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should be “an instrumentality for 
quickening in every suitable way . . .  
both collective and individual de-
velopment.” Charismatic leaders 
in the White House—alien to the 
Founders’ thinking—would chart the  
nation’s course.  

Of course, Wilson wasn’t solely respon-
sible, Will allows, but his ideas played a 
large role in creating our “modern, ad-
ministrative, regulatory state, from the 
supervision of which no corner of life  
is immune.” 

Modern government tends to crowd 
out civil society by assuming its functions, 
and to the extent that it undermines reli-
gion, it “threatens society’s vitality, pros-
perity, and happiness.” Will quotes the 
neoconservative thinker Irving Kristol: 
“Nothing is more dehumanizing, more 
certain to generate a crisis, than to expe-
rience one’s life as a meaningless event 
in a meaningless world.” 

People deprived of meaning look for 
solace in pleasures and distractions and, 
all too often, Will writes, in new kinds 
of faith. “The excruciating political par-
adox of modernity is that secularism ad-
vanced in part as moral revulsion against 
the bloody history of religious strife. But 
there is no precedent for bloodshed on 
the scale produced in the 20th century 
by secular—by political—faiths.” n

INHErENTLY  
POLITIcAL
THE SOurcE: “Does Biology Justify Ideology? The Politics of  

Genetic Attribution” by Elizabeth Suhay and Toby Epstein Jayaratne,  

in Public Opinion Quarterly, Summer 2013.

EVERy DAy SEEMS TO BRING NEW DISCOV-
eries about the role genes play in human 
destiny, influencing everything from our 
vulnerability to disease to our taste for 
lemons and salty snacks. What about 
genes’ influence on politics? Conservatives 
seem eager to embrace genetic explana-
tions of human behavior. After all, to the 
extent that inequality and disadvantage 
are the products of inherent “natural” 
differences among people, there’s less 
reason to try to remedy them and less 
prospect of success if we do so. Liberals, 
on the other hand, have every reason to 
rally around the idea that “environment” 
is all, that people’s traits and abilities 
are infinitely malleable and thus subject  
to the ministrations of government. 

On closer inspection, though, public 
opinion about the impact of genes on so-
ciety doesn’t always sort itself out along 
neat ideological lines. Writing in Public 
Opinion Quarterly, Elizabeth Suhay and 
Toby Epstein Jayaratne report that self-
identified conservatives do indeed tend 
to think that genes explain race and class  
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differences. Analyzing data from a 
2001 survey, Suhay and Jayaratne 
found that people who called them-
selves “very conservative” were 13 per-
cent higher on the authors’ “genetic 
explanation scales” than “very liberal” 
respondents.

But the positions reversed when 
people were asked about the origins 
of sexual orientation. Very liberal re-
spondents were 20 percent higher on 
the genetic explanation scale than 
very conservative ones. Indeed, they 
were twice as likely as very conserva-
tive respondents to say that choice is 
not involved in one’s sexual orienta-
tion. These results are predictable, the 
authors note, since genetic explana-
tions “marginalize the role of personal 
responsibility” and support the idea 
that people “cannot be blamed or held 

accountable” for behavior that arises 
from innate predispositions, and are 
instead entitled to sympathy.

What surprised Suhay, who is a po-
litical scientist at Lafayette College, 
and Jayaratne, a research scientist in 
the School of Public Health at the 
University of Michigan, Ann Arbor, 
was that when the questioning shifted 
from group differences to individual 
ones, the liberal-conservative split 
vanished.  Asked about the influence 
of genes on individuals’ intelligence, 
mathematical ability, drive, and 
propensity to violence, liberals and 
conservatives gave the same range  
of answers.  

Unfortunately, it’s the perception of 
group differences that matters most in 
politics, and in that realm “the public 
picks and chooses from a variety of 
available messages about influences 
on human characteristics with an eye 
toward justifying their preexisting po-
litical stances.” Many scientists, mean-
while, have come to see the influences 
of genes and environment as intimate-
ly intertwined and often impossible 
to weigh separately. It behooves them 
and their news media popularizers 
to avoid reductionist headlines that  
supply ammunition to ideologues. n

Asked about the influence 
of genes on characteristics 
such as individuals’  
intelligence, liberals and 
conservatives gave the 
same range of answers. 




