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The article examines modern naturalism in terms of the unification of knowledge in the field of natural 
and social sciences and humanities as a new look at the knowledge and solution of human problems. 
The need to revise approaches to human cognition is determined by the great achievements in the field 
of biological sciences, and neurobiology, neuropsychology, etc. One of the decisive factors in the turn of 
philosophical thought to a modern understanding of naturalism was a deep understanding of population 
and genetic mechanisms in the formation of complex structures of social behavior and life. Modern 
naturalism can be the solution to the many problems faced by the human beings now. Evolutionary 
thinking, which became widespread at the beginning of the 21st century because of great achievements in 
the field of evolutionary epistemology, psychology, economics, ethics, aesthetics, and other evolutionary 
areas, is today the basis of modern naturalism. It is impossible to investigate the problems of human 
cognition, as well as the need for solutions to humanities problems without considering human culture, 
art, and morality. From this point of view, the accumulated theoretical resource of the concepts of self-
organization and global evolutionism is quite enough to consider these problems from this perspective. 
The need for a new naturalism is due to the latest advances in sciences that study the brain, mind, genes, 
and evolution. Naturalism allows you to stay within the scientific approach, so all research carried 
out within this approach has rigor and consistency of thought. Using evolutionary thinking as a basis, 
modern naturalism manifests itself in such directions as evolutionary psychology, evolutionary ethics, 
and the evolutionary origin of language, culture, and art. As one of the most promising naturalistic 
programs, evolutionary epistemology argues that human cognition is possible only in an evolutionary 
biological context. 
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Introduction

At the present stage of the development of science and society, modern naturalism is 
acquiring special relevance. With the human being’s new outlook and due to his complex 
organization as a biological species, once again, it becomes possible to combine the knowledge 
of both natural and social sciences and the humanities. This becomes possible precisely within 
the boundaries of modern naturalism, which is based on evolutionary thinking. Evolutionary 
epistemology is developing as a result of the invasion of evolutionary thinking into various 
areas of scientific knowledge. Evolutionary epistemology is considered one of the most 
promising naturalistic programs today. 

In the broadest sense, the word “naturalism” means a fundamental philosophical and 
worldview setting, which involves the explanation of nature-based on itself. The main features 
of naturalism: recognition of nature as the only reality, denial of the dependence of nature on 
any unnatural principle, the desire to consider spiritual, moral, social life as natural phenomena. 
As an approach in philosophy, it existed throughout the history, but as a philosophical direction 
it was adopted in the 18th-19th centuries. In modern times, not only the term “naturalism” is 
being formed, but also its basic doctrines. In the beginning, this term was vague, but it was 
precisely its more modern understanding that developed at the end of the XIX century. In 20-
30 years of the 20th century, naturalism took shape as a philosophical trend in the United States. 
During this time, various versions of philosophical naturalism appeared in American thought 
under the influence of the ideas of realism, evolutionism, and pragmatism. In recent decades, 
there has been an increased interest in naturalism. Naturalism is put forward as a way of 
scientific interpretation of especially important problems that are the subject of philosophical 
analysis, including human problems. A human being is a part of living nature; man’s existence 
is impossible outside of nature. Deep transformations are taking place in society and science, 
which have led to a significant change in modern concepts of the man and the nature, and 
what place the man occupies in the universe. Therefore, it would be advisable to consider a 
naturalistic approach to solving the modern problems of mankind. 

Recall that the fundamental principle of naturalism is the assertion that nature is the primary, 
comprehensive and all-generating principle. Applied to philosophical anthropology, this 
means that man is a specific element of nature, which was formed as a result of the evolution 
of natural systems. When analyzing the naturalistic approach in philosophical anthropology, it 
is revealed that a special interest in this problem arose in the late 19th – early 20th centuries, as 
a result of the strong influence of Charles Darwin’s theory of evolution on the philosophical 
and socio-humanitarian thought (Darwin, 2001). 

