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Abstract

Genetics, as all human activities, is a situated practice. Given its enormous cultural and epistemological influence, the young 
age of the discipline may be surprising—not even 150 years old. The creation of the science of transmission and production of 
traits in organisms responded to 19th century’s epistemological needs in biology, as well as political and social developments: the 
transmission of characters and their variations throughout generations needed a new theory, the embryological development of 
organisms had to be explained, the unrest and disastrous living conditions provoked by the industrial capitalism and the colonial 
project in the West called for a reaction from the elites. The trajectory of genetics is one of permanent co-production between the 
different ontologies and practices it is situated in. As a science, it draws its legitimacy from the stories it tells (about the world or 
about itself), the interests it serves and the existing power relations it is part of. Given this background, the present work tries to 
shed some light on several aspects of the history of genetics that may help clarify its role and impact on our societies. The set of 
ontological and material transformations it underpins is referred to as the Genetic Order, and this is explored particularly in the 
context of the irremediable past and present association of genetics with eugenics, the construction of key notions such as herita-
bility and the dichotomy Nature/Nurture, the enormous influence of cybernetics over biology and genetics after the second world 
war and the alliance between biotechnologies, genetics and neoliberalism in more recent years. One central notion that wanders 
throughout this text is that of control over bodies and life in general. This is illustrated by the recent explosion of the genomic 
prediction industry and its impact on contemporary subjectivities. In the end, it is a world of statistics, algorithms, predestination, 
risk management and control that the Genetic Order offers, echoing the hegemonic influence of the neoliberal cybernetic project 
where all that lives must be engineered, modelled, monitored, predictable and transparent.  
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Introduction

“We are painfully aware that genetic science has, for 
more than a century, played a central role in producing 
the ideology that supports systemic racism. […] We un-
derstand that we cannot simply disavow this history, 
because many of our field’s fundamental concepts and 
approaches were established for the purpose of advan-
cing eugenics, under the assumption of extensive racial 
differences within a social hierarchy.”

Department of Human Genetics, University of Chi-
cago, Statement on Police Violence, Racism, and Gene-
tics (2020) 

Few modern sciences have had such an impact on 
our ontologies (the ways we define what the world is 
made of) and on the materiality of our lives (e.g., the 
food we produce and eat, how we heal ourselves, our 
relationships with each other and with other organisms, 
how we conceive ourselves as humans) than genetics. 

The trajectory of the science of transmission (here-
dity) and production (development) of traits in organi-
sms is one of permanent co-production between these 
ontologies, these practices and the science itself. New 
imaginaries and new sciences, here seen as context 
and content, do not generally come one after the other, 
but co-create each other, as Latour reminds us (Latour 
1993). Born—alongside the eugenics project—during 
the industrial revolution and the colonial project in the 
West at the end of the 19th century, matured throughout 
the first half of the 20th century (through the first World 
War, the explosion of agribusinesses, the rise of fascism 
in Europe, the horrors of the second World War...) and 
literally taking over the whole of biology in the second 
half of the 20th century (through molecular biology, 
genetic engineering and the influence of cybernetics), 
genetics has reached a point where its original short-
comings are biting back. Pichot is one of the historian 
of science who has shown with most clarity the episte-
mological failure of genetics in helping us interpret and 
understand life phenomena in a coherent way: “The 
theory is that heredity is the transmission of an orde-
red substance (DNA) that controls the organization of 
an organism. But as experimental results accumulated, 
the order of this substance became increasingly uncer-
tain and its correspondence with the organization of 
the organism more and more vague. So much so that 
today there is practically nothing left, neither of this or-

der nor of this correspondence.” (Pichot 2003, transl. 
by the author). He therefore affirms that “genetics has 
no object, it only has a function.” (Pichot 2001, transl. 
by the author). The interpretation of the world that ge-
netics promotes has lead to changes that need to be lo-
oked at critically and challenged. The set of ontological 
and material transformations underpinned by genetics 
will be referred to here as the Genetic Order (GO). This 
GO presents several well known characteristics that 
will be further discussed throughout this article. One 
is Geneticization, understood as the “the ongoing pro-
cess by which priority is given to differences between 
individuals based on their DNA code” (Lippman 1993) 
but it also refers here to the fabrication of DNA and the 
gene as cultural icons and god-like entities (Kupiec & 
Sonigo 2000; Nelkin & Lindee 2004). Another feature 
of the GO is its reductionist and mechanistic aspect, de-
scribed by many authors, for example Lewontin (1991), 
Morange (2003) or Nicholson (2014a). Geneticization 
is therefore a cultural process that produces genetic es-
sentialism (the DNA molecule perceived as our essence, 
our “truth within” that defines our identity) and genetic 
determinism (our DNA dictates our morphology, our 
health, our personality, our behaviors).

The main specificity of an ontology is that it is ex-
tremely difficult, usually impossible, to think outside 
of it. However, the past months constitute an example 
where events have taken place that were unthinkable 
only few weeks before that. I am referring here to the 
shift of consciousness and to the possibilities opened 
by the recent wave of unrest against police violence 
and systemic racism, particularly in the USA. An ele-
ment of this shift occurred in university departments, 
for example, departments of genetics and human ge-
netics, which were forced to react to the massive upri-
sings taking place in their cities (see the opening quote 
from the Department of Human Genetics in Chicago). 
One of the most interesting aspect of this reaction was 
the acknowledgement of the contribution of genetics 
to systemic racism and its epistemological connection 
to the eugenics project. This shift has to be understo-
od also in the context of the global Covid-19 pande-
mic, which had already raised similar issues. Not only, 
and unfortunately unsurprisingly, poor and racialized 
sections of the population are hit much harder by the 
virus, but dominant classes’ engrained eugenic beliefs 
(and readiness to mass sacrifice vulnerable popula-
tions) were suddenly brought to light notably throu-
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gh the push for “herd immunity” or the discussions of 
“hospital resources allocation”. Therefore, a perhaps 
not-so-expected consequence of the Black Lives Mat-
ter movement is the emergence of a decisive counter-
story against the official narrative that genetics’ link 
with racism and eugenics is a thing of the past, sol-
ved after the second world war, and was the deed of 
some “bad apples” in the field. As an illustration, and 
mirroring the removal of slave owners and colonial fi-
gures’ statues in many countries, genetics departments 
and other institutes are slowly changing their names or 
the names of their buildings that were related to famous 
eugenicists, in some cases after many years of dismis-
sed and ignored local activism to achieve the very same 
thing (for example in University College London, UK).

Given this background, what I hope my contribu-
tion to be is to bring some light on several aspects of 
the history of genetics that may help clarify its role and 
impact on our societies. Drawing from the work—pu-
blished in English—of critical biologists (Lewontin, 
Kupiec, and Noble) and social scientists (Nelkin, Lin-
dee, Keller, Bliss, Cooper, and Rouvroy) as well as from 
untranslated French literature (Pichot, Bonneuil, So-
nigo, and Lafontaine), this paper originates from the 
established understanding that genetics, as any other 
science, has been influenced by the epoch, the politi-
cal context and the world views it has been practiced 
in, and has influenced them in return. In other words, 
genetics is a situated practice. One central notion that 
will run throughout this text is that of control: genetics 
as a recurrent project of control over (human) bodies, 
(human) evolution, the living world and the planet in 
general. This is explored particularly in the context of 
the irremediable past and present link between genetics 
and eugenics, the enormous influence of cybernetics 
over biology after the second world war and the alliance 
between biotechnologies, genetics and neoliberalism in 
more recent years.

1. Origins and structuring

1.1. Origins
There is no need to describe at length the main 

scientific theories about the natural world of the 19th 

century, other authors have described the birth of 
biology as an independent science and the paradigms 
shifts accompanying it (Kupiec & Sonigo 2000; Mayr 
1982; Morange 2017; Pichot 1999). The 19th century 

biology inherited a predominantly fixist, essentialist, 
mechanistic (to be more exact, machinistic) and re-
ductionist view of the living world. Species would re-
produce their form, or essence, to the identical throu-
ghout generations, and the organism itself, perceived 
as a Cartesian machine, could be entirely understood 
through the study of its independent and separate 
parts. The strength of this mechanistic view of life is 
that it provided a good description and understanding 
of how an organism works and its “internal” causality 
mechanisms. Its weakness is that it could not explain 
developmental (under preformationism, the mode of 
generation associated with mechanistic biology, deve-
lopment does not need to be explained as organisms 
are always-already entirely present) nor evolutionary 
processes (Pichot 1999). 

In the terminology of Pichot (2001), the reproduc-
tion of the same exemplified by preformationism is 
called the reproduction-generation mode. He points 
out that the identical reproduction of organisms is an 
ahistorical conception of life: if nothing changes, there 
is no history. When the living world is seen as orde-
red and fixed, then what biology needs to explain is the 
variation between individuals. A way to solve the di-
lemma about observed differences between beings was 
to establish a distinction between specific differences 
(the ones between the different forms/essences/spe-
cies; the “real” differences that have a significance) 
and accidental differences (they do exist between in-
dividuals but they do not really matter for the under-
standing of the organisms). In this system of thoughts, 
the oppositions essence/existence and species/indi-
viduals are associated with these specific/accidental 
differences. Pichot partly explains the longevity of the 
preformationist ideas for theological reasons, as it 
complements perfectly the finalist and deterministic 
way of understanding organisms and the world: the 
organism’s plan (its form or essence) pre-exists to its 
existence, and the unfolding of its life is determined by 
an external cause (Pichot 1999). 

During the century, transformism (or evolutioni-
sm, the idea that species have evolved throughout hi-
story) will be more and more widely accepted. Fixism 
and essentialism will be slowly replaced by a histori-
cal, processual understanding of life (Kupiec & Sonigo 
2000; Mayr 1982). One of Darwin’s contribution was 
to put forward variation as a fundamental property of 
organisms, and he asserted that these variations were 
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transmitted from one generation to the next. Accor-
ding to Kupiec (2019) and Rosanvallon (2012), this is 
a paradigmatic change. First, this is a blow to the idea 
of a well “ordered” living world. Second, if variation 
is a characteristic of organisms and can be transmit-
ted, therefore, what needs to be explained from then 
on are the similarities between beings (and not their 
differences). One of the main question of biology 
emerges then, the one about the “reproduction of the 
similar”, or in other words: what are the biological 
mechanisms that explain the similarities between pa-
rents and offspring?

This new historical and processual vision of life 
provoked epistemological issues in biology: one was 
the need to articulate the physico-chemical explication 
of the organism with a historical explanation and ano-
ther was the questioning of the notion of species. Be-
cause of the latter, the concept of species could not re-
fer any longer to eternal and separate entities. Indeed, 
as Kupiec and Sonigo (2000) propose, a “species” is 
more of an instant (like a photograph), whereas life is 
actually a historical process, the genealogy of lineages 
over time (a sequence like a video). Mayr (1982) in-
sists on the importance, for the future establishment 
of genetics as a discipline, of what he calls “popula-
tion thinking” (focusing on the diversity and variations 
between individuals within a population, rather than 
the essentialist thinking that focuses on the differen-
ces between species) and, from there, the necessity 
to compartmentalize and separate all the visible cha-
racteristics of organisms into individual traits. The-
refore, the notion of the specific form was gradually 
replaced by the notion of an organism as a sum of in-
dividual characters, of which only a part are transmit-
ted (even though it was still not known how). These 
characters will be called hereditary characters for two 
reasons: the previous observation of a kind of vertical 
transmission of exceptional characters such as heredi-
tary diseases, and the construction of an equivalence to 
the legal/economical notion of heredity (transmission 
of wealth and properties, accumulation of possessions 
throughout generations…). Heredity, as a substantive, 
is imported to biology at this moment (Pichot 2001). 
This importation of concepts from the legal/economic 
field in biology is a reminder of the famous influence 
of Townsend and Malthus on Darwin for the formula-
tion of the natural selection theory (which itself will 

influence back social sciences through social Darwini-
sm) (Pichot 2000), illustrating this constant back and 
forth movement between natural sciences and politics.

Heredity, therefore, is the answer to the first epi-
stemological issue mentioned above: the necessity of 
a historical component in the explanation of the or-
ganism. To have continuity between the generations, 
there needs to be a transmission of characters (and 
their variations). This is, in Pichot’s terminology, the 
transmission-generation mode (Pichot 2001). Mayr 
(1982) describes the trajectory of ideas at the turn of 
the 19th/20th centuries that lead to the establishment 
of genetics, and especially the influence of mechani-
stic and reductionist thinking as well as physics me-
thodologies. It is fascinating to follow this gradual 
narrowing down of the scientific focus from the cell 
(the Cell theory), to the nucleus then to the chromo-
somes (the Chromosome theory) and finally to the 
DNA and the gene, revealing the obsession for the se-
arch of “the” corpuscular unit of genetics (which was 
thought as the unit of heredity or the unit of deve-
lopment depending on the context and the specialty 
of the scientists involved). As the physiology of re-
production is better described, another central que-
stion of biology emerges: how can complex organisms 
made of so many different organs and types of cells 
can be produced from a single cell?

