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Subject matter
Most political and ethical philosophies rely on assumptions about human nature.
But how can we explain the human condition? This course offers an overview of
the key philosophical and scientific thoughts on human nature, focusing on how
these thoughts affect our understanding of politics and ethics. It analyses classical
notions of what it means to be human, from the Aristotelian political animal to the
enlightened rational being, further assessing influential notions such as the self or
personal identity. The module also studies the scientific view of humans as the
product of evolution. Drawing on evolutionary ethics, it discusses how altruism
and selfishness evolve and how this knowledge of evolution transforms
contemporary political thought.
The course addresses these and other questions:
- Is there something like a universal human nature or a unified definition of the
human?
- What are the main problems with the notions of self, and identity?
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- What are the main problems with the notion of rationality?
- What features do humans share with other animals?
- Are human beings essentially selfish or are we hard-wired for altruism?
- How can evolutionary theory explain present political questions like the tensions
between liberalism vs communitarianism or between global justice vs local
justice?
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Teaching method
Lecture and seminar mode.
Evaluation method
The evaluation focuses on a final paper, which the students propose and write
under supervision. The assessment also takes attendance, paper presentations and
class participation into account.
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