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Your children are not your children.
They are the sons and daughters of Life’s longing for itself.
They come through you but not from you,
And though they are with you yet they belong not to you.
You may give them your love but not your thoughts,
For they have their own thoughts.
You may house their bodies but not their souls,
For their souls dwell in the house of tomorrow, which you cannot
visit, not even in your dreams.
You may strive to be like them, but seek not to make them like you.
For life goes not backward nor tarries with yesterday.
—Kahlil Gibran
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INTRODUCTION TO
THE SECOND EDITION

They called me “the grandmother from New Jersey” and they said | had a hell
ofanerve. | do, in fact, live in New Jersey, and ten years ago, when the first
edition of The Nurture Assumption was published, | was sixty years old. And |
did indeed have a grandchild, though she was still quite small. Now shet on
the brink of adolescence and my youngest grandchild— I now have four—is in
nursery school.

As for the hell ofa nerve, sorry, that hasnt changed. This is the second edi-
tion of The Nurture Assumption, but its message remains the same. The
“experts” are wrong: parental nurturing is not what determines how a child
turns out. Children are not socialized by their parents. The nurture assump-
tion isa myth and most of the research used to support it is worthless. Diplo-
macy has never been my strong suit.

In spite of its uncompromising message, and the tumultuous criticism that
greeted its first appearance, the book has been called back for an encore. | sus-
pect the reaction to its second appearance will be far less tumultuous. To
some extent at least, times have changed.

But I'm getting ahead of myself. My first job is to introduce you to the
revised edition of The Nurture Assumption. As youVe already noticed, Ive
provided it with a new introduction. Appendix 2, “Testing Theories of Child
Development,” is also entirely new. Among other things, Appendix 2 describes
some research— so fresh that, as I write these words, some of the studies have
not yet been published— designed to test my theory. Designed, interestingly
enough, not by developmentalists but by criminologists.

The most conspicuous change you'll find in this edition is the addition of
endnote numbers: little superscripts like this,1sprinkled here and there



throughout the text. The numbers take you to correspondingly numbered
endnotes in a section at the back of the book, right after Appendix 2. The first
edition had no little superscripts, though there were plenty of endnotes at the
back. They were labeled with a page number and a phrase—a few words that
linked them to a particular spot on the specified page. | thought it was an ele-
gant system because it left the text uncluttered.

Unfortunately, there were problems with that system. Peaple could read a
paragraph and not know whether | had provided a reference in an endnote or
was simply talking through my hat. Worse still, some readers never discovered
the endnotes at all. Some of these unobservant people complained, loudly and
publicly, about their absence.

The endnotes are even more important in this edition, because that is
where you will find much of the new material. For example, | made a predic-
tion in Chapter 12 about the kinds of anti-smoking ads that would or would
not be successful in lowering the chances that a teenager will smoke. The end-
note contains an update on that prediction: two studies, done after the publi-
cation of the first edition, that assessed the effectiveness of two different
anti-smoking ad campaigns. Not to keep you in suspense, one series of ads was
effective, the other was not. Would you care to guess which one was sponsored
by the tobacco industry?

Aside from the citations of specific articles and books (which are listed
alphabetically in Referencesg, the endnotes also contain other information—
details or things of interest that didnt it into the text. Before you start reading
a chapter, it might be a good idea to glance through its endnotes, to get a
quick preview ofwhat they have to offer.

For those who are fond of statistics, the total number of endnotes in this
edition is 805 (versus 717 in the first edition). The reference list now contains
770 items (versus 691 in the first edition). A few references have been deleted;
many new ones have been added.

The text itselfhas undergone many small changes and a few medium-sized
ones. 1've corrected minor errors and touched up passages that were confusing
or hard to read. More important, 1've rewritten some sections in order to take
account ofwhat has subsequendy been learned about the topic under discussion.
But neither in the text nor in the endnotes have | attempted to take account of
everything that’s happened, and everything I've learned, since the first edition
was published. To do that would mean writing awhole new book.

As it happens, | Ve done that. Its title is No Two Alike: Human Nature and
Human Individuality. It contains, in addition to an update of the research, an
update of the theory. Not a major renovation—that wasnt necessary. The
new version of the theory is basically an elaboration of the one presented in



the book you currently have in your hand. More bells and whistles, as com-
puter people say. The original version of the theory does a good job ofexplain-
Ing socialization but is a bit vague in accounting for individual differences in
personality, noticeable even in identical twins raised in the same home. No
Two Alike focuses on these personality differences, whereas The Nurture
Assumption is mainly about socialization,

Itis now clear to me that socialization and personality development are two
distinct processes. Socialization adapts children to their culture, with the
result that they become more similar in behavior to their peers of the same sex.
Personality development has the opposite effect: it preserves or widens individ-
ual differences. It was an error on my part to conflate these two processes. The
fact that they have been conflated by every psychologist since Freud is no
excuse. As demonstrated by the story (told here in Chapter 1) ofthe behavior-
ists” rejection of Freudian psychology, the rejection of assumptions almost
never goes far enough.

No one, however, accused me of not going far enough when the first edi-
tion ofthis book appeared ten years ago. On the contrary, | was depicted asa
wild-eyed radical. An extremist. People might have accepted with a yawn the
idea that parents’ influence on their children had been somewhat overesti-
mated, but what | was proposing was far more heretical: that parents have no
lasting influence on their children’ personalities or on the way they behave
outside the home. This proposition doesnt mean that parents are unimpor-
tant—they have other roles to play in their children’s lives. But the subtleties
were lost when the media compressed my argument into three little words.
“Do Parents Matter?” asked the cover of Newsweek. “Do Parents Matter?”
asked Malcolm Gladwell in The New Yorker. Parents were understandably
offended by the question. Opinion pieces appeared in almost every newspaper
and magazine on the continent. Even Rural Heritage, a publication that
describes itself as “a bimonthly journal in support of farming with horses,
mules and oxen,” expressed an opinion.2

In Chapter 19 of his book The Blank Slate, Steven Pinker described some of
the things that happened after The Nurture Assumption, as he put it, “hit the
fan.”3Somehow | had managed to incur the wrath of both liberals and conser-
vatives. Critics with Ph.D.s pointed out that | didnt have a Ph.D. and there-
fore didnt know what | was talking about. Developmental psychologists lined
up to tell journalists about all the evidence | had supposedly ignored. Some
people accused me of giving parents permission to abuse or neglect their chil-
dren— untrue!—or of claiming that children don' need parents—also untrue.

But good things happened, too. | had spent the previous twenty years
working quietly at home, seldom seeing anyone outside my family. Suddenly



everyone wanted to talk to me. Journalists and television crews beat a path to
my door. When the foreign editions of the ook started to appear—there are
fifteen translations—journalists from abroad came to call. And letters arrived,
via e-mail and post, from people in all walks of life and from many different
countries. A few ofthem were nasty but the overwhelming majority were nice.

The Nurture Assumption even inspired a cartoon by the famous (now
retired) cartoonist Jules Feiffer. The six panels show a man lying on a psycho-
analyst’ couch. He'ssaying, “All my life 1've blamed my mother when | could-
nt hold a girl, or keep a job. ... But then this new book comes out—With
scientific proof that our parents don't have much effect on how we turn out.
ItS our peers! ... It wasnt my mother who ruined my life. It was Freddy
Abramowitz.”

No, it wasnt Freddy Abramowitz. But Feiffer was not the only one to
make that mistake. Let me take this opportunity to clear up some misunder-
standings about the role of peers in “how we turn out.”

First, though it's true that you cant blame your hangups on your relation-
ship with your mother, you can't blame them on your relationship with Freddy
Abramowitz, either. Relationships do matter—they generate powerful emo-
tions and take up a large portion of our thoughts and memories— but never-
theless they don't have much effect on how we turn out. My theory doesnt
attribute socialization to relationships with peers or even to Interactions with

eers.

p My use of the term “peer group” also led to some confusion. The term
makes you think ofa group of teenagers who hang around together. Indeed, a
group of teenagers who hang around together isa peer group. But in this book
the term is used in a much broader way. As explained in Chapter 7, what |
really mean by “group” is “social category.” A social category—for example,
girl—may be an actual group of people, but it doesnt have to be. By identify-
Ing with the social category girl, a young human is socialized as a female
child. She learns how children are expected to behave (not exactly like
grownups). She learns how girls are expected to behave (not exactly like boys).
She can identify with the social category girl even if she has never seen more
than two or three other girls together in one place. She can categorize herselfas
agirl even ifthe other girls dont like her and dont want to play with her. Even
if she doesnt like them.

The confusion about peer groups led to other misunderstandings. The
theory proposed in this book, group socialization theory 4isnt mainly about
teenagers. It isnt about something that happens to older children but not to
younger ones, or that happens more and more as children get older. I'm talk-
ing about something that begins as soon as children go out of the house and



find themselves in a place where there are other children. It can begin as early
as age two and certainly, for most children, by age three.

Nor does the theory describe something that has recently gone wrong in
our society, due to some imagined shortcoming of parents. Though the culture
has indeed changed, the children of today are not more influenced by their
peers than were the children of yesterday. Group socialization theory has to do
with the way a childs mind works. Childrens minds work no differently
today than they did in earlier times.

Thus, what I say in this book doesnt apply only to children in complex,
urbanized societies like our own. Anthropologists, ethologists, and historians
have found that styles of parenting differ dramatically from one society to
another and from one historical period to another. And yet, despite these dif-
ferences, children are the same the world around. In every society, children
show a strong desire to get together with other children. And what they do
\Q/_hen th5ey get together is basically the same, all over the world and all through

istory.

Another misconception is that my rejection of the nurture assumption was
based mainly on evidence from twin studies. That evidence is important but it
doesn' stand alone. It is important because it dovetails with many other per-
plexing findings that keep turning up. The fact that only children dont differ
In any important way from children with siblings, for example. Or that young
children who go to day-care centers dont differ in any important way from
those cared for at home hy their parents. Or that those who have two parents
of the same sex dont differ in any important way from those who have one of
each sex. And so on. You'll find lots of other observations in this book that
dont fit into the standard view of child development. These ohservations,
stored in a corner of my mind, laid the groundwork for the epiphany
described in Chapter 12. As one astute reader noted, “Trying to squeeze exist-
ing facts into an outdated theory is like trying to fit a double-sized sheet onto
a queen-sized bed. One corner fits, but another pops out.”6 Eventually one
gets tired of the popping and throws out the old sheet.

Despite that housewifely metaphor, it wasnt my experiences as a full-time
mother that caused me to throw out the nurture assumption. It was evidence
(see the endnotes). During the time | was personally experiencing mother-
hood, my beliefs about child development were entirely conventional. By the
time | started questioning those beliefs, my children were grownups,
embarked on successful adult lives. Too had | cant take credit for the way
they Ve turned out.

But the fact that my theory is supported by evidence doesnt mean it has
been proved. The character in the Jules Feiffer cartoon said the book contains



“scientific proof that our parents dont have much effect on how we turn
out.” Scientifically speaking, a statement like “don't have much effect” cannot
be proved, because it’s impossible to prove a negative— what statisticians call a
“null hypothesis.” Rather than trying to prove the null hyﬁothesis, I'm defend-
ing it. I'm taking the position that the way parents rear their children has no
important effects on the way the children turn out. Now its up to the people
who believe in the nurture assumption to find evidence that would enable
them to reject that null hypothesis. They need convincing evidence—evi-
dence that holds up to close scrutiny.

They still havent found it, though decades of work have been devoted to
the effort. At least, they hadnt found it as of 2005. That was when an unusu-
ally candid developmental psychologist publicly admitted, in an essay in the
online magazine Edge, that “psychologists have not yet proven to skeptics
that parents have a strong influence.”7The developmentalist, Ellen Winner of
Boston College, was one ofa group of scientists and technologists who replied
to the question “What do you believe is true even though you cannot prove
it?” Winner said she believes that “parents do shape their children.” She still
believes in the nurture assumption, even though she cannot prove it. She has-
nt given up hope, however, that someday proofwill be found, and that Judith
Rich Harris will be consigned to her proper place in the halls of infamy.

Other professors of psychology, less knowledgeable or less forthright, have
been claiming ever since 1998 that they already had the proof.81Ve spent a lot
of time investigating those claims. Some of my findings were unsurprising—
flaws in methodology and so forth—but some were deeply unsettling, even for
a jaded old bird like me. You'll find that story in Chapters 3 and 4 of No Two
Alike.

Near the beginning of this introduction | said, with uncharacteristic cau-
tiousness, “To some extent at least, times have changed.” That statement
requires an explanation. To what extent, and in what way, have times changed?

