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Prof. Gates, an African American and accomplished scholar, provided an overview of his work
which explores both the interesting diversity and surprising commonality among individuals in
American society.

With estimable black women after the abolition of slavery and a white grandfather in his lineage,
Prof Gates became interested in genealogy early on. With the advancement in the early 2000s of
genetic testing via mitochondrial DNA, Gates was able to explore many interesting aspects of an
individual’s background, including the geographical origins of one’s ancestors.

His first major presentation was a show on PBS entitled “African American Lives.” This was
wildly successful and was followed by a sequel. The popularity of the show prompted inquiries
from persons from a variety of racial and ethnic backgrounds, and led to the production of
“Faces of America.”

Amidst this diversity of historical legacies, there is a good amount of tragedy and hardship.
Some voices today wish to squelch discussion of uncomfortable historical episodes, such as :

e The genocide of Native Americans
e The enslavement of 12.5 million Africans
e The extermination of 6 million Jews in the Holocaust

Gates, on the other hand, paraphrasing the renowned physicist Stephen Hawking, believes that
the past is important to understanding who we are.

And despite apparent phenotypical differences, Prof. Gates reminded us that at the level of the
human genome, we are 99.99% the same.



