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PROLOGUE

Being human

We often feel as if the most fascinating thing about being human is the astonishing range of individual differences between us. Many parents exclaim, ‘How could my own kids be so different from each other!’ Perhaps you sometimes find yourself thinking, ‘Is this person from a different planet?’ They never are, of course – and neither were Albert Einstein or Adolf Hitler. We are all human, though the differences between us sometimes make it hard to see what we have in common.

It’s particularly easy to overlook the traits we share when we are caught up in furious disagreements with each other; when our prejudices cause us to look at other people as if they are scarcely human at all; when our struggles with each other blind us to the underlying needs, desires and purposes we have in common. And yet the deepest truths about us lie in our common humanity – our shared experience of being human. In fact, the ways we resemble each other are by far the most significant thing about us.

Watch us eat, sleep, play, sing, run or walk. Watch how we fall in love; watch how we nurture our children; watch how we bond with our friends and respond to people – including total strangers – in need. Watch us sit in front of a TV, cinema or computer screen; watch our flying thumbs as we compose messages on our smartphones. Watch us laugh or cry. Watch us wait for a bus or a train, or for exam results … or for the birth of a baby. Watch us cover our open mouths in shock, or fold our arms or cross our legs.

Gasp at the remarkable similarity of our foolish vanities – our delusions of grandeur, power and control; our eager attempts to climb another notch or two up the status pole; our obsessions; our hypocrisies; our hubris; our prevarications. Marvel at our great capacity both for kindness and hatred. See how we conform, commune and congregate – have always congregated – in herds and tribes. Notice how we all worship some kind of god or other (religious or secular, spiritual or material, whether openly or furtively). Observe how we are all distracted, and sometimes corrupted, by our selfish preoccupations.

Yes, our attitudes and opinions about all sorts of things differ markedly, but it’s characteristic of us to have attitudes and opinions. We have different tastes in music, food and holiday destinations, but we all have tastes and preferences. We dress differently, though the history of fashion suggests we’re actually great conformists. ‘Don’t you make any generalisations about us,’ said a young woman in a group discussion I was once conducting as part of a research project. I looked around the room and noticed that she and all her friends were wearing black, all wore ankle boots, and all had ponytails. And they all loved Beyoncé. But they felt like unique individuals, just as we all do.

It can be intriguing to chart the vast range of human personality types. It’s tempting to divide the world into introverts and extraverts, optimists and pessimists, conservatives and progressives. Yet we are all located somewhere on whatever spectrum you care to invent – even masculine and feminine are not the discrete, binary gender categories we might once have imagined they were.

All such speculation pales into insignificance beside the central truth about us: being human, we are driven by a remarkably similar (and remarkably small) set of desires and our recurring patterns of human behaviour are so well defined, they stand out like features on a relief map. So it makes perfect sense to talk about ‘human nature’.

But what is it?

Here are seven things I would say about the experience of being human. They are not the only things to be said, by any means – you will probably disagree with some items on my list, and you may wish to add some items of your own – but they are my attempt to describe some of the most prominent characteristics of our species, at least at the present stage of our social evolution.

We are social beings

Like most other species on the planet, we like to hang out in groups – especially with people like us. We are hopeless in isolation, and can barely survive without the physical assistance and emotional support of others. We are by nature a cooperative species, because we have to be. We are utterly dependent on our ability to get along with each other in order to form the families, groups, neighbourhoods and communities that sustain us, nurture us, protect us and even define who we are.

A great deal of nonsense is spoken about this thing called ‘personal identity’, as if there might be some essential ‘me’ that I could discover by gazing in the mirror, or at my navel, or by going on a weekend retreat to ‘find myself’. Being social creatures, we won’t find our true identity in any of those places. In fact, an intense focus on ‘finding yourself’ in isolation is more likely to lead to self-absorption than self-discovery.

