
Politics, Genetics, and “Greedy
Reductionism”1

Evan Charney

I
would like to thank Alford, Funk, and Hibbing, and
Hannagan and Hatemi, for agreeing to write critical
responses to my article, and I am grateful for the oppor-

tunity afforded me to respond.
I begin with the response of Alford, Funk, and Hib-

bing. An enforced limitation on space requires some selec-
tivity in my response, but I have tried to respond to all of
their major critiques.

Alford, Funk, and Hibbing (AFH) begin by implying
that I am caught in the “hubris” of a “mind-body dual-
ism” which sees the mind as some kind of mystical entity.
Nowhere in my article have I said anything at all regard-
ing “mind-body dualism.” It is not an assumption I argue
for, nor is it a premise of any of the arguments I make.
Perhaps AFH believe that if genes are not accepted as the
ultimate causal explanation for any and all human phe-
nomena, then somehow this implies “mind-body dual-
ism.” It does not.

AFH claim that I err in treating the environment as
“exogenous”: “Whether the causal order is [genesr beliefs]
or [genesr physical traitsr social reactionsr beliefs], the
underlying cause is still genetic.” To illustrate this point,
AFH assert that “negative parenting is typically assumed
to be the cause of children’s antisocial behavior, when in
point of fact children play an important role in shaping
their own environment, in this case by influencing the
behavior of their parents.”2 What AFH are arguing is that
children, presumably on the basis of genetic traits, create
or elicit negative parenting, and the effects on children of
this negative response on the part of parents should itself
be counted as “genetic” (i.e., caused by the genetic traits
of the child in question).

This tendency to view gene-environment covariance as
a genetic effect is not uncommon among psychologists
who undertake twin studies. Thus, according to Bou-
chard, “[identical] twins tend to elicit, select, seek out, or
create very similar effective environments and, to that
extent, the impact of these experiences is counted as a

genetic influence.”3 Suppose that a one-year-old child is
cranky and is beaten by its parents. According to Bou-
chard and AFH, the impact upon the child of its being
beaten by its parents is itself genetic because, presumably,
the fact that the child is cranky is genetic. But of course,
not all parents are abusive and beat their children in
response to a child’s cranky behavior (genetic or other-
wise), and for any given pair of children with similar dis-
positions, parental responses will be as varied as parenting
styles.

But the absolutely fallacious nature of the assumption
that the effects of behavior which is a response to a “genetic
trait” should itself be counted as genetic can be seen by
considering that slavery of blacks was the response of a
group of individuals (white Europeans and Americans) to
a genetically transmitted trait, i.e., black skin color. Are
we to assume then, that the effects upon blacks of their
enslavement by European whites were genetic, because slav-
ery was “caused” or “elicited” or “created” by the genetic
trait of black skin color? Rape is a response of some men
to the genetic characteristic of being female. Should we
say that the effects upon women of being raped are genetic?

If AFH wish to distance themselves from such prepos-
terous (and pernicious) conclusions, then they are going
to have to distinguish between two types of “impacts”
upon individuals from behavior that is deemed a response
to a genetic trait: Impacts that will be deemed genetic and
impacts that will not be deemed genetic. On what basis
might they propose to draw such a distinction?

In support of the validity of the Equal Environment
Assumption (EEA), AFH reference studies of so-called
“reverse zygosity.” These studies, as noted in my article,
concern a tiny subpopulation of DZ twins mistakenly
thought by their parents to be MZ twins, and purport to
show that the degree of correspondence between MZ twins
still exceeds that of DZ twins. According to AFH, “the
results of these mis-categorization studies are clear: DZ
twin pairs believed by their environments to be MZ twin
pairs are no more similar than DZ twin pairs believed to
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be DZ twin pairs.” But the results of such studies are not
clear. To repeat what I said in my article:

Most of these studies of “reverse zygosity,” however, relied upon
parental accounts of how they raised their twin children many
years later. Because of problems with biased impressions, poor
memory, and poor reliability, studies that rely upon parental
recall of their child rearing practices have been shown to be
notoriously unreliable, typically showing reliability measures of
only 0.3–0.5.4

In addition, studies have shown that parents’ recounts of
their rearing practices are often biased to match some ideal
of parenting.