For one thing, there is now more acceptance of the idea that behavior is
influenced by genes and that individual differences in behavior are due in part
to differences in genes. People are more willing to admit that children can
inherit behavioral quirks and personality characteristics from their parents,
along with the color of their hair and the shape of their nose. This has been a
cultural shift—a gradual one—and | had nothing to do with it, of course.
Nevertheless, it may have made people a little more receptive to my message.
The point is that most of the observations that until recently had been attrib-
uted to parental influence are actually due (as explained in Chapters 2 and 3)
to the genetic similarity of ﬁarents and children. So it is a mark of progress that
statements such as “I got that from my mother” are now heard as ambiguous:



Are you talking about heredity or do you mean you learned it from your
mother? Ten years ago, it almost always meant “learned it from my mother.”

Was it this cultural shift that led to greater acceptance of my theory? Or was
It the fact that new findings, consistent with the theory, kept turning up? Over
time, the early, angry response to The Nurture Assumption has softened notice-
ably, both within and outside of academia. Today, the book is widely cited in
textbooks and journal articles.91t% assigned and discussed in courses in many
colleges and universities; it shows up on exams.

On the other hand, many of these citations and discussions are unfavorable.
Often | am used as a straw man that students are invited to overturn. The
favorable mentions are more likely to come from fields other than develop-
mental psychology— criminology, for example. Though a few developmental-
ists have been won over, most have not. As a result, many of them are still
doing the same kind of researchDthat is dissected so mercilessly in this book.
The kind | called, at the beginning of this introduction, worthless. It is worth-
less because the methods used by these researchers give them no way to distin-
quish between the influence of the child’s environment and the influence of
the child’s genes. My primary interest is environment, not genes. But we can-
not tell what the environment does to a child unless we know what the child
brings to that environment.

In his foreword to the first edition of The Nurture Assumption (you'll find it
right after this introduction), Steven Pinker made a rash prediction about the
book: “I predict it will come to be seen as a turning point in the history of psy-
chology.” Perhaps it is too soon to judge whether psychology has rounded a
bend; perhaps it will take the perspective of twenty or thirty years. Even at this
point, though, there are signs of a slight shift in direction. Within develop-
mental psychology, IV noticed that descriptions of procedures and results are
beginning to sound a bit defensive. Greater progress has been made in other
areas of pchhology. And the e-mail | receive from students gives me high
hopes for the younger generation coming up.

There are fewer signs ol progress outside academia. People’s increased
understanding of genetics hasnt caused them to lose their faith in the nurture
assumption. A recent issue of Time, for example, featured several articles on
obesity in children. Though genes and culture are acknowledged to play a role,
the onus is still on parents. “How can parents teach their children to be in con-
trol of their own eating habits?” one article asks. “Why is it so important for
parents to set a good dietary example for their kids?” L The trouble is that
there’ no evidence that what parents teach their kids about eating, or the exam-
ple they set, has any long-term effects on the kids. As explained in Chapter 13,
adult adoptees show no signs ofhaving been influenced in their eating habits



by the adoptive parents who reared them. Body weight isnt entirely genetic,
but the part that is not genetic cannot be blamed on the home or the parents.2
One of my hopes was that | could make child-rearing a little easier, a little
less stressful for parents. Alas, it has not happened, as far as | can tell. Parents
are still using the anxiety-ridden, labor-intensive style of parenting prescribed
by their culture; theyVe paid no attention to my well-meaning advice to
lighten up. Even my own daughters are rearing their children that way.

But why should I expect to have an influence on my own daughters?
Judith Rich Harris

Middletown, New Jersey
June 2008



FOREWORD TO
THE FIRST EDITION

Three years ago an article in the Psychological Review forever changed the way
| think about childhood and children. Like most psychologists, | have argued
a lot about the relative roles of genetic endowment and parental upbringing.
We all take it for granted that what doesnt come from the genes must come
from the parents. But here was an article by someone named Judith Rich Har-
ris, with no university affiliation under her name, saying that children arent
socialized by their parents— they're socialized by their peers. It sounded weird,
but Harris soon persuaded me with facts that | knew to be true but had filed
away in that mental folder we all keep for undeniable truths that do not fit
into our helief systems.

| study language development: how children acquire a grammatical rule sys-
tem from the parental input, as we say in the business. A strange factoid in our
True-But-Inconvenient file is that children always end up with the language
and accent of their peers, not of their parents. No one in psycholinguistics had
er\]/er gatljled attention to this fact, let alone explained it. But here was a theory
that aid.

Other facts about language fit Harris’s theory, too. Children learn a lan-
guage even in the many cultures in which adults don' speak to them; they do
just fine listening to their slightly older peers. Children who are not exposed to
a full-blown grammatical language from adults can create one among them-
selves. And children of immigrants pick up language from the playground so
well that they are soon ridiculing their parents’ grammatical errors.

Acquiring the particulars ofa native language is an example of cultural learn-
ing. Children in Japan speak Japanese, children in Italy speak Italian, and these
differences have nothing to do with their genes. If these differences also have



nothing to do with what they learn from their parents, then maybe, Harris
pointed out, we need to rethink cultural learning in general. It had always
seemed obvious to me that children are socialized by their parents. But among
the items stashed away in my True-But-lgnored file was the fact that many suc-
cessful people— my own father among them—uwere children of immigrants who
were not handicapped in the least by culturally inept parents who never
acquired the language, customs, or know-how of their adopted land.

Harris’ article had more than just a neat idea and some everyday truths.
She backed up her theory with technical literature from psychology, anthro-
pology, cultural history, behavioral genetics, and primatology, and she used it
to shed light on a variety of topics such as sex-role development and adolescent
delinquency. In my first e-mail to her I asked, “Have you thought ofwriting a
book?”

The thesis of The Nurture Assumption— that in the formation of an adult,
genes matter and peers matter, but parents dont matter— raises issues about
children and parents that could not be more profound. It calls into question
the standard social science model of the child as a bundle of reflexes and a
blank cortex waiting to be programmed by benevolent parents—which, when
you think about it, is pretty improbable on biological grounds. Like other liv-
ing things, children are products of evolution and must be active players in
their own struggle to survive and eventually to reproduce. This has important
implications, thoroughly explored herein.

For one thing, the biological interests of the parent and the child are not
identical. So even if children acquiesce to their parents’ rewards, punishments,
examples, and naggings for the time being—because they are smaller and
have no choice— they should not allow their personalities to be permanently
shaped by these tactics.

Moreover, Homo sapiens is a species that lives in groups, and a group is like
any other aspect ofan organism’ environmental niche: it has a texture of causes
and effects that the organism had better adapt to. Prospering in a group
means taking advantage of the fact that many heads are better than one and
sharing in its accumulated discoveries. It means figuring out local norms that
may seem utterly arbitrary but that are adaptive because they are shared (famil-
lar examples include paper currency and driving on the right side ofthe road).
|t means striving to benefit from one’s association with other people, rather
than allowing oneself to be exploited or dominated. And since each group
develops a commonality of interests that puts it into conflict with other
groups, it means taking part in group-against-group competitions.

Today, children win or lose by their ability to prosper in this milieu; in the
past they lived or died by it. It makes sense that they should take their calories



and protection from their parents, because their parents are the only ones will-
ing to provide them, but that they should get their information from the best
sources they can find, which might not be their parents. The child will have to
compete for mates, and before that for the status necessary to find and keep
them, in groups other than the family—groups that play by different rules. Chil-
dren and parents may even find themselves in partly competing groups. Nature
surely did not design children to be putty in their parents’ hands.

Equally unlikely is the idea that a baby’ attachment to its mother sets the
pattern for its later commerce with the world— another dogma dissolved in
these pages. Relationships with parents, with siblings, with peers, and with
strangers could not be more different, and the trillion-synapse human brain is
hardly short of the computational power it would take to keep each one in a
separate mental account. The attachment hypothesis owes its popularity to a
tired notion bequeathed to us by Freud and the behaviorists: the baby’ mind
as a small blank slate that will retain forever the first few inscriptions written
on it

The Nurture Assumption is truly rare. Though its thesis is at first counterin-
tuitive, one gets a sense of real children and parents walking through these
pages, not compliant little humanoids that no one actually meets in real life.
Among its other treats are a devastating methodological critique of much
research in child development, an eye-opening analysis of why schools fail, an
explanation of why female doctors and lawyers have children who insist that
women are supposed to be housewives, and an uncommonly wise answer to
tfp]eldiyevitable question: So you're saying it doesnt matter how | treat my
child

Being among the first to read this electrifying book has been one of the high
points of my career as a psychologist. One seldom sees a work that is at once
scholarly, revolutionary, insightful, and wonderfully clear and witty. But dont
be misled by all the fun. The Nurture Assumption is awork of serious, original
science. | predict it will come to be seen as a turning point in the history of
psychology.

Steven Pinker
Cambridge, Massachusetts
May 1998






PREFACE TO
THE FIRST EDITION

This book has two purposes: first, to dissuade you of the notion that a child’s
personality—what used to be called “character™—is shaped or modified by the
child’ parents; and second, to give you an alternative view of how the child’
personality is shaped. My arguments against the old notion and in favor of the
new one were originally sketched out in a 1995 article | wrote for the journal
Psychological Review. The article began with these words:

Do parents have any important long-term effects on the development of their
child’ personality? This article examines the evidence and concludes that the
answer is no.1

|t was a challenge—a slap in the face, really—to traditional psychology. |
expected people to be taken aback, maybe even angry But what many readers
focused on instead was the strange lack of a university affiliation—of any
affiliation—under the author’s name; the puzzling absence, in the acknowledg-
ments footnote, of thanks to granting agencies for supporting my research. |
was not a professor, not even a graduate student. Hardly anyone had ever
heard of me, and here | was publishing an article in psychology’ most distin-
guished academic journal—a journal that accepts maybe 15 percent of the
manuscripts submitted to it.

| meant my readers to get mad but instead they got curious. They sent me
e-mail. Members of the academic world wrote to me, inquiring politely (or
not so politely) who I was and who were my mentors. My who-the-hell-are-
you? mail, I call it. Here is my favorite example of the genre, from a professor
at Comell University:



Your article constitutes a major contribution to personality and developmental
psychology—which only makes me even more curious about you. Are you an
academic? A clinician? An unemployed steel worker who has an interesting
hobby ofwriting seminal scientific articles?

Of those choices, | told him, Id have to pick (c): an unemployed steel
worker. In fact, | said, | was an unemployed writer of college textbooks. |
explained that | had no Ph.D.— I'd been kicked out of Harvard’s Department
of Psychology with only a master’ degree. | had been stuck at home for many
years due to chronic health problems; | had no mentors, no students. | became
awriter of textbooks because that is something one can do at home. | was an
unemployedwriter of textbooks because 14 quit that job.

| never heard from him again. But others who got the same explanation did
write back, and some of them have become my friends and colleagues. As yet
| have met none ofthem in person; my link to the academic world is entirely
through e-mail and postal mail, _ _ _

In 1997, my article in the Psychological Review was chosen to receive a
prize given by the American Psychological Association to “an outstanding
recent article in psychology.” The prize is named the George A. Miller Award,
after a prominent psychologist and former president of the APA. It was proof
that the gods do have a sense of humor. Thirty-seven years earlier | had
received a letter from Harvard’s Department of Psychology; they had decided,
the letter said, that they didnt want to give me a Ph.D. because they didnt
think Il amount to much. The letter was signed by the Acting Chairman of
the Deﬁartment, George A. Miller,

In the years between my two encounters with the name of George A.
Miller, I married one of my fellow graduate students (I am married to him
still) and we reared two daughters; they appear, from time to time, on the
pages of this book. | was in good health when | married and remained so for
about fifteen years, but | made no attem ﬁt to return to graduate school. I did-
nt do anything to prove that Harvard had been wrong about me because |
assumed they were right.

Getting sick was what changed my mind. Perhaps it was the intimations of
mortality (ifyou think you might die in a fortnight, it concentrates the mind
wonderfully); perhaps it was simple boredom. Confined to bed for a period of
time, | started doing the kind of work that my professors at Harvard would
have approved of. Some of it even got published.2

Fortunately, the metamorphosis came too late to permit me to go back to
graduate school. And thus | escaped indoctrination. Whatever | learned about
developmental psychology and social psychology, | learned on my own. | was



an outsider looking in, and that has made all the difference. | did not buy into
the assumptions of the academic establishment. | was not indebted to their
granting agencies. And, once | had given up writing textbooks, | was not
required to perpetuate the status quo by teaching the received gospel to a bunch
of credulous college students. I gave up writing textbooks hecause one day it
suddenly occurred to me that many of the things | had been telling those cred-
ulous college students were wrong.

“If possible,” counseled a physician on the pages of the Journal o fthe Amer-
ican Medical Association, “the effectiveness of an effort should be determined
by someone outside the effort who has nothing to gain by its perpetuation.”3
In other words, if you want to know the truth about the emperors clothes,
don't ask the tailors.

Though I am not one of them, 1 .am deeply in their debt, because the the-
ory of child development presented in this book is based in large part on the
research produced by the academic establishment. In particular, | am grateful
to the many members of the academic world who, over the years, responded so
generously to my requests for copies of their published articles.

