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human nature



noun

1. the psychological and social qualities that characterize humankind, especially in contrast with other living things.

2. Sociology. The character of human conduct, generally regarded as produced by living in primary groups.


This is how the dictionary defines human nature. Seems simple enough, but something that I’ve learned from this class is that nothing is ever quite as black and white as it seems. Human nature is in everything, camouflaged in daily life adequately enough that we as human beings don’t even see it as it is in progress. 


It is interesting that once we start looking out for those things that make us human, we see them everywhere. This is the reason that I believed all of the different examples that popped up in the literature we read were so diverse. From Pinker, the analytical and scientifically-driven mind to Silko’s Storytelling, each story had a hidden glimpse into the human psyche, something of beauty and mystery.

The age-old question... nature or nurture?, was the focus of Pinker’s argument, while Beloved focused more on maternal nature and the inner struggle of guilt. Silko weaved beautiful stories but managed to slip in some human characteristics, like the innate ability for humans to be fools, as portrayed by her coyotes. 


There are some things that are undeniably similar about the stories from earlier in the semester as opposed to the second half of the semester, so it is necessary that parallels be drawn.


Guilt and shame, art as expression, man’s tendency to be self-satisfying, humans defense mechanisms against upsetting things, and the maternal role are just a few things that can be brought up when talking about all of the intricate details of human nature brought up in these stories.


It’s no question that all human beings suffer through some guilt or shame. Even the hardest-shelled serial killer has his or her moment of weakness, a fumbling epiphany of the harsh truth... they did wrong. It varies from culture to culture. What one society would consider shameful, another might find the practice perfectly acceptable. What I find intriguing about this concept as related to our reading is the fact that in Capon’s eyes, you shouldn’t even have to feel guilty... Jesus died for all of our sins. In fact, Capon says that “Jesus came to raise the dead. Not to reform the reformable, not to improve the improvable” (162).  It is fully understood by Capon as well as the rest of the human population that along with being a person, you are subject to flaws, to imperfections. Nobody, not even Mother Theresa did nothing but good deeds and never once had a stained thought. If God had this concept in mind when he first created man, why did he create us with those little guys that sit on your shoulder and argue about what’s right and what’s wrong? There would be no morals to uphold... you could go out and sleep with 20 married men and kill your baby and there would be nothing wrong with that because Jesus takes away all sin. You’re Scott free! He also mentions another disturbing line... “There is indeed no horror, no wickedness, no evil – no cruelty, no torture, no holocaust in the whole history of the world – that is not, under the sovereignty of grace, already reconciled in Jesus. And there is no perpetrator of any horror, wickedness, evil, et cetera (up to and including Hitler and your dreadful brother-in-law) who is not, in Jesus, forgiven” (150). This is very hard for me to swallow. Being raised in a fairly devout Lutheran family, I was always taught that in order for Jesus to forgive my sins, I had to genuinely feel sorry for committing them (here’s where the “conscience” thing plays in... would God  have given me the ability to feel sorry for what I have done and make a conscious effort to eradicate said behavior if I wasn’t supposed to feel sorry for my actions?). With the religious values that Capon lives by, the human conscience would be null and void, which is simply not the case.  Even though Capon believes that humans should feel sorry for their wrongdoings, they simply will never be good enough for the grace of God. That being said, the whole system seems to be skewed. Are we as humans, hardwired to not take advantage of a situation? If we put things in Ridley’s perspective, we humans would take any chance that we could to further ourselves, simply because of our selfish genetics. Maybe the guilt is put there to counteract our selfish behavior. I believe that it is no stretch of the imagination that Capon’s “anything goes” ideals and Ridley’s selfish genes really parallel each other perfectly. In fact, Ridley states in his book, “By recognizing the inevitability of greed and self-interest, we seem to approve it” (260). Does this not sound terribly similar to Capon’s views? Think of it this way... “By recognizing the inevitability of sin and wrongdoing, we seem to approve it.” Crazy how those things work out, isn’t it? With wrongdoings and self-absorbed behavior comes guilt and shame, but all is well because Jesus forgives everything... even genocide.


