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Proposal

I plan to write about the idea of human nature. There is a debate about whether there is such a thing as human nature, and if there is, how to characterize it. Some philosophers say that there is no such thing as human nature (Ghiselin 1997). Others have argued that we can come up with a good definition of human nature which is biologically plausible. Edouard Machery (2008) is one such author. I plan to write about his definition of human nature, and critique it. 
I plan to argue that Machery’s definition doesn’t provide one of the main things people have traditionally wanted from a definition of human nature, which is ethical guidance. We want a clear picture of human nature so that we can figure out how best to live, either by following that nature or perhaps even altering it. But it seems to me that Machery’s definition of human nature doesn’t provide the kind of guidance we are looking for. This doesn’t mean his definition is useless in general, just that it doesn’t provide any hope for a robust notion of human nature that can help us make ethical decisions.
Machery’s definition of human nature is: “the set of properties that humans tend to possess as a result of the evolution of their species” (2008, 323). I think this doesn’t provide a very clear definition. How do we separate properties that are the result of our evolution and those that aren’t? And also, even if we grant this definition, I don’t think it does much to provide ethical guidance. In a sense, who cares what evolution provided to most people? It’s not clear why that should mean anything to us ethically.
My current plan is to look at some of the literature on human nature, as well as looking at people who cited Machery (2008) for further ideas. I will then try to sharpen up the two lines of critique I briefly describe above.
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