So where do we find ourselves? The answer is easy: by looking into the faces of the people who love us, who need us, who work with us, and who share the spaces and places where we live. Our connection to them is what defines us. Where we belong – who we belong with – tells us who we are. We are all, for example, a daughter or son; perhaps a sister or brother; a partner; a friend; a colleague; a team-mate; a neighbour. Yes, we might reject or abandon some of those connections, but we’re bound to replace them with others. If we were utterly alone, we would have no need of identity: the very concept would make no sense.

In fact, identity is only important to us because we are social beings. In the first chapter of What Makes Us Tick, we will explore the desire to be taken seriously – a deep and universal desire that reveals just how critical other people’s recognition, acknowledgement and affirmation are to our sense of self.

Reflecting on his long career as a psychotherapist, Carl Rogers wrote that when any of his clients came to a full understanding of who they were, it was always to realise that they belonged somewhere; that their identity couldn’t really be separated from a social context.

For some people, especially mystics, the sense of self goes way beyond the network of people we relate to: they report a sense of their indivisible connectedness to ‘the universe’ or ‘the cosmos’ that locates them in the broadest imaginable context – but it’s still a context.

It’s our nature as social beings that explains why social isolation now looms as a major threat to public health, especially mental health. As we became a more socially fragmented, more individualistic society (for reasons mentioned in the chapter on the desire to belong) it was almost inevitable that we would experience increased anxiety and depression – mental states already reaching epidemic proportions. For herd animals, the feeling of being cut off from the herd is deeply disturbing and psychologically hazardous. (In the criminal justice system, solitary confinement is the worst punishment we can think of.) That’s why Professor Michael Kyrios, a past president of the Australian Psychological Society, has said that maintaining social cohesion is the biggest challenge facing societies like ours.

Which is certainly not to deny that all of us need solitude. All of us need ‘me time’. But it’s worth reflecting on why we need this ‘time out’ – to meditate, to walk, to think (or not to think), to read, to sit under a tree, to play or listen to music, to paint, to ponder. We need all those things to replenish our emotional resources for the demanding business of being human; being a member of a species whose very survival depends on our willingness to take each other’s wellbeing into account and to respond to each other’s needs. ‘Time out’ is not a self-indulgence; it’s something we need to make ourselves more resilient and therefore more useful to others. (And if it is mere self-indulgence, then it will diminish, rather than enrich, our sense of what it means to be human.)

Being human, we all have to live with the tension between our sense of ourselves as unique individuals and our sense of ourselves as members of a society. No wonder we often feel conflicted and confused – we’re both independent and interdependent, all at once, and those two facets of the self are often in competition with each other. But, in the end, our responsibility to the species usually prevails: we are, by nature, cooperative, collaborative communitarians. We are at our best – and our lives seem most meaningful – when we don’t try to deny the destiny written in our DNA.

We are non-rational beings

One reason why we are so often puzzled by human behaviour, including our own, is that most of us have grown up in the grip of the Western myth that humans are essentially rational creatures; that we are distinguished from ‘lesser’ beings by our formidable intelligence; that if only we could harness our rationality, life would proceed more smoothly and predictably.

Yet the truth about us has long been captured in our own folklore: we are ruled more by the heart than the head. That’s our essential character. We are not, by nature, rational creatures at all, which is why you sometimes hear the irritated complaint: ‘Why are you being so rational about this?’ (Of course, you might also hear the equally irritated question: ‘Why can’t you be more rational?’ To which the correct reply is: ‘Because I’m human.’)

Consider the evidence. From falling in and out of love to waging war; from our superstitions to our greed; from our unbridled ambition to our capacity for violence (physical and emotional); from our anger to our pride; from our fragile egos to the inconsistency of our attitudes and the baseless passion of many of our arguments; from the irrationality of our beliefs to the absurdity of many of our most powerful convictions – that one football team is inherently superior to all others, for instance, or that one brand is preferable to an apparently identical brand in the same product category, or that a particular politician can ‘save’ us – does any of this strike you as the behaviour of a rational species?

In fact, the more you examine us, posturing and swaggering around the planet, destroying natural resources and creating all kinds of chaos, the more you are driven to the conclusion that what is remarkable about our species is that, despite the evidence to the contrary, we are capable of rational thought and behaviour.

