fear-induced pre-emptive aggression constitutes a powerful motivator to ‘strike first’ and has fuelled countless wars throughout history (see Chapter 4).49 More recently, the purveyors of fake news have capitalised on existing fears and the fact that our feelings about people or ideas – be they negative or positive – arise unconsciously and much faster than our conscious thoughts, with people interpreting feelings – such as ease of processing – as evidence of truth.50

Amorality is the second defining characteristic of human beings. I do not use the term ‘amoral’ in the traditional sense to denote indifference to, or ignorance of, the concepts of right and wrong. Instead, I use the term amoral to subsume a wealth of evidence suggesting that human beings possess no innate understandings of good and evil, and that their moral judgements shift according to circumstances, both personal and political.

Recently, the brain structures involved in moral judgements have garnered considerable scholarly attention.51 Evidence suggests that, whilst certain genes may influence our proneness to anti-social or pro-social behaviour, our moral compass is malleable and subject to external influences.52 Indeed, external factors such as stress tend to alter our moral judgements.53 Likewise, emotions such as disgust profoundly affect our moral decision making.54 In other words, a wealth of research confirms that our moral judgements have no objective validity. Pro-social affinities such as empathy must not be mistaken for an innate moral compass. In fact, rather than providing a universal reference to an objectively good path, empathy often leads us to make unjust decisions since ‘empathy is spontaneously biased to individuals who are spatio-temporally close, as well as discriminatory in other ways, and incapable of accommodating large numbers of individuals’.55 Importantly, survival instincts are so powerful that, in most instances, people act according to what they perceive to be their general self-interest. Circumstances are likely to determine the survival value of humankind’s moral compass.56 Put differently, our moral compass fluctuates according to the dictates of self-interest.

Time and again, history has confirmed that morality is not objective. From the Second War World to contemporary terrorism, fundamentalists of all stripes have created value systems justifying appalling crimes. Across countries, the past few years have seen rising moral tribalism, as highlighted in the 2020 US presidential election, with many Democrats and Republicans ascribing immorality to members of the other party.57 According to Jonathan Haidt, moral reasoning is ‘a skill we humans evolved to further our social agendas – to justify our own actions and to defend the teams we belong to’.58 In fact, moral concepts are not encoded in our genetic endowment. Therefore, history is replete with conflicts over – sometimes incommensurable – values.

There is ample evidence that reflection can disrupt intuitive and often biased and egocentric processes of moral judgement formation either by upfront conscious control, or by intentional after-the-fact correction.59 Reflection, however, only occurs when people are no longer preoccupied with satisfying basic survival needs. Therefore, conscious moral judgement is contingent on the extent to which basic human needs are met. There are, of course, exceptions. Clearly, some people are capable of truly altruistic acts rather than simply pseudo-altruism, and some are able to live moral lives despite their own hardship and deprivation – but these individuals represent a minority of the world’s population. In general, existential anxiety is not conducive to consciously altruistic acts. Rather, in circumstances of scarce resources and insecurity, we tend to seek our own welfare even at terrible cost to others.60

Egoism is the third fundamental feature of human nature. Unlike Locke, I do not assume that human beings enter the world as entirely blank slates. Instead, I prefer to conceive of the human mind as a predisposed tabula rasa (see Figure 3.2). I use the term predisposed to mean that we are endowed with predilections stemming from our genetic makeup, gearing us toward those acts that maximise our chances of survival. Otherwise, our moral compass is largely shaped by our environment. Egoism is not only about the pursuit of biological survival but also about the attainment of life goals and the opportunity to express one’s authenticity. It is for this precise reason that major revolutions and social movements in history have been initiated not only by those fearing for their physical survival, but also by the disenfranchised and marginalised.61

Figure 3.2  Predisposed Tabula Rasa
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Emotional amoral egoism moves beyond a neuro-essentialist view that sees the human experience as entirely determined by neurochemical and neuroanatomical reactions inside the brain. These three primordial facets of human nature are genetically inherited yet subject to external influences. Recent research tends to support the notion that we are shaped by the forces of both nature and nurture. It seems possible, for instance, that the way we are brought up may generate physiological modifications that, in turn, help alter a child’s temperament.62 Our brains are highly malleable, capable of re-wiring themselves in response to intrinsic and extrinsic stimuli. Whilst we are not radically free to choose our nature, we are not entirely determined by our biological heritage. The environment plays a critically important role in shaping our psyche and behaviour. I use the term environment to refer to our personal life situation, our upbringing and broader education, society, culture and the global state of affairs.63

Our personal experiences and relations with others are vital in shaping who we are. The most important set of relations to affect our psyche is likely to be the family. Children who receive sufficient love and support are likely to grow into more confident adults than those who lack love, encouragement and praise. The family also plays a critical role in a child’s moral education, which is particularly important given the lack of innate morality possessed by humankind. The family context may also influence our worldview and awareness of other places and peoples. In addition to this more informal type of broad education, formal education can also be a vital factor in shaping our psyche and behaviour. It is also a means of diffusing moral norms.

