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When Nara Milanic wrote Fatherhood: The Elusive Search for Father - a story of scientific, legal and social concepts of fatherhood in Western civilization - she didn't expect her promotional tour to be full of interviewers, asking her if she had made 23andMe. And the truth is, it's not that in question. Of course, people ask. Dna testing kits from direct to consumer are the latest and
most trending technological development related to its subject matter. But given the story she has just written about how sensitive, fraught, and complex the issue of biological origin, Milanich is particularly tuned to how the question of whether someone made 23andMe can be an intensely invasive one. People ask if she spent $99 and sent a swab of her saliva sample to find out if
the family she had always understood as her family was genetically related to her or not. The next time that happens, Milanic told me, as we sat in her office, in the history department of Barnard College, I decided that I was going to turn it back on them and say: Do you? Fatherhood traces the long history of how society got here, to a place where biological fatherhood is a clearly
cognizable fact, which is apparently fair play to ask a stranger about. Although it has been known for centuries that each person has one biological father, the idea that this biological father can be defined by science first broke through in the early 20th century. Milanic's book illustrates in detail how the testing of fatherhood has become both a useful tool and a powerful weapon,
depending on whose hands the technology has fallen into. As she pointed out when we spoke, the history of paternity testing can provide valuable clues about the potentially huge implications of the rapid spread of DNA testing as a consumer product. Motherhood, Milanich notes at the beginning of the book, tends to have a much less mysterious relationship than fatherhood,
given the visible facts of pregnancy and birth. Fatherhood, on the other hand, was invisible, and until the 20th century and the appearance of the earliest test of paternity, claims to paternity (and denial of paternity) were only stronger than the perseverance of the parties involved, and circumstantial evidence. As a result, Milanic explains, for most of modern history, neither the
public nor the courts make any distinction between legal and biological fatherhood. When someone has a father, it is because the man claims to be paternity and behaves like a father, as expected, by providing care and housing. Husband's wife is generally understood by the society and laws of most countries to be a father children and thus the responsibility to ensure that they
are that proved frustrating to some men when suspicions of their wife's marital fidelity arose. Waiting for a husband to also be a father is why the notion of a stepson didn't really break into mainstream consciousness until the 20th century. That is why, Milanich notes, children born to unmarried mothers and absent fathers have for generations simply been considered without a
father, and many of them have been placed in the care of the Church or the State when their mothers have not been able to provide for them properly. The fascination with knowledge of the father's identity is usually strong and impulsive. The once gloomy nature of fatherhood provides central tension to countless great works of fiction, for example. Even contemporary works such
as the Min Jin Lee National Book Award, nominated by Pachinko and Elena Ferrante, bestsellers of Neapolitan novels, as well as blockbusters and TV shows such as Mamma Mia and Game of Thrones, rely on secret or unknown biological fatherhood as a story device. So perhaps unsurprisingly, scientists across the developed world have been working for decades to find a way
to test the biological link between father and offspring. The first widespread scientific practice, which is considered a paternity test, is a blood test. Blood groups A, B, AB and O were discovered at the turn of the 20th century, and over the next few decades scientists applied the logic of Mendeley's genetics to establish that there are limits to blood types that can produce
combinations of parental blood types. This kind of testing may not definitively establish a biological link between the two humans, but it may exclude the biological link between people whose blood groups were incompatible. However, it took some time for biological fatherhood to supplant social fatherhood in the popular imagination as a standard for measuring whether someone is
a father. For example, at a famous trial in California in the early 1940s, silent film star Charlie Chaplin was accused of having a child with a much younger woman, which he denied. A blood test determined that Chaplin could not have had the father of the child in question and the results were presented in court. But after witnesses testified that they saw Chaplin enter his mother's
house at night and leave in the morning, the jury returned with a verdict that Chaplin was in fact the child's father. The press, and especially the scientific community, have gone mad. (They wrote,) California declared black white, and the Earth flat; how can they be so ignorant? Milanic told me. But ultimately, his paternity was determined not on the basis of his biological
