
EVOLUTIONARY EPIGENETIC THEORY 

by 

Root Gorelick 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

A Dissertation Presented in Partial Fulfillment 
of the Requirements for the Degree 

Doctor of Philosophy 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

ARIZONA STATE UNIVERSITY 

May 2004 



EVOLUTIONARY EPIGENETIC TEHORY 

by 

Root Gorelick 

 

 

has been approved 

May 2004 

 
 
 
 

APPROVED: 

           , Chair 

             

             

             

             
Supervisory Committee 

 
 
 
ACCEPTED: 

 
             

Director of the School 

 
             

Dean, Graduate College



ABSTRACT 

Epigenetic effects are important in evolutionary biology.  Yet, except in evolutionary 

developmental biology, there is little or no evolutionary epigenetic theory.  Part of the 

problem has been not realizing how readily evolutionary epigenetics fits into existing 

formulations of quantitative and population genetics nor when it does not.  Part of the 

problem has been delineating definitions of epigenetic signals and effects, i.e. reconciling 

developmental definitions with molecular definitions regarding cytosine methylation and 

chromatin formation.   From a molecular perspective, epigenetic signals are heritable 

signals other than DNA nucleotides.  From an ontogenetic perspective, epigenetic signals 

are those that affect development.  To bridge this gap, I first develop several quantitative 

and population genetic models that include epigenetic effects and then develop 

applications that arise from these models.  These model the relative fluidity of epigenetic 

signals and effects, and epigenetic changes induced by gene duplications.  Altogether this 

dissertation presents nine key findings and conceptual advances.  (1) Formal Fisherian 

models confirm that epigenetic effects can be considered equivalent to epistatic effects.  

(2) Qualitatively, however, epigenetic signals are more fluid than DNA nucleotides, a 

distinction that can be integrated into quantitative and population genetic models.  (3) 

Regression models show explicitly how phenotypic plasticity can arise from fluidity of 

epigenetic signals.  (4) Environmental shocks alter epigenetic signatures, thereby 

affecting development and disease.  (5) Origins of dioecy and sex chromosomes may be 

evolutionary artifacts of cytosine methylation.  (6) Derived lineages have had more gene 

duplications and hence have shorter sex chromosomes.  (7) Reset of epigenetic signatures  

iii 



each generation may be the sine qua non of meiosis.  (8) Polyploidy may epigenetically 

trigger heterochrony and thereby also macroevolutionary radiations.   (9) Linkage 

disequilibrium is a genetic decomposition that is equivalent to integer decomposition.  In 

conclusion, there is enormous potential for advancing evolutionary theory by meshing 

epigenetics with population and quantitative genetics. 
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“Neo–Darwinism involves a breach between organism and nature as complete as the 
Cartesian dualism of mind and matter; an epigenetic consideration of evolution goes 
some way towards healing it.”  (Waddington, 1957: ix) 

 
 “Without question, the genetic apparatus is the guarantor of the basic stability of genetic 
information.  But equally without question, it is a more complex system, with more 
complex forms of feedback, than had been previously thought.  Perhaps the future will 
show that its internal complexity is such as to enable it not only to program the life 
cycle of the organism, with fidelity to past and future generations, but also to reprogram 
itself when exposed to sufficient environmental stress – thereby effecting a kind of 
‘learning’ from the organism's experience.  Such a picture would be radical indeed, and 
it would be one that would do justice to McClintock's vision: it would imply a concept 
of genetic variation that is neither random nor purposive – and an understanding of 
evolution transcending that of both Lamarck and Darwin.”  (Keller, 1983: 194-195) 

 
“It has been concluded that the changed phenotypic expressions of such loci are related to 
changes in a chromatin element other than that composing the genes themselves, and 
that mutable loci arise when such chromatin is inserted adjacent to the genes that are 
showing variegated expression.”  (McClintock, 1950: 347) 

 
“[The] most obviously fruitful role [of theory] is in providing explicit direction for 

research.  From theory we can deduce conclusions not previously reached and that are 
occasionally counterintuitive…. If fortune smiles on the theorist, the theoretically 
derived conclusion will be readily testable by observation…. Theory can also be useful, 
if less directly, if it merely clarifies relations among concepts, even without explicit 
reference to testable hypotheses.  It helps put our conceptual house in order and prevent 
self-deception.”  (Williams, 1988: 297) 

 
“A work on [evolutionary theory], placed into our hands, is apt to be experienced as a 
bullet – either to be dodged, or loaded and fired at unbelievers.  Skim the conclusions 
and decide which.  One is, of course, thereby safe and sound when confronted by an 
enemy’s projectile; and pluralism produces a surfeit of enemies.  But the price of safety 
is impotence.  [Evolutionary] thought is most likely to influence others when it forces its 
proponent to accept conclusions found personally distasteful.  By limiting my 
autonomy, binding myself to conclusions I dislike, I am less dangerous to others – and, 
perhaps, more likely to find common ground with these others elsewhere.”  (Pollock, 
2001: 8) 

 
“Writing is hard work.  It is boring and lonely.  And there are too many long stretches of 
panic and self-hatred between the moments of inspiration.  I have never been able to 
endure this drudgery and finish a piece that I did not care about passionately.”  (Califia, 
1988: 10) 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

 

In this introduction, I first describe what is meant by epigenetics.  I define 

epigenetic in two ways: (1) heritable signals other than those coded for by DNA 

nucleotides and (2) fluid genetic signals, i.e. those with lower heritabilities than DNA 

nucleotides (if one considers nucleotides to be the phenotype).  These above two 

definitions of epigenetic effects establish the equivalence between epigenetic and 

epistatic effects within quantitative genetics and allow for a generalization of indirect 

genetic effects that models environmentally-alterable meitocally-heritable effects, 

respectively.  Next, I discuss several practical consequences of this evolutionary 

epigenetic theory.  These consequences are diverse, ranging from inducing sex change in 

plants to preventing cancer in humans.  Finally, I provide a roadmap to the chapters, 

which are clustered into two (overlapping) parts.  Part I of this dissertation contains 

quantitative and population models for analyzing the evolutionary consequences of 

epigenetic phenomena.  Part II contains evolutionary consequences of those models and 

epigenetic changes induced by gene duplications. Part I is largely mathematical; Part II is 

not. 

The term epigenetic was originally used to describe all factors controlling gene 

expression and cell differentiation.  Waddington (1940) used the term epigenetic as an 

amalgamation of epigenesis and genetics, where epigenesis refers to the gradual and 

progressive development of new structures (Hall, 1992).  It was not until after 

Waddington was writing his seminal book that biologists realized that DNA is primarily 
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contained in chromosomes (Caspersson & Schultz, 1940 citing Brachet, 1940) and that 

the information coding portion of genes is DNA (Avery, MacLeod & McCarty, 1944; 

Hershey & Chase, 1952).  Genetic phenomena, like epigenetic ones, were originally 

considered to be of unknown molecular cause.  Only genetic and epigenetic effects were 

known.  Fisher defined what we now call additive genetic variance as the proportion of 

phenotypic variance that gets transmitted from one generation to the next (Fisher, 1930).  

Note that this is a population level definition of genetic effects because it requires one to 

examine average effects and variances.  In contrast, Waddington used the term epigenetic 

to refer to any phenomena that affected development within an individual and, therefore 

implicitly, within a generation (although, he also sometimes used the term epigenetic to 

refer to trans-generational phenomena; Waddington, 1957). 

The meaning of the term genetic changed with the introduction of the central 

dogma and sequence hypothesis (Crick, 1970), what could be termed a preformist view 

of molecular biology (Hall, 1992).  This provided a one-way path from DNA nucleotide 

sequences, to messenger RNA (transcription), to protein synthesis (translation), where the 

nucleotides in eggs and sperm form a molecular homunculus.  Because of this paradigm, 

molecular biologists effectively re-defined the term genetic to mean DNA nucleotide 

sequences; a definition that many quantitative geneticists would admittedly find 

unpalatable. 

Use of the term epigenetics also changed in the 1970s as molecular biologists 

began proposing mechanisms, especially cytosine methylation, by which development 

and gene regulation could be controlled (Holliday & Pugh, 1975; Riggs, 1975).  Many of 
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these molecular signatures gradually change irreversibly as cells and tissues differentiate 

and age.  Therefore, whichever molecular mechanisms control development must be reset 

each generation.  “This suggests a supplementary definition of epigenetics to include 

transmission from one generation to the next, other than the DNA sequence itself ” 

(Holliday, 1994: 454).  Holliday thereby switched the focus of epigenetics from strictly 

intra-generational to inter-generational (also see Holliday, 1987).  Therefore, if there is 

any ambiguity, I use the terms ‘mitotically-heritable’ and ‘meiotically-heritable’ to 

distinguish the two different contemporary meanings of the term epigenetic.  The 

awkward adjectival phrase ‘meiotically-heritable’ can be a necessity because much of the 

medical literature, especially in cancer research, uses the term heritable to mean signals 

that are transmitted through mitosis, without ever mentioning or caring whether such 

signals get transmitted through meiosis and syngamy.  Transmission through syngamy is 

non-trivial.  Cytosine methylation and other epigenetic signals are usually reset in both 

meiosis and syngamy (although not always completely).  The classic example is genomic 

imprinting, where female and male homologues have different methylation or chromatin 

patterns.  During syngamy, many female genomic imprints often (but not always) over-

write the homologous male imprint (Mayer, Niveleau, Walter, Fundele & Haaf, 2000; 

Mayer, Smith, Fundele & Haaf, 2000; Oswald, Engemann, Lane, Mayer, Olek, Fundele, 

Dean, Reik & Walter, 2000).  Meiotically-heritable epigenetic signals include cytosine 

methylation, chromatin structure, and histone acetylation and undoubtedly also include 

other molecular signals, such as those mediating RNA editing.  Mitotically-heritable 

epigenetic signals include all the same molecular mechanisms that are meiotically 
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inherited, but also possibly others that cannot be transmitted through meiosis and 

syngamy.  As can be seen by comparing asexual taxa with sister taxa that are sexual but 

lack outcrossing, meiosis and syngamy provide a partial roadblock to transmission of 

some traits.  When there is no confusion, I will simply use the term heritable to mean 

meiotically-heritable. 

Holliday (1994) defined epigenetic as any signals that are heritable through 

meiosis and syngamy except those directly encoded by DNA nucleotides.  From a 

quantitative genetic perspective, therefore, epigenetic and genetic are synonymous.  

However, epigenetic signals sensu Holliday are not as heritable as nucleotide sequences.  

It is much easier to alter epigenetic signals such as cytosine methylation and chromatin 

formation with environmental perturbations than it is to alter nucleotide sequences.  

Therefore, I define epigenetic signals as fluid genetic signals.  The degree of this 

epigenetic fluidity – the flip side of which is lower heritability – has not been quantified 

for any epigenetic signals.  That said, there exists a consensus that offspring epigenetic 

signals qualitatively resemble that of their parents and that the faithfulness of this 

transmission is less than that of nucleotides.  Surprisingly, though, nobody has explicitly 

measured the heritability of cytosine methylation, chromatin formation, or any form of 

genomic imprinting.  All that has been noted is that qualitatively these signals seem to be 

transmitted from one generation to the next.  Even less is known about heritability of 

other epigenetic signals and effects, such as ribosomal RNA (rRNA), microtubule 

organizing centers (MTOCs), transposons, developmental modules, and standing waves 

of enzymes.  There is not too much difficulty in picturing how rRNA could be heritable, 
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as it is thought to be the precursor of DNA in biological systems (Cech & Bass, 1986; 

Gilbert, 1986).  In fact, cytosine methylation is probably nothing more than an artifact of 

this RNA world – thymine is nothing more than methylated uracil (Poole, Penny & 

Sjöberg, 2000; Poole, Penny & Sjöberg, 2001).  MTOCs appear to be inherited along 

with other sub-cellular machinery (maybe including standing waves of enzymes?) in egg 

cells. 

There has been a constant epigenetic thread running through evolutionary biology 

since the discovery of position effect variegation in the 1920s (Sturtevant, 1925), 

transposons in the 1940s (McClintock, 1950), genomic imprinting in the 1960s (Crouse, 

1960), and the regulatory roles of cytosine methylation in the 1970s (Holliday & Pugh, 

1975).  My guess is that there are three reasons why these epigenetic phenomena have not 

been incorporated into evolutionary theory.  First, prior to the 1940  publication of 

Waddington’s classic book on epigenetic effects and Caspersson and Schultz’s paper 

showing that chromosomes contain DNA, many epigenetic phenomena may have been 

considered equivalent to genetic ones (i.e. Fisher’s black box approach that subsumed 

things that today we would consider genetic and epigenetic), I resuscitate this line of 

thinking in chapter 2.  Second, people working on epigenetic signals seemed to be more 

interested in their molecular and genetic aspects than in evolutionary theory per se.  

Third, the central dogma and sequence hypothesis (Crick, 1970) effectively allocate 

epigenetic phenomena to a minor evolutionary role.  Thus far, quantitative genetics has 

only been used to estimate developmental epigenetics (Cowley & Atchley, 1992; Wolf, 

Frankino, Agrawal, Brodie & Moore, 2001), without mention of the other 
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aforementioned meiotically-heritable epigenetic phenomena.  Cowley and Atchley (1992) 

and Wolf et al. (2001) each took the modular approach typical of modern evolutionary 

developmental biology, where the arrows in their path analyses go from one module or 

developmental stage to another, rather than the arrows going from one generation to 

another. 

Study of epigenetic effects has largely been the bailiwick of developmental 

biologists.  This dissertation touches on those developmental aspects, especially in 

Appendices B and C, where I explicitly discuss the roles of cytosine methylation in cell 

differentiation and de-differentiation in animals and plants, respectively.  There are, 

however, much deeper connections between molecular forms of epigenetic signals 

(including cytosine methylation) and more traditional views of developmental biology.  

In chapter 2, I show how epigenetic effects are mathematically equivalent to 

physiological epistatic effects.  In the discussion, I also describe outlines of my theory 

that suggest how polyploidy (and possibly less extensive gene duplications) can be the 

proximate cause for neoteny and paedomorphism. 

Failure to recognize epigenetic inheritance can lead to erroneous or unfounded 

inferences.  When examining only phenotypic data, traits coded by alleles on sex 

chromosomes cannot be distinguished from those caused by genomic imprinting on 

autosomes.  A typical example of this failure to recognize epigenetic effects is found in 

Iyengar, et al. (2002), who showed heritable phenotypic traits that were paternally 

inherited in a moth.  From this, they concluded that these phenotypic traits are encoded 

by an allele on the Z chromosome (the Z chromosome in ZW lineages corresponds with 



7 
 

the X chromosome in XY lineages).  However, they failed to mention that all moths and 

butterflies (Lepidoptera) contain genomic imprinting.  In fact, genomic imprints are what 

distinguish lepidopteran Z from W chromosomes (Traut & Marec, 1996).  Putative 

genomic imprinting causing the phenotypic differences seen in these moths could be on 

autosomes.  Because of the paradigm that all heritable traits have a DNA nucleotide 

sequence basis, Iyengar et al. (2002) seemed to have been unaware of the equally viable 

alternative hypothesis that these phenotypic traits may have an epigenetic basis. 

A large reason for epigenetic signals being ignored are the divergent definitions 

for the terms ‘gene’ and ‘genetic’ by those studying molecular biology, quantitative 

genetics, and developmental biology (Kitchner, 1992; Sarkar, 1998; Portin, 2002).  

Epigenetic signals such as cytosine methylation or chromatin formation that regulate 

gene expression would be considered ‘genetic’ by the cis-trans test, essentially being 

considered genetic enhancers, even though they may be non-Mendelian and may be 

heritably altered by the environment (Benzer, 1959; Serfling, Jasin & Schaffner, 1985).  

Molecular biologists consider epigenetic signals to be any “heritable changes in gene 

function that cannot be explained by changes in DNA sequence” (Riggs, Martienssen & 

Russo, 1996b: 1).  Quantitative geneticists, however, consider genes and genetic signals 

to be any portion of variation that cannot be explained by environmental variation.  

Quantitative geneticists would therefore consider genomic imprinting to be a non-

Mendelian genetic effect and environmentally-alterable meiotically-heritable epigenetic 

signals to be a form of genotype-by-environment interaction. 
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Throughout this dissertation, I take the quantitative genetic perspective that 

‘genetic’ is equivalent to ‘heritable’ (Lush, 1937), a definition that several classical and 

molecular geneticists would admittedly find unpalatable (e.g. Sarkar, 1998).   To be 

precise, I confine attention to narrow sense heritability, so that we are only looking at 

additive effects and do not confound matters with dominance and interaction effects (that 

are aggregated in with additive effects to compute broad sense heritability).  Although 

this definition has well-documented problems, it has also provided the foundations upon 

which much evolutionary theory has been developed over the past seventy years.  In 

particular, equating genetic with heritable provides a black box approach to evolutionary 

modelling, which is extraordinarily useful when the underlying molecular genetic and 

epigenetic mechanisms are unknown or unspecified.  Thus, evolutionary epigenetic can 

utilize existing evolutionary genetic theory. 

In chapter 2, I take the position that epigenetic effects are simply modifier loci.  

They can thus be incorporated into a Fisherian model of epistasis.  Apparently this idea 

has never been explicitly proffered in quantitative genetics, although it seems implicit 

even in the work of Fisher (1930).  By modelling epigenetic effects as a form of 

physiological epistasis, I have placed epigenetics into the Fisherian/neo-Darwinian 

formulation of evolutionary theory.  Chapter 2 therefore contains a multi-locus model of 

physiological epistasis. 

In addition to the more obvious developmental epigenetic signals, sex-limited 

traits also fit nicely into the multi-locus models of epistasis/epigenetics, especially if we 

invoke the theoretical frameworks of Lande (1980) or Bulmer (1972).  Such sex-limited 
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epigenetic effects include those examples of genomic imprinting that seem highly 

conserved from one generation to the next (i.e. are highly heritable). 

From both a theoretical and an empirical perspective, however, a physiological 

model of epistasis cannot subsume all forms of epigenetic effects for several reasons.  

Any multi-locus model of physiological epistasis will contain too many terms and 

coefficients (i.e. too many interactions between various loci) to be useful to empirical 

quantitative geneticists performing heritability experiments.  In part, that is why Fisher 

amalgamated the effects of many discrete loci into a single term that aggregates a 

continuum of loci each with infinitesimal effect.  But an even more fundamental problem 

arises in that physiological epistasis only models direct genetic effects.  In chapter 4 and 

Appendix A, I argue that the lower heritability of epigenetic effects – at least compared 

with nucleotide sequences – is largely due to epigenetic signals being heritably altered by 

environmental perturbations.  The resulting epigenetic fluidity at the hands of 

environmental perturbations can be modelled as a generalization of indirect genetic 

effects (Roff, 1986).  These fit uncomfortably into the maternal effects framework of 

Kirkpatrick and Lande (1989), but more are comfortably placed into the macro-

environmental condition framework of Bulmer  (1972).  Therefore, in chapter 4, I show 

how to model these fluid epigenetic effects, but only with continuous traits, and not with 

discrete multi-locus traits. 

From an evolutionary perspective, chapters 2 and 4 are extraordinarily important 

insofar as they provide new routes by which epigenetic effects contribute to additive 

genetic variation.  One of the quandaries in evolutionary biology has been to explain the 
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existence of substantial additive genetic variation in light of Fisher’s fundamental 

theorem of natural selection (Fisher, 1930).  Chapter 2 partly obviates this problem by 

showing that epigenetic effects are equivalent to epistatic effects.  Epistasis is known to 

provide additive genetic variance and even convert dominance effects at a locus into 

additive effects over the entire genome (Goodnight, 2000).  Chapter 4 partly obviates this 

problem of lack of additive genetic variance by generalizing the concept of indirect 

genetic effects to the additive effects of environmentally-alterable epigenetic effects 

(what Waddington, 1957 called ‘environmentally-inducible gene mutations’).  These two 

new sources of additive genetic variance arise from constitutive and facultative 

epigenetic effects, i.e. the non-fluid and fluid aspects of epigenetic effects, respectively. 

In chapter 5 and the appendices, I discuss evolutionary epigenetic theory that 

arises from the above models and two features of many epigenetic signals that 

qualitatively set them apart from genetic ones: relative epigenetic fluidity (discussed in 

the next paragraph) and the triggering of meiotically-heritable epigenetic changes due to 

gene duplications (discussed in the next page). 

Epigenetic signals, especially those attached to DNA nucleotides (e.g. cytosine 

methylation and chromatin formation), are more fluid than their underlying nucleotides.  

This epigenetic fluidity occurs on two separate time scales: the life of an individual 

organism (ontogeny) and over evolutionary time (roughly phylogeny).  For an example of 

epigenetic fluidity over ontogeny, chromatin bands vary in a predictable fashion that 

reflects differing gene activity during developmental stages of ontogeny (Ficq & Pavan, 

1957).  Nonetheless, these epigenetic signals are highly heritable, albeit not as heritable 
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as nucleotide sequences themselves.  In other words, even on an evolutionary time scale, 

epigenetic signals are more fluid than nucleotide signals.  As I discuss in the next 

paragraph, epigenetic fluidity over evolutionary time is partly due to epigenetic changes 

caused by gene duplications.  Relative epigenetic fluidity provides a counterpoint 

between signals that molecular biologists would call epigenetic and those signals such as 

nucleotides that they would call genetic.  Thus, even though I show that from a purely 

Fisherian perspective, genetic and epigenetic are equivalent, epigenetic fluidity, at both 

intra- and inter-generational time scales, sets evolutionary epigenetic theory qualitatively 

apart from evolutionary genetic theory. 

Gene duplications are known to be an important evolutionary force.  Gene 

duplications have played roles in speciation insofar as polyploidy and duplication of 

homeotic genes are believed to be major causes of speciation and morphological 

differentiation.  Gene duplications have proven extraordinarily valuable in inferring 

phylogenies (Griffith, 2004).  Gene duplications also include transposons, which are 

often thought of as genomic parasites that co-evolve with their hosts.  All of these types 

of gene duplications are known to trigger epigenetic changes.  However, nobody has yet 

explored very deeply their evolutionary epigenetic consequences.  Providing the 

evolutionary theory and consequences of those epigenetic changes is an important new 

suggestion in this dissertation. 

As an aside, there is very much a chicken-and-egg problem with gene 

duplications and epigenetic changes.  They both seem to trigger each other.  There is 

plenty of evidence that gene duplications trigger addition of cytosine methylation and 
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heterochromatin formation; see Appendix B, C, and D for citations.  There is also 

circumstantial evidence that loss of cytosine methylation or heterochromatin at a classical 

genetic locus makes that locus more susceptible to gene duplications, inversions, or 

insertion of transposons (Waugh O'Neill, O'Neill & Graves, 1998; Tuck-Muller, Narayan, 

Tsien, Smeets, Sawyer, Fiala, Sohn & Ehrlich, 2000; Waugh O'Neill, Eldridge & Graves, 

2001).  Thus, gene duplications could be considered epigenetic phenomena.  However, 

for this dissertation, I simply consider gene duplications to be an exogenous 

environmental factor that triggers epigenetic change. 

Throughout this dissertation I confine attention to eukaryotes, with particular 

emphasis on those lineages that undergo meiosis (possibly automixis).  The mathematical 

models developed in chapters 2, 3, 4, and Appendix B assume that gametes are haploid 

and somatic cells are diploid, although this could be extended to higher ploidy levels.  

The applications contained in chapter 5 and the appendices specifically deal with a wide 

swath of organisms from sexual fungi, to flowering and non-flowering plants, to marine 

and terrestrial invertebrates, to vertebrates, including humans. 

 

DETAILED ROADMAP OF DISSERTATION CHAPTERS 

 

By realizing that epigenetic effects are equivalent to epistatic effects, I incorporate 

epigenetic effects into a Fisherian/neo-Darwinian framework by ‘simply’ building a 

multi-locus model of epistasis.  Until now, models of physiological epistasis only existed 

for pairs of bi-allelic loci.   
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Fisher devised quantitative genetics before anybody knew that genes were 

comprised of DNA.  Thus his methods had to accommodate all forms of heritable signals, 

from DNA nucleotides, to ribosomal RNA, to cytosine methylation, to chromatin 

formation.  That is, Fisher’s methods should be equally valid for signals that today we 

consider either genetic or epigenetic.  I conceptualize an epilocus as simply another 

locus.  For epigenetic signals such as cytosine methylation, the presence or absence of 

methylation at a nucleotide locus can be thought of as simply another very tightly linked 

locus, albeit effectively a regulatory locus.  Likewise, presence or absence of 

heterochromatin or histone acetylation on a classical genetic locus (roughly a stretch of 

DNA of a thousand or so nucleotides) can be thought of as an epilocus that is tightly 

linked to the classic genetic locus.  Therefore, to build a formal Fisherian model of 

epigenetic effects that includes ordinary physiological epistasis between say a pair of 

genetic loci, we need to build a four-locus model of physiological epistasis.  In chapter 2, 

I build this model for an arbitrary number of loci. 

One complication arose in building the multi-locus model of physiological 

epistasis.  In order to define average effects of an allele, we first need to define linkage 

disequilibrium for an arbitrary number of loci.  Sixty years ago, Geiringer sketched how 

to do this, but never gave an explicit formula.  In chapter 3, I finish up the work she 

began and, in so doing, also link her definition of linkage disequilibrium with another 

definition based upon probabilistic independence.  The keys to my work here are (1) 

properly defining linkage disequilibrium for a single locus and (2) realizing that linkage 

disequilibrium is a genetic decomposition that happens to be equivalent to the number-
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theoretic decomposition of a positive integer into its additive parts.  Immediately 

following this technical diversion of chapter 3, I delve back into epigenetic theory. 

Chapter 4 provides a bridge between pure theory and applications.  The formalism 

established in chapters 2 and 3 can be used by theorists, but is not the sort of tool that can 

readily be pulled off the shelf by empirical evolutionary biologists.  Therefore, in chapter 

4, I provide a simple quantitative genetic model for the statistical estimation of 

heritability of epigenetic signals, i.e. decomposing phenotypic variance into components 

including those due to epigenetic effects.  Epigenetic effects provide a possible 

mechanism underlying genotype-by-environment (GxE) interactions and phenotypic 

plasticity, phenomena that have hitherto largely been conceptualized as residual statistical 

non-linearities.  This model places environmentally-alterable meiotically-heritable 

epigenetic effects squarely within the Fisherian/neo-Darwinian framework. 

