
Genes contribute to political views, but they don’t tell whole story
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Scientists and laypeople alike have historically attributed political beliefs to upbringing and surroundings,
yet recent research shows that our political inclinations have a large genetic component.

The largest recent study of political beliefs, published in 2014 in Behavior Genetics, looked at a sample of
more than 12,000 twin pairs from five countries, including the U.S. Some were identical and some
fraternal; all were raised together. The study reveals that the development of political attitudes depends,
on average, about 60 percent on the environment in which we grow up and live and 40 percent on our
genes.

“We inherit some part of how we process information, how we see the world and how we perceive
threats—and these are expressed in a modern society as political attitudes,” explains Peter Hatemi, who
is a genetic epidemiologist at the University of Sydney and lead author of the study.

The genes involved in such complex traits are difficult to pinpoint because they tend to be involved in a
huge number of bodily and cognitive processes that each play a minuscule role in shaping our political
attitudes. Yet a study published in 2015 in the Proceedings of the Royal Society B managed to do just
that, showing that genes encoding certain receptors for the neurotransmitter dopamine are associated
with where we fall on the liberal-conservative axis. Among women who were highly liberal, 62 percent
were carriers of certain receptor genotypes that have previously been associated with such traits as
extroversion and novelty seeking. Meanwhile, among highly conservative women, the proportion was only
37.5 percent.
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