
30 January -  February 2003

I
n a Marist monastery in
southern Bavaria, 11-year-old
Hans Hofmann began his clas-
sical education. “I studied
Greek, Latin, and Hebrew,” he
says, “presumably so that I

could read pre-modern versions of the Bible.” He might have be-
come a Catholic priest, if not for a burgeoning interest in philoso-
phy. “If you want to become a philosopher,” a mentor advised him,
“you first need to learn a trade, a discipline.” So Hofmann—who
was raised on a farm—decided to pursue studies in biology, to the
great surprise of the monks.
Like Jesuits, Marists are rigorous in their teaching, so when

Hofmann left the monastery at age 20 to attend the University of
Würzburg, and went on to pursue a master’s degree in biology at
the University of Tübingen, he found himself well prepared for
academic life. The emphasis on math-
ematical and electronic systems at
Tübingen, he says, proved an excel-

lent complement to the classical
analytical framework that he had
learned from the Marists.
Today, Hofmann is a fellow at

Harvard’s Bauer Center for Ge-
nomics Research, investigating
the relationship between an or-

ganism’s environment and its behavior, and tracing the relative
contributions of genetics and external influences. It’s a line of
inquiry with an analog in classical Greek tragedy: fate pitted
against free will. Can mortals control their destiny, ancient
philosophers asked, or is the course of life predetermined? For
the ancients this was a theological debate, but in the modern
scientific age we have reframed the question, either setting na-
ture against nurture, or asking to what extent our genetic lega-
cies—the talents, deficiencies, or predispositions to disease that
we are born with—are deterministic.

In diseases like cancer, as Hofmann
puts it, “the nature versus nurture
debate is dead”—science has demon-
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Genomics research on 
social interactions reveals the

“tremendous plasticity 
and potential” of individual

organisms.
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