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MARy-CLAIRE kINg, PHD, is American can-
cer society Professor in the department of medi-
cine and the department of genome sciences at the 
university of washington in seattle, washington. 
she was the first to prove that breast cancer is in-
herited in some families, as the result of mutations 

in the gene that she named BrcA1. in addition to the inherited breast and 
ovarian cancer, her research interests include the genetic bases of schizo-
phrenia, the genetic causes of mendelian disorders, and human genetic di-
versity and evolution. she pioneered the use of dnA sequencing for human 
rights investigations, developing the approach of sequencing mitochondrial 
dnA preserved in human remains, then applying this method to the iden-
tification of kidnapped children in Argentina and subsequently to cases of 
human rights violations on six continents.

King grew up in wilmette and winnetka and attended new trier 
high school, where she spent many happy hours playing flute in the sym-
phony orchestra and the concert band, and piccolo in the marching band. 
she received her BA cum laude in mathematics from carleton college in 
northfield, minnesota, her Phd in genetics from the university of cali-
fornia at Berkeley, and her postdoctoral training at uc san Francisco. her 
Phd dissertation with Allan wilson in 1973 was the demonstration that 
dnA sequences of humans and chimpanzees are 99% identical. she was 
professor at uc Berkeley from 1976-1995 and at the university of wash-
ington in seattle since 1995. 

King has won numerous awards for her work and has served on the Ad-
visory committee to the director of nih, the national commission on 
Breast cancer of the President’s cancer Panel, the national Academy of sci-
ences’ committee on science, engineering, and Public Policy 
(cosePuP), and multiple councils and study sections of the 
nih and the national Academy of sciences. she was consul-
tant to the commission on the disappearance of Persons of 
the republic of Argentina and carried out dnA identifica-
tions for the united nations war crimes tribunals. she is Past 
President of the American society of human genetics.
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