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Nature vs Nurture: what makes us who we are?

In 1979, James Springer and James Lewis were reunited for the first time in 39 years. Springer
and Lewis were identical twins who had been separated four weeks after birth and adopted by two
different families. Even though these men spent nearly four decades in very different environments
from one another, when they met, they discovered that they exhibited many striking similarities
beyond their looks. For example, they both had married and divorced women with the same name —
Linda. Both had given their sons nearly identical names — James Allan and James Alan. And they
both worked in law enforcement. What does the story of these twins tell us? Did their DNA
determine their behaviors and preferences, or was their environment the cause of their similarities?

The phrase “nature vs nurture” was first used by Francis Galton, a 19"-century psychologist.
Galton used the phrase to highlight the controversy over whether our genes or our environment and
experiences play the major role in determining our personalities, intelligence, and other
characteristics. Let us take a further look at questions that may help us put the “nature vs nurture”
argument into perspective.

The first question concerns intelligence. Is it determined by genes that have been passed down
from our parents, or by our environment and the things we learn? Genes seem to have a greater
influence on the physical nature of our brains, things such as their size and weight, and we know that
certain people seem to be much more intelligent than average. However, our brains continue to
develop and change well into adulthood as the result of practice, training, and learning. During our
lives, we are exposed to a vast amount of information, data, and knowledge, and we are able to learn
new skills and absorb new information every day. In other words, it seems that our education (both in
and out of school) and our real-world experiences also have a major influence on our intelligence. It
appears, then, that intelligence should be understood as the result of some combination of the
influence of both nature and nurture.

How about our personalities - where do they come from? In the early 20™ century, Sigmund
Freud, an Austrian psychologist, claimed that events from our childhoods have a significant impact
on the formation of our personalities. Freud believed that how we are treated by our parents as we are
raised held the key to understanding a child’s development in later life. On the other hand, more
recent studies have found that some personality traits tend to be determined more by genes than by
external influences. For example, if you are an outgoing and sociable person, there is a high
probability that either your mother or father likes to interact with and enjoys the company of others.
The English saying, “like father, like son” may have some validity from this perspective. Again, we
seem to arrive at the conclusion that our personalities are formed by a combination of nature and
nurture.

Traditionally, there has been an either-or approach to answering this question of where our
individual traits, such as personality, behavior, and intelligence come from. With more and more
scientific findings accumulating, however, experts now acknowledge that there seems to be no
dominance of one source of influence over the other; rather both nature and nurture can help us
explain how we are different from each other and why we are how we are. Forty-two years ago,
people might have thought the only explanation for James Springer and James Lewis having so much
in common was their similar genes, but on closer inspection, it turns out that nature and nurture may
be a better description than nature vs nurture.
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