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Cultural selection and human food preferences
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Abstract

Genes and culture co-evolve to determine variations in dietary
habits. Our evolutionary heritage regarding food choice and food
preferences is responsible for the mismatch with the food environ-
ments we have created, which leads to problems such as over-
weight and obesity. Several hypotheses have attempted to explain
the high rate of obesity present in today’s world. The thrifty geno-
type hypothesis suggested that obesity today is a throwback to our
ancestors having undergone positive selection for genes that
favored energy storage. The drifty genotype hypothesis contends
that the prevalence of thrifty genes is not a result of positive selec-
tion for energy-storage genes but, rather, is attributable to genetic
drift resulting from the removal of predatory selection pressures.
Both hypotheses focus on environmental changes over time, pos-
itive selection and genetic drift. While genetics plays a significant
role, we believe that cultural selection is also responsible for the
spread of obesogenic phenomena in Albania. The high rates of
overweight and obesity among Albanians today can be explained
as a mismatch between our evolutionary past and maladaptive
behaviors.
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Introduction

Changes in diet afforded by cultural practices, such as agricul-
ture and the domestication of plants and animals, provide com-
pelling examples of gene-culture co-evolution, demonstrating
how cultural practices have transformed the selection pressures
acting on humans and giving rise to some genetic differences
between human populations.! Lactose tolerant human society is
an example of a gene-culture co-evolution between cattle and
humans? when primary lactose malabsorption is an inherited
deficit present in the majority of the world’s population.?
Furthermore, eating habits, living environments and metabolic
levels in different races can influence the characteristics of the gut
microbiome.* Most importantly, cultural and genetic evolution
can interact with one another and influence both transmission and
selection.’ Environmental conditions trigger social groups to
respond in different ways which are manifested in their behaviors.
The concept of evoked culture, first proposed by Tooby and
Cosmides (1992) refers to phenomena that are triggered in some
groups more than in others because of differing environmental
conditions.® For example, the evolutionist Elizabeth Cashdan
(1989) found that some San groups are more egalitarian than oth-
ers and that these cultural differences are closely linked with the
variance in food supply.” Food sharing is conditioned by food
abundance in a certain environment. When food variance is low, a
social group tends not to share it outside their extended family.
Cultural differences regarding consumption behaviors can be
attributed to the evoked culture and transmitted culture. Much of
an individual’s behavior is a product of beliefs, skills, ethical
norms and social attitudes that are required from others with little,
if any, modifications.® Culture refers to representations or ideas
that originally existed in at least one mind and are transferred to
other minds through observations or interaction.® Humans are
generalist feeders. The basic physiology and morphology of
Homo sapiens sets boundaries to our eating habits, but within
these boundaries human food preferences are remarkably varied,
both within and between populations.® Cultures have developed
claborate ways of selecting and preparing food which has to do
with one of the basic domains of survival.! As mentioned, the
selection of food depends on the environment a certain society
lives and more importantly, it is deeply influenced by the culture
or the learning and transmission of behaviors. The ways in which
humans classify and reason about the organic world it is called
folk biology.!! Changes in food choices and food preferences
within any culture usually take place over decades or even cen-
turies. Multiple microevolutionary processes may lead to a dis-
semination of traits that are not necessarily advantageous.!?
Furthermore, major and rapid cultural changes influence food
choice and preferences and are responsible for a mismatch with
our evolutionary past leading to an obesity epidemic in today’s
members of society around the world.
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The overweight and obesity epidemic