The tools developed in chapter 4 are more than mere convenience, however.  

Although epigenetic effects can formally be modeled as genetic effects, there is 

something qualitatively different about them.  DNA nucleotides are rather permanent 

edifices.  They do not incur very many mutations of any form (point mutations, 

insertions, deletions, etc.) over evolutionary time or over ontogeny of an individual.  By 

contrast, Waddington used the term epigenetic to refer to any phenomena that affected 

development within an individual and, therefore implicitly, within a generation.  

Molecular biologists also think of many epigenetic signals changing over the life of an 

individual, hence their distinction between facultative and constitutive heterochromatin.   
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Epigenetic signals also appear to be more fluid than DNA nucleotides over evolutionary 

time. 

Consider cytosine methylation and chromatin formation, which reside on top of 

DNA nucleotides (“epi-” is Greek for “on top of”).  This is analogous to an electrical 

wire, with DNA nucleotides forming the copper conducting portion, the epigenetic 

signals forming a heterogeneous layer of insulation, and the entire genome forming a 

bundled cable.  The insulation can only act by altering the electrical and magnetic signals 

flowing through the wire (gene regulation), especially if the insulation is thin in places 

and there is shorting and cross talk between individual wires in the bundled cable 

Ironically this is the very role that Jack Schultz had in 1937 had originally ascribed to 

DNA: “[C]oncentrations of DNA along the chromosome acted to block the expression of 

expression of the nearest gene” (Judson, 1979: 235).  Furthermore, it is much easier to 

damage the insulation (epigenetic signatures), say with a knife or heat, than it is to 

damage the underlying copper conducting wire (DNA nucleotides).  Some of the 

environmental damage to epigenetic signals is corrected during meiosis and syngamy, but 

many of the epigenetic changes are transmitted to the next generation.  Another way that 

this analogy works is that as bundled cables age, the insulation around the wires 

changes/degrades in a fairly predicable way, whereas the copper conducting portion of 

the wire seems relatively unaffected. 

Cytosine methylation and chromatin formation can also be thought of as redaction 

of text in a four-letter alphabet.  The more methylation or chromatin, the less readily the 

underlying DNA sequence can be read (transcribed).  This is essentially the manner in 
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which these epigenetic signals regulate development, as well as disease susceptibility 

(Appendix A), sex determination and dioecy (Appendix B and C). 

Regardless of analogies, epigenetic signals change much more readily over both 

ontogeny and phylogeny than do nucleotides.  One of my goals in chapter 4 is to account 

for this epigenetic fluidity over evolutionary time (epigenetic fluidity over ontogeny has 

previously been modeled by (Cowley & Atchley, 1992 and Wolf et al., 2001).  In chapter 

4, epigenetic effects only enter into decompositions of additive genetic variance when 

they are modified by environmental perturbations.  The contributions of constitutive 

epigenetic signals (e.g. much of genomic imprinting) to additive genetic variance have to 

be computed using a separate methodology, which I am developing separately (Gorelick 

& Bertram, submitted). 

This dissertation is not just about theoretical models, but is also meant to cover a 

panoramic range of evolutionary epigenetic theory.  Thus, the appendices contain 

evolutionary implications of the relative epigenetic fluidity and changes in epigenetic 

signals that are triggered by gene duplications.  Appendix A provides explicit theoretical 

applications in human medicine and environmental policy for the mathematics derived in 

chapter 4.  Appendix B, C, and D deal with evolutionary epigenetic implications of gene 

duplications for the origins and maintenance of sex.  Appendix A, Appendix C, and 

chapter 5 also delve explicitly into the roles of fluid epigenetic signals in developmental 

biology.  It would seem peculiar indeed to write about epigenetic effects without mention 

of development. 
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Appendix A directly applies the model of chapter 4 to human medicine.  I propose 

that environmental perturbations can cause substantial heritable epigenetic changes to a 

lineage.  I provide evidence from the literature regarding environmentally-induced 

heritable epigenetic changes.  I then show how this could change our paradigms about 

medicine, debunking the nature versus nurture dichotomy (cf. Hogben, 1933) that is so 

pervasive in human medicine and changing emphasis from prevention to cure of human 

diseases.  Once contaminants have adversely altered an individual’s epigenetic signals, 

this harm will be transmitted to future generations even if they are not exposed to the 

contaminant.  Exposure to environmental shocks such as free radicals or other 

carcinogens can alter cytosine methylation patterns on regulatory genes.  This can cause 

cancer by up-regulating genes for cell division or by down-regulating tumor suppressor 

genes.  I also highlight how such a paradigm shift may be applicable for several other 

diseases, especially those labeled ‘complex diseases’, and to environmental policy. 

In Appendix B, I hypothesize that the evolutionary origins of sex determination, 

dioecy, and sex chromosomes were an ancillary consequence of cytosine methylation.  I 

hypothesize that one cause for the relative fluidity of epigenetic signals over evolutionary 

time was a synergistic consequence of higher deamination rates and lower mismatch 

repair rates of methylated cytosine when compared with unmethylated cytosine.  The 

keystone of this chapter is that cytosine methylation on a pair of autosomes drives 

Muller’s ratchet and the subsequent degeneration of the Y or W chromosome.  This is the 

first instance of anybody using the population genetic model of Muller’s ratchet in 
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conjunction with changes in epigenetic signals.  I explicate many testable predictions 

arising from this hypothesis and provide some evidence in corroboration. 

In part, Appendix C is a special case of Appendix B, describing how sex 

determination may be due to cytosine methylation in dioecious lineages without 

noticeable sex chromosomes.  I then describe how sex can then possibly be changed, 

possibly into a hermaphrodite.  The goal of this work was to propose a method for 

creating a female individual for a species in which only males are still extant.  Such a 

proposal also requires a methodology for regenerating differentiated organisms from 

undifferentiated tissue culture (callus), which constitutes the second part of this chapter.  

I propose that both sex change and tissue differentiation could be mediated by altering 

cytosine methylation levels.  I am still trying to persuade botanic gardens and agricultural 

researchers to try such a protocol. 

Appendix C was the genesis of all ideas in this dissertation and the first chapter 

that was written and published.  In retrospect, Appendix C may appear unrefined and 

anomalously pragmatic, but it is the kernel of and/or motivation for all other chapters 

contained herein. 

Appendix D is a mélange of two topics: the role of transposons in suppressing 

recombination (also discussed in Appendix B) and the evolutionary basis for meiosis.  

My hypothesis, (which I am developing more fully elsewhere; Gorelick, submitted-b is 

that resetting of epigenetic signals during meiosis and following syngamy is the crux of 

ploidy cycling in meiotic eukaryotes.  Appendix D ostensibly focuses on ancient asexual 

animals and how they have managed to survive without outcrossing for tens of millions 
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of years.  My hypothesis is that ancient asexual animal lineages are automictic hence 

reset their epigenetic signatures once or twice per generation and can thereby survive 

without outcrossing.  I provide evidence from the literature on automixis or epigenetic 

resets for each of the known ancient asexual animal lineages. 

Chapter 5, the conclusion, contains a wrap-up of the above work and a discussion 

of how this work can be improved and generalized.  It is therefore, by necessity, the most 

speculative of the chapters.  I try to indicate how far evolutionary epigenetic theory can 

carry us.



 

 

CHAPTER 2 

FORMAL FISHERIAN DEFINITION OF EPIGENETICS AND EPISTASIS 

 

ABSTRACT 

 

The molecular revolution drove the neo-Darwinian paradigm towards considering 

nucleotides as the sole heritable component of chromosomes and thus nucleotides to be 

the sole source for heritable variation.  However, epistatic and epigenetic interactions can 

cause phenotypic evolution with only changes in genotype frequency and epiallele 

frequency, respectively, without any changes in allele frequency.  To resolve this 

conundrum and to suitably expand the neo-Darwinian paradigm, I built a multi-locus 

multi-allele formal Fisherian model of epistasis for diploid meiotic eukaryotes.  The 

model presented here is restricted to diploid lineages with Mendelian inheritance, but 

without recombination and without within-locus dominance.  I re-conceptualized 

epigenetics as a special form of epistasis by considering epialleles to be equivalent to 

very tightly linked enhancer alleles.  As epistasis and epigenetics could provide large and 

previously hidden sources of heritable variation, this model enables us to study these 

questions both theoretically as well as through simulations. This work was not part of the 

dissertation, but is part of a future research project.  Furthermore, this model proffers 

epistasis and epigenetics as reductionist mechanisms for producing seemingly holistic 

evolutionary changes, thereby partly bridging the schism between molecular biologists 

and quantitative geneticists. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

The modern paradigmatic definition of evolution is a change in allele frequency, 

with alleles almost invariably envisioned as nucleotide sequences, a paradigm that was 

largely driven by recent technological advances in gene sequencing.  Unfortunately, this 

paradigm neglects the ubiquitous roles of epistasis and epigenetics, both of which can 

provide modes for evolution without any change in allele frequency (Wright, 1931; 

Waddington, 1940; Riggs, Martienssen & Russo, 1996a; Wolf, Brodie & Wade, 2000).  

Epistasis has largely been ignored because of the assumption that sufficiently powerful 

computational genomic tools will eventually account for the joint probabilistic effects 

between individual nucleotides.  Epigenetics has largely been ignored because of the 

resilience of the sequence hypothesis and central dogma (Crick, 1970) and lack of 

quantification of epigenetic signals (Beck, Olek & Walter, 1999), e.g. lack of bisulfite 

sequencing (Frommer, McDonald, Millar, Collis, Watt, Grigg, Molloy & Paul, 1992). 

Epistasis describes non-additive interactions between genes.  If genotype 

frequencies change without any concomitant change in allele frequency, then epistatic 

interactions can result in phenotypic evolution (Goodnight, 1995).  This provides a 

compelling reason to better understand the roles of complex (i.e. multi-locus) epistatic 

interactions, both theoretically as well as empirically.  Epigenetics describes signals on 
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top of genetic signals.  Epigenetic signals can be transmitted from parents to offspring, 

often almost as faithfully as genetic signals.  From a classical Fisherian perspective, 

epigenetics can be thought of as a previously unrecognized form of epistasis.  Therefore, 

my modeling effort focuses on epistasis, realizing that these models also apply to 

epigenetics.  I develop the quantitative genetic complexities of epistasis, integrate modern 

molecular epigenetics within this epistatic model, and append these to the neo-Darwinian 

paradigm.  In so doing, I remain within the confines of the traditional Fisherian approach 

of describing phenotypic effects of allelic substitutions. 

 

EPIGENETIC SIGNALS ARE HERITABLE 

 

Heritable portions of chromosomes are not only found in DNA, but also in 

chromosomal proteins and methylation.  Methylation occurs as 5-methylcytosine on short 

DNA palindromes (usually as CpG dinucleotides) or as methylated lysine (and 

occasionally arginine) residues on histones (Ramsahoye, Biniszkiewicz, Lyko, Clark, 

Bird & Jaenisch, 2000; Jenuwein, 2001).  Heterochromatic proteins other than histones 

also bind to DNA, with a predilection – but not a necessity – for binding to methylated 

cytosine (Miller, Schnedl, Allen & Erlanger, 1974; Miniou, Jeanpierre, Blanquet, Sibella, 

Bonneau, Herbelin, Fischer, Niveleau & Viegas-Péquignot, 1994; Wolffe & Matzke, 

1999).  These chromosomally bound proteins and methylation are collectively called 

epigenetic signals by molecular biologists and often also by developmental biologists.  

As an example, the epigenetic signals of genomic imprinting (i.e. differential methylation 
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between females and males) provide a molecular mechanism by which paternal or 

maternal inheritance can occur without having to invoke any nucleotide variation or loci 

on sex chromosomes.  Environmental signals that alter the presence or absence of 

cytosine methylation or of heterochromatin provide facultative epigenetic signals that can 

cause evolution without any changes in nucleotide sequences (Holliday & Pugh, 1975).  

See chapters 4 and 5 for further examples.  Because epigenetics have been so poignantly 

implicated in ontogeny of eukaryotes (Cowley & Atchley, 1992; Wolf et al., 2001), 

epigenetic changes without any changes in traditional allele frequency can potentially 

cause substantial phenotypic evolution.  Definitive proof that epigenetic signals are 

heritable has surprisingly never been quantified using standard quantitative methods 

(with the molecular epigenetic signals serving as the phenotype, cf. Lewontin, 1992).  

However, there is compelling evidence that offspring have epigenetic signals closely 

resembling those of their parents.  I devised quantitative genetic methods by which these 

epigenetic components of heritability can be statistically measured in experimental 

systems using classical macroscopic phenotypic data (see chapter 4).  There is therefore 

an urgent need to more fully understand the roles of epistasis and epigenetics in 

quantitative genetics, in particular and evolutionary biology, in general. 

Until recently, surprisingly little quantitative genetic work has been carried out on 

epistasis or epigenetics (Cheverud & Routman, 1995; Wolf et al., 2000; Wolf et al., 

2001).  Wright (1931) made evolutionary biologist acutely aware of epistasis, but he and 

subsequent workers confined attention to relatively simple mathematical models or verbal 

models.  A formal mathematical definition of epistasis in terms of allelic substitutions at 
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one locus influencing the phenotypic effects of allelic substitution at another locus – i.e. 

so called physiological epistasis – has only ever been given for the two-locus two-allele 

case (Laubichler, 1997; Wagner, Laubichler & Bagheri-Chaichian, 1998).  Richness is 

often gained by adding dimensions (Abbott, 1899).  Extending the existing epistatic 

model to additional loci also forced me to further develop other important population 

genetic constructs, such as multi-locus linkage disequilibrium (chapter 3). 

Even less quantitative genetic work has been carried out in epigenetics than in 

epistasis.  Part of this is probably due to lack of a consistent operational definition of 

epigenetics (see chapters 1 and Appendix D).  This is especially true for many cancer 

biologists who see no need for quantitative genetics being applied to epigenetic signals 

because, to them, epigenetic signals are only inherited via mitosis (see Appendix D).  The 

few existing epigenetic models in quantitative genetic (Cowley & Atchley, 1992; Wolf et 

al., 2001) are of the statistical ilk, and do not explicitly model physiological epistasis. 

 

DETAILS OF MODEL 

 

For the case with no within locus dominance, I extended the existing formal 

Fisherian definition of epistasis from a two-locus two-allele model (Laubichler, 1997; 

Wagner et al., 1998) to a model that encompasses an arbitrary number of loci and alleles.  

Such a model can also extend to epigenetics by either making half of the loci into epiloci 

or, equivalently, by considering the existence of both a genetic allele and an epigenetic 

epiallele at each locus.  For example, consider cytosine methylation (adenine can also be 
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methylated, but not in meiotic geneomes).  Each nucleotide can be either methylated or 

not.  This forms a binary epicode on top of the ternary nucleotide code, i.e. equal 

numbers of loci and epiloci.  As another example, consider classical genes.  Whether they 

are euchromatic or heterochromatic forms a binary code on top of the classical gene code, 

which will not necessarily be ternary.  In either example, the epigenetic portion of the 

code acts by epistatically interacting with the genetic portion; cytosine methylation and 

heterochromatin generally act by suppressing gene activity.  For the case with within 

locus dominance, I extended the existing two-locus two-allele model to two loci with an 

arbitrary number of loci.  Throughout, I assume Mendelian inheritance and diploidy. 

Wagner et al. (1998) give the following formulation for genotype values in the 

two-locus two-allele case.  Let klijG ,  be the genotype value for the genotype with alleles i 

and j at the first diploid locus and alleles k and l at the first diploid locus, where i, j, k, 

and l can each only take on one of two values, conveniently labeled 1 and 2.  They also 

let A and B designate the first and second loci, respectively.  They then define several 

other terms as follows: 

( )klklklA GGa ,11,222
1

, −=    
11,

11,22,
2 A

AA
AB a

aa
e

−
=→  

ABAAB eaE →⋅= 11,  

( ) =klAxAG ,12 additive plus additive-by-additive epistatic effects (i.e. breeding 

values) 

( ) klAxAklklA GGd ,12,12, −=    
11,

11,22,
2 A

AA
AB d

dd
ed

−
=→  
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( ) ( ) ( )BABABAAxA eddeddGGedd →→ +−+−−= 11 11,11,12,1212,1212,12  

With these definitions, they completely describe all genotype values as follows: 

 11,11,1122,11 2 BaGG +=   11,11,1111,22 2 AaGG +=  

ABBA EaaGG 422 11,11,11,1122,22 +++=  

11,11,11,1111,12 AA daGG ++=  11,11,11,1112,11 BB daGG ++=  

( )ABAABBA eddEaaGG →+++++= 2122 11,11,11,11,1122,12  

( )BABABAB eddEaaGG →+++++= 2122 11,11,11,11,1112,22  

( ) ( )BABABAABBA eddeddEaaGG →→ +++++++= 11 11,11,11,11,11,1112,12  

        12,12edd+  
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Before proceeding, I will slightly change notation.  From herein out, let i and j 

represent loci (not alleles). 

The first step in computing breeding values for physiological epistasis is to 

extend the enumeration of genotype values given above to multiple loci and 

alleles.  Index the diploid genotypes at each locus.  With k(i) alleles at the ith locus, there 

are  k(i) homozygotes and ½ k(i)·(k(i)-1) heterozygotes at that locus.  Usually these 

homozygotes and heterozygotes are depicted in a two-dimensional punnett square array.  

To ease computation in subsequent steps, however, I re-index, converting the two-

dimensional array of genotypes at a single locus (indexed by f and m for female and male 

homologues) to a one-dimensional array.  Let ( )ix  be the index, which merely is a way to 

count up all the elements in the punnett square. 

 ( ) ( ) ( )( ) ( ) ( ) ( )( )12
1

2
1 +−−+−= imikififikix ,  with ( ) ( )imif ≥ .   

With this indexing of diploid genotypes, homozygotes have indices that are evenly 

divisible by the number of alleles, k(i).  In fact, define the functions  

( )( )
( )
( ) ( )
( ) ( )

( )
( )




=








/

=

=
usheterozygoixif

mozygoushoixif

ixikif

ixikif

ixif

ix
1

0

|1

|0

00

θ    

and 
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( )( )
( )
( ) ( )
( ) ( )
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00
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Also define a function (ξ ) that equals zero for the first homozygote, one for 

heterozygotes that contain the first female allele (since we will have already accounted 

for additive-by-additive effects before computing dominance deviations), and two 

otherwise:  

( )( )
( )

( ) ( )
( ) ( )








≥

−≤≤

=

=

ikixif

ikixif
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ix

2

111

00
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Then, we can completely describe all genotype values as follows: 

( )( ) ( )( ) ( )( ) ( )( )( )[ ]∑ ∑∏
= ≠

→
=

+++







⋅+=

n

i ij
ijii

n

i
edixdixaixixEGG
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i
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or more precisely,  

( )( ) ( )( ) ( ) ( )( ) ( ) ( )( ) ( ) ( )( )[ ]∑ ∑∏
= ≠

→
=

+++







⋅+=

n

i ij
ikjkikik

n

i
edixdixaixixEGG

1
11,11,

1
0 1 ξθϕφ  

( )( )







⋅+ ∏
=

n

i
ixedd

1
θ         (1) 

where ( )ik  is one of the ( ) 11 =−ik homozygous diploid genotypes at the ith locus  

other than ( )( ) 0=ikx  and  

( ) ( )[ ]2,1 xxGG = , ( ) ( )[ ]02,0111,110 ==== xxGGG , and ABEE = .   
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All that I have done in this paragraph is re-written the two-locus two-allele results of 

Wagner et al. (1998) in different notation; notation that can be extended to multiple loci 

and alleles. 

To extend equation 1 to multiple alleles per locus, realize that wherever i and j 

(homozygous diploid genotypes at one of the two loci) appear as subscripts, we also now 

need another subscript that depends on which of the k(i)-1 or k(j)-1 homozygotes other 

than ( )( ) 0=ikx  we consider at that locus.  We then have ( )( )∏
=

−
n

i
ik

1
1  different versions 

of ABE , albeit only one for each genotype ( ) ( )[ ]2,1 xx .  Thus for two-loci and multiple 

alleles, the results of Wagner et al. (1998) can be extended to 

( ) ( )[ ] [ ] ( ) ( )[ ] ( )( )







⋅+= ∏
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2,10,021

i
ixxxEGxxG φ  

( )( ) ( ) ( ) ( )( ) ( ) ( ) ( )( ) ( ) ( )( )[ ]∑ ∑
= ≠
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which can be rewritten as 

( ) ( )[ ] [ ] ( ) ( )[ ] ( )( )
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Extending equation 2 to multiple loci is much harder.  We would first need to 

rename the terms eddedd ,, in Wagner et al. (1998) to ( ) ( ) ( ) ( )ndddd ,,,, 210 K , where n is 

the number of loci, and extend the double summation to a multiple summation over all n 

loci.  Here, for example, ( )4d , is the dominance deviation arising from the epistatic 

interaction between four heterozygous loci each with within locus dominance deviations.  

With a total of four loci, ( )4d  is the DxDxDxD epistasis coefficient.  I have not yet 

managed to recursively define the higher order dominance deviations, ( )nd .  However, 

things are quite a bit simpler if we ignore all within-locus dominance, in which case, we 

get 

( ) ( ) ( )[ ] [ ]0,,0,021 KL GnxxxG =  

( ) ( ) ( )[ ] ( )( ) ( )( ) ( ) ( )[ ]∑ ∑∏
= ≠

=
=

⋅+







⋅+

n

i ij
jxik

n

i
aixixnxxxE

1
0,

1
2,1 ϕφK         (4) 

Here, there are ( )( )∏
=

−
n

i
ik

1
1  distinct versions of E and of ( ) ( ) 0, =jxika .  Thus, using 

equation 4, all genotype values can be defined by ( )( )∏
=

−+
n

i
ik

1
121  parameters, where the 

first parameter equals the genotype value [ ]0,,0,0 KG , of the genotype for which the first 

allele appears in the homozygous state at all loci. 

To compute breeding values, we must combine genotype values with gamete 

frequencies, which are usually given by coefficients of linkage disequilibrium.  Multi-

locus linkage disequilibrium has never previously been defined for more than six loci, 

hence I have done this in chapter 3.  Once we have the gamete frequencies and genotype 
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values for multiple loci and multiple alleles, the standard equations apply for computing 

average effects (Falconer & Mackay, 1996) and average irreducible effects (Laubichler, 

1997), which give the additive genetic effects due to epistasis.  From this, we can 

compute breeding values and consequently additive genetic variance if and only if we can 

compute recombination coefficients between multiple loci.  This could possibly be done 

using a method akin to Lewontin (1964), although I have not done this.  Without 

recombination, breeding value can simply be computed as the sum over the average 

effects of all alleles.  Thus, the computations detailed herein only apply to Mendelian 

inheritance without recombination.  My suspicion is that these two restrictions can be 

relaxed, but I have not yet been able to do this. 

The most important result of the above computations is that it allows to asses the 

relative contribution of epistastic effects to additive genetic variance.  This epistatic 

model also explicitly examines covariances between the functional units of selection, 

such as gametes and their alleles.  If these covariances are negative, then traditional 

models in which no epistasis is assumed provide overestimates of the additive genetic 

variance, ultimately resulting in inflated estimates of heritability.  The computations 

given above will eliminate that overestimate, thereby providing more accurate estimates 

of heritability if there exists any epistasis or epigenetics. 

 

DISCUSSION 
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There are several substantial potential products from this modeling effort.  First 

and foremost, this model will allow for prediction of the heritable variation due to 

epistasis and epigenetics.  Historically, lack of sources for heritable variation has been a 

huge problem in evolutionary biology ever since Darwin.  If epistasis or epigenetics 

provides a sizeable source for such variation, biologists will gain insight into the fuel that 

fires evolution.  This could eliminate the evolutionary cul-de-sac predicted by Fisher’s 

fundamental theorem of natural selection (Fisher, 1930), without having to invoke 

unrealistic levels of mutation. 

This model places on firm theoretical ground evolution via environmental factors 

altering the faithful transmission of chromosomal signals, an idea that, in principle, even 

Darwin espoused (Darwin, 1872; Darwin, 1875).  Although molecular evidence for such 

environmentally induced heritable changes was first identified over seventy-five years 

ago (position effect variegation; Sturtevant, 1925; Jollos, 1934), such environmentally 

induced evolution has never been incorporated into the neo-Darwinian paradigm.  A firm 

theoretical understanding of epigenetics will allow us to more properly and accurately 

model those components of heritability that had earlier been ascribed to the statistical 

artifice of genetic-by-environmental interactions (GxE and norms of reaction) without 

any underlying molecular basis.  See chapter 4 for details of how epigenetic effects may 

result in non-linear reaction norms through wholly linear mechanisms and the 

quantitative genetics of environmentally-induced heritable changes. 

In quantitative genetics, neither epistasis nor epigenetics are usually thought of in 

terms of the mechanistic manner in which they affect allele substitutions.  Epistasis is 
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usually thought of as a statistical deviation from additivity, i.e. genetic noise (Cheverud 

& Routman, 1995; Falconer & Mackay, 1996; Wade, Winther, Agrawal & Goodnight, 

2001).   Epigenetics is usually thought of as a mysterious developmental phenomenon 

(Cowley & Atchley, 1992; Schlichting & Pigliucci, 1998; Wolf et al., 2001), and not in 

terms of the mechanistic manner in which epiallelic substitutions affect allelic 

substitutions.  The perspective that my proposed model effuses bridges this gap between 

formal quantitative genetics and molecular genetics.  Furthermore, if epistasis or 

epigenetics contributes substantial additive variation (Wagner et al., 1998; Wade et al., 

2001), then this perspective has the potential to bridge the enormous schism separating 

those who champion genomics and other highly reductionist notions and those few 

evolutionary researchers who have taken a decidedly holistic view of genetics and 

evolution (e.g. McClintock, 1950; Lewontin, 1991).  Both reductionist and holistic 

evolutionary genetic viewpoints have much to offer and may be saying the same thing 

when examining epistasis or epigenetics. 

