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Learning Goals

● Recognize how genetics research can be misused to 
justify genetically determinist and essentialist 
viewpoints and the associated impacts

● Describe current efforts by the research community to 
combat the misuse/misinterpretation of research, and 
articulate strategies that individual scientists can 
employ
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Ground Norms

● Be respectful of conflicting opinions
● Commit to learning and growing
● Compassionate listening
● No talking over anyone
● Make space, take space
● What is said in the room, stays in the room (confidentiality)
● Use “I”statements for sensitive topics
● Don’t equate people with stereotypes
● Don’t rush to judge others
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Introduction to Genetic 
Determinism
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Sensitive Topics Acknowledgment

It’s okay to take a break or step away and take care of yourself.

Today will cover some difficult topics that may bring up the racially motivated mass shooting 
in Buffalo, NY.

Please prioritize your well-being and check in with yourself. Step outside, take a break, take 
a deep breath, do what is best for you in processing.
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Definitions
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Genetic Determinism: The tendency to infer a person’s characteristics and behaviors as based 
on their perceived genetic make-up (Dar-Nimrod & Heine, 2011). The tendency to think of 
genetic attributions as being fixed, immutable, and “dividing people into homogenous and 
discrete groups” regardless of time or context (Heine et al., 2017, p. 137).



Participants prompted to answer multi-choice questions as though they had received their own 
low-percentile score, compared to a control condition, scored significantly lower on measures of self-esteem 
and of self-perceived competence, academic efficacy, and educational potential. 
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Definitions
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Genetic essentialism: A reductionist view of human beings and their behavior as essentially 
consisting of their genes (Australian Law Reform Commission, 2010)

Racial genetic essentialism: The belief that racial groups and their defining core essences are 
determined by genes (Yaylacı et al, 2019)



Conflation of 
genetic ancestry 

and race

Genetic ancestry tests (GATs) have been shown to 
shape a person’s racial self-identification in ways 
that vary across race, sociocultural context, and 
other characteristics (Guo et al. 2014; Johfre, 
Saperstein, and Hollenbach 2021; Nelson 2008). 

1 in 5 individuals surveyed said that their racial 
identity changed after receiving their GAT results 
(Roth and Lyon 2018).

GATs are increasingly being used by lay-people as 
‘proof’ of racial membership (Brubaker 2016b; 
Morning 2018). 

10



Definitions
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Strategic essentialism: Genetic essentialism is strategically rather than uniformly practiced 
(Condit, 2019). People draw upon multiple categories and causal factors in strategic ways 
based on the context (Condit, 2019), making them strategic essentialists.
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Activity: discussion 

(10 mins) Group reading, led by Daphne

(10 mins) Large group share out

● In each of the two readings, are there examples of genetic determinism or 
essentialism? What are they?

● To your knowledge, what have researchers done to combat the misuse or 
misinterpretation of their research? Do you think they could do more?
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Group reading pt. 1
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“We’re just constrained in whom we can help with what kinds of problems. If instead 
we try to change people who aren’t ready and able to change given the opportunity, 
we’re back to a situation in which powerful competing forces, acting through both 
genes and the nonshared environment, overwhelm the magnitude of the intervention 
that seeks to produce change. Expecting to see a major impact from outside 
interventions is usually unrealistic.” (Murray, 2020, p. 287)

“An acceptance of the constraints imposed by human nature should guide the 
administration of the civil and criminal justice systems, the regulation of business, the 
powers granted to bureaucrats—the operations of just about every social, cultural, 
economic, and political institution.” (Murray, 2020, p.353)



Group reading pt. 2
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Excerpt from Buffalo shooter’s manifesto:

(1994)
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“We’re just constrained in whom we can help with what kinds of problems. If 
instead we try to change people who aren’t ready and able to change given the 
opportunity, we’re back to a situation in which powerful competing forces, acting 
through both genes and the nonshared environment, overwhelm the magnitude of 
the intervention that seeks to produce change. Expecting to see a major impact 
from outside interventions is usually unrealistic.” (Murray, 2020, p. 287)

“An acceptance of the constraints imposed by human nature should guide the 
administration of the civil and criminal justice systems, the regulation of business, 
the powers granted to bureaucrats—the operations of just about every social, 
cultural, economic, and political institution.” (Murray, 2020, p.353)



Group reading: Genetic Determinism

17

“It is not within our power to do much to change personalities or abilities or social behaviors by design on a 
large scale…School systems in large urban areas are notorious for tolerating chaotic classrooms in a handful 
of schools in the most impoverished part of town. There’s no excuse for it. Children who are eager to learn 
are prevented from doing so, with lifelong consequences, and yet an outside intervention can completely cure 
that problem in a day: Install strict rules of in-class conduct, and promptly and without exception eject 
disruptive students from the classroom. Teachers will be able to teach and the remaining students will be 
able to learn.

The difficulty, of course, is what to do with the students who have been ejected. Solving their problems is a 
matter of changing their personalities, abilities, or social behavior, or a combination of all three, and that’s 
what the first premise of the syllogism says we don’t know how to do. (Murray, 2020, p. 286)

We’re just constrained in whom we can help with what kinds of problems.
If instead we try to change people who aren’t ready and able to change
given the opportunity, we’re back to a situation in which powerful
competing forces, acting through both genes and the nonshared
environment, overwhelm the magnitude of the intervention that seeks to
produce change. Expecting to see a major impact from outside interventions
is usually unrealistic. (Murray, 2020, p. 287)

An acceptance of the constraints imposed by human nature should guide the
administration of the civil and criminal justice systems, the regulation of
business, the powers granted to bureaucrats—the operations of just about
every social, cultural, economic, and political institution. (Murray, 2020, p.353)



Activity: discussion 

(10 mins) Large group share out

● In each of the two readings, are there examples of genetic determinism or 
essentialism? What are they?