Methods

Despite the fact that one of the first attempts to create a theory of evolution was undertaken 
by J. B. Lamarck at the beginning of the 21st century, the origin of the evolutionary theory is 
associated with the name of Charles Darwin. In the middle of the 21st century, Charles Darwin 
formulated the basic principles of evolutionary theory based on the accumulated empirical 
material. At that time, most humanitarian, social and political problems were viewed in the 
light of this theory. It was then that H. Spencer formed social Darwinism and developed 
“rational ethics” trying to deduce the beginning of moral life from biological laws (Spencer, 
2008). In the same period, on the part of some thinkers, including N. Lossky (Borzova, 2008), 
W. Windelband (Windelband, 1995), G. Rickert (Rickert, 1998), these naturalistic concepts 
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were heavily criticized. The main idea was that it was impossible to explain the origin of 
man, his moral standards, as well as the value components of his spiritual culture based on the 
evolutionist theory. Despite harsh criticism, naturalism as a philosophical approach has not 
exhausted itself. 

The use of systemic and interdisciplinary methods in this work meets the challenges of 
modern science. The use of an interdisciplinary research method allows for the interaction of 
representatives of different disciplines in the study of the same object of research. A systematic 
approach, performing heuristic functions, allows you to build new subjects of study, 
contributing to the formation of constructive research programs. The systematic approach 
allows developing new explanatory schemes with the aim of the search for specific mechanisms 
that ensure the integrity of the object and its connections. The naturalistic direction has gained 
popularity again as a result of the rapid progress of the natural sciences and, namely genetics, 
ethology, primatology, and synthetic theory of evolution. One of the decisive factors in the new 
turn of philosophical thought towards naturalism is a deep breakthrough in understanding the 
genetic mechanisms of the formation of complex forms of social behavior. Based on Morgan’s 
Darwinian theory of evolution and genetics (Huxley, 1963), by the middle of the twentieth 
century, the Synthetic Theory of Evolution emerged, which enriched the evolutionary theory 
with the principles of population genetics. The Synthetic Theory of Evolution was based on the 
combination of genetics, biological taxonomy, and breeding research. The Synthetic Theory 
of Evolution enhances the integration of biological disciplines from molecular biology to 
ethology, etc. 

With the development of the Synthetic Theory of Evolution, the relationship of biology 
with the social sciences and humanities is more cautious and complex than it was in the 19th 
century. In this sense, their interactions are formed through an evolutionary approach in 
behavioral sciences – sociobiology, ethology, and neurobiology. As a result, there emerged 
such areas of knowledge as evolutionary psychology, evolutionary epistemology, generative 
linguistics, and others. The evolutionary theory received further logical development in the 
form of Extended Synthesis, which combined modern theories of evolutionary developmental 
biology and the theory of epigenesis (Pigliucci & Muller, 2010 ). At the end of the 20th – 
the beginning of the 21st century in the biological sciences, there is an intensification of the 
tendency to revise the Synthetic Theory of Evolution. This was due to advances in epigenetics 
and evolutionary developmental biology, microbiology and the study of phenotypes, etc. 
Advanced synthesis proposes to include epigenesis, inside organism and the environment 
among the factors of evolution. 

Advanced synthesis has an unprecedented explanatory power in the detailed descriptions of 
evolutionary events, which leads the biological sciences to greater openness in their interaction 
with other areas of scientific knowledge. Based on the development of the evolutionary 
approach in all its transformations, including the very idea of evolution, evolutionary thinking 
arises, which penetrates into various branches of natural science and humanitarian knowledge 
in the modern period. Evolutionary thinking becomes the foundation of modern philosophical 
naturalism, which again acquired its relevance in man’s ongoing process of learning. 
Evolutionary thinking is whole, nonlinear, and complex. 

Invading various spheres of knowledge, evolutionary thinking led to the emergence 
of evolutionary psychology, economics, ethics, aesthetics, and other evolutionary areas. 
Evolutionary epistemology is developing, which in the modern period is the most popular and 
promising naturalistic program. This program claims that the essence of human knowledge 
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should be understood only in an evolutionary-biological context. Jack and Linda Palmer 
(Palmer & Palmer, 2002), S. Pinker (Pinker, 2002), D. Dennett (Dennett, 1995), J. M. Schaeffer 
(Schaeffer, 2010), and others. 

