THE

NATURE-NURTURE
CONTROVERSY

BY DIANE B. PAUL

ccording to Science magazine,

the nature-nurture debate is

“basically over.” In his edi-

torial of May 20, Daniel

Koshland, Jr. asserts that
recent reports of rhe chromosomal
localization of genes related to Alzhcimer’s
disease and to manic depression demonstrate
that hercdity and environment are both
involved in behavioral disorders. The
general conclusion that both nature and
nurture affect behavior “‘may scem
obvious to a scientist,” he writes, “‘but our
judges, journalists, legislators, and
philosophers have been slow to learn this
lesson.”

These nonscientists, Koshland contends,
stubbornly assume that when children
misbehave, rehabilitation of prisoners fails,
or suicides arc not prevented, their
cnvironments must be at fault. Bur the
evidence also contradicts a purely genetic
explanation. “Equally simplistic is the
contention that there is no crime, only
discasc; no guilt, only a bad combination of
genes.” In his view, it is no longer possible
to doubt either the “mounting evidence”
for the commonsensical view that both
naturc and nurture contribute to differences
in behavior or the relevance of that
evidence for public policy.

Nevertheless, those who “dread complex-
ity” are bound to resist these findings.
They will find it hard to abandon the old
model that opposed heredity and environ-
ment. Nonscientists will find it particularly
difficult “ro cope with these complicared
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relationships.” In the end, however, even
they will learn to live with the increasingly
obvious fact that effective social policies
must rake account of genetic diffcrences.
Dr. Koshland's is not the first obituary
for the narure-nurture controversy. In fact,
the debare was hardly underway before a
victor was announced. In his 1914
Presidential Address to the Brirish
Association, Australia, William Bateson
declared that the naturc-nurture controversy
was “‘drawing to an end.”” His was but the
first in a long string of similar pronounce-

ments. Indeed, one of the most frequent
claims in the lengthy history of the nature-
nurturc debate has been that it is over. But
the corpse of this particular controversy
will not stay buried. Farlicr reports of its
demise were obviously premature. [n my
view, so are the most recent.

Why the persistent refusal to accept the
issuc as scttled? Surely not, as Dr.
Koshland thinks, because judgcs, philosophers,
and other nonscientists find it hard to cope
with the complexity of a position that
posits more than onc factor. Even if this

“Yes, Penelope, it's twins. But they say they won't come out
until the nature-nurture controversy is overl”




claim were true, it would be beside the
point. The severest critics of the view point
articulated by Dr. Koshland are scientists.?
Why have they been reluctant to aceept the
obvious? To answer this question, we need
to consider some aspects of the history of
the nature-nurture controversy.

In 1869, Francis Galton published
Hereditary Genius, followed five years later
by English Men of Science: Their Nature and
Nurture—thus originating the modern
debate. In these books, Galton demonstrated
that high achievement runs in families. He
also maintained thar talent would not
ultimately be thwarted by poor environ-
ments; in his view, really capable people
would overcome cvery hindrance to
success. lt followed that eminence in
science, the arts, and public life was largely
due to natural ability.

In some respects, the contemporary
debate looks quite different from that of
Galton's time. But certain features have
also remained remarkably constant,
Throughout this century, “hereditarians’™
have repeatedly concluded that the issue is
settled. Also characteristic of this tradition
is the claim that the issues are, or at least
should be, strictly scientific. Thus,
hereditarians have ostensibly been forced
to their conclusions by the weight of
cvidence- often in contradiction to their
prior expectations and/or personal wishes.

“Hereditarian” and “‘environmentalist™
are contested and often confusing terms,
and some discussion of their usage is
therefore in order. There is no absolure
hereditarian or environmentalist position.
These terms have meaning only relative to
cach other, and to the perspective of some
observer. Theearly hereditarian position is
typified by Bateson, who maintained in his
1914 speech that “of the overwhelmingly
greater significance of nature there is no
longer any possibility of doubt.” Few
would assert this view today.

Thus, if there is a continuous hereditanan
tradition, as | believe, it is one with a
shifting content. At any time, we can
meaningfully characterize a position as
hereditarian (or environmentalist) only in
contrast to some alternative.

