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Part 1



Human Nature





Insights from the Frontiers of Neurophilosophy


The last several decades of brain research have radically changed our understanding of what it means to be human. Are we inherently good or bad? Are we driven by reason or emotions? Do we have free will? Does power corrupt the mind? Are we capable of genuine altruism? Questions such as these have puzzled philosophers for millennia and have laid the groundwork for the development of political theories and ideologies that changed the course of history. Reflecting on these important matters has advanced our understanding of the human condition, of its extraordinary virtues and enduring limitations. Yet, most of the answers, and attempted answers, to questions about our human nature have remained, historically, speculative in nature. The absence of tools to access the human brain and understand its deeper neurochemical and neuroanatomical processes and responses has meant that, for the longest time, a critical seat of our emotions, reason and identity was left completely unexplored. In this book, I aim to bring neuroscience to the forefront of inquiries about human nature and, in so doing, reflect on what accounts for ‘good governance’ and what can help us secure a more peaceful future for humanity.


Neurophilosophy opens up fresh perspectives on such questions, which humanity has been pondering for centuries. Neurophilosophy, which emerged in the late 1980s, is a field of cross-disciplinary research, which pioneers insightful synergies between neuroscience and other disciplines which have traditionally sought to elucidate the human mind, and it offers a key to unlocking some of the most persistent mysteries shrouding human nature.1


Chief among them is a puzzle long thought to be without answer: the human capacity for both good and evil. Instances of atrocities – such as genocide or enslavement – can be found in all cultures and societies, modern and ancient. We need only scratch the surface of history to find confirmation of our darker impulses. Yet, for all the man-made horrors, there are also many instances of other human characteristics: of goodness, of charity, of heroism on behalf of strangers. Recently, the European refugee crisis has highlighted how profoundly dualistic human nature is: alongside occasions of xenophobic violence, we witnessed enormous generosity and friendship shown towards refugees. Suffice it to say, the picture is mixed. As Louis Pojman has observed, ‘We seem to be part angel, part demon, part rational, and part animal, capable of great glory and great tragedy.’2 How can we explain this paradox? Traditionally, at the heart of the debate on human nature has been the question of whether we are inherently good until corrupted by our environment or born bad but kept in check by society. Well before the advent of modern theories of human development, philosophical and religious traditions sought to answer this enigma. Thomas Hobbes (1588–1679), for example, argued that humankind is driven by passions and instincts linked to self-preservation, requiring law and rules to keep our basic instincts under control.3 Jean-Jacques Rousseau (1712–78), by contrast, believed that human beings are naturally good and that their vices are attributable to the corrupting influence of society. Plato (427–347 BCE), occupying the middle ground, described humans as the product of their biological heritage but also recognised the crucial role of the environment in influencing their behaviour. In the Old Testament, humankind is portrayed as created in the image of God and, thus, as inherently good. Both Jews and Christians agree, however, that human beings fell from grace by eating from the tree of knowledge, which left them alienated from God and in need of salvation.4


The continuing nature–nurture controversy frequently lapses into debates over whether we are driven by emotions or by rational thought. Traditionally, those placing greater emphasis on passions and survival instincts regard our biological heritage as more important than the influence of our environment. By contrast, those stressing our capacity for reason tend to attribute greater significance to culture and education as factors in determining who we are. A related question is, thus, whether reason plays a role in our moral judgements. If so, do we engage in conscious reasoning before forming a judgement or after the fact? The first modern philosopher to argue that we make moral judgements based on emotional responses to situations or scenarios was David Hume (1711–76). Immanuel Kant (1724–1804), on the other hand, held that we reach moral judgements through a process of conscious reasoning. In Kant’s view, humanity has progressively evolved from being motivated by animal instincts to being driven by reason.5 Aristotle (384–322 BCE), too, regarded human beings as capable of living a ‘good’ life by employing reason.6 Plato depicted human beings as driven by both passion and reason. He famously compared balancing both faculties to steering two horses running in opposite directions.7 Indeed, only recently have we begun to unveil the crucial role of emotions in rational decision-making. Advances in neuroscience and brain-imaging techniques have given us a glimpse of the complex interplay of emotion and reason in moral judgement. Consider, for example, the famous case of Antonio Damasio’s patient, ‘Elliot’. Surgery to remove a tumour impaired Elliot’s emotional capacity. Whilst still exhibiting a high IQ, Elliot found himself incapable of making decisions, with disastrous consequences for his previously happy professional and family life.8


Another recurring set of questions in the study of human nature, and closely intertwined with the nature–nurture controversy, pertains to free will and determinism. Are we in control of our behaviour or is everything we do determined by genes, the environment or other forces beyond our volition? At one end of the spectrum are existentialists – such as Jean-Paul Sartre (1905–80), Søren Kierkegaard (1813–55) and Friedrich Nietzsche (1844–1900) – who argued that human beings have a radical free will. According to Sartre, ‘Man is condemned to be free.’9 At the other end of the spectrum is, for instance, Hobbes, who held that nature is the driving force behind human action.10 Yet others believe that free will is merely a figment of our imagination. An example of this can be found in Sigmund Freud’s (1856–1939) theory of pansexuality, which holds that, while we may think that we are making conscious choices, we are driven by subconscious motives.11 Interestingly, in the twentieth century, modern physics’ discovery of quantum mechanics sent determinism into retreat. At the same time, however, determinist thinking saw a rise in other disciplines – such as biology, psychology or the behavioural sciences – as a result of new insights into the impact of genetics and heredity on human nature and the influences of social and cultural conditioning on our behaviour.12 Today, neuroimaging tools are enabling neuroscientists to further their exploration of our agential control. Moreover, advances in technology are increasingly allowing us to alter our species’ capabilities, prompting the questions: Shall we soon take biological evolution into our own hands? Will technology change what it means to be human? Indeed, recent technological developments – such as brain-computer interfaces – complicate the traditional nature–nurture debate by blurring the line between human and machine.


Across disciplines, inquiries into free will have probed the nature of moral judgements. Are we truly free to discern and pursue the good, rather than being driven by forces outside our control? Are we capable of moral behaviour, of altruism which does not serve our self-interest? The range of answers to such questions has inspired widely different perspectives on human nature. Hobbes, for example, portrayed human beings as egoists, incapable of acting altruistically. Kant regarded morality as the result of reason.13 Some sociobiologists, such as Edward O. Wilson and Frans de Waal, consider morality to have developed from our social instincts.14 Others, including evolutionary psychologists such as Marc Hauser, have gone so far as to argue that, over time, human beings have evolved so as to develop an innate moral instinct.15 This suggests that some basic moral criteria must be universal across different cultures. Nonetheless, it also raises the question of whether human beings are deliberating moral agents.16


In short, the paradoxes of human nature have inspired heated controversies from various disciplinary vantage points for centuries. The writings shaping the debate on human nature, however, have long missed a key element: insight into the human brain. For millennia, the workings of the brain were considered relatively unimportant. In ancient Egypt, for example, mummies often had their brain discarded, whilst the heart was preserved as the assumed seat of both thoughts and the soul. Similarly, Aristotle located the mind in the heart, regarding the brain merely as a cooling mechanism for blood.17 Until the early twentieth century, very little was known about the physical basis of the mind. Since then, a neuroscientific revolution has drastically improved our understanding of the mind as a product of complex, but real, processes occurring in the material brain.18 More recently, twenty-first-century brain-imaging technology – such as functional magnetic resonance imaging (fMRI) or, more recently, magnetic encephalography (MEG) – has enabled us to delve into the inner workings of the living brain. Whilst modern neuroscience is still far from unlocking all of the mysteries surrounding human nature, it has drastically improved our understanding of how we feel and think, what motivates us and what we are capable of doing under certain circumstances. Today, novel techniques from neuroscience allow us to explore the brain structures involved in moral judgement, for instance, or emotional experiences, overturning many long-held beliefs about the human species.19


This book seeks to move beyond deterministic and reductive accounts of human nature by taking stock of, and advancing, not only insights from philosophy, psychology, and social biology, but also cutting-edge findings from neuroscience. In so doing, the book pushes the field of neurophilosophy into uncharted territory, which incorporates neuroscientific discoveries into the analysis of international relations and global order. Indeed, recognising our neurobiological make-up and the social and political tendencies it underpins is key to understanding international security and to improving its practice. Only if we know who we most deeply are, and what we most genuinely want, can we devise policies which bring out the best in human nature. Tragically, at a time when conflicts are abundant, neuroscience’s meaningful contributions are widely overlooked in policymaking and wider debates on human nature.












