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Last week, I participated in the TIME Magazine / ABC News Summit on Obesity in Williamsburg, Virginia, and thought that perhaps we were on the brink of confronting the obesity epidemic vigorously and responsibly at last.  Instead, I find myself increasingly nervous that we may lose ourselves in denial.


My anxieties began at the Summit itself where one author was given time and the microphone to make the case that epidemic obesity is a “myth.”  They have been propagated since by prominent articles in the New York Times, and USA Today, with similar implications.  The former suggested that while the fat among us are getting fatter, the rest of us are not necessarily getting fat.  The latter took the State of Arkansas to task for weighing and measuring school children so that obesity could be identified and monitored.  In each case, the stigma of obesity was invoked as a greater hazard than obesity itself.
Houston, we have a problem.  Not just in Houston, of course, which consistently ranks among the nation’s most overweight cities-but everywhere.  We do indeed have epidemic obesity, yet seem to be steering toward a choice between linking that admission to moral failings, or pretending it’s not true.

This is an utterly false and ridiculous choice.  Professionals who are propagating such a choice, and the notion that we are either thin and good, or fat and bad, are irresponsible, and even dangerous.  We are, as a population, way too fat.  That does not make us bad.  But it is bad for us.

We can explain epidemic obesity in ways that make it abundantly clear that we are not to blame.  Polar bears are beautifully adapted to the cold. They are poorly designed to thrive in the heat, and would do none too well in the Sahara Desert.  Polar bears in the Sahara could not use will power to turn off adaptations for soaking up and retaining heat.  Simply, traits that served them well in one environment would become a liability in the other.

Human beings are beautifully adapted to survive in a world of scarce calories, and high physical activity demands.  Like the polar bear, and every other creature, we carry the deep imprint of natural selection’s responsiveness to the conditions of our native environment.  We have no native defenses against caloric excess, or the lure of the couch.  Polar bears are designed to soak up heat, and so under the Sahara sun would overheat.  Homo sapiens are designed to soak up calories, so living in a sea of tasty calories, we overeat.   The mechanisms are the same.

Unless inclined to blame polar bears for being bound by their native habitat, we have little cause to blame ourselves.  Only one thing truly sets us apart.  We are smarter than the average bear, and thus have the potential to think our way through the hazards of an environment at odds with our native traits.
Ubiquitous, tasty, high-calorie food and convenience devices that do everything muscles once did constitute such an environment.  One to which both our genes-changed little in over 100,000 years-and even our culture, which still tends to revere plate cleaning, are poorly suited.
The Ob gene and leptin, and many other genes and associated body chemicals do indeed regulate appetite, and susceptibility to obesity, in powerful ways.  But these genes and hormones are not what has changed over recent decades.  What has is features of an environment substantially under our control.  It pays to acknowledge the reality, and the urgency, of epidemic obesity-because we can, indeed, do something about it.  Fixing a problem begins with noticing it. 
The problem of obesity is not hard to notice-just look around.  Data from the CDC very clearly establish what casual observation suggests-our population gets heavier with each passing year.   The rate of weight gain is indeed greatest among those already at the heaviest extreme of the bell curve, but it’s equally clear that the entire bell curve is moving up.  The obesity bell curve tolls for us all.
This is not a cosmetic issue.  In just the past two decades, we have had to rename “adult onset” diabetes; it is now “type 2” diabetes because it is epidemic in children as young as 6, 7, and 8.  Given the strong association between diabetes and cardiovascular disease, it is likely that these children will be subject to heart attacks in their teens.  

Obesity is a genuine public health threat.  We cannot let fear of stigma dictate our responses.  We’ve seen that before.  China, for example, denied the HIV problem it was ashamed to have.  As a result, it allowed the epidemic to progress explosively.  People die when denial becomes a public health response. 
Is that where we are now with epidemic obesity?  Too ashamed of it, and ourselves, to admit there is a problem?  If so, we should stop being ashamed.  Fat and thin are not the same as good and bad.  There is no moral failing in obesity; our vulnerability to the obesogenic forces of the modern world are no cause for shame.  We should abandon the shame, not the cause.  The consequences for ourselves, and especially our children, of worsening obesity are an urgent call to action.  Choosing to ignore that call, and lose ourselves in the temporary solace of denial, would be shameful indeed.
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