Results

The evolutionary-psychological approach is one of the trends in modern naturalism. 
Separate studies of a fragmentary nature that used an evolutionary approach in psychology 
began to appear in the 70s and 80s of the 20th century (Buss, 1993). They were devoted to the 
study of psychological mechanisms that provide universal psychological traits of a person. 
In the late 80s of the twentieth century, comprehensive research appeared in the field of 
evolutionary psychology. Recently, evolutionary psychology ideas have become widespread 
in the USA, Canada, and Australia. Out of the multitude of evolutionary ideas, the origin of 
the human mind sparks heated debate. The evolutionary approach has become the leading one 
in scientific psychology and human ethology. The accumulated facts indicate that even such a 
manifestation of the psyche as morality has a material basis. 

There are specific parts of the brain that have been identified as responsible for certain 
aspects of moral judgment. Complex phenotypic traits are formed under the influence of many 
factors, both congenital and environmental. Moreover, these factors interact with each other. 
Evolutionary psychology is a modern scientific discipline that studies the adaptive meaning 
of human behavior in a variety of social contexts. The evolutionary psychological approach 
puts forward the idea of the innateness of both positive and negative behaviors. The term 
evolutionary psychology itself was introduced in 1973 by the American biologist Michael 
Ghiselin in his article Darwin and evolutionary psychology in the Science journal (Ghiselin, 
1973). In 1992, in their work, The Adaptive Mind: Evolutionary Psychology and Formation 
of Culture, Jerome Barkow, Leda Cosmides and John Tooby popularized this term (Barkow 
et al., 1992). And then in 1997, the heads of the Center for Evolutionary Psychology at the 
University of Santa Barbara (USA), L. Cosmides and J. Tooby published the book Evolutionary 
Psychology, in which they consider evolutionary psychology as a synthesis of evolutionary 
biology and cognitive science (Cosmides & Tooby, 1997). 

Cosmides and Tooby understand the psyche as a set of mechanisms that underlie 
information processing vital for the body. These mechanisms were formed in our ancestors 
during the period when they were gatherers and hunters. Jack and Linda Palmer are among the 
prominent representatives of evolutionary psychology. In The Evolution of Psychology, they 
offer an overview of how evolutionary psychology explains and predicts human behavior in 
a variety of contexts (Palmer & Palmer, 2002). Unlike Cosmides and Tooby, the evolutionary 
theory of the Palmers is not limited to the psychology of gatherers and hunters (Cosmides 
& Tooby, 1997). In their work, the Palmers view the science of evolution in the context of 
universal evolution. Universal evolution goes through several stages, which are based on 
physical evolution. In their opinion, the evolution of physical nature began as a result of the 
Big Bang of high concentration matter. The next step is biological evolution. Approximately 
4 billion years ago, life arose in inanimate nature due to natural selection repeated countless 
times, which can be considered a completely natural and probable phenomenon (Palmer & 
Palmer, 2002). 

Life owes its appearance to photosynthetic bacteria that can convert carbon dioxide into 
oxygen. Then, having adapted to the oxygen environment, they started the evolution of living 
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organisms that feed on oxygen. In mental evolution, the greatest successes have been achieved 
by animals with a brain that regulates mental functions. With regard to human mental evolution, 
the Palmers put forward several factors: climatic changes, the ratio between the size of a social 
group and their neocortex, the modular nature of the human psyche, intraspecific competition, 
and gender differences. Cultural evolution was the result of previous evolutions that elevated 
man over animals. Tools and language rank first in cultural evolution. The main topics of 
this book are the origin of man, the evolution of the human brain and mind, language, social 
behavior, the origins of the use of tools and art, and the difficulties of adapting our evolutionary 
mind and behavior to the modern environment. 

The idea of the ability to learn the language, which is inherent in a person from birth, 
found its reflection in the book by Stephen Pinker, Language as an instinct. Pinker proposes to 
consider language as the exceptional ability of people, which arose in the course of evolution, 
to solve specific communication problems in primitive societies. He compares the language 
with other adaptations. Pinker tries to trace the essence of language as an instinct, referring 
to his own studies of the process of language acquisition by children, to the works of other 
linguists and psychologists, and relying on numerous examples from the field of culture. 
Stephen Pinker can be considered not just a representative of the naturalistic approach, but 
also rather a supporter of nativism (Pinker, 2007). 