 

 



 

 

CHAPTER 3 

DECOMPOSING MULTI-LOCUS LINKAGE DISEQUILIBRIUM 

 

ABSTRACT 

 

We present a mathematically precise formulation of total linkage disequilibrium between 

multiple loci as the deviation from probabilistic independence and provide explicit 

formulae for all higher order terms of linkage disequilibrium, thereby combining Dausset 

et al.’s (1978) definition of linkage disequilibrium with Geiringer’s (1944) approach.  We 

recursively decompose higher order linkage disequilibrium terms into lower order ones. 

Our greatest simplification comes from defining linkage disequilibrium at a single locus 

as allele frequency at that locus.  At each level, decomposition of linkage disequilibrium 

is mathematically equivalent to number theoretic compositions of positive integers, i.e. 

we have converted a genetic decomposition into a mathematical decomposition. 

[This chapter is published in Genetics; see Appendix E.  This was also the only chapter 

co-authored (Gorelick and Laubichler) hence I have used the pronoun “we” throughout.] 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

A precise measurement of linkage disequilibrium is required for studying virtually 

any phenomenon in multi-locus population genetics.  This is especially true for explicit 

multi-locus models that investigate the contributions of physiological epistasis to additive 

genetic variance (Cheverud & Routman, 1995; Wagner et al., 1998; Wagner & 
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Laubichler, 2000).  Linkage disequilibrium is usually defined as the deviation from 

probabilistic independence between alleles at two different loci.  This deviation from 

independence can have different causes, such as a lack of independent segregation or 

recombination, or any number of other evolutionary forces. The presence of linkage 

disequilibrium (gametic disequilibrium) is thus an indication that either stochastic (e.g. 

drift) or deterministic (e.g. selection, gene flow) evolutionary forces have been acting on 

a population (Hedrick, 2000; Ardlie, Kruglyak & Seielstad, 2002). 

The classical definition of linkage disequilibrium, D , follows the probability 

theory definition of deviation from independence.  Independence of two events B and C 

means that ( ) ( ) ( )CBBC PrPrPr ⋅= , where Pr is probability and BC  is the joint 

distribution of B  and C , so that the deviation from independence is measured as 

( ) ( ) ( )CBBCD PrPrPr ⋅−= .  Changing notation slightly to let ( )ikA  designate the 

thk  allele at the thi  locus gives the linkage disequilibrium between the alleles at two 

loci, 2D  as ( ) ( )( ) ( )( ) ( )( )21212 PrPrPr kkkk AAAAD ⋅−= , where Pr represents 

probability and ( ) ( )21 kk AA  represents the joint occurrence of ( )1kA  and ( )2kA  in a 

single haploid gamete.  In most modern interpretations of probability theory, the 

primitive concept of ‘probability’ is interpreted as a relative frequency, therefore 

( )( )1Pr kA  is the same as the frequency of allele k at locus 1. 

The quintessential examples of linkage disequilibrium are coadapted gene 

complexes, in which several loci are tightly linked because they provide a large selective 

advantage if they occur together.  In these cases, linkage disequilibrium is maintained by 
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selection.  Although coadapted gene complexes are implicit in Wright’s shifting balance 

hypothesis (Wright, 1931), have been used to explain outbreeding depression 

(Dobzhansky, 1948; Lynch, 1991), and are frequently cited as evolutionary hypotheses 

(Palopoli & Wu, 1996; Rawson & Burton, 2002), the linkage disequilibrium of these 

purported coadapted gene complexes is almost never quantified.  This is particularly 

surprising given the well-cited paper by Geiringer (1944), in which she provides most of 

the algorithm for computing higher order linkage disequilibrium coefficients.  In this 

paper, we complete and simplify Geiringer’s formulation and then show how the sums of 

products of those coefficients equals the definition of (total) linkage disequilibrium as the 

deviation from probabilistic independence given by Dausset et al. (1978). 

Methodologically, we follow Geiringer’s lead and decompose higher order 

linkage disequilibrium into lower order linkage disequilibrium terms.  In other words, we 

take a top-down approach to defining multi-locus linkage disequilibrium, rather than the 

bottom-up approach followed by virtually everyone since Geiringer (1944).  Lewontin 

(1974) is typical of the bottom-up approach.  There are very few other top-down 

decomposition approaches in population genetics such as Bulmer’s (1980) decomposition 

of multi-locus epistasis or Wagner and Laubichler’s (2000) character decomposition 

approach. 

In this paper, we first define linkage disequilibrium at a single locus as the allele 

frequency at this locus, which will greatly simplify notation.  Second, we extend the 

definition of linkage disequilibrium to multiple loci by invoking compositions of positive 

integers.  Our decomposition of multi-locus linkage disequilibrium is entirely consistent 
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with the standard definitions for two loci, as well as its previous extensions to three, four, 

and six loci (Geiringer, 1944; Bennett, 1954; Hastings, 1984).  Third, we show how this 

definition is entirely consistent with the notion of linkage disequilibrium as the deviation 

from probabilistic independence. 

 

DECOMPOSITION OF MULTI-LOCUS LINKAGE DISEQUILIBRIUM 

 

Define the one locus coefficient of linkage disequilibrium, 1D , as 

( )( ) ( )( )ikik AAD Pr1 = .  This definition may appear paradoxical, but it dramatically 

simplifies notation for the decomposition of multi-locus linkage disequilibrium.  In 

elementary algebra we have the analogous problem of defining the algebraic expression 

nx  when n equals zero (Lakoff & Núñez, 2000).  Note that our definition of a locus 

encompasses protein coding loci, QTLs, and even single nucleotides. 

The formulas for two and three locus multi-locus linkage disequilibrium, in which 

( )( )ikAD1  was substituted for ( )( )ikAPr , are defined by Hastings (1984) as: 

( ) ( )( ) ( )( ) ( )( )2111212 Pr kkkk ADADAAD ⋅−=  

( ) ( ) ( )( ) ( )( ) ( )( ) ( )( )3121113213 Pr kkkkkk ADADADAAAD ⋅⋅−=  

( )( ) ( ) ( )( )32211 kkk AADAD ⋅−  

( )( ) ( ) ( )( )31221 kkk AADAD ⋅−  

( )( ) ( ) ( )( )21231 kkk AADAD ⋅−  
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The pattern here is that nD  equals ( ) ( ) ( )( )nkkk AAA K21Pr  minus all possible 

products of lower order linkage disequilibrium coefficients, such that each term has all of 

its subscripts adding up to n.  The key to writing down an explicit formula for nD  is that 

the phrase “all possibilities of the subscripts adding up to n” refers to partitions of the 

positive integer n (Andrews, 1976).  A partition π  of a positive integer n  is a set of 

positive integers that add up to n , i.e. { }mnnn ,,, 21 K=π  such that nn
m

i
i =∑

=1
.  The 

set of all partitions of n is designated p(n), e.g. 

( ) { } { } { } { } { } { } { }{ }1,1,1,1,1,1,1,1,2,1,1,3,1,2,2,2,3,1,4,55 =p .  To define multi-locus 

linkage disequilibrium, we have to add over all partitions, excluding the trivial partition 

{ }n=π  and permute over all alleles for a given number of loci.  However, the order of 

elements of the partition matter, hence we construct the number-theoretic compositions c 

of the positive integer n (Andrews, 1976).  For example, all of the compositions for the 

partition { }1,2,2=π  are the ordered triples ( )1,2,2 , ( )2,1,2 , and ( )2,2,1 .  Using these 

mathematical notions we can generalize the two and three locus cases to define linkage 

disequilibrium of n loci as follows: 

( ) ( ) ( )( ) ( ) ( ) ( )( ) ( )
( )

∑ ∏

=
∈ 











−=

nc
nc cn

nnkkknkkkn
i

iDAAAAAA

except
ofnscompositioall

2121 Pr,...,D LK

                (1a) 

where cni ∈ means that cni ∈ is a scalar component of the vector c .  Equivalently, 
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( ) ( ) ( )( ) ( ) ( ) ( )( ) ( )∑ ∏

≤≤
<≤

=
=

∑









−=

=

nm
nn

nn

m

i
nnkkknkkkn

i

m

i
i

iDAAAAAAD

1
1

1
2121

1

...Pr... L  .    (1b) 

There is only way to decompose n into a single positive integer: ( )nc = .  

Therefore we can also write the highest order coefficient of linkage disequilibrium as 

( ) ( ) ( )( ) ( )
( )
∑ ∏
= ∈ 











=

nc cn
nnk2k1kn

i
iD,...AA,AD L , where the summation only has a 

single term and the product only has a single factor.  Therefore, equation 1a yields 

( ) ( ) ( )( ) ( )∑ ∏











=

∈nc cn
nnkkk

i
iDAAA

ofnscompositioall
21 ,...,Pr L ,        (2) 

which we will use below. 

Equation 1 has never been written explicitly for multi-locus linkage 

disequilibrium, even though special cases have been given by Geiringer, 1944,  Bennett, 

1954, and Hastings, 1984).  The only explicit definition previously given for multi-locus 

linkage disequilibrium is the following due to Dausset, et al. (1978): 

( ) ( ) ( )( ) ( ) ( ) ( ) ( )( ) ( )( )∏
=

−=
n

i
iknkkkknkkkn ADAAAAAAA

1
132121 ...Pr...D                  (3) 

which we call total linkage disequilibrium, nD ,where we have again replaced 

( )( )ikAPr  with ( )( )ikAD1 .  We refer to nD  as total linkage disequilibrium because, as 

we show below, all of the non-bolded linkage disequilibrium coefficients 
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nDDDD ,,,, 321 K  can be independent from one another and contribute to nD .  

Equation 3 has a simple heuristic interpretation:  ( ) ( )( )nk1kn ...AAD  measures how far 

the haploid genotype at all n loci deviates from probabilistic independence. 

We are now ready to derive the relationship between nD and nD .  In equation 3, 

substitute ( )∑ ∏












∈nc cn
n

i
iD

ofnscompositioall
L  for ( ) ( )( )nk1k ,...AAPr  (see 

equation 2), 

yielding

( ) ( ) ( )( ) ( ) ( )( )∏∑ ∏
=∈

−











=

n

i
ik

nc cn
nnkkkn ADDAAA

i
i

1
1

ofnscompositioall
21 ,..., LD

.  The last term in this equation is simply the value of ( )∏
∈cn

n
i

iD L  for the composition 

( )1,,1,1,1 K=c , i.e. 43421 K
times

111
n

n +++= .  Therefore, combining equations 3 becomes 

( ) ( ) ( )( ) ( )
( )

∑ ∏

=
∈ 











=

,11,1,1,except
ofnscompositioall

K

L

c
nc cn

nnk2k1kn
i

iD,...AA,AD   (4a) 

or, equivalently, 

( ) ( ) ( )( ) ( )∑ ∏

<≤
<≤

=
=

∑









=

=
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nn

nn
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i
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1
1

1
21

1

,..., LD     (4b) 
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Equation 4 provides the crucial link between deviations from independence ( nD ) and 

the linkage disequilibrium coefficients nD  computed by Geiringer (1944) and her 

intellectual successors by decomposing nD  into the terms inD , where nni =∑ . 

 

DISCUSSION 

 

We have converted the genetics problem of decomposing linkage disequilibrium 

into the mathematical problem of decomposing positive integers into their additive parts, 

all while maintaining the convenient heuristic definition of total linkage disequilibrium as 

the deviation from independence.  Unlike Geiringer (1944), we can write down an 

explicit formula for multi-locus linkage disequilibrium because we invoke partitions of 

integers and define ( ) ( )AAD Pr1 = , thereby merging her notion of linkage 

disequilibrium with those of Dausset et al. (1978). 

One immediate consequence of our decomposition approach is that the single 

highest-order coefficient of linkage disequilibrium, nD , cannot be examined in isolation.  

Because ( ) ( ) ( )( ) ( )
( )

∑ ∏

=
∈ 











=

,11,1,1,except
ofnscompositioall

K

L

c
nc cn

nnk2k1kn
i

iD,...AA,AD , we 

need to examine all lower order linkage disequilibrium coefficients, ( )LinD  with 

nni < .  All of the subscripted linkage disequilibrium coefficients 
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n321 D,,D,D,D K  can be independent from one another and all contribute to nD , 

which we therefore call total linkage disequilibrium. 

Multi-locus definitions of linkage disequilibrium have not been used very often in 

empirical studies because of the large number of inputs and linkage disequilibrium 

coefficients that must be analyzed ( 12 −n ).  Currently, even third-order linkage 

disequilibrium is seldom measured (Thomson & Baur, 1984).  However, explicit terms 

for multi-locus linkage disequilibrium are of theoretical importance. 

Multi-locus definitions of linkage disequilibrium have not been used very often in 

empirical studies because of the large number of inputs and linkage disequilibrium 

coefficients that must be analyzed ( 12 −n  of each), but are of theoretical importance.  

Currently, even third-order linkage disequilibrium is seldom measured (Thomson & 

Baur, 1984). 

One important theoretical application is the analysis of multi-locus epistasis.  

Cheverud and Routman (1995) developed a model two-locus for physiological epistasis 

that has been further refined by Wagner et al. (1998).  In order analyze the evolutionary 

consequences of epistasis in these models, one has to first define linkage disequilibrium 

for a subset of the loci.  Thus, to extend models of physiological epistasis to multiple loci, 

we must first define linkage disequilibrium for that subset of loci, which we have just 

done.  Models of multi-locus epistasis will be crucial in debates over what factors 

maintain coadapted gene complexes, increase additive genetic variance, and foster 

speciation (Goodnight, 1988; Goodnight, 1995; Wade & Goodnight, 1998). 



 

 

CHAPTER 4 

ENVIRONMENTALLY-ALTERABLE ADDITIVE GENETIC EFFECTS 

 

ABSTRACT 

 

Environment in the parental generation can cause heritable changes in subsequent 

generations.  In part, these heritable changes exist in the form of environmentally-

alterable epigenetic signals of cytosine methylation and chromatin formation, although it 

is still an open empirical question how prevalent and how heritable these effects are.  

Parent-offspring regression models can be used to estimate components of additive 

genetic variance that are caused by environmentally-alterable signals, which is a 

generalization of indirect additive genetic variance.  If environmentally-alterable additive 

genetic variance is large compared with direct additive genetic variance, then this 

confounds prediction of evolutionary trajectories, but (i) provides a mechanism by which 

environmental variance directly increases additive genetic variance, (ii) implies that 

environmental variance can cause evolutionary novelty, (iii) provides a mechanism 

underlying phenotypic plasticity, and (iv) and may provide an explanation for why plants 

are more phenotypically plastic than animals.  Under the assumptions of no interaction 

variance (neither epistasis nor genotype-by-environment interaction variance), 

phenotypic variance can be decomposed into components due to nature and nurture if and 

only if environmentally-alterable additive genetic variance is zero. 
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ENVIRONMENTALLY-ALTERABLE EPIGENETIC SIGNATURES 
 

How does ecology impinge on evolution?  The simplest and most common answer 

is via selection, including notions of ecological speciation (Schluter, 1998).  But 

quantitative genetics has also been extended to include other ecological influences, such 

as genotype-by-environment interactions, phenotypic plasticity, and maternal effects 

(Falconer & Mackay, 1996).  In each of these instances, it is the environment of the 

offspring that affects the mapping from its genotype to phenotype (Lewontin, 1992).  

Here, I extend these notions to environment of parents heritably affecting the genotypes 

(and hence phenotypes) of their descendants. 

Environmental perturbations can heritably alter organisms and are most likely to 

do so by heritably altering epigenetic signals.  I use the term epigenetic here to refer to 

molecules that reside on top of DNA nucleotides (“epi-” is Greek for “on top of”), and 

not in the sense of developmental signals.  There are, however, very large areas of 

overlap between these two definitions of epigenetic, e.g. the model herein is very close to 

Waddington’s (1957) notion of environmentally-induced gene mutations (also see 

Holliday, 1994).  It is also important to note that by environment, I am referring to that 

aspect of the environment that is measured (e.g. Bulmer, 1980) and not simply the 

residual from a regression or analysis of variance (e.g. Fisher, 1930). 

There are several examples of environmentally-alterable epigenetic signals that 

are heritable.  Parental behavior and stress responsivity in rats can be due to stress levels 

heritably altering cytosine methylation signatures (Champagne & Meaney, 2001; 

Meaney, 2001; Weaver, Szyf & Meaney, 2002).  Coat color in mice can be heritably 
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altered by feeding the parents varying levels of methylation (Wolff, Kodell, Moore & 

Cooney, 1998; Rakyan & Whitelaw, 2003).  Heritable changes in cytosine methylation 

have been implicated in shade avoidance in plants (Tatra, Miranda, Chinnappa & Reid, 

2000).  Canalization of genetic sex determination from an ancestral state of temperature-

dependent sex determination in several lineages of amphibians, reptiles, and plants may 

be due to inheritance of altered epigenetic signals (Dorazi, Chesnel & Dournan, 1995; 

Gorelick & Osborne, 2002; Gorelick, 2003; Prahald, Pilgrim & Goodwin, 2003).  

Environmentally-induced heritable changes have also been induced in lineages that 

largely lack cytosine methylation, and instead utilize chromatin formation, including 

histone acetylation, for regulation, such as Drosophila, the nematode Caenorhabditis 

elegans, and the fission yeast Schizosaccharomyces pombe (Jollos, 1934; Ekwall, Olsson, 

Turner, Cranston & Allshire, 1997; Wolffe & Matzke, 1999; Gowher, Leismann & 

Jeltsch, 2000; Lyko, Ramsahoye & Jaenisch, 2000).   

For environmentally-alterable epigenetic effects to be of evolutionary importance, 

heritable epigenetic signals must be transmitted across multiple successive generations, 

and not just from parents to offspring.  Epigenetic effects that only get transmitted across 

one pair of generations can instead be modeled as special environment effects.  Cytosine 

methylation and chromatin formation seem to be heritable over many successive 

generations, although few studies have been done to corroborate this.  Grandparental 

inheritance of genomic imprinting has been documented (Croteau, Andrade, Huang, 

Greenwood, Morgan & Naumova, 2002).  Tenuous evidence of these epigenetic signals 

being transmitted over many generations is circumstantial, such as inheritance of 
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genomic imprinting diseases (although these could be due to classical DNA mutations, 

such as a heritable defect in genes coding for methyltransferases; Ehrlich, 2000).  The 

most convincing evidence of epigenetic inheritance across many generations comes from 

chromosomal banding.  Because G-banding is consistent within a lineage over many 

generations, it has great utility in systematics and phylogenetics (Solari, 1994). 

Heuristically, it makes sense that epigenetic signals should be heritable, albeit less 

so than DNA nucleotides.  Epigenetic signals that reside on top of DNA nucleotides are 

analogous to an electrical wire, with DNA nucleotides forming the copper conducting 

portion, the epigenetic signals forming a heterogeneous (variegated) layer of insulation, 

and the entire genome forming a bundled cable of wires/chromosomes.  The insulation 

can only act by altering the electrical and magnetic signals flowing through the wire 

(gene regulation), especially if the insulation is thin in places or if there is shorting and 

cross talk between individual wires in the bundled cable.  Furthermore, it is much easier 

to damage the insulation (epigenetic signatures), say with a knife or heat, than it is to 

damage the underlying copper conducting wire (DNA nucleotides).  Some of this 

environmental damage to epigenetic signals is corrected during meiosis and syngamy, but 

many of the epigenetic changes are transmitted to the next generation.  Another way that 

this analogy works is that as bundled cables age, the insulation around the wires changes 

(degrades) in a fairly predicable way, e.g. telomere degradation with age, whereas the 

copper conducting portion of the wire seems relatively unaffected. 

Environmentally-alterable heritable effects other than epigenetic signals also 

exist.  For example, in most animals and plants, environmental condition of maternal 
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parents affects the nutritional provisioning that they provide their embryos, thereby 

affecting their offspring’s phenotype.  Therefore, although I have focused on 

environmentally-alterable heritable epigenetic effects, other forms of environmentally-

alterable additive genetic effects exist, such as maternal effects (Kirkpatrick & Lande, 

1989).  One of the remarkable aspects of the early quantitative genetic work of Fisher 

(1930), Wright (1931), and Lush (1937) is that they developed quantitative genetics 

before biologists realized that DNA is largely contained in chromosomes (Caspersson & 

Schultz, 1940 citing Brachet, 1940).  Thus, the simple quantitative genetic model that I 

present below can be used to model any form of environmentally-alterable heritable 

effect, regardless of underlying molecular mechanism. 

The environmentally-alterable additive genetic effects introduced herein are 

generalizations of maternal environmental effects, ( )
*

1−tmme , introduced by Wolf and 

Brodie (1998).  Their maternal environmental effects are the environment created by the 

maternal parent, which they show are equivalent to a non-additive G x E interaction 

effect.  By contrast, I consider the environmental condition, ( )tc , that the maternal parent 

was herself subjected to and show that this is an additive effect (if I were using Wolf and 

Brodie’s labels for time, I would re-label, ( )tc  as ( )1−tc , but have chosen not do so).  

Using an engineering metaphor, Wolf and Brodie (1998) consider ( )
*

1−tmme  to be the 

environmental output of the parental phenotype, whereas I consider ( )tc  to be the 

environmental input to the parental phenotype. 
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This paper is a simple extension of existing neo-Darwinian methods and is not 

meant as a replacement of theory that has held up very well for three-quarters of a 

century. 

 

QUANTITATIVE GENETIC MODEL 

 

I use a simple linear regression model in which the dependent variable is 

phenotype of the offspring, ( )1+tz , and the independent variables are additive genetic 

effects of offspring, ( )1+ta , stochastic environment of the offspring, ( )1+te , and 

measured or macro-environment of the offspring, ( )1+tc .  I follow Bulmer’s (1980) 

convention of distinguishing the stochastic environment, e, from the measured 

environment or condition, c.  Total environmental variance is therefore the sum of 

stochastic and measured environmental variances.  Following Kirkpatrick and Lande 

(1989), t represents the parental generation and t+1 the offspring generation.  To keep this 

paper conceptually simple, I have not explicitly included any epistatic effects, but have 

included G x E interaction terms.  Because the additive genetic effects of offspring, 

( )1+ta , are not directly observable, invoke the almost universally accepted assumption 

that phenotype of the parents, ( )tz , can be used as its proxy (Lush, 1940; Lynch & 

Walsh, 1998: 48-49).  Begin with the following standard parent-offspring regression 

model: 

( ) ( )11 +=+ taGtz iij    (direct additive genetic variance) 



47 
 

( )1++ tcK j   (measured environmental variance) 

( )1++ tei   (stochastic environmental variance)     (1) 

( ) ( )11 +⋅++ tctzI ji  (G x Eoffspring interaction variance) 

( )1++ tb   (regression bias) 

where i designates families and j designates conditions.  G is the matrix of additive 

genetic variances, while K measures the measured (macro-) environmental influences.  I 

use K instead of C only because upper and lower case C are difficult to distinguish in 

most typefaces.  If no environmental variables are measured, simply delete K and c from 

equation 1.  I is the G x E interaction matrix. 

Examining variances in the scalar case of Equation 1, yields the well-known 

quantitative genetic variance decomposition, VP=VA+(VC+VE)+VGxE, where VP is 

phenotypic variance, VC and VE  are the environmental variance (non-stochastic and 

stochastic parts, respectively), and VGxE is the interaction variance between the 

offspring’s genotype and its measured environment.  The nature versus nurture 

dichotomy arises naturally from this variance decomposition, especially when VGxE is 

zero: VA is nature and (VC+VE) is nurture. 

If measured parental environment affects offspring phenotype, then it should be 

added to the parent-offspring regression.  With this new time-lagged independent variable 

of measured parental environment, ( )tc j , we must add two new terms to equation 1, 

yielding: 
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( ) ( )11 +=+ taGtz iij    (direct additive genetic variance) 

( )tcH j+  (environmentally-alterable additive variance) 

( )1++ tcK j   (measured environmental variance) 

( )1++ tei   (stochastic environmental variance)   (2) 

( ) ( )11 +⋅++ tctzI ji  (G x Eoffspring interaction variance) 

( ) ( )tctzJ ji ⋅++ 1  (G x Eparent interaction variance) 

( )1++ tb   (regression bias) 

Call the variance of H, VEA, the environmentally-alterable additive genetic 

variance because it depends on the measured parental environment.  VEA is still part of 

additive genetic variance because it depends upon the parents.  Environmentally-alterable 

additive genetic variance, H, appears to be a new entity in quantitative genetics.   J and its 

variance VGxE-parent are measures of the interaction between offspring environment and 

parental condition.  The scalar case of the variance decomposition arising from Equation 

2 is VP = (VA+VEA) + (VC+VE) + (VGxE+VGxE-parent), where (VA+VEA) is the 

additive component of variance, (VC+VE) is the environmental component of variance, 

and (VGxE+VGxE-parent) is the genotype-by-environment interaction component of 

variance.  Actually, because H and J have been omitted independent variables from all 

previous parent-offspring regression models, those previous models may have produced 

seemingly anomalous and non-linear behaviors.  A regression model has to allocate those 
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effects to some independent variable that has been included in the model (see the section 

on phenotypic plasticity, below). 

H and J (VEA and VGxE-parent) are generalizations of indirect genetic effects 

(Moore, Brodie & Wolf, 1997; Wolf, Brodie, Cheverud, Moore & Wade, 1998).  Indirect 

genetic effects on an individual are those due to the phenotype of other individuals.  

Thus, maternal effects are a special form of indirect genetic effects.  H and J are 

coefficients on parental condition, ( )tc j .  Nonetheless, it is worthwhile singling out this 

special case of indirect genetic effects because existing mathematical models only 

include condition of the focal individual, and not condition of conspecific individuals, 

despite including phenotypes of all individuals.  The only place that condition of non-

focal individual seems to appear in the literature is the path diagram of Box 2c in Wolf et 

al. (1998). 

