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Dacher Keltner born to be good is a thought-provoking concept that encapsulates the essence of
human nature and the underlying impulses that guide our behaviors. Dacher Keltner, a prominent
psychologist and professor at the University of California, Berkeley, has dedicated his career to
understanding the intricacies of human emotion, empathy, and altruism. His research delves into the
science of kindness and compassion, providing a compelling argument that humans are inherently
predisposed to be good. This article explores Keltner's ideas, the science behind them, and their

implications for society.

Understanding Dacher Keltner's Perspective

Dacher Keltner’s work is rooted in the belief that positive social interactions and emotions are
fundamental to human survival and flourishing. He argues that humans are not merely driven by self-
interest, but rather by a deep-seated inclination to connect with others. This perspective challenges

traditional views of human behavior that emphasize competition and selfishness.

Core Concepts of Keltner's Work

Keltner's research can be summarized through several core concepts that illustrate why he believes

humans are born to be good:



1. Empathy: Keltner posits that empathy is a powerful motivator for prosocial behavior. Research has
shown that when individuals can recognize and understand the emotions of others, they are more

likely to engage in altruistic actions.

2. Altruism: The act of selfless concern for the well-being of others is central to Keltner’s thesis. He

argues that altruism is an evolutionary advantage that promotes social bonds and cooperation.

3. The Power of Positive Emotions: Positive emotions, such as joy and gratitude, foster connections
among individuals. Keltner emphasizes that these emotions can lead to a ripple effect, encouraging

others to act kindly as well.

4. The Role of Social Bonds: Strong social connections are fundamental to human survival. Keltner
highlights that our brains are wired for social interaction, making us more likely to be cooperative and

compassionate.
5. Moral Development: Keltner draws on developmental psychology to explain how moral reasoning

evolves from a young age. Children naturally exhibit kindness and empathy, suggesting that these

traits are innate.

The Science Behind Kindness

Keltner’s work is supported by a wealth of scientific research, which provides insight into why humans
might be inherently good. The following areas of study highlight the biological and psychological

mechanisms that promote kindness.

Biological Underpinnings

- Neurobiology of Empathy: Studies have shown that certain brain regions, such as the anterior insula

and anterior cingulate cortex, are activated when individuals engage in empathetic responses. This



suggests a biological basis for empathy, indicating that our brains are wired to care for others.

- Oxytocin and Social Bonding: Often referred to as the "love hormone," oxytocin plays a crucial role in
social bonding and trust. Research indicates that higher levels of oxytocin correlate with increased

prosocial behavior, reinforcing Keltner's assertion that humans are inclined to be good.

Psychological Research

- Experimental Studies on Altruism: Numerous experiments have demonstrated that people often
choose to help others, even at a cost to themselves. For example, studies where participants are given
the opportunity to donate to charity show that many individuals opt to give, highlighting an innate

sense of generosity.
- Impact of Positive Psychology: The field of positive psychology, which focuses on what makes life

worth living, has found that engaging in acts of kindness leads to improved well-being for both the

giver and receiver. This reciprocal benefit strengthens the argument for human goodness.

Implications for Society

Understanding that humans are "born to be good" has profound implications for various aspects of

society, including education, mental health, and policy-making.

Education and Socialization

- Teaching Empathy: Keltner advocates for incorporating social and emotional learning (SEL) into
educational curricula. By teaching children about empathy, compassion, and cooperation, we can

nurture their inherent goodness and prepare them for positive social interactions.



- Promoting Kindness in Schools: Initiatives that promote kindness and inclusivity can create a more
supportive school environment. Programs that reward acts of kindness can encourage students to

engage in prosocial behaviors.

Mental Health and Well-Being

- Therapeutic Approaches: Understanding the innate capacity for kindness can inform therapeutic
practices. Therapists can encourage clients to engage in altruistic behaviors as a means of improving

mental health and emotional well-being.
- Community Building: Fostering environments that encourage social connection and support can

enhance community well-being. Initiatives that promote volunteerism and community service can

leverage our natural inclination to help others.

Policy Implications

- Social Welfare Programs: Policies that support vulnerable populations can align with Keltner’s
perspective on human goodness. By providing resources and support, societies can empower

individuals to act kindly and contribute positively to their communities.

- Encouraging Civic Engagement: Encouraging civic participation can harness the collective goodwill of
communities. Policies that promote volunteerism and community involvement can create a culture of

kindness that benefits everyone.

Challenges to the Concept of Inherent Goodness

While Keltner's ideas about human nature are compelling, they are not without challenges. Critics often



point to the darker aspects of human behavior, such as aggression and selfishness, as evidence that

humans are not inherently good.

Addressing the Criticism

- Complexity of Human Behavior: It’s essential to recognize that human behavior is multifaceted. While
some individuals may act selfishly, others consistently demonstrate kindness. Keltner suggests that

context and environment play significant roles in shaping behavior.

- The Influence of Culture and Society: Cultural norms and societal structures can either promote or
inhibit prosocial behavior. Understanding the impact of these factors can help mitigate negative

behaviors and enhance kindness.

Conclusion

Dacher Keltner’s assertion that humans are born to be good offers a hopeful perspective on human
nature. By exploring the biological and psychological foundations of empathy, altruism, and social
bonding, Keltner provides compelling evidence that kindness is intrinsic to our humanity. The
implications of this understanding are vast, touching on education, mental health, and policy. While
challenges exist, recognizing our innate capacity for goodness can inspire individuals and societies to
cultivate a more compassionate world. By embracing our natural inclination to connect and care for

one another, we can foster a society that truly reflects the best of human nature.

Frequently Asked Questions



What is the main thesis of Dacher Keltner's 'Born to Be Good'?

The main thesis of 'Born to Be Good' is that humans are inherently predisposed to be compassionate
and altruistic, and that our emotions and social behaviors are fundamentally geared towards fostering

connections and promoting well-being.

How does Dacher Keltner support his claims about human goodness in

'Born to Be Good'?

Keltner supports his claims through a combination of scientific research, psychological studies, and
evolutionary theory, showing how emotions such as compassion, gratitude, and awe are crucial for

social bonding and community cohesion.

What are some key emotions discussed in 'Born to Be Good' and their
significance?

Key emotions discussed include compassion, gratitude, and awe. Keltner argues that these emotions
play significant roles in promoting social cooperation, enhancing relationships, and improving mental

health, thus contributing to a more harmonious society.

In what ways does 'Born to Be Good' challenge traditional views of

human nature?

The book challenges traditional views that often depict humans as primarily self-interested or
competitive by presenting evidence that suggests altruism and cooperation are deeply embedded in

human nature and essential for survival and social success.
How can insights from 'Born to Be Good' be applied to modern social

issues?

Insights from the book can be applied to modern social issues by promoting empathy, encouraging
community-building activities, and fostering environments where kindness and cooperation are valued,

which can lead to improved mental health and societal well-being.
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