● To your knowledge, what have researchers done to combat the misuse or 
misinterpretation of their research? Do you think they could do more?
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Posting frequency 
of scientific 

memes increases 
following 

shootings and 
political events

Carlson et al, 2022 22



2018 GWAS on Educational Attainment
The Buffalo shooter’s manifesto included a 
pseudo-scholarly table showing that these 
variants from the 2018 GWAS were more 
common in Europeans than in Africans

23Slide credit: Jed Carlson



Tracing the origins of the EA3 table
<6 weeks after EA3 was published in 2018, the following thread was posted to 4chan:
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Tracing the origins of the 
EA3 table

September 15, 2018
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Tracing the origins of the 
EA3 table

26Slide credit: Jed Carlson

September 15, 2018 September 16, 2018 September 19, 2018 September 21, 2018



How does genetic 
determinism manifest 
itself?
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Activity: discussion 

● Group discussion on 3 traits (educational attainment, athleticism, sexuality)
● Each group will be assigned 1 trait (2 reading materials)

● Educational attainment:
○ The Bell Curve (1994)
○ The Genetic Lottery (2021)

● Athleticism:
○ The Guardian (2000)
○ The Atlantic (2012)

● Sexuality:
○ A linkage between DNA markers on the X chromosome and male sexual 

orientation. Hamer et al. (1993)
○ Large-scale GWAS reveals insights into the genetic architecture of same-sex 

sexual behavior. Ganna et al. (2019)
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Activity: discussion 

(10 mins) Independent reading

(10 mins) Small groups discussion within traits (3 traits: educational attainment; athleticism; sexuality)

● According to the reading, to what extent are we defined by our genes versus our experiences? Are 
these arguments supported by science? Do you agree or disagree with the reading material?

● What impact might the arguments presented by reading materials have? Who might they impact?

(10 mins) Large group discussion

● Summarize the arguments presented in your readings
● What are the potential implications these readings might have on society (e.g. harms or benefits)?
● Should research on this trait be done at all?
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Trait 1: Educational attainment 
The Bell Curve, Richard Herrnstein and Charles Murray (1994) The Genetic Lottery, Paige Harden (2021)
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“This was reflected in the NLSY as well: Holding education constant, similar 
proportions of blacks, Latinos, and whites are found in the various 
occupational categories. 

To what extent does controlling for IQ produce the same result?...If one ethnic 
group has a lower average IQ than another ethnic group, this will be reflected 
in their occupations, other things equal…

Sociologist Linda Gottfredson has examined this question for blacks and 
whites. If, for example, black and white males were recruited without 
discrimination into careers as physicians above a cutoff of an IQ of 112 (which 
she estimates is a fair approximation to the lower bound for the actual 
population of physicians), the difference in the qualifying population pools 
would place the black-white ratio at about .05—about one black doctor for 
every twenty white ones…

We confirm Gottfredson's conclusions with data from the NLSY by going back 
to the high-IQ occupations we discussed in Chapter 2…”(p 320-2) 

NLSY: National Longitudinal Survey (conducted by US Bureau of Labor 
Statistics)

“On the right side of figure 1.1, I have graphed data from a paper in Nature 
Genetics, in which researchers created an education polygenic index…The 
story looks much the same: those whose polygenic indices are in the top 
quarter of the “genetic” distribution were nearly four times more likely to 
graduate from college than those in the bottom quarter.

The data on family income on the left, despite being correlational, is 
considered critically important as a starting point for understanding 
inequality…The data on family income is also considered by many to be 
prima facie evidence of unfairness—an inequality that demands to be 
closed. But what about the data on the right?

In this book, I am going to argue that the data on the right, showing the 
relationship between measured genes and educational outcomes, is also 
critically important, both empirically and morally, to understanding social 
inequality. Like being born to a rich or poor family, being born with a certain 
set of genetic variants is the outcome of a lottery of birth…And, like social 
class, the outcome of the genetic lottery is a systemic force that matters for 
who gets more, and who gets less, of nearly everything we care about in 
society.” (p 7-10)



Trait 1: Educational attainment 
The Genetic Lottery, Paige Harden (2021)
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Trait 2: Athleticism

The Guardian, 2000 The Atlantic, 2012
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Trait 3: Sexuality

Hamer et al. (1993) Ganna et al. (2019)
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How can researchers 
combat the harms of 
genetic determinism?
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Activity: Make a FAQ!

● After reading, generate questions 
you have (or that a potential reader 
would have)

● Compare to paper’s FAQ 

35



Activity: Make a FAQ!
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(10 mins) Independent reading

(5 mins) Drafting questions with your partner

(5 mins) Compare to actual FAQ

(5 mins) Discuss in small groups

(5 mins) Large group discussion



Activity: Make a FAQ!

Discussion prompts with a partner

1. Were the questions you asked answered? Were the answers 
satisfying?

2. How did you perceive the language in the manuscript and in the 
public-facing FAQ in the supplement? Are there places it could be 
different/improved?

3. Do you think the FAQ is sufficient to address confusion?
4. Should a study like this be done differently (or not at all)? 
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Activity: self-reflection and action (15 
minutes)

What can we do as researchers to combat the harms of genetic determinism? 
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Next session: Sex, Gender Identity, 
Sexuality, and Disability

1. Distinguish the relationship between biological sex, gender identity, and sexuality through discussion 
of the role genetics plays in these concepts.

2. Examine the medicalization (called a disorder) of identities and how it impacts society, medicine, and 
research.

3. Critique genetics studies and practices from a disability-rights perspective.
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