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Course Description

This course explores competing views of human nature and their implications for knowledge and for society.

· Is there a human nature? An ancient tradition claims that we have a detailed set of inborn capabilities and limitations, rich in implications for how we can live our lives and organize society. This tradition has been strengthened by recent developments in genetics, evolutionary biology, neuroscience, psychology, and linguistics. An opposing tradition, rooted in social and historical study and doctrines of social reconstruction (e.g., classical liberalism, socialism) emphasizes plasticity and indeterminacy; at the limit, it pictures us as "blank slates," ready to form ourselves or to be formed by society. What remains of this dispute after both parties have qualified their claims? What do we know about where the truth of the matter lies?

· If there is a human nature, what is it? What are we to make of the contradictory images of humanity presented in the world religions, art forms such as the nineteenth and twentieth-century novel, influential social and political theories, and discoveries from the contemporary sciences of mind and brain?

· In general, by what means and in what sense can we change what we are? Is law a lever of behavior modification with a theory of human nature as its fulcrum?

· Who can speak with authority about human nature? Is it a subject for science alone? Should the study of human nature make peace or war with the organization of knowledge within the contemporary university?


Assigned Books
The following books are available for purchase at the Harvard Coop in Harvard Square and for consultation in the undergraduate reserves.

Leslie Stevenson and David L. Haberman, Ten Theories of Human Nature, Oxford University Press

Thomas Sowell, A Conflict of Visions: Ideological Origins of Political Struggle, Basic Books

Steven Pinker, The Blank Slate, Penguin Books

Steven Pinker, How the Mind Works, W. W. Norton & Co.

Roberto Mangabeira Unger, Passion: An Essay on Personality, Free Press

Roberto Mangabeira Unger, The Self Awakened: Pragmatism Unbound, unpublished manuscript accessible through the website: www.law.harvard.edu/unger/


 Friedrich Nietzsche, The Genealogy of Morals, Dover Thrift edition

Additional short texts will be distributed and assigned in the course of the semester.

Course Requirements


The course is open to undergraduate students from Harvard College and to graduate students in all schools and departments.


There will be no sections.  Nevertheless students are encouraged to organize themselves into discussion groups.  We shall undertake to visit these groups on a rotating basis.


The only formal written requirement is a take-home examination that will provide students with an opportunity to engage the argument of the course.  This take-home examination will be assigned in the first class after Spring recess, and will be due by 4 p.m. on May 9.  Law students who are taking this course for an additional, third credit will undertake to write an extra paper of at least 12 double-spaced pages on a topic central to the concerns of the course.

Reading Assignments

You should have completed the assigned readings by the dates indicated below.


By February 15:  Ten Theories of Human Nature.


By March 1:  The Blank Slate and the first two chapters of How the Mind Works.  Read as well Paul Ehrlich and Marcus Fledman, “Genes and Culture: What Creates Our Behavioral Phenome?” and the subsequent criticisms and rejoinders, all available on the course website.


By March 15:  The Genealogy of Morals, together with texts by Plato, Mencius, Schopenhauer, and Hegel to be distributed in class.


By April 5 (after Spring recess):  Passion: an Essay on Personality and the sections entitled “Self-consciousness” and “Religion” in the manuscript The Self Awakened.


By April 19:  A Conflict of Visions.

Sequence of Classes
Introduction

February 1:
  What are the terms and implications of the debate about human nature?

PART 1:
The Idea of Human Nature
February 8:
  Is there a human nature?

February 15:
    How should we understand the mind?

February 22:
    What are we to make of the apparently conflicting assumptions about human nature made by each of the social sciences and humanities?

March 1:
Can human nature change and, if so, how?

PART 2:
The Content of Human Nature
March 8:
What is the content of human nature according to contemporary science?

March 15:
What have been the dominant views of human nature in the history of modern Western thought outside the sciences of mind, brain, and behavior?

March 22:
Do the philosophical critics of these dominant views have something to teach us?

PART 3:
The Consequences of Human Nature
April 5:
What are the implications of human nature for the struggle between right and left in politics?

April 12:
What are the implications of human nature for the hierarchical organization of society by social class and by demonstrated talent or merit?

April 19:
What are the implications of human nature for our moral ideas about how to live our lives?

Conclusion
April 26:
Where should we take the debate about human nature?