Nicholas Pastorc’s 1949 book, The
Nature-Nurture Controversy, provides a
good illustration of this point. Pastore was
interested in the political correlates of
attitudes to the nature-nurture question.
His book consists of 24 profiles of
screntists active in the debate; twelve are
characterized as hereditarians, twelve as
environmentalists. In 1949, probably few
would have argued with hisassignmentsto
cither category. From the standpoint of the
1980s, however, there are a number of
surprises.

Some of his environmentalists, such as
John B. Watson or Franz Boas, would
appear on anyone's list, compiled then or
now. But Pastore also included such
biologists as H.J. Muller, Frank N,
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Freeman, Lancelot Hogben, J.B.S. Haldanc,
and H.S. Jennings. They were environ-
mentalists only in comparison with
Pastorce’s hereditarians (such as Bateson,
Francis Galton, Karl Pearson, Fdward
Fast, Paul Popenoe, and Henry Goddard).

Although Jennings could have spoken
for most of Pastore's environmentalists, his
views would make him a hereditarian on
today's spectrum. Jennings thought it
“certain that all the things that affect
character and conduct are deeply influenced
by the hereditary materials. There is no
characteristic or quality of human beings
that is exempted from its influence. This
conclusion is confirmed by all the many
studies that have been made on the two
types of twins. And it is in harmony too
with all that we know of the science of
generics. Experimental work on the
breeding of organisms shows...that they
have no characteristics of any kind that arc
not affected by the genes that they receive
at the beginning of their lives.”?

Today, the key terms in the nature-
nurture controversy have not only
changed their meaning, but are also
contested. For most of its history,
participants and obscrvers generally
agreed on the content and application of
“*hereditarian’’ and “‘environmentalist.”
Some people continue to cheerfully
describe themselves as hereditarians. But
they are few. Today, it is generally a label
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attached 1o one's opponents. [ consider Dr.
Koshland a hereditarian. [ also expect that
he would disagree. Thus it is a term whose
meaning is not only historically specific,
but relative to the assumprions of the
observer. ‘

There is a conventonal understanding
of the nature-nurture controversy according
to which hereditarians once asserted thar
genes are cverything. Biologists such as
Bateson, Pearson, Popenoc, and Fast,
psychologists such as Goddard and Lewis
Terman, and a host of amateur scientists
and eugenic propagandists such as Leonard
Darwin, Harry Laughlin, and Madison
Grant did assert that nature was a far more
powerful influence on behavior than
nurture. Pearson’s claim in Nature and
Nurture that “the nfluence of environment
is nowhere more than one-fifth that of
heredity, and quite possibly not one-tenth
of it is often cited to illustrate this view.

However, not even Pearson held that
environment was powerless to shape
behavior. And by the 1920s, it had become
conventional to deny the opposition of
nature and nurture. Charles Davenport
whose hereditarian credentials are impeccable-~
insisted in 1911 that “so long as we regard
heredity and environment as opposed, so
long will we experience endless contradic-
tions in interpreting any trait, behavior, or
disease.”

That statement would surely receive Dr.
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Koshland's assent. And as Marxists say,
that is no accident. For the **confrontation
of extremes’' that opposed the allmacht of
heredity to that of environment is basically
a fiction created by modern hereditarians,
who are made ro seem reasonable by
comparison.

Dr. Koshland (and a host of behavior
geneticists) appear to stand for a sensible
middle ground between two absurd
extremes. Ironically, radical critics of the
eugenics movement have in effect colluded
in this fiction. In their zeal to show just
how awful eugenists were, critics have
trumpeted thar most extreme statements—
thus feeding the perception that the
“interactionist” position 1s, in contrast,
moderare.

Through the 1960s, the environmentalist
position (at least as expressed by scientists)
was itself interactionist. lIts successor is a
product of the 1970s. Until then, no
geneticist of whom lam awaredoubred the
existence of substantial genetic variability
for menral and behavioral traits.

T'hat situation changed as the result of a
series of linked events beginning in 1969.
In that year, Arthur Jensen published his
Harvard Educational Review article asserting
thar ar least half of the average black-white
gap in intelligence quotient (1.Q.) scores
was probably attributable to differences in
genes. T'wo years later, in the Atlantic
Monthly, Richard Herrnstein developed an
analogous argument in respect to social
class. (This was soon expanded to a book,
1.Q. in the Meritocracy.) In the context of a
generally radicalized academic environ-
ment, these srudies prompted some

scientists to rethink conventional assumptions
concerning individual differences in
intelligence and personality. Within just a
few years, the critical position had been
transformed.

