human nature debate

human nature debate has been a central topic in philosophy, psychology, and
social sciences for centuries, engaging scholars in discussions about the
inherent qualities that define human beings. This debate explores fundamental
questions about whether humans are naturally good, evil, or a complex mixture
of both. It also examines the influence of environment, culture, and biology
on human behavior and character. Understanding the human nature debate
involves analyzing various perspectives from classical philosophy to modern
scientific research. This article delves into the key arguments, historical
context, and contemporary theories that shape the ongoing discourse. The
discussion also considers implications for ethics, society, and personal
identity. The following sections provide a comprehensive overview of the
human nature debate, highlighting major viewpoints and critical insights.

Historical Perspectives on Human Nature

Philosophical Arguments in the Human Nature Debate

Scientific Contributions to Understanding Human Nature

Implications of the Human Nature Debate

Historical Perspectives on Human Nature

The human nature debate has deep historical roots, tracing back to ancient
civilizations and classical thinkers who sought to define what it means to be
human. Early philosophies laid the groundwork for contrasting views about
innate human qualities and the role of external factors in shaping behavior.

Ancient Philosophical Foundations

Ancient Greek philosophers such as Plato and Aristotle significantly
influenced the human nature debate with their distinct approaches. Plato
emphasized the idea of innate knowledge and the soul’s preexistence,
suggesting a higher realm of perfect forms that humans strive to understand.
Aristotle, on the other hand, focused on empirical observation and the
concept of humans as rational animals with distinct virtues and potentials.

Medieval and Renaissance Views

During the Medieval period, the debate often centered on theological
interpretations, with thinkers like St. Augustine and Thomas Aquinas



exploring the relationship between divine will and human nature. The
Renaissance revived interest in humanism, emphasizing individual potential
and the inherent dignity of humans, which further enriched the discourse.

Enlightenment and Beyond

The Enlightenment era introduced a more secular and scientific approach to
the human nature debate. Philosophers such as Thomas Hobbes and Jean-Jacques
Rousseau presented influential and opposing views on humanity’s natural
state, laying the foundations for modern discussions on social contract
theory and human rights.

Philosophical Arguments in the Human Nature
Debate

Philosophical perspectives continue to be central to the human nature debate,
offering diverse interpretations about the essence of humanity, morality, and
free will. These arguments often engage with questions about whether humans
possess inherent tendencies toward good or evil, or if behavior is
predominantly shaped by experience and choice.

Innate Goodness vs. Innate Evil

One of the primary dichotomies in the human nature debate lies between the
belief in innate goodness and the belief in innate evil. Philosophers like
Rousseau argued that humans are naturally good and that society corrupts this
natural state. Conversely, Hobbes viewed humans as naturally selfish and
aggressive, requiring societal structures to maintain order and prevent
chaos.

Nature vs. Nurture

The nature versus nurture debate is closely intertwined with discussions
about human nature. This argument explores the extent to which genetic
inheritance (nature) or environmental factors (nurture) determine human
behavior and personality. Contemporary philosophical debates often
acknowledge a complex interaction between both influences rather than a
strict dichotomy.

Free Will and Determinism

Another significant aspect of the human nature debate concerns the existence
of free will. Determinists argue that human actions are predetermined by
biological or environmental factors, while proponents of free will emphasize



conscious choice and moral responsibility. This debate has profound
implications for ethics and legal systems.

Scientific Contributions to Understanding Human
Nature

Advancements in psychology, neuroscience, and evolutionary biology have
greatly informed the human nature debate, providing empirical evidence and
theoretical frameworks that complement philosophical inquiry. Scientific
research sheds light on the biological underpinnings of behavior, cognition,
and social interaction.

Evolutionary Psychology

Evolutionary psychology posits that many human behaviors and mental processes
are adaptations shaped by natural selection. This perspective suggests that
traits such as altruism, aggression, and cooperation have evolutionary
origins that contribute to survival and reproductive success. It offers
explanations for universal behaviors observed across cultures.

Neuroscience and Behavior

Neuroscience explores how brain structures and functions influence human
nature. Studies on neural mechanisms underlying emotions, decision-making,
and social cognition reveal biological bases for complex behaviors. This
research challenges simplistic views by demonstrating the interplay between
brain plasticity and environmental stimuli.

Psychological Theories

Various psychological theories contribute to understanding human nature.
Behaviorism emphasizes learned behaviors shaped by conditioning, while
humanistic psychology highlights individual growth and self-actualization.
Cognitive psychology investigates mental processes like perception, memory,
and reasoning, all integral to human nature.

