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AUTHOR 
BACKGROUND

• Dr.  Terence Keel is a professor at 
UCLA with a dual appointment in 
African American Studies and the 
UCLA Institute for Society & Genetics



PAPER 
BACKGROUND

• Analysis of genetics and genomics 
from a sociological perspective

• Addresses the question of “is race 
real?” in the biological and social 
sense

• Moves toward enumerating what 
must be accounted for such that 
race can be responsibly 
incorporated into biological 
research



INITIAL 
THOUGHTS?



INTRO: 
THE BIOLOGY OF 

RACE

•Does the category of race 
have meaning/have a place 
in biology?

•Can you determine skin 
color from DNA?

•Does race have a biological 
basis?



JARGON

• Social constructionism: holds that 
characteristics such as race, gender, etc. 
are not innate to humans, but are 
instead “constructed” products of 
society, influenced by culture (See: Ghost 
Stories for Darwin by B. Subramaniam)

• Social Darwinism: belief that “the 
powerful in society are innately better 
than the weak” (See: Social Darwinism, 
AMNH)

https://www.press.uillinois.edu/books/catalog/24mxq3dr9780252038655.html
https://www.amnh.org/exhibitions/darwin/evolution-today/social-darwinism


The inclusion of race in research

+ –

Important to study race, at least 
sociologically, because it has real 

social, personal, and political 
consequences (See: The 

Importance of Collecting Data 
and Doing Social Scientific 
Research on Race,  ASA)

“Yes, there are geographic 
differences in human biology and, 

perhaps, in vulnerabilities to 
particular diseases. But seeing 

these differences as meaningfully 
organized around race is a 

distraction from the search for 
the actual social, economic and 
physiological causes of these 

diseases” (See: American 
Scientist’s “Is Race Real?”)

Phasing  out  racial  terminology  
in  biological  sciences  would  
send  an important message to 
scientists and the public alike: 

Historical racial categories that 
are treated as natural and infused 
with notions of superiority and 

inferiority have no place in 
biology” (See: Taking Race Out of 

Human Genetics)

https://www.asanet.org/sites/default/files/savvy/images/press/docs/pdf/asa_race_statement.pdf
https://www.americanscientist.org/article/is-race-real
https://science.sciencemag.org/content/351/6273/564


THEMES

• Distrust of science/scientists’ handling 
of race
• “Rebiologization” of race “imputes a power to 

‘science’ it does not have” (pg. 9)

• Doubt of scientists’ ability to “use the race 
concept, while also remaining…socially 
responsible” (pg. 10)

• “social constructionists might be 
overestimating the degree to which scientists, 
and those who study them, think that human 
development (race) is driven by social 
practices and institutions” (pg .11)

• “Perhaps the difficulty of distinguishing social 
causes from genetic ones is tied to one’s 
beliefs about what moves human history” (pg. 
10)



Where does the mistrust of biologists and geneticists around race originate?



WHAT NECESSARY 
OR BENEFICIAL 
INFORMATION 

HAS COME FROM 
THE INCLUSION 

OF RACE IN 
RESEARCH?

B

B



THEMES

• Divinization of Nature/natural selection

• “early modern biology grew out of a Christian 
intellectual heritage that divinized “Nature” and 
reduced the role that human practices and 
institutions were believed to play in shaping our 
health, behavior, and bodily forms” (pg. 10)

• “the belief that Nature creates race is at work 
when we reduce the role human agency plays in 
shaping the body” (pg. 11)

• “racial differences were unalterable because they 
were created by God, or God’s proxy Nature, 
rather than humans” (pg. 11)

• “God in Nature still haunts contemporary 
perceptions of race and human biology. This is true 
even for scientific research driven by 
transformative and progressive political 
commitments” (pg. 12)



• Study identified 5 SNPs constituting a 
haplotype that are equally associated 
with type 2 diabetes, and are prevalent 
in individuals with Latin American 
ancestry

• “Each haplotype copy is associated with 
a 20% increased risk of type 2 diabetes”

SIGMA Study

Williams, A., et al. Nature 506, 97–101 (2014).

Figure 1. (b) Regional plot of association at 17p13.1 that spans SLC16A11 and 
SLC16A13. (d) Graphical depictions of SLC16A11 haplotypes constructed from the 
synonymous and four missense SNPs associated to type 2 diabetes, with haplotype 
frequencies derived from the 1000 Genomes Project and SIGMA samples.
AFR, African (n = 185); ASN, east Asian (n = 286); EUR, European (n = 379); 
MXL, Mexican samples from Los Angeles (n = 66). 

https://www.nature.com/articles/nature12828


• Higher frequency of type 2 diabetes risk 
allele (derived allele) in Latin American 
and East Asian populations than in 

• Allele absent in African populations and 
origin dated to 800,000 years ago (far 
prior to major human migration from 
Africa 100,000 years ago)

• Hypothesized to be the results of 
Neanderthal admixture with Asian and 
Latin American populations (“5 SNP” 
variant later found in Neanderthal 
genome)

SIGMA Study

Williams, A., et al. Nature 506, 97–101 (2014).

Extended Data Figure 6. (a) Allele frequency of missense SNP rs117767867 (tag 
for risk haplotype) in the 1000 Genomes Phase I data set.

https://www.nature.com/articles/nature12828


RELEVANCE 
TODAY



CONCLUSIONS

Holding true:
• the huge impact of culture, race, religion, 

etc. on human health outcomes

• the influence of social organization on 
human evolution

…how do we expand our ability to 
analyze and draw conclusions about 
human difference (in health, behavior, 
etc.) using genetics and genomics?



THANK YOU