Prior to preformationist ideas, heredity was mostly 
understood as the transmission of entities (humors or 
materials) “collecting” the different parts of the body, 
or, as Pichot puts it, a kind of “representative sample” 
transmitted through the generations (Pichot 1999). In 
early 1890s Weismann, a German biologist drawing 
from the “representative sample” notion, will establish 
the bases of genetics as a science with his germ pla-
sm theory and the germ/soma opposition. The germ 
plasm is a substance representing the germinal line, it 
is the structure that bears the heredity and is respon-
sible for the transmission of characters. The soma is 
the rest of the body, it does not transmit anything. 
The birth of genetics relies therefore on a fundamental 
and irreducible new separation: between the organ of 
heredity and the rest of the body. This is reflected, in 
Weismann’s theory, in the opposition between heredi-
tary (the characters contained in the germ plasm and 
that can be transmitted) and acquired characters (that 
are related to the soma and that cannot be transmit-
ted). Genetics becomes the science that studies the 
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transmission of these hereditary characters. Keller, 
reflecting on these shifts, writes about internalization 
and substantiation (Keller 2010). The substantiation 
is the notion that what is transmitted is a substance, 
a material entity made of particles that resides in the 
body. This particulate form of heredity will be discus-
sed further in the next part. The notion of internaliza-
tion is summarized by Moore commenting on Keller 
(2010): “the word ’innate’ came to be associated with 
heredity and the word ’acquired’ came to be associated 
with the environment (i.e., that which is external to the 
body). This internal/external dichotomy allowed nur-
ture to be disjoined from nature” (Moore 2012). The 
emergence of the new ontological alignments internal-
innate-hereditary and external-acquired-environment 
will define genetics. Pichot (1996) clarifies the impor-
tance of this transition. Before Weismann, the funda-
mental opposition was between the acquired and the 
inherited characters – but all were inheritable, or he-
reditary. The fundamental opposition of the nascent 
genetics is different, it is the one between the in-prin-
ciple-hereditary characters (be they inherited or not) 
and the in-principle-non-hereditary characters (acqui-
red). This may seem very subtle as a difference but the 
implications are significant. It is indeed very difficult 
to clearly define what is a purely in-principle-heredi-
tary character (this is further discussed in section 3.1).

With his theory, Weismann manages, according to 
Pichot (1996), to bring together the ideas of prefor-
mation as well as epigenesis (the ancestor of modern 
embryogenesis and the mode of generation associated 
to vitalism, the main rival theory to mechanistic bio-
logy at the time). Indeed, although it does not contain 
a pre-formed being, Weismann’s germ plasm is sup-
posed to contain the instructions of its formation. A 
digitalization before its time. Moreover, in this theory, 
the construction of the organism, while pre-written, is 
effectuated by epigenesis. The germ plasm acts as the 
material form of a “memory”, a vision that will lend 
itself particularly well to the cybernetic framework 50 
years later. Thus, by reconciling the two dominant the-
ories of biology Weismann provides a framework that 
will satisfy the majority of biologists, a kind of neo-
preformationism (Mayr 1982; Pichot 1996). The germ 
line would therefore be the only part of the organism 
that shows continuity in time; it is immortal, there-
fore timeless. Drawing from Weismann, geneticists 
will slowly deny any influence of the environment on 

the germ, making heredity a purely structural and a-
historical phenomenon (Bonneuil 2015a). According 
to Kupiec, Weismann (together with De Vries) is re-
sponsible for a major leap in the foundation of gene-
tics: introducing dualism into the theory of heredity by 
postulating that macroscopic traits are determined by 
the structure of microscopic elements, thereby giving 
the theory an Aristotelian structure (Kupiec 2019). De-
spite the upheavals of evolutionism in the 19th century, 
the organism is once again detached from its history 
and its environment – it is back to “order”. In Le siècle 
du gène (2015a) Bonneuil argues that the emergence 
of this vision echoes the appearance of the mass pro-
duction of objects during the industrial revolution. 
Previously, the value of an object was strongly lin-
ked to its history, its origin, who made it, by what 
technique, where, under what conditions... With 
mass production, the link between an object and its 
origin disappears, as does the link between an orga-
nism and its history. 

Another explanation for the success of Weismann’s 
theory, and its perpetuation in current genetic essen-
tialism, lies in the idea of immortality. What could be 
the reasons explaining the powerful resonance of this 
idea of immortality with this particular era? The first 
that comes to mind is again the link with industrial ca-
pitalism. What is a business, a corporation? It is an en-
tity whose existence can last a much longer time than 
that of the human scale, an entity whose hosts (ow-
ners, shareholders) are just passing through, although 
they must act in the “interest” of the company (Waters 
J, personal communication). The similarity becomes 
even more striking when one considers the familial 
character of certain companies, inherited from genera-
tion to generation within “entrepreneurial” dynasties. 
This echoes Lewontin’s work on the adequacy betwe-
en the mechanistic and reductionist ontology with the 
individualist view of the world (Lewontin 1991). With 
the development of industrial capitalism, and the con-
comitant change in social organization, a completely 
new vision of society emerged: the individuals as the 
primary and independent entities (in a permanent 
competition between themselves); society as a con-
sequence, not a cause, of individual properties; orga-
nisms determined by internal factors, the genes (“the 
modem form of grace”). Just as genes determine in-
dividuals, individuals determine communities—thus, 
genes make cultures and determine societies: “We 
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have become so used to the atomistic machine view of 
the world that originated with Descartes that we have 
forgotten that it is a metaphor. We no longer think, as 
Descartes did, that the world is like a clock. We think it 
is a clock.” (Lewontin 1991)

Genetics, the actual name of the discipline, was 
then coined by Bateson in 1906 and Weismann’s the-
ory was quickly formalized with the creation of the 
terms gene, phenotype (first the average apparent type 
of a population but now defined as the set of the appa-
rent traits of an organism) and genotype by Johannsen 
in 1909 (Mayr 1982).

1.2. End of the 19th century, genetics
under the influence: eugenics
During this pivotal period between the 19th and 

20th centuries, several core concepts in genetics 
emerged. One of the scientist most representative of 
these changes is Galton and the main thrust of this 
early bubbling is the creation of, and the articulation 
between, the notion of heritability and the Nature/
Nurture dichotomy. Both ideas were associated to the 
political project of eugenics, a project aimed at con-
trolling human populations and their evolution. One 
of the priorities of genetics became then the “impro-
vement” of the human population. At the root of all 
this, as narrated by Keller (2010) was Galton’s con-
cern about how to stop the ongoing “degeneration” of 
his nation and ensure that more “geniuses” are pro-
duced. Old ideas that will flourish in the context of 
the emerging genetics and Darwinism. Of course, this 
“concern” must be understood in the light of the par-
ticular historical conditions of the late 19th century: 
the explosion of industrial capitalism and the mas-
sive urbanization (i.e., the expulsion of thousands of 
humans from the countryside to the cities) leading to 
horrendous living and sanitary conditions (the “dege-
neration” that provoked anxieties in Galton and many 
others), the enormous workers’ movements and re-
volts, the formulation of the communist and anarchi-
st theories, the beginning of feminist struggles, the 
colonization project and the conflicts it provoked, 
etc. The elites were worried about so much upheaval 
and resistance. Here Royer’s intervention about the 
essence of capitalism as a “project against life” offers 
a striking perspective (Royer 2017). He argues that 
the immeasurable anthropological transformations 
of the 19th century in the West were marked by the tri-

ple alliance between the new mode of scientific pro-
duction, the thermo-industrial capitalism (coal then 
oil) and the formation of the modern nation-state as 
we know it. According to him, this alliance is at the 
origin of what is going to become eugenics, which will 
constitute the ideological basis of a new mode of so-
cial engineering characterized by the transgression of 
the (mass) murder taboo. All of this being legitimized 
by the discourse of the new mode of scientific pro-
duction built throughout the 19th century, the “Scien-
ce with a capital S” as Carnino calls it (Carnino 2015). 
Eugenics is a true mass movement. At the time, most 
geneticists were eugenicists, including progressives, 
and the importance of promoting and creating a new 
human was widely accepted (Pichot 2000). From 
Royer’s perspective, the eugenics project accompa-
nies the West and capitalism towards the realization 
of their essence, a project of total death, embodied 
by the two major and concomitant events of the ato-
mic bombs launched on Japan and the Holocaust 
(Royer 2017).

Pichot’s perspective is that, in short, eugenics can 
be considered as the natural continuation of Darwi-
nism—although not necessarily of Darwin himself 
(Pichot 2000). As mentioned, the industrialization 
associated to the massive urbanization lead to the mul-
tiplication of diseases and ill-health in big cities. For 
many established scientists of the time, this was inter-
preted as a sign of the degeneration of the occidental 
civilization. From 1859 and the publication of On the 
Origin of Species, Darwinism provided a “scientific” 
explanation to this phenomenon: this multiplication 
of diseases and social problems were not due to social 
conditions, but to the absence of natural selection in 
human societies. The solutions proposed were twofold: 
social Darwinism (the liberal laissez-faire promoting 
the survival of the fittest, or rather the elimination of 
the inferior, without any state intervention aiming at 
supporting the most vulnerable) and eugenics (a social 
selection driven by state intervention to replace natu-
ral selection) (Pichot 2000). This process went hand 
in hand with the construction of Science as the only 
institution able to help improve humanity (to advan-
ce it in the direction of betterment and happiness and 
progress; Carnino 2015) leading to mass sterilization 
policies targeting “criminals” (in practice, those consi-
dered mentally ill, the poor, the racialized people and 
other non-citizens) in several countries (for example 
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in the United States or Sweden, where they will last 
until the 60s and 70s) and, eventually, to the Nazi 
exterminations (Pichot 2000; Royer 2017). 

1.2.1 The construction of the Nature/
Nurture dichotomy, part I
A first step in the establishment of eugenics as a di-

scipline is the construction of the dichotomy Nature/
Nurture. It is Galton who, in 1874, will inaugurate the 
conjunction “Nature and Nurture” as fundamental in 
genetics (Keller 2010). Previously, according to Keller, 
the ideas of Nature and Nurture were present but they 
were neither considered as fundamentally distinct cate-
gories nor in opposition. Keller uses the analogy of the 
seed (Nature) and its culture (Nurture) to describe the 
ontology of the time: one cannot go without the other 
in the production of an organism. The semantic ope-
ration of Galton’s locution “Nature and Nurture” and 
then quickly “Nature versus Nurture” is not innocent. 
Indeed, two terms can only be brought together if they 
can first be considered disjointed and separate. Their 
coming together and their interaction imply their sepa-
ration. Their separation implies that they can be studied 
and measured independently, compared and debated... 

A central element of this new construction is the 
substantiation already mentioned: heredity is carried 
by a corpuscular substance (made of elementary, mo-
lecular and independent particles) that resides within 
the organism (although, in a way, it is separate from it) 
and is transmitted through the generations. The con-
tributions of Mendel, Weismann and Galton were cen-
tral to the double shift from blending (holistic) and soft 
inheritance to a particulate and hard inheritance (see 
Mayr 1982 and Bonneuil 2015a; this double shift is cal-
led “discretization of heredity” in Pichot 1999). This is 
exemplified by the comparison between Darwin’s and 
Galton’s view of heredity. Darwin, along many others at 
the time, accepted the particulate form of inheritance 
(he called these particles gemmules), that is to say he 
did not believe that heredity was a blending process of 
two complete organisms where the offspring was a mix 
of its parents (a holistic view). However, he considered 
that they were still influenced by the environment, still 
malleable (soft). With Galton, these particles will be-
come fixed, discrete, independent and invariant enti-
ties (hard, see Keller 2010 and Mayr 1982). Nature 
and Nurture are then separated, among other things, 
by the elements of which they are composed of. Galton 

will establish for the following decades that : 1) the ele-
ments that make up Nature (the innate, or genetic for-
ces) are the elements of heredity; 2) the elements that 
make up Nature are in competition with the elements 
that make up Nurture (the acquired, or environmental 
forces), this is the shift from Nature and Nurture to 
Nature versus Nurture; 3) the elements that make up 
Nature are, in the last resort, always more powerful 
than the elements that make up Nurture (Nature-first 
approach) (Keller 2010). 

How does this theorization serve the eugenics 
project? This “discretization of heredity” and the crea-
tion of the Nature-Nurture divide were, I would propose, 
a necessity for the eugenics project. Both were framed 
as such and were essential for the hegemonic role of ge-
netics in shaping our ontologies. Below are preliminary 
ideas that would of course need further exploring. 

First, Keller (2010) suggests that in order to un-
derstand the origin and persistence of the separation 
and opposition between Nature and Nurture, it would 
be possible (or even preferable) to set aside eugenics. 
I would however propose that the construction of the 
categories Nature and Nurture is not distinct from the 
eugenics project that produced them. Neither is their 
hierarchization. Let us for a moment step aside towards 
Delphy, who offers a framework for interpreting the 
processes of creation of categories and their hierar-
chization (from a feminist but also anti-racist point of 
view) (Delphy 2008, 1993). She assumes that catego-
ries (such as male/female, black/white) do not exist in 
the “natural world”. Divisions are social conventions, 
always created by humans, which order the materiality 
of the world (this echoes the debate around the concept 
of species between essentialists and nominalists). In the 
case of the male/female categories in humans, Delphy 
suggests that, contrary to the usual view, sex (biological 
or natural) does not precede gender (social or cultural): 
gender precedes sex. In other words, gender hierarchi-
zation (the patriarchal system) is not a phenomenon 
resulting from categorization but precedes it (and then 
the two phenomena reinforce each other). Hierarchy 
is at the origin of categorization. It is because the ju-
stification of a system of domination is necessary that 
categorization criteria, usually sought in the body/na-
ture (naturalization), are established as universal and 
timeless. For Delphy, a similar mechanism is at work in 
the scientific justification of racism. The creation of the 
categories Nature and Nurture by the eugenics project 
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could be interpreted in the same way. It is because the-
re was a eugenic project that required a framework of 
thought in which the differences between humans had 
to be biological and inherited that the dichotomy was 
constructed in this way: a hierarchization and separa-
tion of Nature and Nurture (with Nature as the primary 
force in the transmission and formation of characters).