 

PHENOTYPIC PLASTICITY ARISING AS OMITTED VARIABLE BIAS 

 

What if environmental condition of the parents or more distant relatives should be 

included in the estimation of heritability, but had previously been omitted?  Then ( )tc j  

becomes an omitted variable from the regression, and there exists a formula for 

estimating the bias from such omissions (Greene, 1997).  In particular, 

( ) ( ) ( )( )
( )

( )
( )

( )

( )
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ellipses designates concatenation of two vectors.  If we assume that ( ) ( )1+≈ tctc jj  and 

( ) ( )( ) 0,1cov =+ tcta ji , then ( ) ( ) ( )( ) ( )( )1var,1cov +⋅+++≈ tatctaHGbiasE iji .  For 

scalar values, the second term in this last equation is approximately equal to 

KxGHxG VV ≈ .  KV  is usually known as EV , thus 

( ) PLEExGEG VVVVVbiasE +=++≈ , where ExGGPL VVV +=  is Scheiner and 

Goodnight’s (1984) measure of phenotypic plasticity for linear and non-linear reaction 

norms.  Thus, inclusion of the parent’s condition in the linear parent-offspring regression 

of equation 2 accounts for phenotypic plasticity of reaction norms. 

Notice, however, that ExGGPL VVV +=  only provides a good measure of the 

spuriously non-linear reaction norms if ( ) ( )1+≈ tctc jj .  What makes this result peculiar 

is that ( ) ( )1+≈ tctc jj  implies that the input data to the regression will be highly multi-

collinear, thereby grossly inflating the standard error of estimate (Greene, 1997).  If 

( ) ( )1+≠ tctc jj  or ( ) ( )( ) 0,1cov ≠+ tcta ji , then we must incorporate both direct and 

environmentally-alterable components of additive genetic variance into a single vector 

called ( )
( )

( ) 
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1*  whose covariance is 

( ) ( )( )
( ) ( )( ) 
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+
=

Htcta
tctaG

G
ji

ji
,1cov

,1cov* .  Then equation 2 can be rewritten as  

( ) ( ) ( ) ( )1111 *** +++++=+ tbtetaGtz iijij .  If macro-environmental condition is truly 

exogenous, then ( ) ( )( ) 0,1cov =+ tcta ji  and the above equation reduces to equation 2. 
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This analysis indicates that there is not good theoretical justification for using 

ExGGPL VVV +=  as a simple scalar measure of phenotypic plasticity.  Instead H and J 

(i.e. VEA and VGxE-parent) provide theoretically sound measures of these putative non-

linearities.  I say putative because, if there are no G x E interactions terms I and J, then H 

is a coefficient from a purely linear regression model. 

 

DISCUSSION 

 

Critics might argue that environmentally-alterable effects are simply another 

form of mutation and should therefore be incorporated into existing quantitative genetic 

models.  Such an approach, however, ignores the correlation between two important 

independent variables that are already part of those very models.  The direct additive 

genetic effects, ( )1+tai , can be dependent upon parental measured environment, 

( )1+tc j , because environmental perturbations can alter the genotype (epigenotype) in 

systematic ways.  Ignoring this correlation is tantamount to ignoring a possibly important 

underlying mechanism…one that we were trying to model in the first place! 

Consider equation 1 in which there are no environmentally-alterable additive 

genetic effects.  With the standard assumption that G is constant over time, phenotype of 

one generation can be used to predict the phenotypes of subsequent generations using the 

standard formula β1−=∆ GPz , where P is phenotypic variance, β  is the selection 

coefficient, and this equation can be iterated over successive generations.  By contrast, if 
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environmentally-alterable additive genetic variance for a trait (or suite of traits) is large 

compared with direct additive genetic variance, then this decimates the predictive power 

of this quantitative genetic model.  With environmentally-alterable additive genetic 

variance as modelled by equations 2 and 3, z∆ is a function of ( )tc .  Thus, with 

environmentally-alterable additive genetic variance, the only way to predict the 

evolutionary trajectory is to know the time history of measured environmental condition. 

The fact that standard quantitative genetic models such as equation 1 have 

worked so well for many decades indicates that environmentally-alterable additive 

genetic effects are either not that common or not that large.  Nonetheless, the fact that 

standard quantitative genetic models sometimes do not seem valid indicates that we 

should in some instances consider environmentally-alterable additive genetic effects. 

Although presence of environmentally-alterable additive genetic variance 

confounds quantitative genetic prediction, it also provides a simple route by which 

exogenous spatial or temporal environmental variation injects additive genetic variation 

into a population.  In this way, environmental variance can cause additive genetic 

variance even in populations for which additive genetic variance was originally zero.  

Environmentally-alterable additive genetic effects can be a source of evolutionary 

novelty.  This could play a role in such phenomena as El Niño Southern Oscillations and 

glacial/interglacial cycles. 

Environmentally-alterable heritable epigenetic signals provide a molecular 

mechanism that may underlie G x E interactions.  If the environmentally-altered 

epigenetic signal is reset during meiosis or syngamy, then this results in a standard G x 
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Eoffspring interaction.  If the environmentally-altered epigenetic signal is transmitted to 

offspring, then this results in a G x Eparent interaction.  In either instance, G x E 

interactions are still non-linearities in an otherwise linear model, but epigenetic theory 

allows G x E interactions to be something other than mere statistical artifacts. 

By explicitly including parental environment in parent-offspring regression 

models, I have explicated an important generalization of indirect genetic effects.  Parental 

environment is different from and independent of the offspring environment that is due to 

indirect genetic effects, such as the offspring environment created by parents or other 

conspecifics (Moore et al., 1997; Wolf & Brodie, 1998; Wolf, 2003).  Equation 2 allows 

us to estimate how exogenous parental environment affects evolutionary trajectories.  By 

knowing the time history of parental environmental conditions, we can estimate the 

response of a population to selection.  Additive genetic variance decomposes into an 

endogenous piece describing classical direct and indirect additive genetic effects (where 

the indirect piece includes classical maternal and paternal effects) and an exogenous 

piece describing environmentally-alterable additive genetic variance.  Environmentally-

alterable additive genetic variance, VEA, provides a linear measure of what were 

probably often previously referred to as non-linear reaction norms.  I have also 

introduced a truly non-linear component of phenotypic plasticity, J, which measures the 

interaction between offspring genetics and parental environment.  This model provides a 

theoretically sound measure of phenotypic plasticity and does so by positing a way that 

environmental variance gets converted to additive genetic variance.  This model also 

provides a quantitative genetic model by which to estimate the additive genetic 
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component of phenomena that are known to be heritably altered by environmental 

perturbations, such as maternal provisioning of embryo nutrients or the environmentally-

alterable epigenetic signals of cytosine methylation. 

Focusing on cytosine methylation for a moment, environmentally-alterable 

additive genetic effects may provide an explanation for why plants seem to be more 

phenotypically plastic than animals.  Relatively fluid cytosine methylation signatures 

provide a large source of environmentally-alterable additive genetic variance that has 

previously largely been disregarded.  Meiotic genomes primarily only have methylation 

on their cytosine nucleotides that are in CpG dinucleotides (cytosine-phosphate-guanine) 

or, much more rarely, in CpNpG trinucleotides, where N can be any nucleotide 

(Ramsahoye et al., 2000).  Animals generally having less than 5% of their CpG 

dinucleotides methylated, whereas plants have 10-30% of their CpG dinucleotides 

methylated (Shapiro, 1976; Finnegan & Kovac, 2000).  A test of the assertion that 

cytosine methylation fosters phenotypic plasticity would be to see whether the highest 

incidences of phenotypic plasticity occur in those taxa with high cytosine methylation 

levels and that the highest incidences of canalization occur in those taxa with little or no 

cytosine methylation.  We would have to examine a broad array of plant and animal taxa, 

realizing that not all environmentally-alterable epigenetic signals are based on cytosine 

methylation (e.g. histone acetylation; Prahald et al., 2003). 

For those environmentally-alterable additive genetic effects that are due to 

epigenetic signals, Waddington (1957: ix) showed great foresight in saying that, “Neo–

Darwinism involves a breach between organism and nature as complete as the Cartesian 
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dualism of mind and matter; an epigenetic consideration of evolution goes some way 

towards healing it.” 

There are both theoretical and practical implications of this work.  Evolutionary 

theorists are always looking for mechanisms that increase additive genetic variance.  

Here that is done by converting environmental variance to additive genetic variance.  

Some pragmatic implications of this work are discussed in Appendix A.  For example, if 

pollutants adversely affect organisms by heritably altering their epigenetic signals, then 

environmental remediation will not remove the problem.  Once pollutants have adversely 

altered an individual’s epigenetic signals, this harm will be transmitted to future 

generations even if they are not exposed to the pollutants.  It should become vitally 

important to estimate this environmentally-alterable component, VEA, of additive genetic 

variance.  In fact, a primary goal of this paper is to encourage empirical quantitative 

geneticists to estimate VEA.  Assuming that the interaction variances are zero (i.e. VGxE, 

VGxE-parent, and epistatic variance are zero), if VEA is zero, then we can decompose 

phenotypic variance into components due to nature (VA) and nurture (VC+VE), 

respectively.  If, however, VEA is a substantial portion of VP, especially compared with 

VA, then it will be impossible to disentangle the effects of nature and nurture. 

 



 

 

CHAPTER 5 

DISCUSSION 

 

I have developed several mathematical and verbal aspects of evolutionary 

epigenetic theory.  I affirmed that standard Fisherian quantitative genetics are adequate to 

describe epigenetic phenomena.  Therefore, epigenetic effects can be modeled as epistatic 

effects or as environmentally-alterable additive genetic effects.  Likewise, although I 

have not shown this here, the epigenetic signals of genomic imprinting can be modeled in 

quantitative genetic models as Mendelian effects by focusing on the differences between 

female and male epigenetic signals (Gorelick & Bertram, submitted), using techniques 

developed in Lande (1979). 

By asserting that epigenetic effects are synonymous with epistatic genetic effects, 

I was able to model signals that molecular biologists call constitutive epigenetic.  Thus, 

even without the fluidity that is their trademark, epigenetic effects contribute to additive 

genetic variance.  By asserting that other epigenetic effects are essentially fluid genetic 

effects – i.e. are less heritable than nucleotides – I was able to model signals that 

molecular biologists call facultative epigenetic.  I showed that fluidity of meiotically-

heritable epigenetic signals that is due to environmental perturbations can be modeled as 

environmentally-alterable additive genetic effects, which is a generalization of indirect 

additive genetic effects.  This provides a second mechanism by which epigenetic effects 

contribute to additive genetic variance.  And, it does so in a way that renders evolutionary 

trajectories entirely contingent on the time history of the environment.  Both constitutive 
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and facultative epigenetic effects contribute to additive genetic variance, although this 

has never been previously realized except in the context of developmental modules.  

What this work will allow us to do is quantify – both empirically and theoretically – 

the relative contributions the effects of these epigenetic effects on additive genetic 

variance (something we currently do not know). 

The evolutionary epigenetic theory in chapters 1, 2, and 4 also sheds light on what 

is meant by a gene.  Because epigenetic signals such as cytosine methylation and 

chromatin formation can contribute to additive genetic variance, we can no longer readily 

exclude them the definition of a gene.  Even assuming that there are no epistatic effects 

other than the interaction of single epigenetic loci with their underlying single genetic 

loci, epigenetic signals should either be considered genes or parts of genes.  This 

assertion is consistent with Benzer’s cis-trans definition of genes (Benzer, 1959), but 

diverges from more contemporary definitions which state that genes are lengths of 

nucleotides (e.g. Kitchner, 1992; Sarkar, 1998; Portin, 2002).  My work supports a return 

to earlier notions of the meaning of genes simply as units of heredity (Johannsen, 1909 as 

cited in Maienschein, 1992) or as something that contributes to additive genetic variance 

(Fisher, 1930; Lush, 1937).  In other words, a gene is merely something that is heritable 

or codes for a heritable trait.  This is a quintessential black box definition of genes, but 

one that seems to be required if we are to incorporate epigenetic effects into a neo-

Darwinian framework.  Like Fisher, we need a black box approach to the gene and the 

genotype-to-phenotype map in order to develop tractable mathematical models of 

evolution.  Only after that should we develop more reductionist models that explicitly 
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incorporate the molecular biology that underlies genetic/epigenetic effects and the 

genotype-to-phenotype map – but subsume the black box approach – which should lead 

to some interesting and unexpected theoretical results. 

I applied the work on environmentally-alterable additive genetic effects to fluid 

epigenetic signals to postulate one possible molecular mechanism underlying G x E 

interactions and phenotypic plasticity.  Although at first these seem like abstruse 

mathematical arguments, I showed that this new perspective can have huge implications 

for public health and environmental policy.  In particular, it begs for prevention rather 

than cure of cancers and other diseases (see Parenti, 2003 for a more political, but equally 

valid argument regarding asthma).  Environmentally-alterable additive genetic effects 

that are caused by fluid epigenetic signals may also provide the reason for why plants are 

so much more phenotypically plastic than animals – plants have much higher 

concentrations of cytosine methylation than animals, which may in part be due to their 

higher incidence of polyploidy. 

The usefulness of the theory developed in chapters 2 and 4 and Appendix A will 

be dependent upon an open empirical question: How heritable are epigenetic signals?  I 

have described and cited copious qualitative evidence for the epigenetic signals of 

cytosine methylation and chromatin formation (including genomic imprinting) being 

highly heritable, albeit less so than nucleotides.  These epigenetic signals are known to be 

transmitted to several successive subsequent generations, although here empirical work is 

largely lacking.  Consistent chromosomal banding patterns within a lineage over both 

ontogeny and phylogeny provide the best existing evidence that these epigenetic signals 
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are heritable over many successive generations.  If further empirical work corroborates 

and quantifies this heritability, then the evolutionary epigenetic theory developed herein 

could be quite important.  The applicability of this theory would grow even more if other 

forms of epigenetic signals such as RNA editing mechanisms, rRNA, MTOCs, etc, are 

found to also be heritable over many successive generations. 

Appendix B, C, and D show theoretical implications for evolutionary epigenetic 

theory in the origins and evolution of sex.  I have spent much of the past two years 

deciphering the roles evolutionary epigenetics have played in the origins of meiosis, sex 

determination, dioecy, sex chromosomes, and sexual dimorphism.  Although I am still 

putting the pieces together and gathering more evidence (e.g. dioecy really does seem to 

be triggered by polyploidy; Miller & Venable, 2000), hard work still remains, especially 

on processes that occurred further back in geologic time, such as any role that cytosine 

methylation may have played in the origins of meiosis. 

To most people, my title “evolutionary epigenetic theory” invokes notions of 

developmental biology, especially the active research areas known as evo-devo (e.g. 

Cowley & Atchley, 1992; Hall, 1992).  Classic evo-devo ideas lurk in this dissertation, 

although sometimes in cryptic fashion.  Appendix A and C contain discussions of how 

epigenetic signals may affect differentiation and de-differentiation of tissues in animals 

and plants, respectively.  Appendix D discusses how ancient asexual animal lineages 

probably go through most of the substantive life history stages of related sexual animals.  

In particular, ancient asexual animals probably undergo meiosis in the form of automixis, 

and can thereby periodically reset their epigenetic signals.  Appendix B presents the most 
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compelling evo-devo tale insofar as cytosine methylation provides the source for 

canalization of dioecy and sex chromosomes in animals.  Cytosine methylation triggers 

this canalization by driving Muller’s ratchet, which (like most ratchets) is effectively 

irreversible. 

Gene duplications induce epigenetic changes in cytosine methylation and 

chromatin formation (Ohno, 1970; Holland, Garcia-Fernandez, Williams & Sidow, 1994; 

Cooke, Nowak, Boerlijst & Maynard Smith, 1997; Holland, 1998; Force, Lynch, Pickett, 

Amores, Yan & Postlethwait, 1999).  I showed how these epigenetic effects could have 

been the proximate cause for the origins of sex determination, dioecy, and sex 

chromosomes.   These gene-duplication-induced epigenetic changes canalized dioecy and 

sex chromosomes.  I therefore assert that evolution of dioecy can be construed as a 

peculiar form of neoteny in which half of each lineage matures before producing eggs 

and the other half matures before producing sperm (although, admittedly, I have never 

before seen this re-conceptualization of dioecy). 

On curious thing about the model in Appendix B is that short-circuiting Muller’s 

ratchet means that canalization should not occur.  This, in fact, appears to be the case in 

plants, which experience so much selection in their haploid phases that they are immune 

from Muller’s ratchet.  Plants thus are less canalized and more phenotypically plastic than 

animals with respect to sex determination.  Compared with animals, elevated levels of 

phenotypic plasticity also seem to be prevalent in other plant traits.  Could this be due to 

greater concentrations of cytosine methylation in plants, which could then be 

environmentally-altered?  Could the extra methylation itself be a result of greater 
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incidences of polyploidy?  My guess is ‘yes’ to both questions (see the next paragraph for 

some details), although an argument can be made that plants are more tolerant of 

polyploidy because they are more phenotypically plastic.  I have argued elsewhere 

(Gorelick, 2001) that the way to disentangle these effects is to compare seed plant 

lineages that incur polyploidization with those that do not, but have not yet conducted 

such an analysis. 

I am beginning to develop some general theory that polyploidy can induce 

paedomorphism, including neoteny and progenesis.  The possibility exists that polyploidy 

can trigger new epigenetic signatures that down-regulate those genes that regulate latter 

stages of development (not just sexual function).  If the nascent epigenetic signatures can 

be removed via environmental perturbations, then this results in progenesis.  If the 

nascent epigenetic signatures are more permanent, then this results in neoteny.  I am 

beginning to assemble evidence for this idea as well as develop the theory more 

explicitly.  These ideas seem to be borne out by salamanders (Roth, Nishikawa, 

Naujoksmanteuffel, Schmidt & Wake, 1993; Roth, Nishikawa & Wake, 1997) and seed 

plants (Liu & Wendel, 2003; Gorelick, submitted-a).  Earlier, I hypothesized that several 

diminutive South American geophytic cacti seem to be neotenous and that this was 

triggered by polyploidy (Gorelick, 2004).  Patrick Griffith, Ralph Peters, and I are 

planning on testing this hypothesis using flow cytometry on the genera Pediocactus and 

Sclerocactus in northwest Arizona (and neighboring portions of southern Nevada, 

southern Utah, and northwestern New Mexico).  I have classified taxa as normal (x=0), 

progenetic (x=1), and neotenic (x=2).  Using phylogenetic comparative methods (Patrick 
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Griffith is currently constructing a phylogeny based on molecular and morphological 

characters), I predict that levels of paedomorphism will be correlated with levels of 

polyploidy. 

In chapter 2, I showed how the effects of epigenetic signals sensu Holliday (e.g. 

cytosine methylation, chromatin formation) were mathematically equivalent 

physiological epistasis.  Ideally, what I would like to do is show that, within a Fisherian 

framework, all epigenetic signals (including the ones envisioned by Waddington and 

people currently working on evo-devo) are equivalent to physiological epistasis.  I am 

also trying to show that indirect genetic effects can also be subsumed in models of 

physiological epistasis.  This would provide the noble goal of incorporating all forms of 

epistatic and epigenetic effects under a single umbrella of a formal Fisherian model. 

There is enormous potential for advancing evolutionary theory by meshing 

epigenetics with population and quantitative genetics.  If epigenetics provide a sizeable 

source for additive genetic variance, biologists will gain insight into the fuel that fires 

evolution.  This could eliminate the evolutionary cul-de-sac predicted by Fisher’s 

fundamental theorem of natural selection, without having to invoke unrealistic levels of 

mutation or other deus ex machina.  Other consequences of this evolutionary epigenetic 

theory can be as mundane as explaining the evolution of sex chromosomes and the 

maintenance of obligately asexual animal lineages for tens or millions of years.  The 

consequences of this evolutionary epigenetic theory can also be of practical importance to 

many people in society: from being able to exclusively grow female marijuana plants to 

preventing cancer.  The questions, few answers, and research agenda that I outlined 
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above only begin to scratch the surface of applying existing genetic techniques to 

epigenetics.  Such an epigenetic frontier establishes a theme that could be productively 

pursued for many years and could help unify evolutionary theory. 
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Summary Darwinian medicine is the treatment of disease based on evolution. The underlying assumption of Darwinian
medicine is that traits are coded by genes, which are often assumed to be sequences of DNA nucleotides. The
quantitative genetic ramification of this perspective is that traits, including disease susceptibility, are either caused by
genes or by the environment, with genotype-by-environment interactions usually considered statistical artefacts. I
emphasize also examining those epigenetic signals that can be altered by environmental perturbations and then
transmitted to subsequent generations. Although seldom studied, environmentally-alterable meiotically-heritable
epigenetic signals exist and provide a mechanism underlying genotype-by-environment interactions. Environment of a
parent can affect its descendants by heritably altering epigenetic signals. Neo-Lamarckian medicine is the application
of these evolutionary epigenetic notions to diseases and could have enormous public health and environmental policy
implications. If industrial contaminants adversely affect organisms by meiotically-heritably altering their epigenetic
signals, then cleaning up these contaminants will not remedy the problem. Once contaminants have adversely altered
an individual’s epigenetic signals, this harm will be transmitted to future generations even if they are not exposed to
the contaminant. Exposure to environmental shocks such as free radicals or other carcinogens can alter cytosine
methylation patterns on regulatory genes. This can cause cancer by up-regulating genes for cell division or by down-
regulating tumour suppressor genes. Environmentally-alterable meiotically-heritable epigenetic signals could also
underlie other diseases, such as diabetes, Prader–Willi syndrome, and many complex diseases. If environmentally-
altered meiotically-heritable epigenetic effects are widespread – which is an important open empirical question –
they have the potential to alter paradigmatic views of evolutionary medicine and the putative dichotomy of nature
versus nurture. Neo-Lamarckian medicine would thereby shift emphasis from cure to prevention of diseases.

�c 2003 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.
Introduction

Darwinian medicine has captured the imagination
of medical researchers and evolutionary biologists
[1,2]. It is defined as the use of “an evolutionary
perspective to understand why the body is not
better designed and why, therefore, diseases exist
at all” [3, p. 358]. The term ‘Darwinian’ is used to
distinguish neo-Darwinian views of evolution from
other, often older, views of evolution. In particu-
lar, Darwinian evolution is often contrasted with
Lamarckian notions of evolution of acquired char-
acters, which are clearly wrong. However, there
* Tel.: +1-480-966-1901; fax: +1-480-965-2519.
E-mail address: cycad@asu.edu (R. Gorelick).

0306-9877/$ - see front matter �c 2003 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reser
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are portions of cells other than DNA that are
faithfully transmitted from one generation to the
next, and some of these can be heritably altered by
the environment [4]. These signals provide a mode
by which the environment in one generation can
affect the evolutionary trajectory of subsequent
generations. Jablonka and Lamb have discussed
many such evolutionary applications, but none in
medicine [4–6]. I fill in this gap by introducing such
epigenetic effects into evolutionary medicine,
calling them neo-Lamarckian medicine.

Neo-Lamarckian medicine is driven by epige-
netic signals that are inherited across generations,
but are more fluid than DNA nucleotides. Unfortu-
nately, no term exists for such signals, hence I
begin by naming these ‘meiotically-heritable
ved.
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epigenetic’ signals to distinguish them from
epigenetic that are only transmitted via mitosis.
What are meiotically-heritable
epigenetic signals?

The term epigenetic was originally used to describe
all factors controlling gene expression and cell
differentiation. Waddington [7] used the term
epigenetic, amalgamating epigenesis and genetics,
where epigenesis refers to the gradual and pro-
gressive development of new structures [8]. It was
not until Waddington was writing his seminal book
that biologists realized that DNA is contained in
chromosomes ([9] citing [10]). Genetic phenom-
ena, like epigenetic ones, were originally consid-
ered to be of unknown molecular cause. Only
genetic and epigenetic effects were known. Fisher
defined additive genetic variance as the proportion
of phenotypic effects that get transmitted from
one generation to the next [11]. Note that this is a
population level definition of genetic effects be-
cause it requires one to examine average effects
and variances. In contrast, Waddington used the
term epigenetic to refer to any phenomena that
affected development within an individual and,
therefore implicitly, within a generation.

The meaning of the term genetic changed with
the introduction of the central dogma and se-
quence hypothesis [12]. They provided a one-way
path from DNA nucleotide sequences, to messenger
RNA (transcription), to protein synthesis (transla-
tion). Because of this paradigm, molecular biolo-
gists effectively re-defined the term genetic to
mean DNA nucleotide sequences; a definition that
many quantitative geneticists would admittedly
find repugnant.

Use of the term epigenetics also changed in the
1970s as molecular biologists began proposing
mechanisms, especially cytosine methylation, by
which development and gene regulation could be
controlled [13,14]. Many of these molecular signa-
tures gradually change irreversibly as cells and tis-
sues differentiate and age. Therefore, whichever
molecular mechanisms control development must
be reset each generation. “This suggests a supple-
mentary definition of epigenetics to include trans-
mission from one generation to the next, other than
the DNA sequence itself” [15, p. 454]. Holliday
thereby switched the focus of epigenetics from
strictly intra-generational to both intra- and inter-
generational (also see [16]). Therefore, I use the
terms ‘mitotically-heritable’ and ‘meiotically-her-
itable’ to distinguish the two different contempo-
rary meanings of the term epigenetic. Meiotically-
heritable epigenetic signals includecytosinemethyl-
ation, chromatin structure, and histone acetylation
and undoubtedly also include other molecular
signals, such as those mediating RNA editing.
Do environmentally-altered
meiotically-heritable epigenetic
signals exist?

There are several impediments to providing a de-
finitive answer as to whether there exist
environmentally-alterable meiotically-heritable
e-pigenetic signals. First, most work on heritability
of epigenetic signals has focused on faithful
transmission of epigenetic signals through mitosis,
not meiosis. Second, although it is clear that some
epigenetic signals – such as the cytosine methyla-
tion signatures of genomic imprinting and hetero-
chromatin – are meiotically-heritable, nobody has
quantified their degree of meiotic heritability (i.e.
narrow-sense heritability). Third, methods for es-
timating these environmentally-altered epigenetic
components of heritability have not been devel-
oped. To remedy this third difficulty, I provide a
sketch for an estimation methodology below (de-
tails contained in [17]). Neo-Lamarckian medicine
can only exist if environmentally-altered meioti-
cally heritable epigenetic signals exist.

