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THE NATURE OF 
HUMANNESS 

J O N A T H A N  MARKS 

GREAT minds and not-so-great minds have wrestled with the problem of defining 
what makes us human, thereby formally differentiating us from the rest of the 
world's creatures. Perhaps the earliest attempt on record is that of the philosopher 
Plato, who defined a human as a two-legged animal without feathers; Diogenes of 
Sinope put the lie to that definition by brandishing a plucked chicken. Over two 
millennia later the American humorist Mark Twain (Samuel Langhorne Clemens) 
wrote that 'Man is the Only Animal that blushes. Or needs to.' 

Plato emphasized the derived (or newly evolved) human traits of bipedalism and 
loss of body hair; Mark Twain emphasized the derived human traits of modesty 
and embarrassment, which emerge from the development of a normative code of 
behaviour and its violation. Both are correct, for there is an extensive suite of 
features that have emerged, principally in the human line, since we and our closest 
ape relatives became separate species. 

However, these features are descriptive, not defining. In the post-Darwinian 
world, being human is formally to be a part of an evolving lineage, itself composed 
of potential mates and potential competitors for mates. Of course, that pool of 
potential mates and competitors generally possesses suites of physical features that 
permit the species to occupy a specific ecological niche, and that differentiate its 
members from those of other evolving lineages. However, if the species were 
reduced to a list of such differentiating traits, a species could not evolve, it could 
only be redefined, which goes against contemporary ideas of what a species is (Hull 
1976). Thus, we think formally of a species in terms of reproductive compatibility, 
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with the trait-list as helpful identifiers, rather than as a set of organisms that share a 
particular suite of attributes. 

This helps us escape from the trap of establishing a formal definition of Homo 
sapiens that would involve a list of key features. Instead, we can talk about 
the adaptive divergence of our lineage from the others of the African ape clade 
(a group of species comprising one another's closest relatives), that gave rise to 
us; and we can talk about some principal identifiers of members of the lineage. 
But 'being human' biologically-that is to say, being a part of the extant species 
Homo sapien-is not constituted by the possession of a set of features, but 
rather by the relation to the other parts of the evolving lineage. Thus, the 
question, 'Should an organism with a particular set of properties be considered 
human or not?' is unanswerable, for it misplaces an emphasis on the parts 
themselves, rather than on the relation of the organism in question to other 
living beings. 

This confusion can be seen in Louis Leakey's famous telegram to Jane Goodall, 
upon learning of the latter's observations of chimpanzee termite-fishing: 'Now we 
must redefine tool, redefine man, or accept chimpanzees as human.' Actually none 
of these alternatives is necessary-we simply have to avoid confusing the attributes 
of species for definitions of species. 

Among modern philosophers, the first to explore the political implications of 
human nature was the influential seventeenth-century writer Thomas Hobbes. 
Hobbes imagined that the essence of human existence was a state of individualism 
and war-all against all-which required a strong, centralized monarchy to keep it 
in check. Hobbes and his immediate successors, even those who disagreed funda- 
mentally with his conclusions, such as John Locke, looked to the indigenous 
Americans as exemplars of natural man. Their assumption was that people with 
the most primitive technologies would express humanity in its most instinctual 
form, the least shielded by modern social and technological inventions. 

Eighteenth-century philosophers were divided on the issue of the relationship 
between primitive life and civilization (Fig. 10.1). Some followed Hobbes in seeing 
civilization as a beneficial restraint upon a bestial human core. Others, such as 
Jean- Jacques Rousseau, saw civilization as decadent, and proceeded to romanticize 
primitive life. All, however, followed Hobbes in seeing non-Europeans as more 
natural expressions of the human condition, being somehow less enveloped by the 
products of human agency and history that we now call culture. 
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Fig. 10.1. During the Enlightenment scholars debated the nature of  being human 
by contrasting us with culturally inflected images o f  apes. 

Following the initial burst of interest in the American Indians as avatars 
of human nature, other indigenous peoples subsequently came to fill that niche. 
At the turn of the twentieth century Australian aborigines were widely seen in such 
a fashion, followed in a few decades by the KhoiSan and Yanomamo. 

This is rooted, however, in a pre-modern anthropology, in which human 
societies can be ranked along a linear scale of civilization or 'culture', in its original 
English usage from E. B. Tylor (1871). The less 'cultural' peoples exhibited, by 
implication, more 'nature'. As reformulated by Franz Boas, however, all peoples 
possess their own complete 'cultures', and are consequently as fully cultural, and 
reciprocally as fully natural, as one another (Stocking 1966). All human beings are 
seen to be enmeshed in a network of social relations, meanings, and technologies, 
and express themselves through the powerful symbolic medium of language. 

