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GENETIC VARIATION IN MAN: SOCIAL ASSET QR SOCIAL LIABILITY

R.L. Rirk

John Curtin School of Medical Research
Canberra.

Man is a very variable animal: the expression of
this variability is due to both differences in genetic consti-
tution and to the physical and psycho-~social environment to which
each of us is exposed. During recent years knowledge of the
genetic component in human variation has been increasing at a
rapid rate, so that now we can identify the chromosomal defect
or single~gene basis for a large number of diseases. We know
also a great deal about inherited variation in normal individuals
and about the frequency of the genes controlling these variations
in different human populations.

Much inherited variation is deleterious, and the
social cost of these defects will become an increasing burden
on the community. However, other parts of the genetic varia-
bility provide a reserveoir which acts as a buffer for individuals
in the complex ecological situations of huwman societies. In
assessing the nature of man's genetic endowment we must therefore
learn to understand more of the interaction between his genes
and the environment to exploit this variability to the full.
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