Implications of the Human Nature Debate

The ongoing human nature debate has significant implications across multiple
domains, including ethics, politics, education, and social policy.
Understanding human nature influences how societies organize themselves and
address fundamental challenges related to cooperation, justice, and well-
being.



Ethical and Moral Considerations

Beliefs about human nature underpin ethical theories and moral judgments. If
humans are seen as inherently good, ethical systems may emphasize trust and
empowerment. Alternatively, if humans are considered naturally selfish or
flawed, ethical frameworks might focus on rules, punishments, and social
controls to regulate behavior.

Social and Political Impact

The human nature debate informs political ideologies and governance models.
Views on whether humans require strong authority or can self-govern shape
democratic principles, legal systems, and social contracts. Policies related
to crime, welfare, and education often reflect assumptions about human
behavior and motivation.

Educational Approaches

Educational philosophies are influenced by conceptions of human nature.
Approaches that emphasize innate potential encourage nurturing creativity and
critical thinking. Conversely, models that stress behavioral modification
align with theories emphasizing environmental influence and conditioning.

Exploration of human morality and ethics

Influence on political theory and governance

Shaping educational methods and developmental psychology

Impact on psychological and sociological research

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the human nature debate?

The human nature debate concerns the discussion about the inherent
characteristics and qualities that define humans, including whether these
traits are innate or shaped by external factors such as environment and
culture.

What are the main perspectives in the human nature



debate?

The main perspectives include nativism, which argues that human traits are
innate and biologically determined, and empiricism, which claims that human
behavior and traits are primarily shaped by environment and experience.

How does the 'nature vs. nurture' argument relate to
the human nature debate?

The 'nature vs. nurture' argument is central to the human nature debate,
focusing on whether genetics (nature) or environment and upbringing (nurture)
play a more significant role in shaping human behavior and characteristics.

What role does evolutionary psychology play in the
human nature debate?

Evolutionary psychology suggests that many human behaviors and mental
processes have evolved to solve adaptive problems, supporting the idea that
certain aspects of human nature are innate and shaped by evolutionary
pressures.

Can human nature be changed or is it fixed?

This is a key question in the debate; some argue human nature is relatively
fixed due to biological constraints, while others believe it is flexible and
can be altered through cultural, social, and personal experiences.

How do philosophers like Hobbes and Rousseau view
human nature?

Thomas Hobbes viewed human nature as self-interested and competitive,
requiring social contracts to maintain order, whereas Jean-Jacques Rousseau
believed humans are inherently good but corrupted by society.

What is the impact of the human nature debate on
psychology and sociology?

The debate influences theories and practices in psychology and sociology by
shaping how researchers understand behavior, development, social structures,
and the potential for change in individuals and societies.

Are moral instincts part of human nature according
to the debate?

Some theorists argue that humans possess innate moral instincts or
tendencies, while others contend that morality is entirely a social construct
learned through cultural norms and education.



How does culture influence the human nature debate?

Culture plays a critical role by illustrating how environmental factors can
shape or modify behavior and traits, challenging the idea that human nature
is solely biologically predetermined.

What recent scientific findings contribute to the
human nature debate?

Recent findings in genetics, neuroscience, and epigenetics suggest a complex
interplay between genes and environment, indicating that while certain
predispositions exist, human nature is dynamic and influenced by multiple
factors.

Additional Resources

1. "The Blank Slate: The Modern Denial of Human Nature" by Steven Pinker

This book challenges the long-held belief that humans are born as blank
slates, shaped solely by culture and environment. Pinker argues that biology
and innate traits play a significant role in shaping human behavior. The book
synthesizes research from psychology, neuroscience, and genetics to explore
the complexities of human nature.

2. "Nature via Nurture: Genes, Experience, and What Makes Us Human" by Matt
Ridley

Ridley examines the intricate interplay between genetics and environment in
shaping who we are. He explains how nature and nurture are not opposing
forces but work together to influence human development. The book provides
accessible insights into behavioral genetics and evolutionary biology.

3. "The Selfish Gene" by Richard Dawkins

Dawkins presents the gene-centered view of evolution, proposing that genes
are the fundamental units of natural selection. This perspective offers
explanations for altruism, cooperation, and competition in human behavior.
The book sparked widespread debate on the biological basis of human nature.