The nature of that revision was shaped
in important ways by the Cyrnl Burt
scandal. In his 1974 book, The Science and
Polities of 1.Q., Leon Kamin charged that
Burt’s influential results (which apparently
demonstrated an .80 + heritability of 1.Q.)
were, statistically speaking, too good ro be
true. This is not the place to review the
history of the ensuing scandal, which has in
any case been rold many times. Sufficeitto
say that his suspicions were justified; Burt
had fabricated at least some of his work and
the existence of his research collaborarors.

Kamin's book marked an important shift
in the direction of the nature-nurture
debate.  After reviewing all the classic
studies of the heritability of 1.QQ., he
concluded that “There exist no data which
should lead a prudent man ro accept the
hypothesis that 1.QQ. test scores are in any
degree heritable.” What followed was a
heated debate about the standards required
to demonstrate the heriability of intelligence.

When the dust settled, it was possible to
distinguish essentially two positions.
Critics such as Leon Kamin and Richard
Lewontin stressed the methodological
difficultics involved in designing experiments
on the heritability of human mental and
behavioral rtraits, including intellectual
performance. They insisted that all earlier
studies—not just Burt's—were vitiated by
their failure to break the association of
genotype and phenotype (a problem

“They can’t bury the nature-nurture controversy nowl
Our grant for the diapers hasn't come through.”
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resulting from the fact that relatives
generally share similar environments). In
their view, the enormous efforts required
to overcome this problem were not
justified either by the potential scientific or
social interest of the results.

Many behavior geneticists, on the other
hand, protested thar the standards
proposed by critics were excessively high.
In their view, it was possible to design
studies that met reasonable methodologn
criteria, and that the best of the old, plus
new studies, had in fact demonstrated some
heritability  of individual differences in
intellectual  performance. They often
stressed as well the potential importance
for public policy of behavior genetic
research.®

The most recent study purporting to
demonstrate the heritability of specific
behaviors is by Thomas Bouchard and his
associates at the University of Minnesota.
Their mvestigation of 348 twin pairs has
not yet been published, though its results
have been widely disseminated in the
media. According to U.S. News and World
Report, “social potency, alienation, well-
being and harm avoidance were all found
to be products of nature, not nurture.”
Time reports the investigators’ question as
“How much of any individual’s personality
1s due to heredity?” and their answer is
“abour half."? (Genes apparently have a
particularly potent effect on political
attitudes. According to Time, ““a penchant
for conservatism™ is 60 percent inherited.)

The assertion that 60 or any other
percent of a trait can be inherited is, in a
word, absurd. As Frederick Osborn, the
Secretary of the American Eugenics
Society, wrote in 1940: “Scientists no
longer ask: which is the more important,
heredity or environment? Such a question
lacks reality, because when two sets of
factors are nccessary to produce a given
result...there can be no question of the
relative importance of ecither set of
factors."™®

Translating the scientific journalese, we
must thus assume that, according ro
Bouchard and his associates, abour 50
percent of the wariation in certain
personality traits is, on average, attributable
to genetic differences.

One thing is in any case certain;
whatever the exact nature of the Minnesota
results, both the researchers and reporters
assume that they have important practical
implications. According to the reporter
from U.S. News, “Psychiatrists and soaal
scientists have long stressed the supremacy
of environment in shaping personality and
their theories are the basis of many public
programs that seck to reverse the social
causes of poverty and crime.” The clear
implication of her report is that these
programs have now been shown to rest on
anaive belief in the power of environment.

It is rempting to focus on methodological
shortcomings in recent behavior genetic
studies. That was the tack taken by Kamin
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in respect to Burt and the earlier generation
of 1.Q. studies. It has its advantage. To
identify the issue as methodological is to
make possible an appeal to the widest
possible audience. Behavior genetic studies
are judged and found wanting, not by
standards peculiar to the Left, but by those
of mainstream science. This strategy has
costs as well as benefits, however.

One cost incurred is to reinforce the
belief that it matters whether there is
genetic variability for some mental and
behavioral traits. Kamin himself has never
denied this possibility. Indeed, in The
Science and Politics of 1.Q., he wrote that
“There may well be genetically determined
differences among people in their cognitive
and intellectual ‘capacities,””’ and he
insisted that the book concerned only the
heritability of 1.Q. test scores.

