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'Darwinian medicine' in focus at World
Health Summit
by Patrick Rahir
Sun Oct 18, 11:39 pm ET

BERLIN (AFP) – A new field of medical research is looking at the emergence of modern epidemics like
asthma and obesity through the prism of Charles Darwin's 150-year-old theory of evolution.

In focus at a World Health Summit, which finished Sunday in Berlin, was evolutionary or Darwinian medicine,
which aims to help doctors and medical researchers recognise that humans have evolved down the ages.

The body "is not a machine, like a machine designed by engineers, it is shaped by natural selection and has
flaws in different pieces," said Randolph Nesse, a pioneer in the field from the University of Michigan.

These flaws make people "extremely vulnerable," he said at the summit, the first ever, involving 700
delegates from over 60 countries.

"This rapidly growing field of medical research is deeply significant both for medicine overall and for public
health care policies, especially the implementation of preventive measures, which are key to stabilising our
health care systems," Nesse said.

A key area of focus in Darwinian medicine is the emergence of modern epidemics like asthma and obesity --
modern diseases resulting from changes in the environment which our bodies cannot evolve quickly enough
to.

And these rapid changes in our environment can also be the result of human activity, and even caused by
efforts to eradicate other diseases.

"The epidemic of asthma worldwide may be directly related to our very effective world health efforts to
eliminate worms from people," Nesse suggested.

Kathleen Barnes, summarising the work of a dozen or so researchers from around the world, pointed out that
improved standards of hygiene could explain why societies in the rich world have become more susceptible
to asthma, to allergies and to auto-immune diseases.

Humans in less developed, poorer societies, "where parasites and microbial infections are high," have lower
instances of such ailments, Barnes said in Berlin.

One reason for the obesity epidemic in the West, meanwhile, is the prevalence of high-fat, high-calorie fast
food, said William Leonard from Northwestern University in the United States, reporting on another two-day
workshop held in Berlin.

But viewed over the long term, it results from the failure of the human body to evolve sufficiently to cope with
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the disconnect between the growing abundance and richness of food and the declining expenditure of energy
needed to obtain it since prehistoric times, Leonard suggested.

Dan Stein from the University of Cape Town in South Africa summarized research on anxiety and depression,
and said it was important to make a difference between illness and normal defence mechanisms.

Before giving a speech in public, the body prepares itself for the experience in the same way as it would
when confronted by danger, even though a public speaker is not going to be physically attacked by his
audience, Stein said.

And depression felt after bereavement or a natural catastrophe is "perfectly normal". He indicated that
treating systematically all victims of catastrophes or attacks with cognitive behavioral therapy may be in fact
counterproductive.

Alongside scientists and doctors, the World Health Summit involved participants from the worlds of politics,
industry and non-governmental organisations, with the aim of raising standards of health around the planet.
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