How could an assumption as momentous (and coun-
terintuitive) as the EEA rest upon such shaky ground? Are
we to assume, on the basis of the potentially biased and
faulty memories of elderly parents concerning their child
rearing practices, that the debate concerning the validity
of the EEA has been solved once and for all? According to
what standard of science are we to accept this as conclusive
evidence of anything?5

I now consider what AFH characterize as “the most
important challenge we wish to issue to Charney concerning
the EEA”:

We estimate the heritability of political and social attitudes to be
in the .4 to .5 range, leaving .5 to .6 attributable to environmen-
tal factors. But these same procedures reveal that party identifi-
cation is only about .14 heritable, leaving .86 attributable to the
environment, so the classical twin design reports a dramatic dif-
ference in the heritability of political beliefs and party identifi-
cation”. . . If violations of the EEA are responsible for reported
heritability, Charney must argue that parents of MZ and DZ
twins raise their children equally similarly with regard to party
identification but differentially with regard to political attitudes.6

In response, I focus on the most obvious problem with
the “challenge” AFH set before me, or rather, with the
obvious answer. AFH appear to treat “party identifica-
tion” as a fixed variable, such that we can say of any given
individual that she possesses political beliefs (“ideology”)
A and party identification B, and both are supposed to be
invariable.

Let me highlight two well-known points concerning
party identification in the United States: First, party iden-
tification in the United States is relatively weak compared
to a number of other countries, as indicated by the inci-
dence of ticket-splitting (in the 2000 elections, 20 percent
of voters split their ballots by voting for candidates from
different parties for president and for the U.S. House of
Representatives); the existence of a sizable number of vot-
ers who consider themselves Independents (and hence
aligned with neither party); and the frequency with which
Americans change political parties (a recent Pew poll
showed a sharp change in Americans’ political party iden-
tification: Democrats now outnumber Republicans 50 per-
cent to 35 percent, as opposed to 2002, when both had 43

percent). In one study, Brody and Rothenberg showed
that fewer than half the 1980 voters were stable through-
out their campaign year in their self-description on the
National Election Study party identification question.7 In
fact, party identification is so variable in the United States
that shifts in party identification can be correlated with
specific political events (see figure 1). Second, political
parties in the United States exhibit relatively low internal
unity and lack strict adherence to an ideology or set of
policy goals, allowing for a less strict alignment between
ideology and party identification.8

Hence, the findings of AFH—high ideological corre-
lation and low party identification correlation—are exactly
what one would expect given the nature of party identifica-
tion in the United States. Given the relatively weak and
variable nature of party identification, we would expect
political ideology (whatever its origins) to be more endur-
ing, more fixed and constant, than party identification
(which might differ depending upon when any given
individual is asked to identify her party affiliation). MZ
twins are more likely to share political attitudes as opposed
to party identification because of the relatively weak and
highly variable nature of the correlation between political
attitudes and party identification in the United States.
Parents’ identities are defined much more strongly by
their political ideologies (connected, as they generally are,
with their moral and religious world views) than by their
party affiliations, and for this very reason we would expect
parents to be much more concerned to transmit their
political ideologies, rather than their party affiliations, to
their children. For one committed to an “environmental”
explanation of political ideology, what AFH present as
the “ultimate challenge” ironically appears to affirm the
“environmental” approach.

AFH claim that my referencing a study by Cooper and
Zubek9 that indicates the manner in which heritability of
maze-running ability in mice can vary dramatically with
different environments somehow undercuts my argu-
ment. First, they draw attention to the fact that I admit
that the mice in the study “may well have inherited what-
ever genes are linked to intelligence.” I have absolutely no
difficulty in acknowledging such a claim. My argument
does not concern the question of the heritability of mouse
intelligence, nor does it concern the heritability of human
intelligence. My argument concerns the intelligibility of
the proposition that political ideologies are heritable, a prop-
osition radically different than the proposition that intel-
ligence is (partially) heritable.

Second, my point in mentioning the mouse study was
not to warn against overestimating the role of genetics in
a given environment (as AFH interpret it), but simply
to emphasize the point that high heritability does not
imply that a given trait is resistant to environmental influ-
ence, contrary to what AFH say in their article, and that
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heritability itself can change dramatically with changes in
the environment. According to AFH:

Inherited attitudes seem to be demonstrably different than
acquired attitudes. . . [A]ttitudes higher in heritability are man-
ifested more quickly, are more resistant to change, and increase
the likelihood that people will be attracted to those who share
those particular attitudes. . . To the extent that political ideolo-
gies are inherited and not learned they become more difficult to
manipulate.10