According to the author, language is an adaptation phenomenon, a product of a well-
organized instinct. A person, catching the connection between events, and using language, 
adapts to new order (Pinker, 1997). According to Pinker, language performs a communicative 
function for the exchange of information. For the first time, the theory that language is a kind 
of instinct was expressed by Charles Darwin in 1871 in The Origin of Species (Darwin, 2001). 
Darwin expresses the idea that linguistic ability is an “instinctive need to master a skill,” 
which is inherent not only in people. One of the well-known arguments that language is a kind 
of instinct was formulated by Noam Chomsky in the twentieth century. He was one of the 
first to show the principles of language structure and defined the revolution in the sciences of 
language and thinking. Chomsky highlighted two facts about language. The first is that each 
sentence that a person understands and pronounces is a new combination of words, because the 
brain must have a program to receive a significant number of sentences from a limited number 
of words. Otherwise, you can say that there must be “mental grammar.” Second, that a person 
from birth must carry a certain scheme that would be common to the grammatical structures 
of all languages (Chomsky, 2000). 

But unlike Chomsky, who was skeptical of Darwin’s theory of natural selection about the 
origin of the “organ of language,” Pinker sees language as the result of evolutionary adaptation. 
If language is a manifestation of instinct, then there must be a “linguistic organ” (Pinker, 2007). 
For a long time, such parts of the brain as Broca’s area and Wernicke’s area played the role of 
this organ. However, with the development of neuroscience and its modern research methods, 
Michael Anderson and Russell Poldrak found that many more brain structures are used to form 
speech (Anderson, 2015). Therefore, it would be wrong to talk about any particular part of 
the brain. Also, a “speech genome” was discovered in the course of research. This gene itself 
is located on the seventh chromosome, regulating the activity of other genes; it also affects 
the function of speech. It follows that human speech, associated with many anatomical and 
genetic factors, took shape and developed with the help of small mutations and as a complex 
adaptation. 
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Discussions

The need for a new naturalism is due to the latest advances in sciences that study the brain, 
mind, genes, and evolution. The Human Genome Project, which has shed light on understanding 
the genetic roots of intelligence and emotion, should be a wake-up call (Russell, 2012). It 
is impossible to investigate the problems of human cognition and the need for solutions to 
humanity’s problems without considering human culture, art, and morality. From this point 
of view, the accumulated theoretical resource of the concepts of self-organization and global 
evolutionism is quite enough to consider these problems from this perspective. Culture is 
critical, but culture cannot exist without the mental capabilities that enable people to create 
and master it. Culture is a distinctive ability of a person, helping him to survive and to continue 
the race. A human being is a social species that uses knowledge and is inclined to cooperate. 
Therefore, culture arises naturally with such a lifestyle. 

Culture emerges when people combine their discoveries and negotiate the order of 
coordinating efforts and resolving conflicts. Culture relies on neural connections that provide 
a person with the ability to learn. These connections must work very precisely so that culture 
transfer is possible. Therefore, focusing on innate intelligence is an attempt to explain how 
these connections work. For example, if the native language is a cultural skill, then the innate 
gift of speech is the mechanism for learning it. Likewise, to learn about their culture, people 
must have mental mechanisms that can extract the beliefs and values that underlie the behavior 
of other people to become a full representative of their culture. 

Our learning depends on specific psychological mechanisms. The human mind is equipped 
with such a mechanism that can read the purposeful actions of other people. Hunters and 
gatherers accumulate knowledge about how to make tools, keep fires, etc., and can live using 
this collective knowledge, even if no member of the tribe is able to reinvent it. Moreover, 
by coordinating their behavior, they can act to achieve their goals. Quite interesting is the 
approach of the cognitive anthropologist Dan Sperber in Explaining Culture. The naturalistic 
approach, put forward the theory of “epidemiology of representations,” according to which the 
human cognitive system is able to select impressions (Sperber,1997). 