Not having access to a university library is an inconvenience that can be
overcome. Public libraries served me well b%/ providing me with scores of
books borrowed from university shelves. My thanks to Mary Balk of the Mid-
dletown (New Jersey) Library and Jane Eigenrauch of the Red Bank Library
for the many books they obtained for me on interlibrary loan. Thanks, too, to
the helpful people—especially Joan Friebely, Sabina Harris, and David G.
Myers—who sent me additional reading material by mail.

Many people helped to keep me from feeling isolated. My first e-mail
friends in the academic world, Neil Salkind and Judith Gibbons, made me
realize that “shut in” does not necessanly mean “shut out.” Daniel Wegner saw
to it that the manuscript I submitted to the Psychological Review got fair treat-
ment; his comments challenged me to think more deeply about some of the
assertions | made in the first version of the article, which led to improvements
not only in the article but in the theory as well. The advice and encourage-
ment | received from Steven Pinker, from my literary agent, Katinka Matson
of Brockman, Inc., from my first editor at the Free Press, Susan Arellano, and
from my second editor, Liz Maguire, were of tremendous value. A million
thanks to all these people. Thanks also to Florence Metzger, who kept my
house clean and gave me, as a bonus, her cheerfulness and kindness.

My colleagues, friends, and members of my family made generous contri-
butions of their time and expertise to read and comment upon earlier drafts of
this book. | am deeply grateful to them for their comments, which lifted my
spirits and my prose and kept me from making some embarrassing errors.



Susan Arellano, Joan Friebely, Charles S. Harris, Nomi Harris, David Lykken,
David G. Myers, Steven Pinker, and Richard G. Rich read and made perspica-
cious comments on the entire manuscript. Anne-Marie Ambert, William Cor-
saro, Carolyn Edwards, Thomas Kindermann, and John Modell did the same
for parts of the book in their areas of interest.

My daughters, my son-in-law, my brother, and—most of all—my hus-
band provided me with the support a writer needs. They put up with me; they
believed in me. They have my love and my eternal gratitude.

Judith Rich Harris
Middletown, New Jersey
April 1998
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1 “NURTURE~ IS NOT THE SAME
AS “ENVIRONMENT™"

Heredity and environment. They are the yin and yang, the Adam and Eve, the
Mom and Pop of pop psychology. Even In high school | knew enough about
the subject to inform my parents, when they yelled at me, that if they didnt
like the way | was turning out they had no one to blame but themselves: they
had provided both my heredity and my environment.

“Heredity and environment"—that’s what we called them back then.
Nowadays they are more often referred to as “nature and nurture.” Powerful as
they were under the names they were born with, they are yet more powerful
under their alliterative aliases. Nature and nurture rule. Everyone knows it, no
one questions it; nature and nurture are the movers and shapers. They made us
what we are today and will determine what our children will be tomorrow.

In an article in the January 1998 issue of Wired, a science journalist mused
about the day— twenty? fifty? a hundred years from now?—when parents will be
able to shop for their children’ genes as easily as today they shop for their jeans.
“Genotype choice,” the journalist called it. Would you like a girl or a boy?
Curly hair or straight? A whiz at math or a winner of spelling bees? “It would give
parents a real power over the sort of people their children will turn out to be,” he
said. Then he added, “But parents have that power already, to a large degree.” 1

Parents already have power over the sort of people their children will turn
out to be, said the journalist. He meant, because parents provide the environ-
ment. The nurture.

No one questions it because it seems self-evident. The two things that
determine what sort of people your children will turn out to be are nature—
their genes—and nurture—the way you bring them up. That is what you
believe and it also happens to be what the professor of psychology believes. A



happy coincidence that is not to be taken for granted, because in most sciences
the expert thinks one thing and the ordinary citizen—the one who used to be
called “the man on the street"—thinks something else. But on this the profes-
sor and the person ahead ofgou in the checkout line agree: nature and nurture
rule. Nature gives parents a baby; the end result depends on how they nurture
it. Good nurturing can make up for many of nature’s mistakes; lack of nurtur-
ing can trash nature’s best efforts.

That iswhat | used to think, too, before | changed my mind.

What | changed my mind about was nurture, not environment. This is not
going to he one of those hooks that says everything is genetic; it isnt. The envi-
ronment is just as important as the genes. The things children experience
while they are growing up are just as important as the things they are born
with. What I changed my mind about was whether “nurture” is really a syn-
onym for “environment.” Using it as a synonym for environment, | realized, is
begging the question.

“Nurture™is not aneutral word: it carries baggage. Its literal meaning is “to
take care of” or “to rear”; it comes from the same Latin root that gave us nour-
ishand nurse (in the sense of “breast-feed”). The use of “nurture” asa s%/nonym
for “environment” is based on the assumption that what influences children’s
development, apart from their genes, is the way their parents bring them up. |
call this the nurture assumption. Only after rearing two children of my own
and coauthoring three editions of a college textbook on child development did
| begin to question this assumption. Only then did | come to the conclusion
that it iswronF.

It is difficult to disprove assumptions because they are, by definition, things
that do not require proof. My first job is to show that the nurture assumption is
nothing more than that: simply an assumption. My second is to convince you
that it isan unwarranted assumption. My third is to give you something to put in
its place. What I will offer is a viewpoint as powerful as the one it replaces—a new
way of explaining why children turn out the way they do. A new answer to the
basic question ofwhy we are the way we are. My answer is based on a considera-
tion ofwhat kind of mind the child is equipped with, which requires, in turn, a
consideration of the evolutionary history ofour species. | will ask you to accom-
pany me on visits to other times and other societies. Even chimpanzee societies.

Beyond a Reasonable Doubt?

How can | question something for which there is so much evidence? You can
see it with your own eyes: parents do have effects on their kids. The child who
has been beaten looks cowed in the presence of her parents. The child whose



parents have been wimpy runs rampant over them. The child whose parents
failed to teach morality behaves immorally. The child whose parents dont
think he will accomplish much doesnt accomplish much.

For those doubting Thomases who have to see it in print, there are books
full of evidence— thousands of hooks. Books written by clinical psychologists
like Susan Forward, who describes the devastating and long-lasting effects of
“toxic parents™— overcrltlcal overbearing, underloving, or unpredictable peo-
ple who undermine their children; self-esteem and autonomy or give them
too much autonomy too soon. Dr. Forward has seen the damage such parents
wreak on their children. Her patients are in terrible shape psychologically
and it is all their parents’ fault. They wont get better until they admit, to Dr.
Forward and themselves, that it is all their parents’ fault.

But perhaps you are among those doubting Thomases who don't consider
the opinions of clinical psychologists, formed on the basis of conversations
with a self-selected sample of troubled patients, to be evidence. All right,
then, there is evidence ofa more scientific sort; evidence obtained in carefully
designed studies of ordinary parents and their children— parents and children
whose psychological well-being varies over a wider range than you could find
in Dr. Forward’ waiting room,

In her ook It Takesa Village, written while her husband was President of the
United States, Hillary Rodham Clinton summarized some ofthe findings from
the carefully de5|gned studies carried out by developmental psychologists. Par-
ents who care for their babies in a loving, responsive way tend to have babies
who are securely attached to them and who develop into self-confident, friendly
children. Parents who talk to their children, listen to them, and read to them
tend to have bright children who do well in school. Parents who provide firm—
but not rigid— limits for their children have children who are less likely to get
into trouble. Parents who treat their children harshly tend to have children who
are aggressive or anxious, or both. Parents who behave in an honest, kind, and
conscientious manner with their children are likely to have children who also
behave in an honest, kind, and conscientious manner. And parents who fail to
provide their children with a home that contains both a mother and a father
have children who are more likely to fail in some way in their own adult lives.2

These statements, and others of a similar sort, are not airy speculation,
There is a tremendous amount of research to back them up. The textbooks |
wrote for undergraduates taking college courses in child development were
based on the evidence produced by that research. The professors who teach the
courses believe the evidence. So do the journalists who occasionally report the
results of a study in a newspaper or magazine article. The pediatricians who
give advice to parents base much of their advice on it. Other advice-givers who



write books and newspaper articles also take the evidence at face value. The
studies done by developmental psychologists have an influence that ripples
outward and permeates our culture.

During the years | was writing textbooks, | believed the evidence, too. But
then I looked at it more closely and to my considerable surprise it fell apart in
my hands. The evidence developmental psychologists use to support the nur-
ture assumption is not what it appears to be: it does not prove what it appears
to prove. And there is a rising tide of evidence against the nurture assumption.

The nurture assumption is not a truism; it is not even a universally
acknowledged truth. It isa product ofour culture—a cherished cultural myth.
In the remainder of this chapter I will tell you where it came from and how |
came to question it.

The Heredity and Environment of the Nurture Assumption

Francis Galton— Charles Darwin’s cousin—is the one who usuaIIY gets the
credit for coining the phrase “nature and nurture.” Galton probably got the
idea from Shakespeare, but Shakespeare didnt originate it either: thirty years
before he juxtaposed the two words in The Tempest, a British educator named
Richard Mulcaster wrote, “Nature makes the boy toward, nurture sees him
forward.” Three hundred years later, Galton turned the pairing of the words
into a catchphrase. It caught on like a clever advertising slogan and became
part of our language.3

But the true father of the nurture assumption was Sigmund Freud. It was
Freud who constructed, pretty much out ofwhole cloth, an elaborate scenario
in which all the psychological ills of adults could be traced back to things that
happened to them when they were quite young and in which their parents
were heavily implicated. According to Freudian theory, two parents of oppo-
site sexes cause untold anguish in the young child, simply by being there. The
anguish is unavoidable and universal; even the most conscientious parents can-
not prevent it, though they can easily make it worse. All little boys have to go
through the Oedipal crisis; all little girls go through the reduced-for-quick-sale
female version. The mother (but not the father) is also held responsible for two
earlier crises: weaning and toilet training.

Freudian theory was quite popular in the first halfofthe twentieth century;
it even worked its way into Dr. Spock’s famous book on baby and child care:

Parents can help children through this romantic but jealous stage by gently
keeping it clear that the parents do belong to each other, that a boy cant ever
have his mother to himselfor a girl have a father to herself.4



Not surprisingly, it was psychiatrists and clinical psychologists (the kind
who see patients and try to help them with their emotional problems) who
were most influenced by Freud’ writings. However, Freudian theory also had
an impact on academic psychologists, the kind who do research and publish
the results in professional journals. A few tried to find scientific evidence for
various aspects of Freudian theory; these efforts were largely unsuccessful. A
greater number were content to drop Freudian buzzwords into their lectures
and research papers.

Others reacted by going to the opﬁosite extreme, dumping out the haby
with the bathwater. Behaviorism, a school of psychology that was popular in
American universities in the 1940s and "50s, was in part a reaction to Freudian
theory. The behaviorists rejected almost everything in Freud s philosophy: the
sex and the violence, the id and the superego, even the conscious mind itself.
Curiously, though, they acceﬁted the basic premise of Freudian theory: that
what happens in early childhood—a time when parents are bound to be
involved in whatever is going on—is crucial. They threw out the script of
Freud’s psychodrama but retained its cast of characters. The parents still get
leading roles, but they no longer play the parts of sex objects and scissor-wield-
ers. Instead, the behaviorists’ script turns them into conditioners of responses
or dispensers of rewards and punishments.

John B. Watson, the first prominent behaviorist, noticed that real-life par-
ents arent very systematic in the way they condition their children’ responses
and offered to demonstrate how to do the job properly. The demonstration
would involve rearing twelve young humans under carefully controlled labora-
tory conditions;

Give me a dozen healthy infants, well-formed, and my own specified world to
bring them up in and I'll guarantee to take any one at random and train him to
become any type of specialist | might select—doctor, lawyer, artist, merchant-
chief, and, yes, even beggar-man and thief, regardless of his talents, penchants,
tendencies, abilities, vocations, and race of his ancestors.5

Fortunately for the dozen babies, no one took Watson up on his proposal.
To this day, there are probably some aging behaviorists who think he could
have pulled it off, if only he had had the funding. But in fact it was an empty
boast—Watson wouldn' have had the foggiest idea of how to fulfill his guar-
antee. In his book Psychological Care of Infantand Child he had lots of recom-
mendations to parents on how to keep their children from being “spoiled” and
how to make them fearless and self-reliant (you leave them alone and avoid
showing them affection)6but there were no suggestions on how to raise chil-



dren’s 1Qs by twenty points, which would seem to be an important step
toward getting them into medical or law school, in preparation for the first
two occupations on Watsons list. Nor were there any guidelines for how to
make them choose medicine over law, or vice versa. When it got right down to
it, the only thing John Watson had succeeded in doing was to produce condi-
tioned fear of furry animals in an infant named Albert, by making a loud noise
whenever little Albert reached for a rabbit.7Although this training may have
discouraged Albert from growing up with the idea ofbecoming a veterinarian,
he still had plenty of other career options to choose from.

