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The ancient debate: Aristotle vs. 
Plato

two warring views of human nature
Aristotleõs view:

ñThere is nothing in the intellect which was 
not previously in the senses.ò

Thomas Aquinas

ñThe mind is a blank slate, written on the by 
hand of experience.ò

John Locke



The modern social sciences are built on 

an Aristotlean blank slate foundation.

ÂAristotlean view: the mind is like a tape 

recorder or video recorder 

Â assumes: the mechanisms of recording 

(learning) do not impart any content of their 

own to the signal that it absorbs

Â our mental content is therefore wholly 

supplied by the senses, especially from 

social sources (culture)



claim: basing the social sciences on 

the mistaken theory that the mind is 

like a blank slate was a fundamental 
error that has kept the social sciences 

from being as fully successful as the 

natural sciences



Platoõs alternative view: human nature 

comes equipped with some mental 

content and organization not supplied by 

experience

Darwinõs second breakthrough:

Plato says...that our ñ[innate] ideas" arise 

from the preexistence of the soul, are not 

derivable from experienceðread monkeys for 

preexistence.

Darwin's Notebooks

The M Notebook, 1856



Origin of man now proved.--

Metaphysics must flourish.--

He who understands baboon would do more 

toward metaphysics than Locke.

Darwin's Notebooks

The M Notebook, 1856

Translation: The adaptive problems of our 

ancestors (ñunderstands baboonò) selected for 

the innate ideas, sentiments, etc. of the human 

mind (ñmetaphysicsò).



Darwinism explains why the mind/brain is 

not a blank slate.

Âmutations that introduced useful ñinstinctsò  

into human nature reproduced more 

effectively, and we are descended from them

Â instincts = evolved neural programs, like 

computerôs application programs (iTunes, 

Microsoft Word, FireFox, etc.):

Çhave specialized functions, ñinnate ideasò

Çambition of evolutionary psychology is to 

map the architecture of these programs
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What if the human mind is full 

of specialized mechanisms

waiting to be discovered?
If human nature is full of 

content-rich programs then 

this requires radical 

changes to the foundations 

of the social sciences.

Have we overlooked most 

of human nature?
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new Darwinian (evolutionary psychological) 

foundations for the social sciences

Âour minds are full of evolved mental 
programs that regularly introduce 
evolutionarily shaped content  (concepts, 
emotions, sentiments, etc.) into human 
minds across the planet

Â these programs generate culture and 
social phenomena in interaction with the 
social and physical environment

Âmaking cultures similar and all human 
life recognizably patterned by the same 
recurrent themes



maps of evolved programs constitute 

building blocks of new, more explanatory 

social theories

Â the social and cultural phenomena that 
social scientists study are patterned 
expressions of evolved mental programs, 
and their interactions

Â plan of talk: 

Âthe social phenomenon of òoutragesó 
triggering mass violence is a combination of 
the evolved anger programplus programs 
for intergroup competition



A brief sketch of the evolved logic of anger.



This work on anger is 

being done with our 
student:

Aaron Sell

also with Daniel 
Sznycer, Andy 
Delton, Julian 

Lim, Tess 
Robertson, Elsa 

Ermer



anger is an evolved program = anger is an 

instinct

Â reliably develops

Âwithout instruction

Â in all normal 
individuals

Â in all cultures

Â it can operate without 
us being aware of its 
underlying logic
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claim about its evolved function: anger is a 
program that orchestrates implicit negotiation 
for better treatment in conflicts of interest

Â anger is triggered when someone places too 
little weight on your welfare compared to the 
weight they place on their own

Âwe call this ratio of weights the welfare 
tradeoff ratio (WTR) 

Â for individual i, WTRij = weight i places on 
jõs welfare / weight i places on iõs own 
welfare



Â the anger expression communicates that you 

reject this òbidó that the act that angers you is 

an acceptable way to treat you (i.e., reflects a 

sufficiently high WTRñthe WTR you are 

òentitledó to), 

Â and it signals that you are opening a bout of 

renegotiation (for a higher WTR)



Implicit bargaining theory of anger
Â each individual has two bargaining tools

Ç threat or actuality of inflicting costs on the other 

(aggression)

Ç threat or actuality of withholding or conferring 

benefits (downregulating cooperation)

Â the anger program orchestrates the expression of 

these two tools to recalibrate WTR in the other

Â implicit message: the benefit you get by treating 

me poorly is smaller than the lost benefits you will 

no longer receive (in a cooperative relationship) or 

the harm you will experience; therefore, you will be 

better off increasing your WTR toward me



what does the mind feel it is entitled to?: social 

power and the prima donna effect

Â the greater the ability to inflict costs 

(formidability), the greater the bargaining power

Â the greater the ability to confer or withhold 

benefits, the greater the bargaining power

Â stronger men should feel more entitled to better 

treatment, anger more easily, prevail more in 

conflicts of interest

Â more attractive women should feel more entitled to 

better treatment, anger more easily, prevail more in 

conflicts of interest



Results: Correlations between Physical Strength and 

Attitudes Related to Anger

Strength

Measure

Proneness

to Anger

History

of  Fighting

Fear of  Retaliation

Utility of  force

Personal      Political

Rumina-

tion

Aggregate

Strength
.358

p<.005

.356

p<.005

-.373

p<.005

-.252

p<.05

.022

p>.10

Flexed 

Bicep
.458  

p<.001

.320

p=.01

-.391

p<.001

-.260

p<.05

.062

p>.10

Prediction: More formidable individuals should have a lower threshold for 

anger and aggression.



the logic of anger centers on the issue of how 

much weight one individual places on the 

welfare of another, compared to the weight he 

places on his own welfare (WTR)

Ânot just harm, but harm for what 

benefit?

Ânecktie test indicating anger is a 

function of WTR, not damage



The role of òoutragesó in the 

evolutionary psychology of groups 

and intergroup conflict