Second, to assimilate the elements of heredity only 
to Nature is to give natural scientists full responsibili-
ty for the study, interpretation and manipulation of the 
transmission, the development and the distribution of 
heritable traits, since Nature is the domain reserved to 
hard experimental sciences and no other.

The third line of thought is related to the understan-
ding of the emergence of eugenics as one of the conse-
quences of the scientific revolution in biology in the 19th 

century. Indeed, modern science had fundamentally 
been based on an opposition between the object being 
studied (nature, animals, plants etc.) and the subject 
(the one who conducts the study, i.e., humans). With 
the emergence of evolutionism and the increasingly cle-
ar positioning of humans within animals (starting with 
Linnaeus up to Darwin), the object/subject boundary is 
less and less clear. If humans are part of the animals, 
they can therefore be the object of science itself and its 
experiments (Rey 2015). Can we interpret the emergen-
ce of the Nature/Nurture dichotomy as a response to 
the blurring of the object/subject boundary after the 
Darwinian paradigm shift? It is not clear, but the na-
turalization of the elements of heredity in humans has 
undoubtedly provided the justification for the use of 
breeding and selection techniques (applied in the past 
to plants and non-human animals) on humans. Moreo-
ver, the closer groups of humans are associated to Na-
ture (women, lower classes, mentally ill, enslaved, co-
lonized...), the more they are seen as “objects” and the 
target of the eugenics project. 

Fourth, the historical process of discretization of 
heredity played a major role in the creation of imagi-
naries echoing the eugenics project. Indeed, to consi-
der the organism as an arrangement of independent, 
particulate traits, recombinable at will, responds to the 
demiurgic promise of human control over evolution 
(Bonneuil, 2021). For De Vries, one of the founders of 
modern genetics (although not a supporter of eugenics, 
see Pichot 1999), only “[s]uch an hereditary character, 
isolated from the rest, can now become the object of 
an experimental treatment.” (De Vries 1889, cited in 

Bonneuil 2021). Pichot suggests another argument: 
during the first decades of the 20th century, through 
the discretization of both the phenotype and the ge-
notype, the particles of heredity lost their “physical 
substance”: they became mostly defined through the 
traits (or rather, the mutations) they corresponded to. 
This was a complete inversion of the way to study he-
redity: from a physical explanation (starting from the 
genotype to explain the phenotype) to a “mutationist” 
explanation (starting from the phenotype to explain 
the genotype). Pichot qualifies this second approach 
as “phenomenist” and statistic, a kind of “semiology” 
(an “interpretation of signs”), and argues that becau-
se of its practicality, all sorts of characters ended up 
being interpreted in this way, including psychological 
and social ones. Moreover, because these traits were 
usually identified through mutations associated to 
“monsters” or pathologies, this created an obsession 
of the “good” and “bad” genes (Pichot 1999). Using 
Darwinism, as mentioned above, the “proliferation” of 
these bad genes was interpreted as the consequence of 
the disappearance of the process of natural selection in 
human societies, leading to eugenics.

Finally, in this vision centered on genetic material, the 
body of the organism is excluded (see Nicholson 2014b). 
Organic complexity, the interactions between different 
biological elements, or between the biological and the 
social/environment... all are gradually being left aside in 
the analysis of heredity phenomena or the formation of 
phenotypic traits. The ontological scale, the one in which 
the explanation of the living is found, becomes that of 
the genetic factor, the molecule. In other words, since 
the traits of humans are mostly genetically inherited, 
society and culture have only a very limited role in the 
unequal distribution of these characteristics (in short, 
inequalities are “natural”). Politics and social or collec-
tive action are then of little use, since what counts in 
explaining who we are is the individual lineage, i.e., the 
traits directly transmitted by our parents. What would 
therefore allow us to “improve” our situation is the po-
sitive selection of “superior” natural characteristics or, 
and this has been the main methodology of eugenics, the 
negative selection of “inferior” characteristics (i.e., the 
elimination or sterilization of people with these traits). 
This exclusion of the body, associated with reductionism 
and eugenics, echoes and contributes to a deep, ancient 
and general affect characteristic of the West: the fear of 
the body (see section 3.3.1).
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1.2.2 The construction of the notion of 
heritability, part I
Under the influence of the eugenics project, and fol-

lowing the ontological alignments identified by Keller 
(2010), the central question of genetics will then beco-
me the study and measure of the respective effects of 
Nature (innate) and Nurture (acquired) in the forma-
tion of traits. This question is still central today. These 
traits, in humans, will include the different parts of the 
body as well as personality traits and behaviors (like 
intelligence, a very early obsession of geneticists and 
eugenicists) and they are all conceived to be produced, 
entirely or at least partially, by the elements that make 
up natural forces. It should be reminded that there is 
nothing neutral about the choice of this research me-
thodology. It can be partly explained because of the 
influence of physics and its methods on biology. Lou-
art (2018) reminds us how much the direct transfer of 
these methods from one discipline to the other is ina-
dequate (because of the necessity of simple and isola-
ted objects from their environment, of the total control 
of parameters etc.). On another hand, underneath the 
differential measures of Nature and Nurture effects on 
traits development is a desire to develop ways to inter-
vene on human reproduction and the necessity to define 
scientific criteria to justify and determine who will be 
able to reproduce or not. To measure the relative im-
portance of genetic, the notion of heritability is created. 
Galton and others will use twin studies for this purpose 
(see Keller 2010). This era also marks the development 
and standardization of intelligence quotient (IQ) tests 
by the eugenics movement (for the control of reproduc-
tion of the feeble-minded and others considered “de-
viant”). The link between the measure and the studies 
of IQ’s heritability and the science of eugenics is the-
refore historical, structural and fundamental. In 1918, 
Fisher, one of the founders of population genetics (also 
a eugenicist), proposed, according to Keller (2010), the 
most significant reformulation of the issues raised by 
Galton: 1) the question of causality between genetic 
elements and traits should be formulated in terms of 
differences in traits, and not on the basis of the traits 
themselves; and 2) there is a need to shift the analysis 
of heredity from individuals to populations. Until to-
day, genetics is still struggling with this reformulation 
and has not yet escaped the political and linguistic 
traps that surround it. Since that founding moment, 
there has been a perpetual confusion between causality 

and correlation, causality and perturbation, individual 
and population, transmissibility and heritability, cha-
racter and character variation etc. All of this will be 
discussed in more details in section 1.3 and 3.

But let us stay a moment longer on the hold of the 
eugenic ideology on genetics and biology at the begin-
ning of the 20th century. It is worth mentioning the new 
obsession of the time: the genetic purity of beings. Ge-
netic purity, i.e., the establishment of a lineage coming 
only from an individual and presenting no variations 
of the studied trait throughout generations, becomes 
both a quest and a standard of knowledge on heredity 
(Bonneuil 2015a). “Pure” genetic lines are established 
for flies (the fruit fly, a model animal for the study of the 
transmission of traits), cereals, yeasts (for beer), vac-
cines, etc. Bonneuil (2015a) recounts very clearly the 
ways genetics followed, supported and encouraged the 
entry and rationalization of living organisms in industry 
and agriculture (most of the main geneticists of the time 
were deeply associated to the agribusiness). Genetical-
ly stable, predictable, reproducible and calibrated life 
forms are produced in connection with the industriali-
zation of the western world. At this time, the gene (as an 
abstract unit for the transmission of hereditary traits) 
is thought of as an inert, selectable and storable brick. 
As it is carried by chromosomes, it is therefore present 
only in the nucleus of the cell, which is then perceived 
as the control center of the organism, echoing the divi-
sion of labor of the major industries of the time. Bon-
neuil (2019a) is also exploring another interesting line 
of research. This set of properties attributed to the gene 
feeds a vision of organisms in terms of genetic resources 
(which will lead to the notion of biodiversity) where 
they are perceived as a catalogue of properties that can 
be classified, hierarchized, exploited and “conserved”. 
With respect to the link between the agribusiness and 
eugenics, it is interesting to note that in the 1930s, the 
Nazis began by banning plant seeds deemed “unpro-
ductive or susceptible to disease” (Bonneuil 2015a).

1.3 Genetic structuring and development 
One mythical figure of genetics that has not been 

mentioned yet is of course Mendel and his famous laws 
of heredity (formulated in the 1860s) which, because 
they were established from very carefully selected cha-
racters and organisms, served mostly as counterpoint 
to all the exceptions that were later observed. This se-
quence of the history of genetics has been extensively 
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covered, for example by Mayr (Mayr 1982) or, more 
critically, by Kupiec (2019) or Pichot (1999). From the 
“re-discovery” of Mendel’s work in 1900 and during the 
first half of the 20th century, genetics developed in dif-
ferent branches (population, physiological and formal 
genetic). Genetics, from its very foundations, is therefo-
re very heterogeneous in its methods and in the episte-
mological status of its components—one of the causes 
of the inability of genetics to become a “proper” science 
(Pichot 2001). 

The beginnings of formal genetics (around 1915) fo-
cused mainly on locating mutations on the Drosophila 
chromosomes. The American biologist Morgan and his 
team (the main actors of this branch of genetics) wor-
ked frantically to map hundreds of mutations. Their 
laboratory infrastructures testified to a very profound 
evolution and scaling up of scientific practices, mirro-
ring the general industrialization of the time. For Bon-
neuil (2015a), this is part of the “revolution of control” 
and the systematic management that was taking place 
in the large organizations and industries at that time, 
which inaugurated new forms of information manage-
ment and biopolitics. This obsession with mapping will 
manifest itself again later with the hysteria of DNA se-
quencing, genomics and post-genomics. Morgan inau-
gurated in genetics the confusion between modelization 
and theorization, where the repetition, auto-confirma-
tion and accumulation of experimental data constitu-
te the basis and the aim of all inquiries (Pichot 1999). 
One might think that mapping is a neutral endeavor. 
It is, after all, only a matter of measuring, deciphering, 
observing, indexing, and representing a phenomenon 
in a graphic form. And yet, as The invisible commit-
tee reminds us in a fulgurant way: “One never maps a 
territory that one doesn’t contemplate appropriating” 
(The invisible committee 2015). This interpretation is 
shared by Nelkin and Lindee: “the apparent precision 
of a map may make invisible the priorities and inte-
rests that shaped it. As forms of knowledge, all maps ... 
are the product of cultural choices.” (Nelkin & Lindee 
2004). What is represented, and how it is represented 
on a map, is as much a choice of visual power as it is a 
choice of persuasion and appropriation. A map is not an 
objective representation, it is contextual: “Mapping is 
the process of claiming territory—that was its historical 
purpose and it remains so today in molecular genetics. 
The ‘commons’ of human heredity has been divided up 
among the mappers, and the human genome is essen-
tially, entirely patented...” (Nelkin & Lindee 2004). This 

is one of the fundamental thrust of genetics, established 
at the earliest stage of the discipline: cataloguing and 
mapping genomes for the purpose of appropriation. If 
there is one example of obscene clarity about the role 
of mapping in the conquest of territories, it is the co-
lonial situation in Palestine. Against the mapping of 
the colonial power, Said proposed a counter-mapping, 
a counter-cartography of resistance: “In the history of 
colonial invasion, maps are always first drawn by the 
victors, since maps are instruments of conquest. Geo-
graphy is therefore the art of war but can also be the art 
of resistance if there is a counter-map and a counter-
strategy.” (Said 1995). Echoing concerns about con-
temporary genetic essentialism, could we imagine a 
counter-mapping of the human genome?

Another contribution of Morgan and his team is 
the consecration of the conflations already mentioned: 
between the study of a character and the study of the 
variation of a character, between the population and 
the individual scale and between statistical measure-
ment (correlation) and causality. Pichot tells us that the 
methodology of Morgan’s school is part of the legacy of 
the role of hereditary diseases on the development of 
genetics, when they were used to establish the notions 
of hereditary characters and heredity, introducing a 
conceptual mistake. Indeed, a disease is not a biologi-
cal trait, it is the alteration of one or several biological 
traits. The conceptual error (that of confusion between 
character and variation in character) will be reproduced 
on an industrial scale with Morgan’s studies of the mu-
tations/deformations of Drosophila. For example, his 
team claimed to study the heredity of the “white-eye” 
character, but in reality they were studying the here-
dity of a mutation that would cause a disease in which 
one of the most obvious symptoms were white eyes. It 
is therefore the study of the heredity of an alteration 
(amongst other alterations) of a trait, not the heredity 
of that trait (Pichot 2001). Keller shows that this con-
flation occurs through a three-step process: 1) the cause 
of a phenotypic difference observed in a population is 
attributed to a putative gene mutation, 2) the presen-
ce of a putative gene mutation signals the presence of 
a gene, and 3) the responsibility for the formation of 
that trait in an individual is attributed to that putative 
gene (Keller 2010). The existence of the mutation and 
the associated gene are, at the start, only hypotheses of 
Morgan’s method. There is a shift from what begins as 
comparative genetics (the comparison of different phe-
notypes) to individual genetics (the study of the role of 
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a particular gene in the production of a particular trait). 
Similarly, Mayr notes that “Galton’s worst mistake ... 
was that he transferred what was statistically true for 
the genotype as a whole to the mode of inheritance of 
individual characters.” (Mayr 1982). The operation is 
so inherent to genetics methodology that it is general-
ly invisible. However, this is very significant. To consi-
der the gene simply as a difference maker (producer of 
variations) is not enough for the hegemonic project of 
genetics, it must also be a trait maker (producer of phe-
notypical characteristics) in order to have the power to 
act and create life, justifying its mobilization to control 
(human) evolution (Keller 2010). In other words, at the 
early stages of genetics, the notion of direct and unequi-
vocal causality between a gene and a trait is essential 
to the justification of the eugenics project. Through the 
methodology developed by Morgan, genetics is enshri-
ned as a science of the differential: it will henceforth 
focus of studying alterations, mutations and differen-
ces (the mutant type) in relation to a predefined norm 
(called the “wild type”). This is the distinction between 
“differential heredity” (the heredity of a difference, of 
the modification of a trait by mutation) and “absolute 
heredity” (the heredity of the actual trait) drawn by Pi-
chot (Pichot 1999). It is therefore not by accident, or be-
cause some geneticists are ill-intentioned, that genetics 
is often used to define norms (natural and at the same 
time, because of its political aspect, social). This is its 
very essence, its methodological necessity and its way 
of constructing the world.

