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Discussion of the role of genes has been plagued by linguistic uncertainty since their origin. At first 
the word ‘gene’ was little more than a place marker, a name for the presumed unit of inheritance. 
What is a gene? A gene is a difference maker. Yet geneticists also assumed that genes are trait 
makers. To this day, conflation between genes and mutations, between trait makers and difference 
makers, remains endemic. The meaning of the term has transformed over the course of the 

century, not to mention proliferated. The status of genes as trait 
makers has come under severe challenge, as has the status of 
genes as difference makers. It is that very confusion between 
the two, and the place of that confusion in our understanding of 
human nature, of what is natural and what is unnatural, that will 
be explored in this talk. 