The Structure and Aims of the Book






As mentioned above, this book is driven by three central purposes. First, it advances our understanding of human nature by drawing on insights from various disciplines and especially from cutting-edge neuroscience research. Second, it offers a convenient entry point for researchers and practitioners to understand how a neurophilosophical perspective on human nature can improve our understanding of existence, international relations, prosperity, peace and security. It thereby addresses a gap in the existing literature which widely neglects the political implications of neuroscientific discoveries and their neurophilosophical implications. Third, the book makes pioneering neuroscience research – all too often presented in arcane technical jargon – accessible across disciplines, to both academics and policymakers. It, therefore, avoids overwhelming the reader with technical detail and jargon in its explanations of neuroscientific discoveries and their societal implications.


The book frames these insights from neuroscience within an overarching theory of emotional amoral egoism. To establish a context for understanding this theory, Part 2 provides an overview of noteworthy accounts of human nature which have emerged across disciplines over the past three thousand years. Given space constraints, this section of the book cannot endeavour to capture the whole range and variety of thinking on human nature. It focusses instead on what I see as the most influential ideas, including philosophical, religious/spiritual, psychological and evolutionary approaches. Part 2 more fully develops the main contours of the debate outlined in the introduction, including the nature–nurture controversy and the emotionality–rationality dichotomy. From this emerges a kaleidoscopic view of humankind riddled with paradoxes. Part 2 explores not only the main intellectual positions about who human beings are; it also considers where we are going in light of twenty-first-century advances in science and technology. Indeed, today’s increasing possibilities for modifying human capabilities through biological and technological means are further compounding existing accounts of human nature.


In Part 3, I embark on the challenging task of formulating a more comprehensive theory of human nature, which I call emotional amoral egoism. It represents a synthesis of insights from a variety of disciplines, including neuroscientific findings. It posits that there are three characteristics common to all human beings, across all ages and cultures. Chief among them is our emotionality. Extensive research into the human brain has revealed the centrality of emotions in human experience and their profound impact on key cognitive processes. In fact, emotions shape how we perceive the world, how we process information and how we remember events.20


In addition, we are all born amoral. I do not use the term ‘amoral’ in the traditional sense to denote indifference to, or lack of awareness of, the concepts of right and wrong. On the contrary, I believe that most human beings have moral sensitivities and the capacity to form moral judgements. However, a preponderance of evidence suggests that human beings possess no innate understanding of good and evil and that their moral judgements shift according to circumstances, both personal and political. This is what I mean when I describe humankind as amoral.


In spite of being born amoral, we do not enter the world as the entirely blank slate envisioned by Locke (1632–1704). Instead, I prefer to conceive of the human mind as a predisposed tabula rasa.21 By ‘predisposed’ I mean that we are endowed by nature with a powerful survival instinct, one which pushes us towards actions which maximise our chances of survival. It is in this sense that human nature is fundamentally egoistic: the third commonality we all share. Therefore, while humankind is capable of being both good and bad, survival instincts are so powerful that people commonly act according to what they perceive to be their general self-interest in a given situation. No matter how selfless an act may appear, some form of self-interest is likely to be lurking beneath the veneer of altruism. This element aside, our moral compass and our life-guiding values are largely shaped by our upbringing and environment, both personal and political. Admittedly, and despite lacking inborn moral concepts, we possess some innate pro-social emotions, such as empathy and sympathy. However, whilst the latter can contribute to what could be described as ‘moral sensitivity’, the link between emotions and morality must not be mistaken for an innate ‘moral grammar’, especially as our pro-social affinities are often biased towards in-group members.


Our emotional amoral egoism is genetically coded yet can be modified by the totality of our environment. In other words, whilst endowed with predilections stemming from our genetic make-up, our brains remain malleable, especially in early life, and, therefore, susceptible to external influences, both good and bad, including from drugs and psychotherapy and, more recently, advances in bio-, molecular, nano- and computational technologies, which could be so significant as to ultimately change what it means to be human. In light of this interplay between genetics and environment, I believe that the traditional nature–nurture dichotomy loses its meaning.


Furthermore, contrary to longstanding philosophical beliefs, comparatively little of what motivates us is generated by reason alone, as our emotional nature has the upper hand in driving our behaviour. Not only are we compelled by emotions, but our brain is pre-programmed to feel good. We have an instinctual motivation to repeat behaviour which activates the reward centres of the brain. My theory contends that there are five main drivers of human action through which this neurochemical gratification is sought. I have called them the Neuro P5: power, profit, pleasure, pride and permanency. By permanency I refer to the quest for longevity and the desire to leave a legacy which extends beyond death.


Drawing on philosophical insights from recent work in neuroscience, Part 3 calls into question many long-revered beliefs about human nature, including the role of rational analysis in influencing human behaviour and the nature–nurture dichotomy. To situate my theory of emotional amoral egoism in relation to its historical antecedents, Part 3 closes with a table which facilitates direct comparison.


Part 4 uses my neurophilosophical theory of human nature to pave a richer and more practical understanding of how our emotional amoral egoism can trigger fear, conflict and division and how these are manifested through some key issues and policy challenges that humanity is facing today, such as human enhancement, inequality, Big Data and fake news. When left unchecked – whether by positive socialisation, egalitarian norms or institutional constraints – the egoistic character of human nature will trigger a relentless quest to fulfil our need for the Neuro P5, even at disastrous cost to self and others. It is possible, however, for us to harness the defining dynamics of human nature in ways which promote peace and security. My understanding of human nature as malleable and subject to external influences highlights the key role of the environment in shaping our moral compass. As I argue in this section of the book, sustainable improvements in the human condition can only unfold in a context which reconciles the ever-present tension between the needs of human dignity and the emotional amoral egoism which is innate within us all. By dignity, I do not mean the mere absence of humiliation, nor do I refer exclusively to the inherent worth of every human being. Rather, I use this term to describe a condition in which nine universal human needs are recognised and fulfilled: reason, security, human rights, accountability, transparency, justice, opportunity, innovation and inclusiveness. I believe that sustainable improvement in the human condition can be achieved through a new good-governance paradigm which is capable of balancing this tension – a paradigm I call dignity-based governance. Dignity-based governance involves, at the very least: (1) countering human amorality with justice, accountability and transparency; (2) channelling human egoism to benefit society through opportunity, inclusiveness and innovation; and (3) assuaging vitriolic human emotionality by providing security, safeguarding human rights and fostering a society based on reason.


Thus, Part 4 applies the lens of emotional amoral egoism to a wide range of imminent security concerns and demonstrates how dignity-based governance can help us navigate these issues. Chief among them are the downsides of globalisation, interdependence and interconnectivity. For all the opportunities it offers, globalisation has brought about major challenges, including shifts in social, ideological and cultural constellations which are unsettling previously established identities, as well as increasing the number of conflicting resistance identities (see Chapter 4.2).


Today, cultural diversity is a fact in almost every region of the world, due to the increase in human mobility, migration and the existence of diaspora communities. At the same time, deeply ingrained in our brains is the fear of the ‘other’, a reflex which is triggered by encounters with the unfamiliar. This widely unconscious bias makes us susceptible to ethnocentrism, which mistakes the familiar for the better in every circumstance. Our natural inclination towards us-versus-them thinking is often instrumentalised for political purposes and can easily degenerate into xenophobia, discrimination, alienation, ethnic tension and violent conflict (see Chapters 4.3 and 4.4).


Indeed, tensions between groups with different outlooks and values are a major source of instability across continents. In Europe and beyond, the past few years have seen rising polarisation, with political attitudes diverging towards ideological extremes. Sectarian polarisation, operationalised by exogenous national interests and manipulation, continues to ravage many societies, especially in the Middle East. In the United States, levels of social cohesion decrease as American citizens are increasingly polarised along partisan lines. Political and religious extremism is tearing apart families, communities and societies throughout the world. The internet, in particular, is accelerating the polarisation of pre-existing attitudes. It creates so-called echo chambers in which the constant repetition of one-sided views exacerbates pre-held prejudices, fears, or in-group tendencies, which at times become so extreme as to lead to the commission of violent acts against the ‘other’. Fear-induced pre-emptive aggression, a by-product of our emotional amoral egoism, plays a major role in fostering resistance identities, polarisation, xenophobia and ethnic conflict. Chapter 4.4 illustrates how dignity-based governance can prevent conflicts through its focus on inclusiveness, reason and education, as well as through the monitoring and regulation of both political discourse and the entertainment and gaming industries.