4. "The Moral Animal: Why We Are, the Way We Are: The New Science of
Evolutionary Psychology" by Robert Wright

Wright explores how evolutionary psychology explains human morality, social
behavior, and relationships. He argues that many aspects of human nature can
be understood through the lens of evolutionary adaptations. The book blends
scientific research with philosophical reflections on ethics.

5. "The Social Animal: The Hidden Sources of Love, Character, and
Achievement" by David Brooks

Brooks delves into the unconscious mind and social influences that shape
human character and behavior. Drawing from psychology and sociology, he
challenges purely rational models of human nature. The book highlights the
importance of relationships and social context in personal development.



6. "Sapiens: A Brief History of Humankind" by Yuval Noah Harari

Harari traces the evolution of Homo sapiens and examines the cognitive,
agricultural, and scientific revolutions that have shaped human societies. He
discusses how shared myths and collective beliefs influence human cooperation
and conflict. The book provides a broad perspective on what it means to be
human.

7. "Behave: The Biology of Humans at Our Best and Worst" by Robert M.
Sapolsky

Sapolsky offers a comprehensive look at the biological foundations of human
behavior, from neurobiology to social influences. He investigates why humans
act altruistically or aggressively, considering genetics, hormones, and
environment. The book is a deep dive into the science behind our actions.

8. "The Lucifer Effect: Understanding How Good People Turn Evil" by Philip
Zimbardo

This work examines the psychological and social factors that can lead
ordinary people to commit evil acts. Drawing on the famous Stanford prison
experiment, Zimbardo explores the dark side of human nature. The book raises
questions about morality, authority, and human potential for both good and
evil.

9. "On Human Nature" by Edward 0. Wilson

Wilson integrates biology, psychology, and sociology to argue that human
nature is rooted in evolutionary processes. He discusses the genetic basis of
behavior and the implications for culture and society. The book is a
foundational text in sociobiology and the study of human nature.
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human nature debate: The Human Nature Debate Harry Cowen, 1994-09-05 Definitions of
human nature have preoccupied philosophers, politicians, anthropologists and social scientists for
centuries. Our conceptions of ourselves - what we perceive to be 'human nature' - have taken many
forms from the abstract to the biologically determined. In The Human Nature Debate, Harry Cowen
describes the diversity of ideas about human nature and demonstrates the extent to which all such
ideas are socially and politically grounded, reflecting the prevailing concerns and priorities of their
times, from the classical Greek conceptions of 'rational man' to the behaviourist explanations that
did so much to bolster and justify fascism and Stalinism in the twentieth century. Cowen's admirably
clear introduction to the history of ideas about human nature goes beyond the theorising to the ways
in which concepts of human nature have both informed and reflected policy and practice. Drawing
on a wealth of evidence and example, he demonstrates the political significance of the human nature
debate, and looks at the vital interactions between theory and practice in the social sciences, social
policy and social practice.
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human nature debate: Human Nature: Justice Versus Power Michel Foucault, Noam
Chomsky, 2011-10-20 In 1971, at a time of enormous political and social change, two of the world's
leading intellectuals, Noam Chomsky and Michel Foucault, were invited by the Dutch philosopher
Fons Elders to debate the question: is there an 'innate' human nature independent of our
experiences and external influences? Their debate was one of the most provocative and original
debates to have occurred between contemporary philosophers and serves as a concise introduction
to their respective philosophical theories. While the debate began rooted in linguistics and theory of
knowledge (the core interests of the two philosophers who are arguably the defining academic
minds of the late twentieth-century) it became a much wider discussion, encompassing topics from
history and behaviourism to creativity, freedom and the struggle for political justice. This is an
intellectually exciting record of a meeting between two important philosophers and it also serves as
the best possible introduction to the essential concerns and ideas of contemporary philosophy.

human nature debate: The Chomsky-Foucault Debate Noam Chomsky, Michel Foucault,
2015-05-05 In this historic 1971 debate, two of the twentieth century’s most influential thinkers
discuss whether there is such a thing as innate human nature. In 1971, at the height of the Vietnam
War and at a time of great political and social instability, two of the world’s leading intellectuals,
Noam Chomsky and Michel Foucault, were invited by Dutch philosopher Fons Elders to debate an
age-old question: Is there such a thing as “innate” human nature independent of our experiences
and external influences? The resulting dialogue is one of the most original, provocative, and
spontaneous exchanges to have occurred between contemporary philosophers. Above all, their
discussion serves as a concise introduction to their two opposing theories. What begins as a
philosophical argument rooted in linguistics (Chomsky) and the theory of knowledge (Foucault),
soon evolves into a broader discussion encompassing a wide range of topics, from science, history,
and behaviorism to creativity, freedom, and the struggle for justice in the realm of politics. In
addition to the debate itself, this volume features a newly written introduction by noted Foucault
scholar John Rajchman and includes substantial additional texts by Chomsky and Foucault.
“[Chomsky is] arguably the most important intellectual alive.” —The New York Times “Foucault . . .
leaves no reader untouched or unchanged.” —Edward Said