A more promising behavioristic approach was that of B. F. Skinner, who
talked about reinforcing responses rather than conditioning them.8This was a
far more useful method because it didnt have to make do with responses the
child was born with—it could create new responses, by reinforcing (with
rewards such as food or praise) closer and closer approximations to the desired
behavior. In theory, one could produce a doctor by rewarding a kid for band-
aging a friends wounds, a lawyer by rewarding the kid for threatening to sue
the manufacturer of the bike the friend fell off. But what about the third occu-
pation on Watsons list, artist? Research done in the 1970s showed that you
can get children to paint lots of pictures simply by rewarding them with
candy or gold stars for doing so. But the rewards had a curious effect: as soon
as they were discontinued, the children stopped painting pictures. They
painted fewer pictures, once they were no longer being rewarded, than children
who had never gotten any rewards for putting felt-tip pen to paper. Although
subsequent research has shown that it is possible to administer rewards with-
out these negative aftereffects, the results are difficult to predict because they
depend on subtle variations in the nature and timing of the reward and on the
personality of the reward recipient.9

Genius is said to be 99 percent perspiration, 1 percent inspiration. Behav-
jorism focuses on the perspiration and forgets about the inspiration. Tom
Sawyer was a better psychologist than B. F. Skinner: by letting his friends
reward him for the privilege of whitewashing the fence, he not only got them
to do the work, he got them to like it.

| dont think Watson really wanted a dozen healthy infants to experiment
with. | think his request was just a vainglorious way of expressing the basic
belief of behaviorism: that children are malleable and that it is their environ-
ment, not innate qualities such as talent or temperament, that determines their
destiny. The extremist statements were made for their publicity value: Watson
was promoting himself for the position of Lord High Environmentalist.



The Art and Science of Studying Children

As an academic specialty, the study of how immature humans develop into
adults had a rather late beginning—around 1890. The early developmentalists
were interested in children but didnt pay much attention to their parents. If
you look at a developmental psych book written before Freudian theory and
behaviorism became popular, you will find little or nothing about parental
influences on the development of the child personality. Florence Goode-
nough’s successful textbook, Developmental Psychology, first published in 1934,
has no chapter on parent-child relationships. In her discussion of the causes of
juvenile delinquency, Goodenough does talk about the effects ofa “bad envi-
ronment,” but she Is referring to those parts of a city where the dwellings are
“run down and dilapidated” and where there are “many saloons, poolrooms,
and gambling-houses.” D

At about the same time, Winthrop and Luella Kellogg reported the results
of their experiment in primate-rearing. They reared a chimpanzee named
Gua in their home, side by side with their infant son Donald, and treated
them as much alike as possible. The word environment crops up frequently in
the Kelloggs’ book, but they used it only to distinguish “a civilized environ-
ment” or “a human environment” from the jungle or zoo in which Gua would
otherwise have been reared.Z Fine distinctions between one civilized home
and another had not yet been pinned to the term environment.

Perhaps the most influential of the early developmentalists was Arnold
Gesell. For Gesell as for Goodenough, parents were a taken-for-granted part of
the child’ environment, anonymous and interchangeable. Children ofa given
age were pretty much interchangeable as well. Gesell spoke of “your four-year-
old” or “your seven-year-old” and gave instructions on how to take care of
them,2much as a book about cars might have told you how to take care of
“your Ford” or “your Studebaker.” The home was like a garage where the chil-
dren came home at night and where the anonymous attendants washed them,
waxed them, and filled their tanks.

The modern variety of developmental psychology was born in the 1950s,
when researchers stopped looking for ways that four-year-olds are similar to
other four-year-olds and began to study the ways that they differ from one
another. That led to the idea—and it was a novel idea at the time— of tracing
the differences among the children to differences in the way their parents
reared them. The harbinger of this kind of research was a study whose dual
ancestry in Freudian psychology and behaviorism was clearly visible. It was
designed to test how rewards and punishments dispensed by parents, includ-
Ing their methods of weaning and toilet training, affect their child’ personal-



ity. In particular, the researchers were interested in aspects of the child’s per-
sonality that pertained to Freudian concepts such as the development of the
superego. One of the researchers was Eleanor Maccoby, now retired from
Stanford University after a long and distinguished career. In an article written
more than three decades later, Maccoby described the outcome of this early
study:

The results of this body ofwork were in many respects disappointing. In a study
of nearly 400 families, few connections were found between parental child-rear-
ing practices (as reported by parents in detailed interviews) and independent
assessments of children’ personality characteristics—so few, indeed, that virtu-
ally nothing was published relating the two sets of data. The major yield of the
study was a book on child-rearing practices as seen from the perspective of
mothers. This book was mainly descriptive and included only very limited tests
of the theories that had led to the study.B

This inauspicious beginning did not discourage further efforts along the
same lines—on the contrary, it was followed by a deluge of research that has
continued to this day. Although the explicit links to Freudian theory and
behaviorism were soon dropped, two ideas were retained: the behaviorists’
belief that parents influence their children’s development by the rewards and
punishments they dole out, and the Freudians’ belief that parents can mess up
their children very badly and often do so.

That parents influence the development of their children was now taken for
granted. The goal of the later generations of researchers was not to find out
whether parents influence their children’ development but to discover how
they influence it. The procedure became standardized: you look at how the
parent rears the child, you look at how the child is turning out, you do that for
a fair number of parents and children, and then, by putting together all the
data and looking for overall trends, you try to show that some aspect of the
parent’s child-rearing method had an effect on some characteristic of the
child. Your hope is to find a relationship between the parents’ behavior and the
children’ characteristics that is “statistically significant™—or, to put it in non-
technical terms, publishable.

Although the study described by Eleanor Maccoby failed to find results that
were statistically significant, many of the thousands of subsequent studies, cut
to the same pattern, were more successful. They did yield significant results
and they were published in professional journals such as Child Development
and Developmental Psychology; they became part of the mountain of evidence
used to support the nurture assumption. O f the others— the ones that did not



yield significant results—we know very little; most of them probably ended up
in landfills. The only reason we know that the first study of this type found
“few connections” between the parents’ child-rearing practices and the chil-
?ren*s personalities is that Dr. Maccoby admitted it in print— thirty-five years
ater.

Turning the Wild Baby into a Solid Citizen

Developmentalists who specialize in doing the kind of research | just described
are called socialization researchers. Socialization is the process by which a
wild baby is turned into a domesticated creature, ready to take its place in the
society in which it was reared. Individuals who have been socialized can speak
the language spoken by the other members of their society; ther behave appro-
priately, possess the requisite skills, and hold the prevailing beliefs. According
to the nurture assumption, socialization is something that parents do to chil-
dren. Socialization researchers study how the parents do it and how well they
do it, as judged by how well the children turn out.

Socialization researchers believe in the nurture assumption. As | said at the
beginning, | used to believe in it, too. On the basis of that belief, 1 coauthored
three editions ofa textbook on child development. I had begun work (without
a coauthor this time) on a new development textbook when something hap-
pened to make me abandon the project. For years | had been feeling a vague
discomfort about the quality of the data in socialization research. For years |
had avoided thinking about observations that didnt fit neatly into the story
my publishers expected me to tell my readers. One day | suddenly found I no
longer believed that story.

Here are three of the observations that bothered me.

First observation. When | was a graduate student | lived in a rooming
house in Cambridge, Massachusetts. It was owned by a Russian couple who,
along with their three children, occupied the ground floor of the house. The
parents spoke Russian to each other and to their children; their English was
poor and they spoke it with a thick Russian accent. But the children, who
ranged in age from five to nine, spoke perfectly acceptable English with no
accent at all—that is, they had the same Boston-Cambridge accent as the other
kids in the neighborhood. They lookedlike the other kids in the neighborhood,
t00. There was something foreign-looking about the parents— | wasnt sure if
it was their clothing, their gestures, their facial expressions, or what. But the
children didn't look foreign: they looked like ordinary American kids.

It puzzled me. Obviously, habies dont learn to speak on their own; obvi-
ously, they learn their language from their parents. But the language those chil-



dren spoke was not the language they had learned from their parents. Even the
five-year-old was a more competent speaker of English than her mother.

Second observation. This one has to do with children reared in England. It
came to my attention—thanks to my weakness for British mystery novels—
that generations of upper-class British males were reared in a way that doesnt
make sense in terms of the nurture assumption. The son of wealthy British
parents spent most of his first eight years in the company of a nanny, a gov-
erness, and perhaps a sibling or two. He spent little time with his mother and
even less with his father, whose attitude toward children was typically that they
should not be heard and, if possible, not be seen either. At the age of eight
the boy was sent off to a boarding school and he remained at school for the
next ten years, coming home only for “holidays” (vacations). And yet, when he
emerged from Eton or Harrow, he was ready to take his place in the world of
British gentlemen. He did not talk and act like his nanny or his govemess, or
even like his teachers at Eton or Harrow. In his upper-class accent and his
upper-class demeanor, he bore a close resemblance to his father—a father
who had had virtually nothing to do with bringing him up.

Third observation. Many developmental psychologists assume that children
learn how they are expected to behave by observing and imitating their par-
ents, particularly the parent of the same sex. This assumption, too, is a legacy
from Freudian theory. Freud believed that the resolution of the Oedipal or
Electra complex leads to identification with the same-sex parent and, conse-
quently, to the formation of the superego. Little children who have not yet
made it through the Sturm und Drang of the Oedipal period cannot be
expected to behave properly because they have not yet acquired a superego.

Selma Fraiberg, a child psychologist whose books were pogular in the
1950s, accepted the Freudian story of socialization. She used the following
anecdote to illustrate how children behave during the iffy period when they've
learned what they're not supposed to do but cant quite keep themselves from
doing it.

Thirty-month-old Julia finds herselfalone in the kitchen while her mother is on
the telephone. A bowl ofeggs is on the table. An urge is experienced by Julia to
make scrambled eggs. ... When Julia5 mother returns to the kitchen, she finds
her daughter cheerfully plopping eggs on the linoleum and scolding herself
sharply for each plop, “NoNoNo. Mustnt dood it. NoNoNo. Mustnt dood it!” &

Fraiberg attributed Julia$ lapse to the fact that she had not yet acquired a
superego, presumably because she had not yet identified with her mother. But
look closely at what Julia was doing when her mother came back and caught



her egg-handed: she was making scrambled eggs and she was yelling
“NoNoNo.” Julia was imitating her mother! And yet Mother was not pleased.

The fact is that children cannot learn how to behave by imitating their par-
ents, because most of the things they see their parents doing—making messes,
bossing other people around, driving cars, lighting matches, coming and
going as they please, and lots of other things that look like fun to people who
are not allowed to do them—are prohibited to children. From the child’s
point of view, socialization in the early years consists mainly of learning that
youTe notsupposed to behave likeyour parents.

In case you are wondering whether imitating the same-sex parent might
work better in a less complex society, the answer is no. In preindustrial soci-
eties, the distinction between acceptable adult behavior and acceptable child
behavior tends to be even greater than in our own. In village societies in the
Polynesian islands, for instance, children are expected to be restrained and sub-
missive with adults and to speak only when spoken to.5The adults do not
behave this way, either when interacting with their children or when interact-
ing with other adults. Although Polynesian children may learn the art of
weaving or fishing by watching their parents, they cannot learn the rules of
social behavior that way. In most societies, children who behave like grownups
are considered impertinent.

According to the nurture assumption, it is the parents who transmit cul-
tural knowledge (including language) to their children and who prepare them
for full membership in the society in which they will spend their adult lives.
But the daughter of immigrant parents does not learn the local language and
customs from her parents, the son of wealthy British parents sees his parents
too rarely to make such a theory plausible, and children in many different cul-
tures are likely to get into trouble if they behave too much like their parents.
\Let all these children somehow do learn to behave the way their society expects
them to.

The nurture assumption is based on a particular model of family life: that
of a typical middle-class North American or European family. Socialization
researchers do not, as a rule, look at families in which the parents cannot speak
the local language; they do not study children who go to boarding schools or
who are reared by governesses and nannies. Although anthropologists and
cross-cultural psychologists have done many studies of child-rearing methods
In other societies, socialization researchers seldom check to see whether their
theories are applicable to children growing up in these other societies.