Whilst xenophobia and conflict are old phenomena in the history of humankind, Chapter 4.5 devotes attention to some more recent security concerns, including Big Data and human enhancement, as well as issues which have not traditionally been the object of political analysis (such as the meaning of life) but which are instrumental in shaping today’s security landscape. There is a strong correlation, for example, between radicalism and the quest for meaning, and the latter plays an important role in holistic approaches to development and politics. Thus, Chapter 4.5 shows how my theory of emotional amoral egoism can be harnessed to improve understanding of a wide range of issues and how dignity-based governance can contribute to maximising the benefits and avoiding the risk associated with these issues.


Importantly, dignity-based governance can instil in us greater concern for the welfare of distant others. Most recently, the Covid-19 pandemic22 is contributing to the sense that people everywhere belong to a shared community of fate.23 From the point of view of moral cosmopolitanism, this is positive, since it may help to create a sense of community with what might otherwise be seen as distant ‘others’. However, due to our nature and evolutionary history, when faced with the need to intervene in favour of non-co-nationals, our loyalties and commitments often remain incredibly parochial. Applying my theory of emotional amoral egoism, I discuss how we might account for the limits of human compassion (Chapter 4.6). At the same time, I demonstrate how, by fulfilling what we perceive emotionally to be our basic needs, dignity-based governance can enable us to apply reason to our interactions with others and, thus, extend our sense of moral obligation to the whole of humanity.


To unlock the best in human nature, dignity-based governance must be ensured on both the domestic and global levels and must be accompanied by harmonious interstate relations. International relations must, therefore, be guided by the paradigm I call symbiotic realism, which is premised on the idea that, since we live in an interconnected and interdependent world, international politics can no longer rely on zero-sum and relative gains, but rather must be a multi-sum game, with non-conflictual competition and absolute gains. In light of these considerations, Part 4 illustrates the benefits of incorporating neurophilosophical reflection into political analysis. On the one hand, it demonstrates the impact of our innate predispositions on key security issues. On the other, it highlights the extent to which external factors determine how we act on the genetic heritage we carry with us and, in light of this, how our emotional amoral egoism can be channelled for the greater good of humanity through dignity-based governance.


Finally, Part 5 provides some concluding thoughts on the security and societal implications of the theory of emotional amoral egoism and offers practical and actionable steps for policymakers and governments. By illustrating what the aforementioned threefold balancing act means in practice, the final part of the book demonstrates how dignity-based governance is the most effective tool through which to bring out the best in every single human being.


By exploring human nature from a neurophilosophical vantage point, I hope to breathe new life into an old debate and spark new insights into how our innate tendencies shape the world in which we live and how they can be constructively harnessed for the greater good of all, at all times and under all circumstances.












Part 2



Existing Approaches to Human Nature





A Historical Overview


Western thought on human nature is heavily informed by two traditions: ancient Greek philosophy and the Judeo-Christian view of the Bible or the Old Testament.24 In the former, approaches to human nature are focussed on rational self-interest, rather than appeals to divine creation. In the middle of the fifth century BCE, Athens began to grow, becoming increasingly prosperous, and religion, based on the Homeric gods, was called into question. This helped bring about a rise in secularism. This transformation was accompanied by the growing influence of the Sophists, who were sceptical about religion and believed in the power of persuasion and oratory skill as the key to success in a democratic society.25 Overall, the human capacity for reason was given a predominant place in the works of major philosophers of the time. Plato, for example, held that rational thought ought to be employed to overcome the passions inside us.26 Aristotle went even further, claiming that reason was the principal characteristic of human nature.27


This view lost its traction with the spread of the Judeo-Christian conception of human nature, which comes from the Bible (the Old Testament for Jews and the same book along with the New Testament for Christians). Both religions are monotheistic. Thus, in the Bible, human beings are spiritual beings created by a single God. The Old Testament portrays God as creating humankind to be like Him, in His own image. Human nature is, thus, thought to be inherently good and human beings are considered to be free rational beings capable of choosing the right path. Yet, bearing the burden of sin, both original (i.e. inherited from Adam and Eve) and personal, human beings are deemed to need divine help for salvation, which they can receive through faith. The capacity for rational thought is not considered to be enough for humankind to flourish; human beings are also in need of love, faith and hope.28


Whereas the Abrahamic, monotheistic religions hold that human beings have a single God, polytheistic and animistic belief systems see human beings as existing among other spiritual and mythological beings.29 In Hinduism, for example, everything is interconnected. The essential part of the self is thought to be linked to all other beings.30 Yet human beings may not be aware of this. According to Hinduism, the basic human condition is characterised by ignorance and suffering, rather than sin,31 and as the tension between knowledge, false knowledge and ignorance, which can delude the mind and lead it into a downward spiral of suffering. Jeaneane Fowler has alluded to a similar interpretation of Hindu philosophy: ignorance of the true nature of reality is tantamount to being ignorant of our own selves.32 Human beings are conceived as creatures of infinity trapped in finite personalities. They are thought to be engaged in an ongoing transitory experience of self, trying to satisfy their desires, with conflict and insecurity resulting from existential anxiety. Moreover, individuals are not believed to be free. Karma determines what happens to the individual and, thus, our fate depends on previous actions.33 Hinduism teaches that deliverance comes through discovering our true, immortal nature, through self-realisation, rather than through divine grace.34


Confucianism, prominent in Eastern philosophy, holds an optimistic view of human nature. Confucius (551–479 BCE) believed that everyone is capable of becoming a sage but rarely realises that potential. Confucius spoke very little about human nature and, as a result, a wide variety of differing theories of human nature developed within the school of thought which followed him. Although his teachings did not directly deal with human nature, they contained the notion that humankind is at certain times capable of exercising free will, of choosing how to act in a particular situation. Confucius recognised that the environment helps explain why people act in different ways and described human nature as malleable and requiring continual guidance in order to be moral. Yet Confucius was not clear about whether human nature is fundamentally good or bad.35 Following his death, diverging answers to this question were provided by two leaders within Confucianism. Mencius (371–289 BCE), representing the ‘idealist’ strain of thinking, conceived of human nature as essentially good. Hsün-tzu (ca. 300-ca.230 BCE), in contrast, considered human beings inherently evil and driven by desire, envy, hatred and greed.36


In the seventh century CE, another Abrahamic and monotheistic religion emerged on the Arabian Peninsula. Islam shares with Christianity and Judaism a commitment to the authority of divine revelation.37 However, Islam rejects the notion of original sin.38 Human beings are, thus, not in a natural state of sin due to the Fall of Man. Yet, the Islamic tradition includes numerous, partially competing claims and streams of thought on human nature. The subject of human free will versus divine predestination, for example, is highly contested in classical Islamic thought, as represented by the writings of scholars such as Ibn Sina (ca. 970–1037) (known in the Western world as Avicenna) or Al-Ghazali (1058–1111). Proponents of predestination see values and morality as not subject to human free will, while other Islamic thinkers stress that fundamental moral questions can be handled by human reason, guided by revelation.39 Another key figure in Arab-Islamic philosophy was Ibn Rushd (1126–98) (also known as Averroes). Living in Al-Andalus (Spain), Ibn Rushd sought to restore the teachings of Aristotle, as opposed to what he considered the Neoplatonist tendencies of earlier Islamic theorists such as Ibn Sina.40 As a loyal Aristotelian, Ibn Rushd gave the science of the soul a place of its own, focussing on the capacity for sensation and thought of human beings.41 One of his most controversial theories, at least in the West, is that of the ‘Unity of Intellect’, in which he proposed that all humans share the same intellect and have a universal capacity for knowledge.42 His work also strongly influenced that of another Arab-Andalusian philosopher: Ibn Tufayl (1105–85), best known for his philosophical romance Hayy ibn Yaqdhan (ca. 1175),43 in which he described how man can discover the ultimate truth through a systematic process of reasoned inquiry.44


Other major landmarks in the history of thought on human nature are situated several centuries later and mark an attempt to break with religious conceptions of human nature. In his famous text, Leviathan (1651), Hobbes presented a dim view of human beings. Written during the English Civil War, the text portrays humankind as selfish, power-hungry and constantly pitted against each other in the continual quest for survival and reproduction in a world defined by scarce resources. Without a state to enforce the rule of law, life for human beings would be characterised by fear, insecurity and violence. Indeed, Hobbes believed that our social nature is rather artificial. What lay beneath the surface, prior to the birth of the Leviathan, was a deeply autonomous being. However, absolute liberty in the state of nature was extremely dangerous because, since all humans had it, life was made unpredictable and, famously ‘nasty, brutish and short’. Social life did not necessarily come naturally to humans but, when the cost of strife in the state of nature became unbearable, humans had to establish communities by covenant. The Leviathan, however, was an ‘artificial man’, sovereignty, ‘an artificial soul’ and civil laws, ‘artificial chains’. This implies that none of the social and political orderings created by humans are natural, but rather self-imposed.45


