
Nature/Nurture

We all have had many arguments that have – if given enough time – boiled down to a simple 
model. It is this model which contains the fundamentals between the two viewpoints. Indeed, we 
see it  increasingly  often online,  in comment sections to various videos and articles where the 
contributors use much more heightened and aggressive language than they probably use in real 
life.  Often  these  peter-out  to  a  point  where  there  clearly  remain  two  sides  of  an  argument:  
liberalism versus conservatism; evolution versus creationism; Hendrix versus Page etc. It's at this 
point,  when the chasm is  clearly  apparent where the argument ends. This is a no-go-zone,  a 
source of pointless hours of arguments which go around and around in discourse, the participants 
pretending not to be basing their polemic in ideology. It never resolves, and quickly becomes a 
bore. 

But the reasons for this are indeed vastly more interesting than the contents of the arguments 
themselves. It is so due to the nature of the polemics at this point. All the flesh of the viewpoints 
has, now, been done away with and the bare skeletons remain. We can see clearly where the 
debaters stand. Each is well delineated and repeatedly sticks to his or her guns. It's now that each 
will make the most obviously weak arguments, the stronger ammunition having been spent, tacitly 
clinging to the mainstay ideology. People will never bring up  why they adhere so strictly to their 
point of view. And this is especially obvious when arguing at this point of a debate, when all context 
has  become  abstracted.  It  also  feels  rude  to  pick  out  one's  opponent's  ideology  too.  This 
phenomenon proves, very easily, that a viewpoint of ideology cannot hold its own by itself. It needs 
these  ramifications  of  discourse,  the  spur-the-the-moment  remarks,  improvised  statistics  etc. 
Stand-alone ideology itself, therefore is a falsity. It can only exist by being bolstered by a house of 
cards.

I want to take a simple and common example to examine this a little further. This is the well known 
end-point of a disagreement known as 'nature versus nurture'. It is perhaps  the most common end 
of  debates,  outlining the gap between what is  inherent  in  us as humans and what is  learned 
through environmental  conditioning.  More often than not  it  resides in  issues such as naturally 
occurring altruism, criminals'  behaviour, the Freudian model of a very nasty human potentiality 
lying buried underneath our socially obedient outer selves – supposedly proved by the now famous 
'Stanford experiment'. (For those unfamiliar, this was a psychological experiment carried out by 
Philip Zimbardo where a group of volunteers were divided into two groups at random and asked to 
carry out a system of prisoners and guards. The experiment was famously called off after just 6 
days due to the extreme abuse that the guards were giving the prisoners).

But  the ideologies run deep behind each side of  the model.  Each way of  thinking leads to a 
plethora of ramifications. For example, there is a tendency of people on the nature side towards 
the ideology of  conservatism. One who would  argue in  favour  of  it  might  also  agree that  the 
unemployed are lazy, that there are good and bad people who hold these respective qualities 
inherently, that those who work harder in society deservedly earn higher incomes and thus society 
is meritocratic etc. This side is one which leans towards the Abrahamic religions, which opine that  
there are chosen peoples, that  we are all  naturally bad, selfish, greedy and carry original sin. 
Because we are naturally greedy and because we are living in a meritocratic society, therefore the 
right-wing doctrine of 'greed is good' holds. The same can be said of the NRA's line on firearm 
control: 'guns don't kill people, people do'. Strangely it does not occur to them that if that is the 
case,  then  having  guns  is  still  extremely  dangerous  given  how  awful  our  nature  is.  Another 
idealogical leaning of this side is towards social Darwinism.

The other side of our model, nurture, follows a different ideology. The argument here is that if all 
aspects of our behaviour are learnt, then as individuals we can learn anything and everything. 
Therefore lazy people have most likely grown up in an atmosphere without hard work, good and 
bad qualities are entirely to do with upbringing, society being less than totally meritocratic. We fall  
into whatever social band that we are born into (thus explaining the lack of social mobility). This 
line of thought would lean more towards atheism, non-theistic and poly-theistic religions, where 
less emphasis is placed on how we have been made and more emphasis on self-responsibility in 



actions and decisions during our lives.  Any altruism is broadly found in societal corners where 
generosity is cherished. In opposition to the interests of the NRA, a  nurture  person might argue 
that easy access to guns will encourage gun crime. They may also hold that a great musician is 
one who isn't born with a musical 'talent' but has arrived as this through diligence and hard work.

But, ideology aside, if we return to the argument itself we have a very simple dualistic model. On 
one side there is nature, which holds that there are elements to human behaviour that are beyond 
humans' control. These are fixed and unchanging. The other side, nurture, holds the opposite, i.e. 
that we are all born with equal potential and our actions and behaviour are governed by what we 
pick up in our environment during the course of life. This would mean that these qualities, whatever 
they are, are unfixed and unchanging.

To continue I need to bring in one more idea: evolution. Given that part of our model is naturalistic  
it would be helpful if we were to include a non-ideological fact of nature: that all species are in a 
constant  state  of  change  through  a  process  of  natural  selection.  (Given  that  many  extreme 
ideological viewpoints – such as social Darwinism mentioned earlier – use the concept of evolution 
to serve their arguments, this may be thought of as dangerous territory, but the basic elements of 
evolution rather than extrapolations are themselves non-idealogical). 

We are coming to realise that both sides are describing the same thing. Let's look at  it  in an 
interconnected way: nature is, through evolution, ever-changing. What that last sentence describes 
is  the  nurture  argument  – of  environmentally  informed change.  For example,  the ancestors of 
humans changed from walking on four legs to two. This was due to a change in surroundings, a 
factor external to humans, therefore nurture. We do, of course, tend to think of it as in our nature to 
walk on two feet, but this nature is inherently changing due to the forces of nurture. Therefore, to 
see nature as opposed to nurture is to deny evolution. 

It's now important to consider that for  nurture to change something, it  must have something to 
change. Change isn't a thing in itself, and so it needs a vehicle to be carried. Change requires a 
something. In this case of our set of arguments, it's a change in nature.

It's not that the two are linked in a yin-yang fashion, brought together as symbiosis. It is more like a 
dualism that exists simply because of the discourse that makes up its baggage. Think of Descartes' 
dualistic model of consciousness where there are two facets: the body and the mind. It's not that 
we can actually experience this, but if we were to go our whole lives without questioning it, we 
would believe it. Indeed there exists no phenomenon that suggests that consciousness is not a 
physically occurring thing. In the same way there is nothing that suggests that nature and nurture 
are two opposite explanations of the same event or phenomenon. Each is simply an incomplete 
way of looking at a whole picture.  

So the next time you find yourself in the depths of this argument, quietly ask yourself if you believe 
in evolution before proceeding.
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