Art is expression of humanity’s emotions. Whether it be in the form of paint, sculpture, knitting, dancing, musical notes, freelance writing... WHATEVER, art is the universal window into each and every person’s soul. The great artist Michelangelo attests to this. “A man paints with his brains and not with his hands.” We can see this is apparent in Daybook by author Ann Truit. Near the beginning of her journal she makes an interesting statement that really resonated with me. “This leads to the uncomfortable conclusion that artists are, in this sense, special because they are intrinsically involved in a difficult balance no so blatantly precarious in other professions. The lawyer and the doctor practice their callings. The plumber and the carpenter know what they will be called upon to do. They do not have to spin their work out of themselves, discover its laws, and then present themselves turned inside out to the public gaze” (24). She brings up an interesting point... not only the fact that artists are so vulnerable to others’ judgment, but that is the way they make their income. If they are afraid of the rejection they might face, they don’t eat supper for that night. The plain and simple reason that Truitt speaks this way is because it is wholly and unconditionally the truth. Each and every piece of artwork is a snipped of the artist’s conscious as well as subconscious thoughts. We as humans are very protective of these intimate thoughts and when they are displayed out in the open for everyone to judge and poke, it is nerve wracking. As an artist, one must be very tough-skinned, and that is not in everyone’s nature to be so. “I refused, and still refuse, the inflated definition of artists as special people with special prerogatives and special excuses. If artists embrace this view of themselves, they necessarily have to attend to its perpetuation. They have to live it out. Their time and energy are consumed for social purposes. Artists then make decisions in terms of a role defined by others, falling into their power and serving to illustrate their theories” (23). Much like those that are highly opinionated and must stick by what they spit, artists have responsibilities that must be followed through with. If an artist makes a brash statement about their opposition of the Holocaust, much like Kathe Kollwitz, and then turn around and go to an SS meeting, their art is not going to be very successful. This all boils down to the fact that people are looking for morals and opinions through art, and when they know that the emotion and passion put into the piece is feigned, interest is lost. Whether people know it or not, they are subconsciously judging art for such things. 


A person’s tendency to be self-serving is deeply engrained into our very being. When it comes to survival, all we care about is our own self. This is a statement that Ridley would wholeheartedly agree with. Early on in the book, Ridley quotes a Richard Dawkins, who states “ ‘We are survival machines – robot vehicles blindly programmed to preserve the selfish molecules known as genes’ ” (19). Ridley uses a plethora of examples, but the mother and the fetus are what distinctly stand out in my mind. Once you truly examine each of the stories we focused on this half of the semester, you will see examples of the human selfishness in each one. As far as Capon goes, the whole sex scene between Lara and Paul in the parable was highly self-centered, although at first it doesn’t seem to be. “As far as he could tell from the soft, high whimper, she climaxed immediately... holding off the enjoyment of the ultimate spoonful of fraises a la crème fraiche until they can go down together and say, ‘Ahhh’... Laura, therefore, was through her first course before Paul had done much more than touch his wine. But, sane man that he was, he was pleased at her pleasure and, without asking, fetched seconds” (81). Later on he continues, “... he lost count after her third helping, delighted only in that the kitchen was able to keep up with her appetite”. (81) Now, this could be interpreted as a steamy, intimate scene between lovers, where the man feels amazing not because of the sex, but because he is making his partner feel so wonderful. First reaction to that is the thought that he seems like he is being completely selfless, making sure that his lady friend was pleased. Ridley would be quick to argue that this is not the case however. The only reason he focused all of his time and effort in to making his partner feel good was (AHA!) selfish of him. There is nothing that boosts a man’s ego more than being able to please his lady. While he figured that he was being selfless and trying to do something for his lady, his selfish genes were kicked in to full throttle. Ridley would also point out that the lovers in the affair couldn’t blame their adulterous ways on instinct... “We have sex drives because we are taught to have them, not because of instinct” (155). Extramarital affairs happen because of selfishness... who knew?!