Between the 1930s and 1950s, the main story of mo-
dern biology emerged: the synthetic theory of evolution 
(STE or Modern Synthesis, also sometimes called neo-
Darwinism). It is presented as a reconciliation between 
the young genetics and Darwinism. It is a theory of evo-
lution centered on the gene (and later on the Genetic 
Program), reductionist, deterministic and that deepens 
the direct link between genes and traits and the exclu-
sion of the environment (both the outside of the orga-
nism, the inner environment and even the composition 
of the gametes) (Noble 2015). Newman also notes that 
the STE theorists consciously set aside certain aspects 
of Mendel’s and Darwin’s work that were embarrassing 
to neo-Darwinism, but that will re-emerge throughout 
the 20th and 21st centuries (Newman 2013). This is the 
case for example of saltationism, rejected in favor of 
gradualism (see Mayr 1982). Gradualism is the idea 
that evolution takes place through a slow and regular 

accumulation of mutations causing tiny variations, se-
lected as they go along when they give a certain repro-
ductive advantage to individuals in a certain context (a 
reminder of the idea of the progressive accumulation of 
capital and wealth). The other aspect is of course the 
already mentioned dismissal of soft inheritance for a 
hard conception of heredity that will be perfectly com-
plemented by the notion of the DNA molecule as inde-
pendent, isolated from the outside and with a “perfect” 
replication system. 

2. The construction of a hegemony

2.1 Cybernetics and genetics,
an all-encompassing imaginary
The 1940s saw the birth of cybernetics, a scien-

ce created by a group of mathematicians, logisticians, 
biologists, anthropologists, engineers, etc. One of their 
main goals was to try to forge a “theory of the mind” 
to understand and model how the mind, and therefore 
the brain, works. The analogy between the brain and the 
computer took root, nourishing both our perception of 
the brain (and by extension of organisms) but also, in 
turn, the proto Information technologies (IT) industry. 
Generally speaking, cyberneticists were very invested in 
the development of technologies and a large proportion 
of them had links with various industries, IT but also 
the military complex (the early work of cyberneticists 
in the 1940s is directly related to the Second World 
War and the development of weapons, notably predic-
tion tools, for the United States’ army). Cyberneticists 
eventually worked towards the modelization of a large 
number of cognitive, biological and social processes 
through mathematics and computer science. Concepts 
such as information, signals, networks, interactions 
and feedback loops acquired new fame. Cybernetics is 
therefore an essentially mechanistic science that ten-
ds towards a complete modelling of all biological and 
social phenomena. A central political aspect of cyber-
netics was its emergence as a science of government 
in response to the existential crisis experienced in the 
West in the first half of the 20th century, an ontological 
crisis stemming from the two wars and their respective 
atrocities, added to the major upheavals in the mathe-
matical and physical sciences—a veritable crisis of mo-
dernity (Lafontaine 2004; Tiqqun 2020). Cybernetics 
was constructed in relation to a new need for order and 
certainty in the natural and social sciences, to an active 
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desire for a new totality. By responding to the necessity 
of the times, “the metaphysical problem of creating or-
der out of disorder” (Tiqqun 2020), it became a scien-
ce of prediction, control and management, terrified by 
all that is unpredictable, i.e., life itself. In other words, 
cybernetics went beyond the modelization and mapping 
of territories (be they bodies, societies or anything else) 
to a project of (re)building these territories according 
to the constructed map. Last aspect of this crude sum-
mary of the discipline: cybernetics gave a central role to 
the concept of information. Not only did it reduce any 
problem to an information problem (and its communi-
cation), but it also worked stubbornly towards the idea 
of a transmission process that would neither alter the 
information being transmitted nor cause “background 
noise” (Tiqqun 2020). Lafontaine refers to an epistemo-
logical reversal of the interiority-exteriority axis where 
the interiority and substance of studied objects are no 
longer relevant to science, only their exteriority (the 
patterns of their relations and communications with 
the outside). For her, cybernetics is at the origin of an 
Informational paradigm, in which information and its 
communication is constructed as a response against the 
world tendency towards entropy and disorder. She tra-
ces the genealogy of this paradigm and shows that it has 
influenced most sciences throughout the second half of 
the 20th century: structuralism, ecology, anthropology, 
psychology, post-structuralism and of course biology, 
molecular biology and genetics (Lafontaine 2004).

At the same period, a new theoretical framework 
for biology emerges. This is imagined in 1944 by the 
physicist Schrödinger, who, echoing the question of 
“creating order from disorder”, conceived heredity 
as the transmission of a physically ordered substance 
(Schrödinger 1944). According to him, the order of this 
substance commands the order of the organism, so there 
must be a correspondence between them (what he cal-
led a “code”): a microscopic specific signal (a pre-esta-
blished original order) produces the macroscopic order 
of living organisms. For Schrödinger, the chromosomes 
constitute this substance and are both a law/code and 
a power of execution; they are the architect’s plan and 
its execution by the craftsman. Schrödinger pointed out 
that his thesis of such an order required special physical 
laws for living beings. Indeed, Schrödinger’s fundamen-
tal idea was that biological systems are of a different na-
ture than physical systems (see Pichot for a summary 
of Schrödinger’s contribution to the ideas around here-

dity, Pichot 1999). As pointed out by Kupiec, this prin-
ciple of the biological macroscopic order originating in 
a microscopic order is the opposite of physics, which is 
able to comprehend the macroscopic order of matter 
from a microscopic disorder (Kupiec 2009). 

After Avery’s work (1944) suggested experimentally 
that the DNA is the support of heredity, and especial-
ly after Franklin, Watson and Crick’s discovery of the 
structure of the DNA molecule in 1953 (the work of the 
former was kept invisible for many years), Schrödin-
ger’s conception became, with some accommodations, 
the theory of the Genetic program in the early 1960s 
(see Mayr 1982 and Morange 2003 for more details on 
this period). Thus began, as Bonneuil (2015a) calls it, 
the period of the gene-program, or the gene as “chief 
planner and factory cell engineer”. Again, an imagina-
ry in sync with the global economic system of the time. 
The gene is then seen both as a DNA segment and an 
informational molecule, and heredity is its message. In 
the purest Fordist logic of the time emerges the Central 
Dogma (Crick 1958). Although the Dogma’s formulation 
is a little more subtle than many critics seem to think, 
it is nevertheless an instructive model with a predomi-
nantly unidirectional flow of coding information from 
top to bottom: from DNA to RNA and then to proteins. 
The genotype/phenotype dualism finds here a new ju-
stification. During the 1960s, the famous “genetic code” 
was elucidated. In fact, biologists simply understood in 
more details how cells use DNA to make proteins. Here, 
the influence of cybernetics is obvious. The production 
of proteins is ultimately simply a chemical reaction (the 
interaction of DNA with proteins and other molecules 
resulting in the production of other proteins), but it is 
the only one that is specifically described in terms of a 
“code” or “transmission of information”. As proteins 
are, at the time, seen as the fundamental element of or-
ganisms, if DNA is the “code” used to build these pro-
teins, it can therefore be considered as the source of all 
the information necessary for life. The DNA becomes 
the matrix of life. The ordered substance theorized by 
Schrödinger is assimilated to DNA. However, for Pichot 
(2002), the Schrödingerian principle is “relaxed” in this 
case, in the sense that the global correspondence betwe-
en the order of genetic material and the organization of 
organisms has been replaced by a local correspondence 
between the internal order of genes and the internal or-
der of proteins (the “genetic code”). This period of gene-
as-a-DNA-segment is a culmination of molecular bio-
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logy. Not only it recapitulates all main previous theories 
of heredity (Weismann, Morgan, Schrödinger) but it is 
a direct legacy of the late 19th century all-encompassing 
biological theories and their attributes: imperialist the-
ories based on a single substance that is at the origin 
of all truth, a total physical and chemical explanation 
of the organism bordering with religion (Pichot 1999). 
Another significant shift effectuated by molecular bio-
logy is the inclusion of proteins and enzymes within the 
phenotype. Previously, it was thought that the factor of 
heredity was of proteic/enzymatic nature: the “gene” 
was a protein. Therefore, the expression of heredity was 
understood as protein/gene  trait. However, with the 
gene now identified as a DNA segment responsible for 
the production of a protein/enzyme, the expression of 
heredity became DNA/gene  protein/enzyme  trait. 
The physiological mechanisms between the protein and 
the traits were evacuated from the domain of genetics 
and heredity, which focused thereafter mostly on the 
explanation of the relation between the DNA and the 
protein (Pichot 1999).

This vision of the organism is sanctioned by Jacob 
and Monod and their work on the functioning and regu-
lation of a particular region of a bacterial DNA, the lac-
tose operon. They proposed a model of gene regulation 
that will constitute one of the foundations of molecular 
biology and that directly imports concepts from cyber-
netics such as specific signals, information transmis-
sion, regulation and feedback loop. The regulation of a 
gene will depend on the activity of other proteins that 
bind specifically to a particular region outside of the 
gene to transmit an activation or repression signal. In 
this model, according to Kupiec and Sonigo (2000), the 
world of signals (regulation) is conceived as separate 
from that of metabolism (which would be the domain of 
chemistry). The “signal world” will gradually become a 
universal explanation of the natural world. If something 
happens in an organism, it is because it was triggered 
by a signal. The world we experience is only a reflection 
of the world of signals, echoing the essentialist Theory 
of ideas of Plato. The other two important features of 
Jacob and Monod’s regulation model are its instruc-
tive nature and the necessity of the concept of stereo-
specificity (Kupiec & Sonigo 2000). If an entity waits to 
receive a specific signal in order to perform an action, 
this implies that it already possesses the ability to inter-
pret the information carried by this signal: the result of 
the process always precedes, in a virtual way, the real 

process. Fitting a lingering and powerful tradition of 
essentialism in the West, “[an instructive and] determi-
nistic model might seem perfectly relevant at first sight 
for accounting for the precision in the way an organism 
functions” (Kupiec 2009). The idea of stereo-specificity 
not only gives a central role to the DNA sequence (re-
sponsible for the amino acid sequence and therefore 
the spatial configuration of the corresponding protein) 
but is paramount to the theory/metaphor of the Genetic 
program. This most cybernetic metaphor (that appea-
red in 1961 in two independent papers, one from Mayr 
and one from Jacob and Monod) could be defined as 
an instructive model (with cascades of interactions, si-
gnalling pathways, gene networks...) where differential 
gene expressions are responsible for the differentiation 
of cells during embryogenesis and the functioning of the 
organism until its death. In this theory, proteins inte-
ract in an unambiguous way, with each molecule having 
one or very few partners, excluding stochasticity (see 
Kupiec 2010 for a critique of this). Information is the 
cause of the ensuing order and, again, the final form 
pre-exists the biological material that is transformed, 
a faithful legacy to the neo-preformationist theory of 
Weismann, embodying the microscopic order theori-
zed by Schrödinger. In the 1970s new methods of cut-
ting and manipulating DNA are developed, giving rise 
to genetic engineering (e.g., the manufacture of gene-
tically modified organisms by transgenesis). “Lego” 
techniques, instructive models of DNA regulation and 
cellular differentiation, cybernetic metaphors invading 
genetics, the Central dogma, general genetic essentia-
lism... organisms are perceived as a rigidly functioning 
machine and the idea of the Genetic program takes 
hold. This set of ontological representations are part 
of the Genetic Order, built on the foundations laid by 
Schrödinger, and it is to be understood as the answer of 
biology to the metaphysical problem of order following 
the Second World War.

For Sonigo the success of modern genetics and the 
world view it offers is due not only to the influence of 
cybernetics (where everything is only an immaterial 
exchange of information) but also to the central notion 
of the individual as a separate and independent biologi-
cal entity, associated to a vision of the natural world as 
compartmentalized and discontinue (Sonigo & Stengers 
2003). In order to understand the reproduction of the 
similar, these two influences have pushed the explana-
tion towards an emphasis on the concept of information 
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and denied the idea of a material continuity between 
generations (which Sonigo claims should be seriously 
revisited, see Sonigo 2013). But in the same way that the 
historical vision of life emerging in the 19th century had 
been a challenge to the centrality of the notion of spe-
cies (see above), it should also have been a blow to the 
centrality of the notion of individual. For Sonigo and 
Kupiec, the species and the individual are only arbitrary 
snapshots of ongoing oscillating processes, respectively 
the evolution and the ontogeny—both processes that 
are considered equivalent in their model of ontophylo-
genesis (on these questions see their respective works 
Kupiec 2019, 2012, 2009; Kupiec & Sonigo 2000; Soni-
go & Stengers 2003).

