INTRODUCTION:  NATURAL HUMANITY

Humans are naturally social, but civilization gets in our way.
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(Each of thirty sections will begin with a panel from the Speed Bump, by Dave Coverly)


World conflict, corporate greed and inconsiderate behaviors erode our faith in humanity.  Fortunately for us, humanity is not the problem.  Many civilized problems, along with our increasing cynicism for ever resolving our problems, result from being misinformed about our natural conditions.  We are naturally social, but civilization gets in our way.  This book provides guidance to humanity’s natural path for well-being; detailing the natural altruism that needs to overcome modern alienation, indulgence and exploitation to improve both your life and the world.


Are we naturally bad, victims of original sin?  Are we naturally good as spiritual descendants from God?  We might get caught up in one fixed belief or the other but if we truly look into ourselves and observe the behaviors of others the answer is undeniable:  we’re both.  We vary in our “goodness” or “badness” from one individual to the next and even within the same individual.  There are consequences from succumbing to fixed beliefs, particularly the one that holds we are naturally bad.  I learned this early on.


When I was a junior in high school a vocabulary word engulfed me in spiritual darkness.  The word was misanthrope, defined as a belief that all human behavior was self-motivated.  For better or worse I was always a thinker, and the more I thought about the word misanthrope the more I became convinced of its apparent truth.  Thankfully, a penny saved me from my mental morass.


The next December after graduating from high school I had a revelation while Christmas shopping.  At first I walked through the crowded mall witnessing the behavior around me with the lens of a misanthrope.  Selfish kids were tugging at their parent’s shirt, pestering them about what they wanted for Christmas.  Selfish adults were complaining about what presents they could buy other adults that would satisfy some self-interested social contract.  I could see the dollar signs in each shopkeeper’s eyes as they indulged their customers.


After an hour of shopping I came across the food court, with smells of pizza and fried foods filling the air.  I decided a strawberry ice cream cone would hit the spot, with the cool, creamy texture and taste of strawberry melting in my mouth.  I got in line at a Baskin and Robbins counter right behind an elderly, disheveled woman.  The line moved well; ice cream in December was not in big demand.  The elderly woman paid for her order by placing fifteen cents on the counter, but the clerk informed her there was a penny tax.  She looked distressed as she rummaged in her purse.  I responded to her distress by grabbing a penny from my pocket and plunking it down on the counter.


Why did I detect a look of concern on this stranger’s face?  The simple answer is because I could.  We all read emotions pretty well, that is part of being human.  Why did I bother with the penny for a stranger?  The misanthrope would say the cause was to boost my own self-esteem, or to get the line moving, or because I’ve learned that general reciprocity makes a better world for me to live in.  Though I was a misanthrope up until that moment I did not accept any of those motivations for my altruistic behavior.


Instead, I felt compassion for a total stranger who seemed to be down on her luck and I behaved out of pure altruism without any thinking or “self-motivation” involved.  As much as my mind wanted me to believe that my behavior was self-motivated my heart would not allow it.  My new conclusion, based on my own experiential evidence, was that not all human behavior is self-motivated.


Until that moment I had not realized my spiritual impoverishment since high school.  I had been on a path towards becoming a Scrooge.  I skipped down the crowded mall with a buoyant spirit.  I went up the down escalator and down the up escalator.  I became a child at heart once more; similar to what might be called born again.


I indeed was saved from a life of cynicism.  I now saw things differently in that crowded mall.  I saw kids snuggling up to their parents on benches as they took a break from shopping.  I saw young lovers walking hand-in-hand as they strolled and looked at displays.  I saw shopkeepers with an obvious talent and love for waiting on people.  Not everybody was like this, of course, but enough for me to think to myself, as I have thought ever since:  “Humanity is good!” … or at least social.


The impact on my life of that penny spent is one of the most profound experiences anyone can have.  Nothing is going to affect your outlook and the paths you choose in life as much as what you believe about humanity.  When I later went to college I did not automatically accept popular but unproven assumptions such as “the selfish gene” or “the invisible hand of self-interest.”  Instead, I’ve always delighted in those moments of pure altruism that, rare as they may be in a civilized society, continually frame a goodness in humanity.