Hume’s appeal to empiricism was even more pronounced. One of the most significant figures of the Enlightenment, Hume considered all knowledge to be shaped by experience. He attempted to generate a scientific theory of human nature, portraying humankind as capable of both benevolence and selfishness, and driven by emotion rather than reason.46


In eighteenth-century France, a group of thinkers emerged who placed greater emphasis on the human capacity for reason. Among them was Rousseau, who argued that human nature is fundamentally good but corrupted by society. Equally grounded in the Enlightenment, Kant argued that humankind’s capacity for reason could improve the human condition.47 What distinguishes us from animals, Kant believed, is the capacity to generate concepts forming an integrated system of knowledge which bestows reason on our behaviour. According to Kant, the human condition is characterised by a tension between self-interested desires (for love, belonging or power) and moral duty. Whilst Kant recognised that some of our actions are simply driven by desires, he also believed that there are instances in which we choose to act according to a moral obligation which can even contradict our desires. Kant called this ‘pure’ or ‘a priori’ reason. Thus, for Kant, morality is a function of reason and not just of our feelings, as Hume maintained.48 Perfection in moral terms is, from this perspective, impossible to achieve. In Kant’s view, we are driven neither solely by our genetic make-up nor by our environment. Instead, we have developed a kind of rational self-love nurtured by our social condition.49


The Industrial Revolution in nineteenth-century Europe provided the context for the emergence of another great philosopher: Karl Marx (1818–83), who would influence world developments for much of the twentieth century.50 For Marx, the human condition under capitalism is characterised by alienation. Human beings, he argued, are alienated from the means of production and from themselves. Those not owning capital are obliged to sell their labour in order to survive in a capitalist system and are, therefore, vulnerable to exploitation by the owners of capital. Moreover, when a person sells his or her labour, he or she is not working towards his or her own fulfilment, but to satisfy other basic needs.51 According to Marx, only under socialism could people live a ‘good’ life.


At the same time, some of Marx’s contemporaries began to apply the theories of Charles Darwin (1809–82) to the social world in the form of social Darwinism, viewing social inequalities and exploitation as part of natural law. Evolutionary perspectives do not deny the environment’s role in shaping human psychology and behaviour but emphasise the paramount importance of biological lineage. The sociobiological thesis holds that morality is a product of our evolution in the sense that it derives from our need to survive. Natural selection may have favoured altruistic individuals in terms of better enabling their genes to be passed on to future generations. This perspective starkly contrasts with the position of existentialists, who consider human beings to be free to construct themselves.52


A more recent understanding of human nature, however, has been influenced by the fact that, in the twenty-first century, we can manipulate not only the natural world around us, but also our own biological make-up. Today, increased knowledge about the human brain is coupled with enormous advances in genetics, nanotechnology, bioinformatics and robotics, especially those concerning artificial intelligence. Together, they are beginning to blur the line between human and machine.53 Rapid developments in synthetic biology are making possible not only the alteration of existing biological systems, but also the creation of novel biological systems with functions which do not exist in nature. A key example is CRISPR, short for Clustered Regularly Interspaced Short Palindromic Repeats. CRISPR is a revolutionary gene-editing technology which has enabled scientists actually to modify the building blocks of life.54 Human enhancement technologies promise to endow us with unprecedented capabilities, in a process which will soon make transhumanism – a radical human metamorphosis and physical and cognitive enhancement – a reality rather than speculation.55 These recent developments are opening up new frontiers for shaping and possibly redesigning the future evolution of human beings and the biosphere. As synthetic biology progresses on various fronts, biological neurotechnological super-intelligence, among much else, may soon leave the realm of science fiction and shift the boundaries of human cognition. All of these developments undeniably challenge our previous understanding of ‘existence’, including human existence.56 They may even lead to a fundamental change in humanity’s essence, which will be neither sociopolitically inconsequential nor ethically neutral.


I shall now explore in greater detail the major approaches to human nature which have been outlined briefly above. For at least two reasons, it is helpful to review these approaches before proceeding with my theory of emotional amoral egoism (see Part 3). First, it helps to situate my thinking in relation to that of other theorists of human nature. Second, these approaches merit attention because they inform many of the political theories discussed in Part 4, theories which I shall revisit in the light of recent neuroscientific findings.


This section begins by examining religious and spiritual perspectives before directing attention to philosophical deliberations on the human condition. In addition, it surveys relevant theories in behavioural psychology and evolutionary biology. Finally, it explores the implications of twenty-first-century research, especially in the field of neuroscience, for our understanding of human nature. Consideration will be also given to the various ways emerging technologies may require a re-conceptualisation of what being human implies.












2.1



Religious and Spiritual Approaches to Human Nature





Some of the most influential conceptions of human nature are religious or spiritual in origin. This chapter outlines, in brief and in general, several of the major religious and spiritual approaches. I begin with the Abrahamic monotheistic religions of Judaism, Christianity and Islam, in which humankind is believed to possess the capacity for reason and free will. These religions define human nature in terms of the individual’s relationship with God.


I then turn to polytheistic religions and holistic spiritual belief systems, in which notions of human nature vary. Polytheistic, animistic and animatistic traditions generally believe that human beings exist among other spiritual and mythological beings. Holistic spiritual traditions regard humanity as existing within God or as part of a divine cosmos (i.e. Vedic religions, such as Buddhism). In most of these traditions, the human condition is not one of sin, but of ignorance and suffering. Salvation is not believed to be divine in nature, but to be achieved through knowledge of the true, immortal nature of humankind.





2.1.1. Monotheistic Religions



Within the Abrahamic religions, a human being is a spiritual entity deliberately created by a single God. The Judeo-Christian view of human nature is based in the Bible. The Jewish Torah, the Christian Old Testament, is comprised of 39 books written between 1200 BCE and 200 BCE. Twenty-seven additional books make up the New Testament. Christians regard the New Testament as authoritative because it records the coming of the Messiah.57


In the Old Testament, human nature is understood in relation to God, who is thought to have created human beings in His own image.58 Humankind is, thus, believed to be innately good and to possess intrinsic worth. Humans are also considered free and responsible beings.59 Because human beings are considered to be made in God’s image, they are conceived as having command over all other species.60 There is, thus, no sense in which humankind is simply one part of an interconnected cosmic universe, as there is in some other belief systems.


Despite having been created in God’s image, all of humanity is believed to be in a general state of sin and, thus, alienated from God. As the sons and daughters of Adam and Eve, all human beings are burdened with the initial error of disobedience to God, committed at the beginning of human history. Just as holiness and divine justice were given to Adam on behalf of the whole of humankind, so Adam’s sin is passed on to his descendants. Sin is, therefore, inherited, rather than a personal error which one commits.61


Human beings are thought to tend towards sin, in bondage to selfish desire and pride. That humankind tends towards evil has implications for morality. It implies that we have a tendency to abuse our free will, thereby disrupting our friendship with God. Some Christians, however, believe in the doctrine of original sin, in which all humans are considered as being born inherently sinful. In this latter doctrine, humankind is not endowed with free will. Original sin implies that we cannot attain perfection according to God’s standards. Instead, we frequently experience internal conflict, and there is often a tension between what we know we ought to do and what we end up doing. Sin is conceived as mental and spiritual. It is made up of pride, selfishness and our resultant alienation from God.62


In Judaism, being made in God’s image is interpreted as signifying that we have the capacity for reason. In the rabbinical interpretation, humankind was formed with two ‘impulses’: a moral conscience, which reminds people of God’s Law when they consider taking particular actions; and an impulse to satisfy one’s inner needs and desires, which are not necessarily bad, since they also motivate us, for example, to satisfy essential needs and to have a family. However, this latter impulse can lead to sinful behaviour if not checked by moral conscience. Judaism, therefore, rejects the doctrine of original sin.63


The New Testament view of human nature is a continuation of the ideas found in the Old Testament. Christ is believed to be the incarnation of reason, which is that which sets us apart from other animals and is expressed in language. Human beings are not just rational animals, but creatures who need love, trust and emotional fulfilment in order to flourish. By God’s grace, through faith, we may find salvation. In the New Testament, there is also the idea that human nature is redeemed through Jesus, which demonstrates that human nature can become divine. Love, especially, is considered high altruism.64


Islam constitutes the third Semitic religion. It recognises Abraham and the prophets in the Old Testament up to Jesus but asserts that Mohammed is the last prophet.65 In the Koran, human beings are created perfectly good, as in Judaism and Christianity, and have dominion over all other creatures.66 Humankind is conceived as having free will with which to choose to submit to Allah.67 Islam, however, lacks the notions of original sin and atonement which are found in some Christian doctrines.