human nature debate: Human Knowledge and Human Nature Peter Carruthers, 1992
Contemporary debates in epistemology devote much attention to the nature of knowledge, but
neglect the question of its sources. The distinctive focus of Human Knowledge and Human Nature is
on the latter, especially on the question of innateness. Peter Carruthers's aim is to transform and
reinvigorate contemporary empiricism, while also providing an introduction to a range of issues in
the theory of knowledge. He gives a lively presentation and assessment of the claims of classical
empiricism, particularly its denial of substantive a priori knowledge and also of innate knowledge.
He argues that we would be right to reject the substantive a priori but not innateness, and then
presents a novel account of the main motivation behind empiricism, which leaves contemporary
empiricists free to accept innate knowledge and concepts. He closes with a discussion of scepticism,
arguing that acceptance of innate concepts may lead to a decisive resolution of the problem in
favour of realism. The book will be of equal interest to students of the history of modern philosophy
and the theory of knowledge, and their teachers. It provides a new way of looking at classical
empiricism, and should lead to a renewal of interest in the innateness issue in epistemology.

human nature debate: Arguing about Human Nature Stephen M. Downes, Edouard
Machery, 2013 This text is a collection of recent research in the philosophy of human nature. It
includes research in Anthropology, philosophy of mind, cognitive science, and other areas where
there are fertile discussions about human nature-- Provided by publisher.

human nature debate: Man, Beast and Zombie Kenan Malik, 2001 A landmark book that
draws on cutting-edge sciences to assess what precisely they have to say about human nature.

human nature debate: International Relations and the First Great Debate Brian Schmidt,
2013-08-15 This book provides an authoritative account of the controversy about the first great
debate in the field of International Relations. Of all the self-images of International Relations, none is



as pervasive and enduring as the notion that a great debate pitting idealists against realists took
place in the 1940s. The story of the first great debate continues to structure the contemporary
identity of International Relations, yet in recent years revisionist historians have challenged the
conventional wisdom that the field experienced such a debate. Drawing on expert contributors
working in Canada, Europe, the United Kingdom, and the United States, this book includes key
participants in the historiographical controversy. The book assembles the existing scholarship and
provides a thorough analysis of the status of the first great debate in the history of International
Relations. It is an invaluable examination of the causes and future direction of idealist and realist
arguments. International Relations and the First Great Debate will be of interest to students and
scholars concerned with the foundations of International Relations.

human nature debate: A Treatise of Human Nature David Hume, 1920

human nature debate: A Guide to Asian Philosophy Classics Puqun Li, 2012-07-19 This
book guides readers through ten classic works of Asian philosophy. Several major schools of Eastern
thought are discussed, including Hinduism, Buddhism, Confucianism, Daoism/Taoism, and
Chan/Zen. The author connects the ideas of these schools to those of Western philosophy, thereby
making the material accessible to people who are unfamiliar with the cultures and intellectual
traditions of Asia. A wide range of important topics are addressed: reality, time, self, knowledge,
ethics, human nature, enlightenment, and death.

human nature debate: Mute Compulsion Sgren Mau, 2023-01-31 Shortlisted for the Deutscher
Memorial Prize A new Marxist theory of the abstract and impersonal forms of power in capitalism
Despite insoluble contradictions, intense volatility and fierce resistance, the crisis-ridden capitalism
of the 21st century lingers on. To understand capital’s paradoxical expansion and entrenchment
amidst crisis and unrest, Mute Compulsion offers a novel theory of the historically unique forms of
abstract and impersonal power set in motion by the subjection of social life to the profit imperative.
Building on a critical reconstruction of Karl Marx’s unfinished critique of political economy and a
wide range of contemporary Marxist theory, philosopher Sgren Mau sets out to explain how the logic
of capital tightens its stranglehold on the life of society by constantly remoulding the material
conditions of social reproduction. In the course of doing so, Mau intervenes in classical and
contemporary debates about the value form, crisis theory, biopolitics, social reproduction,
humanism, logistics, agriculture, metabolism, the body, competition, technology and relative surplus
populations.