Mind you, it takes years and years of education, training, discipline and restraint, but we can do it! We can act rationally when we have to. Motor mechanics can identify the source of the problem in your car’s transmission and repair it with consummate skill. Doctors can diagnose and treat their patients with evidence-based accuracy. Carpenters can put up a frame that’s stable and square. Students can learn how to study for exams and pass them. People can get to work on time and do a productive day’s work.

But we know that beneath this veneer of rationality are non-rational creatures who, without the requisite training and motivation, and without the social constraints that force us to be ‘sensible’, would create even more chaos and be even more unpredictable than we are.

Some of our biggest, most significant and apparently rational decisions – what job to do, whether to have children, where to live – often turn out to be more like accidents than the result of careful consideration. It’s quite hard to find people – even highly successful people – who are doing a job they had always intended to do. Many people describe their career paths as unplanned: ‘I stumbled into journalism by accident’; ‘My mate was doing dentistry, so I did it, too’; ‘It was a matter of what was available at the time.’

Perhaps the thing that should surprise us about ourselves and each other is that we are so rational, so much of the time, when that’s clearly not ‘natural’ for us: our non-rational impulses are always present, capable of derailing our attempts to be rational, or exposing them for what they are – a struggle to impose rationality.

When those mechanics, doctors, carpenters and students go home from their rational day’s work, we know they’ll be as irrational as the rest of us when it comes to their personal interactions: irritable when hungry, impatient with exuberant children (who will themselves be confused by their discovery that the very same behaviour can sometimes be regarded by their parents as charming and sometimes as naughty), neglectful of phone calls to elderly parents, angry with the wi-fi and forgetful of garbage night.

What a big mistake we make – and how insensitive it is – when we try to explain each other’s behaviour as if we were rational beings who’ve merely lapsed. If your car keys are where you are supposed to have left them, be amazed by that; don’t be amazed when they’re not.

In his 2011 book, Thinking, Fast and Slow, the Nobel Prize-winning psychologist Daniel Kahneman reminded us that we are very good at misinterpreting or misremembering the past, misunderstanding what is actually happening in the present, overestimating our own skill and underestimating the influence of chance on the trajectory of our lives.1 ‘Selective perception’ is one of the most well-established features of human psychology, which is why we are inclined to see and hear things in ways that fit our expectations or aspirations even when that sometimes means we are ignoring, rearranging or contradicting the reality. That’s not a bad summary of what it means to be irrational, is it?

When you’re trying to understand someone’s behaviour – including your own – don’t begin with the rational model; begin with this question: Which desires are driving this behaviour?

We are restless in our search for meaning

Even though, judging by our behaviour, we are not by nature rational, we like to think we are. That’s why we demand answers, explanations, even rationalisations. We seek patterns; we like to solve puzzles and resolve dilemmas; most of us have a low tolerance for ambiguity. We crave certainty. We’re great interpreters; we like to ‘make sense’ of things. We tend to believe that knowledge is power and that if we could just know enough, we’d have the answer. We’re suckers for conspiracy theories that promise to offer us ‘the inside story’.

If we read a poem or gaze at a work of art whose ‘meaning’ escapes us, we feel frustrated. We are unsatisfied by any suggestion that there may be no meaning: surely, we think, it must mean something. Surely the artist or the poet was trying to say something.

When no answers are available to us, we tend to construct a set of beliefs that have explanatory power for us, and this applies particularly when it comes to the Big Questions: Why are we here? How did the world begin? Are we alone in space? What’s it all about – what is the meaning of life on earth?

Some people will look to science to find the answers, even though science has absolutely nothing to tell us about what happened before the Big Bang, and before that, and before that. And even when it can tell us what happened, it can’t tell us why. For most people, the answers to those questions will be a matter of faith – perhaps faith in a religious explanation or even faith in the idea that there are some mysteries we should simply embrace, accepting that ‘it’s a mystery’ is all the explanation we’ll ever get.

