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Tracing ilinesses
to their genetic roots

Irﬂgcrrwrpq]?nrm;:(:ump
of biologists, he might say:
“Lifee i3 like a hiccup. You

don't know why it started, and

| ou don't know when &t will end.”

For the time in between, sclen-
tists have & better grasp. Life, in
the evolutionary scheme of things,
is about change and opportunism,
Those a j that are better
pt to changing sur-
are long-term winners
In the only sense that matters bio-
logically: They pass themselves
oa, through their genes, 1o the next
generation. The principbe of natur-
al selection applies equally well to
societies af viruses or humans.

As well as this works to explain
many things, it also raises nettle-
scame questions. IF nature, through
natural selection, Can CArTY 00 a
sort of perpetual purging and pur-
suit of self-perfection, why hasn't
it found & way 10 prevent mear-
sightedness and weod out genetic
disorders such as Alzhelmer’s?
Why do we suffer so when we
catch a cold or flu? Why do we get
depressed? Why do we still have
an appendix?

In Why We Gat Sick: The Now
Sclunce of Darwinlan Medicine
{Times Books, 524, 291 pages),
Handolph Nesse and Geo
Williams trace the cause of many
human disorders to our genetic
origins. A study of p t
women, for instance, I an
almess exact match between the
course of pre sickness and
the time when the fetus is most
wvulnerable to toxins. Thus, the
hetghtened sensitivity of women 1o
strung odors and Aavors during
the early stages of pregnancy may
have evol oiig ago as & means
of preventing the mother from eat-
ing, say, a Tod‘pumd meat and

i@ felhes.

Ina nd:uj.ur way, the ?‘uﬂ;l:
laying the groundwork for t
they call Darwinian medicine,
argue that depression, fever and
gout are the consequence of a cost-
benafit decision made at the level
af the gene, with the longer-term
gains cutweighing short-term
pains. Does life design itself this
way? With many keenly made con-
nections, the authors make o con-
vincing case that it does.

aEE

With the discovery this summer
of & deadly new disease, sman
granulocytic ehrlichiosis (HGE),
as well as continuing signs that
many strains of dissass-causing
bacteria are becoming increasing-
Iy immune to some antibiotics, the
timeliness of Arno Karlen's Man
and Microbaes: Dissasas and

Times (Tarcher/Putnam, $24.55,
w could not be gréater.

] len, a veteran scienca
writer, chronicles the appearance
af wirubent new infections such as
AIDS and Brazilian purpuric
fever, as well as new outbreaks of

| obd infections such as cholera and

tuberculosis previously brought
under control by modern drugs.
Mr. Karlen scrupulously details
the r story by charting the
bl flow of disease ot
history. What is happening ¥,
we bearn, is what has always hap-
pened, albeit pechaps at a slightly
accelerated pace; namely, the
appearance of novel Infections in
!-eu'ﬂamc 10 pew contacts, changes
in the wmk live, and
hurman- maodifications in
The numbers talk. The
B e
0 migrating rat,
killed 40 million to 50 million peo-
. The 19138 epidemic of Spanish
o strain of the generic infisc-

ton whose ultimate arigin is farm
ankmals,

30 million lives in
six meonths. With bebent
rescarch, Mr. n has assem-

bled a testament to the precarious
vualnerability of umans to the
condition of being alive.
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Sex, as we all know, can be cost-
ly. For biolagists, however, the
praoblem is how 10 reckon these
costs with the return of some tan-
gible advantages.

As Richard Michod notes in
Eros and Evolution: A Natural Phi-
losophy of Sex (Addison-Wesley,
525, M1 pages), the costs of sex —
time, energy, chance of infection
— mctually hasten the journey to
the grave for many organisms,

How does o sexual organism
differ from an asexual one? How is
it that each parent of & sexunlly
produced organism supplies
exactly hall of its offspring's chro-
muosomes? Getting the reader up o
speed means that Mr, Michod
miist provide a short course in
genetics and touch wpon sach con-
::pliumeim recombination
and osity.

WWua boak whose sudi-
ence is somewhere between Mr.
Michod's peers and the general
public. Perhaps a better editarial
hand would have b hit out Mr.
Michod's interesting ideas about
how the costs of sex are biclogical-
ly justified in the right way to the
right audience.
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Scientists, to carry the evalu-
tionary analogy a step further,
have Mmmﬁutﬁ:ﬁwdﬂuw
pressure of late, First there is the
Shrivking unding pie. Then there.

Lkl ding pie. Then
are public doubts about the value
of certain basic research projects
and ventures, such as the canceled
supercollider and the space pro-
gram. Last, and most alarming, is
the extremist view that science
itself is bad and the entire system
of Western ratiopality passed
down from the Greeks o false and
dangerous god,

. Asa mﬁt).d- new broed of sci-
entist — whose spirit is .
Bed in C.F Snow’s phrase
that commau-

important and necessary &s pub-
shing in the peer-reviewed jour-
nals. John Brockman's The Third
Culture: Bayond the Sclantiflc
Revolution (Simon & Schuster,
£27.50, 413 pages) barrows Mr.
Snow's term as the tile for o col-
lection of essays by scientists
whose names, as if to prove the
point, should sound familiar o
regular readers of science books.
"Eseays,” here, may be a mis-
nomer, as Mr. Brockman
tilled the pieces from tope-record-
ed conversations. Also
musles v, perhaps, the book
takes up the theme of

few introductory comments.

If the reader is able to forgive
these things, the book does have
samething 1o offer: schontists writ-
ing { 7 clearly and with zeal
an & host of topics, ranging from
the nature of consclousness Lo
atoamic ics. As some of the sci-
entists trace the course of their
careers, we soe the ambition for
|deas, the intolerance of rivals, the

ecture falling short of
an uﬂ: c;;d‘u.l reasoning o a i
ition of tentntive
m curious, dngﬁem
human face of sclence. And also
its best-devised defense.
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