They are fixed in the culture as they are transmitted from person to person as a result 
of communication. He proposes to consider culture in terms of the epidemiology of mental 
representations – the spread of ideas and customs from person to person. This means that 
a person has the ability to appropriate other people’s inventions. This is how individual 
psychology turns into a common culture. Culture is a collection of technologically beneficial 
and social innovations that people accumulate and help them survive. Therefore, it turns out 
that culture is based on psychology, which, in its turn, is based on neurosciences, genetics, and 
evolution. 

The use of evolutionary theory as the foundation of a socio-ethical concept can be traced 
back to Larry Arnhart (Arnhart, 2009). He proceeds from the fact that the Darwinian vision of 
human nature sets the entire value system of social ethics. For Arnhart, the moral ideal flows 
directly from the correct description of human nature, and Darwinism provides the tools for 
its accurate representation. Arnhart concludes that desire is the only basis for highlighting 
values and goods. He states that the satisfaction of natural desires sets a certain standard that 
somehow expresses human nature. 

Arnhart concluded that the biological basis of social life consists of twenty desires that 
are formed by the evolutionary process: from the desire to go through your biological cycle to 



Modern Naturalism in Human Cognition
 by Nargiz Medzhidova

Future Human Image, Volume 17, 202226

gaining an intellectual understanding of the world around you. Around these desires, cultural 
universals are formed, which create restrictions on cultural evolution on the part of natural 
evolution. Arnhart believes that Darwinism represents such a scientific theory, with the help of 
which it is possible to reveal the natural foundations of social life and the moral criteria for its 
assessment. Three phenomena are at the intersection of several desires, which focus on social 
ethics. It is family life, property, and limited government. Family life implies the realization 
of four natural desires: gender identity, sexual relations, parental care, and family ties. The 
institution of property is also a natural desire (Arnhart, 2009). 

Modern neuroscientists have studied the mechanisms that ensure that the body is treated 
as something of one’s own. The same areas of the brain that are responsible for such “self-
possession” also work in connection with the use of things assigned to them by a person. With 
regard to the management system of society, the brain tends to the ideal of limited government, 
which is ensured by a balance of different sources of power (Oleskin, 2007). The formation of 
morality in the process of the formation of a person went through four interconnected stages: 
social instincts, which led to the appearance of a reasonable feeling of sympathy for others 
and the provision of mutual assistance in the ancestors of a person; acquisition of language; a 
behavior habit that is consistent with social opinions. The rudiments of morality in the world 
of living nature, from the point of view of the evolutionary-psychological approach, are based 
on synergy, altruism, cooperation, mutual adaptation, and self-reproduction. 

Exploring human history problems from the perspective of modern naturalism, it should 
be noted that it leads to a new understanding of the very nature of the man. Man is the creator 
of the highest spiritual values that are rooted in nature. We can say that the feeling of beauty, 
the tendency towards harmony and beauty, is the result of the fact that a person is a part of 
whole harmonious nature. Art is in human nature; it is rooted in our genes. In all societies, 
art was practiced and enjoyed. The psychological roots of this activity have become a subject 
for discussion. In book “Aesthetic Man: Where Does Art Come From and Why?” Ellen 
Dissanayake argues that art is an evolutionary adaptation, as the emotions of fear or binocular 
vision (Dissanayake, 1995). She believes that art has played a central role in the emergence of 
adaptation and human survival. 

The ability to art is innate; it was developed to create certain situations that are important 
for survival or social cohesion. Other researchers saw art as a by-product of other adaptations, 
such as the aesthetic pleasure of perceiving adaptive objects and environments, lust for status, 
and the ability to create artifacts to achieve desired goals. In this case, art is a technology for 
getting pleasure (Pinker, 1997).

