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On the Diversity of §-Globin Mutations, a
Reflection of Recent Historic Events in Israel

To the Editor:

In a recent issue of the Journal, Filon et al. (1994) report
on the characterization of 500 B-thalassemia genes in the
Israeli population and explain the broad heterogeneous
spectrum of mutations they found by the various ethnic
groups present in the country and by the history of their
migration. This approach is particularly interesting from
an anthropological point of view and also for the design of
an efficient diagnostic strategy in all countries with highly
mixed populations.

On the basis of their outstanding technical results, the
authors provide a convincing explanation for the muta-
tions found among Israeli Jews, which indeed reflects re-
cent historic events of the state of Israel. However, they
surely oversimplify their interpretation concerning the Ar-
abs. One can presume that the group they call Bedouins
are truly Arabs from the Arabian Peninsula and that the

Letters to the Editor

Druze are probably an autochthonous people. But they re-
fer to other groups as being Moslem Arabs or Christian
Arabs, which by far are not ethnic categories. The diffu-
sion of Islam is a sociocultural fact, starting from the sev-
enth century, and people from extremely varied origins
have become Moslem since then.

Our own investigations have not so much concerned the
Middle East Arabs as northern Africa Arab countries, the
populations of which are Moslem and Arab speaking.
There, too, we found a high heterogeneity of mutations
(Bennani et al. 1993, 1994). When comparing those muta-
tions, as well as their genetic background, to the data of
the literature, we indeed observe a coincidence with major
historical influences, but first they relate to more ancient
events, and, second, they are not at all associated with the
Arabs.

Roman veterans settled for several centuries wherever
the Roman Empire extended, including the land of the
present state of Israel. More recently, from the 16th to the
19th century, almost all the Arab countries were under the
domination of the Ottoman Empire, and we find among
Arabs many thalassemic mutations originally described
among Turks. A third clear influence is that of the Greek
community, which was a world of travelers.

Considering the historical data, these considerations
should be as true for Israeli Arabs as they are for the Alge-
rians or Tunisians, not to mention Moroccans, who are
more complex still, in that they present also with remnants
of Spanish and African migrations. Thus, a more in-depth
interpretation of the many thalassemic mutations found
among Israeli Arabs, which will provide information of
great interest, should be sought.

DOMINIQUE LABIE, JACQUES ELION,
AND CHERIF BELDJORD
INSERM CHU Cochin and Hopital Robert-Debre
Paris
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