Claims of this sort are indicative of a popular misun-
derstanding of the concept of heritability: High heritabil-
ity does not mean inevitability of phenotypic outcome.11

In response to my contention that it seems unusual that
those issues that one would associate most with social
conservatism in the United States at present—abortion
and gay rights—show lower levels of “heritability” than
other issues, AFH respond with what can only be described
as a deus ex machina: “Assortative mating,” based on the
observation that conservatives tend to marry conserva-
tives and liberals tend to marry liberals. Then, proceeding
on the assumption that parents are genetically similar, AFH
“correct” for assortative mating, and note that with this
“correction,” abortion and gay rights come out among the
top five “heritable” issues. What precisely is this supposed
to show? Is not the assumption that parents are genetically
similar something that must be proved rather than assumed
(particularly when such an assumption allows one to
manipulate the data in a manner that is more favorable to
one’s hypothesis)? When discussing “assortative mating,”

AFH comment, “while some of this interspousal similar-
ity [as determined by their answers to the 28 items on the
Wilson-Patterson index] could plausibly be attributed to
persuasion effects taking place after mate choice rather
than assortative mating, the levels of similarity are proba-
bly too high to dismiss assortative mating entirely.”12 “Prob-
ably too high” according to what standard? Once again,
one must ask what standard of scientific evidence is being
employed here?

According to AFH, I am taken with the “context bound”
nature of words, and argue that given that words like “lib-
eralism” have no meaning for much of the world, liberal-
ism cannot be genetic. This is a parody of my argument,
which has nothing to do with words, but rather with con-
cepts (or “attitudes”), and more specifically, the clusters of
complex concepts that comprise a political ideology (and
what these clusters of concepts are named makes little dif-
ference). When AFH assert, erroneously, that “the package
of attitudes held, for example, by conservatives in the United
States is remarkably similar to that held by conservatives in
other cultures and at earlier times in American history,”13

they discuss precisely what I discuss. Perhaps they believe,
in line with their claims concerning the trans-cultural and
trans-historical nature of liberalism and conservatism, that
all that has ever changed historically regarding these two
ideologies (from their origins to the present) is their names.

AFH assert that “no scientifically literate person in this
day and age can claim that genes are irrelevant to human

Figure 1
2001–2004 party ID quarterly averages with key events

Note: All data from PSRA/Newsweek polls with the following exceptions: Second quarter 2001 includes data from Pew’s June News
Interest Index (6/13–17/01). Third quarter 2001 includes data from Pew’s July Favorability poll (7/2–12/01) and Kaiser’s August
Health News Index (8/2–5/01). Fourth quarter 2002 includes data from Kaiser’s December Health News Index (12/6–10/02). Third
quarter 2004 includes data from Pew’s August Convention (8/5–10/04) and Kaiser’s August Health Poll Report (8/5–8/04).
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behavior and predispositions.”14 Limiting what I say to
behavior, AFH are absolutely right, and nowhere do I make
such a preposterous claim. But the problem is that as dif-
fuse a term as “behavior” could cover everything from
manual dexterity and the use of language to a belief in the
doctrine of the Trinity and preferring the Yankees to the
New York Mets. My argument does not concern the ques-
tion of the “heritability” of everything that could possibly
fall under the rubric of “human behavior”; it concerns the
assumption that specific political ideologies could be genet-
ically transmitted.

The quoted sentence continues as follows: “yet many
people are deeply discomfited by this reality” (similarly,
Hannagan and Hatemi assert I am “threatened” by genetic
explanations of political ideologies). I find the ascription
of psychological motives to me by AFH (as well as Han-
nagan and Hatemi) an extremely tedious (and somewhat
adolescent) form of ad hominem arguing. It is easy to play
at such a silly game; e.g., many authoritarian personality
types have an overwhelming fear of lack of uniformity,
multiplicity of explanations, “contextualism” (the need to
consider particular cultural and historical contexts) and
“irreducibility,” and hence are drawn to simplistic, reduc-
tionist, “absolutist” explanations in which all human phe-
nomena can be reduced to a single, uniform, explanatory
variable (e.g., genes, self-interest, rational choice, “eco-
nomic rationality,” class struggle, God’s plan for human-
kind). I ascribe no such underlying psychological motives
to AFH or to Hannagan and Hatemi, and I would appre-
ciate it if they would return the favor.

