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Wild, Wooly World of DNA 

The first in aseries of articles in the New York Times, titled "The DNA 

Age" presents case histories of people whose DNA tests are turning out 

to be mixed blessings, arousing more expectations than may be justifled. 

From the adopted twins who are looking for financial aid after flnding 

out they are part African and part Native American to the man raised a 

gentile attempting to invoke the law of return to Israel following the 

revelation his DNA matched Ashkenazi Jews, the series by Amy Harmon 

apparently intends to explore the two sides of DNA- the answers it 

brings, along with the new questions it raises. 

On another front, Indian tribes routinely refuse to accept DNA 

evidence. According to the article, though, this has not deterred 

prospecti ve new enrollees. 

"It used to be 'someone said my grandmother was an Indian,' " says 

Joyce Walker, the enrollment clerk who regularly turns away DNA 

petitioners for the Mashantucket Pequot tribe, which operates the 

lucrative Foxwoods Resort Casino in Connecticut. "Now, it's 'my DNA 

says my grandmother was an Indian.'" 

The title of the first of the series is "Seeking Ancestry in DNA Ties 

Uncovered by Tests." One of the featured DNA test takers was a 

customer of DNA Consultants. 

April 13, 2006 
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Uncle Sam Wants Your DNA 	 a gr 
",.. 

U. S. Set to Begin a Vast Expansion ofDNA Sampling exo 
in tJulia Preston 
ProjNe,v York Times 

February 5, 2007 

w"The Justice Department is completing rules to allow the collection üf 

DNA from most people arrested or detained by federal authorities, a vast 

expansion of DNA gathering that will include hundreds of thousands üf Re 

illegal immigrants, by far the largest group affected. G""' 
"The new forensic DNA samp ling was authorized by Congress in a 

plittle-noÜced amendment to a January 2006 renewal of the Violence 

Against Women Act, which provides protections and assistance für tr 

victims of sexual crimes. The amendment permits DNA collecting from h 

anyone under criminal arrest by federal authorities, and also from illegal L 

imrnigrants detained by federal agents ." d' 

February 5, 2007 	 r 

DNA and Prisons 	 n' 

a 
pExoneration Using DNA Brings Change in Legal System 

Solomon M oore 

New York Times 

October 1, 2007 

"State lawmakers across the country are adopting broad changes to 

criminal-justice procedures as a response to the exoneration of more than 

200 convicts through the use of DNA evidence. 

"All but eight states now give inmates varying degrees of access to 

DNA evidence that rnight not have been available at the time of their 

convictions. Many states are also overhauling the way witnesses identify 

suspects, crime labs handle evidence and infonnants are used .... 

"N ationwide, misidentification by witnesses led to wrongful 

convictions in 75 percent of the 207 instances in which prisoners have 

been exonerated over the last decade, according to the Innocence Project, 
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a group in New York th at investigates wrongful convictions . ... 

'''The legislative refonn movement as a result of th se DNA 

exonerations is probably the single greatest criminal-justice refonn effort 

in the last 40 years,' said Pet er J. Neufe'ld, co-director of the Innocence 

Project. " 

Getober 1, 2007 

!f When Objects Become Subjects 

Review of Paul Brodwin, " 'Bioethics in Action' and Human Population 

Genetics Research" 

Population-genetics experts who lectme ,in the groves of academe or 

r trudge through the jungles of the Amazon are not immune to racist 

born bshells and political dynamite. In 1991, Stanford geneticist Luigi 

Luca Cavalli-Sforza announced a project to study human genetic 

diversity. The ponderous monograph that issued forth in 1994 became as 

revered as it was unreadable. His Histmy and Geography of Human 

Genes posited two main limbs in the human DNA tree, the African and 

non-African, with the latter branching off into Europeans (Caucasians) 

and ortheast Asians. Included in Northeast Asians were the so-called 

Arnerindians . Ametinds were closest in genetic distance to Northern 

Turkic, Chukchi and other Arctic and Mongol ian peoples. 

Litt le did Cavalli-Sforza and his team expect to encounter any 

opposition to their benign project, much less withdrawal of funding by 

the U.S. govemment and United Nations, but this is exactly what 

happened. The genial professor was surprised one day by a letter from a 

Canadian human-rights group called the Rural Advancement foundation 

International. The group demanded he stop his work immediately. It 
accused the Human Genome Diversity Project of biopiracy, steal ,ing 

DNA from unsuspecting indigenous people and mining it for valuable 

information pharmaceutical companies could use to make drugs Third 

World people could not afford. 

Paul Brodwin's article published in 2005 in the journal Culture, 

Medieine and Psyehiatry (29:145-78) reviewed this controversy, which 

had so me positive repercussions in forcing researchers to rethink 

colonialist attitudes toward their subjects. But in the second case of 
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"bioethics in action," Brodwin painted a much-more-ambiguous picture. 

It concerned the use of genetics by the ethnic group called Melungeons 

of Tennessee and Virginia to prove identity claims and press their ideas 

of special entitlements. 

In the section of the article titled "The Reinvention of Melungeon 

Ethnicity," Brodwin chronicles the conflict between scientific genetics 

and the Melungeons' demand for collective recognition. Complicating 

this issue is that the academics were by no means certain among 

themselves about who or what Melungeons were from an 

anthropological perspect ive. A rancorous standoff between Virginia 

DeMarce and N. Brent Kennedy was matched by the tendentious nature 

of the Melungeons' own theories and assertions about themselves. Was 

there even such a thing as Melungeons or were they simply genealügical 

ghosts and lurid creations of popular joumalism? Did they truly have 

some black and American Indian ancestry? Was the ti tl e only to apply to 

people in and around Newmans Ridge in Hancock County , Tennessee, or 

be extended to a wide range of persons of mixed ancestry like the 

Carolina Turks ,md Lumbee Indians? If the Melungeons went back 

before the arrival of Europeans, could they seek legal recognition as an 

indigenous American Indian tribe? 

Questions abounded, and it seemed all of them were murky, 

emotionaJly charged and political. Unlike the Human Genome Diversity 

battJe, neither party seemed to gain any advantages in the free-für-all. 

There were apparently no lessons to be learned on either side. At the end 

of the day , everyone just gave up and went horne, exhausted. 

Brodwin obviously sympathizes with the forces of the Academy in all 

this. He throws his lot in with the geneticist Kevin laues, who found "he 

did not control the goals of research or the interpretation of findings." 

The Melungeon fracas illustrated "the political and conceptual 

vulnerabilities of human population genetics." In my opinion, however, 

rodwin m issed the point. Whom do university professors and academic 

researchers serve, if not the public? They should rejoice that so many of 

the great unwashed (even in the hills and hollers of Tennessee ) are 

engaged by and even interested in their research. 

And if they cannot achieve a satisfactory dialogue with their lay 

crit ics, whose fault is that? The debate should continue, not be swept 

under the rug of philosophical reflection. Whatever else they might be, 
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