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Primary Disciplinary Field(s): Biology, Genetics, Psychology, Evolutionary Theory

1. Core Definition

The term acquired characteristic, often referred to as an acquired trait, defines any phenotypic

attribute, structural feature, physiological capacity, or behavioral property developed by an

organism over its lifetime as a direct result of environmental interaction, experience, learning, or

adaptation. Crucially, these characteristics are not coded directly into the organism's germline DNA

and therefore stand in direct contrast to inherited characteristics, which are genetically transmitted

from parents to offspring. An acquired characteristic represents the plasticity of an organism's

development, reflecting how the environment shapes the expression of inherent potential. This

concept is fundamental to the delineation of the 'nature versus nurture' debate, placing acquired

traits firmly on the side of nurture and experience, distinguishing them from the predetermined

biological heritage.

For an attribute to be categorized as acquired, its origin must be traceable to external forces or

developmental events occurring post-conception. Examples range widely across biological scales,

from the development of calluses on the hands of manual laborers due to friction and stress, to the

complex neurological pathways established through intensive musical training, enabling fine motor

control and auditory processing. In psychology, learned behaviors, specific skills (such as riding a

bicycle), and cultural markers (like linguistic accents or specific social norms) are quintessential

examples of acquired characteristics. These traits demonstrate that while the genetic blueprint sets

the potential range of development, the organism's interaction with its surroundings determines the

realization of specific, non-heritable attributes.

The distinction between acquired and inherited traits is critical in both developmental biology and

evolutionary theory. While inherited traits provide the raw material upon which natural selection

acts across generations, acquired characteristics allow individuals to adjust rapidly to immediate

environmental shifts. The ability to acquire new traits provides individual resilience and adaptability,

even if those specific learned attributes are not passed down biologically in the classical Mendelian

sense. Understanding the nature and limits of acquisition helps scientists model developmental

pathways and comprehend how environmental pressures influence an organism's temporary

phenotype, independent of its genotype.

2. Historical Context: Lamarckism and the Inheritance Debate

The concept of the acquired characteristic gained its most significant historical prominence through

the evolutionary theory proposed by French naturalist Jean-Baptiste Lamarck in the early 19th

century. Lamarck posited the theory of the Inheritance of Acquired Characteristics, suggesting that
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traits developed during an organism's life--such as strengthened muscles from repeated use or a

stretched neck from reaching high leaves--could be passed directly to its progeny. This

mechanism, alongside the internal drive toward complexity, served as the primary engine for

biological evolution in Lamarck's model. For instance, if an individual developed immunity to a

localized pathogen, Lamarckism suggested that offspring would inherit that immunity, regardless of

the parents' original genetic background.

Lamarck's theory was widely accepted for a time but was eventually superseded and largely

discredited following the rise of Darwinian natural selection and, more definitively, Mendelian

genetics in the late 19th and early 20th centuries. The work of August Weismann was particularly

crucial; his experiments involving cutting the tails off mice for multiple generations demonstrated

that the acquired trait (absence of a tail) was never inherited, leading to the articulation of the

Weismann barrier. This barrier formalized the separation between the germline (reproductive cells)

and the soma (body cells), concluding that changes occurring in somatic cells, which house

acquired traits, cannot influence the genetic information contained within the germline, thus

preventing the direct inheritance of acquired characteristics.

The firm rejection of the inheritance of acquired characteristics became a foundational principle of

modern evolutionary synthesis. This principle dictates that variation must arise from random

genetic mutations and recombination, not from adaptive changes experienced by the parent

organism. The triumph of neo-Darwinism meant that acquired characteristics were relegated

strictly to the realm of individual development and somatic modification, having no direct role in

generational heredity or long-term evolutionary change. This historical context established the

biological definition of an acquired trait as one that is intrinsically non-heritable through traditional

genetic pathways.

3. Psychological and Behavioral Characteristics

In the field of psychology, acquired characteristics primarily manifest as learned behaviors,

personality modifications, skills, and cognitive structures developed through interaction with the

social and physical environment. Unlike innate reflexes or species-specific fixed action patterns,

acquired behaviors necessitate experience, repetition, and often, explicit instruction or modeling.