As early as the 1970s, numerous studies showed 
that the genome is more malleable and the gene more 
complicated than previously thought (Morange 2003; 
Burian 2013). It is becoming increasingly clear that, in 
eukaryotes, not only is there no strict correspondence 
between the order of the genetic material and the order 
of the living being (the direct causal link between genes 
and traits is particularly difficult to demonstrate, due 
for example to polygeny and pleiotropy), but there is 
also no strict correspondence between the order of the 
gene and the order of the protein. As a consequence, 
the Schrödinger’s principle of the macroscopic biologi-
cal order originating from a microscopic order requires 
numerous adjustments, which, for Pichot, are equiva-
lent to a generalised weakening (he uses the notion of 
“softening” in Pichot 2002). As to the concept of gene, 
due to these difficulties, it is slowly losing its structural 
definition to go back to a more abstract, functional and 
“semiological” one where it is defined after its product 
(Pichot 1999).

2.2 Genetics and neoliberalism
The world economic order entered a new period at 

the end of the 1970s, that of neoliberalism. As usual, 
genetics will be part of this upheaval, while providing 
it with a powerful imaginary, in this back and forth 
movement typical of modern science. This can be seen 
first of all with the boom of genetic engineering, i.e., the 
birth of an industrial sector of biotechnologies which 
supplies molecules to the pharmaceutical, agricultural 
and petrochemical industries. At the academic level, 
Aguiton (2018) characterizes this pivotal period and the 
decades that followed by three major transformations: 
1) transformation of the figure of the scientist into an 

entrepreneurial researcher/start-up creator; 2) tran-
sformation of intellectual property regulations, with an 
increasingly massive appropriation of genetic discove-
ries and modifications; 3) an ever closer link between 
science and industry, in terms of research programs, 
funding, curricula, etc.

Perhaps it is not a coincidence that The Selfish Gene 
was published at this time, in 1976. Dawkins offers a 
vision entirely centered on DNA and the gene. An ex-
treme reductionism where the DNA, as the ontogenetic 
starting point of all that concern organisms, is both the 
source and the goal of biological processes. According 
to Noble’s interpretation, what is important in the SGT 
is the dichotomy between the replicator (DNA, gene) 
and the vehicle (organism). The replicator is the funda-
mental element of heredity, and therefore of life, and its 
evolution. It is the entity whose different variants can 
replicate identically and, potentially, for eternity—an 
immortal entity. The organism, the body, is merely 
the vehicle created by the replicator to pass from ge-
neration to generation (Noble 2011). What is at stake 
in this construction of DNA as an immortal text is that 
it can reveal the essence of the present, the events of 
the past and the possibilities of the future. DNA is hi-
story and destiny, echoing the centrality of the notion 
of immortality in the imaginary of genetics, already 
mentioned in connection with Weismann’s theory. The 
irony of the metaphor must be emphasized. Dawkins, 
who, despite portraying himself as a perpetual crusa-
der against religious obscurantism, does not seem to 
realize the extent to which his theory appeals to one 
of the most classical theological dichotomies (and 
hierarchies), that of body and soul. DNA—the replica-
tor—is the immortal essence, the spirit, or soul. While 
the body and the cell—the vehicle—is existence, it is 
the world that degrades, ages, and ultimately has little 
significance. It is impossible not to notice similarities 
with transhumanism, which presents itself as a move-
ment at the cutting edge of technological modernity 
with marvelous promises but is, ultimately, based on 
the fear/hatred of the body and of organic, and there-
fore mortal, existence (Benasayag 2016). A fear shared 
with institutional monotheist religions.

The SGT opens the period of the 1980s where the 
gene became more of a unit of intellectual appropria-
tion associated to a more generalised patenting of DNA 
sequences (Bonneuil 2015a). The general aim of rese-
arch being to control and command the gene, genetic 
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engineering and molecular biology explode. The frenzy 
of DNA sequencing (first of genes and then whole ge-
nomes) and genomics (the study of these genomes) be-
gins in the late 1980s. Once again under the influence 
of cybernetic and computer language, and when it is 
simply a matter of determining an aspect of the struc-
ture of a molecule, DNA sequencing becomes “genome 
decoding”. The genome is the key to living beings, and 
“deciphering” it means opening the “book of life” and 
understanding its mysteries. With the sequencing of the 
human genome, starting in 1990, physical and mental 
illnesses, addictions and homelessness will be overcome 
(see the incredible editorial of Science in support of the 
human genome sequencing project, Koshland 1989).

Several parallels can be drawn between the vision 
proposed by modern genetics (the SGT in particular) 
and certain characteristics of the developing neolibera-
lism. One is that all aspects of life are directed and sha-
ped either by the minuscule or the gigantic. On the one 
hand, organisms, their functioning, development, beha-
vior and all aspects of their existence are influenced or 
even directed by genes. These genes can be modified on 
demand, rearranged, ranked, corrected, extracted and 
then reintroduced. On the other hand, Neoliberalism is 
the commodification of all aspects of life, the marketiza-
tion and entry of technology into the intimacy of minds, 
behaviors and bodies. The embodiment of cybernetics 
in neoliberalism, as Tiqqun (2020) describes it, is this 
back and forth movement where beings are emptied 
of what makes them active, creative and autonomous 
(through constant capture or extraction, be it bureau-
cratic, digital or of any other nature) and are then “fed 
back” (recreated as subjects) by those data that have 
previously been processed, ordered, hierarchized and 
arranged. Secondly, this shaping (of who we are, as so-
cial individuals or organisms by neoliberalism or DNA) 
is effected beyond our perception or our reach. The 
genes, those little elements that direct us, are invisible 
to us. They are tiny command centers and our bodies, 
these robot/machines, obey their programs. Similarly, 
we have almost no control over the extreme financiali-
zation of the economy, the fact that a huge part of we-
alth creation is now dematerialized, invisible, compu-
terized, algorithmic, the way important decisions about 
this wealth creation and many other aspects of our lives 
are made somehow, in unknown places (at least with 
which we generally have no connection to)... Finally, 
genetics and Neoliberalism both mobilise representa-

tions involving an extreme reductionism. DNA is the 
source and goal of all biological phenomena, while 
competition and the free market are the sources and 
goals of all social phenomena. An explanation for the 
power of this essentialist and reductionist vision could 
be its simplicity and its complementarity to capitalism. 
Indeed, the SGT and free market theory are disarmingly 
simple and all encompassing, egoism and competition 
being the two main characteristics (King D, personal 
communication). All phenomena, social and biological, 
could be explained by these two mechanisms. Nelkin 
and Lindee (2004) summarize the “advantages” of ge-
netic essentialism: 1) it shifts the source of social pro-
blems to the individual (and not to society), 2) it provi-
des a kind of equivalence to moral redemption and/or 
absolution (“it’s not my fault, it’s my genes!”), and 3) it 
also provides a scientific, “neutral” and rational justifi-
cation for social categories.

What is at stake in this pivotal sequence of the 1970s 
and 1980s is a paradigmatic shift in the order inspired by 
computer science and cybernetics. Since the end of the 
19th century, the predominant model of order had been 
roughly that of Fordism: a highly hierarchical structu-
re, with a top-down management of politics and econo-
mics. The Fordist model, which had become too rigid, 
had to change. This marked the emergence of the net-
work society. There is no longer a single source of con-
trol, the model becomes that of a network system, made 
up of more or less equal nodes, regulated by feedback 
loops. This is the idea of “liquid nature” put forward by 
Bonneuil (2015b). He describes the transition from the 
Fordist form of capitalism (one of resource and indu-
strial production) linked to a perception of life as a re-
source (a stock and a collection of entities and species) 
to a neoliberal form of capitalism (financial, based on 
assets and income, services and investments) associa-
ted with a perception of life as a set of functionalities 
and “services”, organized in networks and made up of 
relationships.

Cooper offers a fascinating interpretation of the 
enormous shift of this era, taking the USA as an exam-
ple, but that could be applied to the West in general (Co-
oper 2008). The difficulties of Fordist capitalism cau-
sed a transition in the North American economy (and 
therefore the world economy) towards an “economy of 
promise” that Cooper calls the Bioeconomy. Already 
pointed in the famous Club of Rome’s report Limits to 
Growth in 1972, the realization of the natural limits of 
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the planet will be all the more relevant in the context of 
the oil price increases due to the oil shocks of 1973 and 
1979. Cooper describes how the American administra-
tion then decided to promote the development of both 
digital and biotechnologies. In fact, while appropriating 
certain concepts of ecology or theories of self-organi-
zation, the capital “realized” that although the planet’s 
fossil energy resources were finite, life was constantly 
renewing itself. Lafontaine identifies here the cross-in-
fluence of cybernetics on certain concepts of the natural 
sciences (the ecology of systems, the planet and life as 
a large autonomous and self-regulated whole), on the 
development of the digital industry and on the birth of 
neoliberalism (Lafontaine 2004). The biotechnologies 
characteristic of these developments are GMOs, gene 
therapy, stem cells, reproductive technologies, synthe-
tic biology, biofuels, etc. It is around these technologies 
that the Promise economy developed (Cooper 2008; 
Lafontaine 2014). They organized a speculative ima-
gination, a faith in a future where the limits of life are 
constantly being pushed back, where the health of futu-
re generations is always-already prioritized over that of 
current generations. This is reflected in funding choices, 
where, for example, medical biotechnology research 
will be largely favoured over maintaining or improving 
public health systems (see also Duster 2003). Here lies 
an important node in Cooper’s story. Neoliberalism and 
the transition to a Bioeconomy and a Promise economy 
are accompanied by an attack on the structures of the 
welfare state. Rouvroy, deciphering the relation betwe-
en the sequence opened by the Human Genome Project 
(HGP) and neoliberalism, reaches a similar conclusion. 
She associates the process and the completion of the 
HGP to the emergence of a new “mode of governance 
by genetic risk”. A central element to this new mode of 
governance is the major shift towards an individualized, 
self-responsible notion of health: 

“The narratives of genetics and the globally 
dominant messages of neoliberalism converge 
to make our post-genomic future visible and le-
gible in advance through tales of a genetic my-
thology that promises a new transparency and 
precise calculability of individual health risks, 
behaviors and identities, and through a rhetorical 
insistence on the liberating virtues of privatising 
health insurance and dismantling welfare states.” 
(Rouvroy 2008)

The transition to a Bioeconomy/Promise economy 
is also reflected in a fundamental shift in the econo-
mic relationship between the USA and the rest of the 
world: from creditor (since World War II) to debtor. 
The promise is therefore also in this debt-based rela-
tionship that is established in the following decades. A 
debt that, in reality, is so enormous and consubstantial 
to the global economy that it will never be repaid—an 
eternal promise: “Neoliberalism and the biotech indu-
stry share a common ambition to overcome the eco-
logical and economic limits to growth associated with 
the end of industrial production, through a speculative 
reinvention of the future.” (Cooper 2008). In short, the 
living, life itself, became a central resource for econo-
mic development, growth and added value. “Promising” 
life processes and molecules (giving perspectives of lon-
ger lives, miracle cures, stronger and healthier babies 
etc.) were, and still are, mobilized to leverage enormous 
amounts of preliminary investments, inflating an eco-
nomy of bets and risks completely disconnected, for 
example, to actual public health and its social aspects. 
Combined with the explosion of information techno-
logies, the neoliberal biotechnologies will have a huge 
impact. One must read or listen to Lafontaine for an 
overview of these major changes. She describes how 
the Bioeconomy is a process of marketization of the 
body, especially of women’s bodies, through the deve-
lopment of reproductive technologies (artificial inse-
mination, In vitro fertilization, ovules donation, sur-
rogate pregnancies etc.) which are instrumental in the 
current trend towards forms of liberal eugenics (see be-
low). This development of a form of bio-citizenship (a 
new form of citizenship centered on the optimization of 
the biological and bodily potentialities of individuals), 
accompanied with a molecularization of culture, has 
transformed our relations with our bodies and our he-
alth: ultra-individualization, redefinition of health in 
terms of risks, injunction to constant self-monitoring 
etc. (Lafontaine 2014).

2.3 Genomics and networks—
a new ontology?
The genomic obsession starting at the end of the 

1980s had the advantage of putting the theoretical 
difficulties of genetics already mentioned on hold, to 
give way to mainly technical problems (Pichot 2003). 
Relying on technology also provided a solution to these 
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difficulties: “Faced with the apparent disorder of gene-
tic material, geneticists have undertaken to ‘draw up 
the text letter by letter’ in order to entrust the analytical 
power of computers with the task of discovering a fun-
ctional order (which, in the end, shows great loyalty to 
Schrödinger).” (Pichot 2002, transl. by the author). The 
mass production of data and the increasingly important 
role given to bioinformatics in the 2000s testify to a re-
composition of methods and skills in biology (Aguiton 
2018). However, even if this lead to “impressive” tech-
nical achievements, it is the same conceptual error that 
is repeated, one of the fundamental errors of biologists: 
thinking of the description of a phenomenon (even in 
its smallest molecular details) as an explanation of that 
phenomenon (the way formal genetics believed that 
“modelization was theorization” at the beginning of 
the 20th century). Indeed, once the human genome was 
sequenced, the scientific community realized that the 
knowledge of its 3 billion base pairs did not provide 
the fantasized answers to all its questions. But rather 
than questioning the conceptual errors that led to this 
research program, the industrial techno-scientific ap-
proach has simply moved up a level: it is now a matter 
of studying how the genome is used by the cell—the 
era of post-genomics. This is what Bonneuil calls the 
period of the network gene (2015a). This sequence is 
marked, amongst other things, by three developments 
described below.