Societal influences also shape human nature. If society fails to provide for the basic needs of members of its population, it will reduce the likelihood of ethical behaviour. Basic needs, it should be remembered, concern not only shelter, food, safe drinking water and physical safety; psychological and identity needs are also central to human well-being. Society therefore needs not only to ensure welfare and health provision, but also an environment in which every member feels that she belongs. An inclusive national identity that allows enough room for people to hold multiple identities forms an essential part of meeting society’s needs. The cultures to which we belong are important media through which we make sense of the world, and are vital building blocks of our collective identities.64 Recognising and respecting cultural group rights insofar as they do not violate individual human rights is equally part of ensuring that people’s basic needs are satisfied.65 Cultural and ethnic plurality should be viewed as adding to cultural vigour, just as molecular/genetic diversity gives rise to hybrid vigour manifested in greater resilience and strength.66 Religious and spiritual belief systems also help inform how we think and act in the world.

The global state of affairs forms part of the environmental totality that shapes who we are. In some instances, global social forces and events may have a negative impact on the human condition. For those societies that are not reaping the benefits of globalisation, the contemporary character of the global political economy may contribute to the failure to meet basic needs, anxiety about the present and future, as well as the deterioration of health and education. In addition, rapid change associated with globalisation may dislodge familiar cultural, religious and societal reference points, thereby helping to generate issues related to identity.67

Our personality traits are not only shaped by our environment but may also be modified by drugs and psychotherapy. Scientific and technological advances (e.g. in the field of synthetic biology) are opening up unprecedented possibilities of altering human psychology and physiology that may soon allow human beings to surpass their current biological and cognitive limits.

As explained before, human nature is a key driving force behind history. To shape human destiny for the better, we must undertake conscious efforts to foster humankind’s constructive potential, and to curtail its destructive impulses. As I argue in detail in Chapter 8, good governance plays a fundamental function in enabling or obstructing our propensity for moral acts that promote not only our own well-being but also that of others. In other words, a sustainable history is dependent on good governance that meets the requirements for human dignity – in the absence of which, the worst facets of our egoism emerge, fuelling conflicts, wars and violence.68 The second part of this book thus introduces the minimum criteria which must be satisfied to achieve dignity-based governance and the other seven prerequisites for sustainable history.

The octagon in Figure 3.3 highlights how the major elements of human nature interrelate: human beings are (1) egoistic in the sense of being motivated by survival instincts. Our survival instincts are (2) emotionally based and (3) predisposed through our genetic makeup. Heterogenous personality traits (4) are shaped by variations in (5) neurochemistry as well as (6) our environment and may be modified by (7) medicines, genetic engineering etc. Despite being predominantly driven by the dictates of self-interest (8), humankind also possesses the capacity for reason and conscious reflection. Under the influence of conscious reflection, we can override our innate biases and develop moral codes of behaviour that oblige us to have regard for the well-being of others, and not only our own. Such moral codes will give rise to peace and lasting improvement in the human condition. They will therefore enable a sustainable history.

Figure 3.3  A General Theory of Human Nature: Emotional Amoral Egoism
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3.3  Conclusion

The way we understand human nature is central to achieving a sustainable history, given that its attributes – emotionality, amorality and various types of egoisms – help propel history. This chapter therefore outlined the predominant ways people from different disciplines have sought to answer the question: ‘Who are we?’ The debate revolves around the three questions of whether we are driven primarily by emotions or by reason, whether we are free to choose who we are or are determined by our genes, and whether we are innately moral or overwhelmingly self-interested. My own theory of human nature – emotional amoral egoism – seeks to go beyond these dichotomies. I argue that human beings are born amoral, with a drive towards action that is geared to ensure their survival and dominance, and with emotions having the upper hand in steering their behaviour. As I demonstrate in the next chapter, human behaviour is largely motivated by what I call the Neuro P5 motivators: power, profit, pleasure, pride and permanency. Most of us, most of the time, employ reason and engage in reflection and conscious moral behaviour only when our basic needs have been satisfied. Our neurochemical architecture, as I illustrate in Chapters 4 and 5, has pre-programmed us to do whatever makes us feel good. Yet since much of our psyche and behaviour is neurochemically mediated, it is alterable with the help of normative and institutional frameworks.

Having explained who we are – emotional amoral egoists – in the next chapter I focus on what we want and thus what we instinctively strive towards.









4
What Motivates Us?


The Neuro P5, Power and Sustainable History





4.1  The Neuro P5: The Five Motivators of Humankind

Central to my general theory of human nature is my specific theory of human motivation. A considerable body of literature through different disciplinary lenses concerned with, for instance, social learning theory, control theory or self-determination theory has attempted to find an answer to our questions about the reasons for human behaviour.1 The last few decades have, however, strongly enhanced our understanding of the internal psychological processes and the neurobiological mechanisms which underpin human motivation. Human beings are equipped with an instinctual motivation to repeat behaviour that activates the reward centres of the brain, a fact I explore in the next chapter.2 In light of the most recent research in neuroscience, I argue that there are five key drivers of human action through which this neurochemical satisfaction is sought. I call them the Neuro P5: power, profit, pleasure, pride and permanency (see Figure 4.1). Most of the time, the Neuro P5 are tied to our instincts. In other words, they are biologically-inherited unconscious drivers of behaviour that reflect the conditions under which our Palaeolithic ancestors had to survive. Our environment can alter how instincts are acted on, however.3 In the following paragraphs, I introduce the Neuro P5 in more detail.