This includes complex abilities such as literacy, mathematical reasoning, cultural competency, and

specific professional proficiencies. The acquisition process is often mediated through psychological

mechanisms such as classical conditioning, operant conditioning, and observational learning.

The example provided in the source content--the development of a southern accent--is a perfect

illustration of a sociolinguistic acquired characteristic. Although the capacity for language and

speech production is inherited, the specific phonetic patterns, intonation, and vocabulary of a

regional accent are entirely learned from the immediate social environment. If Darlene, mentioned
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in the source, had moved to another country instead of Tennessee, she would have acquired a

different set of linguistic characteristics. This highlights the sensitivity of human development to

environmental input, particularly during critical or sensitive periods in early childhood development,

demonstrating the potent influence of social environment on individual phenotype.

Furthermore, psychological disorders and maladaptive behaviors can often be viewed as acquired

characteristics. Phobias, post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), and habitual substance use are

complex traits whose expression depends heavily on environmental stressors, traumatic

experiences, or sustained patterns of reinforcement. While genetic predispositions might influence

vulnerability to developing such conditions, the specific characteristic itself--the phobia of heights

or the specific PTSD triggers--is acquired through life experience, making interventions like

cognitive behavioral therapy (CBT) effective because they target and modify these learned,

acquired cognitive and behavioral patterns.

4. Mechanisms of Acquisition

The mechanisms through which characteristics are acquired are multifaceted and involve

physiological, cellular, and neurological adjustments. At a physical level, acquisition involves tissue

remodeling in response to demands. For example, consistent weightlifting leads to muscle

hypertrophy (an increase in muscle cell size), a clear acquired trait directly related to physical

stress. Similarly, exposure to high altitudes triggers physiological acclimatization, resulting in an

increased red blood cell count--a temporary acquired characteristic that improves oxygen uptake

but reverts once the individual returns to sea level.

Neurologically, the acquisition of complex skills relies on neuroplasticity, the brain's ability to

reorganize itself by forming new neural connections throughout life. When a person learns a new

musical instrument or masters a foreign language, specific areas of the cortex may increase in

volume or connectivity. This synaptic strengthening, often explained by Hebbian theory ("neurons

that fire together, wire together"), represents a physical manifestation of the acquired psychological

trait. This constant remodeling ensures that the neural structure optimally reflects the demands

placed upon the individual by their environment.

Culturally, acquisition often occurs through processes of socialization and enculturation. Children

acquire social rules, moral frameworks, and vocational skills by observing and imitating peers and

authority figures. This process is not purely biological but involves the internalization of symbolic

systems (language, mathematics, belief structures) that shape the individual's mental and

behavioral repertoire. These acquired traits, though entirely learned and culturally relative,

determine how the individual functions within their specific society, demonstrating that acquisition

is a dynamic process spanning physiological repair, cognitive development, and cultural

assimilation.
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5. Genetic and Epigenetic Re-evaluation

While the strict separation established by Weismann holds true for the direct inheritance of

acquired characteristics via changes in the DNA sequence, recent advances in molecular biology,

particularly the study of Epigenetics, have introduced significant nuance to this debate. Epigenetics

refers to heritable changes in gene function that do not involve changes in the underlying DNA

sequence itself, but rather modifications to the way DNA is packaged and expressed (e.g., DNA

methylation and histone modification). These changes can be triggered by environmental factors

such as diet, stress, trauma, or toxins.

The controversy surrounding acquired characteristics has been renewed by evidence suggesting

that certain environmentally induced epigenetic tags can, under specific conditions, be transmitted

vertically across generations. For instance, studies on mice have shown that stress or dietary

restrictions experienced by a parent can lead to changes in the metabolic health or stress

response of their offspring, even if those offspring never experienced the original environmental

stressor themselves. This is often termed transgenerational epigenetic inheritance, and while it

does not validate Lamarckism in its classical sense (as it does not involve the passing on of a

perfected, actively acquired skill), it does demonstrate a non-genetic pathway for the transmission

of environmentally mediated phenotypic information.