What is the essence of these phenomena in our psyche? A person living in the environment 
is looking for certain schemes that help him to master it. Such schemes include certain spheres 
in the form of clearly delineated areas; they are informative in nature, for example, the axis of 
symmetry. The brain, using them, divide the visual field into certain surfaces, and groups them 
into objects so that it can recognize them next time. The same goes for the sound schemes of 
music. Our auditory system uses them to organize the sound world. Researchers have found 
that humans prefer landscapes that exemplify a human-friendly environment. Evolutionary 
aesthetics highlights the details of a person’s appearance that make him beautiful in the eyes of 
others, namely those that information about health, fertility and vitality, etc. 
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Conclusions

Thus, modern naturalism allows you to see in a new way the development of naturalistic and 
evolutionary explanations in many branches of scientific knowledge. The demand for modern 
naturalism is due to the latest advances in sciences that study the brain, mind, genes, and 
evolution. Naturalism allows you to stay within the scientific approach, so all research carried 
out within this approach has rigor and consistency of thought. Using evolutionary thinking 
as a basis, modern naturalism manifests itself in such directions as evolutionary psychology, 
evolutionary ethics, and the evolutionary origin of language, culture, and art. The Human 
Genome Project, which has shed light on understanding the genetic roots of intelligence and 
emotion, should be a signal for further deeper research into the cognition and solution of 
human problems in the light of modern naturalism.

&  References

Anderson, M.L. (2015) Mining the Brain for a New Taxonomy of the Mind. Philosophy 
Compass, no 10 (1), 68-77. 

Arnhart, L. (2009) Darwinian Conservatism. Darwinian Conservatism: A Disputed Question. 
Ed. by K. Blanchard. Exeter: Imprint Academic, 1-145.

Barkow, J.H., Cosmides, L., and Tooby, J. (1992) The Adapted Mind: Evolutionary Psychology 
and the Generation of Culture. Oxford: Oxford University Press. 

Borzova, E.P. (2008) N.O. Losskii. Philosophical research. SPbKO.
Buss, D.M. (1993) Strategic individual differences: The evolutionary psychology of selection, 

evocation, and manipulation. Twins as a tool of behavior genetics. West Sussex, 
England, 121-137.

Chomsky, N. (2000) New horizons in the study of language and mind. New York: Cambridge 
University Press.

Cosmides, L., and Tooby, J. (1997) Evolutionary Psychology: A Primer, Center for Evolutionary 
Psychology.

Darwin, Ch. (2001) On the Origin of Species by Means of Natural Selection. SPb: Nauka.
Dennett, D.C. (1995) Darwin’s dangerous idea: Evolution and the meanings of life. New York: 

Simon & Schuster.
Dissanayake, E. (1995) Homo Aestheticus: Where Art Comes From and Why? University of 

Washington Press.
Ghiselin, M. (1973) Darwin and Evolutionary Psychology: Darwin initiated a radically new 

way of studying behavior. Science, 964-968.
Huxley, J. (1963) Evolution. The modern synthesis. -2-nd ed. London.
Oleskin, A.V. (2007) Biopolitika. Moscow: Nauka, 2007.
Palmer, J., and Palmer, L.K. (2002) Evolutionary Psychology. The Ultimate Origins of Human 

Behavior. Boston, MA: Allyn and Bacon.
Pigliucci, M, and Muller, G. (2010) Evolution – the Extended Synthesis. The MIT Press.
Pinker, S. (2002) The blank slate: the modern denial of human nature. New York: Viking.
Pinker, S. (2007) The Language Instinct: How the Mind Creates Language. Harper Perennial.
Pinker, S. (1997) How the mind works. New York: W.W.Norton Company.
Rickert, G. (1998) Philosophy of life. Kyiv: Nika-Tsentr.
Russell, J. (2012) The Human Genome Project. VSD.
Schaeffer, J.M. (2010) The end of human exclusivity. Moscow: Novoe literaturnoe obozrenie.



Modern Naturalism in Human Cognition
 by Nargiz Medzhidova

Future Human Image, Volume 17, 202228

Spencer, H. (2008) The Principles of Ethics. Moscow: LKI, 2008.
Sperber, D. (1997) Explaining culture: a naturalistic approach. Politics and the Life Sciences, 

vol. 16, No. 2 Sep., 319-323.
Windelband, W. (1995) Philosophy of Culture and Transcendental Idealism. Moscow: Yurist.


