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That complex whole which includes knowledge, beliefs, art, morals, laws, customs and any other 

capabilities and habits required by man as a member of society.
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Sean Sayers Marxism and 

Human Nature

the ‘stratigraphic’model of human nature

essentialism

the other

For the essentialist approach rests upon a sharp metaphysical distinction between the categories of the natural 

and the social. These are treated as distinct and exclusive of each other: natural, biological needs are one thing and 

socially developed preferences quite another.

These distinctions embody what Geertz calls the ‘stratigraphic’model of human nature, in which the natural 

(material, biological) and the social aspects of our make-up are treated as quite separate and distinct levels, only 

externally related to each other (Geertz 1993:37). Geras, for example, treats ‘minimal biological needs’ as though 

they were entirely distinct from what he calls ‘other’ needs (‘historically developed needs and potentialities, self-

realization and the like’ (Geras 1995a:156)). He insists that universal features of human nature can be completely 

separated from socially developed needs, at least in theory (Geras 1983:114–5), and that only the former can provide 

a satisfactory ground for social theory and values. p. 153

Hunger is hunger, but the hunger gratified by cooked meat 

eaten with a knife and fork is a different hunger from that which bolts down raw meat with the aid of the hand, nail 



and tooth. The bare universal—the purely ‘natural’ or ‘biological’ need for food as such—is an abstraction, 

in the sense that it never exists or operates on its own ... ... p. 152

The cultivation of all the qualities of the social human being, production of the 

same in a form as rich as possible in needs, because rich in qualities and relations—production of this being as the 

most total and universal social product for, in order to take gratification in a many-sided way, he must be capable of 

many pleasures, hence cultured to a high degree. p. 4-5 Vernon Venable Human Nature: the Marxian View 
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Val Plumwood Feminism and the Mastery of Nature

Dualism: the Logic of Colonisation Socialism, Feminism 

and Philosophy: A Radical Philosophy Reader Woman, Humanity and Nature

... ... Women have been 

'naturalized' and nature has been 'feminized'. Rosemarie Putnam, Feminist Thought: A More Comprehensive 

Introduction, p. 237

a different kind of culture and politics that would integrate intuitive, spiritual, and rational forms of 

knowledge Marge Piercy Woman on the Edge of Time 

Persons are both masculine and feminine; society is both natural and 

cultural. Putnam, p. 258
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