These findings require a careful re-definition of "inheritance." They confirm that a specific skill,

such as a callus or a fluent second language, is not genetically acquired by offspring. However, the

environmental experience of the parent can prime the offspring's genome to react differently to the

environment, potentially influencing susceptibility to disease or stress. Therefore, while the

characteristic itself remains acquired by the individual, the *predisposition* or *sensitivity* to

acquire certain traits or conditions might be influenced by parental experience via epigenetic

markers, blurring the historical boundary between pure acquired traits and genetic heritage.

6. Significance and Impact

The concept of the acquired characteristic holds profound significance across multiple disciplines.

In medicine, understanding which conditions are acquired versus inherited is critical for diagnosis,

public health interventions, and treatment planning. Many chronic diseases, while possessing a

genetic risk factor, are primarily acquired through lifestyle choices, environmental exposure, and

socioeconomic factors, highlighting the importance of preventative measures over purely genetic

screening.

In education and sociology, acquired characteristics underscore the potential for individual

improvement and social mobility. The development of advanced cognitive skills or specialized

vocational training demonstrates the immense capacity for human development far beyond

inherited potential. Educational systems are, in essence, formal structures designed to facilitate the
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acquisition of complex cognitive and cultural characteristics necessary for functioning within a

modern society, emphasizing the transformative power of learning and experience.

Furthermore, the clear delineation between acquired and inherited traits allows evolutionary

biologists to maintain the integrity of natural selection as the driving force of species change. By

isolating temporary, somatic modifications from heritable germline changes, scientists ensure that

evolutionary models focus on genuine genetic variation. This distinction underpins our

understanding of biological fitness, which relies on the survival and differential reproductive

success determined by inherited traits, rather than temporary individual adaptations.

7. Debates and Criticisms

The main historical criticism and debate surrounding acquired characteristics centers almost

exclusively on the possibility of their inheritance. Following the establishment of the central dogma

of molecular biology, which states that information flows from DNA to RNA to protein (but not in

reverse, from protein back to DNA), the mechanism proposed by Lamarck was deemed biologically

impossible. Critics argue that any observed transgenerational effects must be mediated either

through indirect environmental pathways (e.g., parental behavior or shared uterine environment) or

through the highly specific, non-Lamarckian mechanisms of epigenetics.

A persistent philosophical debate arises regarding the boundaries of the concept itself, particularly

in the context of developmental systems theory. This perspective argues that the distinction

between "acquired" and "inherited" is often artificial, as all traits--even those strictly genetic--

require an environment for their expression. Therefore, the phenotype is always an outcome of

gene-environment interaction. In this view, calling a trait purely "acquired" neglects the genetic

potential required for its acquisition (e.g., one must possess the genes for language to acquire an

accent), while calling a trait purely "inherited" neglects the necessary environmental input (e.g.,

nutrition, temperature, exposure) required for its development.

Despite the complexity introduced by epigenetics and developmental biology, the core biological

criticism remains robust: active, adaptive changes made by an adult organism to its somatic tissue

(such as building muscle or learning a skill) cannot directly alter the sequence of nucleotides in its

gametes to ensure those exact modifications are passed down. The power of the concept lies in its

utility as a conceptual tool for distinguishing phenotypic changes driven by internal, inherited

programming from those changes driven by external, environmental interaction throughout an

organism's life history.

Further Reading
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Wikipedia: Lamarckism

ARABPSYCHOLOGY.C
OM

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Acquired_characteristic
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Lamarckism
https://scales.arabpsychology.com/?p=66072
https://scales.arabpsychology.com
https://scales.arabpsychology.com


ACQUIRED CHARACTERISTIC 7

PSYCHOLOGICAL SCALES scales.arabpsychology.com

Wikipedia: Epigenetics

Nature Scitable: The Role of Epigenetics in Development
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