human nature debate: The Social and Political Thought of Noam Chomsky Alison Edgley,
2004-08-02 The Social and Political Thought of Noam Chomsky questions Chomsky's claim not to
have a theory about the relationship between human beings and their society other than that which
‘can be written on the back of postage stamp'. Edgley compares Chomsky's vision of the good society
with liberal communitarian perspectives, and establishes that it is grounded in a hopeful belief about
human nature. She argues that sympathy with this vision of the good society is essential for
understanding the nature of Chomsky's critique of state capitalism, its inherent nationalism and the
media. The author concludes that Chomsky's analysis is coherent and systematic when one
acknowledges that he is not just a critic but a theorist.

human nature debate: John Dewey and Confucian Thought Jim Behuniak, 2019-07-24
Assesses John Dewey’s visit to China in 1919-21 as an “intra-cultural” episode and promotes
“Chinese natural philosophy” as a philosophical context in which to understand the connections
between Dewey’s philosophy and early Confucian thinking. In this conclusion to his two-volume
series, Jim Behuniak builds upon the groundbreaking work begun in John Dewey and Daoist Thought
in arguing that “Chinese natural philosophy” is the proper hermeneutical context in which to
understand early Confucianism. First, he traces Dewey’s late-period “cultural turn” in more detail
and then proceeds to assess Dewey’s visit to China in 1919-21 as a multifaceted “intra-cultural”
episode: one that includes not only what Dewey taught his Chinese audiences, but also what he
learned in China and what we stand to learn from this encounter today. “Dewey in China” provides
an opportunity to continue establishing “specific philosophical relationships” between Dewey and



Confucian thought for the purpose of getting ourselves “back in gear” with contemporary thinking in
the social and natural sciences. To this end, Behuniak critically assesses readings of early Chinese
thought reliant on outdated Greek-medieval assumptions, paying particular attention to readings of
early Confucianism that rely heavily on Western virtue ethics, such as the “Heaven’s plan” reading.
Topics covered include education, tradition, ethics, the family, human nature, and
religiousness—thus engaging Dewey with themes generally associated with Confucian thought.
“Attacking the distinction of Eastern versus Western philosophical cultures, these volumes create a
detailed intra-cultural Deweyan-Chinese thought on many levels at once. Using Dewey to reinterpret
the Daoist and Confucian traditions from their sources, Behuniak weaves an intra-cultural
philosophical trajectory that stretches from the sixth-century BCE China to Columbia University in
New York City. The result is one of the philosophical masterpieces of our time.” — Robert Cummings
Neville, Professor Emeritus of Philosophy, Religion, and Theology, Boston University

human nature debate: Open Minded Jonathan Lear, 1999-09-01 Everywhere we look in
contemporary culture, knowingness has taken the place of thought. This book is a spirited assault on
that deadening trend, especially as it affects our deepest attempts to understand the human
psyche—in philosophy and psychoanalysis.

human nature debate: Aristotle And Moral Realism Robert A Heinaman, 2018-03-08 This
volume of essays brings together scholars of ancient philosophy and some of today's most
distinguished moral philosophers to discuss Aristotle's ethics and the problems of moral realism.
One of the central and perennial philosophical problems is the question of whether our ethical
assertions and beliefs can be justifiably claimed to rest on some objective foundation. As an upholder
of the objectivity of ethics and as one of the most important ethical thinkers in the history of
philosophy, Aristotle's writings on these questions are of the greatest interest. Indeed, much of
recent moral philosophy has looked directly to Aristotle for inspiration on the problem of moral
objectivity. For example, virtue theorists were influenced by Aristotle in their proposal that what
determines the right thing to do in a particular case is what the virtuous man would do. Similarly,
sensibility theorists have found support for their view in Aristotle's remarks about the importance of
the conditioning of one's desires for the development of virtue and knowledge about the human
good.