At least six labs have independently reported
environmentally-altered meiotically-heritable epi-
genetic signals, two of which work with cytosine
methylation in mice. At some loci, amount of gene
product is proportional to amount of methylation
on the promoter [18]. At one mouse locus, meth-
ylation levels and resulting phenotypic effects
were both meiotically-heritable and could be al-
tered by feeding maternal parents methyl-rich di-
ets [19]. Similar results were found at another
mouse locus [20], but here epigenetic signals were
meiotically-heritable and could be altered through
either maternal or paternal parents. Chemical al-
teration of cytosine methylation patterns is also
known to be meiotically-heritable in plants [21,22].
Environmentally-alterable meiotically-heritable
epigenetic signals are not limited to cytosine
methylation. They has also been found in fission
yeast [23] and Drosophila [24], which are two of
the few lineages that has independently lost all or
most of their cytosine methylation [25]. We cannot
know how common or important these phenomena
are until researchers become more cognizant of
and systematically search for environmentally-al-
tered meiotically-heritable epigenetic signals [6].
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Quantitative genetics of
environmentally-altered
meiotically-heritable epigenetics

It is surprising that meiotically-heritable pheno-
typic traits are usually exclusively attributed to
genetic and environmental causes, and not also to
epigenetic causes. There has been a constant epi-
genetic thread running through evolutionary biol-
ogy since the discovery of position effect
variegation in the 1920s [26], transposons in the
1940s [27], genomic imprinting in the 1960s [28],
and the regulatory roles of cytosine methylation in
the 1970s [14]. Each of these phenomena should
have injected an epigenetic element into quanti-
tative genetic paradigms, but somehow failed to do
so. Thus far, work has been exclusively confined to
using quantitative genetics to estimate develop-
mental epigenetics [29,30].

Quantitative genetics considers genetic effects
to be any portion of variation that cannot be ex-
plained by environmental variation. Parent-
offspring models are linear regressions,where
offspring phenotype is the dependent variable and
the independent variables are the offspring’s en-
vironment and their parents’ phenotypes. The re-
gression coefficient on parents’ phenotype equals
heritability. With environmentally-altered meioti-
cally-heritable epigenetic signals, we need to add a
new independent variable to the regression: the
environment of the parents [17]. Its regression
coefficient equals the component of narrow-sense
heritability due to environmentally-altered meiot-
ically-heritable epigenetic signals.

If environment of the parents is omitted from
the above parent–offspring regression, as is tra-
ditionally the case, then environmentally-altered
meiotically-heritable epigenetic effects will be
erroneously ascribed to other regression coeffi-
cients, especially genotype-by-environment inter-
actions [17]. Sib analysis, which is the other
standard quantitative genetic method, is not
available for environmentally-alterable meiotical-
ly-heritable epigenetic signals because it does not
provide a method for including environment of the
parents.
Ramifications for neo-Lamarckian
medicine

The above procedure for estimating meiotically-
heritable epigenetic signals places neo-Lamarckian
evolution on firm theoretical ground. Neo-
Lamarckian evolution describes environmental
variables altering heritable signals, an idea that
even Darwin espoused [31,32]. Meiotically-herita-
ble epigenetics corroborates this notion, albeit in a
more random and less directed fashion than La-
marck had proposed [33,34]. Yet, despite neo-
Lamarckian effects having first been identified long
ago [26,35], neo-Lamarckian evolution is usually
caricatured as a mode of evolution that was com-
pletely debunked in the mid 1800s (however, see
[6]). Greater theoretical and empirical under-
standing of environmentally-altered meiotically-
heritable epigenetic signals will help in correctly
ascribing components of heritability. This is es-
sential in so much of medicine, where there is
great emphasis on discerning whether diseases are
caused by genetics or the environment. Environ-
mentally-altered meiotically-transmitted epige-
netic effects show that this is a false dichotomy. In
neo-Lamarckian medicine, the environment can
heritably alter the epigenome.

Neo-Lamarckian medicine could have enormous
public health and environmental policy implica-
tions. If industrial contaminants adversely affect
organisms (including humans) by meiotically-heri-
tably altering their epigenetic signals, then clean-
ing up these contaminants will not necessarily
remove the problem. Once contaminants have ad-
versely altered an organism’s epigenetic signals,
this harm will be transmitted to future generations
even if subsequent generations are not exposed to
the contaminant. Such effects have been docu-
mented for carcinogens acting by altering epige-
netic signals [36,37]. This provides much greater
impetus on preventing and correcting environ-
mental contamination than currently exists. Neo-
Lamarckian medicine changes the focus from cure
to prevention [38].

The role of meiotically-heritable epigenetic
signals in preventing and triggering cancers is in-
tuitively plausible. Epigenetic signals, especially
cytosine methylation, are known to regulate gene
activity [14]. In particular, methylation of pro-
moter genes almost always suppresses transcrip-
tion of their structural gene. For many loci,
downregulation of the gene is directly proportional
to the amount of cytosine methylation on the
promoter [18]. Environmental shocks are known to
alter epigenetic signals, e.g. demethylate a locus
(see [39]; in many of these instances, maintenance
methylation following mitosis is precluded, rather
than methylation being stripped away). Exposure
to environmental shocks such as free radicals or
other carcinogens generally alter cytosine methyl-
ation patterns on regulatory genes. If enough
methylation is removed (including from mitotically
produced daughter cells), gene activity can
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become highly upregulated [40]. Because cell dif-
ferentiation is largely the differential suppression
of various gene functions, cells with substantial
gene upregulation can become dedifferentiated
and begin rapidly proliferating. This provides a
potential route by which cancers could be triggered
[41].

An alternative hypothesis is that tumour sup-
pressor genes can be inactivated by too much
methylation [41–43]. That is, methylation sup-
presses (downregulates) production of substances
that preclude tumour growth, such as proteins that
mop up free radicals. This alternative hypothesis is
consistent with the observation that cancer cell
telomeres are highly methylated [44]. Too much
methylation is also associated with specific loci in
certain tumours and these methylation levels can
be environmentally-altered [45]. However, it is not
known whether these specific epigenetic signals
are meiotically-heritable.

Although I have focused on cancers, other dis-
eases are believed to be of epigenetic origin, usu-
ally caused by aberrant levels of cytosine
methylation. There is evidence that some forms of
diabetes are caused by meiotically-heritable epi-
genetic effects [46]. Complex diseases are usually
believed (and sometimes defined) to be caused by
multiple genes and multiple environmental factors
[47]. But complex diseases could just as readily be
caused by a single gene on which is attached a
variety of possible meiotically-heritable epigenetic
signals at a single genetic locus [48], i.e. one locus
with several epialleles. This is particularly plausi-
ble because there are usually multiple epigenetic
layers on top of a single nucleotide locus (e.g. cy-
tosine methylation, heterochromatin, histone
acetylation). Although there does not yet appear to
be any definitive evidence linking meiotically-her-
itable epigenetic signals with complex diseases,
their strong genotype-by-environment interactions
[49] makes them ripe for being studied in light of
neo-Lamarckian medicine.

There have been a few attempts at applying
Darwinian medicine to diseases caused by molec-
ular epigenetic defects, such as cytosine methyla-
tion errors in Prader–Willi syndrome patients [50].
But this disease is probably caused by a meioti-
cally-heritable epigenetic defect, rather than a
genetic defect [51]. In fact, there does not appear
to be any literature on evolutionary medicine being
applied to diseases with meiotically-heritable epi-
genetic aetiology. My hope in introducing this
conceptual foundation for neo-Lamarckian medi-
cine is that those working in human medical ge-
netics will begin considering meiotically-heritable
epigenetic effects as possible causes for disease. If
such diseases are found to be triggered by envi-
ronmental perturbations, such as carcinogens, then
there need to be concerted efforts made to pre-
vent such diseases before subsequent generations
are adversely affected.
Conclusion

Environment in one generation can affect
subsequent generations by altering epigenetic
signatures. If environmentally-altered meiotically-
heritable epigenetic effects are widespread (which
is an important open empirical question), they
have the potential to alter paradigmatic views of
evolutionary medicine, including abjuring the na-
ture versus nurture dichotomy that pervades so
much of modern medicine. With these effects,
we may find the molecular basis for genotype-
by-environment interactions. Their application in
evolutionary medicine, called neo-Lamarckian
medicine, could shift emphasis from cure to pre-
vention of diseases.
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Why are there two sexes in certain species, instead of one hermaphroditic sex? Why are Y chromosomes shorter than
X chromosomes, but only in certain lineages? I propose that differences between sexes are initially determined by dif-
ferential methylation in nuclear DNA between females and males, driving Muller’s ratchet. Methylation of promot-
ers suppresses transcription, including loci coding for gamete production, thereby converting hermaphroditic
individuals into females or males. Differential methylation of sex chromosomes suppresses recombination and
increases mutation rate, thereby geometrically increasing the speed of Muller’s ratchet. Higher mutability of meth-
ylated nucleotides plus loss of sex-determining function of previously methylated nucleotides provides selective pres-
sure to excise these loci, resulting in shorter Y or W chromosomes. Derived lineages usually have more methylation
than do ancestral ones, and hence have relatively shorter sex chromosomes. Methylation canalizes dioecy and degen-
eration of sex chromosomes. Latter stages of sex chromosome evolution may have occurred via other mechanisms, for
example sexually antagonistic genes or chromosomal rearrangements. A few aberrant derived lineages lost most
methylation, and their sex determination and sex chromosomes may have evolved via other means. Differential
methylation provides a mechanism for early evolution of dioecy in anisogamous sexual diploid eukaryotes and of sex
chromosomes in metazoans. © 2003 The Linnean Society of London, 
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INTRODUCTION

 

For at least the past 3000 years, people have been
speculating on the causes of sex and dioecy (Mittwoch,
2000). However, it took until the advent of modern
genetics at the dawn of the 20th century for scientists
to connect two distinct sexes with sex chromosomes
(McClung, 1902; Stevens, 1905). For the next seven
decades, insufficient molecular evidence existed for a
more refined or reductionist model of evolution of dio-
ecy. However, in the past quarter century, there has
been an almost evangelical search for a single sex-
determining locus on sex chromosomes (Wachtel &
Tiersch, 1994; Mittwoch, 2000; but see Graves, 2002),
ignoring substantial evidence that earlier researchers
may have been correct that sex is determined by dif-
ferential properties of whole sex chromosomes. My
approach falls in between these two extremes; it can

account for the evolution of dioecy via a single gene
and via effects spread out more diffusely over multiple
genes.

There is no single unified hypothesis explaining sex
determination, not even when confining attention to
metazoans or even to vertebrates. The problem is that
environmental and chromosomal sex determination
are usually considered to be different phenomena. I
propose a hypothesis that explains both types of sex
determination by focusing on epigenetic patterns
across wide swaths of incipient sex chromosomes,
rather than genetic patterns of nucleotides on one or a
few loci. These epigenetic patterns consist of a binary
code of methylation: is each nucleotide locus methy-
lated or not? Methylation is the addition of a methyl
group (CH

 

3

 

) to a DNA nucleotide, usually to the
5

 

¢

 

-carbon of cytosine (5-methylcytosine) in cytosine-
guanine dinucleotides (CpG). Heterochromatic pro-
teins bind to methylated nucleotides, causing the
G-chromosomal banding patterns that are observable
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under a light microscope (Miniou 

 

et al

 

., 1997; Singer,
Yordan & Martienssen, 2001; Richards & Elgin, 2002).
Methylation patterns are highly heritable (Holliday,
1988; Vyskot 

 

et al

 

., 1995). I propose that differential
methylation of regulatory genes controlling produc-
tion of primary sex characteristics, gonads, and/or
gametes on a pair of homologous chromosomes pro-
vided the origin of two distinct sexes and proto-sex
chromosomes.

When biologists think of sex chromosomes, they typ-
ically do not think of differential methylation of sex-
determining loci. Instead, they think of a pair of chro-
mosomes of unequal length in one of the two sexes.
This distinction between dioecy and sex chromosomes
is a result of chromosomes of unequal length being
readily observable under a light microscope. Differen-
tial methylation levels are much less visible, although
they are potentially visible as subtle differences in
chromosomal banding patterns under a light micro-
scope. Differential methylation of sex-determining loci
is merely the first step in shortening of one of the two
sex chromosomes (Solari, 1994 and Steinemann &
Steinemann, 1998 point out that differential hetero-
chromatin is the first step in forming heteromorphic
sex chromosomes in some species, but fail to mention
that heterochromatin often contains methylated DNA
sequences).

The most widely accepted explanation for the evo-
lution of sex chromosomes of unequal length is
Muller’s ratchet for the accumulation of deleterious
mutations on one of the two sex chromosomes (Muller,
1914; Muller, 1964; Frota-Pessoa & Aratangy, 1968;
Nei, 1970; Felsenstein, 1974). The problem with
Muller’s ratchet and other proposed models is in start-
ing the process of sex chromosome evolution without
invoking seemingly ad hoc assumptions, such as a
mechanism by which recombination is initially sup-
pressed. I modify this traditional model by using the
effects of methylation to adjust two key parameters in
Muller’s ratchet: recombination and mutation rates.
This accelerates the rate of Muller’s ratchet, providing
a rationale for why there exists only one pair of sex
chromosomes, and further explaining the close
relationship between evolution of dioecy and sex
chromosomes.

There probably exists a plurality of mechanisms for
evolution of dioecy and sex determination (West,
Lively & Read, 1999). My proposal tries to elucidate
the most widespread and likely origin. In plants,
where there is much more movement of genes between
nuclei and organelles (Palmer 

 

et al

 

., 2000), there is a
much higher likelihood of cytoplasmic sex determina-
tion. In those few aberrant and highly derived animal
and fungal lineages in which cytosine methylation was
lost, dioecy and sex chromosomes may have evolved
via mechanisms not associated with methylation.

Unfortunately, these aberrant derived lineages con-
tain those taxa that are most often studied to deter-
mine the origins of dioecy and sex chromosomes: the
yeasts 

 

Saccharomyces cervisiae

 

 and 

 

Schizosaccharo-
myces pombe

 

, the fruit fly family Drosophilidae, and
the nematode 

 

Caenorhabditis elegans

 

 (Riggs & Pfeifer,
1992; Wolffe & Matzke, 1999; Gowher, Leismann &
Jeltsch, 2000; Lyko, Ramsahoye & Jaenisch, 2000).

 

Drosophila

 

 have highly derived and atypically compli-
cated sex-determining systems (Dübendorfer 

 

et al

 

.,
2002), hence extensive earlier work on the evolution of
sex determination and sex chromosomes derived from
studies of 

 

Drosophila

 

 are probably not applicable to
most other taxa. The evolution of sex determination is
also well studied in mammals, but here the sex-deter-
mining mechanisms are probably so highly canalized
that it is impossible to gain any glimpses of the early
evolution of sex determination. Therefore, our best
windows into the evolution of dioecy and sex chromo-
somes come from relatively ancestral animal taxa.

The first half of this paper provides this theory of
methylation driving the evolution of dioecy and sex
chromosomes, while the second half provides several
testable predictions and details regarding testing.

 

THEORY

E

 

VOLUTION

 

 

 

OF

 

 

 

DIOECY

 

It is generally believed that two distinct sexes evolved
via a single sex-determining locus. However, this fails
to explain how such a locus could have independently
evolved many times, why chromosomal banding pat-
terns differ over large portions of sex chromosomes
and not just near the putative sex-determining locus,
how recombination between incipient sex chromo-
somes is initially suppressed, and the mechanisms by
which environmental and hormonal sex determina-
tion operate. To rectify this, I propose an alternative
model of evolution of dioecy via differential methyla-
tion of sex-controlling portions of the genome. Differ-
ential methylation could be on a single gene, which
may then be interpreted as a sex-determining locus,
but could just as well occur on multiple unlinked
genes.

Methylation (CH

 

3

 

) is invariably attached symmetri-
cally on double-stranded DNA at specific palindromic
nucleotide sequences. This symmetry allows for faith-
ful copying of methylation patterns during chromo-
somal replication, in which maintenance methylation
corrects asymmetries by adding methylation to the
unmethylated strand (Woodcock 

 

et al

 

., 1997). Methyl
groups are usually attached to the 5

 

¢

 

-carbon of
cytosine (5-methylcytosine) in CpG dinucleotides, or
less frequently to CpNpG trinucleotides, where N can
be any nucleotide (Ramsahoye 

 

et al

 

., 2000). I disre-
gard the other forms of methylation, N

 

6

 

-methylade-
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nine and N

 

4

 

-methylcytosine, because they are absent
from all meiotic genomes. Methylation patterns are
highly heritable and form a code akin to and on top of
nucleotide sequences, but with a different alphabet.
Methyl groups attach directly to DNA nucleotides,
hence they are referred to as epigenetic phenomena
(‘epi-’ means ‘on top of ’).

I hypothesize that dioecy and sex chromosomes orig-
inated in ancestral diploid hermaphrodites as a pair of
ordinary homologous chromosomes (autosomes) in
which one chromosome had more methyl groups
attached to a sex-controlling region than did its homo-
logue (see de Almeida-Toledo 

 

et al

 

., 2001 for a similar
notion). The chromosome with the more highly meth-
ylated sex-controlling region was the incipient Y or W
chromosome. Thus, a second distinct sex was initially
determined solely by methylation patterns. Moreover,
genomic imprints (i.e. parent-specific ‘differentially
methylated regions’) are the cause rather than effect
of having two sexes. Below I show why sex-specific
methylation and proto-sex chromosomes were initially
confined to one pair of homologous autosomes, consis-
tent with theoretical models and empirical data from
all eukaryotes that have multicellular diploid stages
(Hurst & Hamilton, 1992).

Methylation blocks binding sites for enzymes that
mediate transcription (Iguchi-Ariga & Schaffner,
1989; Tate & Bird, 1993; Henry 

 

et al

 

., 1999; Yung

 

et al

 

., 2001) (Fig. 1) in several interrelated ways (see
Gorelick, 2003 and references therein). Transcrip-
tion is invariably suppressed if promoters are meth-
ylated, especially in dense regions of cytosine-
guanine dinucleotides (Futscher 

 

et al

 

., 2002). In
some but not all promoters, the degree of suppres-
sion of transcription is proportional to the density of

cytosines that are methylated (Boyes & Bird, 1992;
Tate & Bird, 1993).

In hermaphroditic anisogamous diploid eukaryotes,
I hypothesize that differential methylation of a locus
whose gene products are responsible for primary sex
characteristics or gamete formation caused the origin
of a second sex. Methylation regulates production of
gene products in a regulatory cascade that produces
female or male sexual characteristics (Iannello 

 

et al

 

.,
1997; Grant, 1999; Iannello 

 

et al

 

., 2000; Griswold &
Kim, 2001). Suppression of such gene products could
suppress the production of either eggs or sperm (Char-
lesworth & Charlesworth, 1978). Whichever pair of
autosomes this differential methylation first occurred
on would become the proto-sex chromosomes. If the
differential methylation suppressed production of
male (female) sex hormones or some other gene prod-
uct that contributes to production of sperm (egg) cells,
then this would become the proto-Y (W) chromosome.
A second pair of autosomes could not subsequently
form another set of proto-sex chromosomes because
they could only do so by indirectly regulating the pro-
duction of eggs or sperm, which would either result in
(1) no effect if both methylated sites affected produc-
tion of the same form of gamete or (2) zero fitness if
both methylated sites inhibited production of different
forms of gametes. Differential methylation could affect
regulation of genes on other chromosomes, however, so
long as these genes do not affect sex determination
and production of gametes. Furthermore, the chromo-
somes on which these other genes reside will not have
loci excised. Below, I further discuss why there can
only be one pair of homologous chromosomes of
unequal length.

‘In principle, one genetic or epigenetic
signal . . . would suffice for sexual differentiation’
(Dübendorfer 

 

et al

 

., 2002: 75). Only a small regulatory
change, such as differential methylation, would be
required to create the first female or male individual
in a hermaphroditic species. In hermaphroditic indi-
viduals, female (male) functions are suppressed in
male (female) sex organs. Therefore, a strictly female
individual could be created via co-option (by the male
sex organs) of the regulatory machinery that origi-
nally suppressed male function in female sex organs of
hermaphrodites. For ancestral lineages, sex determi-
nation was probably controlled by one or a few loci.
However, with repeated duplications of these genes
over evolutionary time, derived lineages may have
multiple loci involved in sex determination.

If sex is determined by many independent (but pos-
sibly paralogous) genes and each locus requires rela-
tively dense promoter methylation to be suppressed,
then the old notion of global determination of sex is
correct. If sex is determined by one or a few genes
whose resulting biochemical pathways are tightly

 

Figure 1.
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interlinked, then the modern notion of a single sex-
determining locus is correct (e.g. Canning & Lovell-
Badge, 2002), especially if these gene products have
promoters that are down-regulated by the addition of
only one or a few methyl groups.

 

E

 

VOLUTION

 

 

 

OF

 

 

 

SEX

 

 

 

CHROMOSOMES

 

Evolution of sex chromosomes is usually explained by
a traditional application of Muller’s ratchet. Muller’s
ratchet is a population genetic model of how the min-
imum number of point mutations (hereinafter muta-
tions) per individual accumulates over evolutionary
time in a finite population with reduced recombina-
tion, i.e. with reduced crossing over between distinct
homologues. The class of individuals with the mini-
mum number of mutations is lost via genetic drift and
mutation. The speed of Muller’s ratchet is propor-
tional to the per-genome mutation rate (i.e. per-locus
mutation rate times genome length) and inversely
proportional to the effective population size and
recombination rate (Nei, 1970; Haigh, 1978). Muller’s
ratchet only applies when the haploid stage of the life
cycle is immune from selection. Technically, Nei’s
(1970) model only accounts for a single iteration of the
ratchet. An extension of Nei’s model to multiple steps
of Muller’s ratchet does not exist for sexual lineages. I
therefore rely on his single step approach, but refer to
the output of his model as speed of Muller’s ratchet.

Evolution of sex chromosomes has also been
explained using other forms of the Fisher–Muller
model (Felsenstein, 1988), such as genetic hitchhiking
or Hill–Robertson effect, and by retrotransposon
traps. None of these models explain how recombina-
tion is initially suppressed in the vicinity of putative
sex-determining loci, especially in genetically identi-
cal sex chromosomes, although this is a prerequisite
for each model. Nor do these models explain why
derived lineages have more highly degenerated sex
chromosomes compared with ancestral lineages nor
why derived lineages usually have two genetically dis-
tinct sexes.

I propose that methylation suppresses recombina-
tion, thereby starting Muller’s ratchet, that methyla-
tion increases mutation rate and decreases
recombination rate, thereby speeding up Muller’s
ratchet, and that mutation and epimutations of meth-
ylated nucleotides provide the selective force for dele-
tion of loci from Y and W chromosomes.

The traditional Muller’s ratchet model has recombi-
nation rate and per genome point mutation rate given
exogenously. Nei (1970) appears to have provided the
only mathematical model of Muller’s ratchet that
explicitly includes recombination rate as a parameter.
The speed of Muller’s ratchet is an increasing function
of per-genome mutation rate and a decreasing func-

tion of recombination rate (Nei, 1970). Recombination
and mutation rates only appear as products of each
other in Nei’s formulation of Muller’s ratchet. In the
remainder of this section, I show that recombination
rates are inversely proportional to methylation level
and that mutation rates are directly proportional to
methylation level. Therefore, an increase in methyla-
tion level increases the speed of Muller’s ratchet in
two different ways: by suppressing recombination and
by increasing mutation. Since these two factors
appear as products of each other in Nei’s formulation,
this results in a geometric increase in the speed of
Muller’s ratchet. Once recombination and mutation
rates are considered functions of methylation level,
methylation both starts and accelerates Muller’s
ratchet.

Methylation suppresses recombination (Holliday,
1984; Holliday, 1988; Colot & Rossignol, 1999) in the
same way it suppresses transcription. Heterochro-
matic proteins bind to methylated loci (Miniou 

 

et al

 

.,
1997; Singer 

 

et al

 

., 2001; Richards & Elgin, 2002),
thereby blocking sites for enzymes that mediate
recombination (Catcheside, 1986; Hsieh, Meyn &
Camerini-Otero, 1986; Rauth 

 

et al

 

., 1986). It is cur-
rently believed that methylation suppresses recombi-
nation of any loci that are known recombination sites.
What is important here is starting Muller’s ratchet, so
there simply need to be a few sites that have sup-
pressed recombination, such as promoters that control
sex determination.

Contrary to many claims, sexually antagonistic
genes (Fisher, 1931; Bull, 1983; Rice, 1987a, 1996) do
not in fact provide a mechanism for initially suppress-
ing recombination. They only accelerate already exist-
ing local suppression of recombination. The sexually
antagonistic genes model contains two assumptions:
(1) there is a single or there are a few sex-determining
loci and (2) genes that locally suppress recombination
are common near those sex-determining loci (Bull,
1983; Rice, 1996). With these two strong assumptions,
sexually antagonistic genes can cause the degenera-
tion of Y or W chromosomes and may play a role in the
latter stages of sex chromosome evolution, but proba-
bly played no role in incipient sex chromosome forma-
tion. Differential methylation obviates these two
assumptions and does so by providing the molecular
mechanisms for initially suppressing recombination,
mechanism that the leading supporters of the sexually
antagonistic genes hypothesis claim are unknown (e.g.
Rice, 1996: 334).

