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Obesity—its cause and treatment—has become an increasingly polarized issue in the public
life of the United States. First Lady Michelle Obama has proposed as her cause the
elimination of childhood obesity, to applause and objection. Is the goal to reduce the
prevalence of health pathology and obesity, and promote healthy living? Or is this the
imposition of cultural standards of attractiveness in the guise of curing a medical condition?

Some see obesity as a public health concern affecting half the population and capable
of overwhelming our health care system beneath the costs of treatment and lost wages
attributable to diabetes, heart disease, hypertension, and sleep apnea, among other diseases.
A counterargument is that the problem is greatly exaggerated, if not wholly manufactured,
by the health-industrial complex (Oliver, 2006) in order to maximize pharmaceutical
companies’ profits, grant monies, and the demand for new medical services.

Yet others see the current campaign to eliminate obesity as a further reflection of a
socially defined prejudice against heavy people for not conforming to the norms of
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interpersonal attractiveness (see Saguy & Riley, 2005, for an extended discussion of the
controversy). Should obesity be the province of the Health Department or the fashion police?

Contemplating the public controversy made me hungry. First, I strolled to the
refrigerator, some 40 feet away, hoping my wife had purchased some satisfying nutrition for
me: You know, potato salad, lunch meat, and beer. To my regret, she had not. There was
food in the fridge: fruit, vegetables, juice, tasty leftovers, but not what I really wanted, so I
ran (well, got in the car and drove two minutes) down to the corner and had to decide
between a gas station (a mega fountain soft drink for 89 cents and an overcooked hot dog), a
fast-food restaurant (hamburger, fries, soda, and a dairy dessert for less than $10), or the
grocery for all of the ingredients of a sandwich and its necessary accompaniments (requiring
more time and perhaps more money).

Any of the three options would assuredly exceed my immediate nutritional needs, not
cost very much, be satisfying, and require only a little effort. So I obtained a lot of energy
easily with little expenditure or delay and stored the excess for the next famine. The next
famine? While I have personally have never experienced famine, my body is well prepared
to keep me alive should it ever occur. From the perspective of my human physiology, the
famine could start tomorrow. The effectiveness with which my body protects me against
starvation also makes me vulnerable to weight gain, hypertension, diabetes, sleep apnea, and
heart disease while also reducing personal attractiveness.

This commonplace scenario, far removed from true hunting and gathering, is an
example of the modern predicament of obesity that is examined by Michael Power and Jay
Schulkin in The Evolution of Obesity. Documented in impressive scholarly detail is how
humans evolved in an environment in which energy (food) was hard to come by and how the
efficient acquisition and storage of energy enhanced survival.

Having a large brain has contributed to effective food acquisition but is metabolically
expensive, requiring the regular input of large amounts of energy or, barring that, an
inexpensive means to store energy for long periods of time. It also means that human infants
need to store fat easily from birth and that the biological factors that make for fat mothers
also produce fat infants. It is an extremely effective evolutionary strategy that has served
humans very well for millions of years.

A Problem of Excess Energy

The modern problem of obesity is in essence an energy problem. The basics of human daily
existence are about finding and storing energy. Humans used to spend the day foraging for
food or hunting prey. Most days, humans were lucky to take in as much energy as they
expended; their daily energy balance was mildly negative or neutral.



Eating a large animal was one of the few ways that our ancestors could accomplish a
positive energy balance, as well as obtain many essential nutrients. But unless they could
store the acquired excess energy in their bodies, it would be lost; homo erectus stored any
excess energy as adipose tissue, in lieu of a refrigerator. Today, the very efficiency with
which humans can acquire and store energy has become the problem; indeed, it can lead to
physiological pathology.

The roles of biology and genetics in the etiology of obesity have been long recognized
from adoption and twin studies (e.g., Stunkard et al., 1986); the heritability of body mass
index and adiposity is estimated at roughly 60 percent. Power and Schulkin add the
evolutionary perspective, which highlights the mismatch between our current living
environment and the metabolic processes that served us well for millions of years. The
added dimension offers some surprising insights and perspectives, and what they describe is
surprisingly fascinating.

For example, human metabolic processes are positively elegant. Processing food
requires a sophisticated coordination of behavior and metabolic processes involving almost
every organ system, not to mention various peptides, hormones, and neurotransmitters.
Furthermore, the process is typically initiated prior to actually consuming any food. The
aroma and sight of a cooking meal are enough to alter the metabolic state of the body before
food is even tasted, much less digested.

Consider the meal: Humans typically have three of them a day. They are fundamental
to human feeding and began early in our evolution as a species. A meal requires the
gathering together of food items and the individuals who will share it, thus delaying
consumption of the food after it is available. It is a puzzling strategy for beings who struggle
to meet their daily energy needs, but if one considers that hunting is a cooperative activity,
the sharing of the proceeds would also be cooperative.

For modern humans, a meal meets a nutritional need, but it also has social, political,
interpersonal, and even sexual significance. Who you eat with has tremendous importance. It
is a necessary aspect of social interaction and a means of communicating affection, desire,
and obligation. Because a meal also serves so many other functions and the gathering of
food has become so efficient, a meal can also contribute to excessive consumption, leading
to obesity.

The excess energy problem, obesity, is the result of the finely calibrated, extremely
efficient skills of food acquisition and storage now being used in a human environment in
which, by virtue of the gifts of our large brains, food is always available, acquired with little
effort, and irresistible in its variety and savoriness. Our daily energy requirements to live
have never been lower, and the accessibility to energy has never been easier. The result,
evident in the last 50 to 100 years, is increasingly prevalent obesity.

The Evolution of Obesity is not for the casual reader. I suspect that many a
psychologist would need genetics and biology dictionaries to fully grasp all of the technical
terms used: the energy cost of food acquisition, allostatic overload, the thrifty phenotype.
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Whereas cephalic-phase response dates to Pavlov (1902), I have not encountered the phrase
since graduate school. I came to appreciate the import of the concepts, but they are not
currently part of the language of the obesity epidemic controversy. This is an excellent book
for the serious researcher or the advanced graduate student of the etiology of obesity,
although the technical nature of much of the material, drawing on biology, genetics,
physiology, and ethnology, could be daunting.

I spent some time pondering what the policy implications of this book might be. I
have become more pessimistic that there might be an antiobesity pill out there; there are just
too many physiological factors implicated in weight control. Make people expend more
energy before they get to eat? Limit accessibility to food? Tax high-energy foods? How does
one alter the physical and social environments of humans so they better fit current biology?
Sadly, nothing much comes to mind. So the book has the ring of truth to it, but it is not
obvious what can be done to remedy the situation.

The Evolution of Obesity is a well written and scholarly tome with many fascinating
observations and findings that highlight the many biological challenges to effective weight
control in a modern society with a very efficient food delivery system. The breadth of
scholarship is impressive and well documents in detail why humans are becoming obese.
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