This view is an outgrowth of the philosophy and methodology of cultural 
relativism, and allows us to circumvent the question of whether civilization 
constitutes improvement or decadence. Civilization is now seen to be better in 
some ways, worse in others; but since all cultures are functional and effective (in 
serving basic human needs and in symbolically unifylng the group), their relative 
merits against one another are considered to sum to zero. 

This being the case, we can see all people as being equally 'cultural' creatures, and 
none affording a clearer glimpse of a partly veiled human nature than any other. 
This, however, has proven to be a difficult intellectual step many scholars to take. 
Even some contemporary anthropologists have difficulty in not seeing contempor- 
ary foraging societies as more naturally human than industrial societies. Thus, 
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foragers 'are certainly the most useful exemplars of humans in the present.. . . 
When we compare humans with other species with respect to traits like diet, group 
size, home range, mating system, or mortality rates, we need to measure these traits 
in foragers, not agricultural populations, if we are to understand the relevant 
selective forces that shaped modern humans' (Marlowe 2005). 

But such a statement could only be true if there were some sort of specific 
equivalence between the lives of foragers in temperate climates 50,000 years ago 
and those living today in marginal environments, after centuries of trade and 
warfare with agricultural and industrialized societies. Their diet or travel patterns 
could only be more useful in understanding human evolution than our own diet or 
travel patterns if they are seen as more natural examples of the human condition. 
This would in turn mean extracting them from their own history and environment, 
which goes against the grain of modern anthropological theory and method. 

THE R E C O R D  O F  H U M A N  D I V E R G E N C E  

F R O M  T H E  A P E S  

Human nature, in any post-Darwinian conception, would have to refer to those 
attributes that ,separate us from our closest relatives, the apes. As the biologist 
George Gaylord Simpson (1966) noted, the reflexive question about one's own 
nature 'is probably the most profound that can be asked.. . .We know that it was 
being asked by the most learned humans 2000 years ago, and it is just possible it 
was being asked by the most brilliant australopithecines 2 million years ago.' 

It is generally simplest analytically to divide the many features that distinguish us 
from the apes into those that are readily detectable in the material record of human 
evolution, and those that are not. The first category incorporates the skeletal 
changes accompanied by the locomotor transition from some form of quadrupedal 
or quadrumanual behaviour to obligate bipedality; the dental differences; and the 
expansion of the human brain, with its attendant physically detectable effects 
beyond the body itself (such as upon rocks and cave walls), often regarded 
separately as the evolution of culture. The second category encompasses the 
physiological and behavioural differences, for which we have little or nothing in 
the way of a diachronic record-for example, the reduction of body hair and 
consumption of large quantities of meat-which have obviously been a part of 
human evolution, but are largely inaccessible to paleontological exploration. 

It is clear that by about 4.2 million years ago (Australopithecus anamensis), and 
very likely by as early as 6 million years ago (Orrorin tugenesis), at least one lineage 
of primates had developed the habit of bipedal locomotion. Assuming it was 
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exactly one lineage, this trait identifies them as our lineal ancestors. The apparent 
linearity of this evolution, however, is largely a product of the fact that we are the 
only surviving species of this group. 

The adoption of habitual bipedalism is uniquely human only insofar as it 
occurred on a primate frame, with considerable independence of movements of 
the pelvic and shoulder girdles. Thus, although bipedalism has evolved in different 
vertebrate groups, our bipedal primate stride is distinctly different from the bipedal 
staggering gait of a chicken, or the bipedal hopping gait of a kangaroo. However, 
since the structure of the human female's pelvis must also accommodate the 
passage of a large-brained baby through it, and brain expansion took place later 
in human evolution, it follows that modern human anatomy reflects the com- 
promises of structure and function brought on by difficult parturition, and the 
australopithecine anatomy reflects the bipedal adaptation in its 'purest' form. 

The teeth of human and ape differ principally in the relative sizes of the front 
and back teeth, the absolute size of the canine teeth (and sexual dimorphism in the 
size of that tooth), and the thickness of the enamel on the molars. Human teeth 
have relatively larger rear teeth, absolutely and relatively smaller canine teeth (and 
no sexual dimorphism in their size), and a thicker layer of enamel on the surface of 
the molars. All three of these features can be seen to some extent in the mouths of 
early australopithecines. Once again, however, we can see modern human morph- 
ology compromised by the expansion of our brain (Stedman et al. 2004); in the 
robust australopithecines, or the genus Paranthropus, all three dental features 
are foundtin a more extreme form than in modern humans. 