Though science may be guilty of circular reasoning that leads to assumptions such as “the selfish gene,” I find science now to be a saving grace for western culture.  Science ultimately depends on dynamic experience, not on the scholarship of static beliefs.  Though many of us are not comfortable with the mathematical or technological tools used to further science, we all were born scientists.  We all were given the ability to make educated guesses from our own experiences, and strengthen or adjust our guesses with further experience.  That is the essence of science.


By honestly valuing and experiencing our own lives as a scientist might we can discover many problems with traditional western beliefs, including some perpetuated by dogmatic miscarriages of science.  This inspirational guide draws from my own experiences as a wilderness backpacker, as a lifelong resident of a small village and as a highly trained scientist.  These experiences refute the assumption that all human behavior is self-motivated.  As both you and I know if we give due credence to our own observations and experiences, human intent and behavior is variable.


Human variability is due to all the choices for our beliefs and behaviors we independently develop.  Our natural independence of mind, body and soul forms our trademark, without which we lose a part of being human.  When Enlightenment philosophers such as John Locke rationalized “natural rights” that require a governing body to maintain they confused the distinction between natural independence and the “liberties” that we wholly depend on government to provide.  Forgetting the truth about our natural independence loses sight about what makes us human.


Though humans vary tremendously as individuals, we evolved with a common survival strategy.  Simply put, we are not bacteria.  Bacteria use a survival strategy of maximizing resource consumption, advantaging each individual separately.  In contrast, there are organisms that evolved with a social survival strategy, where individuals moderate consumption and sacrifice for the good of the group.  Due to a natural belonging we feel towards each other humans survive through social sacrifice, service and loyalty, behaving more like wolves than bacteria.  When we buy into “survival of the fittest” mantras or become cynical about humanity we forget the truth about our natural belonging.


As an altruistic species we naturally evolved to be egalitarian with our decision-making.  Since everyone had a direct stake in the social survival strategy of an intimate group everyone had their say in how that was to occur.  Thus democracy was not born out of modern or even classical laws, but out of our very own natural condition.  Dependency on laws to constrain “human nature” for democracy’s sake reveals we have forgotten that a natural democracy involves neither laws nor representatives.


Save for hermits, humans totally depend on social structures to survive.  Early nomadic cultures depended on small, intimate bands that fostered social responsibility towards each other.  Civilized cultures depend on large, anonymous organizations such as nation states, interest groups and corporations that relieve us of personal responsibility.  Allegiance or commitment to these large groups as a whole may be required, but we can patriotically wave our flags with emboldened delusions of our own individualism.  We forget the truth that social responsibility, not indulged individualism, once made our social systems work.


Perhaps the most clueless Enlightenment philosopher in regards to human nature was Thomas Hobbes, who claimed that our natural condition was “solitary, poor, nasty, brutish and short.”  Because of his misanthropic assumptions Hobbes concluded that paternal government needed to save bestial humanity from ourselves by providing order and security for us.  Hobbes concluded this from misinformed observations of “industrial man,” not “natural man,” thus failing to understand that the isolation and insecurities of industrial man were caused, not ameliorated, by anonymity and paternalism.  Paternalism causes us to forget the truth that our quality of life depends naturally on how well we live with others, not on how long anonymous, paternal sources can help us live.


Most guides for enhancing our lives focus on the individual.  The focus of this guide is very much on our natural social conditions, for that is the wellspring for a natural path towards well-being.  We evolved to be altruistic, as researched and recorded by ecologists and cultural anthropologists.  In contrast to what many great civilized scholars pontificate, being civilized has been an invasive species to the altruistic soul.


I wrote a previous book called Systems out of Balance with original research and number crunching that served as a referential guide for explaining how misinformation throws our social systems out of balance.  Our biggest problem is being critically misinformed about who we are as natural human beings.  We have been conditioned to think that our own natural “badness” gets in the way of any social system working up to its potential.  Such a cultivated attitude empowers and benefits the civilized and centralized social structures that seek to govern our lives, but quite the opposite is true.  Civilized systems, not human nature, need to change when society falters.


This guide encourages us to resist the misinformation and social confusion civilization generates to indoctrinate us with civilized yet antisocial beliefs and behaviors.  Recalling the five forgotten truths about our natural independence, belonging, equality, responsibility and quality of life empowers us to seek the natural path for well-being.  Along this path we can improve our lives as the naturally social creatures we evolved to be.  We even might realize such humanitarian goals as social justice and world peace!
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