2.1.2. Polytheistic and Holistic Religions and Belief Systems



Polytheistic and animistic religions and belief systems vary, but they tend to regard human beings as existing among other spiritual and mythological beings. Humans are, therefore, not privileged as spiritual beings. Polytheism refers to belief in or worship of multiple gods or deities. Hinduism, for example, allows for numerous deities, which are all manifestations of one impersonal divine power. That ultimate power is called Brahma. In Buddhism, higher beings are commonly designated as gods. However, contrary to polytheistic religions such as Hinduism, Buddhism does not teach the worship of these gods. Interestingly, veneration of saints in Christianity is in some respects indistinguishable from polytheism and, indeed, seamlessly continues pre-Christian traditions.


Unlike Western theology, Hinduism and Buddhism posit that people need to be saved from suffering rather than sin.68 The sources of Hinduism lie in specific scriptures or Vedas, which literally means ‘wisdom’, some of which are thought to have been written as long ago as 2000 BCE. Rather than recording revelations, these resemble pre-Socratic speculations about the beginnings and nature of the universe. In this sense they are not perceived as authoritative, divine revelations.69


In Hinduism, the human condition is one of alienation. Humankind is thought to be motivated by desires which can never be satisfied. As long as we are subject to such desires, we are condemned to live in a constant state of suffering. Further, we project our individual suffering onto others. The condition of alienation means that ordinarily we are only aware of our conscious selves. Our real selves, however, are believed to be divine.70 Our desires are thought to originate from the belief that one’s own existence is more valuable than that of others, and that ownership is the source of human conflict. Realising that the mind and body are constantly in a state of flux, continuously changing, and that we shall all eventually die, is one way the false belief that one’s self is more important than the selves of others can be overcome – as people realise that we all face the same destiny.71


Common to all forms of Hinduism is reincarnation or the transmigration of the soul. This is the belief that after death all human beings will be reborn in other forms. This belief is also shared by Buddhists. In every reincarnation, although a person’s body changes, their soul remains the same. The soul, however, is viewed as a set of tendencies rather than a fixed character or essential core.72 Thus, in Hinduism, the body and the soul are radically separate, and the soul is something divine. The soul represents the immortal, true self which is independent of external events and intellect. According to Hinduism, the life objective of humankind is to experience the self as an expression of Brahma and, thereby, to overcome ignorance and suffering.


Reincarnation is linked to the law of karma: a moral law which rules the universe, determining that you reap what you sow. Those who sow love and justice will be reincarnated as a higher level being, gradually becoming closer to God. Nirvana (enlightenment) indicates a ‘waning away’ from deluded egocentrism and the selfish desires which imprison humans. Hindu morality also implies obeying the dictates of one’s hereditary caste, of which there are five: (1) the Brahmin, who should be devoted to learning and insight; (2) the Kashatrya, the warriors, who should demonstrate courage and integrity; (3) Vaishya, the business class; (4) Sudras, the servants and subordinates; and (5) the outcasts or ‘untouchables’, who are believed to be either criminals or the descendants of criminals. Untouchables are individuals who are thought to have no rights within the caste system. The doctrine of karma holds that members of a caste deserve their status but, if they obey their dharma, which in Hinduism can loosely be translated to encompass the ‘right way of living’, they may be reincarnated as a member of a higher caste in the next life.73


Buddhism, which formed out of a split with Hinduism in the sixth century BCE, rejected the Vedas and the caste system but, nonetheless, retained some of the major doctrines of Hinduism. As in Hinduism, people are thought to be born into suffering. The cause of this suffering is identified as desire. Karma and reincarnation are retained in Buddhism but the doctrine of karma is conceived in a slightly different way. The Hindu law of karma is fundamentally linked to moral rules and reincarnation. In the Buddhist version of karma, each action has an effect, which may be either good or bad. A person can, thus, improve their status in human society by consciously striving for purity. A truly noble person in Buddhism, therefore, is not someone born into a particular social rank, but someone who ritually performs pure and benevolent acts. An escape from suffering and to nirvana may be achieved through ethical behaviour and discipline. Nirvana may, thus, be attained in earthly life and not only after death. Finally, in contrast to Hinduism, there is no immortal essence which transmigrates at death.74








2.1.3. Animism and Animatism



In animism, out-of-body experiences, dreams, trances and the like are thought to indicate that human beings have a soul which is separate, but intrinsically linked to the body until death. It, therefore, rejects the idea of a hard separation between the spiritual and the physical world. Animism dates back as far as prehistoric humans and is still practised today, notably in native and aboriginal cultures. Under the animistic belief system there can be no separation of body or matter and soul. Most such belief systems hold that the spirit survives physical death and inhabits living things within a spiritual cosmos. In animistic terms, living a ‘good’ life is achieved by living in harmony with all other living things, some of which may be human.75 Animatism represents an extension of animism in which non-human creatures are also thought to have soulsy.76





To summarise, religious and spiritual conceptions of human nature vary considerably. In the Abrahamic, monotheistic religions of Judaism, Islam and Christianity, humankind is believed to have been created in God’s image and is therefore good, although often with a predilection towards sin. The Abrahamic religions differ over the extent to which human beings are alienated from God. In all three religions, however, salvation comes from union with that one God.


In polytheistic and animistic traditions, humankind is generally believed to exist among other spiritual and mythological beings, as part of a divine or spiritual cosmos. In polytheistic religions, such as Hinduism and Buddhism, the human condition is not tainted by sin, as is the case in Abrahamic religions, but rather marked by ignorance and suffering. According to Hinduism and Buddhism, salvation, thus, comes through knowledge of the true, immortal nature of human beings and not through union with God. Finally, in animism, a higher state of being can be achieved through harmony with all living things.















2.2



Philosophical Approaches to Human Nature





Political philosophers have responded to the question of human nature in a number of ways. Some regard human nature as something fixed, while others view it as being shaped by culture or circumstance. Whether human beings are good or bad, selfish or altruistic, or a combination of both, is a question which has not been settled definitively. Several debates may, however, be identified: perfection through reason versus constraint by emotions, nature versus nurture and innate morality versus radical freedom to choose one’s own personal truth. Those holding perfectionist views of human nature include figures such as Aristotle and Karl Marx. They maintain that a particular teleology exists in relation to human nature and stress the formative influence of society on human beings’ capacity to overcome alienation from their true selves. Aristotle, for example, argued that ethical precepts could help human beings overcome their brute state and realise their better self.77 Others, however, reject such social-deterministic ideas and, instead, stress the role of passions in constraining humanity’s capacity to develop its best potential. Those who emphasise nature over nurture prioritise our inherited biological traits as causal explanations of human behaviour, whereas those who view nurture as paramount place greater weight on the role of environmental influences in determining who we are. Some philosophers, nevertheless, subscribe to a dualistic approach and maintain that emotions and reason are both important in shaping our behaviour. Others go beyond this dualism, arguing that we make moral judgements on the basis of a moral repertoire which precedes emotions and rational thought. In other words, we have an innate moral capacity. For others, we have no universal essence and are radically free to choose how to behave.


This chapter reviews these debates and provides an overview of the most influential conceptions of human nature, which my own theory seeks to supersede with a more synthetic approach. Moreover, as is demonstrated in Chapter 5.1, these philosophical positions either explicitly or implicitly inform theories of international relations which are rethought from a neurophilosophical perspective in Part 4. It is therefore useful to outline them early on.





