CHAPTER 1

on

Nature or nurture?

People disagree about whether our behaviour is somehow
‘natural’ or innate (inborn), or whether it is the result of
nurture — that is, our upbringing in society.

Some biologists argue that behaviour is mainly
shaped by natural instincts. An instinct is an innate,
fixed, pre-programmed pattern of behaviour shared
by all members of a given species. For example, all
blackbirds are ‘programmed’ to produce the same
song patterns, and a blackbird reared in isolation
from others will still produce the same song.

In other words, instinctive behaviour doesn‘t have to
be learned. Many instincts are an automatic response
to particular stimuli in the environment, such as birds
migrating as the seasons change. These behaviours
are not learned and the animal apparently has no
control over them.

Many biologists argue that, like animal behaviour, our
behaviour too is governed by instinct. For example,
they claim that humans have natural instincts for
reproduction and self-preservation, and that women
have a maternal instinct for childbearing and rearing.

However, sociologists question whether human
behaviour really is governed by instincts. They
point out that on the whole our behaviour is not
fixed biologically.

Although we may all possess the same biological
urges or drives, the way we act on them varies
between individuals and societies. For example:

e Although we all have a sex drive, the way we
satisfy it can vary: from promiscuity to monogamy,
polygamy etc — or we may choose to remain celibate.

e \We have a drive for self-preservation, yet some people
choose to commit suicide or risk their lives in war.

e \Women are said to have a maternal instinct, yet some
choose to abandon or abuse their children — and today
over a fifth of all women in Britain choose not to have
children at all.

If our behaviour really was determined by instincts, we
would not expect to find such enormous variations in
pehaviour between individuals and societies.

Sociologists argue that the reason for these variations is that .

our behaviour is learned rather than instinctive. Much of
this learning occurs in our early years through contact with
others and this has an enormous influence on our behaviour
and development.

~or example, language, knowledge of right and wrong,
ractical skills such as dressing oneself, table manners and
on all have to be learnt from other members of society.

' shows some of the harmful effects that lack of social
niact in our early years can have on human development.
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Sociologists therefore argue that biology and instincts
cannot explain our behaviour, because most of it is learned
not inborn, and because it is not fixed for all members of
our species, but varies between societies. As an alternative
way of explaining human behaviour, therefore, sociologists
use the two related ideas of culture and socialisation.

.........

A Much of our learning occurs in our early years.

Culture, norms and values

Sociologists define culture as all those things that are
learned and shared by a society or group of people and
transmitted from generation to generation. Culture includes
all the things that a society regards as important, such as
customs, traditions, language, skills, knowledge, beliefs,
norms and values.

For example, the culture of societies whose way of life is
based on hunting will include hunting skills and techniques,
knowledge of the habits and movements of game animals
and so on. Similarly, such cultures often contain shared
beliefs about the spirits of the animals they hunt and how
they should be treated.

Members of a society also share norms and values. Values
are general principles or goals. They tell us what is good and
what we should aim for. For example, modern American
society places a high value on individual achievement and
the accumulation of personal wealth. By contrast, societies
such as those of Native American Indians place a high




