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The Human Psyche is not Civil

Psychology is an almost infinitely complicated subject matter, as is the civility called for in much of human society. Civility as beckoned in Choosing Civility, however, is not founded in psychologically sound thought. As such, civility as a personal doctrine is impossible to choose to follow and adhere to as it stands in violation of true and proven theories of psychology. There are many prominent schools of thought in psychology but four of the major ones include biology, behaviorism, psychoanalytic thought, and humanistic/existential psychology (H/E). Each of these refutes civility as an open choice that can be made by any individual for a number of reasons.

From the biological stand point, we “Do what works for us as a species and promotes survival” (M. Kunkel). In this sense, any single thing we do from this perspective is to help ourselves and our species survive. Furthermore, we tend to have natural affinity towards our own race, people of similar ethnicity. “… Imagine someone has broken into your house. Imagine you’re lying in bed, you look up, and you see an intruder standing there. What race is it? Not the same as you, right?” (M. Kunkel). There are also a number of psychological struggles which make acting civilly a difficult notion.


Certain situations, like the one with Forni’s rule of Be Inclusive, the woman laughs at a funny joke and the Italian man chastises her for it (P.M. Forni). From a biological standpoint, he is not being uncivil but is instead trying to ensure that his group of people survive more easily by exiling those who are different. This helps to guarantee that their genes, their culture, their way of being, is more likely to be contained and passed on. Civility, then, is impossible at times because it goes against the very survival of the human species. Finally, there are also disorders of the mind that can cause one to have difficulties being civil. Everything from mental retardation to autism to personality disorders can affect how you socialize and cannot always be helped. Because of this, there are people who are born essentially to not be civil.

Behaviorism can be summed up very simply. All things that we do, we do because of the consequences, so the equation is worked out to be that “…behavior is a function of its consequences” (M. Kunkel). The way that people act is according to what will happen as a direct result of those actions. You can either increase a behavior with reinforcement or decrease it using punishment. “… There is positive and negative reinforcement, positive being you get something pleasurable when you do a behavior, negative means you exit a painful situation as a result of the behavior” (M. Kunkel). 

In this way, if holding a door open for someone does not reward you, it will not increase this behavior. Similarly, by being civil, one does not usually get out of a bad situation, so negative reinforcement does not apply either. Many of Forni’s rules of civility are not reinforcing, so civility is not self-sustaining. As such, civility behavior may happen, but it does not last. Punishment as implemented by humans does not usually work. Good examples of punishment include a hot stove, electric fences, things which consistently punish the person immediately and so, decrease the behavior. So because reinforcement does not work, one would have to punish non-civil behavior to increase civil behavior. Firstly, because punishment more often than not does not work when used by humans, this would probably not work in the first place. Secondly, no one likes punishment and punishment itself stands in the way of civility at times. From a behavioral point of view, civility just does not work out.

Psychoanalytic (PSA) thought has to do almost exclusively with the unconscious. The unconscious is formed in the early years of life and is described by Dr. Kunkel as resembling hailstones, where “… if you free associate (speak freely) about an idea or an object, you find there are all kinds of things around it.” (M. Kunkel). Early on in life, we have a variety of experiences with many things, including people and how to act around them. 

Sometimes we have a bad experience with talking to people or being polite to people and that bad experience can then forever be mixed in with the unconscious. If your parents constantly yelled at you for not using good manners at the table, it makes you anxious and afraid. Later on in life, then, every time you go and eat with someone, you feel anxious and afraid: consciously, you know you’re not going to be yelled at but your unconscious is afraid that that may happen. Then, when trying to be civil at the table, you may not converse or eat or other things, because of the unconscious fear of being yelled at. You can’t help it, of course, but it is there and so prevents you from Choosing Civility.

Finally, both PSA and H/E psychology state that there are ‘bad’ ways of being in all of us, in this case, ways of being uncivil. If we hold these back all the time, we end up causing many more problems than there already are and eventually doing whatever we’re holding back anyway, only since it’s been held back, it happens to a more extreme degree. In both schools of thought, it is recommended that you integrate these things into your being. In this, the front is bigger than the back in PSA and in H/E you have a shadow. A popular example of this is Congressman Foley, in which he fought against things that had happened to him as a child between himself and his Priest. Since he did not integrate how he felt towards men with his conscious being, he was unable to operate correctly. If, then, someone constantly holds back uncivil behavior and does nothing but civility, then eventually they will do something monstrously uncivil, anything from cussing someone out to maybe even taking a life. Choosing Civility, then, leads to incivility.

A society where civility is practiced is hardly a bad society. However, society is unable to always be civil and there is no such thing as a real utopia. Attempting to do so puts enormous strain on the structure of society and can cause great wear and tear on the individual being. Some people are born with a great capacity to do things in a civil way but others are born to not do so. Sometimes things happen to children that make it nearly impossible to be properly civil later on in life. Furthermore, civil behavior in and of itself is not very rewarding and in behaviorism not self-sustaining. We can choose to be civil, since we are human beings and we do have a free will. We tend to do the things most beneficial to our individual selves, however, and civility tends to not be once of them so lots of people choose not to be civil. In essence, every person would like every other person to be civil towards them, but they themselves would rather not be civil.
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