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“Disease Causation: Is it Genetic or Environmental ?” 

Now that we are capable of quickly analyzing the human genome, we are 

finding that many of our preconceived notions about disease causation are flawed.  

We used to think that genetics (inheritance) was responsible for the majority of our 

common diseases.  But, that is changing.  A 2010 study in The American Journal of 

Human Genetics, has revealed how genes and environment interact synergistically to 

boost disease risk and why looking for gene variants may only partly explain how 

diseases arise.  The authors said that while knowing more about interactions between 

genes and their environment would help us better understand many human diseases 

like heart disease, diabetes and cancer, it is not easy to study them on a molecular 

level.  It appears that most research tends to focus on "unraveling the genetic 

component of disease risk while ignoring the effect of environmental stimuli."  In 

studying the cause of hardening of the arteries, investigators found that genes and 

environment work together to boost disease risk synergistically, where their 

combined effect exceeds the sum of their independent contributions.  For example, 

smoking and high cholesterol each increase a person's risk for heart disease but 

when you add them together, the total risk exceeds the risk of both combined.  In 

short, their interaction creates a dangerous synergy that causes damage beyond what 

the two can cause independently.  Jake Lusis, professor at the David Geffen School 

of Medicine at UCLA, said, "Most research has focused on unraveling the genetic 

component of disease risk while ignoring the effect of environmental stimuli.  Our 

study examined how the molecular interaction between the two helps lead to disease. 

You can't effectively study genes divorced from their environment.  The missing 

link lies in the intersection of genes with their environment."  In other words, human 

genes can interact with their environment to boost disease risk.  This explains why 

the search for specific gene variants linked to human diseases can only partially 

explain common disorders. Reportedly, our modern food supply (most of which is 

highly processed) hampers your body's detoxification process as a result of being 

deficient in key nutrients.  Surprisingly, the CDC's webpage states that the vast 

majority of diseases do not appear to have a genetic origin. The CDC posted:  "One 

of the  promises of the human genome project was that it could revolutionize our 

understanding of the underlying causes of disease. Unfortunately, genetics has been 

found to account for only about 10% of diseases, and the remaining causes appear to 

be from environmental causes." 

 

In the America that I love, we should try to decrease our exposure to 

environmental toxins, such as pesticides, herbicides, genetically engineered 

organisms (GMOs), and heavily processed foods.  Eat healthy and be healthy.  

Choose foods wisely. 
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