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Fat Distractors

The cover story of this week’s New York Times Magazine, “Fat Factors,”  makes the case that variations in the microbiota of the human gastrointestinal tract- the bacteria that colonize us- may help explain why weight gain and obesity are more of a problem for some of us than others.  The article also explores the theory that along with our own, resident bacteria, infection by certain germs may help account for susceptibility to weight gain.  However interesting and even worthy these theories may prove to be, I see this as a high-profile distraction.

My argument is very simple.  Genes and germs are old.  Obesity is new.

Obesity is widely acknowledged to be both epidemic in the United States, and pandemic throughout much of the world.  More than 30% of American adults are obese, and more than twice as many of us are overweight.  The rate of childhood overweight has tripled in the past two decades, and a Harvard study just published in the journal Obesity reveals a steep increase in the obesity rate among infants less than a year old.

These statistics are noteworthy both for how ominous they are, and for their recent vintage.  Application of the term “epidemic” to obesity is a late 20th century arrival.  


How much have human genes, hormones, or intestinal bacteria changed in the past ten, twenty, fifty or one hundred years?  Very little if at all.  But over that same period of time, the impact of obesity on the global health has advanced astronomically.


Scientists who rigidly oppose innovative theories are at risk of serious embarrassment.  When it was first suggested that a bacterial infection, rather than overproduction of hydrochloric acid, was the root cause of stomach ulcers, the medical community largely dismissed the theory as nonsense.  The theory proved to be true, and revolutionized understanding and treatment of peptic ulcer disease.  Similar scenarios have played out many times in medical history.

So I, too, might risk embarrassment by dismissing novel theories about the root causes of obesity.  But I rather doubt it.  Because I am not questioning the validity of the theories.  I am just saying I don’t care very much one way or the other, and don’t think you should, either.  
If human physiology is, more or less, the same as it ever was, the explanation for a sudden explosion in the rate of obesity does not reside in human physiology.  It resides in the world around us, which is the same as it never was before.  And we distract ourselves from this blatant fact at our likely peril.  

In the current (August, 2006)  issue of the medical journal Diabetes Care, a study compares the rates of obesity and type 2 diabetes among Pima Indians living a traditional lifestyle in Mexico, and those living a modern lifestyle in Arizona.  The rate of diabetes among the Mexican Pimas was found to be less than one fifth that of their American counterparts!  Obesity rates differed similarly.  The two groups had common origins, and are genetically very comparable.

The Pimas are known to be uniquely susceptible to obesity and diabetes.  This is certainly due to genes.  And perhaps it relates in part to the bacteria in their intestines, too.  But 50 years ago, the Pimas were all lean.  Today, those that live their native lifestyle still are, whereas those who enjoy labor-saving technology and fast-food are subject to one of the world’s highest rates of both obesity and diabetes.


One is unlikely to see this big picture looking through a microscope.


That said, there is an important element addressed in “Fat Factors” that I don’t want to ignore.  Researchers studying novel explanations for obesity are on a quest to exonerate the victims of the epidemic, to find a reason why excess weight is not the fault of the individual.  And I agree entirely with that mission, just not the method.

Imagine if our society stigmatized drowning the way it does weight gain.  We might maintain that drowning results when someone lacks the willpower to hold their breath long enough, or the fortitude to swim forcefully enough against a rip current.  We might then set off on a quest to find the genes that make human beings, as opposed to say, fish, vulnerable to drowning .  But what would we gain from this?  It’s obvious that human beings can’t breathe under water and if we wind up there for too long, we drown.  There are doubtless genes that account for this- that cause us to have lungs and lack gills- but there is no need to identify these genes to label as absurd any tendency to blame drowning on a character flaw in its victims.


This is how we should view obesity.  We are- in a modern world of  drive-through concessions, fast-food franchises, vending machines and video games- drowning in a sea of over-abundant calories relative to our dwindling physical activity.  Doubtless variations in our genes, and perhaps variations in the residents of our guts, explain why some of us are a bit more buoyant than others.  But increasingly, these rising seas are getting the better of most of us.

We don’t need novel explanations of the obesity epidemic to have cause to stop blaming its victims for their plight.  There is little to suggest our lean ancestors had will power we lack; rather, they lacked the access to calories and technology that we have.  Human beings get fat when the environment is permissive of doing so.


And the environment is increasingly permissive of doing so.  Portion sizes are excessive.  Food, processed ever further from its natural origins, is ubiquitous.  Food marketing is pervasive, insidious, and deceptive.  Technology replaces more of what used to be the work of muscles with each passing year.  Ever more hectic schedules squeeze out physical activity and time to prepare food thoughtfully.  Schools are seeking more time to prepare students for standardized tests by eliminating physical education, and even recess.

And therein lies my basic worry about articles like “Fat Factors.”  They are fat distractors from the problem all around us.  
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