relationship with the child, but on his social relationship with his mother. Within half a century, scientists will begin to unlock the codes genome and further understanding of the so-called DNA fingerprint. By the 1980s, laboratory scientists could, given some time and considerable compensation, test two people for a genetic match that would positively confirm biological parenthood,
to 99.99 percent certainty. The sudden ability to positively identify the father for countless people whose fathers may have remained uncertain forever had significant consequences. DNA analysis promised a way to identify fathers and hold them accountable for supporting children they could no longer challenge. This is essentially privatized, as Milanic puts it in the book, the duty
of providing children, taking responsibility from the state or the Church and giving it to biological fathers. For example, Milanich suggested when we said it was probably no coincidence that the United States Child Support Unit was largely established around the same time that courts and individuals began regularly asking for DNA paternity testing. The point of being mindful of
paternity testing, Milanic stressed that it is available to all, for use as benign and to a lesser extent. Just as governments and courts sometimes use paternity testing to ensure that children receive the support they need, authorities have also historically used paternity testing to control citizens. For example, a blood test was used in Nazi Germany to determine whether some citizens
were jewish or Aryan citizens; Whether a person was sent to a concentration camp or not, in other words, may depend on that person's ability to prove non-respect to known Jews.Fatherhood testing was also used to regulate Chinese immigration to America in the early 20th century, when immigrants were allowed by law to help their immediate families gain entry into the country.
Before the blood test, immigrants only had to tell the authorities that they had children who wanted to join them in the United States. When biological parenthood tests began in the country between immigrants and their family members, it was aimed at curbing the practice of paper kinship or selling immigration opportunities to people who wanted to impersonate family members of
immigrants already in the United States. However, these measures have also made it possible for adopted children of immigrants or other non-biological children, to be detained for long periods or denied the right to enter. Now that knowledge of biological fatherhood is available cheaply and discreetly through services such as 23andMe, Ancestry, and MyHeritage, Milanich has a
few worries about what are the consequences that are rampant knowledge can have on American society and the lives of American citizens. First, she noted that it is becoming increasingly difficult to keep biological relationships a secret, even if you want, want, can seriously undermine people's supposed right to privacy, let alone their peace of mind. Over the past century, a
heated debate about whether knowing who the father is has always been socially valuable information, Milanich said. Maybe it's a destabilizing piece of information? Yes, yes. (As my colleague Sarah Chang reported, this certainly can, as is the case with fertility doctor Donald Kline, who was found in 2017 to fertilize many of his unknowing patients with his own sperm.) The
massive commercialization of genetic testing, or as Milanic likes to call it, Big Fatherhood has made this information more accessible than ever, and, at least in the U.S., we have bypassed any public conversation about whether people should have access to these things. For example, Milanich noted that in the age of Greater Fatherhood, the new ease with which people can learn
the identity of even anonymous sperm donors can deter men from donating. (As I've reported before, lawyers who work in assisted reproductive technology and adoption now inform clients that anonymous sperm donation and closed adoption no longer exist reliably.) It was for such reasons, she noted, that some countries, such as France, had actually banned direct genetic
testing of consumers. People (in France) do it anyway, Milanic added. They just send them to Switzerland and Spain.) Read: Finding a lost generation of anonymous sperm donors Is also worried about the potential use of paternity testing as a tool of government power. She has already noted that U.S. immigration authorities are using DNA testing at the U.S.-Mexico border to help
determine whether migrant families coming to the United States are biological families (as opposed to unrelated individuals posing as families). The testing is also being used to help west care for parents and children who have been detained separately as part of The Trump administration's family-sharing policy. Ultimately, adults today are among the first people in history to be
able to knowing (or verifying) their biological background discreetly and cheaply without leaving home. However, they are also the first generation of adults to be vulnerable to sudden, destabilizing privacy violations through the same widely available technology. That much of the advertising and messaging around direct-to-consumer genetic testing to focus on the former may
prove to be, down the line, have been oversight. Supervision.
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