Finally, the skull of an australopithecine is scarcely more capacious than a chim- 
panzee's. The earliest representatives of the Homo erectus lineage (often called Homo 
ergaster) not only had the limb proportions of a modern human (long legs, short 
arms), but also the identifiable cerebral distinctions. Although their brains were only 
half the size of a modern human's, they nevertheless were considerably larger than 
chimpanzee brains. As a consequence, the possessors of those brains were able to 
adapt to a wide range of environments, both within and outside ofAfrica, and to do so 
with the aid of a specialized stone toolkit centred around the bifacial Acheulian 
'handaxe', well outside the intellectual or manual capabilities of an ape. 

The human brain reached its modern size with the emergence of archaic 
Homo sapiens (Homo sapiens heidelbergensis, although commonly elevated to Homo 
heidelbergensis) perhaps 300,000 years ago; but did not attain its modern rounded 
form, with the small face tucked under the forehead and frontal lobes, until perhaps 
150,000 years ago. It is not until tens of thousands of years later, however, that the 
material record becomes enriched by the presence of art, which is consequently more 
likely to be understood as a cultural landmark than as a biological marker. 

This permits us to see immediately the principal difficulty in studying 'human- 
ness'-for our zoological divergence from the apes was (and is) not merely 
biological, but bio-cultural. Biological and cultural aspects of the human species 
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have been co-evolving for over 2 million years, and their interdependence consti- 
tutes a fundamental recognition of the study of human diversity. It is impossible, 
and indeed, seems somewhat perverse, to imagine that we might strip away the 
cultural aspects of human existence and study its biological aspects separately, 
when they are so intertwined epistemologically and historically. Some contempor- 
ary scholars suggest that the human condition might best be called 'nature/culture' 
(Goodman, Heath, and Lindee 2003). This also highlights the difficulty in looking 
at modern foragers as more 'natural' representatives of our species, rather than 
as particular historically, economically, and ecologically situated representatives 
(Lee 1992; Chibnik 2005). 

THE H I D D E N  R E C O R D  

O F  B E C O M I N G  H U M A N  

And yet many of the most obvious physical differences between human and ape 
cannot even be discerned in that reel of skeletally detectable evolutionary high- 
lights. Many human features are not amenable to direct observation in the fossil 
record, and yet are both biological and cultural, in serving linguistic, olfactory, 
visual, social, and sexual ends. For example, under what circumstances did our 
lineage lose its warming coat of body hair-associated both with the proliferation 
of sweat glands, and with a highly enervated and muscular tongue, co-opted for 
communicative purposes and consequently compromised in its ability to dissipate 
heat through panting? 

And why did we retain that hair only in the smelliest parts of the body? When 
did the hair on the top of our head begin to grow so exceedingly long that it 
requires careful tending? How did that relate to the emergence of technologies for 
inscribing aspects of human social relations upon our bodies? 

Why did our optic sclera, or eyewhites, become so prominent, so that a person 
nearby can easily tell what (or whom) we are looking at? 

When did our penises lose their small bone, or os baculum, and become 
enlarged and pendulous? When did our breasts become enlarged, resembling 
those of apes only when the apes are lactating? And when did both of these become 
centres of erogeny and arousal, reflected in a far more lengthy and tactile copula- 
tory bout than is found in the apes? And under what circumstances did human 
sexuality assume such an extensively non-reproductive aspect? 

When did the pattern of sexual dimorphism begin to reflect not so much a 
difference in body size and canine tooth size, but a difference in body composition, 
with a female being composed of more subcutaneous body fat post-pubertally? 
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Why did humans begin making such a broad range of sounds, combining them 
in meaningful ways, and communicating sense and nonsense about their world 
though the use of these shared codes? What was pre-modern language like? 

When did humans begin to impose order upon their world, both in both its 
social and natural aspects, by classifying it? 

Could early anatomically modern people have interbred with Neanderthals; or 
were the diagnostic skeletal differences indicative of separated gene pools? Would 
our ancestors have recognized Neanderthals as potential mates and competitors for 
mates, or as just another part of the environment? 

When and how did we begin to divide right from wrong, and to identify ourselves 
as social group members on the basis of respecting a set of largely arbitrary 
conventions and taboos? 
All of these are questions that are, in a strictly philosophical sense, metaphysical, 

for there is no class of data that can conceivably answer them. In that sense they are 
all the more mysterious, in giving us more latitude to speculate about than we 
possess for the relatively few traits documented by the material record. 

