
Who am I?  What am I?  What makes me "ME"?  These are questions we've all asked of ourselves with out coming up with any clear answers.  We have sought the help of religion, philosophy, and science and none of these have offered definitive proof.  Biology suggests that we are "who we are" because of our genetic make-up, that our DNA is a map of not just our physical being, but of our personality as well.  While psychology maintains that we are influenced more by our environment, that is we are “who we are" because of how we were raised added to the sum of our experiences.  This on-going and heated debate is know as "nature versus nurture" and is one of the most heavily debated subjects in scientific and psychological communities.  


The article NATURE & nurture, from Life magazine, argues that the scales are tipping strongly toward nature as the study of genetics intensifies.  They maintain that most traits can be trace to a specific section of a person’s DNA strand.  This theory is based largely on research similar to, and that which is done at the Minnesota Center for Twin and Adoption Research, which have studied 7,000 sets of twins, both fraternal and identical, some having been separated at birth through adoption.   They have used these studies as a gauge of how heritable certain personality traits are.  For instance they have concluded that assertiveness is 60% heritable and happiness is 80% heritable depending little on wealth, achievement, or marital status.  It further maintains that given a particular recipe a genes, a person will grow to be the same person no matter how he or she is raise, barring of course extremely poor parenting.


The thought that parents, as long as they are at least adequate, have no effect on whom the child is he or she grows up, is an idea greatly unsettling to most parents.  It implies that parents have little to do with the success or failure of their children.  I for one don’t buy into this completely.  As much as I believe a person cannot be what he or she is not born genetically capable of, (a clumsy person will never be a world class figure skater), I believe parents have many positive and negative effects.  Parents shape children morally.  Exception people will grow to be exceptional people, but what makes a Hitler different from a Patton on a molecular level.


Ronald Green, director of the Ethics Institute at Dartmouth has spotted this problem and warns caution.  If science were able to map out the human gene code and isolate those things that could be considered defects, what would stop a potential parent from choosing to eliminate the possibility for their child to be gay, or short, or bad at spelling.  There’s a world of good to be done, but a staggering potential for misuse.  Green cautions, “Do we know enough to know what we are changing?  Are we going to be wise enough to do it well, in such a way that we don’t impoverish the future?  In trying to avoid a Ted Kaczynski, might we destroy an Einstein?”


Another psychologist, David Lykken, has come under fire for his controversial ideas.  Although no genetic link to criminality has been found, people draw that assumption erroneously.  Lykken believes that a lot of crime is do to genetic predispositions for aggression and impulsiveness combined with incompetent parenting and the breakdown of the nuclear family.  “We wouldn’t let a crack addict, a teenager or a criminal adopt a child,” he says.  “Why not make the same minimal requirements for people having children biologically?”  He proposes that biological parents should be licensed.  I agree with this proposal, but not for the same reasons.  I don’t think we should deny anyone the right to become a parent, I just think we should have a licensening process to ensure everyone who becomes a parent is educated in being a parent.  So many people become parents unprepared; that I think it would be a benefit to society if people were taught basic child safety, child development, and made to understand what was expected of a responsible parent, fewer people would chose to become parents and those who did would be better prepared.


Alas the argument of nature versus nurture can’t be looked at in terms of black and white.  A person simply isn’t born to be precisely the person he or she becomes.  On the other hand, the environment in which a child is raised cannot overcome all the genetic inclinations of the child’s heredity.  In my opinion, our genes give us pushes toward some final complete personality, but we still have choices.  We can choose our job, and who to love, and we can fight against our bad habits, like biting our nails.  We have the abilities to shape our own lives and the lives of our families and friends, but there is a strong influence exerted by our DNA, on everything we do.  The key to life, happiness, and success may lie in our ability to recognize our own biological guidelines and to follow it more often than fight it.  To borrow a quote from Bethesda psychiatrist Stanley Greenspan, who utilized genetic finding to customize his behavior therapies for children who display specific genetic propensities, like shyness or aggressiveness, “It’s not a horse race between nurture and nature, it’s a dance.”  It’s not a horse race.  It is a dance.  Growing, developing, becoming “Who we are,” is a delicate precise art, a give and take.  A perfectly balance composition of the gifts we were born with and the wisdom we acquire.

*Were you born that way? Life, April ’98, Vol. 21 Issue 4, p38, 9p, 6c.  By Colt, George Howe; Kuehn, Karen; et al.
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