The concept of the gene, already very vulnerable and 
subject to a chaotic history, is now crumbling. In a little 
over 100 years, the notion of gene has moved from an 
abstract nature to a protein nature, an undetermined 
physical location on chromosomes, an ordered physical 
structure, a discrete element of the DNA molecule that 
codes for a protein, a functional unit... only to be chal-
lenged by the results of molecular biology itself, rea-
ching a climax in recent years with genomic and post-
genomic studies. To exemplify the attitude of biologists 
towards these difficulties, François Jacob, when asked 
in 2000 “whether he and other molecular biologists 
were aware of how much the very notion of gene was th-
reatened by his [late 1960s] findings?”, answered: “Yes, 
we were aware of these theoretical difficulties, but we 
chose not to speak too much of them; the priority was 
to move forward.” (cited in Gayon 2016). Nowadays, no 
one knows how to define a gene any more, which is so-
mehow embarrassing for biology and genetics, of which 

the gene is the object (for a detailed history see Bonneu-
il 2015a; Burian 2013; Keller 2000; Mayr 1982; Pichot 
1999; but also Gerstein et al. 2007 for the consequences 
of the HGP on the definition of the gene).

Epigenetics is a term created in the middle of the 
20th century by Conrad Waddington (see Keller 2000), 
in reference to epigenesis, to refer to all the mechani-
sms involved in embryonic development including the 
influence of the environment. For example, the notion 
of gene regulation, that is part and parcel of the Genetic 
Program concept, is a form of epigenetics. Since the turn 
of the millennium, epigenetics has undergone a specta-
cular development (with the study of the chemical mo-
difications of the chromatin, the non-coding RNAs, and 
their potential transmission). At first glance, the rapidly 
expanding discipline seems to call into question certain 
fundamental notions of genetics. One is the centrality 
of the gene as the unit of heredity. Since these epige-
netic modifications can be caused by external stimuli 
(toxins, traumatic events, etc.) and be passed on from 
generations to generations, biology must now grapple 
with a concept that was rejected at the outset: the heri-
tability of acquired traits (see Boskovic & Rando 2018 
for a recent review on epigenetics and Noble 2015 for a 
discussion of the implications of epigenetics findings). 
However, other researchers, including biologists criti-
cal of the reductionist and deterministic mainstream 
approach of genetics, are not so enthusiastic about the 
results of epigenetics. For example, Kupiec understan-
ds the recent interest in epigenetic mechanisms mostly 
as a continuation of an old habit of geneticists’ “double 
discourse” dating back to the notion of “reaction norm” 
created by Woltereck. In other words, when genetic 
determinism is being challenged experimentally gene-
ticists invoke/accept some form of influence of the envi-
ronment, without realizing that this is in contradiction 
with the theoretical foundations of their discipline. This 
is revealed, by the actual word itself where “epi-” means 
“above”, so epigenetics would only be an additional la-
yer added on top of genetics, and would not constitute 
a challenge to the determinism, to the centrality of the 
gene, nor to the idea of “order created from order” inhe-
rited from Schrödinger (Kupiec 2019).

In parallel with these developments, a systems bio-
logy is emerging. Systems biology is an ill-defined hete-
rogeneous discipline, but Bizzarri et al. (2013) see two 
branches: theoretical and pragmatic. The pragmatic 
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branch is the one that leads for example to synthetic bio-
logy, a techno-industrial approach that works towards 
the complete engineering of living beings. Starting in 
the 2000s, Synthetic biology built its promises on a cri-
tique of the genetic engineering of the 1970s, which was 
seen as too slow and approximate. Based mainly on the 
post-genomic techniques (transcriptomics, proteomics, 
metabolomics…), it is mostly a technical approach ai-
ming at developing cheaper and more robust genetic 
modification techniques with better and faster transfer 
from laboratory to industry. A systematic engineering 
of life. Synthetic biology is still part of the reductioni-
st paradigm in that it sees the organism as a collection 
of elements of unique, well-defined types that interact 
with each other, in the hope of maintaining a vision of 
life in which the causal relationships between specific 
entities and a biological function or trait are clearly de-
fined, and therefore patentable. As such, it is a particu-
larly telling example of the evolution of biology towards 
ever more engineering: the continuation and an accele-
ration of practices to turn organisms into “living facto-
ries” for industrial, pharmaceutical or other products. 
The story of the world we are telling ourselves, that of 
humans controlling and exploiting its environment, is 
exposed here with chilling clarity.

The theoretical branch of systems biology is built on 
a critique of the reductionist view of genetics and neo-
Darwinism and the desire to re-inscribe the organism 
in the understanding of evolutionary, developmental 
and hereditary processes. It challenges the notion of 
Genetic program and the centrality of DNA in what 
constitutes the hereditary material, and proposes to 
take into account the non-DNA or cellular heredity (see 
for example Noble 2017). This new systems biology is 
both extremely complex and fascinating in its techni-
cal achievements and, at times, politically attractive for 
the imaginary it builds. Indeed, for this part of biology, 
it is now interactions, networks and systems (i.e., rela-
tions) that matter. The millions of interactions between 
proteins and between proteins and DNA are studied in 
an automated way, then modelled and represented. It is 
no longer the genes, or the proteins, but their patterns 
(configurations of relationships) that are the basis of 
the explanation. The fundamental entities change, or, 
as Bonneuil says: “From molecular biology to systems 
biology, we move from a substantial ontology to a re-
lational ontology” (2015a, transl. by the author). This 

ontology is extended to the living world, seen as a net-
work and a continuum, as a set of inter-relationships 
and inter-connected organisms. These ideas are appe-
aling and correspond to a certain idea of relations that 
goes against the obsession of centrality, separation and 
compartmentalization, characteristic of biology and 
modernity in general. Yet, in these statements, as in 
their implications, there is a clear, if not determinism, 
at least an influence of cybernetics and its embodiment 
in neoliberalism. The gene, like life in general, is now 
seen as flexible, adaptive, connected, hybrid, innovati-
ve... echoing Bonneuil’s critique of this relational onto-
logy as “liquid nature” (Bonneuil 2015b). There is thus 
a major challenge here: (how) can biology contribute to 
(new) relational ontologies while escaping the terms of 
cybernetic capitalism?

3. The Genetic Order

3.1 The construction of the notion of
heritability, part II
As told in section 1.2.2, the focus of the science of 

heredity shifted early on towards what is conceptuali-
zed as “the part of genetics” in the transmission (and 
formation) of traits in organisms. In other words, 
there has been a geneticization of the study of herita-
bility. This next part is dedicated to the clarification 
of issues around heritability, the opposition heredita-
ry/acquired and the notion of causality and its confla-
tion with correlation.

Keller identifies two meanings given to the term 
heritability: ordinary and technical (Keller 2010). The 
ordinary meaning (often implied by scientists and the 
media) refers to a trait and its transmission/formation 
at the individual level (the transmissibility of this trait). 
Heritability studies tend therefore to be perceived as 
the determination of the share of the genetic compo-
nent, as opposed to the social and cultural component, 
in the formation of traits. However, the (proper) tech-
nical meaning refers to the variation of that trait at 
the level of a population: a statistical measure related 
to the proportion of the influence of genetic variation 
on phenotypic variation in a specific population of or-
ganisms. These differences are extremely important. 
For Keller, geneticists and journalists are perpetually 
shifting between the ordinary and technical definitions 
of heritability. The latter definition is a statistical me-
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asure, not a measure of causality; it only makes sense 
in relation to a population, not at the individual level. 
Heritability studies therefore do not tell us anything 
about transmissibility, i.e. about the quality of a trait to 
be heritable. They are studies that are entirely context-
dependent and have no implication on the mechanisms 
of transmission (of heredity) of traits between genera-
tions. To better understand the difference between the 
heritable quality (its transmissibility) of a trait and its 
(technical) heritability we can turn to a very simple 
example: the number of hands in humans. The number 
of hands (two) is an inheritable trait, it is transmitted 
from generation to generation with almost perfect re-
gularity. Its heritability, the influence of genetic varia-
tion on the variation of this trait, is, however, close to 0. 
Indeed, the variation of the trait in human populations 
depends almost entirely on environmental causes (the 
loss of a hand by accident). An inheritable trait can the-
refore have almost zero heritability.

A similar argument can be drawn, based on one of 
the theoretical weaknesses of genetics already mentio-
ned: the opposition between in-principle-hereditary 
(inherited or not) and in-principle-non-hereditary 
(acquired) traits (Pichot 1996). Pichot tries to unravel 
this confusion and explain that such defined hereditary 
and acquired characters are not comparable terms. In 
the case of acquired traits, one instantly thinks of phe-
notypic traits (an arm cut off in an accident, therefore 
an effect) but the acquired quality never applies to the 
cause (the external determinant that produced the cut 
arm, e.g. a machine). However, in the case of hereditary 
traits, are considered inheritable both the phenotypic 
traits (the effects) and their genetic determinants (the 
DNA sequences, the genotype, i.e., the causes). This is a 
fundamental imbalance, a hiatus in definition that has 
plagued genetics to the present day: 

“these notions [hereditary and acquired] have 
meaning only in cases where there is, if not a pu-
rely genetic (respectively external) determinism, 
at least an immediate linear relationship between 
the phenotype and the genotype (respectively the 
external environment). With the exception of the 
primary protein sequence (which is directly rela-
ted to the corresponding genes—as a first approxi-
mation because in eukaryotes the structure of the 
genes is so complex that such a direct relationship 
could be disputed), however, such cases are very 

rare. They are almost non-existent at the macro-
scopic level. As a result, in practice, the concepts 
of hereditary and acquired are virtually inappli-
cable to phenotypic traits, even though they are 
supposed to apply to them.” (Pichot 1996, transl. 
by the author)
Simply asking seriously the question “what is a he-

reditary trait?” leads to a critical deconstruction of the 
foundations of genetics. Taken further, the question of 
“what is a trait?” could also be explored. One can indeed 
wonder about the equivalence of traits such as the pri-
mary structure of a protein, eye color, the shape of the 
nose or behavior. Are they unique traits? Are they simi-
lar in nature? Are some not rather sets of characters? 
How can they be compared if they are not of the same 
nature? Genetics does not provide clear answers to 
these essential questions (Kupiec 2019; Pichot 1996). 
Moreover, if the amino acid sequence of proteins is an 
apparent trait of an organism (and therefore part of the 
phenotype), why not considering the nucleic acid se-
quence of DNA as an apparent trait of an organism? Is 
DNA part of the phenotype, and if yes, then what is left 
to make up the genotype? 

Focusing on issues around heritability and the op-
positions hereditary-acquired and genotype-phenotype 
also raises the question of causality in biology and how 
to establish it. Noble reminds us that, often, functio-
nal studies of genes repeat Morgan’s conceptual error 
(studying the heritability of an alteration, among other 
alterations, of a trait, rather than the heritability of that 
trait) (Noble 2008). The problem with this method is 
that it cannot reveal the totality of the functions of a 
gene since it does not show the common effects betwe-
en the mutant and the wild type. To illustrate this, let us 
take a hypothetical example of a gene A, which has five 
functions related to traits 1, 2, 3, 4 and 5 (the biologist 
does not know any of these functions a priori). Gene A 
is mutated and we will observe a major change in trait 
5. We will have highlighted one possible function of 
gene A, but not all of them, since functions 1 to 4 have 
not been identified. However, the usual conclusion of 
molecular biologists is that the function 5 is the main 
function of gene A and the rest is generally dismissed 
as noise or pleiotropy. Noble also raises the issue of the 
Differential Genetic Effect. That is, most variations in 
DNA sequences, including changes in coding sequen-
ces, do not cause a change in phenotype. They are com-
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pensated for by the organisms, a property referred to as 
“robustness”. The reason why this is rarely taken into 
account is that modern biology and its reductionism 
ignore the organism and is based on the idea of a sole 
upward causality, coming from the lower level (the mo-
lecular level) (Noble 2008).

Finally, the conflation between causality and corre-
lation can be illustrated with the recent multiplication 
of Genome Wide Association Study (GWAS) papers 
and their Manhattan plots. Yet, in the end, what do the-
se studies show? Only a statistical link, a correlation, 
between the presence of certain nucleotides and a trait, 
as the physiological link between the sequences contai-
ning (or close to) these bases and the trait has not been 
demonstrated. GWAS studies generally include compa-
risons of the genes identified to databases of annotated 
genes, therefore they can offer indirect leads regarding 
a link between the presence of DNA sequences and a 
trait. However, they main outcome is that biology is still 
confined to the accumulation of data and correlations, 
with very little theoretical or physiological progress. At 
this stage, it is useful to recall the study by Calude and 
Longo, which emphasized that “[t]oo much information 
tends to behave like very little information” (Calude & 
Longo 2017). Genetic essentialism finds a new robe and 
new justifications for the sequencing of even more hu-
man genome sequencing, while eugenics endeavors like 
the search for a genetic basis for intelligence (“educa-
tional attainment”), homosexuality or crime (“antiso-
cial personality disorder”) flourish (Davies et al. 2016; 
Rautiainen et al. 2016; Sanders et al. 2017).

3.2 The construction of the Nature/
Nurture dichotomy, part II
Section 1.2.1 was dedicated to the historical con-

struction of the opposition between Nature and Nurtu-
re, or genetic and acquired, in relation to the eugenics 
project. This dichotomy is so “banal” today that it does 
not even need to be thought of, argued or defended. It 
is self-evident, a stark example of a belief that can be 
considered ontological. Some people will lean towards 
the genetic and natural explanation, others towards 
the environmental and cultural explanation, but it is 
rare that the existence, history and role of this dicho-
tomy are questioned. 