A case of selfishness that doesn’t seem like it would be classified as such at first is the way Susie treats Vivian in Wit. We see Susie as a welcoming, jolly maternal figure that dotes over Vivian. It can easily be perceived that Susie has Vivian’s best interests in mind while going through the actions that she does while caring for her. According to Ridley, the selfish genes also taint this act of kindness. “Pragmatically, it does not matter to us that a man saves a drowning companion because he wants the glory rather than because he wants to do good. Likewise, it does not matter that he is under the orders of his genes, rather than choosing a course of action of his own free will” (21). Taking this concept and applying it to Vivian’s situation, it doesn’t matter that Susie is taking care of Vivian because she wants the glory of making Vivian more comfortable and healing her rather than because she wants to do the right thing and help out a woman dying of cancer. People like that, like Susie, we see as heroines. Their true and pure altruism shines through the heavy clouds of oppression and the scent of funeral flowers and decay. They provide comfort to a person that needs comforted in the worst sort of way. They put aside their lives to aid with someone else. Even though we see this person as a true nobleman (or woman), there is still selfish tendencies hidden cleverly beneath the veneer. This arises the question... does this discredit ANY of their work? Knowing the true motives behind these heroic acts, should we still consider these people altruists?


A human reaction that I found to be quite interesting was that of the mental shut-down. I see it happen in my life all the time. It is quite easy (and very typical) for a person to use something else as a distraction when trying to deal with painful things. Rather than deal directly with them, masks of many different colors come out to play and conceal the real monster that each and every one of us is afraid to face. The most prevalent example of this would have to be Vivian. After living a fairly normal, and successful life, Vivian finds out that she has a terrible and incurable cancer. While the doctor is trying to describe to her the full extent of her illness, she goes into shutdown mode. The whole time Kelekian is explaining all of the procedures and testing that Vivian will have to endure, Vivian is mentally scrambling through a million things, as a defense mechanism. She really refuses to believe it, scrutinizing the doctor, even going through the roots of the medical words Kelekian uses in her head (12). She then revisits a moment in her past, a time when her beloved Professor scrutinized her work over Donne, her passion (13). Relaying those two situations in her mind is simply human nature... she believes that the onset of her cancer is comparable to being told that she knows nothing about her passion. We later see her realize her mental shutdown. “I should have asked more questions, because I know there’s going to be a test” (13). By this statement we can see that she is even using the allusions to realize that she is being defensive. She compares the important relayed information as a “test”. She feels like a student, unprepared for her final. Because of her teaching background, of course this is a happy spot for her. A time before she was ridden with cancer, a time when she was doing what she loved and was making a living off of it. Through this ironic, yet rather depressing remark, she realizes that she had built a shell against the doctor’s words, slipping into her own created reality, much like any human in a similar predicament would do.


We see the normally cool and collected Vivian shut down even more and fall into a trance-like state where the usually highly intelligent and grounded Professor refuses to go to a screening because she is “teaching a class”, when in all reality, she is dreaming up the whole scenario (42). The pain of the present situation was too much for her to handle; it was safer and more comfortable for her to go back to the familiar habit of teaching. Almost every human being is guilty of doing this... it is simply human nature to return to comforting things in the mind when dealing with stressful situations. 


The ending is the cherry to top off my point. The one and only visitor she receives in her stay at the hospital is her dear Professor. This is the same woman  that she associated with her cancer in the beginning. At the point of the visit, Vivian is on her deathbed. Her Professor, wanting to comfort her in her dying moments, asks Vivian if she wants her to recite Donne. Vivian wants nothing of it (surprising since he was such a big part of her past). She would rather hear a child’s story about a bunny. I find this wonderfully ironic. She associates her childhood and the beginning of her love affair with literature with a Beatrix Potter story about... you guessed it! Rabbits. That point, coupled with the obvious fact that it was a child’s story hints at her pure and innocent soul... her return to childhood right before death. She is finally tenderhearted in her last moments after years of being a cold intellect. 