Perhaps the most problematic aspect of 'human nature' is the implicit dichotomy 
between the innate or instinctual, on the one hand, and the acquired or learned, on 
the other. If we consider the two least controversial aspects of human nature, 
walking and talking, it is immediately clear (at least to any parent) that these are 
actively learned, in addition to being innate. In other words, in spite of the cultural 
diversity present in the languages spoken or in the manner of body movement, we 
are 'hard-wired' to walk and talk in some fashion; and likewise, in spite of innate- 
ness of human communication and locomotion (compared to apes), we speak and 
move in highly culturally inflected ways (compared to one another). Thus, the 
natural resides within the cultural, which complexifies any common-sense notion 
of 'human nature', and particularly any relationship it might have to human social 
behaviour. 

What, then, would 'human nature' mean, if not 'innate'? A parallel use of the 
term emphasizes innateness by considering human nature to be an outgrowth of 
our intimate ancestry held in common with the apes, as opposed to our ancestry 
separate from them. 

In both senses, our knowledge of our nature is predicated upon a knowledge of 
what apes do. Apes, however, themselves do diverse things, and what they appear to 
do is different enough from what humans do as to render suspect any attempt to 
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suggest they are somehow 'the same'--or in an evolutionary sense, homologous. 
Thus, infanticide occurs in chimpanzees and in humans; in chimpanzees it is 
generally the result of an aggressive attack upon the mother by males of a different 
group, or in a celebrated case recorded by Jane Goodall, by the female chimpanzee 
psychopaths, Passion and Pom. In humans, however, infanticide is usually carried 
out by the mother or by someone acting on her behalf, for social or economic 
reasons (Hausfater and Hrdy 1984). Is infanticide in humans and chimps thereby a 
homologue or a homonym? In a similar fashion, female chimpanzees often move 
out of their natal group at puberty; is this 'female transfer' biologically similar or 
symbolically similar to the patrilocal residence patterns commonly encountered in 
humans? 

Moreover, even if we accept the tenuous evidence that the behaviours are 
biologically homologous, does that imply anything at all about the 'naturalness' 
of child murder or of bride capture? Are they to be tolerated as simply reflections of 
our inner ape, or to be suppressed as relics of a bestial heritage? This quandary 
expresses the dilemma of the naturalistic fallacy, in which a moral stand is 
rationalized by recourse to biology; it is a fallacy because the biological data do 
not tell us whether the behaviour in question is acceptable or not. That is to say, the 
biology is irrelevant to the real issue of good and bad. Humans are both descend- 
ants of apes and divergent from apes; and while apes go naked and sleep in the 
trees, humans could, but universally do not. Our assessment of a human who 
chooses to go naked and sleep in the trees is independent of ape behaviour, and 
must rather suggest the presence of a possibly serious social pathology. 

In part, this view of human nature is related to a tradition in primatology that 
sees the behaviour and thought of non-human primates as an unproblematically 
simpler version of human behaviour and thought. While it is easy enough to 
envision a partly formed human in the body or mind of an ape, this image lies 
more in the mind of the observer than in the nature of the beast. The relevance of 
apeness to humanness must, by its very definition, be principally a contrast; and yet 
the obvious similarity as well almost demands that we acknowledge our inner ape 
in some way. A large category of such demands was dismissed by an earlier 
generation of evolutionary scientists, such as Julian Huxley (1947), George Gaylord 
Simpson (1949), and Sherwood washburn (1978), as the 'nothing-butism' school, 
wherein humans are taken to be 'nothing but' gussied-up apes, by downplaying or 
ignoring the uniquely derived features associated with human evolution. Since that 
generation's critique, however, the school of 'nothing-butism' has periodically 
flourished, in forms such as Desmond Morris's 'naked ape' (1967) and Richard 
Wrangham's 'demonic males' (Wrangham and Peterson 1996). 

The problem with 'nothing-butism', which sees human behaviours as essentially 
unchanged ape behaviours, is that it is consequently effectively anti-Darwinian. 
Evolution is about change. We see many similarities between the chimpanzee's foot 
and the human's foot, for they are built of roughly the same parts, in roughly the 
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same relations. Yet the chimp foot is a grasping structure and the human foot is a 
weight-bearing structure. Without denying the grasping ancestry of the human 
foot, it is an ineffective grasping structure in our species presently, and any 
attempt to understand it fundamentally as something other than a weight-bearing 
structure would be futile, indeed perverse. Moreover, to try to understand our 
foot as a grasping structure because it is such in a different species would be 
un-Darwinian-if by Darwinism we mean the study of biological change-for 
such a study would be proceeding as if there were, rather, no evolution at all. The 
same criticism can be levelled at the analysis of human behaviour that argues 
directly from its apparent similarities in chimpanzees. The human brain is three 
times the size of the chimpanzee's homologue, and the thoughts it produces are 
necessarily quite different in function and performance-for communicating, 
socializing, and surviving in a largely symbolic world of our ancestors' construc- 
tion-than are those of a chimpanzee. 

