
Received:  May  10,  2026 .  Accepted:  June  3,  2026 
©  The  Author(s)  2026.  Published by  Oxford  University  Press  on  behalf  of  the  University  of  North  Carolina  at  Chapel
 Hill.  All  rights  reserved.  For  commercial  re-use,  please  contact  reprints@oup.com  for  reprints  and  translation  rights
 for  reprints.  All  other  permissions  can  be  obtained  through  our  RightsLink  service  via  the  Permissions  link  on  the
 article  page  on  our  site—for  further  information  please  contact  journals.permissions@oup.com.
 

Social  For  ces,  2026,  00,  1–3
https://doi.org/10.1093/sf/soag073
Published:  25  June  2026

 Book  Review
 

Review  of  “What  We  Inherit:  How  New
 Technologies  and  Old  Myths  Are  Shaping  Our

 Genomic  Future” 
By  Sam  Trejo   and  Daphne  O.  Martschenko  

Princeton  University  Press,  2026,  272  pages,  price:  $  29.95  (cloth)  /  $  29.95  (eBook).  https://press.princeton.
edu/books/hardcover/9780691237756/what-  we-  inherit

Reviewer:  Kristen  Karlberg,  Pur  chase  College,  SUNY  

“W
hat  We  Inherit:  How  New  Technologies  and  Old  Myths  are  Shaping  Our  Genetic

 Future”  by  Sam  Trejo  and  Daphne  O.  Martschenko  examines  what  genetics  and

 genomics  can  and  cannot  yet  tell  us  about  ourselves  and  potential  offspring.  The

 authors  approach  this  research  using  “adversarial  collaboration,”  where  Daphne,  a  bioethicist,

 and  Sam,  a  sociologist,  frame  their  perspectives  on  the  topic  of  genomics.  The  book  captures

 their  collective  processing  of  each  discipline’s  interpretation  of  social  genomics  through  dialog.

 There  is  clear  disagreement,  but  this  makes  the  writing  engaging  and  exciting.  The  conversational

 back-and-forth  between  the  authors  in  each  chapter  makes  the  content  more  accessible  through

 overtly  presenting  the  reasoning  for  each  author’s  position  on  the  topic  of  the  chapter.  It  is  highly

 unusual,  but  effective.  Trejo  and  Martschenko  reveal  the  inheritance  of  not  only  DNA  but  the  myths

 surrounding  it,  and  the  ways  power  is  implicated  in  the  process.  They  do  this  with  great  care  and

 flourish. 

The  authors  clearly  elucidate  the  state  of  genomics  today.  This  is  an  important  qualifier,  as

 research  is  competitive  and  ongoing,  and  therefore constantly  changing.  There  is  an  essential  story

 of  how  genetics  evolved  into  genomics,  told  well.  The  focus  of  the  book  is  genomics,  specifically

 the  use  of  polygenic  scores  to  assign  value.  Polygenic  scores,  which  is  the  new  version  of  “genetic

 testing,”  provide  a  suggestion  of  the  potential  outcome  of  the  combination  of  genes  a  person  has  that

 could  contribute  to  a  particular  trait,  like  height.  Most  traits  are  a  product  of  many  DNA  variants,

 thus  polygenic  rather  than  genetic.  “A  person’s  polygenic  score  for  a  given  trait  is  essentially  an

 enormous,  weighted  average  of  their  genome,  where  the  weights  represent  researchers’  best  guess

 of  which  DNA  variants  are  associated  with  increases  or  decreases  in  the  trait  in  question  (and  by

 how  much)”  (p.9).  The  more  complicated  question  is  what  role  social  factors  have  in  the  genomics

 of  individuals,  referred  to  as  social  genomics.  Social  genomics  studies  the  connections  between

 a  person’s  DNA  sequence  and  social  and  behavioral  traits,  like  educational  attainment  or  sexual

 identity.  The  authors  emphasize  that  this  “score”  is  a  social  reality  of  a  person’s  DNA.  This  means

 that  it  is  not  only  the  biochemical  processes  that  the  DNA  encodes  that  are  reflected  in  the  person,

 but  also  the  social  and  material  realities  of  where  they  live,  how  they  eat,  and  what  education
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and  even  social  class  they  are.  And  social  genomics  is  contested  and  not  refined,  so  unreliable  as  a

 resource  about  why  a  person  is  the  way  they  are,  or  which  embryo  is  “better.”
 

The  book  begins  by  ardently  disproving  two  far-reaching  misunderstandings  of  genomics:  DNA

 controls  things  and  cannot  be  overridden  (destiny  myth)  and  DNA  and  biological  differences

 construct  clear  boundaries  between  racial  groups  (race  myth).  The  destiny  myth  relies  on  the  belief

 that  genes  ARE  us,  disregarding  where  and  how  and  when  we  live  as  factors  in  how  our  DNA

 manifests.  Daphne  and  Sam  emphasize  that  “social  and  environmental  conditions  facilitate  the

 effects  of  DNA”  (p.  31  my  italics)  rather  than  genetics  being  determinative.  Polygenic  scores  are

 more  a  reflection  of  the  social  world  than  a  predictor  of  it.  The  race  myth  requires  clear-cut  racial

 boundaries  that  are  embedded  in  American  society that  here  are  blurred  and  ultimately  negated.