Another fine example of humans and their tendency to run away from the problems that life poses to them is Daybook. It is however, approached in a completely different light than Edson’s play. There is a point in the book where Anne is forced to remember all of her works of art, even stretching way back to the early days. “Are you sure there weren’t some drawings in 1958 after Mary was born? What happened to the Tokyo work of spring 1967? Where is it? Is it in the basement? Is it on that shelf in the basement? That’s up there, that package? What’s in that box? What’s behind that box? He even forced me to remember three little sculptures I had totally forgotten doing in 1963, because he felt I had made them: three I had forgotten for reasons so close to my psychological bone that I had to stop talking for a moment to collect myself before saying, yes, I had made them, they are here and there, of these dimensions and colors and so forth” (27). By this passage, we not only see Anne’s frustration with this probing man through her short, choppy sentences, which rush at you like angry wasps, but we see Anne and her mental shell. Like mentioned earlier on, art is a peek into the conscious as well as the subconscious of the creator. To put yourself out there like that is like standing naked in front of a whole audience of people... the person is left completely vulnerable. As Anne is put into such position, she understandably becomes very frightened and then she shuts down, but in a more subtle way. Like fading Polaroids snapped long ago at your second birthday party, each little piece of artwork that she did was like an imprinted memory. Revisiting her past like that, opening old battle wounds from long ago, is difficult for any person, no matter how strong. When Anne was forced to acknowledge those little pieces, she had to stare her past mistakes in the face. She was forced to greet her harbored sorrows, her stagnant hopes, her crushed dreams. She states all of this perfectly. “The core of my reluctance was, of course, cowardice. I had recorded in order to forget. I had hustled my pain, my despair, my delight, my bafflement onto paper and into clay and wood and stone, and fixed them there as if in magic enchantment... Sprung from my deliberately wrought tombs, my most secret feelings arose alive, bleeding and dazzling, to overwhelm me once more” (28). She recognizes her mental shut-down, calling it “cowardice”. She then however uses these feelings of dreading returning to the past in a positive way. “My past meshed into my present... I found, to my surprise, that the experience of my twenties, thirties, and forties had room in my fifties... I found myself enriched by myself” (28). What can we as humans learn from this? We can always count on a breakdown and mental shut-out, but there is also a silver lining... we can ACCEPT what we are running from and learn from it, whether it be cancer or a painful past. 


One point of interest in human nature that I constantly find myself looking out for is that wonderfully intriguing one of the maternal role. Interestingly enough, it seems to pop up in many of the stories, whether it be a small snippet or a big chunk of information. To begin with, in Wit, the mother figure is clearly Susie. The way she dotes over Vivian and tries to make sure that she is as comfortable as possible are very motherly qualities that she possesses. As strange as it seems, Vivian can’t decide on  whether she likes the attention she receives from Susie or not. The audience can definitely tell through the narrative that Vivian craves human contact, and nurturing contact at that. We also see Vivian dismissing Susie’s affection in an angry rage... “That certainly was a maudlin display. Popsicles? ‘Sweetheart?’ I can’t believe my life has become so... corny” (55). It is in our nature to have such strong emotional connections with caretakers. Vivian was in such a dark place that she had to be angry, needed to vent her frustration and ill feelings at something, so she chose to be angry at the person closest to her... Susie. We as humans also seem to have a bad habit of taking advantage of the people that we are surrounded by that love us... like Ridley would say, our selfish gene acts up. We are willing to stay healthy and stress free by any means necessary, even if that means pouring all of the anger and ill feelings out on the ones that we would essentially do anything for.