On the other hand, if we choose to contrast ourselves against the chimpanzee, our 
unique history should imbue us, as it would any other species, with innate special- 
izations of the body and mind. While those specializations of the body are well known 
(associated with our unique abilities to walk and talk, as noted), those particularities 
of the mind are more difficult to establish. Humans think and do a great many things, 
both as individuals and as groups. Anthropologists have long dismissed the search for 
human behavioural universals as a fool's errand, after it became clear that superficial 
similarities (such as totemism) might have very different historical origins in different 
peoples, and other such apparent similarities (such as smoking) might have radically 
different local meanings for different peoples. What appear to be 'the same' are thus 
often quite diverse in their expression and meaning, and commonly reflect categories 
of scholarly classification and analysis more than any global uniformities of intent and 
act (Helmreich and Paxson 2005). 

Nevertheless, this kind of thought about human nature is common in evolu- 
tionary psychology, wherein supposedly pan-human universals of thought or deed 
are ascribed to modules of human brain function. These universals are sometimes 
expressed as what is normative in most known societies, or what is expressed by 
most people, or what is sometimes expressed by diverse peoples. While leaving 
open the question of how to interpret the exceptions, it needs to be observed that 
these three lines of evidence adduced for inferring human nature are themselves 
quite heterogeneous and subject to different constraints (Rose and Rose 2000). 
What is normative in most societies may be a function of contact and colonialism; 
what is expressed by most people may be a rational response to a common 
problem; and what is sometimes expressed by diverse peoples may be only tenu- 
ously connected to the commonsensical meaning of human nature, being instead 
an expression of what some or all humans are capable of under extreme circum- 
stances. Art, for example, seems to be such a feature. It eventually has appeared 
wherever humans have, yet lags tens of thousands of years behind the presence of 



the modern human form everywhere. ~t thus appears to be a discovery, rather than 
a biological mutation, and thus is probably more akin to the ubiquitous human 
ability to drive a car than to the ubiquitous upright bipedal stride that would seem 
to be more appropriately regarded as an aspect of human nature (ignoring, of 
course, the performative diversity in human movement). 

LEGACY 
........................ . ............................................................................................................. ... ............ .. .................. .. .............. 

It is to the ancient Greeks that we owe the idea that each kind of thing has its own 
distinct essence or nature. To Aristotle, such natures were transcendent and 
immutable; but in the post-Darwinian world we know that they cannot exist as 
such (Lloyd and Crowley 2003). However the natures of species may exist, they are 
not as Aristotle conceived them. Moreover, any human phenotype is both the 
proximate and ultimate products of culture as well as of DNA. In an 'ultimate' 
sense, culture preceded the human species and thus helped comprise the environ- 
ment to which the human gene pool adapted. And in a 'proximate' sense, culture 
co-determines the growth and development of the body, at the very least. 

Consequently, it is difficult to envision a non-cultural human nature, or even 
what such a thing might mean-as it is a contradiction of both the facts of human 
evolution and human biology. After all, we can readily agree that speaking English, 
going to church, eating with a fork, and dodging falling boulders are hardly human 
nature. The first three are accidents of history, and the last is a reflexive act of self- 
preservation. But what about their more general aspects-say, talking, praying, 
eating, and trying to survive? All humans talk (in different languages, of course), 
many humans pray (to different things), all animals eat, and everything tries to 
survive. Probably the only one of these that would be generally acceptable as 
exemplary of human nature is talking, or more specifically, the cognitive processes 
underlying language, as, for example, the linguist Noam Chomsky has argued. And 
yet even this requires extensive hermeneutics to construct an underlying human 
nature out of the diversity of human utterances. And when we are done, we have 
identified as human nature the fairly nebulous attribute of 'grammar' (Pinker 
1994), whose instantiations are highly culturally specific. However useful the 
analytic separation of language from speech acts may be, it is not clear that there 
is any biological or evolutionary understanding at all to be gained from it-since 
they certainly did not evolve separately from one another. 

In a similar fashion, we can examine aspects of our lives as familiar as clothing, 
blasphemy, football, and haircuts. Clothing is obviously highly variable across 
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space and time, and thus cannot be human nature per se, and yet covering the 
hairless body is likely to be as old as the occupation of temperate climates by 
early hominids. Blasphemy is likewise highly culturally specific; and yet once 
language had evolved, and the cognitive symbolic distinction between sacred and 
profane had developed, it seems inevitable that a verbal invocation of profanity 
would be meaningful. While the particulars of 'football' might be different in 
England, Canada, Australia, and the United States, could it not be seen as a 
convergence of the significance of play in the lives of developing primates (Dolhi- 
now 1999), and of group identity in a peculiarly symboling species? And finally, 
while hairstyles vary over time and space, there is something very unique about a 
mammalian species whose hair obstructs its vision, and commonly obstructs the 
nasal and oral cavities as well-unless tended. Grooming the hair conveys social 
information symbolically, and it is consequently reasonable to infer that this 
particular zoological oddity co-evolved with the development of the symbolic 
mental and technological capabilities that render it meaningful (Thierry 2005). 