2.2.1. Perfection through Reason



Perfectionism refers to a teleology of morality advancing an objective conception of good. Defined in narrow terms, perfectionism is premised on the idea that it is possible to develop one’s constructive potential and realise one’s ‘true’ self.78 As Plato’s student, Aristotle regarded human beings as capable of living a ‘good’ life by employing reason.79 Aristotle’s approach to human nature has been described as functionalist. Human beings, he argued, have a function: to employ reason in the pursuit of a virtuous life and, in this way, to achieve happiness.80 Virtue is thus inseparable from happiness according to Aristotle, and the expression of virtue is at its utmost in the exercise of reason (and rational activities). Aristotle considered a person’s value to be determined by his or her capacity to fulfil this function. Aristotle referred to education (in the broad sense of good habits, self-discipline, courage and strength of character) as necessary to attain happiness. A ‘good’ life is, thus, realised through moderation and temperance. A wise individual will find the right balance with which to follow a moral life and reach a state of self-perfection. Not all will be capable of finding the median, succumbing instead to vices associated with excess.81


In Aristotle’s view, reason is capable of overcoming desire. This suggests that people are ultimately free to choose how to behave and to live their lives, although Aristotle admitted that the external environment may also have an impact on a person’s capacity to live a virtuous life.82 To this extent, the importance of nurture is at least recognised.


Another prominent figure who favoured a perfectionist conception of human nature was Marx. His view of human nature was based on a historical materialist approach,83 within which the human condition is a function of the social relations of production which characterise any given economic system. Under capitalism, people are believed to be alienated from themselves and their true nature. This kind of alienation originates from the social relations of production which exist under capitalism in which people are obliged to sell their labour in order to meet their material needs.84 In so doing, they engage in activities which do not contribute to their happiness and, moreover, what they produce with their labour is not their own. Alienation under capitalism, therefore, refers to the way people are estranged not only from their own labour, but also from the product of their labour.85


Thus, for Marx, economic factors shape human consciousness and not the other way around. Accordingly, morality is determined by the materialist base under any particular economic system. It is, as a consequence, subject to change: human nature and morality shift according to the social relations which predominate within any particular economic system.86 Under socialism, unequal relations of production would no longer exist. In the classless society which would follow, human beings would be free to develop themselves as they wished and to realise their true potential. In other words, socialism would necessarily imply a change in the capacity of human beings to behave in a moral way and to live happily together in society.87


Therefore, both Aristotle and Marx stressed the determinism of human perfection. In the case of Aristotle, determinism is at the individual level and based on reason. In Marx’s view, the human condition depends entirely on the social relations which characterise different types of economic systems.








2.2.2. Constraint by Emotions



Hume held that we cannot really know ourselves, since we cannot know anything of substance given that our understanding of things is simply built up of an ensemble of perceptions. According to Hume, all perceptions are either impressions or ideas. The difference between them lies in the intensity with which they are experienced:




Those perceptions, which enter with the most force and violence, we may name impressions; and under this name I comprehend all our sensations, passions and emotions, as they make their first appearance in the soul. By ideas I mean the faint images of these in thinking and reasoning, such as, for instance, are all the perceptions excited by the present discourse, excepting only, those which arise from sight and touch, and excepting the immediate pleasure or uneasiness it may occasion.88





Hume believed that all of our ideas originate from simple impressions: ‘the simple impressions always take the precedence of their correspondent ideas, but never appear in the contrary order’.89 Similarly, we have no transcendental self or soul. We can only know ourselves as a series of mental states.90 Like Buddhism, Hume held that we can, however, realise self-knowledge through the synthesis of perceptions.


In contrast to Aristotle, Hume argued that reason alone cannot help us overcome our selfishness and lead a virtuous life. According to Hume, we engage in moral behaviour not as a result of rational thought, but because acting in a moral way causes us to feel good about ourselves. We may, for example, help someone in need because it makes us feel good. We may also avoid being cruel because it makes us feel bad.91 Hume wrote: ‘Reason is and ought to be the slave of the passions, and can never pretend to any other office than to serve and obey them.’92 Humankind is, therefore, equipped with moral instincts determined by emotions, which provide the basis for reasoned judgements. Morality is, consequently, driven by passions.93 He thus contended:




So that when you pronounce any action of character to be vicious, you mean nothing, but that from the constitution of your nature you have a feeling or sentiment of blame from contemplation of it. Vice and virtue, therefore, may be compared to sounds, colours, heat and cold, which, according to modern philosophy, are not qualities in objects, but perceptions in the mind.94





In this view, conscious reasoning plays a minimal role in our moral judgements.95


Hume held that, while some virtues, such as benevolence, generosity and charity, are innate, others, such as justice and chastity, require guidance from society. There is, therefore, a sense in which our moral sensitivities are limited and require further cultivation.96 As is shown in Chapter 2.4, a similar contention is made by evolutionary theory and associated approaches to human nature.


Jeremy Bentham (1748–1832) viewed behaviour as driven by emotions. Whether something is good or bad ought, he argued, to be judged according to the pain or pleasure produced by it, calculated through what he called felicitus calculus. He believed in the ability to improve the human condition through increased knowledge, interpreted in the sense of being well-informed. Bentham maintained that overcoming ignorance is possible due to our ability to understand people’s actions as manifestations of pain and pleasure. From this perspective, the human condition could be improved if a general framework were put in place to help guide people’s actions within particular historical conditions.97 Most importantly, such a framework should aim to achieve the greatest happiness for the greatest number, in accordance with utilitarian principles.98








2.2.3. Nature



Niccolò Machiavelli (1469–1527) viewed humankind as unchanging, making it possible to make generalisations about human nature. Human beings, he believed, are primarily driven by passions and, most of all, by love, hatred, fear and contempt. Importantly, Machiavelli did not attribute a significant role to reason. Above all, people are motivated by self-interest, which is thought to drive the desire for self-preservation and security, and, eventually, power, glory and domination. True morality, according to Machiavelli, does not exist. Instead, human beings only engage in what may appear to be moral behaviour out of self-interest.99


Hobbes also viewed human nature as driven by desires. He wrote the Leviathan during the turbulent years of the English Civil War (1642–51). His conception of human nature was radically materialist. Hobbes believed that human beings do what they perceive to be in their self-interest. This is partly due to the fact that they suffer from a state of insecurity. Without some form of overarching government, people who are of equal physical and mental ability have the capacity to harm each other. Moreover, people essentially have the same strong desire for happiness, security, power, wealth, food and other resources in scarce supply. Together, these two factors imply that human beings, in a state of nature, are justified in fearing one another. Only an overarching form of government can alleviate this state of insecurity by enforcing laws and guaranteeing justice for its citizens.100


With such a materialist notion of the human essence, there is no such thing as free will. Hobbes is a determinist at the level of the individual. According to his philosophy, human nature is fixed and not subject to significant modification as a result of culture or education. The emphasis is, thus, clearly placed on nature rather than nurture.101


If people act in a moral manner, this is likely to be as a result of self-interest rather than a conscious effort to live a happy life. Seeing others suffer may make us feel bad and, in order to feel better, we help them. We may also act in a virtuous way in order to save ourselves from harm.102 Given the overriding egoistic nature of our character, morality and a strong central government are necessary to restrain the pursuit of self-interest.103 Unlike Hume, Hobbes held that moral actions may be prompted by emotions but self-interest is ultimately behind these seemingly noble acts. Thus, what may at first appear as altruism, for example, is likely to be what I term pseudo-altruism.








2.2.4. Nurture



At the other extreme is Locke, who had an important impact on seventeenth-century philosophy and the way we can think about human nature. At the heart of Locke’s thinking is his notion of the human mind as a clean slate or tabula rasa, as expressed in the following passage:




It is an established opinion among some men that there are in the understanding certain innate principles; some primary notions … stamped upon the mind of man, which the soul receives in its very first being and brings into the world with it. It would be sufficient to convince unprejudiced readers of the falseness of this supposition, if I should only show … how men, barely by the use of their natural faculties, may attain to all knowledge they have, without the help of any innate impressions, and may arrive at certainty without any such original notions or principles.104





This essentially implies that human beings are born with no particular predilections in terms of thought or innate ideas. Indeed, the fact that some principles may receive universal consent, in Locke’s view, does not make those principles innate. Universal maxims cannot be innate, since children, for instance, have no knowledge of them.105 Moreover, he asks, ‘How can these men think the use of reason necessary to discover principles which are supposedly innate, when reason (if we may believe them) is nothing else but the faculty of deducing unknown truths from principles or propositions which are already known.’106


According to Locke, experience is the most important factor informing both the human psyche and human behaviour. Everything we know, we learn from our environment. Locke viewed the human mind as highly malleable and considered culture and education, especially, capable of shaping human nature. Thus, nurture rather than nature is paramount from this viewpoint.107