Picking up the history of eugenics and the Natu-
re/Nurture dichotomy where we left it, in the middle 
of the 20th century, the Nazi exterminations of the 

Second World War undermined the legitimacy of the 
eugenics project. While the term eugenics was not 
to be mentioned any more, official eugenics socie-
ties simply changed their names and certain ideas 
and practices went on (such as forced sterilization 
programs). With the emergence of medical genetics, 
the Nature/Nurture opposition was deployed even 
further. The search began for the “gene FOR” this 
or that disease, each of them considered a unique 
and singular trait, repeating again the conflations 
correlation-causality and gene-mutation. Lippman’s 
definition of geneticization summarizes what is at 
stake here: “the process by which interventions em-
ploying genetic technologies are adopted to manage 
problems of health. Through this process, human 
biology is incorrectly equated with human genetics, 
implying that the latter acts alone to make us each 
the organism she or he is.” (Lippman 1991). It is 
also worth pondering for a minute what could be the 
actual applications of medical genetics apart from 
eugenic preventative acts such as selective abortion 
and selection of embryos before implantation, or cu-
rative acts such as gene therapy (which has been an 
extremely expensive and, not surprisingly, mostly 
disappointing approach so far).

Another discipline emerging in those years was be-
havioral genetics (see Bliss 2018), which was to cau-
se several scandals in the 1970s, particularly around 
the ever-present issue of the link between genes and 
intelligence (as measured by IQ). The discipline more 
or less metamorphosed into sociobiology, whose basic 
premise was that social behaviors, in a same way that 
physical traits, are based mainly on genetic founda-
tions, are inheritable and are the results of evolution. 
Racism, for example, found here a new scientific ra-
tionalization (it would only be the result of the innate 
aggressiveness of humans and/or their propensity to 
protect those genetically close to them). The central 
idea of the emblematic work of the discipline (The Bell 
Curve, published in 1994), was that the class structure 
in the USA is based mainly on individual inequalities 
in terms of IQ, due to genetic differences. The authors 
accompanied their argument with “soft” eugenic re-
commendations, such as the prevention of immigra-
tion and the curb of welfare state provisions, which 
were seen as responsible for the decline and dilution 
of “cognitive elites” (Bliss 2018). Affected by the scan-
dal provoked by this book, sociobiology morphed into 
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evolutionary psychology. Much could be said about 
this discipline: its use of analogies, metaphors, circu-
lar logic and ad hoc explanations. All with the proclai-
med goal of understanding what makes us specifically 
“human”. Like its parent disciplines, evolutionary psy-
chology will mostly lend itself to justify existing social 
hierarchies and the reactionary political projects that 
promote them (see also McKinnon 2005).

From the 2000s, the era of Big data in biology and 
medical imaging, especially of the brain, also witnes-
sed an explosion of disciplines based on genetic and 
biological essentialism, such as cognitive genetics, 
neuroeconomics, neuropolitics, neurocriminology 
(heir to the old tradition of biocriminology) or socio-
genomics. What they have in common is their focus on 
biology and genetics in the explanation of social phe-
nomena. Bliss (2018) concludes that all these discipli-
nes, which are intended to be transdisciplinary (inclu-
ding between the natural and social sciences), always 
end up reinforcing genetic/biological determinism as 
well as the opposition and separation between nature 
and nurture and favoring the “natural” explanation. Of 
course, these disciplines face many criticisms, coming 
from the human sciences or from critical biologists, 
but unfortunately the common point of these critici-
sms is that they do not try to question the framework 
of this opposition between Nature and Nurture, and 
therefore recognize it as valid and operative. The Na-
ture/Nurture debate has therefore proven particularly 
difficult to escape. As Keller (2010) concluded, not 
only no one really knows how to define what we put 
behind the categories of Nature and Nurture, but it is 
also a haphazard mix of major issues (moral, political, 
philosophical, biological, sociological, religious, etc.) 
and the confusion surrounding it is exacerbated by the 
vagueness and ambiguities of language maintained by 
biology and genetics on heritability.

3.3 Eugenetics
The main problems with the Nature/Nurture dicho-

tomy are the political vision of the world it carries and 
the fact that it is, ultimately, inoperative in the context 
of biological science. The world view conveyed by the 
Nature/Nurture opposition is complex (Table 1). For 
example, the “body” may be perceived on the side of 
Nurture or Nature depending on the context and the 
epoch. In the context of natural sciences, Nature is the 

world of essence, signals, DNA and genes, the replica-
tor, the immortal lineage... Nature is understood as the 
ultimate, necessary and inescapable explanation of li-
ving beings. On the other hand, in power relations such 

Table 1: Dichotomies associated to the opposition Nature/
Nurture.

as patriarchy, racism or capitalism, what is associated 
with Nature corresponds to what can be dominated, 
exploited or massacred (women, racialized people, cer-
tain social classes, the planet...). In both cases, to na-
turalize is to justify. To naturalize is to define Truth; 
and Truth is the prerogative of Science and scientists. 
Since God has lost his explanatory power about the 
world, it has been replaced by another entity: DNA. 
Genetics, like monotheisms, has its dogmas, its institu-
tions and its “fundamentalists”, and “like the Christian 
soul, DNA seems relevant to concerns about morality, 
personhood, and social place.” (Nelkin & Lindee 2004). 
Of course, a whole discourse of justifications exists to 
mask this religiosity of genetics: from the necessi-
ty of a more productive agribusiness to the need for 
industrial innovation, progress and to always “move 
forward”. But the ultimate and overwhelming argu-
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ment is always the medical one. A reminder of how 
the fear of diseases and the imperfections of the body 
constantly gets mobilized to ensure our consent to new 
biotechnologies and potentially eugenic practices.

3.3.1 Fear of the body
It would have been possible to write this account of 

genetics not chronologically, but according to the dif-
ferent fears it has mobilized in the course of its histo-
ry. If I had to choose one that seems to be the central 
point, it is indeed the fear of the body, characteristic of 
the West and its project, modernity. Rouvroy remin-
ds us of Foucault’s insight to whoever wishes to un-
derstand the exercise of bio-power (the governmental 
techniques for achieving the subjugations of bodies 
and the control of populations): “One needs to study 
what kind of body the current society needs...” (Fou-
cault & Gordon 1980 cited in Rouvroy 2008). She also 
warns us, “the ‘genetic information society’… sociali-
zes people through fears”. In this society, the place we 
focus on to find commonalities between humans has 
shifted to “the ‘invisible’ but locatable and ‘calculable’ 
internal, molecular milieu” (Rouvroy 2008). Federi-
ci, reflecting on the neoliberal ontology of the body, 
draws poetically the same conclusion:

“We internalize the most profound experience 
of self-alienation, as we confront not only a great 
beast that does not obey our orders, but a host of 
micro-enemies that are planted right into our own 
body, ready to attack us at any moment. Industri-
es have been built on the fears that this concep-
tion of the body generates, putting us at the mer-
cy of forces that we do not control. Inevitably, if 
we internalize this view, we do not taste good to 
ourselves. In fact, our body scares us, and we do 
not listen to it.” (Federici 2016). 
Bonneuil (2019b) situates this ontology of the fear 

of the body at least since Descartes and his “I think the-
refore I am”. From this, humans can pretend that they 
do not have a body, nor any world. This is the specificity 
and the exceptionalism of humans: they have no place. 
Unlike Nature, they cannot be explained by a material 
process. Yet what does a body do? It breaks, it grows 
old, it changes and it dies. Here the fear of the body 
joins the fear of disease, decay and, in the last instan-
ce, death. A body is unpredictable, it is in relation with 
other bodies, with its environment, it creates its world 

and at the same time depends entirely on it. There is 
no body without a world and no world without bodies. 
Moreover, a body is difficult to define and its limits are 
not so clear. Modern science would like a body that is 
predictable, calibrated, perfect, “healthy” and indepen-
dent of external fluctuations that are unpredictable and 
uncontrollable. Echoing the fears of the first eugenicists 
and dominant classes, a body lives and acts, has a power 
and a will. It organizes itself, revolts and rises, passively 
or actively, it is difficult to control. Eugenics, transhu-
manism or synthetic biology are therefore only the most 
visible symptoms of a morbid science. But are they real-
ly symptoms? The relation between genetics and euge-
nics is radical, in the sense of root. The founders of ge-
netics, its methodologies, the ontology it co-creates (of 
essentialism, prediction, engineering and control) have 
everything to do with the eugenics project. Eugenics is 
not a corruption, an “extremist fundamentalism” or a 
“radicalization” of genetics—it is at the heart of it. Euge-
netics (Eugenic genetics) lies at the intersection of three 
powers: fear of the body, capitalism and government (in 
the sense of the control of bodies, movements and atti-
tudes). It is cybernetics that today embodies this project 
of total control of all life, an ontology terrified by the 
unpredictable, the recalcitrant, the chaotic, what esca-
pes, slips or panics, while mobilizing in an almost con-
tradictory manner the unstable, the resilient, the fluid, 
the connecting and the disruptive to justify a new mode 
of government. All of this obviously deserves to be ex-
plored further.

As a note, the term “Eugenics”, coined by Galton, 
uses the prefix “Eu-”, which means true, good or proper 
(therefore, it refers and promotes the “good and proper” 
genes, or the “well” born). The term “Eugenetics” is a 
hacking of this, and refers to what I suggest is the true 
and proper genetics, the eugenic one.

3.3.2 The genomic prediction industry
It is in this context of the ever present eugenics ima-

ginary in the neoliberal era that we must understand the 
literal burst of the Direct-To-Consumer genomic testing 
(DTC) industry, as Rouvroy concluded: “A specificity of 
biotechnology as a new representational regime and of 
genetic risks as a new mode of governance is their pro-
ximity, the immediacy of their implementation in the 
body of individuals.” (Rouvroy 2008). The rest of this 
section is dedicated to a closer look at the main compo-
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nents of the DTC industry, and how, in addition to dee-
pening the hold of genetics on our understanding of the 
world, it vividly illustrates this position of eugenetics 
at the intersection of capitalism, fear of the body and 
the ideology of control. In the present work, the pre-
diction industry together with association studies such 
as GWAS (from which the DTC companies build their 
scientific legitimacy) are understood as the foundation 
on which the contemporary eugenics projects deploys 
itself, notably through reproductive technologies.

The first component of the DTC industry analyzed 
here is the offer of ancestry tests. A smear from the insi-
de of the cheeks is sent to a private company and results 
are received online: a table with a percentage of mem-
bership of each “ethnic group” among the hundreds in-
cluded in the company’s database, a map, all sorts of 
graphical representations... and one can self-narrate a 
new identity, a new existence. As a client of 23andMe, 
one of the main actors of the DTC market, shares with 
us: “You can’t get any more knowing-about-yourself 
than processing you DNA” (23andMe, n.d,) strikingly 
echoing the assessment that Rouvroy made more than 
a decade ago on the genotype as “...the locus of authen-
ticity and ‘inner’ truth, uncontaminated by political, so-
cial and economic circumstances. Genetic information 
is represented as particularly powerful and reliable: no 
other information about a person displays such a level 
of inalterability and stability” (Rouvroy 2008). And it 
is, of course, the return through the back door of the 
biological racial classification, necessary to the eugenics 
project (Duster 2003). One article from 2019 estima-
tes that more than 26 million people in the United Sta-
tes have already undergone this type of test (Regalado 
2019). As if a whole section of the population was obses-
sively longing for an identity, for stories to tell about 
their lives and origins. All these genomes are now avai-
lable to private companies, some of which are openly 
collaborating with police forces (Hernandez 2019). Not 
having our own genome sequenced will not spare us. All 
that is needed is for someone in our family to do the 
genetic test, since parts of our genome is shared with 
our relatives. It should be stressed that this constitutes 
a profound change in contemporary subjectivation, as 
the genetic subject (the type of human being created by 
genetics) departs from the traditional autonomous, in-
dependent, liberal subject insofar as it extends beyond 
the limits of its own body to reach the body of its closest 

relatives (Rouvroy 2008). The ancestry test companies 
also offer an entirely new mode of socialization in re-
lation to the test results: connecting with unknown fa-
mily members or with people who share certain genetic 
characteristics, discussions on forums, organizing trips 
to our ancestors’ countries... DNA is at the center of 
everything, it tells us who we are, where we come from 
and who to socialize with. Another consequence, ex-
plained by Bliss (2018), is that mass social actions and 
organizations around common experiences of social 
injustice (such as anti-racist political actions) are then 
replaced by these dematerialized and individualized so-
ciogenomic predictions, by socialization on online chats 
based on the tests and by self-discovery via genomics 
and its personal development literature.

