Inherent Human Nature

Isbel Ingham

May 27, 2005


What follows is my point of view…but not mine alone. This is how I was trained. These are the beliefs of the people who trained me, beginning in the early 1970’s. Thus, I have had 30+ years in which to test their veracity. Since they have worked for me, infallibly, I have come to believe them. Moreover, I have not had an easy or sheltered life, so it cannot be said that I believe these things because I have never been challenged. 


So, what that means is that these beliefs underlie everything I teach. They are my bias, so-to-speak. You can, of course, argue them. However to do that you must use a coherent and sensible argument—you cannot simply come up with personal experiences with people you deem “bad.”


Here we go: We are all born good. No one is born bad—no one. Not Hitler, not Idi Amin, not any of the people who spring to your mind. No one is born bad. Now, my use of the word, “good,” can be argued about. It is certainly a subjective point of view. Babies are simply born…and then we call them various names: bad, good, cantankerous, pleasant, etc. The fact is, however, is that babies are, from the very beginning, predisposed to fit in with the family into which they are born, and to figure out a way to please us, or otherwise get our attention if pleasing us does not work. The research is quite clear on this—within minutes of the time a baby is born, she is attempting to connect with the adults around her. Since her survival depends on this, she will do whatever is necessary to accomplish her goal.


Unfortunately, babies are impinged upon from the very beginning. We do not, at least in this culture, give them much room to be themselves. For instance, the first thing we want to know is whether a baby is a boy or a girl, so we can treat them “appropriately.” Frankly, a baby does not care whether he is a boy or a girl—however, he quickly learns that the adults around him need to know, and to assign him certain characteristics in order to feel comfortable around him—to know how to treat him. That baby will oblige, and do whatever it takes to get attention and connection.


Some of the things a baby does, early on, are labeled negatively or positively, solely on whether or not we are pleased by them. For instance, even though the average baby cries 1.5 hours per day, many parents label a baby that cries, “cranky,” “colicky,” “spoiled,” etc. Crying is the only way very tiny babies can communicate—a baby is never trying to annoy an adult by crying. However, if she is labeled in some way “bad” for doing what comes natural, she will come to understand that when she does this perfectly normal [for her] thing, she is bad—she will internalize a bad feeling about herself.


This happens to us in more ways than we could ever count. Some of the labels we receive are positive, some are negative. We internalize them, regardless. And that is how we know whether we are good or bad, normal or not normal, cranky or pleasant, etc. In this way, we learn to disregard what is normal for us, and learn to behave in ways that engage the adults around us. 


For example, oldest children are often “good,” while second children are often “problems.” What that means is that parents have more time and attention for the first child—more time to teach the child what is expected, and reward her for doing things the way she is “supposed” to do them. Parents do not tend to have as much time or attention for the second child. In addition, second children are in the position of having to compete a bit with oldest children for what attention there is. The “being good” slot is taken, and so second children often find that the way to get paid attention to is to act out—to “misbehave.” They do not intend to be bad—they intend to get attention. If acting out works, then that is what they will do. And then they get labeled.


“The reality seems to be that human beings are essentially quite wonderful, and they climb their way back to practicing that wonderfulness whenever they get a chance (Jackins, 2000, pg. 550).” There are a number of ways we do this, however that is not much within the scope of this class. Although we will cover it some, there are other classes that address them much more completely.


This class is about the ways in which race, class, sexuality, and gender are constructed in the United States, especially in terms of how that impacts the human beings who live here. Because perhaps the biggest way babies and young children are impinged upon is by being forced into boxes “appropriate” to whatever race, class, gender, sexual preference, etc. the world around them tells them they belong in. The word we use to describe this process is oppression—about which you will read in the texts and syllabus.


What I don’t want you to lose sight of, however—even for a second—is the inherent goodness of human beings. No matter which box we have been forced into, we are, at the core, completely and inherently good:

Each one of us knows—and I remind you of this—that she or he is really a good person. You have been told you’re not, and in the presence of fresh criticism you get to feeling you’re not, but in your heart of hearts you know you’re a good person, that you’ve always done the very best you could, and that is true. Each of us knows that he is much smarter than he can often show, that he has a lot of intelligence that doesn’t come out in the tension of the final exam, or the upsetting situation, and this is true. I now tell you that what you know about yourself is also true of everyone else. This profound knowledge that you’ve hidden to escape ridicule; that you’re a good person, that you always do your best, and that you’re much smarter than you sometimes act or than people thing—this is true, not only of you, but of other people as well (Jackins, 2000, pg. 551).


So as you read the articles, try to remember this—especially if you find yourself getting defensive. We have all been shoved into boxes. And we are all good. If we’d had real choices when we were little, we would have always chosen to stay connected to, and to be generous and open and loving with others. We did not have those real choices then. Some of us don’t have them now. And that is what this class is about. 