Indeed, at the time of Locke, the rejection of innate ideas was perceived by some as a threat to stable identity and to the belief in human beings’ inherent tendency towards virtue. Locke himself sometimes appeared to fear that reason may be too weak to ensure that morality prevails over passion and interest. Still, whilst acknowledging the motivating forces of passion, custom and interest, Locke regarded the human capacity for reason as capable of overriding them, so that responsibility and moral freedom could exist at least to some extent. Although Locke considered the environment paramount for determining the constitution of human nature, he acknowledged the capacity of human beings to withstand external influences. This reflectivity appears to have been associated with a Christian moral order.108


Rousseau, on the other hand, famously stated that ‘Man is born free, and everywhere he is in chains.’109 Rousseau saw human nature in a fairly positive light. In his thinking, human beings are naturally self-interested, but are also concerned by other people’s suffering. Their egoism is, thus, tempered by sympathy.110 In stark contrast to Hobbesian belief, Rousseau considered human beings to be happy, loving and peaceable creatures who exist under conditions of plenty. What altered this situation, Rousseau argued, was the advent of property. Private property created relations of inequality and triggered the need for governmental protection of that property. The ensuing laws have acted as constraints on freedom, generating conflict and suffering.111 Rousseau wrote:




[w]ar is constituted by a relation between things, and not between persons; and, as the state of war cannot arise out of simple personal relations, but only out of real relations, private war, or war of man with man, can exist neither in the state of nature, where there is no constant property, nor in the social state, where everything is under the authority of the laws.112





Rousseau believed in the malleability of humans, who are naturally good until corrupted by society. Yet, in Rousseau’s thinking, people possess a free will:




To renounce liberty is to renounce being a man, to surrender the rights of humanity and even its duties. For him who renounces everything no indemnity is possible. Such a renunciation is incompatible with man’s nature; to remove all liberty from his will is to remove all morality from his acts.113





People are, thus, capable of change. In this sense, Rousseau echoed the thinking of Locke and his notion of the human mind as a tabula rasa.114 Similarly, Rousseau held that education and legislation can make a difference. The Social Contract (1762), in fact, was written as a guide to legitimate government.


Kant rejected Locke’s notion of the human mind as a clean slate. In his view, humanity has progressively evolved from being motivated by animal instincts to being driven by reason and moral considerations. As Kant states:




Reason, in a creature, is a faculty which enables that creature to extend far beyond the limits of natural instinct the rules and intentions it follows in using its various powers, and the range of its projects is unbounded. But reason does not itself work instinctively, for it requires trial, practice and instruction to enable it to progress gradually from one stage of insight to the next.115





Kant believed that what distinguishes humans from other animal species is their capacity for rational thought; reason is what makes humanity ‘human’.116 His emphasis on reason echoes Aristotle’s argument in that humankind not only tends to create a unified system of knowledge, but, as a result, has agency. We carry out certain actions with the intent of affecting our environment in particular ways. Here, Kant wished to point out that while animals can, and indeed do, affect the world in which they live, they cannot explain what they are doing and why. Animals do not, in any way, experience a dilemma between self-interest and moral obligation.117


To repeat, in Kant’s view, morality derives from reason, not from desires.118 In general, the use of reason implies assessing the best means to satisfy one’s specific desire. Kant maintained, however, that sometimes reason is employed in the fulfilment of an obligation, that is, a moral obligation. Under these circumstances, we accept a motivation for behaviour which is not connected to the satisfaction of individuals’ desires. As free, rational human beings, we can make moral choices.119 As Stevenson and Haberman put it, ‘Kant’s view was that human actions cannot be entirely reduced to physical causation and that they involve choices that are not themselves caused.’120


Kant, therefore, made a distinction between causal explanations and rational explanations for human behaviour. Thus, Kant argued that, while some human actions are generated by desires and emotions, others are prompted by rational thought. As a result, he was able to make a distinction between self-interested actions, driven by selfish desires and emotions, and moral duty, which stems from rational thought alone.121 Whether this distinction is valid is taken up below.


Stevenson and Haberman point out that it may be useful to distinguish between different kinds of self-interested reasons for action. Some self-interested desires are connected to immediate gratification, such as consumption of food and drink, sex and so on. Others may be linked to longer-term considerations. Some may, for example, choose to forgo drinking alcohol for health or dietary reasons, even though they may enjoy drinking it. In short, we may resist immediate gratification in the interest of longer-term objectives.122








2.2.5. Dualism



Plato was one of the first philosophers to argue that reason was the key to living a ‘good life’.123 He is also one of the chief figures espousing a dualist conception of human nature. Within this approach, the non-material soul or mind is assumed to exist separately from the material body. According to Plato, the soul is a type of divine, immortal self, which exists before birth and continues after death. In this sense, it may be thought of as a type of fixed, essential essence.124 To this end, Plato’s dualism has much in common with the Hindu doctrine of reincarnation in which the immortal soul transmigrates after death.


According to Plato, it is this transcendental self which is capable of knowing the Forms, also known as Ideas, through a process called anamnesis.125 The idea here is that all things which are perceptible have a Form which exists independent of the objects themselves. The world of Forms is the real world. We can gain access to this real world if we attain true knowledge of the Forms and as soon as we free ourselves of falsehoods and illusions. Only when we gain true knowledge of the Forms may we truly know our divine, immortal selves.126 When this occurs, all aspects of the soul are in a state of harmony.


Plato argued that the soul is composed of three parts: an intellectual, rational part; a spirit; and an appetitive part. Like Kant, Plato separates material or corporeal desires, emotions and reason from one another. Material desires or the Appetite are linked to desires such as hunger and thirst. Spirit or passion appears to refer to apparently non-bodily emotions, such as love rather than lust. According to Plato, Spirit is something close to Reason. Reason ought to control both the Spirit and the Appetite, pictured as horses which must be guided by Reason so that they run in harmony.127 Importantly, in Plato’s conception of the human condition, both reason and passion are considered drivers of human nature.


Justice is thought to predominate when the three dimensions of the soul exist in harmony. It is unclear, however, whether Plato believed that human beings possess the free will through which to change themselves without the aid of institutions. Given that justice is conceived as representing the correct balance between the three aspects of our souls, we are thought to be more content if justice is present in our lives. Plato viewed education as an important institution which was capable of contributing to the production of just individuals. Education is here understood in the broad sense, encompassing upbringing as well as formal education.128


Finally, Plato recognised the role of the environment in allowing people to develop their full potential. While individuals are assumed to have different capabilities, their inability to fully know the soul means that people should be given equality of opportunity through education in order to allow the qualities of the soul to emerge. It is also in this sense that Plato’s interpretation of metempsychosis, or ‘transmigration of the soul’, is similar to reincarnation in Hinduism.129








2.2.6. Innate Morality



Like Hume, John Rawls (1921–2002), a prominent twentieth-century philosopher, held that human beings have an innate moral faculty. In contrast to Hume, however, Rawls did not view moral judgements as the result of emotions.130 According to Rawls, human beings possess a kind of moral faculty that exists prior to emotions or reason. Within this conception, human beings are equipped with unconscious principles.131 In this sense, Rawls shifts the discussion away from the nature–nurture debate. However, Rawls was aware of the tension between evolutionary selfishness and consciously conceived moral systems.132 His work A Theory of Justice (1999), which puts forward a conception of justice as fairness, encourages the reader to picture a situation in which self-interested individuals are asked to devise a social contract on which society will be based. They must do so, however, without knowing what their social status would be or which intellectual capacities they would have in this society.