However, this point has hardly been
stressed since, by Kamin or other critics of
behavior genetic studies. The result has
been to associate critics with an apparent
commitment to the zero heritability of any
interesting skill or behavior. But someday
a study may demonstrate, by standards
acceptable even to 2 Kamin or Lewontin,
the existence of genetic variability for some
mental or behavioral characteristic. It will
then be too late to say —credibly —that the
results don't marrer.

The methodological critique is often
associated with the claim that one's own
position is nonideological. Kamin is
quoted in the U.S. News report as saying
about the Bouchard study, “This has
nothing to do with science. It’s a political
debate.” Of course, he means that politics
motivartes the ather side. But the issues in
the nature-nurture controversy are not,
and cannot be, wholly technical. To assert
that one's own side stands above politics is
both false to the facts and at odds with the
most important point made by left critics.

It is an interesting characteristic of the
contemporary debate that partisans on
both sides regularly charge their opponents
with being politically moivated. Behavior
geneticists assert that their adversaries have
been caprured by ideology, thus explaining
their “abuse of science.” Critics charge just
the same thing, in reverse.

That one's views on the nature-nurture
issue are influenced not ar all by one’s
politics is traditionally a claim associated
with hereditarians. Pastore noted that of
those scientists who had the opportunity to
review his profiles, the sharpest reactions
came from this group and he asks, “May
not this differential effect be due to the fact
that the hereditarians were not as willing to
accept the connection between their
political affiliations and scientific outlook
as were the environmentalists?” The
answer is doubtless yes.

But the direction of the controversy
since the 1970s—with each side condemning
the other as ideological—has also made it
impossible for those on the Left to admita
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link between their science and their
politics. The result has been a certain
incoherence in the left position.

Since the early 1970s, critics of 1.Q. and
behavior genetic studies have simultaneously
pursued two lines of argument. The first,
as we have seen, is methodological: it
asserts that existing studies do not meet
standards rigorous enough to compel
agreement with the claim that there is some
heritability of any interesting mental or
behavioral trait. The second rejects the
equation of heritability with insensitivity
to environmental change. When critics
assert the irrelevance for public policy of
any evidence for the heritability of
particular behaviors, it is for the second
reason.

Central to this larter argument is the
point that the same genotype may be
expressed differently in different environ-
ments. Heritability estimates thus apply
only to a specific population in a specific
range of environments. Unless we can map
the range of environments over which
genotypic expression varies, we cannot
conclude with Dr. Koshland that “‘better
schools, a better environment, better
counseling, and better rehabilitation will
help some individuals but not all.”

That assertion may be true, but it does
not follow from the fact thar the relevant
behaviors are heritable; it also requires the
assumption that we have doneall we can or
will do to alter the relevant environments.
That premise was implicit in Arthur
Jensen's claim that black-white 1.Q. score
differences were largely genetic in origin.
To make it explicit is to see that political as
well as technical assumptions inform the
“hereditarian” position—as they also do
the views of its critics.

The significance of heritability estimates
depends on assumptions about the
likelihood and desirability of social change.
On these points, conservatives, liberals,
and radicals will necessarily differ.

To represent the current controversy as
simply a dispute over evidence permits
critics to associate their position with the
cause of science, and their opponents’ with
ideology. But this is obviously a game that
both sides can play. It would be better, in
my view, for critics to admit that political
as well as technical assumptions inform
their position. The left perspective would
thereby gain in consistency.

At present, critics simultaneously assert
that their own position is strictly scientific
and that the significance of heritability
estimates depends on assumptions about
the givenness of the environment. But the
second claim exposes the political content
in the perspectives of all the participants.
Dr. Koshland's standpoint is not, as
perhaps he himself thinks, value free. It
depends on assumptions about the socially
possible. These premises are rejected by
Kamin, Lewontin, and other left critics.
But that does not make their own work

assumptionless. This point should not be
shocking to radicals, who have traditionally
denied the possibility of a science that is
wholly value free. It should be a threat to
Dr. Koshland. ‘

“There are, of course, important methodolog-
ical issues involved in the current debate.
And it is necessary to identify technical
shortcomings and lapses of logic in
behavior genetic studies. Bur the nature-
nurture controversy has never been, and is
not now, only a marter of good versus bad
science. The views of all the participants
are ultimately informed by their politics.

To say that a view is political is
obviously not to condemn it. Some
scientific controversies have an irreducibly
political element. Thar the nature-nurture
dispute is one of them explains why it will
not soon disappear.
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