Of course, some things are true in every society. In every society, babies are
born helpless and ignorant and need older people to take care of them. In
every society, babies must learn the local language and customs and form



working relationships with the other members of their household. They must
learn that the world has rules and that they cannot do whatever they feel like
doing. This learning has to begin very early, at a time when they are still
comﬁletely dependent on their adult caregivers. _

There is no question that the adult caregivers play an important role in the
babys life. It is from these older people that babies learn their first language,
have their first experiences in forming and maintaining relationships, and get
their first lessons in following rules. But the socialization researchers go on to
draw other conclusions: that what children learn in the early rears about rela-
tionships and rules sets the pattern for later relationships and later rule-follow-
ing, and hence determines the entire course of their lives.

| used to think so, too. I still believe that children need to learn about rela-
tionships and rules in their early years; it is also important that they acquire a
language. But I no longer believe that this early learning, which in our society
generally takes place within the home, sets the pattern for what is to follow.
Although the learning itself serves a purpose, the contentofwhat children learn
may be irrelevant to the world outside their home. They may cast it off when
they step outside as easily as the dorky sweater their mother made them wear,



2 THE NATURE (AND NURTURE)
OF THE EVIDENCE

From the beginning, academic psychology has been split by a great divide. On
one side are those who believe in nature or who are most interested in things
that are inherited. On the other are those who believe in nurture (sic) or who
are most interested in things that are acquired through experience. Nowhere
are the two sides farther apart than in developmental psychology. The social-
ization researchers dwell on the nurture side. The nature side is the land of the
behavioral geneticists.

Socialization researchers and behavioral geneticists earn a living by teaching
college undergraduates and graduate students and by doing research. Their sta-
tus depends on the success of their research and the quantity and quality of
their publications. They are specialists: neither side spends much time reading
what the other has written, partly because they know they wont agree with it,
partly because they dont have time. In general, academicians read mostly the
publications in their own area and perhaps a few closely related areas.

My situation is different. I do not teach at a university and am not required
to carry outa program of research in a specialized area. A writer of textbooks is
supposed to present a halanced view, so in the years | spent writing and revis-
ing one textbook and preparing to write another, | read books and journal arti-
cles written from a variety of viewpoints. That gave me a perspective that most
academic psychologists don't have—a bird-eye view of the entire field. Some-
times things can be seen from a middle distance that arent visible from close up.

In this chapter and the next, | will tell you what | learned from my bird’-
eye survey of socialization research and behavioral genetics. | will tell you what
the researchers found, what they said about what they found, and what was
wrong with what they said about what they found.



Ifyou are not one of them, you might wonder why you should care about
what a bunch of college professors said. The reason is that their research and
the way they interpret it provide the background for almost every bit of child-
rearing advice you read In newspapers and parenting magazines or get from
your pediatrician. Almost every bit of child-rearing advice Hillary Rodham
Clinton gave her readers in It Takesa Village was based on the research pro-
duced by those college professors. Yes, Hillary did her homework.

The nurture assumption—the notion that parents are the most important
part of the child’ environment and can determine, to a large extent, how the
child turns out—is a product of academic psychology. Though it has perme-
ated our culture, it is not folklore. In fact (as you will see in Chapter 5), folks
didn use to believe it.

The Effects of Eating Broccoli

Socialization research is the scientific study of the effects of the environ-
ment—in particular, the effects ofthe parents’ child-rearing methods or their
behavior toward their children—on the children’ psychological development.
It is a science because it uses some of the methods of science, but it is not, by
and large, an experimental science. To do an experiment it is necessary to vary
one thing and observe the effects on something else. Since socialization
researchers do not, as a rule, have any control over the way parents rear their
children, they generally cannot do experiments. Instead, they take advantage
of existing variations in parental behavior. They let things vary naturally and,
by systematically collecting data, try to find out what things vary together. In
other words, they do correlational studies.

You are probably familiar with another kind of correlational study, from a
field called epidemiology. Epidemiologists study the environmental factors
that make people sick or healthy. The methods they use in gathering and ana-
lyzing data are similar to those used in socialization research and are plagued
by similar problems. I will take a short detour through epidemiology because
the parallels between the two fields are informative.

Let’ say we are epidemiologists and we decide to do a study on the relation-
ship between broccoli consumption and health. Our method will be straight-
forward: we will ask a large number of middle-aged people how much broccoli
they consume and then, five years later, check to see how many of them are
still alive. We are using being alive as a simple measure of good health; on the
whole, living people are healthier than dead ones.

Five years later we find the relationship between broccoli eating and survival



shown in the table below. (Please note that these results are entirely fictional—
| made them up.)

Percentage Still Alive After Five Years
AllSubjects ~ Women Men

Broccoli lovers

(eat it at least once a week) 99 99 99
Broccoli tolerators
(eat it about once a month) 98 99 97

Broccoli shunners
(wouldnt touch it with
a ten-foot pole) 97 99 9%

We feed these results into a computer. The computer tells us that broccoli
eating did not have a significant effect on the longevity of all our subjects
(there isnt much difference between 99, 98, and 97 percent), or on the
longevity ofwomen. But if we consider just the men, the relationship between
broccoli eating and longevity was “statistically significant.” That means it is
unlikely—though not impossible— that the difference we found was simply a
fluke, a lucky coincidence. It also means we can write up our results, publish
them, and apply for a grant to study the relationship between cauliflower con-
sumption and health.

Our study appears in an epidemiological journal. A newspaper reporter
happens to read it. The next day there’ a headline in the paper: EATING BROC-
COLI MAKES MEN LIVE LONGER, STUDY SHOWS.

But does it? Does the study show that eating broccoli caused the male sub-
jects to live longer? Men who eat broccoli may also eat a lot of carrots and
brussels sprouts. They may eat less meat or less ice cream than the broccoli
shunners. Perhaps they are more likely to exercise, more likely to buckle their
seatbelts, less likely to smoke. Any of these other lifestyle factors, or all ofthem
together, may be responsible for the longer lives of the broccoli eaters. Eating
broccoli might have nothing to do with it. Eating broccoli might even have
been shortening our subjects’ lives, but this effect was outweighed by the ben-
eficial effects of all the other things the broccoli eaters were doing.

Another complication is that broccoli eating may be related to marital sta-
tus: married men may eat more broccoli than single men. It is a well-known
fact that, on average, married men live longer than single men. So perhaps it



was being married that made the broccoli eaters live longer, not the broccoli.
On the other hand, maybe it is eating broccoli that makes married men live
longer.

learly, it is difficult to conclude anything at all from a correlation between
eating broccoli and living longer.LEqually clearly, people do draw conclusions
from such correlations all the time. Even ifwe scrupulously point out in our
journal article that there are other possible interpretations of our results, our
caveats are unlikely to make it into the newspaper article— or, for that matter,
into the minds of the other epidemiologists who read our journal article.

You see, epidemiologists do not do research solely for the purpose of getting
grants from the Cauliflower Council: they have a higher purpose. Their pur-
pose is to show that the lifestyle decisions people make today will determine
whether they're still alive tomorrow. Researchers in this field find it difficult to
keep an open mind because they start out with a preconception: the idea that
there are “good” lifestyles and “bad” lifestyles, and that people who practice a
good lifestyle will have better health than those with a bad lifestyle. We all
know the rules for a good lifestyle: eat lots of veggies, avoid fatty foods, exer-
cise daily, dont smoke, et cetera. Epidemiologists measure the goodness of
their subjects’ lifestyles and the goodness of their health; their goal is to show
that a better lifestyle leads to better health.

Socialization researchers also start out with a preconception: the idea that
there are good child-rearing styles and bad child-rearing styles, and that par-
ents who use a good child-rearing style will have better children than those
who use a bad child-rearing style. Just as we all know the rules for a healthy
lifestyle, we all know the rules for a good child-rearing style: give children
plenty of love and approval, set limits and enforce them firmly but fairly,
dont use physical punishment or make belittling remarks, be consistent, et
cetera, We also have a pretty clear idea ofwhat we are looking for in a child: a
good child is cheerful and cooperative, is reasonably obedient but not to the
point of being a robot, is neither too reckless nor too timid, does well in
school, has lots of friends, and doesnt hit peaple without good cause.

In both kinds of studies, the researchers collect data on the goodness of the
style (life- or child-rearing) and the goodness of the presumed outcome (health
or child). In both kinds of studies, the goal is to show that ifyou do the right
thing you will obtain the desired result. In both kinds of studies, the results
come in the form of correlations, and correlations are intrinsically ambiguous.

With apologies to the epidemiologists—my critique of their work is not
meant to imply that you can give up eating broccoli and go hack to a life of
sloth and selt-indulgence— I will return now to socializauon research. Let’ say
we decide to do a correlational study on the environmental factors that



increase children’ intelligence. We hypothesize that parents who provide an
intellectually stimulating environment for their children have smarter chil-
dren, and we set about collecting data to “test” (translation: “try to prove”) our
hypothesis. We'll need a measure of how stimulating the home environment
IS, plus a measure of the children’ intelligence. For a simple measure of the
environment we'll use the number of children’s books the home contains, and
for a simple measure of intelligence, the children’s [Q scores. (These measures
are only rough estimates of the qualities we are really interested in, but they are
convenient to use because they dont have to be converted into numbers—they
already are numbers.)

What we are trying to do is to explain the variation in the childrens IQ
scores—the fact that some children score high, some score low, and some have
average 1Qs— in terms of another variable, the number of books in the house.
I our hypothesis is correct we will find that children who live in homes with
lots of books have high 1Qs, children who live in homes with no books have
low 1Qs, and children who live in homes with an average number of books
have average 1Qs. In other words, we hope to find a positive correlation
between 1Q and books.

Ifthe correlation were perfect (a correlation of 1.00), we would be able to
predict each childs [Q precisely, just by knowing the number of books in his
or her home. Since correlations in real life are never perfect, we will be content
with a correlation of .70 or .50 or even .30. The higher the correlation, the
more accurately we can predict the children’s 1Qs by knowing how many
books they have in their homes. Also, the higher the correlation, the more
likely it is to be statistically significant. But even a low correlation can be sta-
tistically significant if the number of subjects is large enough. Not long ago |
came across a paper that reported a significant correlation of.19, based on 374
subjects. It was a correlation between how often children were hostile or
uncooperative with their parents and how often these same children were
hostile or uncooperative with their peers.2A correlation of.19, even ifit is sig-
nificant in the statistical sense, is all but useless in a practical sense. With a cor-
relation that low, knowing one variable tells you virtually nothing about the
other. Knowing how obnoxious a given child was with his parents would not
make it noticeably easier to predict how obnoxious he will be with his peers.3

|t is unusual for a socialization study to have as many as 374 subjects. On
the other hand, most socialization studies gather a good deal more data from
their subjects than we did in our 1Q-and-books study: there are usually several
measurements of the home environment and several measurements of each
child. Itsa bit more work but well worth the trouble. Ifwe collect, say, five dif-
ferent measurements of each home and five different measurements of the



childs intelligence, we can pair them up in twenty-five ways, yielding twenty-
five possible correlations. Just by chance alone, it is likely that one or two of
them will be statistically significant. What, none of them are? Never fear, all is
not lost: we can split up the data and look again, just aswe did in our broccoli
study. Looking separately at girls and boys immediately doubles the number of
correlations, giving us fifty possibilities for success instead of just twenty-five,
Looking separately at fathers and mothers is also worth a try.* “Divide and
conquer” is my name for this method. It works like buying lottery tickets: buy
twice as many and you have twice as many chances to win.

Although the divide-and-conquer technique often produces publishable
results, writing them up can be a real challenge. Here is an actual report ofa
socialization study, as it appeared in print:

Mothers total expressiveness, mothers’ positive expressiveness, and mothers’
negative expressiveness were all positively correlated with girls’peer acceptance,
but not with boys'peer acceptance. Conversely, fathers’total expressiveness and
fathers’ negative expressiveness were positively correlated with boys'acceptance,
but not with girls’ acceptance. Fathers’ positive expressiveness was not related to
boys’ acceptance, but was related to girls’ acceptance.

Parents’ emotional expressiveness was also significantly correlated with peer
and teacher behavior measures. Greater maternal total expressiveness was asso-
ciated, for boys, with greater prosocial behavior and less disruptiveness. A con-
gruent pattern of results emerged in relation to maternal positive and negative
expressiveness. A different pattern emerged in relation to paternal emotional
expressiveness. Greater paternal total expressiveness was associated, for boys,
with less aggression, less shyness, and more prosocial behavior. For girls, greater
paternal total expressiveness was associated with less aggression, more prosocial
behavior, and less disruptiveness. A congruent pattern of results emerged in rela-
tion to paternal positive and negative expressiveness, with one exception: a
positive correlation between fathers’ negative expressiveness and girls’ shyness.

These findings reveal connections between parental emotional expressiveness
within the family context and children’ social competence.4

The proliferation of this sort of report led two prominent developmental-
ists, in a long and thorough review of socialization research, to wonder
“whether the number of significant correlations exceeds the number to be
expected by chance.”51f a correlation is significant just by chance in one

*The significant correlations are easy to spot, nicely marked with asterisks by the statistics soft-
ware, [t a technique known as “psychoastronomy™: looking for the stars.



study, it is not likely to be significant in the next. Complex patterns of results,
suchhas those | just quoted, generally do not hold up from one study to
another.

