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TWO i nportant events took place | ast week. The first was the publication
of the initial analysis of the human genes, the mapping of which was
completed in the mddle of |ast year.

It is revealed that the total number of the human genes is approximtely
30,000, only a third of the previously established estimate.

This is about 10,000 nmore than the nunber of genes of the little
roundworm 15,000 nore than the minute fruit fly, 24,000 nore than the
t eeny-weeny yeast and 26,000 nore than the mcroscopi c tubercul osis germ

The findings of a smaller than anticipated nunber of genes in hunmans
have forced scientists to think again about how to account for the nuch
greater conplexity of man conpared to | esser' creations.

In a way too, the nodest nunber of human genes has delivered a big bl ow
to those intent on attributing their msgivings, msadventures,

i ndi scretions, or everything el se under the sun to the genes inherited
fromtheir forefathers.

C ai ns have soneti nes been nmade that genes pre-deternmine fate or that a
person cannot be held responsible for a violent act sinply because "his or
her genes made himor her do it".

For instance, fromresearch findings that the percentage of Afro-
Anericans in prison is nine tinmes that of white popul ati on, sone
comment at ors have concl uded t hat genes are responsi ble for crimnal
behavi our.

This interpretation is, however, highly questionable. Mst if not all of
the racial profile in prison rates can be attributed not to genetic but to
soci al factors.

The fact remains that Afro-Americans have to be content with a
distinctly lower quality of life, are less likely to gain enploynent and
of ten becone victins of discrinmnation in arrests and convi cti ons.

Prinme M nister Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mhamad too, has alluded to the
subj ect in his book A New Deal for Asia (page 37).

The Prime M nister wote, "There may be small genetic differences
bet ween races, but | do not believe this has any real inpact on the
opportunities for that particular race or country to prosper economically.

"Tri bes and nations with distinctly different |evels of cultural
devel opnent or civilisation may conme fromthe same ethnic group, and one
group may be successful while another may fail in every field of human
endeavour.

"The primary reason lies in the value systemeach group has devel oped
In other words, a culture conpatible with success will succeed, while one
that is not will fail."

If these argunents are still not convincing enough to sorme, then the
| at est discoveries in genetic science should set the record strai ght once
and for all.

According to Dr J. Craig Venter of Celera Genom cs, the private
| aboratory that successfully sequenced those 30,000 genes, there are
i ndeed too few genes to account for behavioural traits of individuals
hitherto considered to be hereditary.

Hence, it is highly inprobabl e that honosexuality, infidelity, drug
addi ction and the tendency to self-destruct are sonething that is passed
on fromgeneration to generation

In fact, these behaviours are nostly noul ded t hrough the nurturing



process as one grows up in the anbience of the fanily and society. Even
clones with identical sets of genes are expected to behave differently,
dependi ng on how and where they are brought up

The other inportant finding of the human genes analysis is that
i ndi viduals are not very nmuch different fromone another. In fact the
variation involves only about a tenth of one per cent.

Consequently, based on a total of 30,000 genes, we are different in only
thirty of them Inagine; these thirty genes are what nmake you different
fromBrad Pitt or Caneron Diaz, or Bill Gates, both physically and
mental | y.

It al so seens that these 30 genes are sonetinmes enough to nmake peopl e go
for each other's throat.

The difference in the genetic make-up, too, can perhaps account for the
perenni al, yet mnd-boggling, rivalry anong academi ci ans, theol ogi ans and
politicians.

The worst consequence ascribed to the genetic differences in humans,
however, is probably the enmty and antagoni sm anong theo-politicians
(theol ogi ans who doubl e up as politicians), the result of which thus far
has been quite destructive to societies and civilisations.

MI1lions of lives have hitherto been | ost due to inter, as well as,
intra-religious fighting.

Sadly, thousands if not mllions nore lives are already on the altar,
ready to be sacrificed in the defence of some nortal interpretations of
religious teachings.

Thus, it was tinely that the second inportant event of |ast week took
place in Teheran, a city that regards itself as the centre for dial ogues
anong civilisations.

The International Conference on Dial ogue Anong Asian Cvilisations was
organi sed to seek a consensus anong the world's | eading cultures and
traditions in creating a peaceful and harnoni ous society in the future.

It is also to be Asia's concerted effort at debunki ng the presuned
i mmi nent clash of civilisations between the Western, nostly Christian-
based civilisation and Eastern civilisation, supposedly | ed by Islamand
Conf uci ani sm

The diversity of Asian cultures is seenmingly great. But in essence there
is a body of common val ues and beliefs that many citizens of Asia share.

In his book, Asian values and the United States: how rmuch conflict?,
Davi d Hitchcock concluded froma survey in 1996 that there were six
soci etal values nost treasured by the East Asians (Japanese, Thais,

Chi nese, Koreans, Ml aysians, Singaporeans, |Indonesians and Fili pinos).

They are, in descendi ng degree of inportance: public order, harnony,
accountability, open-m ndedness, freedomof expression and |loyalty. In
addition, Asians cherished five major personal val ues, nanely; respect for
know edge, sel f-discipline, obliging others, personal achi evenent and
pr of essi onal success.

Contrariw se, the Htchcock survey found that the six nost revered
val ues anpbng non- Asi ans, represented by the Anericans were: freedom of
expression, individuals' rights, personal freedom open debate, survival
and accountability.

Per sonal val ues of Anerican respondents in the order of decreasing
i nportance were: self-reliance, personal achievenent, hard work, achieving

success in life, helping others and fulfilling obligations to others.

Thus, in general, there appears to be a distinct difference between the
two communities, the non-Asians focusing nore on "I", while the Asians on
Y

In view of the great nunber of differences anong the world' s popul ation,
the United Nations is encouraging di al ogues to find conmon pl atforns.



Accordi ngly, 2001 is designated the UN Year of Di al ogue Anbng
Civilisations.

Thus, the culture of dial ogue should be kept alive in this country, too.
It would be sad indeed if in this era of sophistication two parties with
nobl e i ntentions cannot sit together to thrash out differences and
celebrate simlarities. After all genetic science tells us that the forner
isonly 0.1 per cent, while the latter 99.9 per cent.
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