According to AFH,

casting the issue as genes competing with the environment, as
Charney does in his conclusion (“if genes count for more than
environment the phenomena of liberalism and conservatism . . .
become utterly incomprehensible”) is silly and misses the point.
What we claim is that genes are important to political thought
and behavior.15

But all that I was doing was summarizing the authors’
own assertions, e.g.,

setting aside the important special case of party identification,
we find that political attitudes are influenced much more heavily
by genetics than by parental socialization. For the overall index
of political conservatism, genetics accounts for approximately
half of the variance in ideology, while shared environment includ-
ing parental influence accounts for only 11%. And in the case of
the variance in people’s tendencies to possess political opinions
at all, regardless of their ideological direction, genetics explains
one-third of the variance, and shared environment is completely
inconsequential.”16

If AFH find such assertions silly, then we are in complete
agreement.

Finally, AFH (and Hannagan and Hatemi) are at great
pains to portray me as someone without any real under-

standing of advances in modern genetics. I will simply
point out that, as noted in my article, the section that
deals specifically with genetics and the methodology of
twin studies presents arguments that are not my own (I
cannot claim credit for them, as much as I would like to).
Rather, they are the current arguments of some of the
most prominent living geneticists, neuroscientists, and
medical researchers (some of whom have provided invalu-
able guidance), individuals such as Richard Lewontin,
Douglas Wahlstein, Jonathan Beckwith, and Annette
Karmiloff-Smith.

This “celebrity appeal” is not intended to resolve any
controversies, but it is intended to highlight the follow-
ing: The strongest critiques of the methodology of twin
studies (as well as the understanding of heritability on
which they rely) at the present time come from promi-
nent geneticists, biologists, neurologists, and medical
researchers—not, obviously, from political scientists, and
not from psychologists (with a few notable exceptions).
There exists no consensus on these matters among scien-
tific experts in genetics engaged in cutting-edge research
(among whom neither I, nor Alford, nor Funk, nor Hib-
bing, nor Hannagan, nor Hatemi can be counted). Any
claim to the contrary is manifestly false, and if I succeed
in conveying nothing more than this reality to the polit-
ical science community I will be satisfied that I have
accomplished a great deal.

A strict limitation on space will not allow a detailed
response to the comments of Hannagan and Hatemi, but
inasmuch as they make many of the same claims as AFH
in their response, I shall limit myself to two comments.

Hannagan and Hatemi (HH) place much emphasis
upon the statistical technique of structural equation mod-
eling (SEM). Advances in statistical methodology can bring
with them significant advances in scientific understand-
ing, but what they cannot do is transform a foundation-
ally flawed empirical research technique into a sound one.
Let me emphasize the following: As noted in my article,
twin studies that employ SEM rely every bit as much as
older twin studies—and the study of AFH—on the equal
environment assumption, unbiased samples, and accurate
measurements of the phenomenon being studied. None
of the objections raised to the EEA are answered, obvi-
ated, or rendered moot by SEM.

The second objection of HH that I would like to address
I consider much more interesting: It is that my objections
to AFH are not “scientific,” but rather “philosophical,”
and that I illegitimately “critique an empirical work based
on the philosophical rejection of the scientific method.”
To point out the flaws in a supposedly scientific method-
ology (twin studies), to point out that it fails to meet the
rigorous criteria of scientific knowledge, is hardly to reject
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the scientific method, but rather to uphold it. I do not
believe that what AFH and HH are doing is science, for
all the trappings of science they employ, e.g., an empirical
study, the collection of data, analysis of the data using
statistical methods. I could perform the exact same study
as AFH using a different questionnaire and claim to have
determined what percentage of an individual’s belief con-
cerning the doctrine of the Trinity is due to genes and
what percentage to environment—or to what extent
whether one favors the New York Yankees or the Boston
Redsocks, or Mercedes or BMWs, or Lowes or Home
Depot—is “heritable.”

A twin study which asked MZ and DZ twins whether
they shopped at Macy’s department store would very likely
reveal that this “trait” was partially “heritable” (because
MZ twins have greater contact throughout life than DZ
twins and tend to live closer to one another, they are
more likely to shop at the same stores than DZ twins).
Researchers, blind to the more obvious explanations for
their findings, might propose a “Macy’s gene.” More
sophisticated researchers might propose a Macy’s person-
ality type, correlated with the phenotype of shopping at
Macy’s. The results of such a study would doubtless
generate spectacular news headlines (and be a godsend
as a marketing tool), but if taken seriously would indi-
cate nothing more than the inadequacy and crudeness of
the researchers’ methodology (as well as their general
thinking—or lack thereof—about the plausibility of such
things). But such a study would not constitute an addi-
tion to—or advance in—scientific understanding.

