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Abstract. Human nature is a difficult philosophical concept. Normative theories, the 
humanities, and the social sciences all accept that talking about human properties and 
behaviors is meaningful and relevant. All of these methods of investigation take 
humanity as one of their objects, as a phenomenon that admits of classification and 
analysis. While some of the descriptions that emerge from these fields are highly 
constrained by their specificity, claims about humanity as a whole—claims about human 
nature—also emerge.  Iris Marion-Young has stated that there exists a dilemma regarding 
theoretical conceptions of human nature: a theory of human nature seems necessary to 
provide a substantial ground for normative theories on the one hand, but such theories 
may also be inherently oppressive instances of reification.  I argue that a theory of human 
nature is necessary for not only normative claims, but the social sciences as well, and—
drawing upon Rousseau and J.S. Mill—go on to develop a thin theory of human nature in 
terms of needs and the actions we take to fulfill them.  I explain how such a theory offers 
us a way of resolving Young’s dilemma and go on to point out its similarities with the 
ideas of Alasdair MacIntyre. 
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And how will man be successful in seeing himself as nature formed him, through all the 
changes that the succession of time and things must have produced in his original 
constitution, and in separating what he derives from his own wherewithal from what 
circumstances his progress have added to or changed in his primitive state? (Rousseau 
10-11) 
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Writers begin by seeking the rules on which, for the common utility, it would be 
appropriate for men to agree among themselves; and then they give the name natural law 
[emphasis in original] to the collection of these rules, with no other proof than the good 
which would presumably result from their universal observance.  Surely this is a very 
convenient way to compose definitions and to explain the nature of things by virtually 
arbitrary views of what is seemly. (Rousseau 13) 
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