Thus, we find ourselves squarely in the realm of naturelculture as we try to make. 
evolutionary sense of clothing, blasphemy, football, and haircuts. As a culturally 
specific instantiation, each is mundane, and indeed may be quite trivial; but as 
broader examples of something, there may be sense to be made of these things 
in the context of human evolution. 

But human nature in this case, while descriptive, is neither separable from 
culture, nor by any means explanatory. There is no sense in which the brassiere, 
'god-damn', a goal-line defence, or a crewcut is explained by human nature, for 
each merely is a historically specific and locally meaningful expression of whatever 
human nature is arguably there. Each is thus not so much human nature, as human 
naturelculture. Consequently, although one can encounter the argument that the 
modern epidemic of obesity is explained by a craving for sweets rooted in primate 
frugivory (Evans and Zarate 1999), nevertheless that craving for sweets is far from 
universal, and consequently inexplicable if detached from the political economy 
and history of sugar production (Mintz 1985). 

Further, it is difficult to proceed beyond the verbal argument for the reason- 
ableness of an aspect of human nature, and to test it in some scientifically valid 
sense. All we have done thus far is to have identified some ephemeral or trivial act 
and associated it with an evolutionary origin narrative. There is no formula 
available that will allow us to identify something specific amongst the minutiae 
of daily life as an expression of human nature, much less of any particular aspect 
of human nature. 

To see the problem more clearly, we must draw a philosophical distinction 
between ontology (what is) and epistemology (what can be known). Certainly, 
evolution dictates that any features that are human autapomorphies-uniquely 
derived traits, or evolutionary novelties specific to the human lineage-must 
be part of a human nature (Wilson 1978). But since culture intervenes in the 



expression of each of those autapomorphies, it is very difficult to identify any traits 
as 'human nature', without easily mistaking them for the more parochial and 
historically shallow things with which we are also familiar in our day-to-day 
existence, and which are manifestly the products of human agency. 

Perhaps we might focus on broad uniformities in human thought and deed. But 
broad uniformities raise certain problems. Let us say that we find 85 per cent of 
humans doing something. Can we say it is human nature? If so, what does it mean 
about the 15 per cent of people who do something else? Are they thereby not 
human? Are they mutants? Or, if we decide that both the act (what 85 per cent do) 
and its opposite (what 15 percent do) are human nature, have we then not simply 
made a trivial observation? 

These issues are compounded by two additional sets of facts: demographic and 
historical. The most widely spoken language in the world is Mandarin Chinese, 
spoken by nearly a fifth of the human species. Is that because it is deeply rooted in a 
basic human nature to speak Mandarin Chinese, or because there are simply so 
many people in Asia that the number is a demographic accident, rather than a 
manifestation of human nature? Alternatively, we may observe that about one- 
third of the people in the world are Christians. Is that a basic fact of human nature, 
or rather, just a consequence of aggressive evangelism? 

In the cases of Christianity and Mandarin Chinese, the answers are fairly 
obvious, for a religion and a language are clearly acquired during the course of 
one's life. But what about something hazier, such as the widespread differences in 
behaviour and attitude between men and women, or the features a person may find 
attractive in a sexual partner? 

Here we begin to see aspects of 'human nature' that commonly reveal a deep 
anti-democratic ideology at its core. If humans have a distinct nature apart from 
other species, does it not stand to reason that different kinds of humans would each 
have distinctive natures? And indeed, while it is no longer tolerable in mainstream 
science to attempt to identify race-based inequalities of endowment, it is still 
surprisingly acceptable to identify presumptive sex-based inequalities. The male 
nature and female nature commonly come to oppose one another, in this argu- 
ment; after all, men and women are physically distinct-should they not have 
different natures as well? Humans are sexually dimorphic, like the great apes, but in 
some ways that parallel ape sexual dimorphism (such as body size), in other ways 
that do not (such as having small, non-dimorphic canine teeth), and still other 
ways that have no parallel in the primates (such as body composition). Some other 
sexually dimorphic features are related to parturition and nursing, and there are 
arguably subtle sexually dimorphic aspects of the brain. But the relation of any of 
these to any naturally-based differences in thought and behaviour between men 
and women is quite obscure. - 

By the middle of the twentieth century it had become commonplace to distin- 
guish between biologically based male-female differences and culturally based 
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ideas of masculinity and femininity. The former was regarded as sex, and the latter 
segregated as gender. In spite of average physical or somatic sexual differences, 
the discovery of average differences in intellectual performance has remained 
problematic and is recognized to be highly culturally inflected. Nevertheless, the 
passion for discovering such presumptive traits, and thus revealing ostensibly 
innate inequalities, has undergone a renaissance in evolutionary psychology (Lan- 
caster 2004). 