Parts of my argument dealt with something called “com-
mon sense” (and it makes little difference whether or not
one wants to call this “philosophy”). Let us recall that in
their article, AFH talk of specific genes for each of the
specific beliefs that they associate with the liberal and con-
servative (or “contextualist” and “absolutist”) phenotypes:

Even if the individual genes involved with absolutism or contex-
tualism tend to move together, this does not mean they always
do. Some individuals may carry, say, an absolutist’s aversion to
out-groups but a contextualist’s rejection of a universalistic behav-
ioral code.17

To talk of a gene coded for the belief that universalistic behav-
ioral codes are improper (immoral?), is like talking about a
gene for one’s views concerning federalism. To propose a
gene coded for one’s belief regarding the proper balance
between states’ rights and the federal government defies com-
mon sense (and I will note the extent to which AFH appear
to have backed away from absurd claims of this sort in their
response to me, which I take as a positive development).

Perhaps it is engaging in philosophical reasoning of a
sort to point out that different kinds of explanation are
appropriate to different kinds of phenomena, and it is
only a misunderstanding of the phenomenon in question
that allows one to seek an inappropriate explanation for it.

The same is true in science. Quantum mechanics has very
little to tell us about the functioning of the human heart,
and if a physicist claimed that the resolution of remaining
difficulties with string theory promised greater understand-
ing of the etiology of heart disease, we would have to
conclude that he did not know what heart disease was.
(Note that this phenomenon, the “irreducibility” of our
scientific knowledge about the human heart to our scien-
tific knowledge about quantum mechanics, does not mean
that the heart is a mystical phenomenon, or lead to the
positing of a “heart-matter dualism”18).

If I were asked, why did Napolean loose the Battle of
Waterloo, or why did the German Revolution of 1848
fail, or why did the practice of the racialized slavery of
blacks begin in Europe in the sixteenth century, or why
did democratic government first appear in ancient Ath-
ens, or why did the American Founders turn to ancient
Rome rather than Athens for their model of government,
and responded that advances in genetics held out the prom-
ise of an answer to these questions, the interlocutor would
have to conclude that I had no comprehension of what
history was. And note that this assertion does not turn
history into some kind of mystical phenomenon, or posit
a “mind-brain duality,” or any other such nonsense.

That those such as AFH do not adequately compre-
hend the phenomenon they are supposed to be investigat-
ing (political ideologies) is made abundantly clear by their
erroneous assumptions about the trans-historical and trans-
cultural nature of liberalism and conservatism as distinct
political ideologies, that liberalism and conservatism are
each accurately defined by the core cluster of attitudes
they list as comprising the liberal and conservative “phe-
notypes,” that the only noteworthy historical change in
these ideologies is what they are named, and that party
identification is a fixed variable at the present time in the
United States. It is only greedy reductionism, the ultimate
hubris, that impels political scientists to so egregiously
mischaracterize complex phenomena in order to fit them
into a reductionist explanatory model (and political sci-
ence has seen plenty of these in its checkered history).19 In
the words of the renowned geneticist, statistician, and evo-
lutionary biologist Richard Lewontin: “It is a sign of the
foolishness into which an unreflective reductionism can
lead us that we seriously argue from protein similarity to
political similarity.”20

AFH and HH, along with many other political and social
scientists, suffer from massive confusion in failing to dis-
tinguish between the reasons why persons hold or believe
in specific political ideologies (i.e., the answer to the ques-
tion why does this individual hold the political ideology
she does) and political ideologies themselves. Whatever the
explanation as to why a given individual ultimately holds
the political ideology she does (and I will simply assert that
I believe the reasons to be potentially infinite, including,
e.g., upbringing, emotional appeal, rebellion against one’s

| |
�

�

�

June 2008 | Vol. 6/No. 2 341



parents, attempts to please one’s parents, lazy and uncrit-
ical acceptance of the beliefs of those in her surrounding
environment, rigorous individual critical reflection and
rejection of the beliefs of those in her surrounding envi-
ronment, religious convictions, anti-religious convictions,
etc.), such an explanation does not tell us what political
ideologies are, how and why they developed at certain times
and places, how they were institutionalized in specific polit-
ical and social practices, and how they developed and trans-
formed over time. One might attempt to explain the
“etiology” of persons’ attitudes toward the U.S. Constitu-
tion on the basis of “genetic” personality traits, and con-
struct a “pro” and “anti” U.S. Constitution “phenotype.”
But a theory that purported to explain why any given
individual had the attitudes she did toward the U.S. Con-
stitution would not explain what the Constitution was, i.e.,
why it was written, when, and by whom, what political
principles it embodied or codified, and why.