Methylated cytosine mutates to thymine at a much
higher rate than does unmethylated cytosine. I review
the deamination pathways by which methylated and
unmethylated cytosine incur point mutations and
then discuss correction mechanisms by which these
mutations are often repaired (Fig. 2).
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Both methylated and unmethylated cytosine nucle-
otides incur point mutations (transitions) via deami-
nation. Point mutations of unmethylated cytosine to
thymine are via hydrolytic or enzymatic deamination
to uracil, which – if not corrected by subsequent mis-
match repair – are converted by maintenance methy-
lation to the commonest and lowest energy form of
thymine, the dioxo-tautomer, 5-methyl-2,4-pyrim-
idinedione (Yang, Jones & Shibata, 1996). Point muta-
tions of 5-methylcytosine to thymine are via hydrolytic
deamination to a monoxo-tautomeric form of thymine,
4-hydroxy-5-methyl-2-pyrimidinone, which – if not
corrected by subsequent mismatch repair – are almost
immediately converted to the commonest and lowest
energy form of thymine, the dioxo-tautomer, 5-methyl-
2,4-pyrimidinedione (Norberg & Vihinen, 2001). Most
likely, point mutations of methylated or unmethylated
cytosine are spontaneous and methylation of cytosine
increases the mutation rate because the attached
methyl group lowers the energy required for deamina-
tion (Shen, Rideout & Jones, 1994; Yang 

 

et al

 

., 1996).
The energy required for deamination differs if one
looks at single oligonucleotides, single-stranded DNA,
or double-stranded DNA (Yang 

 

et al

 

., 1996), indicating
that the conformational changes resulting from DNA
methylation probably also affect deamination and
mutation rates of methylated cytosine. Alternatively,
housekeeping enzymes that bind to methylated
cytosine, but depend on the structure of DNA mole-
cules, may trigger this deamination (Norberg &

Vihinen, 2001). Regardless of the details, methylated
cytosine has approximately three times the deamina-
tion rate of unmethylated cytosine, and hence a higher
mutation rate.

Relative rates of point mutation of methylated and
unmethylated cytosine to thymine are also affected by
mismatch repair mechanisms that bind to the inter-
mediate products of deamination (Fig. 2). Mismatch
repair enzymes appear to detect hydrogen bonding
between the incumbent uracil or 4-hydroxy-5-methyl-
2-pyrimidinone and the unmethylated or methylated
cytosine’s original complement of guanine (Barrett

 

et al

 

., 1998). Mismatch repair enzymes then convert
uracil or 4-hydroxy-5-methyl-2-pyrimidinone to unm-
ethylated cytosine. Mismatch repair does not correct
all such point mutations because the mismatch repair
enzymes sometimes operate after DNA replication,
hence there is no complementary template to use in
correcting errors (Brown & Jiricny, 1987; Jones 

 

et al

 

.,
1992). Mismatch repair involves a different, but prob-
ably homologous, set of enzymes for point mutations of
methylated  vs.  unmethylated  cytosine  (Barrett

 

et al

 

., 1998). Mismatch repair of hydrogen bonded
uracil : guanine pairs is six thousand times more effi-
cient than that of 4-hydroxy-5-methyl-2-
pyrimidinone : guanine pairs (Schmutte 

 

et al

 

., 1995).
Heuristically, this is entirely plausible because uracil
is recognized as a foreign nucleotide in double-
stranded nuclear or mitochondrial DNA (uracil is
never used for coding in double-stranded DNA in any

 

Figure 2.

 

Pathways for methylation, point mutation, and mismatch repair. High-energy tautomer of thymine is 4-hydroxy-
5-methyl-2-pyrimidinone. Low-energy tautomer of thymine is 5-methyl-2,4-pyrimidinedione. Methylation of cytosine can
be via de novo methylation.
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organism), whereas 4-hydroxy-5-methyl-2-pyrimidi-
none can easily go undetected by mismatch repair
enzymes because it is merely a tautomer of thymine.
Because it is a low-energy reaction, tautomeric con-
version of 4-hydroxy-5-methyl-2-pyrimidinone to 5-
methyl-2,4-pyrimidinedione occurs much more rapidly
than does maintenance methylation of uracil to thym-
ine, thereby precluding the opportunity for mismatch
repair of many deaminated molecules of 5-methylcy-
tosine. Therefore, the ultimate genetic point mutation
rate – following deamination, maintenance methyla-
tion, and mismatch repair – is almost 20 000 times
greater for methylated cytosine . . . so much so that
methylated cytosines cause 30–40% of all germ-line
point mutations in humans (Jones 

 

et al

 

., 1992).
If a methylated cytosine is converted to unmethy-

lated cytosine via deamination and mismatch repair,
that individual retains an altered methylation signa-
ture. From a genetic perspective, this is not a problem
because both methylated and unmethylated cytosine
are transcribed into identical messenger RNA, if they
are transcribed at all (Jones 

 

et al

 

., 1992). However,
from an epigenetic perspective, this can have dire con-
sequences, especially if it occurs at a sex-determining
locus. The only opportunity for correcting this loss of
methylation is during global demethylation and de
novo methylation of the meiotic (nuclear) genome at or
immediately following gamete formation and syn-
gamy. However, this is too late for an individual that
depends on its methylation to regulate production of
primary sexual characters and gametes.

Increased mutation rate of methylated (vs. unmeth-
ylated) cytosine into thymine increases the speed of
Muller’s ratchet. Once genes containing sex-determin-
ing methylation patterns contain nucleotides that
mutate from methylated cytosine into thymine, there
is strong selective pressure to excise these loci, result-
ing in immediate degeneration of the proto-Y chromo-
some into a true (i.e. shorter) Y chromosome. Note that
the only way in which one of two differentially meth-
ylated homologous chromosomes will initially have
loci excised is if the differential methylation sup-
pressed production of eggs or sperm. Because it is dire
to completely suppress production of both eggs and
sperm and of no consequence to suppress two separate
parts of the same regulatory pathway that produces
either eggs or sperm, only one set of autosomes can
have loci initially excised and thereby become sex
chromosomes in any given lineage. Existence of only a
single pair of sex chromosomes is not predicted by any
other theory, including those hypothesizing a single
putative sex-determining locus, because such putative
loci can be duplicated.

As with all previous theories regarding degenera-
tion of sex chromosomes (e.g. Charlesworth, 1991;
Rice, 1994, 1996; Charlesworth & Charlesworth,

2000), I remain mute about the precise mechanism by
which mutated and epimutated loci are excised from
non-recombining portions of sex chromosomes.
Although such loci may be responsible for severe fit-
ness disadvantages, this does not explain how they are
excised. Because recombination is locally suppressed
in all of these models, excision cannot be due to
increased crossing over. However, with methylation
driving evolution of sex chromosomes, a lack of cross-
ing over provides an absolute fitness disadvantage
insofar as X or Z chromosomes do not accumulate ben-
eficial mutations more rapidly than do Y or W chro-
mosomes, as would be case with background trapping
(Rice, 1996).

Once recombination is initially suppressed and
Muller’s ratchet has started on a pair of proto-sex
chromosomes, there is no longer a requirement that
the mutations driving the ratchet be associated
with sex determination. Mutated loci merely need
to be tightly linked to an ancestral sex-determin-
ing locus, i.e. be on the same chromosome with sup-
pressed recombination. Thus, ceteris paribus, when
the heterogametic proto-sex chromosome has more
methylation of any loci, it will have a faster
Muller’s ratchet.

Although I propose that methylation is largely
responsible for the origin of two distinct sexes and sex
chromosomes, other mechanisms could be responsible
for the latter stages in this evolution. Inversions and
translocations are responsible for many recently
derived structural differences in sex chromosomes. For
example, the relative sizes of sex chromosomes across
all mammals and across all species in the lizard genus

 

Sceloporus

 

 are probably due to chromosomal rear-
rangements, and not to gradual deterioration of a Y or
W chromosome (Sites 

 

et al

 

., 1992; Graves, 1995b).
Because sex is initially determined by differential

methylation and (evolutionarily) later by gene dele-
tions from Y or W chromosomes, differences between
proto-sex chromosomes canalize dioecy. Originally,
each pair of homologous chromosomes had the same
lengths and the same methylation patterns, and
these lineages were cosexual. Differential methyla-
tion of one pair of homologous chromosomes cana-
lized dioecy (i.e. loss of hermaphrodites) in diploid
eukaryote lineages, although these lineages may still
have been cosexual as with temperature-dependent
sex determination. With sufficient differences in
methylation between the two sexes, sex change
became unidirectional or nonexistent and heteroga-
meity became canalized. Evolution from X/Y to Z/W,
or vice versa, became impossible. Furthermore, dio-
ecy itself became canalized. Charles Darwin was the
first to suggest that the sex of animals and plants is
canalized from an initial hermaphroditic condition
(Darwin, 1873; Stauffer, 1975). However, lack of infor-
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mation regarding heredity precluded him from
hypothesizing about molecular or physiological
causes for this canalization.

The most likely reason why nobody as yet has inde-
pendently applied methylation to Muller’s ratchet for
the evolution of sex chromosomes is that virtually all
modern biologists working on this problem have used

 

Drosophila

 

 as their study organism (Charlesworth,
1978; Rice, 1987b; Charlesworth, 1991; Steinemann &
Steinemann, 1992; Rice, 1996; Charlesworth & Char-
lesworth, 2000). The family Drosophilidae and other
isolated lineages of classical model organisms, such as
the nematode 

 

Caenorhabditis elegans

 

 and the yeast

 

Saccharomyces cervisiae

 

, independently lost all or
most DNA methylation in the recent evolutionary
past, while ‘normal’ higher levels of methylation were
retained in all related lineages (Urieli-Shoval 

 

et al

 

.,
1982; Proffitt 

 

et al

 

., 1984; Riggs & Pfeifer, 1992; Wolffe
& Matzke, 1999; Gowher 

 

et al

 

., 2000; Lyko 

 

et al

 

.,
2000). This highly derived lack of (most) methylation
deprived researchers working with 

 

Drosophila

 

 of the
key mechanisms by which the sex of an individual is
determined, recombination is suppressed, and muta-
tion rate is increased.

Although the arguments in this section on the evo-
lution of sex chromosomes appear to apply to all
eukaryotes, they in fact only apply to metazoans
because of an underlying assumption behind Muller’s
ratchet. One of the predictions below posits that other
eukaryotes, such as fungi and plants, are immune
from the effects of Muller’s ratchet due to their exten-
sive gene expression during haploid stages. In con-
trast, my arguments regarding evolution of dioecy
apply to all anisogamous sexual diploid eukaryotes.
Their nuclear genomes can become differentially
methylated, even though Muller’s ratchet cannot sub-
sequently operate on them.

 

PREDICTIONS

 

I provide testable predictions arising from the above
theory, including several corollaries (Table 1). I also
give details regarding the testing of these predictions.
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CHROMOSOMES

 

I predict that all dioecious lineages will have at least
slightly different sex chromosomes. If the homologous
chromosomes have identical nucleotide sequences,
then they will have different methylation patterns.
These chromosomes will have differences in G-band-
ing patterns because heterochromatic proteins bind to
methylated DNA (Schmid & Haaf, 1989).

Only after comprehensive data on methylation lev-
els becomes available will it be possible to test whether

dioecious lineages with putative sex chromosomes of
equal length have differential methylation levels
between the two homologues in the heterogametic sex.
The output of this analysis would be a phylogenetic
comparison of dioecy/monoecy (or dioecy/cosexual) vs.
extent of methylation difference between the sexes or
between the two proto-sex chromosomes. Cosexual lin-
eages are defined as those in which there exist some
individuals that are capable of producing both eggs
and sperm or have environmentally determined sex,
i.e. lack of strict dioecy (Lloyd, 1980). Comparisons of
methylation differences will be especially important if
they are of promoters of genes known to code for pro-
duction of gametes or primary sexual characters. This
analysis may require a separate comparison for each
large taxonomic group, such as vertebrates and flow-
ering plants. The most appropriate tool would be bisul-
phite sequencing of promoters affecting sex
determination, especially using tools that assess den-
sity of methylation (Galm 

 

et al

 

., 2002; Gitan 

 

et al

 

.,
2002). A simpler approach would be to use reverse-
phase high-performance liquid chromatography
(HPLC). However, the results would be equivocal
because the relevant promoters undoubtedly occupy a
small fraction of the genome, which may not have
methylation patterns similar to the rest of the genome.

A corollary is that cosexual lineages will contain a
pair of sex chromosomes with virtually the same
methylation patterns and the same lengths. A perusal
of the literature corroborates this corollary, especially
for vertebrates, for which the nature of sex chromo-
somes has been encyclopedically documented (Solari,
1994), assuming that G-banding reflects relative
methylation levels.
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I predict that most environmentally and hormonally
induced sex changes in flowering plants and verte-
brates occur via demethylation and these methylation
changes are heritable (LoSchiavo 

 

et al

 

., 1989; Arn-
holdt-Schmitt 

 

et al

 

., 1991; Dorazi, Chesnel & Dour-
nan, 1995; Demeulemeester, Van Stallen & De Proft,
1999; Murphy & Jirtle, 2000; Tatra 

 

et al

 

., 2000).
Recent work indicates that sex hormones determine
sex via heritable changes in methylation patterns
(McLachlan, 2001). Therefore, in lineages in which sex
is solely determined by small differences in methyla-
tion between proto-X and Y (or Z and W) chromosomes,
I predict that it should be possible to change the sex of
an individual by subjecting it to demethylating com-
pounds (Vyskot 

 

et al

 

., 1995). If this theory is correct,
these sex changes should primarily be back to the
ancestral hermaphroditic condition.

Testing can be done with any dioecious taxon in
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which there is no difference in length between sex chro-
mosomes and sex is determined solely by small differ-
ences in methylation levels. Dosages of 5-azacytidine or
ethionine could be applied so that the resulting meth-
ylation level corresponds with that of the less methy-

lated sex (Gorelick & Osborne, 2002), realizing that the
‘wrong’ methyl groups might get stripped away (Gian-
cotti et al., 1995). Application of 5-azacytidine to males
of the dioecious flowering plant Melandrium album
changed some of them into androhermaphroditic indi-

Table 1. Predictions arising from methylation driving evolution of dioecy and sex chromosomes

Prediction Data required to test Tentative results

Dioecy yields heteromorphic sex chromosomes Bisulphite sequences; phylogeny None
Cosexual lineages have both sex chromosomes 

with virtually the same methylation 
patterns and lengths

Bisulphite sequences, HPLC,
or G-chromosomal banding

Confirmed, based on
G-banding (Solari, 1994)

In lineages with equal length sex 
chromosomes, sex change can be induced

Results from application of 
5-azacytidine, ethionine or 
5-methyl-deoxcytidine

None

If sex chromosomes are of different lengths,
then sex change cannot be induced by
altering methylation levels

Results from application of 
5-azacytidine, ethionine or 
5-methyl-deoxcytidine

None

Sex change is unidirectional,
to sex with less methylation of
sex-determining loci

Bisulphite sequences, HPLC,
or G-chromosomal banding

None

If both sexes have equal amounts but
different distributions of methylation of
sex-determining loci, then changes in sex
can be in either direction, depending on
which methyl groups are removed

Bisulphite sequencing None

Derived lineages have shorter Y (or W) 
chromosomes

Genome length, phylogeny Tentative corroboration in
vertebrates (Solari, 1994)

Different length sex chromosomes yields dioecy Chromosome length Tentative corroboration
(Solari, 1994)

Diploid cosexual lineages cannot be descended
from dioecious lineages

Phylogenies accurately showing transi-
tions between cosexuality and dioecy

No known counterexamples

Allopolyploidy provides an escape from
canalization of dioecy

Whether polyploidy was a result of
alloploidy or autoploidy; gene 
phylogenies with transitions
between cosexuality and dioecy

No known 
counterexamples, but 
most data necessary for 
testing is nonexistent

TSD requires homomorphic sex chromosomes Chromosome lengths Tentatively corroborated in
vertebrates (Olmo, 1986;
Spotila et al., 1994)

Highly heteromorphic sex chromosomes 
imply dioecy, hence GSD

Chromosome lengths Tentatively corroborated in
vertebrates (Solari, 1994)

Degeneration of sex chromosomes will be rapid Estimates of evolutionary rates of
sex chromosome degeneration

None

Plant and fungal gametophytes express most
genes expressed by their diploid stages

Microarray comparisons of haploid
and diploid stages

None

Substantial genetic drift implies higher 
likelihood of cosexuality

Sister taxa having planktonic and 
non-planktonic larvae;
sex chromosome lengths

None

Most marine invertebrates have identical sex 
chromosomes and are thus hermaphroditic

Knowledge of cytology
and breeding systems

Seems to be true

Terrestrial and marine invertebrates without 
ancestral planktonic larvae have distinctive 
sex chromosomes and are strictly dioecious

Knowledge of cytology
and breeding systems

Seems to be true, but this
may be biased by insects
and benthic nematodes

GSD, genetic sex determination; HPLC, high-performance liquid chromatography; TSD, temperature-dependent sex
determination.
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viduals, but it had no effect when applied to female
plants (Janousek, Siroky & Vyskot, 1996). This indi-
cates that methylation had a female-suppressing func-
tion in male individuals. It may also be possible to add
methylation to the less methylated sex by applying
5-methyl-deoxcytidine (Holliday & Ho, 1991; Nyce,
1991; Holliday & Ho, 1995).

A corollary is that if sex chromosomes are of differ-
ent lengths, then sex change producing sexually fertile
individuals cannot be induced by altering methylation
levels or by any other method aimed at single genes
(Solari, 1994).

SEX CHANGE IS UNIDIRECTIONAL, TO THE SEX WITH 
LESS METHYLATION OF SEX-DETERMINING LOCI

I predict that sex changes will almost always be in one
direction – from the more to the less methylated sex or
to a relatively unmethylated hermaphrodite – when
methylation changes are only on sex-determining pro-
moters. The motivation behind this prediction is that it
is much simpler (i.e. requires much less complicated
biochemical machinery) to remove methyl groups than
it is to add them (in many of these instances, mainte-
nance methylation following mitosis is precluded,
rather than methylation being stripped away). Analo-
gously, it is much simpler to teach someone to erase a
chalkboard than to teach them to write something
intelligent on one (an entropy argument). It is well
known that sex change is usually only in one direction
(Nakashima, Kuwamura & Yogo, 1995; Pannell, 1997;
Kuwamura & Nakashima, 1998). What is new here is
that I propose that the change is almost always to the
less methylated sex-determining loci.

It is possible to have differential methylation of
females and males with both sexes having equal
amounts of methylation of promoters or of any and all
portions of their genomes (Pardo-Manuel de Villena, de
la Casa-Esperón & Sapienza, 2000). In this case, I pre-
dict that changes in sex can be in either direction, sim-
ply depending on which methyl groups are removed.

This prediction appears to be corroborated. Sex
change is usually only in one direction (Nakashima
et al., 1995; Pannell, 1997; Kuwamura & Nakashima,
1998). In the rare instances where sex change can
occur in both directions in a lineage, it would be help-
ful to determine whether the methylation levels
between the two sexes are virtually identical, at least
on those promoters that control for gamete production
and primary sexual characters.

DERIVED LINEAGES HAVE SHORTER Y (OR W) 
CHROMOSOMES

Derived lineages often evolved via duplication of reg-
ulatory genes, accumulation of transposons, and/or

polyploidy (Ohno, 1970; Cooke et al., 1997; Force et al.,
1999), all of which result in disproportionate methy-
lation (Nagl & Ehrendorfer, 1974; Volpe & Eremenko,
1974; Holliday, 1984; Yoder, Walsh & Bestor, 1997;
Matzke & Matzke, 1998; Regev, Lamb & Jablonka,
1998; Colot & Rossignol, 1999; Jones & Takai, 2001;
Martienssen & Colot, 2001). This starts and acceler-
ates Muller’s ratchet because of the combined effect of
longer genome lengths, higher per-locus mutation
rates, and lower recombination rates. Therefore, I pre-
dict that the ratio of lengths of X and Y (or Z and W)
chromosomes in a lineage will be proportional to how
derived that lineage is. Derived lineages will have
shorter Y or W chromosomes (relative to their respec-
tive X or Z chromosomes) compared with ancestral lin-
eages. This prediction is an amalgamation of Muller’s
ratchet driven by methylation coupled with a general-
ization of the Steinemanns’ retrotransposon trap
(Steinemann & Steinemann, 1992, 1998). I generalize
their retrotransposon trap by asserting that gene
duplications could be of things other than retrotrans-
posons. No other hypothesis predicts that more
derived lineages will have shorter sex chromosomes.

This prediction can most easily be tested in amniotic
vertebrates. Support comes from snakes, birds, and
mammals, which are the only vertebrates with well-
differentiated sex chromosomes. Only the most basal
lineages of each (boas, ratites and tinamins,
monotremes) have poorly differentiated sex chromo-
somes (Jones & Singh, 1985; Solari, 1994; Graves,
1995a; Pigozzi & Solari, 1999; Pigozzi, 1999). Further-
more, vertebrates with poorly differentiated sex chro-
mosomes have much less banding, indicative of low
levels of methylation (Ray-Chaudhuri, Singh &
Sharma, 1971; Solari, 1994; Pigozzi & Solari, 1997).

We must also account for genome length in any such
analysis because application of the traditional
Muller’s ratchet without methylation also predicts
that derived lineages have shorter Y chromosomes.
The speed of Muller’s ratchet is proportional to the
per-genome point mutation rate, which is itself equal
to the average point mutation rate times genome
length. Therefore, gene duplications in derived lin-
eages would increase the rate of Muller’s ratchet by
increasing genome length, even without invoking
methylation. To discern whether methylation further
increases the speed of Muller’s ratchet by also increas-
ing the average point mutation rate and suppressing
the recombination rate, one should also estimate
genome length at ancestral nodes using phylogenetic
comparative methods (Martins & Hansen, 1997;
Schluter et al., 1997). We could then control for the
traditional Muller’s ratchet being driven solely by
increased genome length.

Vertebrate phylogenies are continually being
refined (e.g. Cao et al., 2000b; Gissi et al., 2000). Data
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on vertebrate genome lengths have been compiled in
the ‘Animal cytogenetics’ series (Borganonkar, 1974;
Egozcue, 1974; Fregda, 1974; Gustavsson, 1974; Hay-
man & Martin, 1974; Patton, 1974; Olmo, 1986; Chris-
tidis, 1990) and references therein. Phylogenetic
comparisons should be especially useful in lineages
with a large range of ratios of lengths of their sex chro-
mosomes, such as snakes, iguanids and birds.

METHYLATION CAN CANALIZE DIOECY

I predict that in lineages in which methylation origi-
nally determines the sex of an individual, this meth-
ylation also canalizes dioecy. This prediction provides
an epigenetic mechanism for inducing canalization.

I predict that lineages with different length sex
chromosomes will be dioecious because sex is deter-
mined by gene deletions and not just differential
methylation. In such individuals, sex changes cannot
be induced by altering sex-specific methylation pat-
terns because these patterns disappeared when meth-
ylated cytosines mutated to thymines. However, this
prediction also arises from other theories.

With equal length sex chromosomes, the prediction
that diploid cosexual lineages cannot be descended
from dioecious lineages does not arise from any other
theory. To test this, correlate dioecy/cosexuality with
the proportion of differential chromosomal G-banding,
especially where only one sex has heteromorphically
banded putative proto-sex chromosomes. Most G-
banding seems to be due to heterochromatin, which in
turn may be associated with methylation (de Almeida-
Toledo et al., 1998), so that sex determination is epi-
genetically controlled (Negrutiu et al., 2001). G-band-
ing data (Solari, 1994) and robust phylogenies (Olmo,
1986; Baldauf et al., 2000; Cao et al., 2000a; Gissi
et al., 2000) exist, including in lineages for which there
is evidence that differential methylation may be the
first step in differentiation of sex chromosomes.

It will be valuable to test whether diploid cosexual
lineages cannot be descended from dioecious lineages
in fish, amphibians, or certain basal reptiles (e.g.
boas), and seeing where on the phylogenies these
unexpected transitions from dioecy to cosexuality
occurred. There are apparently no counterexamples to
the prediction that lineages with different length sex
chromosomes are dioecious (Solari, 1994).

Although I predict that diploid cosexual lineages
cannot be descended from diploid dioecious lineages
(Johnston, Barnett & Sharpe, 1995), allopolyploidy
provides an escape – the only escape – from this canal-
ization of dioecy. Loss of loci from proto-Y or proto-W
chromosomes canalizes dioecy in diploid lineages.
Allopolyploid progeny, however, can contain chromo-
somes determining both femaleness and maleness,
even though each of their parents could only do one of

the two. Flowering plants have much higher inci-
dences of polyploidy than do other seed plants (Otto &
Whitton, 2000), hence they should have a higher pro-
portion of cosexual lineages, which would corroborate
this prediction. This prediction could be made from
several other theories if the diploid dioecious lineage
has sex chromosomes of different length. What is
unique here is that this prediction cannot be made
with other theories if dioecy is solely due to differen-
tial methylation of sex-determining genes on one pair
of homologous chromosomes, the proto-sex chromo-
somes, as I believe happens with many plants. A
robust test of the prediction that methylation cana-
lizes dioecy is whether allopolyploidy provides an
escape from canalization of dioecy.

We could test whether transitions from dioecy to
cosexuality always occur along with a polyploid event,
particularly in the vast majority of plants in which
both sex chromosomes are of equal length. There do
not appear to be any counterexamples to the assertion
that cosexuality cannot evolve from dioecy unless
there is allopolyploidy. This test is vacuous for tetra-
pods, for which there is no known allopolyploidy
(Dowling & Secor, 1997), but should be useful for
plants. This test does not suffer from the previously
listed problems, but suffers from lack of data on
whether chromosomal doubling was due to autopoly-
ploidy or allopolyploidy. However, reversing the logic,
this test provides a new means for determining
whether allopolyploidy or autopolyploidy was the
cause of chromosomal doubling in a lineage.

The escape from canalization test potentially suffers
from lack of data on evolutionary transitions from dio-
ecy to cosexuality. It also suffers from the problem that
phylogenetic comparative methods all assume no
reticulate evolution, a problem that can be side-
stepped by using gene phylogenies (which are not
reticulate), instead of organism phylogenies.