human nature debate: Bonhoeffer's Christocentric Theology and Fundamental Debates
in Environmental Ethics Steven C. van den Heuvel, 2017-05-04 There is widespread
understanding of the close connection between religion and the ecological crisis, and that in order to
amend this crisis, theological resources are needed. This monograph seeks to contribute to this
endeavor by engaging the theology of Dietrich Bonhoeffer. His theology is particularly suitable in
this context, due to its open-ended nature, and to the prophetic and radical nature of the questions
he was prepared to ask--that is why there are many other attempts to contextualize Bonhoeffer's
theology in areas that he himself has not directly written about. In this monograph, Steven van den
Heuvel first of all addresses the question of how to translate Bonhoeffer's theology in a
methodologically sound way. He settles on a modified form of the general method of correlation.
Then, secondly, van den Heuvel sets out to describe five major concepts in Bonhoeffer's work,
bringing these into critical interplay with discussions in environmental ethics and eco-theology. In
making the correlations he thoroughly describes each concept, situating it in the historic and
intellectual background of Bonhoeffer's time. He then transposes these concepts to contemporary
environmental ethics, describing what contribution Bonhoeffer's theology can make.

human nature debate: Studies in Chinese Philosophy and Philosophical Literature Angus
Charles Graham, 1990-01-01 Graham addresses several fundamental problems in classical Chinese
philosophy, and in the nature and structure of the classical Chinese language. These inquiries and
reflections are both broad based and detailed. Two sources of continuity bring these seemingly
disparate parts into a coherent and intelligible whole. First, Graham addresses that set of
fundamental philosophical questions that have been the focus of dispute in the tradition, and that
have defined its character: What is the nature of human nature? What can we through linguistic and




philosophical scrutiny discover about the date and composition of some of the major texts? What
sense can we make of the Kung-sun Lung sophistries? A second source of coherence is Graham's
identification and articulation of those basic and often unconscious presuppositions that ground our
own tradition. By so doing, he enables readers to break free from the limits of their own conceptual
universe and to explore in the Chinese experience a profoundly different world view.

human nature debate: The New Sociological Imagination Steve Fuller, 2006-03-03 C.
Wright Mills' classic The Sociological Imagination has inspired generations of students to study
Sociology. However, the book is nearly half a century old. What would a book address, aiming to
attract and inform students in the 21st century? This is the task that Steve Fuller sets himself in this
major new invitation to study Sociology. The book: critically examines the history of the social
sciences to discover what the key contributions of Sociology have been and how relevant they
remain demonstrates how biological and sociological themes have been intertwined from the
beginning of both disciplines, from the 19th century to the present day covers virtually all of
sociology's classic theorists and themes provides a glossary of key thinkers and concepts. This book
sets the agenda for imagining Sociology in the 21st century and will attract students and
professionals alike.

human nature debate: Parliamentary Debates New Zealand. Parliament, 1936

human nature debate: Handbook of Sports Studies Jay Coakley, Eric Dunning, 2000-08-29
Now available in paperback, this vital handbook marks the development of sports studies as a major
new discipline within the social sciences. Edited by the leading sociologist of sport, Eric Dunning,
and Jay Coakley, author of the best selling textbook on sport in the USA, it both reflects and richly
endorses this new found status. Key aspects of the Handbook include: an inventory of the principal
achievements in the field; a guide to the chief conflicts and difficulties in the theory and research
process; a rallying point for researchers who are established or new to the field, which sets the
agenda for future developments; a resource book for teachers who wish to establish new curricula
and develop courses and programmes in the area of sports studies. With an international and
inter-disciplinary team of contributors the Handbook of Sports Studies is comprehensive in scope,
relevant in content and far-reaching in its discussion of future prospect.

human nature debate: Cultural Evolution Tim Lewens, 2015-08-20 Tim Lewens aims to
understand what it means to take an evolutionary approach to cultural change, and why it is that
this approach is often treated with suspicion. Convinced of the exceptional power of natural
selection, many thinkers--typically working in biological anthropology, cognitive psychology, and
evolutionary biology--have suggested it should be freed from the confines of biology, and applied to
cultural change in humans and other animals. At the same time, others--typically with backgrounds
in disciplines like social anthropology and history--have been just as vocal in dismissing the
evolutionary approach to culture. What drives these disputes over Darwinism in the social sciences?
While making a case for the value of evolutionary thinking for students of culture, Lewens shows
why the concerns of sceptics should not be dismissed as mere prejudice, confusion, or ignorance.
Indeed, confusions about what evolutionary approaches entail are propagated by their proponents,
as well as by their detractors. By taking seriously the problems faced by these approaches to
culture, Lewens shows how such approaches can be better formulated, where their most significant
limitations lie, and how the tools of cultural evolutionary thinking might become more widely
accepted.
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