As I wrote in Beyond Belief (2016):


We may variously conceive of life on earth as a cosmic accident, the implementation of a divine purpose or the inevitable consequence of processes we will one day understand better than we do now. We may conceive of it as a mystery destined to remain beyond our comprehension but suitable as a subject for contemplation and awe … One way or another, most of us choose to believe something about human existence, partly because such beliefs imbue us not only with a sense of understanding, but of control.



Yet even the strongest faith must co-exist with doubt, or it wouldn’t be faith. So here we are: creatures who, craving certainty, must learn to live with uncertainty; creatures who, craving answers, must learn to live with the absence of answers to the deepest questions of all.

No wonder we experience a kind of existential angst – a restlessness – an underlying rumble of anxiety about the fact that the most intriguing aspects of our existence lie beyond our understanding. That angst, too, is part of what makes us human.

We are diminished by self-indulgent frailties

For a species with so much potential to do so many remarkable things – in science and technology, in the creative arts, in the protection of our fragile environment, in medicine, in our capacity to imagine and invent a better future – we are a remarkably frail bunch. We’re physically frail in the face of nature’s raw power and we’re emotionally frail when it comes to dealing with some of the painful inevitabilities of life.

But there are other frailties that seem, when you step back and try to look at them objectively, so foolish and so damaging, you have to wonder why we have never, in the whole sweep of human history, been able to overcome them.

Self-indulgent frailties? Take the ‘seven deadly sins’ as specified in the Christian tradition: pride, greed, lust, envy, gluttony, wrath and sloth. Notice the common thread? They are all rooted in a lack of self-control – as are many of our most pressing social problems, ranging from sexual abuse to domestic violence.

According to the positive psychologist Roy Baumeister, self-control is one of the most significant traits found in people who lead a satisfying life. Writing in The Psychologist, Baumeister argues that the restraint of self-indulgent impulses is necessary for the effective management of our lives.2 He has concluded that self-control is a far more important trait to encourage in children than self-esteem.

Yet our self-control is constantly challenged by the temptation to indulge ourselves. Pride and greed are often expressed as arrogance – that highly self-indulgent and deeply unhealthy mental state that encourages us to believe that because of our wealth, status or accomplishments, we are superior to other people and therefore entitled to special treatment, even at those others’ expense.

And what about ambition? In the Prologue to Right & Wrong (the companion volume to this book), I argue that ambition is a moral minefield: while we praise it as a motivator and sometimes criticise people for ‘lacking ambition’ as if that’s a sign of sloth, ambition can be just as ugly as any other form of greed. Contrast, for instance, the person who wants high office as a form of self-aggrandisement with the person who wants to make the world a better place, has a vision for doing so, and seeks high office as a way of implementing that vision. Ambition to do something worthwhile is praiseworthy; ambition to be someone important is just another sign of vanity, and vanity itself is one of our most ridiculous frailties.

Jealousy is a frailty, yet we all experience it and sometimes find ourselves unable to control its destructive impulses.

Hypocrisy is a frailty. Which of us has not sometimes been guilty of creating a false appearance of goodness or virtue that conceals some rather less attractive truth about us? Hypocrisy is just one of the many ways we deceive each other in order to appear better than we really are. Our shortcomings are understandable; lying about them is harder to forgive. (And lying about them to ourselves is perhaps the most corrosive form of hypocrisy.)

Revenge is a frailty, and like all our frailties, it diminishes us. It reduces the avenger to the moral equivalent to the perpetrator, and merely multiplies the original offence.

Violence is a frailty, because it is always, without exception, a sign of weakness. When I throw a punch – or start a war – I have declared my failure to control this most primitive, uncivilised urge and I have exposed my inability to find a more respectful, restrained, peaceful solution to whatever issue is at stake. And the same goes for emotional violence – in the bedroom, the boardroom, the parliament or the workplace.

Addiction is a frailty. Whether to food, sex, social media, alcohol, drugs, gambling, pornography or the acquisition of ‘stuff’, we are inevitably weakened by any form of addiction, because it dulls our moral and cognitive clarity. Addicts to pleasure of any kind become victims and therefore diminished people (and the pleasure itself is usually diminished by satiation).