And yet, | do not believe that the results of socialization studies are all
attributable to chance, luck, clever data analyses, and the failure to report neg-
ative results. There are two kinds of correlations that turn up often enough to
convince me that they are real. They are not strong correlations— strong cor-
relations are hardly ever found in this kind of research— hut they show up as
consistent trends in study after study. Here is my summary of these trends:

Generalization 1: Parents who do a good job of managing their lives, and
who get along well with others, tend to have children who are also
good at managing their lives and getting along with others. Parents
who have problems managing their lives, their homes, or their per-
sonal relationships tend to have children who also have problems.

Generalization 2; Children who are treated with affection and respect
tend to do better at managing their lives and their personal relation-
ships than children who are treated harshly.

That noise is a chorus of socialization researchers saying “Yes!” They like
these generalizations; they take them as proof of their convictions. To them it
is obvious that the children of pleasant and competent people grow up to be
pleasant and competent people because of what they learned at home and how
they were treated by their parents. To them it is obvious that children turn out
better iftheg’re treated better, and that they turn out better because of how they
were treated.

This is not just what socialization researchers believe—it is what nearly
everyone believes. But | challenge you to keep an open mind and to examine
the rest of the evidence.

The Effects of the Genes

A foxhound does not behave like a poodle; the two breeds have different per-
sonalities. Someone who believed in nurture might point out that the fox-
hound was reared in a kennel with dozens of other dogs, whereas the poodle
was reared in a city apartment and sleeps in its owner’ bed. Someone who
believed in nature would scoff and say, “You cant make a foxhound into a
poodle by rearing it in an apartment and spoiling it rotten.” This experiment
could be done: you could rear a pack of poodles in a kennel, give each fox-
hound a doting owner and a lease on an apartment, and observe the results.



What you'd find is that the nature and nurture advocates were both right: you
cant make a foxhound into a poodle, but a foxhound reared in an apartment
will behave differently from one reared in a kennel.6

That experiment involves separating the effects of heredity (the genes that
determine whether a puppy is born a foxhound or a poodle) from the effects
of environment. The problem with socialization studies of the type Ive
described is that the effects of heredity and environment are not separated; nor
are they separable. Every éor nearly every) parent-and-child pair who partici-
pate in a socialization study are hiological relatives; they are as much alike in
terms of their DNA as two poodles from the same litter. Not only do the par-
ents provide the child’s genes; they also provide the child’s environment. The
kind of environment they provide—the kind of parents they are—is, in part,
a function of their genes.7 There is no way to dpistinguish the effects of the
genes they provide from the effects of the environment they provide. Socializa-
tion researchers are trying to figure out what makes foxhounds different from
poodles without switching the puppies around.

Although we cant switch human babies around for the sake of science,
sometimes they are switched around for other reasons. An adopted child has
two sets of parents: one provides the child’s genes, the other provides the
environment. Studying adopted children is one of the methods used by
researchers in the field of behavioral genetics. The stated purpose of their
research is to separate the effects of heredity from those of the environment.
Like the socialization researchers, the behavioral geneticists also have a hidden
agenda: to show that heredity is a force to be reckoned with. To show that John
Watson was wrong and that infants are not malleable pieces of clay, capable of
being pushed and pulled into any shape whatever by the environment.

In the early days of behavioral genetics, studies of adopted children were
designed to find out whether these children were more similar to their biolog-
ical parents (who provided their %enes) or to their adoptive parents (who pro-
vided their environment). The characteristic that got the most attention was
1Q. In biological families, children’s 1Qs tend to be correlated with those of
their parents—parents with above-average 1Qs tend to have children with
above-average 1Qs. The purpose of the early studies was to determine whether
this correlation was due primarily to heredity or to the stimulating environ-
ment that intelligent parents were presumed to provide. If the 1Qs ofadopted
children were more like those of their biological parents, then heredity would
be declared the victor. If they were more like those of their adoptive parents,
then environment would win the game.

Although this technique makes a certain amount of sense when the charac-
teristic being studied is 1Q, it makes no sense at all for studying personality



characteristics, which is what | am mainly interested in. It is reasonable to
assume that being reared by smart parents increases a childs 1Q, but it is not
reasonable to assume, for example, that being reared by bossy parents makes a
child bossier. Maybe being reared by bossy parents makes a child meek and pas-
sive. Another problem is that parents and children belong to different genera-
tions; they grow up in different times. Cultural changes in the society add to
the differences between parents and children and make it harder to detect the
similarities.

To get around these problems, modern behavioral geneticists look for cor-
relations between people of the same generation. Instead of comparing chil-
dren to their adoptive or biological parents, they compare them to their
adoptive or biological siblings. They look at pairs of adoptive siblings (two
unrelated children reared in the same home) or pairs of hiological siblings,
preferably identical and fraternal twins. This gives the researchers three levels
of genetic similarity: the reared-together adopted children are biologically
unrelated, the fraternal twins (like ordinary siblings) share about 50 percent of
their genes, and the identical twins have identical genes. So genetic similarity
varies but environmental similarity is held more or less constant, because each
pair was reared in the same home by the same parents. Doing the opposite
experiment—varying environmental similarity while holding genetic similar-
ity constant— is also possible, but it involves locating identical twins reared
apart. Identical twins reared apart are harder to find than poodles at a foxhunt.

Rounding up subjects for a behavioral genetic study is not an easy job.
Almost anyone is eligible to take part in a socialization study, but for the typ-
ical behavioral genetic study, only adoptees and twins need apply. Moreover,
the behavioral geneticists must examine at least two children in each family,
whereas the socialization researchers make do with just one. The extra effort is
worth it, though, because it provides the researchers with the tweezers they
need to disentangle the effects of heredity and environment. Effects due to
heredity show up as similarities that are greater in identical twins than in fra-
ternal twins, and greater in fraternal twins than in adoptive siblings. Thus, the
effects of heredity can be gauged by measuring the degree to which people
who share genes are more similar than people who do not share genes. The
effects of the home environment can be gauged by measuring the degree to
which people who grew up in the same home are more similar than people
who grew up in different homes.8

A large number of human characteristics have now been studied with
behavioral genetic methods. The results are clear and consistent: overall, hered-
ity accounts for roughly 50 percent of the variation in the samples of people
who have been tested, environmental influences for the other 50 percent.



People differ from one another in many ways: some are more impulsive, oth-
ers more cautious; some are more agreeable, others more argumentative.
About half of the variation in impulsiveness can be attributed to people’
genes, the other half to their experiences. The same is true for agreeableness.
The same is true for most other psychological characteristics.9

It seems like an unremarkable finding, pretty much what you might expect.
But in the 1970s, when these results first started appearing in psychology jour-
nals, American psychology was still under the lingering influence of behavior-
ism, with its anti-heredity bias. The political climate of the country was also
anti-heredity; the existence of inborn differences was felt to be incompatible
with the ideal of human equality. The heredity-environment issue got mixed
up with ﬁolitics, and feelings ran high. Behavioral genetics was an unpopular
field in those days. But an Interest in the workings of heredity is not a symp-
tom of a particular political position—it can afflict even a flaming liberal.
Over time, due partly to advances in molecular biology, the study of the
effects of genes became more acceptable in academic circles. Behavioral geneti-
cists have gradually become more numerous.

Nonetheless, they are still overwhelmingly outnumbered by socialization
researchers. Perhaps that is why most socialization researchers find it easy to
ignore the results ofbehavioral genetic studies. The behavioral geneticists, on
the other hand, do not ignore the work of socialization researchers. They
have pointed out time and again that the failure to control for the effects of
heredity makes the results of most socialization studies uninterpretable. DAnd
they are right.

Generalization 1said that pleasant, competent parents tend to have pleas-
ant, competent children. Another way of stating this is that children tend to
resemble their parents. Parents who do a goodd'ob of managing their lives, and
whose relationships with other people (including their children) are cordial,
tend to have children with similar characteristics. Is this because of the way the
children were reared, or because of the competence and cordiality genes they
inherited from their competent, cordial parents? Correlational studies give us
no way of answering that question. The 50-50 result (50 percent heredity, 50
percent environment) that the behavioral geneticists obtained doesnt mean
that half of the correlation between parents and children is due to genes and
the other halfis due to environmental influences. The 50-50 result means only
that 50 percent of the variation among the children, in some particular char-
acteristic such as cordiality, can be traced to differences in their genes. It does-
nt say anything about how much of the correlation hetween the children’
cordiality and the parents’ cordiality—the similarity between them—is due to
heredity. In fact, correlations between children and parents are usually well



below .50. A correlation between children and parents is usually low enough
that the genes they share could account for all ofit,

Not clear? Let me try again, using an example from another species—a veg-
etable species this time. Plant some corn, pick an ear from each plant, taste it,
and judge its sweetness. Notice that some plants produce sweeter corn than
others. Save a cob from each plant to use for seed and next year plant the
seeds. You will find that the seeds from the plants that produced sweeter corn
grow into plants that also produce, on average, sweeter corn—in other words,
there will be a correlation between the parent corns sweetness and the off-
spring corn’s sweetness. That correlation is entirely due to heredity: the genes
the offspring received from the parent account for 100 percent of the resem-
blance between them. But the genes account for only about half the variation
in the sweetness of the offspring corn, because other factors— environmental
factors such as soil quality, water, and sunshine—will also play a role. So it is
possible for heredity to account for 100 percent of the resemblance between
parent and offspring even though it accounts for only 50 percent of the varia-
tion among the offspring.

The environment has effects, both on children and on corn. In our own
species, differences in environment account for about half of the variation in
personality characteristics. The socialization researchers are correct in believing
that environmental factors have effects on children. They are wrong, however,
in believing that their research tells them what these factors are. Their research
does not demonstrate what they want it to demonstrate, because they have
failed to consider the effects of heredity. They have failed to allow for the fact
that children and their parents resemble each other for genetic reasons.

Generalization 1is true. On average, pleasant, competent parents tend to
have pleasant, competent kids. But that doesnt prove that parents have any
influence— other than genetic—on how their children turn out.

A Two-Way Street

In a typical socialization study, the researchers start by rounding up a group of
subjects: a number of children of about the same age (often recruited from a
nursery school or elementary school classroom) and their parents. They then
proceed to collect data on the parents’ child-rearing methods— perhaps by
Interviewing them or having them fill out a questionnaire, perhaps by observ-
ing their behavior while they interact with their child. However it is measured,
a parent’s child-rearing method is assessed in respect to only one child, since
only one child per family participates in this kind of study. This procedure
would be all right if parents had a uniform child-rearing style—if “child-rear-



Ing style” were a more-or-less stable characteristic of a person, like eye color or
1Q. But parents do not have a single, fixed child-rearing style. The way a par-
ent acts toward a particular child depends on the child’s age, physical appear-
ance, current behavior, past behavior, intelligence, and state of health. Parents
tailor their child-rearing style to the individual child. Child-rearing is not
something a parent does to a child: it is something the parent and the child do
together.

gA while ago | was in my front yard with my dog. A mother and her two
children—a girl of about five and a boy of about seven—walked by in the
street. My dog, who was trained not to go into the street, ran to the curb and
started barking at them. The two children reacted in very different ways. The
girl veered straight toward the dog, asking, “Can I pet him?” despite the fact
that the dog was behaving in an unfriendly manner. Her mother said quickly,
“No, Audrey, I dont think the dog wants you to pet him.” Meanwhile, the oy
had retreated to the other side of the street and was standing there looking
scared, unwilling to walk past the barking dog even though the entire width of
the street was between them. “Come on, Mark,” his mother said, “the dog
wont hurt you.” (I was holding the dog’ collar by then.) It took a minute
before Mark got up the courage to rejoin his mother, who was waiting for him
with her impatience carefully concealed under a good deal of genuine sympa-
thy. As the three went down the street I could hear Audrey making fun of
Mark. I didnt catch her words hut the tune (it called the “nyah-nyah song”)
was unmistakable.

| was sorry for Mark but | identified more strongly with his mother: |, too,
reared a pair ofvery different children. My older daughter hardly ever wanted
to do anything that her father and | didnt want her to do. My younger daugh-
ter often did. Raising the first was easy; raising the second was, um, interesting.

My Uncle Ben, who had no children of his own, was fond of his gran
nieces and often gave me advice on how to rear them. | remember a conversa-
tion I had with him when my daughters were about eight and twelve. | was
complaining to him about the behavior of my younger child and Uncle Ben
(who knew | hadnt had these problems with my older one) asked, “Well, do
you treat them hoth the same?”

Do | treat them both the same? | didnt know what to say. How can you
treat two children both the same when they arent the same—when they do
different things and say different things, have different personalities and differ-
ent abilities? Could the mother of Mark and Audrey treat them both the
same? What would that mean? Telling Audrey “The dog wont hurt you”
(that was what she said to Mark) instead of “I don think the dog wants you to
pet him”?



