
For nearly two decades, many of
them have adopted a minimalist or
even “know-nothing” mindset about
genetic research. To write about
something is to legitimate it, they
have held, believing that the new
focus on the genetics of behavior (par-
ticularly as it relates to race) might be
a thinly veiled “return of the eugeni-
cist project of the first half of the 20th
century,” writes Peter Bearman, a
sociologist at Columbia University,
who edited a special supplement to
the American Journal of Sociology
with sociologists Molly A. Martin of
Pennsylvania State University and
Sara Shostak of Brandeis University.

But “inattention” to genetics isn’t
likely to pass muster with the public
or those who dole out research grants.
Rather than try to debunk the role of
genes in behavior, writes Northwest-
ern sociologist Jeremy Freese, he is

willing to concede that “behavioral
geneticists are (roughly) correct in
concluding that virtually every out-
come sociologists have cared to study
about individuals is genetically ‘heri-
table’ to a nontrivial degree.”

Consider, he suggests, early sexual
activity among adolescents: If genetic
differences are a partial cause of
height, and height is a partial cause of
attractiveness, and attractiveness is a
partial cause of positive interactions
with others, and positive interactions
are a partial cause of self-esteem, and
self-esteem is a partial cause of de-
layed first intercourse, then age at first
intercourse is genetically influenced.
The important point is that “sociologi-
cal thinking is fundamental to ex-
plaining why.”

In this dense, 316-page supplement
to one of the nation’s leading sociologi-
cal journals, 29 scholars combined
genetics and sociological research.
Sociologist Bernice A. Pescosolido of
Indiana University, Bloomington, with
five collaborators, investigated the
effects of a DNA variant present in
some people called the GABRA2 gene,

The first law of sociology,

according to an old joke about the
limits of social science, is “Some do,
some don’t.” For more than a cen-
tury, sociologists have been trying to
tease out the answers to such ques-
tions as who votes, gets ahead, com-
mits crimes, or goes to college. But
while social scientists were produc-
ing complex narrative accounts of
myriad causal factors, biologists
decoded some three billion units of
human DNA. Then geneticists
released a tsunami of papers pur-
porting to reveal a genetic basis for
phenomena ranging from voting
behavior to car wax preference.
What’s a sociologist to do if every-
thing is inherited?
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Too Much Visibility
The camera has created a culture of celebrity; the

computer is creating a culture of connectivity. As the

two technologies converge—broadband tipping the

Web from text to image, social networking sites

spreading the mesh of interconnection ever wider—

the two cultures betray a common impulse. Celebrity

and connectivity are both ways of becoming known.

This is what the contemporary self wants. It wants to

be recognized, wants to be connected: It wants to be

visible. . . . If the property that grounded the self, in

Romanticism, was sincerity, and in modernism it was

authenticity, then in postmodernism it is visibility.

So we live exclusively in relation to others, and

what disappears from our lives is solitude. . . . 

But no real excellence, personal or social, artistic,

philosophical, scientific, or moral, can arise without

solitude.

—WILLIAM DERESIEWICZ, a literary critic and for-

mer Yale professor, in The Chronicle Review (Jan. 30, 2009)

S O C I E T Y

Is Sociology Dead?
T H E  S O U R C E :  “Exploring Genetics and
Social Structure,” a supplement to Ameri-
can Journal of Sociology, 2008.



tin Langeveld, a blogger at News
After Newspapers and a former
newspaper business executive, only
three to four percent of newspaper
reading occurs online.

The Newspaper Association of
America estimates that newspapers
have a daily print audience of 116.8
million. Each reader looks at 24
pages, about half the pages published
in the average paper, and reads for

roughly 25 minutes. All this adds up
to about 87 billion print page views
per month. On the Web, the associa-
tion says, Nielsen figures show that
newspaper sites get 3.2 billion page
views in an average month. Thus, the
online share of newspaper readership
is only 3.5 percent. All told, newspa-
pers claim the attention of readers for
a total of 99.5 billion minutes per
month, with only three billion of
those minutes spent in front of a com-
puter screen, according to the
Nieman Lab figures.

Langeveld’s specific numbers have
a back-of-the-envelope feel, but his
general conclusion jibes with those of

Newspapers are migrating

to the Web at a furious pace, and
advertisers began fleeing there long
ago. But one group has been left
behind: readers. According to Mar-

ple sexual partners) than
similar young men with a
different combination of
genes—called the Any10R
men. Guo and his col-
leagues, however, found
that the “protective” effect
of 9R/9R can easily be
overwhelmed by environ-
ment. In schools where half
or more of the 9R/9R
group’s fellow students
have experienced sex by age
16, the “protective” effect of
the 9R/9R gene vanished.
In fact, according to Guo,

environment seems to play a bigger
role in the sexual decision-making of
9R/9Rs than on their peers. When
the 9R/9Rs were surrounded by
other young men who had already
become sexually active, their
predicted number of partners more
than tripled. For those without the
9R/9R genotype, peer pressure raised
the number of partners by only a little
more than 20 percent.

wearing, and which also appears to act
as a kind of brake on sexual activity
involving the dopamine transporter
genes in the brain.

Although dopamine is not com-
pletely understood, its line of work
has earned its label as “the feel-good
chemical.” Young male 9R/9R carri-
ers (about six percent of the sample
population) are less likely to engage in
risky behaviors (such as having multi-
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The Web News Fallacy
T H E  S O U R C E :  “Print Is Still King: Only
Three Percent of Newspaper Reading Hap-
pens Online” by Martin Langeveld, in Nieman
Journalism Lab at www.niemanlab.org,
April 13, 2009.

which is associated with
alcoholism. While there is
strong evidence GABRA2 is
linked to alcohol depen-
dence, the gene doesn’t
automatically produce alco-
holism the same way Gregor
Mendel’s pea plants reliably
passed on traits. GABRA2
seems to have little or no
effect on women, and the
predisposition toward alco-
holism of those with
GABRA2 “virtually washes
away” for men with suppor-
tive families, Pescosolido
and colleagues found.

Guang Guo of the University of
North Carolina, Chapel Hill, studied
the effect of the presence of the 9R/9R
gene variant on the number of sexual
partners young white men were likely
to have. With two colleagues, he
tracked the role of 9R/9R, which
seems to be a kind of  “good boy”
marker associated with better grades,
less binge drinking, and more seat belt

E XC E R P T

Taste Test
[Since President Barack Obama’s election]

there’s been a thick jam of optimism smeared on the

burnt toast of my generation’s apathy. Now we’ll find

out how the whole thing tastes.

—AKIVA FREIDLIN, a New York City writer, in

The Oxford American (Spring 2009)
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