In some ways, this is a depressing list. Yet it also gives us grounds for some appropriate humility about what it really means to be human. And when we lack humility (‘the queen of virtues’, French philosopher Simone Weil called it) we are most vulnerable to our self-indulgent frailties.

To err is indeed human. But it’s worth recalling the whole quote from English writer Alexander Pope: ‘To err is human, to forgive divine.’ That points to yet another of our frailties: our reluctance to forgive, which is, in turn, part of a larger reluctance to nurture the ‘divine spark’ within us – that noble aspect of human nature described by Abraham Lincoln as the ‘better angels of our nature’.

We are torn by conflict between our dark and noble impulses

We’re all familiar with this conflict. Our noble impulses say we should offer to assist a bewildered elderly person trying to cross a busy road, handle a heavy basket of shopping or find the right platform at a crowded railway station. But our dark impulses say we’re too busy to stop; we’re already running late; surely someone else – someone less busy, less stressed, less important – will help. We believe in world-class public education being available to even the most disadvantaged kids in our society, but many of us send our own children to private schools and don’t want a single dollar of public funding taken away from them. We know that a terminally ill parent needs our emotional support, but there are times when we wish they would hurry up and die, and relieve us of the burden of care.

Our noble impulses say we must accept our share of the world’s refugees, and treat people seeking asylum humanely and generously. But when our politicians say we must ‘stop the boats’ and ‘protect our borders’, our dark impulses encourage some of us to agree, even if our government’s methods contravene our international human rights obligations and call our decency and civility into question.

Banks and other financial institutions (and big business more generally) are constantly torn between two competing imperatives. They are obliged to honour the terms of their ‘social licence’ – that is, society’s permission for them to operate on condition they will contribute to the common good, by offering their customers useful products and services at fair prices. At the same time, they need to make a profit for their shareholders. ‘Profit’ is not a dirty word, and the desire to make a profit is not, of itself, a dark impulse, yet the banking royal commission of 2018 showed how the drive to increase profits can indeed become ‘dark’ when it overwhelms the sense of moral and social responsibility to employees, to customers, and to the wider society that has placed its trust in the integrity of such organisations. As Commissioner Kenneth Hayne put it in the interim report when seeking to explain the motivation for such misconduct: ‘Too often the answer seems to be greed – the pursuit of short-term profit at the expense of basic standards of honesty.’

To establish a nursing home for the care of the frail and aged looks like the expression of a noble impulse. But what if the owner seeks to maximise profits by cutting costs in ways that entail understaffing the facility, failing to employ suitably qualified nurses or delivering ‘care’ at such a poor standard that it amounts to elder abuse? As many media stories have revealed, there are some very dark impulses at work in aged care, competing with more noble intentions, which is why the federal government in 2018 called for a royal commission into the industry.

Virtue always casts a shadow, and sometimes we are drawn to the shadow. Every noble aspiration raises the possibility of its opposite. The good that we aspire to do will inevitably take a toll on our time and energy (and possibly our money), and sometimes we’d rather spend those resources on things that bring us more immediate gratification than the knowledge that we’re doing the right thing.

It’s not attractive, but – along with our noble impulses towards virtuous behaviour – it’s part of that thing we call human nature.

We are creative, complex communicators

Every time we open our mouth to speak, we perform a remarkably complicated act. Drawing on our vast vocabulary – most of us have at least four thousand words at our disposal, though Shakespeare’s vocabulary was more than five times that big – and on our deep understanding of grammar and syntax (part learnt and perhaps, if Noam Chomsky is right, part genetically imprinted), we choose the words we want to use to express our thoughts and feelings. Even while we are choosing them, we are transmitting them through the medium of the spoken word (with huge potential variations in tone of voice and rate of speech that together create our speech cadences), accompanied by facial expressions, gestures, posture and other subtle features of so-called body language. Most of the time, we’re only barely conscious of the creation of this highly nuanced assemblage of verbal and non-verbal messages.