If Mark and his mother took part in a socialization study, the researchers
would probably get the impression that Mark’s mother was overprotective. If
Audrey and her mother took part in a socialization study, the researchers
might see Audrey’s mother as a sensible setter of limits. Each team of
researchers would see her with only one of her children; each would get a dif-
ferent picture ofwhat kind of parent she was. | would have been pegged as a
permissive parent with my first child, a bossy one with my second.

The relationship between a parent and a child, like any relationship
between two individuals, is a two-way street—an ongoing transaction in
which each party plays a role. When two people interact, what each one says
or does is, in part, a reaction to what the other has just said or done, and to
what was said or done in the past.

Even young babies make an active contribution to the parent-child rela-
tionship. By the time they are two months old, most babies are looking their
parents in the eye and smiling at them. It is remarkably rewarding, being
smiled at by a baby. A normal baby pays back her parents for all the trouble
she causes them by showing that she is delighted to see them.

Some habies— notably those with the disorder called autism—dont do
this. Babies with autism dont look their parents in the eye, dont smile at
them, dont seem glad to see them. It is difficult to feel enthusiastic about a
baby who isnt enthusiastic about you. It is difficult to interact with a child
who won' look at you. The late Bruno Bettelheim, who for many years ran an
institution for children with autism, claimed that the disorder was caused by
the mother’ coldness, her lack of feeling for the child. One of these mothers
later attacked Bettelheim in print, calling him a “vile individual” who had
“brought ostracism and suffering to entire families.” Bettelheim was not only
cruel: he was wrong. Autism is caused by an abnormality in brain develop-
ment, due primarily to genetic factors. The mothers’ apparent coldness was
not the cause of their children’ atypical behavior— it was a reaction to it. 1

John Watson assumed that if two children are different, it must be because
they are treated differently by their parents—an assumption shared by my
childless Uncle Ben. But, as most parents realize shortly after the birth of their
second child, children come into this world already different from each other.
Their parents treat them differently because of their different characteristics. A
fearful child is reassured; a bold one is cautioned. A smiley baby is kissed and
played with; an unresponsive one is fed, diapered, and put in its crib. The
effects the socialization researchers are interested in are parent-to-child effects:
the parent has an effect on the child. There are also effects that go in the oppo-
sitleI dhirection: the child has an effect on the parent. Child-to-parent effects, |
call them.



Generalization 2 said that children who are hugged are more likely to be
nice, children who are spanked are more likely to be unpleasant. Turn that
statement around and you get one that is equally plausible: nice children are
more likely to be hugged, unpleasant children are more likely to be spanked.
Do the hugs cause the children’s niceness, or is the children’s niceness the rea-
son why they are hugged, or are hoth true? Do spankings make children
unpleasant, or are parents more likely to lose their temper with unpleasant
children, or are both true? In the standard socialization study, there is no way
to distinguish these alternative explanations, no way to tell the causes from the
effects. Thus, Generalization 2 does not prove what it appears to prove.

Parallel Universes

Castor and Pollux, Romulus and Remus—twins have fascinated their audi-
ences for a very long time. For behavioral geneticists, they are an essential
component of the research program. It isnt even necessarK to find twins reared
apart; the vast majority of the twins who participate in behavioral genetic stud-
les were reared in the same home by their own biological parents. The tech-
nique hinges on a contrast between the two kinds of twins, identical versus
fraternal. By comparing the similarity of the identical twin pairs with that of
the fraternal twin pairs, the researchers can judge whether or not (and to
what degree) a particular characteristic of the twins is under the control ofthe
genes. Say, for example, that the characteristic being investigated is the ten-
dency to be physically active or inactive. If identical twins are fairly similar in
activity level (both twins are always in motion, or both twins are couch pota-
toes) and fraternal twins are noticeably less alike, this is taken as evidence for
agenetic influence on that trait,

Socialization researchers have objected to this method because they believe
It rests upon a shaky assumption: that the environments ofthe reared-together
fraternal twins are as similar as the environments of the reared-together iden-
tical twins. If identical twins actually have more similar environments than
same-sex fraternal twins, the greater similarity of identical twins could be due
to the greater similarity of their environments, rather than (or in addition to)
their more similar genes.

Do identical twins have more similar environments than fraternal twins?
Matching outfits and matching toys are not at issue here: the question is
whether identicals are treated more alike in terms of how much affection and
discipline they receive. Are they given the same number of hugs? The same
number of spankings?

The evidence suggests that parents do tend to treat identical twins more



alike than they treat fraternal twins. When adolescent twins were asked how
much affection or rejection they had received from their parents, identical
twins were more likely than fraternal twins to give matching reports.21f one
identical twin said that her parents made her feel loved, the other was likely to
say the same thing. But if one fraternal twin reported that her parents made
her feel loved, the other might say either that she also felt loved or that she felt
rejected. Parents may give their identical twins different outfits and different
toys, but nonetheless they seem to love them about the same (or not love them
about the same). Whereas with fraternal twins—who often differ considerably
in appearance and behavior—they might find one a good deal more lovable
than the other. So it is probably true that identical twins tend to have more
similar environments than fraternal twins.

In fact, identical twins may have more similar environments than fraternal
twins even if they grow up in different homes. Adult identical twins who had
been separated early in life and reared apart give surprisingly similar descrip-
tions of their childhoods; they agree fairly well on the amount of affection they
received from their adoptive parents. BAlthough it is possible that the similar
reports are due to the similar way their memories work— cheerful twins have
happy memories of childhood whereas gloomy ones tend to remember the
slings and arrows— | don't think that is the whole story. | think reared-apart
identical twins really do receive a similar amount of affection from their adop-
tive parents. One reason for this is that identical twins look alike: if one is cute,
the other is cute. If one is homely, the other is homely. Researchers have
found that children’s cuteness or homeliness has a measurable effect on how
their parents treat them. A study showed that a mother is, on average, more
attentive to her baby ifthe baby is cute than if the baby is homely. (The cute-
ness of the babies was rated by independent judges—a panel of undergradu-
ates at the University of Texas.) Although all the babies in this study were well
cared for, the cute babies were looked at more, played with more, and given
more affection than the homely ones. In their report, the researchers quoted a
letter written by Queen Victoria to one of her married daughters. According to
the queen, who was something of an expert on babies (she had borne nine of
them), “An ugly baby is a very nasty object.” 4

Most ugly babies get better looking over time, but think about the ones
who dont. People arent as nice to homely children as they are to pretty ones.
When homely children do something wrong, they are punished more harshly.
If they dont do anything wrong, people are quicker to think that they did.
Homely children and pretty children have different experiences. They grow up
in different environments,

Children’ experiences are not, of course, determined solely by their looks.



Other qualities also influence how people react to them. A timid child like
Mark is treated differently from a bold one like Audrey. But timidity in a child
has a substantial genetic component,5so if Mark had an identical twin on the
other side of the world, the twin would probably be timid, too. They would
have different mothers, but the chances are good that both mothers would react
the same way: they would be sympathetic and a bit impatient. Their fathers
might be a bit less sympathetic, a bit more impatient. Outside the home, Mark
and his separated twin would probably experience similar treatment from
their peers: teasing and bullying. Recess is not much fun for timid boys.

To the extent that childrens experiences are a function ofbuilt-in character-
istics such as timidity or good looks, identical twins are more likely than frater-
nal twins to have similar experiences. The socialization researchers are right
about this. The trouble is, as you will see in the next chapter, the trick is not to
explain why identical twins are so much alike—whether it's because of their
identical genes or their similar experiences. The trick is to explain why they are
not more alike. Even identical twins reared in the same home are far from
being identical in personality.

The Effects of the Effects of the Genes

Genes contain the instructions for producing a physical body and a physical
brain. They determine the shape of the facial features and the structure and
chemistry of the brain. These physical manifestations of heredity are the
straightforward consequences of carrying out the instructions in the genes; |
call them direct genetic effects. Timidity can be a direct genetic effect; some
babies are born with hypersensitive nervous systems.15Being born beautiful is
a direct genetic effect.

Direct genetic effects have consequences of their own, which I call indirect
genetic effects— the effects of the effects of the genes. A child’s timidity causes
his mother to reassure him, his sister to make fun of him, and his peers to pick
on him. A child’s beauty causes her parents to dote on her and wins her a wide
circle of admiring friends. These are indirect genetic effects. Identical twins
lead similar lives because of indirect genetic effects.

Socialization researchers who protest the behavioral geneticists’ use of twin
data are correct in saying that behavioral genetic methods lump together the
effects of the environmental similarities with the effects of the genes. In fact,
behavioral genetic methods cannot distinguish the effects of genes from the
effects of the effects of genes—they cannot distinguish between direct and
indirect genetic effects. What they call “heritability” is actually a combination
ofdirect and indirect genetic effects.



It would be nice to be able to distinguish them, but given that we cannot
do so with the methods currendy available, 1 am content to have indirect
genetic effects attributed to “heredity” rather than “environment.” Although
technically they are part of the childs environment, they are consequences of
the child’ genes. However, | agree with the socialization researchers that the
behavioral geneticists have not handled this problem well. They can be faulted
not for lumping direct and indirect effects together, but for failing to state
clearly that this Is what they are doing.

Let me state it clearly here and now. Behavioral genetic studies are designed
to distinguish the effects of the genes from the effects of the environment. The
researchers look at one characteristic at a time, dividing up the variation in
that characteristic— the differences among their subjects—into two Earts, the
part that’s due to genes and the part that due to the environment. The result,
for the majority of the psychological characteristics that have been studied, is
that roughly half of the variation is attributable to the subjects’ genes, the other
halfto their environment. But the halfattributed to heredity includes indirect
effects, the environmental consequences of the effects of the genes. That means
that the other half of the variation must be due to “pure” environmental
influences— influences that are not, either directly or indirectly, a function of
the genes.

Half of the variation gives socialization researchers plenty to work with.
However, their job isnt just to prove that the environment as a whole has
effects on children: it5 to prove that the particular aspects ofthe environment
they are interested in—namely, the parents’ child-rearing methods—have
effects on children. In my judgment they have not proved it. Yes, competent
parents tend to have competent children, but that could be due to heredity.
Yes, well-treated children tend to be nicer than those who are treated harshly,
but that could be due to child-to-parent effects.

Socialization researchers do not like the idea that some of the effects they
report may be due to inherited similarities between children and their biolog-
ical parents. But the idea that children have effects on their parents—that the
relationship is two-way—has won widespread acceptance.TAlmost every arti-
cle that reports a correlation between parents’ behavior and children’ behavior
now includes, somewhere near the end, a disclaimer that admits that the
direction of cause and effect is unclear, that the reported correlation could be
due to the child’ effect on the parents, rather than (or in addition to) the par-
ents’ effect on the child. The disclaimer serves the same purpose as the warn-
ing on the cigarette pack: the rules say it has to be there, but no one pays much
attention to It.

My impression is that socialization researchers believe that child-to-parent



effects do occur but that such effects are found mainly in other people’s data.
They interpret their own ambiguous results in terms of the nurture assump-
tion because the nurture assumption itselfis never questioned. Their research
Is not designed to test the hypothesis that the environment provided by par-
ents has lasting effects on the child’s behavior and personality, because that is
not considered to be a testable hypothesis: it is a given.

Questioning the nurture assumption iswhat I'm here for. In this chapter |
have told you about some of the things that are wrong with the evidence used
to support it. In the next I will tell you about the evidence against it.



3 NATURE, NURTURE,
AND NONE OF THE ABOVE

Tales of the eerie resemblances between identical twins separated early in life
and reared in different homes have made their way into the popular press and
the popular imagination. There was the story of the two Jims—both bit their
nails, enjoyed woodworking, drove the same model Chevrolet, smoked
Salems, and drank Miller Lite; they named their sons James Alan and James
Allan. There was the story in my local newspaper, accompanied by a photo of
two men with the same face, both wearing fire helmets— reunited because
both had become volunteer firefighters. There was the story of Jack Yufe and
Oskar Stohr, one reared in Trinidad by his Jewish father, the other in Germany
by his Catholic grandmother. When reunited, they were both wearing rectan-
gular wire-frame glasses, short mustaches, and blue two-pocket shirts with
epaulets; both were in the habit of reading magazines back to front and flush-
Ing toilets before using them; both liked to startle people by sneezing in eleva-
tors. And there was the story of Amy and Beth, adopted into different
homes— Amy a rejected child, Beth doted upon—hoth girls suffering from
the same unusual combination of cognitive and personality deficits.1

These true stories of reared-apart identical twins are a testimony to the
power of the genes. They suggest that genes can cause striking similarities in
personality characteristics, even in the face of substantial differences in rearing
environments. They imply that genes control behavior in subtle, intricate
ways that cannot be explained in terms of our current understanding of
genetic mechanisms and brain neurophysiology.

But the flip side of the coin is seldom mentioned. The flip side of the coin
Is that identical twins reared in the same home are not nearly as alike as you
would expect them to be. Given how similar the reared-apart twins are, you



probably think that the reared-together ones must be as alike as two copies of
your annual Christmas letter. In fact, they are no more alike than identical
twins separated in infancy and reared in different homes. Though they have
many little quirks in common, there are also many little differences between
them.