Figure 4.1  The Neuro P5
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Power. Throughout history, the quest for power has shaped human relations, social structures, international politics and global security. Although we all understand the everyday meaning of the term, in social sciences and political discourse ‘power’ has become a broad concept that evades an easy definition. This is at least partly due to Foucault’s revival of Nietzsche’s writings.4 The foundations of modern discussions of power were set out by Marx and Max Weber (1864–1920). According to Marx, economic structures – such as owners of capital – represent societal sources of power. For Weber, instead, power was a function of culture and social organisation, and not only of economic relationships, as reflected in social institutions – for instance, religion and law.5 Weber defined power as the chance for a person to realise his or her ‘will in a social action even against the resistance of others who are participating in the action’.6 Since then, the vast majority of discourse surrounding power has sought to either differentiate itself from, or agree with, Weber’s definition of power. In light of these debates, I believe power can be succinctly defined (as B.A. Dobratz, L.K. Waldner and T. Buzzell do) as ‘individual, group or structural capacity to achieve intended effects as a result of force, influence or authority’.7

Many philosophers have pondered the destructive potential of power and have warned us against it. Bertrand Russell (1872–1970), for instance, wrote that ‘love of power, like lust, is such a strong motive that it influences men’s actions more than they think it should’ and that ‘the psychological conditions for the taming of power are in some ways the most difficult’.8 Contemporary neuroscience has shown us exactly how power ‘goes to the head’. Power manifests at the neurochemical level through a release in the brain of neurochemicals, such as dopamine, the same neurochemical which plays a key role in the experience of reward and pleasure. Power thus has an intoxicating effect, producing ‘cravings’ at the neurocellular level and generating a high much like other drugs.9 For these reasons, it is evident that Russell was correct in stating that the ‘love of power is greatly increased by the experience of power’.10 As a result, history is rife with leaders obstinately clinging to power. Indeed, when given the opportunity to gain more power, most people are unlikely willingly to reject it. Moreover, as I illustrate more completely in section 4.2, history has repeatedly shown us that, when power is unconstrained by good systems of governance, its holders may display undesirable distortions in judgement, cognition and behaviour as a result of its drug-like effects on the brain.11

Pleasure. Our brains are pre-programmed to seek and maintain pleasure. Motivational psychologists have long held that human beings constantly seek to maximise pleasure and to avoid painful experiences. In Civilization and Its Discontents (1930), Freud argued that, according to the ‘pleasure principle’, the purpose of our lives lies in the id’s search for the immediate gratification of all needs, wants and urges. Our need for pleasure necessitates the fulfilment of instinctual drives including, inter alia, hunger, thirst, anger and sex. Similarly, Bentham believed pleasure to be the ‘only good’ and to constitute a fundamental driver of human nature.12 Contemporary neuroscience has confirmed the key role of pleasure in driving human behaviour.

Pleasure takes many forms. It may be purely sensorial, as when we enjoy the taste of food, the smell of perfume or the warmth of the sun. It may also be a complex psychic or intellectual experience, like the feeling of satisfaction we may feel when solving a puzzle. The most pleasurable experiences in our lives are likely to be both sensual and intellectual. Art, nature and sport, for instance, enable us to experience something that is more than just sensorial pleasure. Although they fulfil no utilitarian function, we appreciate them in themselves. Art, in particular, challenges us intellectually and provides us with imaginative experiences.13

It is widely presumed that pleasure is a purely subjective feeling. Yet it does possess objective qualities which can be measured in the form of neural and behavioural reactions. Indeed, neuroimaging has demonstrated that different sources of pleasure – food, sex, addictive drugs, music, art – produce surprisingly similar patterns of brain activity. Nevertheless, contrary to what was previously thought to be the only area responsible for pleasure, the reactions these trigger in the brain go beyond the mere reward system.14

Being able to experience pleasure not only helps us reduce stress and tension; it also motivates us to seek companionship and engage in sexual reproduction. However, there are often long-term consequences when we seek pleasure excessively. In modern environments of abundance, we find many maladaptive pursuits – substance abuse, gambling and the like – that present a danger to ourselves and others. At a broader level, excessive pleasure-seeking may also have negative consequences for the foundations of society, or for the environment. Recent history has shown how detrimental excessive pleasure-seeking may be, as throw-away consumerism is increasingly draining the planet of its resources, threatening environmental sustainability. By focusing too narrowly on what is pleasant to the self, we may lose sight of what is socially, politically or morally good.15
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