An important corollary of methylation canalizing
dioecy is that temperature-dependent sex determina-
tion (TSD) requires homomorphic sex chromosomes.
One of the most widely discussed forms of cosexuality
in vertebrates is TSD. TSD is a specific form of envi-
ronmental sex determination (ESD), in which sex
determination may be induced by osmotic stress,
anomalous levels of oxygen or carbon dioxide, or other
environmental factors (Ackerman, 1981; Gutzke &
Paukstis, 1983; Spotila, Spotila & Kaufer, 1994). TSD
and ESD are to be distinguished from genetic sex
determination (GSD). I predict that TSD and ESD can
only occur in species that have virtually identical sex
chromosomes; they must have the same length and
have very similar levels of methylation and G-band-
ing. Therefore, small environmental changes can
result in alteration of their methylation patterns,
thereby determining the sex of each individual. As
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soon as sex determination becomes more canalized –
either via degenerating length of Y or W chromosomes
or via highly disparate differential methylation – then
TSD and ESD should not be able to function. Highly
heteromorphic sex chromosomes imply that a species
must be strictly dioecious, hence have GSD.

A cursory look at reptiles corroborates the predic-
tion that ESD is confined to animals with homomor-
phic sex chromosomes. The only reptiles with TSD are
most turtles, all crocodiles, some geckos, and some
agamid lizards (Olmo, 1986; Spotila et al., 1994). Each
of these seem to have identical or virtually identical
sex chromosomes (Olmo, 1986 and references therein).
Furthermore, all vertebrates that have Y (or W) chro-
mosomes that are shorter than their X (or Z) chromo-
somes have GSD (Solari, 1994).

DEGENERATION OF SEX CHROMOSOMES WILL BE RAPID

I predict that degeneration of sex chromosomes will be
rapid once loci containing sex-determining methyla-
tion patterns incur mutations to (unmethylated)
thymine or epimutations to unmethylated cytosine
because individuals containing such mutations or
epimutations will no longer be recognizable as either
sex. Silencing such genes will not help because of their
necessary role in sex determination. Degeneration will
also be hastened because methylated cytosine has a
higher mutation rate. Rapid degeneration of sex chro-
mosomes is contrary to all other models of sex chro-
mosome evolution (Steinemann & Steinemann, 1992;
Tucker & Lundrigan, 1995; Rice, 1996; Charlesworth
& Charlesworth, 2000).

Searching for evidence of rapid degeneration of sex
chromosomes is highly non-trivial, yet it might exist in
lineages with incipient sex chromosome formation,
such as in some snakes (Jones & Singh, 1985) and
fishes (Koehler et al., 1995).

I also predict that the rate of degeneration and
eventual size of heterogametic sex chromosomes (i.e. Y
or W) should be proportional to the total amount of
methylation contained on the heterogametic proto-sex
chromosome (vice the amount of methylation con-
tained on promoters). Lineages with relatively low
overall methylation levels per chromosome will there-
fore not evolve distinctive sex chromosomes.

PLANT AND FUNGAL HAPLOID STAGES WILL EXPRESS 
MOST OF THE GENES EXPRESSED BY THEIR DIPLOID 

STAGES

Methylation driving Muller’s ratchet is the primary
cause for evolution of unequal length sex chromo-
somes in metazoan animals, but not in other sexual
diploid eukaryotes, such as plants and fungi. Why?
Muller’s ratchet simply does not apply to plants and
fungi because their haploid genomes are subject to

strong selection. The thing that differentiates animals
from plants and fungi here is the number of genes
expressed in their haploid stages (gametophytes). The
haploid stages in two plant species express most of the
genes that are expressed by their diploid stages (Will-
ing & Mascarenhas, 1984; Willing, Bashe & Mascaren-
has, 1988), thereby nullifying the effects of Muller’s
ratchet. Similar data do not exist for other plants or
fungi. I therefore predict that the haploid stages of
most plants and fungi will express most of the genes
expressed by their somatic diploid stages (sporo-
phytes). If there are any exceptions to this prediction,
they should have sex chromosomes of different
lengths.

Microarray analysis, beginning with reverse tran-
scribed mRNA from male and/or female gametophytes
and a target treatment with a mixture of sporophyte
cells, should readily provide estimates of the percent-
age of genes expressed in gametophytes (Desprez
et al., 1998; Schaffer et al., 2000). Microarray compar-
isons of haploid vs. diploid stages have never been
done.

SUBSTANTIAL GENETIC DRIFT IMPLIES HIGHER 
LIKELIHOOD OF COSEXUALITY

I predict that most marine invertebrates with plank-
tonic larvae will have virtually identical sex chromo-
somes and be hermaphrodites. Many marine
invertebrates have much larger effective population
sizes than do terrestrial invertebrates, largely due to
wide dispersal of larvae on ocean currents. A large
effective population size virtually stops Muller’s
ratchet due to a lack of genetic drift (Nei, 1970; Char-
lesworth & Charlesworth, 2000). Most marine inver-
tebrates will have virtually identical sex chromosomes
and can therefore contain many hermaphroditic spe-
cies. Terrestrial invertebrates and those marine lin-
eages without ancestral planktonic larvae will have
distinctive sex chromosomes and therefore be strictly
dioecious. Compounding this predicted effect, most
terrestrial invertebrates are evolutionarily derived
compared with their marine counterparts. This predic-
tion about relative lengths of sex chromosomes arises
from the traditional Muller’s ratchet model, except
that I have added the prediction about the incidence of
hermaphrodites and dioecy.

Testing would require compilation of pairs of closely
related species in which one taxon has planktonic lar-
vae and the other has non-planktonic (including ter-
restrial) larvae and then conducting phylogenetic
comparisons of the ratios of sex chromosome lengths
with the binary variable of whether the taxa are dio-
ecious or cosexual (Felsenstein, 1985). A cursory
glance at marine vs. terrestrial invertebrates seems to
indicate a greater incidence of strict dioecy in terres-
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trial invertebrates, but this corroboration may be due
to the predominance of insects in terrestrial faunas
(Ehrlich & Wilson, 1991) and nematodes in deep-sea
benthic faunas (Baldwin, Nadler & Hall, 1999).
Insects are a highly derived and relatively recently
evolved class (Kaesler, 1987), while there are no
known nematodes with planktonic larvae (Baldwin
et al., 1999).

CONCLUSION

Differential methylation of sex chromosomes provides
a unifying mechanism by which many patterns of sex
determination, sex change, dioecy, and sex chromo-
some length can be explained. Differential methyla-
tion suppresses transcription in a sex-specific manner,
causing the origin of two distinct sexes. Methylation
suppresses recombination, allowing Muller’s ratchet
to operate on differentially methylated proto-sex chro-
mosomes. Methylation increases point mutation rates
and decreases recombination rates, thereby geometric-
ally accelerating Muller’s ratchet. These point muta-
tions (i.e. nucleotide transitions) cause loss of a por-
tion of the methylation that originally determined sex,
providing strong selective pressure to excise these
mutated and epimutated genes. Duplicated genes,
which provide a major evolutionary force, are dispro-
portionally methylated and thereby greatly accelerate
Muller’s ratchet and the degeneration of heteroga-
metic sex chromosomes.

I have detailed many possible predictions and
tests for the hypotheses that methylation was the
original determinant of sex and that methylation
driving Muller’s ratchet was responsible for sex chro-
mosome degeneration. The predictions that derived
lineages have smaller ratios of Y to X (or W to Z)
chromosome lengths and that methylation canalizes
dioecy are readily testable with existing data. The
remaining predictions are less readily testable at
this juncture because of a current dearth of appro-
priate data, especially of methylation levels. None-
theless, there are no technological impediments to
conducting these tests, which would then allow
robust testing of this theory.
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reveals slight heterochromatin differ-
ences,"'" which is itself due to differential
methylation.23'24 Therefore, it is distinctly
possible that methylation controls sex
determination.

Methylation and accompanying hetero-
chromatin can be removed by various
factors - such as temperatrTre,'u''u light,z7
osmotic stress,28 or hormon es2e-31' - result-
ing in sex change.u''" Sex change occurs
only in organisms that have (virtually)
indistinguishable sex chromosomes, indi-
cating that incipient sex chromosomes
are formed by sl ight dif ferences in
methylation. Differential methylation is
evolutionarily the first difference between
females and males3n and is the likely cause
of reported sex changes in cycads.

Application of theory to sex change
in cycads

Al though sex-spec i f ic  d i f ferent ia l
methylation or heterochromatin has not
been examined in cycads,lack of identifi-
able sex chromosomest and occasional
induction of sex change via environmen-
tal shocks3s suggest that sex determina-
t ion in cycads is due to dif ferential
methylat ion. Definit ive evidence for
differential demethylation determining
sex should be sought in cycads, especially
in populations in which some individuals
have undergone sex changes, using tech-
niques such as chromomycin staining,"
high-performance liquid chromatogra-
phy (HPL C),tu't' or bisulphide sequencing
of promoters of genes that regulate
hormone levels.3*t

We propose applying demethylating
compounds to  cycad ce l ls  in  t issue
culture, an approach that has resulted in
sex change in at least one angiosperm
species.T S-azacyt id ine,  and S-aza-
2 '  -deoxycyt id ine demethy la te  CpG
dinucleotides in most eukaryotes,42-+6
whi le  L-eth ion ine and d ihydroxy-
propyladenine demethylate cytosines in
CpNpG trinucleotides of plants (N canbe
any nucleotide base).nt

Although demethylating agents have
not been used to alter the sex of cycads,
we propose that altering methylation of
t issue-cultured cel ls of Encephalartos
rnoodii could yield female plants. We
suggest trying this procedure first on rela-
tively common species ol Encephalartos,
such as E. natalensls. Tissue-cultured
angiosperms have survived exposure to
S-azacytidine, although with lower viabil-
ity and higher mutation rates.4a8

Measuring methylation levels using
HPLC or bisulphide sequencing before
and after application of demethylating
compounds would provide a means for

Fourth, if backcrossing is the only realistic
approach to conservation, then it is pref-
erable to use E. woodii as the female parent
because of  materna l  inher i tance of
chloroplast genomes. Fifth, induced sex
change may assist in the conservation of
other dioecious plants. Sixth, sex change
provides fundamental insight into the
biology of sex determination. We propose
a method for inducing sex change in
cycads and regeneration of roots and
shoots from callus, including discussion
of the pitfalls.

Theory of sex determination
This article is predicated on the hypoth-

esis that, inboth females and males, incip-
ient sex chromosomes arose as a different
methylat ion pattern on one of two
homologous autosomes and the altered
methylation was of regulatory genetic
elements that control sex hormone pro-
duction. Sexual differentiation in plants is
regulated by sex hormones.s Cytosine nu-
cleotides are methylated via replacement
of the hydrogen at the C-5 position by a
methyl group and are highly heritable.6'7
Methylation causes sex by blocking bind-
ing sites for enzymes that mediate tran-
scription of sex hormones.&1l

Methylation suppresses transcription in
several ways. Heterochromatic proteins
bind to methylated cytosines, occupying
protein binding sites.12'13 Methylation
a l ters  in teract ions o f  h is tones wi th
promoter regions by stimulating histone
deacetylat ion.la-16 Bound heterochro-
matic proteins and histones are called
heterochromatin. Transcription is also
suppressed because methyl groups are
bulliy and hydrophobic, thereby chang-
ing DNA conformation and blocking
binding sites,17 sometimes converting the
normally right-handed DNA helix to
left-handed.18'1e

Dioecious seed plants generally have
putative sex chromosomes that are indis-
tinguishable under a light microscope.'O
Close inspection, howevel, sometimes

lnducing sex change and
organogenesis from tissue

culture in the endangered African
cycad Encephalartos woodii

(Gycad a les, Zamiaceael
Root Gorelicku. and Roy Osborneb

I 
F TNCTPTENT SEX CHROMOSOME DTFFEREN-

I tiation is caused by differential methy-
I lation between females and males, then
methylat ing or demethylat ing cytosine
nuc leo t i des  may  i nduce  sex  change .
Methylation may also stimulate regeneration
of roots and shoots from tissue culture callus
and increase genetic variation via greater
mutation. We propose using these methods
for conserving Encephalnrtos woodii, for
which only a single male clone exists, sex
change has neverbeen induced, and regenera-
tion from callus tissue has not been accom-
plished.

The conservation status of the African
cycad Encephalartos woodii Sander is bleak.
All extant plants are derived from a single
male clone.l Although vegetative propa-
gation is readily accomplished from off-
sets and more recently from leaf cuttings,
genetic diversity is zero.

Osborne2 proposed two conservation
strategies for E. woodii: (1) repeated back-
crossing of the existing male with females
of a closely related species, and (2) chemi-
cally or environmentally inducing sex
change in tissue-cultured plantlets from
the existing male. The first approach
r e s u l t e d  i n  a n  F 1  g e n e r a t i o n  o f
Encephalartos natalensls x E. woodii in the
1980s and recently F, seedlings of (E.
natalensis x E. woodii) x E. woodii (pers.
obs.). We focus on sex change because it is
the least well understood of the two
approaches and has potential ly the
greater conservation benefits.

There are potentially six benefits to
inducing sex change in Encephalartos
woodii. First, our proposed method of sex
change promotes mutation, thereby
increasing genetic variation. Second,
there would be increased epigenetic vari-
ation due to meiotic recombination.3
Third, female plants produce mega-
gametophytes and zygotes providing the
cells of choice for cycad tissue culture.n
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determining appropriate amounts of
these chemicals to use in subsequent
experiments. The quantity of demethyl-
ating compounds could be adjusted so
that the resulting diminution of methyl-
ation matches that found in cycads of the
requisite sex, although we recognize that
the 'wrong' methyl groups might get
stripped away.n'

If sex determination in Encephalartos
woodi i  is  cont ro l led by d i f ferent ia l
methylation, then there is an a priori 50%
chance that a male-to-female change can
be induced via demethylation. The odds
may be loweq, howeve4, because nearly all
sex changes reported in Encephalartos
have been from female-to-male (re-
viewed in ref. 35). If females of E. woodii
have more heavily methylated promoters
of sex determining genes than males, sex
change of the extant male clone can be
attempted via methylation. Addition of
methyl groups to cytosine nucleotides
may be possible by treating tissue cultures
w i t h  S - m e t h y l  d e o x c y t i d i n e .  T h i s
approach has been at tempted wi th
mammalian cel ls, where the dose of
S-methyl deoxcytidine was adjusted so
that half the cell line survived.nn ut How-
evel, much less experimental work has
been done with methylation than with
demethylation.

Ideally, the specific nucleotides respon-
sible for regulation of sex hormones and
sex should be identified, an assessment
made of whether their regulation is con-
trolled by methylation, and then only
those specific nucleotides should be selec-
tively methylated and/or demethylated
in an attempt to change sex and regener-
ate roots and shoots from callus. Selective
methylat ion can be attempted using
methylated single-stranded oligonucleo-
tides,52'53 a technique that is not yet fully
developed. Until then, attempts should
be made by randomly methylating and
demethylating the genome, although
most such attempts are likely to be unsuc-
cessful.

Regeneration of roots and shoots
from t issue culture cal lus

Even if the sex of E. woodii can be
changed with demethylating or methyla-
ting chemicals, other problems need to be
addressed before any protocol can be con-
sidered effective, such as growing sex-
changed tissue cultures up to full-sized
cone-bearing plants, difficulties relating
to small effective population size, and
evolutionary loss of organelle genomes.

Early attempts to propagate cycads
from tissue culture, including Encepha-
lartos species, met with limited success

South African Journal of Science 98, March/April2OO2

(reviewed in ref. 54). Tissue culture of
stem, root, and leaf material from several
species of Encephalartos has given rise to
callus.sn'5s Cell cultures from zygotes of
two species of Encephalarfos have been
partially successful: shoots were formed,
roots were not, and no plants matured.56
Recent work using tissue from mega-
gametophytes and zygotes of the Mexi-
can cycads Ceratozamiahildae, C. mexicana,
Zamia fischeri, Z. furfuracea, Z. pumila and
particularly Dioon edule, has been encour-
aging, producing plants that can be
grown in soi l .a's7's8 Tissue culture of
megagametophyte and zygote explants
probably leads to more successful regen-
eration of entire plants because global
demethylation and de noao methyla-
tion may be a prerequisite for proper
development, as with most eukaryote
embryos.5e-61 An important but as yet
unattained objective is to take leaf, stem,
or root explants of Encephalartos and
induce shoot and root formation from
calli. This is necessary for E. woodii, in
which neither megagametophytes nor
zy gotespresently exist. Another incentive
for inducing sex change of the extant male
E. woodii clone is that megagametophytic
and zygotic cells can then be obtained,
cultured, and treated with demethylating
or methylating agents.

Although regeneration of tissue cul-
tured E. woodii has not yet been accom-
plished, our theoretical framework of sex
determinat ion v ia  methy la t ion may
provide the method by which differentia-
tion of callus tissue can be induced.62
Ontogenetic regulation of all plant and
animal tissues is largely controlled by
demethylation, although many of the
methylated genes controlling regulation
have not yet been identified. Until now
regeneration of t issue-cultured roots
and shoots relied on the application of
plant hormones, which work largely
by demethylating chromosomal cyto-
sines."'"'u3 Until we know which genes to
demethylate and how to demethylate
them selectively, we propose skippingthe
intermediary of plant hormones and in-
stead applying S-azacytidine to E. woodii
callus to induce root and shoot regenera-
tion.6a We also suggest first applying
S-methyl deoxcytidine to the callus to
s imu la te  ea r l y  embryon i c  de  noao
methylation.

As with sex change, we expect that
regeneration from callus will usually be
unsuccessful because of the randomness
of methylation and demethylation when
applying compounds like 5-azacytidine.
Although regulation is largely controlled
by methylation of promoters, methyla-

tion of downstream regions of genes may
also affect regulation.uu Our best hope is
for selective methylation and demethyla-
tion oq, less elegantly, for many random
attempts in the hope that one explant will
be successfully regenerated.

The proposed applications of methyla-
ting and demethylating agents serve a
dual purpose: sex change and regenera-
tion of roots and shoots. The optimal
amounts of these chemicals may, how-
eve1, be different for each function. The
targeted loci for methylation may also be
different.

Problems fol lowing sex change and
regeneration

Even if male-to-female sex change can
be induced and viable sexual offspring
formed in E. woodii, there will still be
no genetic variabi l i ty in the species.
There wil l  be only epigenetic varia-
tion due to different methylation pat-
terns. It is noteworthy that F, and Frback-
crosses of E. natalensis x E. woodii have
been raised.

Me thy la t i on - i nduced  mu ta t i ons ,
although often deleterious, could be of
conservation benefitfor E. znoodii because
the surviving mutants increase genetic
variability of the population.6l Methy-
lat ion creates a tension between in-
creased genetic variation and decreased
viability.66'67 The balance between these
two will determine the conservation im-
plications of the proposed methylatiorV
demethylation induced sex change of E.
utoodii. The best possible outcome is that
viable sex-changed females will emerge
from this protocol carrying a large num-
ber of mutations. It is not necessary that
all these mutations appear on a single
female; the genetic variation of the entire
population is critical. A successful proto-
col for tissue culture of E. woodii will
produce many sex-changed mutants tobe
grown into explants with (collectively) as
much genet ic  var ia t ion as poss ib le ,
thereby reducing the probabil i ty of
extinction.

Cycads have materna l ly  inher i ted
chloroplasts6s (and mitochondria?). The
main disadvantage of backcrossing the
existing male E. woodii with females of
other Encephalarfos species is that these
non-Mendelian organelle genomes from
the male parent are irrevocably lost from
all  backcrosses.ut A preferred option
would be to backcross an induced female
E. woodii with males of a closely related
species so that the E. woodii organelle
genomes are preserved, providing addi-
tional impetus for inducing sex change in
E. woodii.
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Gonclusion
If sex is determined by methylation,

then attempts should be made to induce

sex change of tissue-cultured cycad cells

using specific demethylating or methyl-

ating agents. A prerequisite is to verify

whether dif ferential methylat ion of

specific genes, primarily those producing

and regulating hormones, is correlated
with sex in cycads. It is desirable also to
quantify degree of methylation in cycad
clones for which sex change has been
reported. Of, better yet, to identify which
nucleotide loci contain regulation-con-
trolling methylation.

Establishment of a successful protocol
for inaitro culture of diploid vegetative or

embryonic tissue of Encephalartos, particu-
Iarly E. woodii, including organogenesis
and the ult imate re-establ ishment of
plantlets in soil, remains a sine qua non for
this project. As with sex change, the for-

mation of roots and shoots may also be
possible by applying methylating and
demethylating agents to the callus tissue.
This seems especially plausible because

plant hormones are known to cause the
fo l l ow ing :  ( i )  he r i t ab le  changes  i n
methylation patterns, (ii) sexual differen-
tiation in plants, and (iii) regeneration of
roots and shoots from callus.

I f  sex  change  i s  success fu l  w i t h
Encephalartos woodii and the resulting

female plants are sexually viable, then

e c o n o m i c s  w i l l  c e r t a i n l y  l e a d  t o
programmes for breeding nascent female
clones to the extant male clone. Back-
crossing the female clones to males of
other Encephalarfos species should also be
encou raged  to  he lp  ove rcome  the
ext reme genet ic  bot t leneck for  th is

spec ies  un less  t he  me thy la t i on  o r

demethylation treatments add substan-
t ial  genetic variat ion to the nascent
females.

Putting these ideas into practice will
require an enormous amount of work and
good fortune. Even if attempts to change
the sex and regenerate roots and shoots of
the male clone of Encephalartos woodii are

unsuccessful,  however, the proposed
testing may still provide fundamental
insights into thebiology of sex determina-
tion in seed plants.
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I discuss three problems with the argument that ancient asexual lineages lack
meiosis and recombination resulting in a diminution of (potentially disadvantage-
ous) transposable elements and other forms of repetitive DNA. First, all ancient
asexuals are probably automictic, hence could retain meiotic recombination in
the guise of gene conversion. Second, transposable elements alter recombination
rates, not vice versa. Third, increasing the number of transposable elements and
other forms of repetitive DNA reduces meiotic recombination rate. Ancient
asexuals lack those transposable elements that are transmitted via outcrossing,
and this has nothing to do with meiotic recombination.

K: Methylation, 5-methylcytosine, heterochromatin, parthenogenetic,
bdelloid, darwinulid, Darwinula, Artemia, automixis.

Introduction
In their stimulating paper on the role of transposable elements in lineages of

ancient asexual metazoans, Schön and Martens (2002) argue that lack of sexuality
implies lack of meiosis and recombination, which in turn causes a diminution in the
number of costly transposable elements and other forms of repetitive DNA.
Although their paper is remarkably informative and provides a nice review of ancient
asexual metazoans and the possible role of transposable elements and other forms of
highly repetitive DNA in the continued existence and asexuality of these lineages, I
wish to point out three crucial problems with their argument. First, there is growing
evidence that all ancient asexuals are automictic, hence could retain meiotic recombina-
tion in the form of gene conversion even if chromosomes are no longer homologous.
Second, transposable elements alter recombination rates, not vice versa. Third, a
preponderance of transposable elements and other forms of repetitive DNA results in
a reduced meiotic recombination rate, i.e. transposable element number and recomb-
ination rate are negatively correlated. I elaborate on all three of these problems below
and, in so doing, introduce all known extant ancient asexual lineages and the possible
evolutionary consequences of their peculiar mode of reproduction.
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Ancient asexual lineages are those that have survived without any outcrossing
for tens of millions of years. There are probably only three such ancient asexual
animal lineages: bdelloid rotifers, darwinulid ostracods, and one or a few lineages
of parthenogenetic brine shrimp (Judson and Normark, 1996). Lack of outcrossing
causes species concepts to be a bit muddled for asexual lineages. Nonetheless, these
are well-defined lineages with facultatively or obligately outcrossing sister taxa.

Ancient asexuals are automictic
The term ancient asexual conveys a misleading connotation. All ancient asexuals

probably underwent and still undergo meiosis, albeit automixis, either occasionally
or obligately each generation. Automixis refers to production of functional gametes
(eggs) via normal meiosis, but pairs of gametes from the same individual then fuse
to form a zygote. Thus, antithetically, ancient asexuals are meiotic, but essentially
self-fertilizing from pairs of eggs. They never outcross.

There are two forms of meiotic recombination: crossing over and gene conversion.
In sexual lineages both forms of recombination are roughly equally prevalent
(Carpenter, 1987; Carpenter, 1994). Lineages that have evolved without any form
of meiosis for tens of millions of years are predicted to have widely divergent
homologues (Welch and Meselson, 2000), to the point where each pair of chromo-
somes can scarcely be termed homologous. However, this prediction also applies to
any lineage that has been without crossing over recombination for tens of millions
of years, even if there is obligate or facultative automixis. Unlike crossing over, gene
conversion can still occur on non-homologous pairs of chromosomes (Carpenter,
1994). Gene conversion is mediated by early recombination nodules, which can bind
to non-homologous segments of DNA. Crossing over is mediated by late recombina-
tion nodules, which can only bind to homologous DNA strands (Carpenter, 1994).
Therefore, gene conversion is far more likely than crossing over in ancient asexuals.

Parthenogenetic Artemia brine shrimp have been asexual for approximately 30
million years (Browne, 1992) and are automictic (Barigozzi, 1974, citing Stefani,
1960). Curiously, polyploid lineages of parthenogenetic Artemia are apomictic
(Browne, 1992).

Freshwater ostracods in the family Darwinulidae have been asexual for at least
the past 70 million years (Butlin and Griffiths, 1993). Darwinulid ostracods probably
have occasional facultative automixis (Butlin et al., 1998). This conclusion is based
on lack of divergence of ITS1 (internal transcribed spacer 1) sequences, in which
there is virtually no allelic divergence. Although this inference is based on a single
locus, it runs completely contrary to expectations from any model of ancient obligate
apomixes (e.g. Welch and Meselson, 2000). Butlin et al. (1998) suggest that darwinu-
lid ostracods’ lack of allelic divergence could be due to somatic recombination, gene
conversion or automixis. Mitotic recombination is possible, but has never been
regarded as an important evolutionary force in animals. The other two possibilities,
gene conversion and automixis, are essentially synonymous. Gene conversion
requires some form of meiosis, whilst automixis seems to be inevitable if there is
any form of meiosis. Thus, it is highly likely, albeit not yet proven, that darwinulid
ostracods are automictic.