Some evolutionary psychologists have argued that it is human nature for a man 
to be maximally attracted to a woman with a 2 : 3 ratio of the waist circumference to 
the hip circumference. After all, when you show silhouettes of women's figures to 
men all over the world, you find them to express a preference for a 2 : 3 waist-to-hip 
ratio (Singh 1993). A more critical observer might note that a 2 : 3 waist-to-hip ratio 
is the glamorized figure of Hollywood starlets (36-24-36, in inches), and might 
wonder whether that broad male preference is actually a facet of an evolved human 
nature, or simply a reflection of the universal exposure of people to the values 
expressed in modern Hollywood movies and other forms of mass entertainment. 

To test that hypothesis, anthropologists working with a fairly short, stocky group 
of people known as the Matsigenka, living high in the Peruvian Andes, asked them 
the same questions about their preferences in women's figures. And they found, 
contrary to the uncritical assertions about human nature, that the Matsigenka 
men preferred women shaped just like their women are shaped-and not like 
Marilyn Monroe (Yu and Shepard 1998). A similar study among the thin Hadza 
in East Africa found a similar result. 

Thus, it seems that this 'universal preference' is an expression of cultural 
globalization, not of human evolution-for the people least exposed to Hollywood 
tastes have preferences least like the glamorized Hollywood ideal. 

There is a crucial cautionary tale associated with this research, however. These 
kinds of critical experiments are becoming more and more difficult to perform, 
as the economic and social forces entangled in American popular culture reach 
even the most remote peoples on earth. When everyone has been exposed to the 
same cultural information and values, it will be impossible to distinguish those 
broad uniformities that are the result of being human from those regularities that 
are the result of living in an increasingly homogeneous society. 

If we had the genes of a dog, we would go 'woof woof' and run around on all  fours. 
Our own genes compel us to learn to walk on two legs and to say 'archaeology', if 
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we please. That is the root of something very real, the present products of human 
ancestry. But that is neither a purely biological nor innate human nature, because it 
is human nature to be cultural. The fundamental fallacy lies in conceptualizing 
human nature as if it were separable from culture. 

Three qualifiers are important to acknowledge in any scholarly quest for human 
nature. First, the very term itself is loaded with value, for the opposite of 'human 
nature' would necessarily be either unnatural or non-human. If we consider 
heterosexuality as human nature, we implicitly pathologize homosexuality. Yet 
homosexuality may simply be another aspect of the broader human nature that 
rends sexuality from reproduction, and enmeshes both in a cultural web of feelings 
and meanings. If we consider this to be human naturefculture, rather, character- 
ized by both heterosexuality and homosexuality, then we depathologize the latter 
and minimize the distinction between the two, in focusing on their common 
aspects (non-reproductive and polysemic sexuality), rather than on their differ- 
ences. 

The second qualifier is that humans behave not just in the context of their 
biological evolutionary status as Homo sapiens, but also as products of their social 
history, class, gender, ethnic group, and as members of other meaningful categor- 
ies. Identifying a presumptively biological human nature from gross generaliza- 
tions about behaviour necessarily entails controlling for these other homogenizing 
cultural variables. Thus, while one commonly encounters the claims that women 
widely prefer wealthy men as partners, one can only make sense of these claims by 
controlling for the global cultural networks that co-produce human knowledge and 
values. Empirically we discover that the preference of wealthy men is found most 
strongly in those places where women are denied access to resources or property on 
their own. Consequently, such a preference for wealthy men (regardless of the 
obvious fact that wealth is itself locally defined and is in turn predicated upon an 
assumption of the naturalness of gross social and economic inequalities) is most 
reasonably understood as a rational response to a situation in which a woman is 
less likely than a man to have access to resources (Wood and Eagly 2002). It may be 
worth nothing that the first generation of modern anthropologists consciously 
used exotic fieldwork as a means of debunking the naturalizing discourses that had 
unconsciously inscribed familiar Euro-American values upon the supple core of 
what seemed naively to be human nature. 