Overweight is defined as having excess body weight for a par-
ticular height from fat, muscle, bone, water, or a combination of
these factors.!3 Obesity is defined as having excess body fat.!# The
reasons for the differences in the prevalence of obesity among
groups are complex, likely involving genetics, physiology, socioe-
conomic status, environment and interactions among these vari-
ables, as well as others that have not yet been fully recognized.”
Several hypotheses have attempted to explain the high rate of obe-
sity present in today’s world. In 1962, the geneticist James Neel
proposed the thrifty genotype hypothesis, which suggested that
obesity today is a throwback to our ancestors having undergone
positive selection for genes that favored energy storage as a conse-
quence of the cyclical episodes of famine and surplus after the
advent of farming 10,000 years ago.'® Since famine never arises
out of an abundance of food, there is a mismatch between the envi-
ronment in which the brain evolved and the environment of today.
This mismatch results in the high prevalence of obesity rates
worldwide and health problems such as diabetes.!® This assertion
is in line with the adaptive lag notion. Adaptive lag refers to a mis-
match between humans and their current environments.!” Human
minds are organized into a large number of evolved psychological
mechanisms in order to solve recurrent problems faced by our
hunter-gatherer ancestors and are unable to respond quickly to
selection.®!8 The Environment of Evolutionary Adaptedness
(EEA) is a concept which states that our psychological mecha-
nisms have evolved in response to stable features of ancestral envi-
ronments.!” When combined with the concept of the EEA, gradu-
alism suggests that human beings experience an adaptive lag.2’ In
this context, there exist maladaptive perceptions and cultural prac-
tices regarding food choice. But the view that a universal genetic
program underpins human cognition is not fully consistent with
current genetic evidence! and the modifications of the environment
by humans.?! The prevalence of obesity in modern societies has
two major contributory factors: an environmental change that has
occurred historically and a genetic predisposition that has its ori-
gins in our evolutionary history.22 The drifty genotype hypothesis
contends that the prevalence of thrifty genes is not a result of pos-
itive selection for energy-storage genes but, rather, is attributable
to genetic drift resulting from the removal of predatory selection
pressures.?? This hypothesis has been challenged, and genetic drift
is not viewed as a main factor in causing obesity. A combination of
famines and seasonal food shortages in the post-agricultural era
has exerted natural selection in favor of fat storage.>* Another
hypothesis contends that the modern obesity pandemic in industri-
alized countries is a result of the differential exposure of the ances-
tors of modern humans to environmental factors that began when
modern humans left Africa around 70,000 years ago and migrated
throughout the globe, reaching the Americas around 20,000 years
ago.? The last hypothesis considers the context of historic human
population redistribution and ethnic differences in genetic suscep-
tibility to obesity and the metabolic syndrome. All three mentioned
hypotheses focus on environmental changes over time, positive
selection and genetic drift, and human population redistribution.
The last hypothesis considers the context of historic human popu-
lation redistribution and ethnic differences in genetic susceptibility
to obesity and the metabolic syndrome. All three mentioned
hypotheses focus on environmental changes over time, positive
selection and genetic drift, and human population redistribution.
On the other hand, the behavioral switch hypothesis explains the
modern pandemic of metabolic diseases as caused by extreme
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environmental stimuli: population density, urbanization, social
competition, access to high-calorie foods, and sedentary lifestyles
exaggerated to an extent never before witnessed in human histo-
1y.2° This hypothesis argues that metabolic diseases are by-prod-
ucts of a socio-ecological adaptation that allows humans to switch
between both reproductive and socio-behavioral strategies, and
maintains that physiological responses that were adaptive in the
past have become maladaptive in modern environments.?’

Consumption behaviors regarding health
and food in Albania

Traditionally, Albanian diet has been characterized by a low
consumption of total energy, meat, and dairy products, but a high
consumption of fruit, vegetables, and carbohydrates.?® However,
after the breakdown of the communist regime in early 1990s,
Albania has undergone a rapid transition including dietary
changes.? In adult population, post communisms major dietary
changes have been reflected in health03! and even higher mortal-
ity rates in comparison to Western Europe.3? Socioeconomic fac-
tors also influence the rates of obesity.33 Obesity is a social phe-
nomenon, for which appropriate action includes targeting both
economic and socio-cultural factors.>* In addition, the built envi-
ronment has been thought to play an important role in influencing
obesity by creating a climate that promotes increased energy con-
sumption and a reduction in energy expenditure®> with the term
built environment encompassing aspects of a person’s surround-
ings which are human-made or modified, as compared with natu-
rally occurring aspects of the environment.3¢ A nationwide survey
conducted in Albania in 2013 comprising a representative sample
of 5810 schoolchildren aged 7.0-9.9 years, indicated that 9.8% of
the boys were obese vs 5.5% of the girls indicated that the preva-
lence of both overweight and obesity was remarkably higher
among urban children than among their rural counterparts.3” Over
half’s of the world population (54%) currently lives in urban
areas.>® People living in urban center are more familiar with brand
foods and develop poor dietary habits compared with their rural
counterparts, who tend to value traditional food more.
Furthermore, those living in areas with the lowest and highest and
shares of green space have the highest probability of being obese.?’
Most importantly, contact with nature in general and contact with
urban green more specific, have the potential to positively con-
tribute to human health and well-being. 404!

Conclusions

Cultural and genetic evolution can interact with one another
and influence both modes of transmission and selection. Human
food choice and preferences are not only genetically determined
but are learned through different modes of transmission which can
be maladaptive in nature. Additionally, after a long cultural isola-
tion, a major and rapid cultural transition affecting a certain popu-
lation creates different preferences and choices in relation to food.
In Albania, post-communist period was accompanied by the spread
of different brand foods and made possible an array of preferences
regarding food consumption. Changes in dietary habits and
lifestyles as a result of rapid economic, social and urban changes
were formed. Beside the creation of new food choices and food
preferences from pre-existing norms in relation to food, cultural
selection is responsible for creating a series of maladaptive behav-
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iours in relation to food. The mismatch between our evolutionary
past alongside maladaptive behaviours as a result of cultural selec-
tion explain the high rates of overweight and obesity among
Albanians today.
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