Rotifers in the family Bdelloidea have been asexual for at least the past 35
million years (Welch and Meselson, 2000). Although there is no definitive report of
automixis in bdelloid rotifers, wholesale reset of their epigenetic inheritance systems
each generation (Ricci et al., 1999) is completely commensurate with existence of
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meiosis and syngamy. In eukaryotes, wholesale epigenetic resets are only associated
with gamete formation and following zygote formation, i.e. meiosis and syngamy
(Jue et al., 1995; Lei et al., 1996; Shemer et al., 1996; Bestor, 1998; Mertineit et al.,
1998). Bdelloid rotifers have experienced huge divergences between formerly homo-
logous alleles, indicating that they never undergo outcrossing meiosis with crossing
over recombination. However, despite an early report that bdelloid rotifers are
apomictic (Pagani et al., 1993), epigenetic reset data strongly indicate that bdelloids
are automictic. Discovery of gene conversion would corroborate this inference of
automixis in bdelloids.

Transposable elements suppress crossing over
Schön and Martens (2002) are not alone in asserting that lack of sexuality and

recombination results in a diminution in the number of (potentially costly) transpos-
able elements and other forms of repetitive DNA. Virtually all literature on this
subject ascribes causality from sexuality and recombination to numbers of transpos-
able elements (e.g. Charlesworth et al., 1994; Charlesworth and Charlesworth, 1995),
based largely on population genetic arguments. However, there is a preponderance
of molecular evidence showing that the causality is, in fact, reversed. Numbers of
transposable elements and other forms of repetitive DNA affect rates of meiotic
recombination, and not vice versa.

Transposable elements and repetitive DNA affect recombination because they
are disproportionally heavily methylated compared with other portions of the
genome. Duplicated, translocated, or inverted portions of the genome are highly
methylated (Volpe and Eremenko, 1974; Holliday, 1984; Yoder et al., 1997; Matzke
and Matzke, 1998; Regev et al., 1998; Jones and Takai, 2001). This is a consequence
of methylation having probably evolved as a defence against parasitic insertion of
foreign DNA into the genome (Bestor, 1990; Yoder et al., 1997). In addition to
suppressing transcription for genomic defence, methylation also suppresses recomb-
ination. Recombination and transcription are suppressed by methylation blocking
binding sites for proteins that mediate recombination and transcription, respectively
(Catcheside, 1986; Hsieh et al., 1986; Rauth et al., 1986).

Methylation blocks protein binding sites in several inter-related ways. Methyl
groups are bulky and hydrophobic and can directly block protein binding sites.
Heterochromatic proteins bind to methylated cytosines, which then occupy protein
binding sites, an effect that is enhanced by conformational changes in methylated
DNA. Methylation restricts the conformational space of the major groove of DNA
because methyl groups are bulky (Derreumaux et al., 2001). Protein binding is
inhibited by methylation-induced conformational changes, sometimes even to the
point of converting the normal right-handed DNA helix to a left-handed helix (Behe
and Felsenfeld, 1981; Behe et al., 1981; McKay and Steitz, 1981). Methylation alters
the folding of DNA because methyl groups are hydrophobic (Derreumaux et al.,
2001) and affects base stacking ability (Norberg and Vihinen, 2001). Methylation
alters interactions of histones with promoter regions by stimulating histone
deacetylase activity (Davey et al., 1997; Jones et al., 1998; Nan et al., 1998; Henry
et al., 1999) and the interactions of DNA with itself (Mayer-Jung et al., 1997), such
as supercoiling, thereby affecting protein binding, transcription, and recombination.

Data on methylation suppressing recombination appear to only exist for crossing
over (Holliday, 1984; Holliday, 1988; Colot and Rossignol, 1999), and not gene
conversion. Crossing over recombination is suppressed in portions of the genome
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with transposable elements and with copious highly repetitive DNA, and these
portions of the genome have relatively large amounts of heterochromatin (John and
Miklos, 1979), which provides an implicit indication of methylation. Lack of data
regarding suppression of gene conversion is understandable because there is much
more interest in crossing over. Thus, we must rely on a theoretical argument. Proteins
(two different forms of recombination nodules) mediate both forms of recombina-
tion, and their actions are probably suppressed by methylation. However, gene
conversion lacks the chiasmata formed in crossing over (Carpenter, 1994), hence
gene conversion requires a smaller set of proteins. Therefore, methylation probably
suppresses both gene conversion and crossing over recombination, but possibly does
not suppress gene conversion to as great a degree as it suppresses crossing over.

Portions of the genome with a preponderance of transposable elements and
repetitive DNA are more highly methylated than the rest of the genome. Therefore,
recombination rate is negatively correlated with number of transposable elements
and other forms of repetitive DNA because methylation suppresses recombination.

Contrary to the above theory and data of a negative correlation between transpos-
able elements and recombination rates, Schön and Martens (2002: 384) state that
‘Density of selfish DNA correlates positively with rate of recombination’. They
readily admit that their assertion is based on a subset of transposable elements. It
seems, however, that the most likely explanation for their putative positive correla-
tion is that several classes of transposable elements are only transmitted sexually,
hence are absent from ancient asexuals (Hickey, 1982; Arkhipova and Meselson,
2000). Schön and Martens’ (2002) putative positive correlation between recombina-
tion rate and numbers of transposable elements appears to be based on the fact that
ancient asexual individuals do not outcross, hence do not transmit certain classes
of so-called selfish DNA. A broader look at all transposable elements (including
those that are transmitted horizontally by pathogens) and highly repetitive DNA
sequences (such as microsatellites) would undoubtedly reveal this to be a negative
correlation, commensurate with theory.

Schön and Martens’ (2002) paper contains a short discussion of Duret et al.’s
(2000) nematode work showing that certain transposons are located preferentially in
regions of high recombination, focusing on correlations. Instead, I focus on the
causality underlying Duret et al.’s results. There is persuasive evidence that mobile
genetic elements, such as transposons and repeats, are preferentially inserted into
highly hypomethylated portions of the genome (Waugh O’Neill et al., 1998; Ehrlich,
2000; Tuck-Muller et al., 2000; Waugh O’Neill et al., 2001). However, once these
nascent genetic elements are inserted, they then become highly hypermethylated (Volpe
and Eremenko, 1974; Deumling, 1981; Matzke and Matzke, 1998; Regev et al., 1998;
Jones and Takai, 2001). If the newly inserted portions of the genome form a relatively
small portion of the genomic region, then that region will still be comparatively under
methylated, and therefore will experience high recombination rates. Note that, with
this argument, it does not matter whether the DNA was inserted into coding or non-
coding portions of the genome. Thus, the results of Duret et al. (2000) are entirely
consistent with the claim that, ceteris paribus, transposons are disproportionally highly
methylated and methylation suppresses recombination.

Evolutionary implications
For ancient asexual lineages, what are the consequences of lower numbers of

transposable elements due to lack of sexual outcrossing and the consequent increase



Automictic ancient asexual animals 907

in recombination rates? Transposable elements are generally considered deleterious.
However, they can provide sources for heritable variation, such as somoclonal
variation in plants ( Kaeppler et al., 2000), and hence possibly allow individuals to
survive environmental exigencies better (Griffiths and Butlin, 1995). It is not obvious
how this balance between deleterious and beneficial effects of the dearth of sexually
transmitted transposable elements affects the evolutionary trajectory of ancient
asexual lineages.

Automictic ancient asexual lineages retain the ability to reset epigenetic inherit-
ance systems each generation and to engage in gene conversion, an oft-forgotten
form of meiotic recombination. These are two potent evolutionary forces, both of
which probably allow these lineages to survive without any outcrossing or crossing
over recombination. Furthermore, the potential increased recombination rate in
ancient asexuals due to decreased methylation may increase the probability of gene
conversion. Compared with apomixes, automixis clearly confers an evolutionary
advantage.

Are ancient asexuals less burdened? Perhaps Schön and Martens (2002) are
correct that ancient asexuals have escaped the costs of many classes of transposable
elements and repetitive DNA. Schön and Martens provide some fascinating and
persuasive arguments. I only wish to temper their arguments by tinkering with the
details. In particular, I wish to highlight that ancient asexuals probably do undergo
meiosis and syngamy—albeit automixis—and their lack of certain classes of trans-
posable elements is due to lack of vertical transmission via outcrossing, and not due
to suppressed recombination.

References
A, I. andM, M., 2000, Transposable elements in sexual and ancient asexual

taxa, Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences of the United States of America,
97, 14473–14477.

B, C., 1974, Artemia: a survey of its significance in genetics problems, Evolutionary
Biology, 7, 221–252.

B, M. and F, G., 1981, Effects of methylation on a synthetic polynucleotide:
the B–Z transition in poly(dG-m5dC)Ωpoly(dG-m5dC), Proceedings of the National
Academy of Sciences of the United States of America, 78, 1619–1623.

B, M., Z, S. and F, G., 1981, Changes in the helical repeat of
poly(dG-m5dC)Ωpoly(dG-m5dC) and poly(dG-dC)Ωpoly(dG-dC) associated with the
B–Z transition, Nature, 293, 233–235.

B, T. H., 1990, DNA methylation: evolution of a bacterial immune function into a
regulator of gene expression and genome structure in higher eukaryotes, Philosophical
Transactions of the Royal Society of London Series B, 326, 179–187.

B, T. H., 1998, Cytosine methylation and the unequal developmental potentials of the
oocyte and sperm genomes, American Journal of Human Genetics, 62, 1269–1273.

B, R. A., 1992, Population genetics and ecology of Artemia: insights into parthogenetic
reproduction, Trends in Ecology and Evolution, 7, 232–237.

B, R. K. and G, H. I., 1993, Aging without sex, Nature, 364, 680.
B, R., S, I. andM, K., 1998, Asexual reproduction in nonmarine ostracods,

Heredity, 81, 473–480.
C, A. T. C., 1987, Gene conversion, recombination nodules, and the initiation of

meiotic synapsis, BioEssays, 6, 232–236.
C, A. T. C., 1994, The recombination nodule story: seeing what you are looking at,

BioEssays, 16, 69–74.
C, D. G., 1986, A restriction and modification model for the initiation and control

of recombination in Neurospora, Genetical Research, 47, 157–165.



R. Gorelick908

C, D. and C, B., 1995, Transposable elements in inbreeding and
outbreeding populations, Genetics, 140, 415–417.

C, B., S, P. and S, W., 1994, The evolutionary dynamics of
repetitive DNA in eukaryotes, Nature, 371, 215–220.

C, V. and R, J.-L., 1999, Eukaryotic DNA methylation as an evolutionary
device, BioEssays, 21, 402–411.

D, C., P, S. and A, J., 1997, CpG methylation remodels chromatin structure
in vitro, Journal of Molecular Biology, 267, 276–288.

D, S., C, M., T, G. and F, S., 2001, Impact of CpG
methylation on structure, dynamics and solvation of cAMP DNA responsive element,
Nucleic Acids Research, 29, 2314–2326.

D, B., 1981, Sequence arrangement of a highly methylated satellite DNA of a plant,
Scilla: a tandemly repeated inverted repeat, Proceedings of the National Academy of
Sciences of the United States of America, 78, 338–342.

D, L., M, G. and B, C., 2000, Transposons but not retrotransposons are
located preferentially in regions of high recombination rate in Caenorhabditis elegans,
Genetics, 156, 1661–1669.

E, M., 2000, DNA methylation: normal development, inherited diseases, and cancer,
Journal of Clinical Ligand Assay, 23, 144–146.

G, H. I. and B, R. K., 1995, A timescale for sex versus parthenogenesis: evidence
from subfossil ostracods, Proceedings of the Royal Society of London Series B, 260,
65–71.

H, I., F, S., V, S.,M, J., C, A. and N, J. F., 1999,
LagoZ and LagZ, two genes derived from the LacZ gene to study epigenetics, Comptes
Rendus De L’Academie Des Sciences Serie III, 322, 1061–1070.

H, D. A., 1982, Selfish DNA: a sexually-transmitted nuclear parasite, Genetics, 101,
519–531.

H, R., 1984, The biological significance of meiosis, in Evans, C. E. and Dickinson,
H. G. (eds) Controlling events in meiosis (Society for Experimental Biology Symposia,
no. 38) (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press), pp. 381–394.

H, R., 1988, A possible role for meiotic recombination in germ line reprogramming
and maintenance, in Michod, R. E. and Levin, B. R. (eds) The evolution of sex: an
examination of current ideas (Sunderland: Sinauer Associates), pp. 45–55.

H, P., M, S. and C-O, D., 1986, Partial purification and characterization
of a recombinase from human cells, Cell, 44, 885–894.

J, B. andM, G. L. G., 1979, Funtional aspects of satellite DNA and heterochromatin,
International Review of Cytology, 58, 1–114.

J, P. A. and T, D., 2001, The role of DNA methylation in mammalian epigenetics,
Science, 293, 1068–1070.

J, P. L., V, G. J. C., W, P. A., V, D., K, S. U., L, N.,
S, J. andW, A. P., 1998, Methylated DNA and MeCP2 recruit histone
deacetylase to repress transcription, Nature Genetics, 19, 187–191.

J, O. P. and N, B. B., 1996, Ancient asexual scandals, Trends in Ecology and
Evolution, 11, A41–A46.

J, K., B, T. H. and T, J. M., 1995, Regulated synthesis and localization of
DNA methyltransferase during spermatogenesis, Biology of Reproduction, 53, 561–569.

K, S. M., K, H. F. and R, Y., 2000, Epigenetic aspects of somaclonal
variation in plants, Plant Molecular Biology, 43, 179–188.

L, H., O, S. P., O, M., J, R., G, K. A., J, R. and L, E., 1996,
De novo DNA cytosine methyltransferase activities in mouse embryonic stem cells,
Development, 122, 3195–3205.

M, M. A. and M, A. J. M., 1998, Polyploidy and transposons, Trends in Ecology
and Evolution, 13, 241.

M-J, C., M, D. and T, Y., 1997, Effect of cytosine methylation on
DNA–DNA recognition at CpG steps, Journal of Molecular Biology, 270, 328–335.

MK, D. B. and S, T. A., 1981, Structure of catabolite gene activator protein at 2.9 Å
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ABSTRACT

We present a mathematically precise formulation of total linkage disequilibrium between multiple loci
as the deviation from probabilistic independence and provide explicit formulas for all higher-order terms
of linkage disequilibrium, thereby combiningJ. Dausset et al.'s 1978 definition of linkage disequilibrium
with H. Geiringer's 1944 approach. We recursively decompose higher-order linkage disequilibrium terms
into lower-order ones. Our greatest simplification comes from defining linkage disequilibrium at a single
locus as allele frequency atthatlocus. At each level, decomposition of linkage disequilibrium is mathemati-
cally equivalent to number theoretic compositions of positive integers; i.e., we have converted a genetic
decomposition into a mathematical decomposition.

A precise measurement of linkage disequilibrium is
-(_L required for studying virtually any phenomenon
in multilocus population genetics. This is especially true
for explicit multilocus models that investigate the contri-
butions of physiological epistasis to additive genetic vari-
ance (Cnnvnnuo and RourvreN 1995; WecNBn et al.
1998; Wecxnn and LIUnICHLER 2000). Linkage disequi-
librium is usually defined as the deviation from probabi-
listic independence between alleles at two different loci.
This deviation from independence can have different
causes, such as a lack of independent segregation or re-
combination, or any number of other evolutionary
forces. The presence of linkage disequilibrium (gametic
disequilibrium) is thus an indication that either stochas-
tic (e.g., drlft) or deterministic (e.9., selection, gene
flow) evolutionary forces have been acting on a popula-
tion (HnoRICK 2000; Anorre et al. 2002).

The classical definition of linkage disequilibrium, D,
follows the probability theory definition of deviation
from independence.Independence of two events, Band
C, means that Pr(BC) : Pr(B) . Pr(C), where Pr is
probability and BC is the joint distribution of B and C,
so that the deviation from independence is measured
as D : Pr(BC) - Pr(B) . Pr(C). Changing notation
slightly to let Ap1,; designate the kth allele at the zth locus
gives the linkage disequilibrium between the alleles at
two loci, D2, vs Dz : Pr(AeslAe(2)) - Pr(.4p111) . Pr(App),
where Pr represents probability and AesAA(2) represents
the joint occurrence of Ap11y and Aepy in a single haploid
gamete. In most modern interpretations of probability
theory, the primitive concept of "probability" is interpre-
ted as a relative frequenc/; therefore, Pr(Aerrl) is the
same as the frequency of allele A at locus 1.

l Correspond,iig author: Department of Biology , ArizonaState Univer-
sity, P.O. Box B7l50l, Tempe, AZ 85287-1501.
E-mail: cycad@asu.edu

Genetics 166: 1581-1583 (March 2004)

The quintessential examples of linkage disequilib-
rium are coadapted gene complexes, in which several
loci are tightly linked because they provide a large selec-
tive advantage if they occur together. In these cases, link-
age disequilibrium is maintained by selection. Although
coadapted gene complexes are implicit in Wright's shift-
ing-balance hypothesis (Wrucrrr 1931), have been used
to explain outbreeding depression (DonzHeNSKy 1948;
LyNcn 1991), and are frequently cited as evolutionary
hypotheses (Peroeorr and Wu 1996; RewsoN and Bun-
rou 2002), the linkage disequilibrium of these purported
coadapted gene complexes is almost never quantified.
This is particularly surprising given the well-cited article
by GnrnrNGER (1944), in which she provides most of
the algorithm for computing higher-order linkage dis-
equilibrium coefficients. In this article, we complete and
simplify Geiringer's formulation and then show how
the sums of products of those coefficients equal the
definition of (total) linkage disequilibrium as the devia-
tion from probabilistic independence given by Deussnr
et aL (1978).

Methodologically, we follow Geiringer's lead and de-
compose higher-order linkage disequilibrium into lower-
order linkage disequilibrium terms. In other words, we
take a top-down approach to defining multilocus link-
age disequilibrium, rather than the bottom-up approach
followed by virtually everyone since GnrnrNcnn (1944).
LnwoNrrN (197a) is typical of the bottom-up approach.
There are very few other top-down decomposition ap-
proaches such as Burlran's (1980) decomposition of
multilocus epistasis orWecNnn and LeusrcHrnn's (2000)
character decomposition approach in population ge-
netics.

In this article, we first define linkage disequilibrium
at a single locus as the allele frequency at this locus,
which greatly simplifies notation. Second, we extend
the definition of linkage disequilibrium to multiple loci
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by invoking compositions of positive integers. Our de-
composition of multilocus linkage disequilibrium is en-
tirely consistent with the standard definitions for two
loci, as well as its previous extensions to three, four, and
six loci (Gnrnrrvcnn 1944; BeNNnrr 1954; HesrrNcs
1984). Third, we show how this definition is entirely
consistent with the notion of linkage disequilibrium as
the deviation from probabilistic independence.

DECOMPOSITION OF MULTILOCUS
LINKAGE DISEQUILIBRIUM

Define the one-locus coefficient of linkage disequilib-
rium, D1, vs Dr(Aw) : Pr(Ae1). This definition may ap-
pear paradoxical, but it dramatically simplifies notation
for the decomposition of multilocus linkage disequilib-
rium. In elementary algebra we have the analogous
problem of defining the algebraic expression xn when
n: 0 (Lerorr and Ntrirnz 2000). Note that our defini-
tion of a locus encompasses protein-coding loci, quanti-
tative trait loci, and even single nucleotides.

Following HesrrNcs (1984), the formulas for two- and
three-locus multilocus linkage disequilibrium, in which

D@u<) was substituted for Pr(A4;y), are defined as

D2: Pr(An<uAu,rr7 - Dt(Auri . h(Auet)

Dz: Pr(An1yAe121Ap1s) - A(Au(rr) . Dt(Aurn) . Dt(Aura)

- h(Au<r) . Dz(h<qAuf') - Dr(Aara) . Dz(Au<rrAurur)

- Dr(Aaf.') . D2(AayAu<n).

Let D, be the coefficient of linkage disequilibrium
between n loci. Then the pattern here is that Dn :

Pr(AesAes Au<o) minus all possible products of
lower-order linkage disequilibrium coefficients, such
that each term has all of its subscripts adding up to n.
The key to writing down an explicit formula for D, is
that the phrase "all possibilities of the subscripts adding
up to n" refers to partitions of the positive integer n
(ANonnws 1976). A partition m of a positive integer n
is a set of positive integers that adds up to n; 'i.e., T :

|ry,'ne, . . ., fr*l such t}lrat2ppi : TL.The set of all parti-
t ions of n is designated p("); e.9., p(5) : {{5}, {4, I l,

13,  2 l r ,  12,  2,  11,  {3,  1,  1} ,  {2,  L,  1,  1} ,  {1,  1,  1,  1,  1}} .  To
define multilocus linkage disequilibrium, we have to
add over all partitions, excluding the trivial partition
r : {nL and permute over all alleles for a given number
of loci. However, the order of elements of the partition
matters, and hence we construct the number-theoretic
compositions c of the positive integer n (ANonnws
1976). For example, all of the compositions for the par-
t i t ion r  :  12,2, l l  are the ordered tr ip les (2,2, I ) ,  (2,
I,2), and (1, 2,2). Using these mathematical notions we
can generalize the two- and three-locus cases to define
linkage disequilibrium between nloci as

D. Laubichler

Dn(Auo, Au(r), . . . Auto) : Pr(AalltAuet . . . Au<o)
r _  I

ut'"'?LTl"'T;cor n ln;€c l

(1a)

where ni € c means that ni C c is a scalar component
of the vector c. Equivalently,

The only way to decompose n into a single positive
integer is c: (n). Therefore, we can also write the
highest-order coefficient of linkage disequilibrium as
D,(Anu, Aue), . . . Au<a) : 2,:61 lfr*.,Dno (. . .) ], where
the summation has only a single term and the product
has only a single factor. Therefore, Equation la yields

Pr(4r,1, hrrt, .- . k(o) :
all compositions c or n lnl€r ] 

(2)

which we use below.
Equation I has never been written explicitly for gen-

eral multilocus linkage disequilibrium, even though spe-
cial cases have been given by GnrnrNcun (1944), Bnu-
NETT (1954), and HesrrNcs (1984). The only explicit
definition previously grven for multilocus linkage dis-
equilibrium is due to Deussnr et al. (1978),

Dn(Ak11,Ah(2) . . .  Aa<,)  :  Pr(Aa11lAu<ztAu<ut . . .Auo)
n,

- IIDr(Awt), (3)

which we call total linkage disequilibrium, D,, where we
have again replaced Pr(Aa1a) with Dr (Aud. We refer to
D, as total linkage disequilibrium because, as we show
below, all of the nonboldface linkage disequilibrium
coefficients Dr, Dz, Du, . . ., D, can be independent from
one another and contribute to D,. Equation 3 has a
simple heuristic interpretation: D,(Aurrl . . . Auo) mea-
sures how far the haploid genotype at all nloci deviates
from probabilistic independence.

We are now ready to derive the relationship between
Dn and Dr. In Equation 3, substitute )un compositions r or z
lfI,.D, (. . .)l for Pr(Ae(r), . . . Au<o) (see Equation 2),
yielding Dn(Au<tl, Au(r), Au<a) : >au compositions r or z

lfI,.D, (. . .)l - fIT:rDr(Aa<). The last term in this
equation is simply the value of fI'g,D,, (. . .) for the
compos i t ion  c :  (1 ,  1 ,  L ,  .  .  . ,  I ) ,  i .e . ,

" :  
1 ,  +  1  + , . . .  { .

Therefore, Equation 3 becomes

D,(AhoAk(2) . . . Au<o) : Pr(AaqltAnet . . . Aut,t)

2^-"f ' li:t l

\=x::
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t - l
D,(Aurr l ,  Au<z l ,  . . .  ha)  :

all compositions c ol n lnfr I
except r: (1,1,1,...,1)

or, equivalently,

Dn(Au<rl, Au<zl, . . . Aw,) : (4b)

Equation 4 provides the crucial link between deviations
from independence (D,) and the linkage disequilib-
rium coefficienB Do computed by GnrnrNGER (7944)

and her intellectual successors by decomposing D, into
the terms Dn., wltere 2n; : n.

DISCUSSION

We have converted the genetics problem of decom-
posing linkage disequilibrium into the mathematical
problem of decomposing positive integers into their
additive parts, all while maintaining the convenient heu-
ristic definition of total linkage disequilibrium as the
deviation from independence. Unlike GnrnrxcrR (1944),

we can write down an explicit formula for multilocus link-
age disequilibrium because we invoke partitions of inte-

gers and define Dt(A) : Pr(A), thereby merging her no-
tion of linkage disequilibrium with those of Deusssr
et al. (1978\.

One immediate consequence of our decomposition
approach is that the single highest-order coefficient of
linkage disequilibrium, Dn, carrrot be examined in isola-
tion. Because .Do(A n(t)t Ane), . . . Au,) : >3*;Tpil::i,:.:!'

fn*.Dn, (. . .)], we need to examine all lowerorder link-
age disequilibrium coefficients, Dn (. . .) with n;1 n. Nl
of the subscripted linkage disequilibrium coefficients
Dt, Dz, Ds, . . ., Dncan be independent from one another
and all contribute to D,, which we therefore call total
linkage disequilibrium.

Multilocus definitions of linkage disequilibrium have
not been used very often in empirical studies because of
the large number of inputs and linkage disequilibrium
coefficients that must be analyzed (2" - 1). Currently,
even third-order linkage disequilibrium is seldom mea-
sured (THorvrsoN and Baun 1984). However, explicit
terms for multilocus linkage disequilibrium are of theo-
retical importance.

One important theoretical application is the analysis
of multilocus epistasis. Cnnvnnuo and RourvreN (1995)

developed a twoJocus model of physiological epistasis
that has been further refined by WacNn*, et a/. (1998).
To analyze the evolutionary consequences of epistasis
in these models, one has to first define linkage disequi-
librium for a subset of the loci. Thus. to extend models
of physiological epistasis to multiple loci, we must first

define linkage disequilibrium for that subset of loci,

which we have just done. Models of multilocus epistasis
will be crucial in debates over what factors maintain

coadapted gene complexes, increase additive genetic
variance, and foster speciation (GoooNrcHT 1988, 1995;

Wenn and GooDNIGHT 1998).

We thank Phil Hedrick, Tom Dowling, and two anonymous review-

ers for their helpful comments.
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