In justice as fairness, the original position of equality corresponds to the state of nature in the traditional theory of social contract. This original position is not, of course, thought of as an actual historical state of affairs, much less as a primitive condition of culture. It is understood as a purely hypothetical situation characterised so as to lead to a certain conception of justice.133


A just society, in Rawls’ view, would be one in which such self-interested agents would agree to be born into ignorance of the hand they would be dealt (i.e. it is hypothetical).134 ‘The principles of justice’, Rawls wrote, ‘are chosen behind a veil of ignorance.’135 Self-interest is, thus, not incompatible with a consciously conceived moral system, because we are endowed with a natural sense of fairness and good.136


A form of innate morality is also supported by Frans de Waal, as will be illustrated in more depth in Chapter 2.4. In his 2006 book, Primates and Philosophers: How Morality Evolved, de Waal argues that morality has a biological origin and that it is the product of natural selection.137 Indeed, according to de Waal, morality is neither a conscious choice nor a product of reason, but rather an innate type of emotionally-driven judgement-making.138 Drawing on his work on non-human primates, he contends that morality stems from the cooperative tendencies which we developed through evolution.139 The in-group/out-group dichotomy which characterises natural selection has, over time, allowed for the evolution of what we consider today to be morality.140 This form of morality serves to keep in check the immoral and egoistic passions which generally lead human beings to favour self-interested behaviour.141


More recently, behavioural psychology has sought to identify the missing link between genetics and morality. The monoamine oxidase A (MAOA) gene, for instance, which plays a key role in the breakdown of neurotransmitters such as serotonin, has been the focus of many molecular genetic studies.142 Following initial research on a mutation of the gene in a Dutch family, studies over the past 30 years have demonstrated how it can have a varying degree of responsibility for extraversion, as well as for conduct disorders and anti-social behaviour in both adults and children, and even aggression in adult males, thus earning it the nickname of the ‘warrior gene’ or the ‘serial killer gene’.143 A well-known study conducted in Finland, in particular, even found a link between the MAOA allele and nine to ten per cent of violent crime in the country.144 However, as of yet, studies have only been able to prove that it may cause a predisposition for such personality disorders and behavioural traits, not that it necessarily always causes them.145 For this reason, labelling such genes as ‘serial killer genes’ is incredibly problematic. On the one hand, it can lead to the possibly unjust reduction of criminal sentences, as occurred in Italy in 2010, when a judge decided to decrease the sentence of a male convicted of murder following a so-called ‘genetic susceptibility test’; the test showed the convicted carried variants of the MAOA and other genes that have been associated with (a predisposition for) aggression. On the other, it can stigmatise its carriers in unprecedented ways, which could lead to widespread discrimination, genomic-profiling, blurred social-equality norms, and resultant increased punishment without justification.146 Indeed, as will be illustrated in subsequent chapters of this book, placing excessive importance on genetic traits fails to take into account the significant environmental influences on human behaviour.147








2.2.7. Radical Freedom



Existentialist thinkers offer a notion of human nature as radically free. Existentialism encourages self-examination and the creation of one’s own philosophy of life. Essentially, this implies that each of us has a responsibility to discover his or her own personal truth by which we can live and die. In contrast to Aristotle and Plato, existentialists hold that existence is prior to essence. For Plato, for instance, the world can only be known in a transcendental sphere, which we can discover through reflection.148 For existentialists, there is no transcendental self to be discovered. Though it turns away from the appeal to reason, existentialism, nevertheless, is, like much Enlightenment thinking, a rejection of the notion that the social structure is God-given.149


Existentialism developed in reaction to philosophical thought that assumed that human beings are subject to universal laws.150 The meaning given by the individual is emphasised over general theory. In Gordon Marino’s words, it developed a ‘philosophy as a way of life, as a guide for the perplexed’.151 Three central themes can be identified within existentialist thought. The first is the uniqueness of the individual and the rejection of universal claims about human beings. The second is the importance of subjective experience, as opposed to an objective truth applicable to all. Here, the stress is on the meaning that individuals attribute to their lives. The third is the view that human beings are radically free to determine their lives.152 As human beings, we have not chosen to be born into this world and must, nevertheless, decide how we wish to define ourselves. In this sense, our essence is chosen rather than given. For this reason, one of the central objectives of existentialists is to help individuals live a rich and fulfilling life.153


Two types of existentialism are identifiable: religious (Kierkegaard, Karl Jaspers and Gabriel Marcel) and secular (Sartre, Simone de Beauvoir and Albert Camus). Both forms of existentialism place an emphasis on personal freedom and responsibility.154 Kierkegaard is regarded as the founder of existentialist thought. He took issue particularly with Aristotle’s belief that reason is at the core of the human condition. According to Kierkegaard, our inner passion is likely to be more of a determinant factor in the search for personal truth.155


For Kierkegaard, existence is absurd, but our capacity to make sense of it is the voice of God prompting us to find greater meaning. It is this which enables us to embrace faith and religious existence. Indeed, only those individuals who are aware of their alienation from anything meaningful can become true believers.156 Kierkegaard rejected attempts to give objective justifications for faith-based claims. Instead, he embraced an approach to religion which relied on subjective self-commitments.157


In Fear and Trembling (1843), an exploration of the story of Abraham and Isaac, in which Abraham agrees to kill his own son on the basis of a subjective command from God, Kierkegaard attempted to demonstrate the way religious claims can demand individuals to suspend the ethical concerns related to their own conduct.158 In his view:




[i]n ethical terms, Abraham’s relation to Isaac is quite simply this: the father shall love the son more than himself. But within its own confines the ethical has various gradations. We shall see whether this story contains any higher expression for the ethical that can ethically explain his behaviour, can ethically justify his suspending the ethical obligation to his son, but without moving beyond the teleology of the ethical.159





Kierkegaard could see no relationship between Abraham’s act and the universal, other than the fact that Abraham transgressed the universal for the sake of some higher end purpose outside it. In answer to why Abraham does it, Kierkegaard asserted: ‘For God’s sake and – the two are wholly identical – for his own sake. He does it for God’s sake because God demands this proof of his faith; he does it for his own sake so that he can prove it.’160


On the secular side of existentialism, taking an opposing view, Nietzsche maintained that the principal motivating force of humankind is the will to power.161 The notion of a ‘will to power’ refers not only to the desire for control, but also to a transformative force. Will to power refers to a cosmic power at the centre of the universe.162 This will to power is, partly, what replaces the void left by the ‘death of God’. Indeed, according to Nietzsche, the world has no intrinsic meaning. In the absence of God, we must create our own meaning.163


In Nietzsche’s thinking, human beings are not equal. Some people will be able to affirm themselves and dominate, while others will become subject to domination. In his opinion, those who are the most capable of self-affirmation and excellence are those who ought to develop moral codes. Christian morality, in this respect, is thought to induce slavish behaviour on the part of the masses.164 The Übermenschen are those who are capable of standing outside any given historical process and of affirming themselves.165 According to Nietzsche, ‘The magnitude of an “advance” can even be measured by the mass of things that had to be sacrificed to it; mankind in the mass sacrificed to the propensity of a single stronger species of man – that would be an advance.’166


Sartre, another seminal secular existentialist, linked the idea of freedom with that of existence preceding essence. For those who embrace religion, existence is subordinated to individual essence or a person’s soul. Given that they were created by God in his image, according to Judeo-Christian tradition, human beings have an identifiable nature. Yet, if God and faith are removed from the equation, we have no definable nature and there is no intrinsic significance to our lives. We are simply sentient beings with no specific purpose. We are, therefore, entirely free to define our own purpose. Understood in this way, freedom is as much negative as it is positive. It is a burden which each one of us has to bear.167 Just as human beings are free to create their own essence, they are also free to change it. To this end, humanity is highly malleable.


What makes human beings unique is their self-awareness. We are able to reflect on our own condition and wishes within a broader vision of existence. This kind of consciousness, for existentialists, means that we are more than simply a combination of corporeal desires and sensations. Sartre attempts to reflect this reflexive dimension of the human condition by referring to the uniqueness of our ability to call ourselves into question: ‘The human being is not only the being by whom negations are disclosed in the world; he is also the being who can take negative attitudes towards himself.’168 This reflexivity, however, implies that our existence is characterised by a tension between, on the one hand, a higher order consciousness and, on the other, our desires and sensations. How we manage this tension defines our identity. As Charles Guignon points out:




If we regard the self as a tension or struggle, it is natural to think of human existence not as a thing or object of some sort, but as an unfolding event or happening – the story of how the tension is dealt with. What defines my existence, according to this view, is not some set of properties that remain the same through time, but the ‘event of becoming’ through which I carry out the struggle to resolve the tension that defines my condition in the world.169








This chapter provided a brief overview of the major philosophical approaches to the question of human nature, which continue to inform the way I conceive of the human condition. This overview served two reasons: first, I sought to provide a brief sketch of these positions because they provide the context in which my own approach, which aims to provide a more accurate and synthesised picture of human nature, should be situated; and second, to set out the philosophical foundations of the conceptions of human nature which inform the major approaches to international relations discussed in Part 4.


I identified several debates underlying the philosophical discussion of human nature. Some view human beings as capable of perfecting themselves through the employment of reason, while others see perfection as a result of historical circumstance. For others, human emotions sometimes lead to moral behaviour. I term this debate as perfection through reason versus constraint by emotions. I also outlined the between nature and nurture, which emphasises the influence of either our biological heritage or our environment on the human psyche and human behaviour. Lastly, I identified an innate debate between morality and radical freedom (no essence prior to existence). In the former position, human beings are believed to be endowed with an innate moral faculty which is independent of emotions and reason. In the latter, there is no universal essence and moral actions are dependent on conscious choices.
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