Every time we listen to someone speaking to us, we perform an even more creative act: we take all those messages and then, drawing on our own reserves of knowledge, attitudes, beliefs, preconceptions and prejudices, we make our own sense of what that person is saying to us. In the process, we typically ‘read’ at least as much meaning into the non-verbal messages as the words that are actually spoken. (Birds, bees, dogs, dolphins, whales and monkeys – to name just a handful of other communicative species – also have clever data-transfer systems, but it’s fair to say they are less complex than ours and many of them might be no more than genetically programmed behaviour.)

We humans, though, don’t just make verbal noises while tilting our head to one side, dragging on an ear lobe or shrugging. We also write poetry and prose, we paint, sing, dance, sculpt and play musical instruments. And we design our living spaces, create meals and dress in particular ways to send each other remarkably clear signals about who we are and how we see our place in the world. Even the most ‘uncreative’ of us manage to interpret the myriad messages that surround us.

Why are we such sophisticated communicators? Simply because, as social beings, we need not only to express the complexity of our thoughts and feelings, but to know that others understand and perhaps even empathise with us. Communication is how we assure each other that we don’t simply look and act like fellow humans, but we think and feel like them, too. Achieving that sense of connectedness may be the most creative thing we ever do, though it’s very hard to do unless you’re making eye contact in a face-to-face encounter.

We yearn to leave a legacy

It sometimes doesn’t occur until late in life but, for most of us, there comes a time when we ponder the question of our legacy: what have I achieved? What contribution have I made to this society? What footprint might remain? Have I done more good than harm? Has my presence here, no matter how fleeting, been beneficial to those I have come into contact with?

If we didn’t sometimes ask such questions as these, we’d be scarcely human. Realising just how interdependent and interconnected we humans are, it’s obvious that each of us does have an effect on the people around us. We all make some kind of impact on the various communities we inhabit (positive or negative or, sometimes, both). We do exert an influence in the world, by our example if in no other way.

The first chapter of this book contains a story about a survivor of a Nazi concentration camp who, in her final moments of life, was relieved to know that her horrific story would be told to the world by the woman in whose arms she was being held. It’s a graphic picture, and an extreme case, but it is typical of the end-of-life concern of many people: Don’t forget me!

While some people will be able to point to monuments to their lives – buildings named after them, statues erected or portraits painted, documents, photographs or recordings preserved – the truth is that we will all leave a legacy that has nothing whatever to do with achievements, honours or public recognition. Our self-serving ambitions and preening pretensions are, in the end, mocked by our mortality. Our primary legacy will be in the lives of all the people we have influenced, consciously or unconsciously: the people we have loved; those we have worked with; those whose next-door neighbours we have been; those we have befriended; those whose needs we have responded to.

It’s tempting to think that some occupations are more influential than others – that if you’ve been a health professional, say, you’ll have touched more lives than if you have been a clerk in the tax office; that if you’ve been a politician your legacy will be potentially greater than if you were a taxi driver; that a chief executive’s legacy is greater than a factory worker’s. The contribution to the economy made by those people will be quite different, but, being human, let’s focus on a broader definition of legacy.

Whatever job you have done, whatever your family circumstances, whatever recognition you might have received, your greatest legacy is in the way you have managed your personal relationships. If you have treated everyone – including those you disagree with, and especially those you don’t like much – with kindness and respect, if compassion has been your guiding principle and your life devoted to the wellbeing of others, your legacy will be rich indeed, and all the richer for not having been the focus of public accolades. It will also be impossible to quantify, since most of us are unaware of the influence we have on others’ lives.

•

Being human? It’s a matter of living as if we fully recognise that we are all in this together, that we are all part of a greater whole, that division, enmity and violence diminish us, and that our differences are mostly trivial. We are, potentially, the most glorious species ever to have lived on earth: what a tragedy it would be if we failed to fulfil that potential.

So many people wish, at the end of their lives, that they had loved more and wanted less, it’s a wonder more of us don’t embrace that idea long before the end is in sight. Surely loving-kindness – compassion – is the only conceivable response to an understanding of what it really means to be human.
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