 Both  authors  live  the  realities  of  race  by  being  not  traditionally  white,  and  the  nuances  of  their

 lived  experiences  in  combination  with  scientific  research  lend  clarity  to  the  complexities  of  the

 uniquely  American  racism  present  in  everyday  life  in  the  United  States.  This  race  myth  debate

 has  been  disproved  in  social  and  biological  sciences,  but  it  must  be  reviewed  here  because  of  its

 penetrance  and  persistence  in  American  society.
 

The  passion  both  Daphne  and  Sam  have  about  genomics  and  its  effect  on  society  truly  shines

 in  the  body  of  the  book,  where  they  debate  the  complex  ways  genomics  effects  society.  They

 delve  into  how  genetic  myths  not  only  contribute  to  extreme  responses  like  the  great  replacement

 theory  and  race-based  violence,  but  also  societal  beliefs  that  shape  individual thoughts  and  feelings.

 When  examining  the  impact  of  genomic  research  on  society,  the  authors  confront  the  realities  of

 social  genomics  as  the  evaluation  of  how  the  environment  can  affect  the  expression  of  DNA  in

 individuals.  The  impact  of  such  research  includes  who  designs  the  studies,  conducts  the  research,

 and  communicates  findings.  When  Sam  and  Daphne  tackle  DNA  and  social  inequality  is  when

 their  different  educational  leanings  really  come  to  the  forefront:  Sam  takes  a  broader  view  that

 social  inequality  is  basically  any  difference  between  individuals  in  relation  to  their  well-being

 and  life  outcomes,  while  Daphne  leans  more  to  a  structural  interpretation  of  inequality,  where

 there  are  systematic  differences  in  well-being  based  on  key  social  and  demographic  identities  like

 race  and  class.  Their  different  interpretations  lead  to  very  clear  problems  in  solving  the  access

 and  discrimination  issues  that  arise  when  it  comes  to  polygenic  scores  and  their  applications.

 These  applications  are  examined  in  two  related  realms:  reproduction  and  direct  to  consumer

 genomic  testing/institutional  genomic  testing  (DTC).  In  reproduction,  polygenic  scoring  is  used  to

 choose  the  “best”  embryos,  while  DTC  testing  runs  the  gamut  of  testing  for  anxiety,  heart  health,

 intelligence,  and  fear  of  heights  (p.  168).  The  authors  stress  that  these  tests  are  not  determinative,

 yet  still,  because  of  the  power  of  the  genetic  and  destiny  myths,  have  an  outsized  impact  on  people’s

 psychosocial  health  and  well-being.
 

Because  of  the  complicated  nature  of  genomics,  and  specifically  social  genomics,  a  glossary

 would  have  been  incredibly  helpful.  The  placement  of definitions  makes  it  so  that  someone

 not  well-versed  in  genetics  could  spend  time  googling  terms  and  potentially  get  misinformed

 definitions  of  terms  the  authors  carefully  define  in  the  text.  More  emphasis  on  common  misinter-

 pretations  and  misunderstanding  of  genetics  in  society  is  always  needed.  Daphne  and  Sam  allude

 to  the  need  for  genetic  literacy,  but  the  dearth  of  elementary  basics  of  genomics  is  a  serious  problem

 given  the  rampant  misinformation  perpetuated  by  the  destiny  myth  and  the  genetic  myth.  A  push

 in  elementary  school  that  what  we  ascribe  to  genetics  is  a  combination  of  genes  and  environment

 would  go  a  long  way  to  leading  into  genetic  literacy  for  families,  which  could  spread  to  social

 understanding.
 

As  mentioned  above,  the  authors  do  provide  clear  definitions  of  important  terms.  The  book

 is  surprisingly  accessible  given  the  nuances  of  biology,  genetics,  inheritance,  bioethics,  and

 sociology  in  the  text.  The  illustrative  stories  employed  in  the  beginning  chapters  and  carried

 throughout  the  book  with  increasing  relevance  and  descriptive  utility  are  a  strength  enabling

 understanding  for  even  the  most  genetics-challenged  reader. I  appreciate  that  Daphne  and

 Sam  offer  caveats  and  point  out  limitations  in  all  of  the  genomic  testing  they  discuss,  echoing
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the  gold  standard  of  nondirectional  genetic  counseling  of  the  “olden  days”  of  prenatal  genetic

 testing.
 

The  strongest  part  of  the  book  is  its  conclusion:  TALK  TO  THOSE  WHO  DON’T  AGREE  WITH

 YOU.  They  allude  to  political  and  social  upheaval  in  American  society today,  and  that  conclusion

 would  serve  us  all  well.  Their  conversations  are  not  confrontational,  but  productive,  and  illustrate

 a  genuine  respect  for  knowledge,  even  when  contrary  to  one’s  thoughts  and  beliefs.  The  myths  they

 challenge  are  perpetuated  by  communication,  so  can  only  be  debunked  by  the  same.  Ultimately,

 the  book  presents  a  hopeful  roadmap  for  progress  in  genomics,  which  we  can  only  hope  is  carried

 into  the  rest  of  our  society.
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