Another area of genomic prediction is the Inborn 
talent tests where parents may decide to test their 
children’s DNA to determine their potential skills in 
many areas: music, mathematics, reading, running, 
languages, dancing or drawing, but also their propen-
sity for depression, shyness, resilience, sociability, etc. 
(see Bliss 2018 for a chilling account). The advertising 
discourse of one of the company offering talents test 
(MapMyGene) is particularly telling. See http://semi-
nar.mapmygene.com/ [18 December 2020] for a glim-
pse of the company marketing to advertise their talent 
tests and the associated “seminars” (the one referred to 
here is called “Set your child up for success”). It shows 
a comparison of the efficacy of “normal parenting” and 
“genetic parenting”. The company, based in Jakarta, In-
donesia, is not a major player of the DTC industry. Its 
marketing discourse is particularly shocking and uses 
quotes from R. Plomin and J. Watson. To my knowledge, 
no other DTC company dares mobilizing such a forceful 
genetic essentialism. As such, it merely reveals the inhe-
rent tendency of the DTC industry. The tests themselves 
are advertized here: https://mapmygene.com/services/
talent-gene-test/ [18 December 2020]. The selling ar-
gument is essentially based on the guilt parents should 
feel when they do not give their children all the availa-
ble chances. Parents who raise their children with the 
help of genetics (Genetic parenting) will make the right 
choices, save time and money, will know how to choose 
their children’s activities according to their talents reve-
aled by genetic analysis, and in the end, will be the hap-
py creators of real prodigies. The bottom line is that if, 
as parents, we do not engage in genetic testing, we will 



92

The Construction of the Genetic Order: A Short Critical History

spoil our child’s potential and we are irresponsible. A 
glimpse of the world that genetic is offering is revealed 
in this quote from a client of MapMyGene who did the 
test with his daughter’s DNA: “All in all, this has helped 
me understand my daughter better in a very scientific 
way and for that I’m very grateful” (https://mapmyge-
ne.com/reviews/ [18 December 2020]). A world where 
our relationships to others, including our children, have 
to be scientific.

Of course, the next step has already been taken: ge-
netic testing of embryos prior to implantation during in 
vitro fertilization (IVF) procedures. These genetic tests 
are already routinely used to detect certain pathologies 
in the future embryos to implant (this is discussed be-
low), however it is worth focusing on a specific case. A 
start-up (Genomic Prediction) made the headlines a 
while ago for proposing prospective parents to geneti-
cally test IVF embryos and select the “smartest” ones. 
According to the company’s discourse, the idea is to 
test for embryos that present a risk for future “intellec-
tual disability” and then to give parents the “choice” of 
which embryo to implant (https://genomicprediction.
com/faqs/ [10 September 2020]. The company has 
now changed url (https://www.lifeview.net [18 Decem-
ber 2020]) and the FAQ does not mention “intellectual 
disability” anymore). This discourse of “free choice” 
needs to be clarified, insofar as choice has become the 
tool through which the “governance by genetic risk” is 
exercized (Rouvroy 2008). Justified by this discourse is 
a clear eugenic practice of selecting which kind of hu-
man deserve to be born, but without coercion, only “free 
choice”. The same free choice we are, in theory, exerci-
sing when we are going shopping in a supermarket. This 
has been called “liberal eugenics”, “flexible eugenics” or 
“neoliberal eugenics” and tends to overlook the fallacy 
of thinking about our choices and desires as completely 
separated or independent from the power relationships 
that exist at a given moment (Rouvroy 2008). The 
founder of Genomic Prediction, Stephen Hsu, made the 
headlines again more recently, but this time because 
of a campaign in his university asking for his resigna-
tion on the basis of his recent racist and eugenic com-
ments (https://www.geneticsandsociety.org/biopoli-
tical-times/firestephenhsu [18 December 2020]). This 
campaign sheds an interesting light on Hsu plan to, in 
the near future, rely on enough millions of human ge-
nomes to refine the algorithms that his company uses 

to predict complex characters (Schwartz 2019). I would 
however suggest that this only merely reflects the most 
common and normal scientific discourse. To illustra-
te this statement, let us take a detour outside genomic 
prediction to mention a major event of recent years, 
the creation of the first genetically modified humans: 
in November 2018, a Chinese scientist, He Jiankui, de-
cided to modify the genome of two twin girls to allow 
their parents to reproduce biologically and to ensure 
the good health of the two little girls. The genetic ma-
nipulation (using CRISPR) concerns a particular gene 
that would allegedly prevent the girls from contracting 
AIDS knowing that one of their parents is HIV positi-
ve (there are, of course, already medical and/or social 
procedures addressing this risk). This type of genetic 
manipulation is sometimes referred to as Human germ 
line modification and is prohibited in most countries. 
The world of genetics and biology is still trying to re-
cover from this earthquake, although it is almost cer-
tain that this manipulation has been attempted before, 
but not in an open, official and public way. There is a 
lot that could be said on this subject (I would refer to 
the very valuable work of the Center for Genetics and 
Society around these issues), but what is the most in-
teresting here is the dominant reaction of the “scienti-
fic community”. This has not so much focused on the 
eugenic principle of fabricating a new human being in 
a laboratory or the ethical and political aspects of such 
a project, but rather on the technical aspect: these ex-
periments are not yet safe, we cannot guarantee the 
well-being of these babies, we do not yet control all the 
parameters of this kind of manipulation, etc. In a reac-
tion to a recent interview of Jennifer Doudna (one of the 
“creator” of the CRISPR technique who was horrified by 
He’s manipulation) (Doudna & Kearney 2020), Marcia 
Darnovsky, from the Center for Genetics and Society, 
highlighted that she “opens the door to using the CRI-
SPR platform she helped develop in the service of a hu-
gely controversial enterprise: altering the genomes and 
traits of future children and subsequent generations. 
She does so under the banner of responsible science and 
policy”(Stoffregen & Darnovsky 2020). Indeed, Doudna 
does not ask whether human germ line should be mo-
dified, but how it should be done and seems to mostly 
worry about potential stifling measures and the negati-
ve impact that He and other “bad apples” caused on the 
perception of the CRISPR technique. Another example 
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is the reaction of the Nobel-prize winning geneticist 
David Baltimore: “[On a potential moratorium on hu-
man germ line alteration] With a science that’s moving 
forward as rapidly as this science is, you want to be able 
to adapt to new discoveries, new opportunities and new 
understandings. To make rules is probably not a good 
idea... [An international treaty binding on genetic mani-
pulation] could hold back the science. Right now, there 
are many countries that have outlawed germ line edi-
ting and the way they have phrased it prevents certain 
kinds of experimental work from being done. That is 
unfortunate, because I think we want to move forward 
with experimentation... There’s nothing like actually 
moving ahead with research to teach us what the actual 
pitfalls are” (Hesman Saey 2019). In reality, none of the 
aspects of the Chinese scientist’s work are called into 
question here. He applied the ideology of scientism to 
the letter: there are no rules or limits, scientists must 
advance as quickly as possible without any restriction 
nor accountability (especially not from the outside, as 
they must decide for themselves) and it is only once the 
damage has been done that one can perhaps wonder 
whether it was worth doing it.

To conclude on the DTC industry, there are other 
areas that could be mentioned such as testing for athle-
tic ability, genetically-adapted nutrition or medication 
etc. the industry is booming. However, the final type of 
tests discussed here are the medical genomic predic-
tions, the most interesting aspect of the DTC industry 
as it raises the most delicate and difficult questions. In 
the public health sector, parents, embryos or fetuses 
would be tested for whichever list of pathologies the 
local region or country deems important to pre-empt 
(like the Down syndrome). In the private sector, adults 
send their DNA (or the one of their child) to a company 
and receive in return a table with a list of dozens of 
“hereditary” diseases and, next to it, a percentage or 
an estimate (low, medium, high) related to the possi-
bility of contracting this disease in the future. Thus, 
medical genomic predictions propose an estimation of 
a risk for a future disease in order to either prepare 
for it, to eliminate fetuses or to select embryos prior 
to IVF. However, what does “preparing” for a disease 
after early detection actually mean? In reality, medici-
ne cannot help us against most of the diseases that are 
part of these tests, apart from obvious lifestyle advi-
ce (diet, exercise) and medical monitoring. Preventi-

ve treatments are not numerous and gene therapies, 
already inherently problematic, are far from fulfilling 
their promises. Biotech-medicine pushes us to do pre-
dictive testing, but has little to offer to prepare oursel-
ves for the fulfilment of its prophecies. What remains 
is the prospect of personalized genomic medicine, a 
fantasy that conveys the idea that supposed inequa-
lities due to genetic differences could be erased indi-
vidually. This narration speculates about a future ac-
cess to specific individual drugs that will create some 
kind of total equality in front of diseases. In this way, 
the real social conditions that affect us are completely 
ignored. As Bliss comments: “Yes, being able to pop 
sociogenomically targeted drugs may liberate a per-
son from stultifying depression or paralyzing rage, but 
it doesn’t liberate people from the real social condi-
tions that affect them. In fact, popping a pill will likely 
lead to pacification, and potentially depoliticization” 
(Bliss 2018). 

3.3.3 Control and Subjectivation
What is at stake here is a shaping of the ways of 

thinking about our own bodies and health: a new mode 
of subjectivation based on essentialism, guilt and an 
overwhelming individual responsibility associated 
with a cruel lack of control over the world and our 
own situation. The strength of this shaping, because it 
mobilizes the medical aspect, is that it plays with the-
se deep fears already mentioned: fear of illness, fear 
of suffering, fear of not knowing the future, fear that 
our children will get sick, fear of not offering them the 
best possible life, etc. One classic example is the breast 
cancer risk testing: the presence of certain versions of 
a particular gene is tested because the risk of breast 
cancer increases significantly depending on which ver-
sions of the gene is present or not. It is delicate to cri-
ticize the use of this kind of test. Who does not want to 
know more about their own risk of developing cancer? 
How can anyone compare these tests with eugenics? 
These are questions not to be ignored, and challenging 
the hegemony of eugenetics on our ways of understan-
ding our bodies must acknowledge all the fears that it 
instrumentalizes. The question that matters is not ne-
cessarily whether people are right or wrong to do ge-
nomic prediction tests, but what are the imaginaries 
conveyed by these sciences, approaches and technolo-
gies (taken individually but above all included in their 
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context)? If one chooses to focus on one explanatory 
field (genetics), what are the fields that are being made 
invisible? For the benefit of what or who? 

These issues are clarified by Rouvroy’s suggestion 
of the emergence of the mode of governance based on 
genetic risk information, which is “used as a means of 
creating the ideal citizen of the post-Keynesian order, 
that is, the autonomous citizen who makes no legitima-
te claims on nationally organized collective solidarity 
but rather exercises his/her capacity for choice and ma-
nages his/her own self-care.” This mode of governan-
ce therefore becomes “a privileged disciplinary tool of 
post-Keynesian governance: it functions as a ‘techno-
logy of the self’, urging individuals to get the most infor-
mation they can about their genetic status, to act ‘ratio-
nally and responsively’ after having been so informed, 
and to take responsibility for the genetic health of their 
blood relatives”(Rouvroy 2008). A process of ultra-in-
dividualization through which the genetic subject rein-
forces and is reinforced by neoliberalism’s subjectivity. 
In the end, it is a world of statistics, models, algorith-
ms, predestination and control that the Genetic Order 
promotes, echoing the cybernetic neoliberal project of 
control and risk management where everything must 
be engineered, modelled, monitored, predictable and 
transparent. What will be the impact on our lives, our 
affects, our relationships with others when, in the near 
future, genomic prediction will not only be in common 
use but socially structuring?

Conclusion: Against genetics 
and its world

Here we are at the end of this story. Let us go back 
to one of its main characters, the gene, the central en-
tity of genetics—the science of heredity. For Pichot, 
the succession of the different nature/definitions of 
the gene, gradually stacked one on top of the other, 
denotes a glaring theoretical weakness and the intel-
lectual impoverishment of a scientific community that 
clings to its dogma for mainly sociological and ideolo-
gical reasons. The gene is such a volatile concept that 
it is then possible to affirm that modern genetics is a 
science without an object (Pichot 2002). It has only a 
few functions left. In addition to its original function 
of unifying the historical and physical explanations of 
organisms through the notion of heredity, its “role” has 

also been to steer biology in a direction very much in-
fluenced by the dominant political, ideological and eco-
nomic interests and imaginaries of the epoch. Louart, 
in his work on the perception of living beings as ma-
chines, reached a similar conclusion: “today more than 
ever, the conception of the organism as a machine is 
irremediably linked to the fact that we live in a capitali-
st and industrial society: it reflects what the authorities 
that dominate society would like the organism to be, 
in order to be able to do with it as they wish” (Louart 
2018, transl. by the author). By nourishing a pseudo-
rational and all-powerful essentialist and mechanistic 
imaginary, by promising ever more predictive power, 
personalized medical treatments and increased indu-
strial productivity, genetics emulates strong affects and 
amasses a phenomenal amount of funding, masking its 
theoretical weaknesses and its deadly endeavors. 

For Kupiec and Sonigo (2000), genetics is a theory 
of heredity that breaks the material link between ance-
stors and descendants by substituting it with a virtual 
link (an information, a program) carried by DNA. But 
this virtual link cannot constitute an explanation of the 
reproduction of the similar because it implies the pre-
existence of the structures of the organism, and there-
fore suggests a deterministic vision of the organism, 
where it is the result of a pre-established objective of 
the mechanisms of development and evolution: “Biolo-
gists have dreamed of an accessible, readable demiur-
ge in the world of molecules” (Kupiec & Sonigo 2000). 
They have to give up this fantasy.

The Genetic Order has never ceased to be inspired 
and to nourish the harmful imaginaries of essentia-
lism, eugenics, capitalism and cybernetics. Following 
Rouvroy’s intuition, “genetic knowledge, or ‘genetic 
truth discourses’, and the currently experienced shifts 
in the modes of governance, are in a relationship of 
co-production” (Rouvroy 2008). Genetics deserves a 
special attention and radical criticisms. It provides 
us with a nefarious worldview and a framework of 
thought utterly limited to help us understand orga-
nisms and life in general. Should we try to change it 
from the inside, decenter it from its obsession with 
the gene and the DNA molecule to make it a science 
that makes more sense to the world we are living in 
and to the direction it needs to go? Or, as the Invisible 
Committee (2017) invites us to do with institutions, 
should it be destituted?
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