Finally, if I engage in philosophy, so do AFH and HH,
even if they are not aware of it, or of the profound philo-
sophical assumptions concerning knowledge and reason that
underlie their beliefs regarding the nature of science on
the one hand, and political and moral beliefs on the other.
I cannot elaborate further on these points here, but will
simply end by posing a question to Hannagan and Hatemi.
If, as AFH claim, my political views are due largely to my
genes, for example, my views—perhaps mediated by genetic
personality traits—about Social Security, the proper scope
and limits of presidential power, and the war in Iraq, would
HH be willing to conjecture as to what percentage of their
views concerning genetics, e.g., the viability of twin stud-
ies, the genetic basis of political ideologies, the soundness
of the Equal Environment Assumption, are due to their
genes. Might they undertake a twin study to answer this
question? And if not, why?

Notes
The renowned geneticist Jonathan Beckwith, Ameri-
can Cancer Society Research Professor of Microbiol-
ogy and Molecular Genetics at Harvard Medical
School, has written a response to Alford, Funk, and
Hibbing and Hannagan and Hatemi which will
appear in a forthcoming issue of Perspectives on
Politics. His contribution is intended to supplement
my response, providing the unique perspective of a
geneticist in a debate that has been dominated by
political scientists and psychologists.

1 “Greedy reductionism” is a term coined by Daniel
Dennett (1995, 82) to condemn those forms of
reductionism that try to explain too much with too
little. Use of this expression is not meant to imply
an endorsement of Dennett’s thesis.

2 AFH 2008, 322.
3 Bouchard et al. 1990.

4 Charney 2008, 338.
5 Imagine if the validity of the theory of relativity

rested upon the accounts of Einstein’s mother as to
how she raised baby Einstein.

6 AFH 2008, 322.
7 Brody and Rothenberg 1988.
8 For both of these points, see, e.g., Carsey and

Layman 2006; Lockerbie 2002; Weisberg 1980,
2002; Brody and Rothenberg 1988; Mutz, Brody,
and Sniderman 1996; Norrander and Wilcox 1993;
Converse and Pierce 1992; Franklin 1992, 1984;
Niemi, Reed, and Weisberg 1991; Franklin and Jack-
son 1983; Fiorina 1981; Markus and Converse
1979.

9 Cooper and Zubek 1958.
10 AFH 2005, 164.
11 See, e.g., Bailey 1997.
12 AFH 2005, 161.
13 AFH 2005, 164. If it is not already obvious, the

impetus to mischaracterize political ideologies in this
manner comes from the desire to fit them wholly
within a reductionist genetic explanatory framework
that effectively bypasses history and culture. Just as,
e.g., the phenotype of hazel eyes, the result of a
corresponding genotype, is the same in all times and
all places (and can be characterized apart from any
specific cultural and historical context), so too,
according to AFH, with political ideologies.

14 AFH 2008, 325.
15 Ibid.
16 AFH 2005, 164.
17 Ibid., 165.
18 Neils Bohr was explicit that his denial of the reduci-

bility of biology to quantum mechanics had no
implications for “free will or determinism,” and did
not involve a mysticism incompatible with the true
spirit of science”; see Bohr 1936, 299.

19 Many kinds of “hubris” are exhibited in an article
such as AFH’s. Let me note just one other character-
istic “ethnocentric hubris”: In characterizing con-
temporary American liberalism and conservatism as
if they were the templates not only of liberalism and
conservatism in all of its varied historical and cul-
tural manifestations, but of all political ideologies in
all times and places, they equate the beliefs and be-
havior of contemporary Americans with the beliefs
and behavior of “humankind.” The genetic under-
pinning they give to such assumptions makes con-
temporary Americans the paradigm for humanity as
a biological species. As a helpful corrective to such
hubristic provincialism, I suggest that AFH travel to
the Amazon rain forest and undertake an extensive
study of the political attitudes of the remaining
indigenous tribes.

20 Lewontin 2001, 62.
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