Saude Publica Molecular

horizontes para a pratica da satide publica, mas
nio entendo que trard, obrigatoriamente, mu-
dancas filosoficas, principalmente porque o
conceito de genética, tal como colocado por
Castiel, devera sofrer uma alteracio talvez maior
do que a antevista para a satide publica.

Estamos no meio de uma revolugdo na
pratica da satde publica e da clinica, semelhan-
te as que ocorreram durante o século passado,
apenas que numa velocidade maior. Esta mu-
danca se faz nos horizontes do entendimento,
transformando doencas obscuras em doencas
compreensiveis, trataveis e preveniveis, am-
pliando a visao de livre-arbitrio atualmente
vigente na saude publica, nao substituindo-a
por uma neo-eugenia.
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This paper touches a responsive chord. I give
a compulsory course to Public Health students
with the purpose of teaching them not to be
afraid of molecular biology. I am concerned,
however, that Castiel has not always
distinguished between private and public health.

Public Health is in a crisis brought about
by increased population densities and the
lack of funding. Prevention does not attract
the attention that the great therapeutic
advances of recent decades get. Many of the
spectacular therapeutic advances derive from
the new understanding of Molecular Biology,
a body of knowledge often ignored by
practitioners of Public Health. Castiel is right
that reversal of this omission would do much
to help Public Health, but let us make sure
we use it for the public and not just to
improve prospects for individuals.

The paper touches on the role of PCR
(polymerase chain reaction) in the detection
of occult pathogens, but does not get as far
describing the role of pathogenic sequence
determination in defining the relatedness of
multiple isolates and the routes by which
specific lineages have spread. These methods
have had particular relevance in the end
stages of poliomyelitis control. Recent isolates

from Brazil derive from vaccine strains and
hence pose little risk to the populance. In
Canada, however, isolates have been related to
pathogenic Dutch strains. This molecular
similarity revealed a hole in the Hemispheric
defense against poliovirus through which
virus was brought by members of a religious
sect that eschewed medical care and had
branches in Holland and Canada.

Castiel emphasizes the role Molecular
Biology has had in human genetics and the
contributions that this made to our
understanding of differential
diseasesusceptibility. An emphasis is placed on
how genetics may affect interaction with
environmental insults and hence predict
differential risk from the same environmental
hazard. I am concerned that, while this aspect
is clearly applicable to individual risk, it is
difficult to apply to public risk.

The challenge to epidemiologists to develop
causal theories utilizing new knowledge of
genetic and epi-genetic effects is real, but it is
not enough to use the findings to measure
risks faced by individuals. We must be able to
apply it to defined populations, but we cannot
in test whole populations for a battery of
genetic defects; the cost is too great. Groups
with similar risk must be defined and
representative samples tested. Castiel might
tell Joao that he can smoke up to a pack of
cigarettes a day without great risk of
developing lung cancer and Pedro that he
must avoid tobacco smoke wherever possible
because he has a defective p53 gene. There
would be the problems Castiel has recognized
in getting Joao and Pedro to perceive the risks
realistically ans act appropriately, but my chief
concern is different. This would be good
preventive medicine, and good etiology, but it
would not be Public Health.

There are some genetic diseases, associated
with specific populations, that could be
reduced by public health methods. One
example is the “New World Syndrome” first
defined by James Neel. This consists of a
triad of obesity, diabetes and cholelithiasis
prevalent in populations that have
traditionally lived in alternating feast and
famine. When ample food is available their
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insulin levels encourage packing the calories
away as fatty reserves. A countervailing
reduction of appetite is not elicited until
much damage is done. Groups subject to this
propensity could be defined without
individual tests and educational programs
and intensified surveillance instituted.
Ethical concerns apply as much here as to
individual risk and such knowledge will have
to be managed with the greatest care. Long
ago it was noted that North American
Indians become inebriated more easily than
Caucasians because, we now know, they
metabolize ethanol more slowly. The
solution was to ban the sale of alcoholic

beverages to any Indian. The effect was that
alcohol became a forbidden pleasure to be
indulged in without restraint whenever the
occasion presented. Discrimination in this
case caused the law to backfire and
drunkenness may actually have increased.
Yes, let us as public health workers exploit
the opportunities presented by molecular
biology. Let’s use them to identify pathogens
and to determine machanisms behind
genetically determined risks, so we can better
determine what should be avoided. But let us
never forget that our special charge is to the
public. We must leave to others the elaborate
methodologies that serve only the individual.

OAUTOR RESPONDE/ THE AUTHOR REPLY

Agradeco a Comissido Editorial dos Cadernos
de Satide Publica pelo fato de considerar
apropriado o texto em foco para tomar parte da
incitante (e, também, porque nao, excitante)
secao “Debate” deste ja consagrado periddico
do campo da Satide Coletiva. Aproveito para
agradecer, também, a todos participantes, cuja
competéncia em suas areas de atuacao € reco-
nhecida, pela disponibilidade em produzirem
estimulantes comentarios ao artigo. Alids, em
geral, bastante pertinentes e capazes de ensejar
oportunas discussoes. Espero que as réplicas se
aproximem de tal proposicao, apesar das restri-
coes de espaco (estipulado pela Editoria dos
Cadernos) e de folego (estabelecido pelas
limitacdes do autor).

1. Claudio J. Struchiner e Michael E. Reiche-
nheim (S/R) (pelo aspecto pratico, empregarei o
mesmo tipo de notacdo proposta por estes
autores) apresentam meticulosa e provocativa
intervencao de carater, digamos, “glauberiano”
(ja no seu cabecalho). A propdsito, um possivel
titulo para a resposta seria: De sabios e epide-
miologistas, elefantes e dragoes. Isto porque
S/R fazem sugestivo uso do titulo de obra do
nosso Cinema Novo, passivel de associacao (nao
no sentido estatistico) com conhecida parabola
de inestimavel valor epistemoldgico. Neste caso,
tomei a liberdade de fazer algumas adaptacdes.
Trata-se da histéria dos trés sibios orientais,

privados da capacidade visual, aos quais foi
oferecida a oportunidade de descrever um
elefante, mediante apalpacao de certas partes do
corpo (do animal). Tal procedimento deveria
permitir a cada um, respectivamente, definir o
proboscideo através do manuseio da cauda, da
tromba e da pata. Os resultados sao conhecidos.
O que pretendo ressaltar € o fato de, mesmo com
erros, haver, no caso, o conhecimento a priori
do que era “realmente” o elefante — um
indiscutivel padrao-ouro. Agora, imaginemos,
invertendo o sentido da operagao, que a questao
fosse definir “dragao”. Pois, assim fazendo,
epidemiologistas poderiam reconhecé-los — de
forma sensivel e especifica, em repetidas
ocasioes e até, quem sabe, concordariam entre
si... Deste modo, poderiam estudalos para, entao,
estabelecer relacoes entre exposicoes a eles e seus
supostos efeitos maléficos. Por sinal, h4 autores
que consideram tanto a existéncia de tais
criaturas com, sobretudo, sua relevincia
epidemioldgica em relacdo a malaria (Horden,
1992). Todavia, nao acredito ser possivel haver
concordancia quanto a especificacdo valida e
confidvel das correspondentes caracteristicas,
propriedades ou atributos morfolégicos,
anatomicos, fisioléogicos ou, mesmo,
pirotécnicos. Creio até que cada um (de nos)
descreveria dragdes a partir de respectivas
quimeras... Aqui, enfatizo nao apenas a diversi-
dade de pontos de vista possiveis sobre determi-
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