They are no more alike than the ones reared in different homes! Here are
two people who not only have the same genes but who also grew up in the
same home at the same time with the same parents, and yet they do not have
the same personality. One might be friendly (or shy), the other more (or less)
s0. One might look before she leaps, the other might not leap at all. One
might disagree with you but hold his peace while the other tells you you're full
of crap. I am talking about identical twins. These people are so alike In appear-
ance that you have trouble telling them apart, but give them a personality test
and they will check off different answers. The correlation of personality traits
(as estimated by scores on personality tests and in various other ways) is only
about .50 for identical twins reared in the same home.2

Growing Up in the Same Home Does Not Make
Children More Alike

At the University of Minnesota, a group of behavioral geneticists are running
an ongoing research project called the Minnesota Twin Study. When reared-
apart adult twins are located, they are awarded all-expense-paid trips to Min-
neapolis and treated to a solid week of psychological testing; one wonders
whether second prize is two solid weeks of psychological testing. As it happens,
very few of the twins turn down the offer. The chance to meet one’s womb-
mate, possibly for the first time since the umbilical cords were cut, is irre-
sistible.

Among the twins who came to Minneapolis to be tested were a pair known
as the Giggle Twins. Although these women had been reared In separate
homes, and both twins described their adoptive parents as dour and
undemonstrative, both were inordinately prone to laughter. In fact, neither
had ever met anyone who laughed as much as she did until the day she was
reunited with her identical twin.3

Observing the Giggle Twins, it is easy to jump to the conclusion that
laughter is genetic. But they are just one set of twins, and what Ve told you
about them is an anecdote, not data. Also, the adoptive homes in which these
twins were reared actually sound a lot alike. Perhaps both twins laugh so
much in adulthood because neither of them got enough laughter during
childhood. In truth, there is no way to determine with certainty whether



these twins are hoth gigglers because of their identical genes or because they
both happened to have had experiences which produced this effect in them.
Although any differences between them are assumed to be environmental—
they cant be genetic since they both have the same genesé—the similarities can
be genetic, environmental, or a combination of the two.

But what cannot be done for the Giggle Twins themselves can be done for
the trait they are noted for. Give behavioral geneticists a few dozen pairs of
twins or siblings (biological or adoptive, reared together or apart) and they can
tell you whether the tendency to laugh a lot— Ill call this trait "risibility"— is
genetic, environmental, or a combination of the two. The methodology of
behavioral genetics is based on a variation of the old question, Are adopted
children more like their adoptive parents or more like their biological parents?
Substituting “siblings” for “parents” eliminates the complications of trying to
compare people of widely different ages, but otherwise the idea is the same.
The method rests on two basic premises: that people who share genes should
be more alike than people who dont, and that people who shared a childhood
environment should be more alike than people who didn'.

From these two premises, we can generate predictions. If risibility is entirely
genetic, we would expect to find that identical twins are very similar in risibil-
Ity (though not exactly alike, since even asingle individual varies from day to
day in readiness to laugh) and that it doesnt make any difference whether they
were reared together or apart. If risibility is entirely environmental, we would
expect to find that reared-together identical twins, fraternal twins, and adop-
tive siblings are all equally alike in risibility and that pairs reared in different
homes are not at all alike. Finally, if risibility is due to a combination of
heredity and environment—certainly the best bet—wed expect to find that
people who share genes are somewhat alike, people who were reared in the
same home are somewhat alike, and people who share both genes and rearing
environment are the most alike.

Sounds logical? Guess again. If risibility follows the pattern of the other
traits that have been studied so far, what we would actually find is None Of
The Above.

The unexpected results started appearing in the mid-1970s.5By the late
705, enough data had been collected to make it look like there was something
wrong with the hasic premises of behavioral genetics. Not the genetic prem-
Ise— that was okay. People who share genes are more alike in personality than
people who dont share genes. It was the premise about sharing an environ-
ment that didnt seem to be working properly. Study after study was showing
that pairs of people who grew up in the same home were not noticeably more
alike in personality than pairs who grew up in two different homes. And yet



the results didn't fit the entirely-genetic prediction either, because genetic rel-
atives werent alike enough— the correlations were too low. Something other
than genes was exerting an effect on the subjects’ personalities, but it didnt
seem to be the home in which they were reared. Or if it was the home, it was
working in an inexplicable manner. It wasnt making siblings more alike, it was
making them lessalike.6

Perhaps you are wondering why these results were unexpected. Why should
children reared in the same home be alike? If your parents were dour and
undemonstrative, dont you feel you could have gone either way—either be
just like them or just the opposite? Cant you imagine a family with sourpuss
parents and two children who went in opposite directions: one a sourpuss like
the parents, the other a barrel of fun?

The problem is that researchers who study child development—including
behavioral geneticists—would like to believe that parents’ attitudes, personal-
ities, and child-rearing practices have predictable effects on their children. Epi-
demiologists try to [aredict what effects certain eating habits and lifestyles will
have on a person’s physical health and longevity; developmentalists try to pre-
dict what effects parents’ behaviors and child-rearing styles will have on their
childs mental health and personality.

Parents vary in their attitudes toward children and their ideas about family
life. In some families humor is considered a virtue and laughter its reward; kids
are permitted to interrupt or make impertinent remarks if they'e funny
enough. | grew up in a family like that. In high school I had a friend named
Eleanor whose family was considerably more intellectual than mine (mine
wasnt intellectual at all). One evening she had dinner at my house and after-
wards she told me she wished she had been born into my family instead of
hers. Dinner at the Riches’ was lively, with everyone talking at once and lots of
wisecracking and laughter. Eleanor’s parents were straitlaced and proper; din-
ner at her house, she said, was boring. Dont you think that someone who
grew up in my family should score higher on a test of risibility than someone
who grew up in Eleanors? Dont you think that two people who grew up in
my family should be more alike in risibility than one who grew up in my fam-
ily and one who grew up in Eleanor¥?

Ifyou believe that children can “go either way"—that they can either turn
out like their parents or, with equal ease, go in the opposite direction— then
what you are saying is that parents have no predictable effects on their chil-
dren. If you are espousing a milder version of that view—that most children
are influenced by their parents but occasionally you find one rebelling and
going in the opposite direction—then we would expect to find some overall
tendency for siblings to be similar, since the majority do not rebel. Because



children are different to begin with— one sibling may be bom an Abbott, the
other a Costello—we wouldnt expect them to react in exactly the same way to
the parents’ attitudes and behaviors. Nonetheless, on average, people reared in
a family that encourages joke-telling and laughter should be higher in risibil-
ity than people reared in a family of the we-are-not-amused variety.

But that is not what the behavioral geneticists found. They looked at a wide
variety of personality traits (though not, as far as | know, risibility) and the
results were about the same for all of them. The data showed that growing up
in the same home, being reared by the same parents, had little or no effect on
the adult personalities of siblings. Reared-together siblings are alike in person-
ality only to the degree that theY are alike genetically. The genes they share can
entirely account for any resemblances between them; there are no leftover sim-
ilarities for the shared environment to explain.8For some psychological char-
acteristics, notably intelligence, there is evidence of a transient effect of the
home environment during childhood—the 1Q scores of preadolescent adop-
tive siblings show a modest correlation. But br late adolescence all nongenetic
resemblances have faded away. For 1Q as for personality, the correlation
between adult adoptees reared in the same home hovers around zero.9

Research results in psychology often prove to be evanescent. Interesting
effects that show up in one study often fail to show up in the next. But results
in behavioral genetics are what statisticians call “robust.” Studﬁ after study
shows the same thing: almost all the similarities between adult siblings can be
attributed to their shared genes. There are very few similarities that can be
attributed to the environment they shared in childhood.

Growing up in the same home does not make siblings alike. If there really
are “toxic parents,” they aren' toxic to all their children. Or they arent toxic in
the same way. Or, ifthey are toxic in the same way, each child reacts to the tox-
icity differently, even ifthey are identical twins. What does it mean if the pre-
sumed effects of toxic parents are discernible on only one of their
children—the one who ends up in the office of the clinical psychologist—and
the others are fine?D)

Scylla or Charyhdis

By and large, socialization researchers ignored the unsettling results being
reported by behavioral geneticists. Of the few who took notice, the most
prominent was Eleanor Maccoby, the Stanford professor mentioned in Chap-
ter 1 (the one who admitted, many years later, that the first socialization
study didn' pan out).

In 1983, Maccoby and her colleague John Martin published a long and



penetrating review of the field of socialization research. They talked about
research methods, results, and theories. They talked about the effects of par-
ents on children and also about the effects of children on parents. After eighty
densely printed pages of this, they summed up their impressions of the field in
a few brisk paragraphs. They pointed out that the correlations found between
the parents’ behavior and the children’s characteristics were neither strong
nor consistent. They wondered, in view of the large number of measurements
made, whether the correlations that did turn up might have occurred by
chance. And they drew their readers’attention to the puzzling findings coming
from the field of behavioral genetics: that adopted children growing up in the
same home are not at all alike in personality, and that even for biological sib-
lings the correlations are very low.

From the weakness of the trends found in socialization studies and the
unsettling results emerging from behavioral genetic studies, Maccoby and
Martin drew the following conclusions:

These findings imply strongly that there is very little impact of the physical
environment that parents provide for children and very little impact of parental
characteristics that must be essentially the same for all children in a family: for
example, education, or the quality of the relationship between the spouses.
Indeed, the implications are either that parental behaviors have no effect, or that
the only effective aspects of parenting must vary greatly from one child to the
other within the same family. 1

Either that parents have no effect or that they have different effects on each
of their children—those were the only two alternatives that Maccoby and
Martin offered. Neither was much to the liking of socialization researchers. It
was like telling epidemiologists that either broccoli and exercise have no effects
on health or else they make some people healthier and others sicker. Agreed,
broccoli and exercise probably do have different effects on different people,
but at least in epidemiology there are overall trends— eating veggies and get-
ting regular exercise appear to be good for most people. In socialization
research, according to Maccoby and Martin, it wasnt even clear that there
were overall trends.

| want to examine their statement a little more closely, because it is of cen-
tral importance. “These findings,” they said— by which they meant the weak
and inconsistent trends found by the socialization researchers, plus the lower-
than-expected correlations between reared-together siblings found by behav-
loral geneticists— “imply strongly that there is very little impact of the physical
environment that parents provide for children and very little impact of



parental characteristics that must be essentially the same for all children in a
family.” In other words, most of the things that were believed to have impor-
tant effects on children turn out not to have important effects on them. If the
parents work or dont work, read or dont read, drink or dont drink, fight or
dont fight, stay married or dont stay married—all these “must be essentially
the same for all children in a family,” and therefore all appear to have “very lit-
tle impact” on the children. Similarly, if the physical environment of the
home isan apartment or a farmhouse, spacious or crowded, messr or tidy, full
of art supplies and tofu or full of auto parts and Twinkies—all these, too,
“must be essentially the same for all children in a family,” and therefore appear
to have “very little impact.”

With a stroke of the pen, Maccoby and Martin had crossed out most of the
things that socialization researchers had been making a living on for decades.
With a second stroke, they threatened to cross out the rest. Take your pick,
they said: either the home and the parents have no effects, or else the only
things that have effects are those that differ for each child in the family. The
first alternative would mean that the nurture assumption iswrong; the second
offered the only hope of rescuing it.

No one chose the first alternative. No one. The deveIoEmentaIists who paid
attention to what was going on in the field as awhole, ratner than in their own
little corner of it, rallied around Maccoby and Martin’ second alternative. The
rest ignored their warning that the sky is falling and went on with their plow-
ing.

Maccoby and Martin’ second alternative sa%s that “the only effective
aspects of parenting must vary greatly from one child to the other within the
same family.” In other words, the parents and the home still matter, but each
child inhabits, in effect, a different environment within the home. Develop-
mentalists who take this approach speak of “within-family environmental dif-
ferences,” meaning experiences that children who grow up in the same family
do not share. For example, the parents might prefer one child to the other, so
the preferred child grows up with loving parents while the other grows up with
indifferent or rejecting parents. Or the parents might be strict with one child,
lenient with the other. Or they might label one “the athlete” and the other “the
brain.” Within-family environmental differences might also result from the
interactions of the children themselves. One grows up with a bossy older sister,
the other with a pesky younger brother. The home is depicted, not as a single
homogeneous environment, but as a bunch oflittle microenvironments, each
inhabited by one child.

It a perfectly reasonable idea. There is no question that such microenvi-
ronments exist, no question that each child in the family does have different



experiences within the same home and different relationships with the other
people who live in it. Everyone knows that parents dont treat their children
exactly alike, even ifthey try to. Mom always loved you best, so naturally you
turned out better.

But immediately we run into problems, because that path lead