Third, Euro-American philosophy since medieval times has tended to invoke 
human nature (or, more broadly, 'natural law') as a justification for moral or legal 
action. This reached its nadir in the conservative politics of the late nineteenth 
century, retrospectively known as 'Social Darwinism', which invoked natural in- 
equalities as the root of social and political hierarchies. The poor and the colonized 
had simply lost in the'competitive struggle for existence; the wealthy and the 
dominant had won. And, as it was the latter group upon whom the burden of 
human progress rested, any attempt to improve the lives of the rest of the world 



would represent a subversion of nature, and would retard the inexorable and 
beneficent march of civilization. This argument was widely brandished to ration- 
alize vices ranging from crass avarice to genocide. Any subsequent attempt to 
naturalize human differences must consequently be held up to a high standard of 
evidence. ' 

Unfortunately, few claims of any merit are able to meet such standards, and 
consequently most such claims carry merely the force of rhetoric or common sense 
behind them. Thus, while it may well be our 'nature' to think dichotomously, or to 
be aggressive occasionally if you think you can get away with it, to trust the people 
you know best, or to ascribe historical-produced differences in social or political 
status to the differences reflected in sex or race, it is difficult to say much more than 
that with any degree of rigour. What can be said rigorously about human nature 
must generally be phrased in a nebulous or weak fashion, such as 'sporadic 
aggressive conflicts between groups', 'sexual desire principally directed at non- 
kin', or 'xenophobia'. The problem with these generalizations lies in the culturally 
constructed nature of the very human groups to which they refer-from families to 
races-so that whatever relations that exist between them again cannot be distinct 
from culture. And what is most casually ascribed to human nature most often turns 
out to be wrong, if not fatuous (such as 'belief in anthropomorphic deities', 
'propensity to rape', or 'the seven-year itch'). 

According to Konner (zoo2), 'some still deny that human nature exists. It is 
difficult to understand what this denial means.' What it means is that we seem to 
have two incompatible ways of thinking about human nature: one in which human 
nature is analytically separable from culture, and thus amounts to the paradoxical 
study of humans as if they were not human; and another in which the concept of 
human nature is largely senseless, for there cannot be human nature apart from 
culture. If culture is both our ancestry and a major part of our contemporary 
environment, and is a co-producer of all modern human phenotypes, physical and 
behavioural, then human nature is not so much something to be denied, as 
something rather to be reconceptualized. 

CONCLUSION: T H E  C O N T R I B U T I O N  

O F  A R C H A E O L O G Y  

While our study of the origins of human features examines diverse aspects of the 
human condition, it has not enabled us to pinpoint the origin of a category 
'human' in contrast to the nearest taxonomically distinct relative. This relative 
would be the Neanderthals (Homo sapiens neanderthalensis, or occasionally Homo 
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neanderthalensis) and their contemporaries outside of Europe (H. s. heidelbergensis, 
see above). And yet, in places like Eastern Europe and the Middle East, remains of 
Neanderthals are often not as easily discernible from modern humans as they are in 
central France. 

In practice, archaeology answers the question by reference to a single key feature: 
a chin. While there is nothing particularly adaptively profound about the chin, it 
affords a key marker of identification by which we distinguish skulls with mixtures 
of human and Neanderthal features and allocate them to one or the other category. 
In other words, then, the ultimate feature that actually 'makes us human' is simply 
a recession of the mid-face, including especially the mandibular alveolus. What 
remains at the bottom of the jawbone is a 'mental eminence'--or a chin-present 
to greater or lesser degree in all people classified as modern human, and absent in 
the lowest taxon against which we are zoologically contrasted. Thus does archae- 
ology strip away the awe and mystery from a question of universal interest-what 
is it that makes us human?-and reduce it, so to speak, to its bare bones. 

Archaeology and ethnography have combined to demonstrate the considerable 
impact of cultural factors upon the human expression of social, ecological, and life- 
history variables that are regularly tallied for other species by ecologists. The quest 
for a behavioural human nature, to compare with that of non-human primates, 
would lead us to characterize the human species as follows: 

Homo sapiens 
Habitat-variable and flexible, dependent upon exploitative technology. 
Social group size-variable and flexible, dependent upon environment, subsist- 

ence economy, kinship, residence patterns, and urbanism. 
Diet-variable and flexible, dependent upon availability, extraction technology, 

economic system, and arbitrary prohibitions. 
Home range-variable and flexible, dependent upon ecology and economy. 
Dispersal patterns-variable and flexible by residence and economy. 
Division of labour-variable and flexible, by age, sex, occupation, and status. 
Mating system-variable and flexible, with diverse forms of sexuality often com- 

plemented by marriage. 
Communication-variable and flexible, centred on largely arbitrary symbolic 

systems of meaning. 
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