Another maternal experience that happens in the chosen narratives actually takes place in Daybook. We see that Anne is a wonderful mother, especially to her only son, Sam. She was constantly about how precious he was to her. Later on in the story, when Sam becomes injured, Anne starts having severe uterine cramps, which she explains interestingly. “It is as if I had to take Sam back into the uterus to protect him, to reestablish the placental connection in order to nourish him through his crisis” (192).  She takes her role as a mother so seriously that when her baby is in pain, she almost makes up her own pain to try and compensate, to keep her baby protected from harm. Obviously, a parallel can be drawn between this and Beloved.  Sethe spoke of the little deer that kicked at her stomach incessantly. This is definitely similar to Anne’s story... two mothers fighting for their children at any cost and feeling the pain associated with their sacrifices. 


Yet another example can be brought up for the maternal nature role. This example is significantly different than the other two however. With Ridley’s analytical style, he decides to show us how he disagrees with both Truitt and Edson’s portrayal of the maternal role. He brings up talk of a mother-vs-fetus battle. Bringing up examples of gestational diabetes (23) and stealing of the mother’s nutrients, Ridley tries to argue that the selfish gene is in full gear when it comes to anything dealing with the pregnancy. While I can agree that the mother’s body does sometimes react in a negative way, I don’t believe that there is too much of the selfish gene going on... to use one of Ridley’s terms, this is simply “reciprocation”. The mother keeps the baby alive with her nutrients and the baby assures the mother that her genes will still be in the pool for generations to come. Sum-zero game. 


The maternal nature is a difficult one to hammer down with strict guidelines, especially considering all of the deviancy with the different parenting methods and such. One thing is for sure though.. it is a highly relevant part of the nature of the human being. 


After examining all of the texts through a microscope of scrutiny, I definitely decided there were certain texts that really resonated with me, texts that I could easily draw from.. then there were some other ones. The two that I had a really hard time in trying to relate to were Capon and Ridley, more so Capon. I felt that Ridley’s analytical and scientific approach to things really worked with what he was trying to prove... the validity of the selfish gene. Some of his stories were far-fetched... and beyond being amusing. Some of the examples he used, I felt were highly irrelevant and distracted away from his actual message. As far as Capon goes, I enjoyed reading the actual book. The lessons through parables is a very effective and creative way to get your point across. I felt that there was a lot of redundancy to what he had to say, and to be honest... I was easily bored with reading that book. 


The two books I obviously loved were Truitt’s and Edson’s. Being an artist, nearly anything and everything that Truitt talked about experiencing, I’ve been there. It is much easier to relate something as obscure as the way humans act to something that you are passionate about. Truitt’s poetic style and use of vivid words and mention of colors frequently really kept me interested in the story. It also set the mood of the story fairly appropriately. Where to begin with Wit? I absolutely fell in love with this story... enough to where I actually reread it a couple of times. The human nature, unlike Ridley’s, was very subtle and masked underneath layers of beautiful silky, poetic cloth. Even though Vivian isn’t the most lovable character, she’s very real. I think this makes me more susceptible to being able to relate to her and her struggles. The ending scene is what really did it for me though... “Susie lifts the blanket. Vivian steps out of the bed. She walks away from the scene, toward a little light. She is now attentive and eager, moving slowly toward the light. She takes off her cap and lets it drop. She slips off her bracelet. She loosens the ties and the top gown slides to the floor. She lets the second gown fall. The instant she is naked, and beautiful, reaching for the light-” (66). She is like a phoenix, being reborn from the ashes, a clean new baby from its mother’s womb. We as humans, and especially me, can appreciate rebirth and a fresh start. Success usually follows. 


So, now that I’ve went through all of that critical thinking, I must pose this question... what really IS human nature? The human condition? Is there a clear-cut, pretty Webster definition, like the one at the beginning of my paper? In all reality, human nature is everything. The way we react to certain stimuli. Our tendency to be self-absorbed, to take advantage, to find solace in art as well as in nature. Our innate ability to shut down when things become too much to handle, yet how we can just as easily learn from that. We live the human condition every single day that we take a breath. It’s in all of us, whether we like it or not, whether we accept it or not. We are humans, we will forever act as humans, even if sometimes it is not the prettiest.

“A man sooner or later discovers that he is the master-gardener of his soul, the director of his life.” ~ 
James Allen

