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An Evolutionary Approach To Preventative 
Medicine: Counter Arguments Against The 
Theory
Increasingly, people around the world are becoming aware of the benefits of the 
Palaeolithic (“paleo”) diet.

This diet, notably free of grains, dairy products, pulses, and legumes (amongst 
other staples of the modern diet) is the one practiced by our Stone Age ancestors 
prior to around 10,000 years ago, when farming was first introduced.

But could the diet be just one aspect of the late Palaeolithic lifestyle that could be 
of benefit to us today? And could our ancestral experience also serve as a model 
for modern disease prevention and health promotion?

The underlying principle of the paleo diet is that, whilst the human body has 
genetically changed very little in the past 10,000 years, our eating habits and 
lifestyles have changed drastically; and this has put considerable stress on our 
bodies and led to what we see playing out today: a rapid upsurge of degenerative 
chronic diseases, such as type 2 diabetes, cardiovascular disease, and cancer.

The theory that our ancestral experience could provide valuable insight into 
modern health problems has gained a lot of ground in the past couple of decades.

But elsewhere (particular within the medical establishment) the theory is 
discounted out-of-hand.

There is enough interest in the subject to provide solid counter arguments to the 
points made against the theory - and the main arguments are summarised below.

The Basis Of Most Arguments Against… 
Opinions against an evolutionary approach to preventative medicine are largely 
based on three main factors:

 • Comparative life expectancy
 • Potential genetic change since the introduction of agriculture
 • Innate human adaptability to different environments

A paper by S.Boyd Eaton, Loren Cordain, and Staffan Lindeberg, published in 2002, 
challenged these three main arguments against such an evolutionary approach to 
health. Their arguments are summarised below…

Comparative Life Expectancy
If the Palaeolithic diet, level of physical exercise, and so on, really made for a healthier 
lifestyle, then why do people in affluent countries live longer today than then?

And isn’t the prevalence of chronic disease simply down to people living longer - 
allowing these age-related diseases to take hold much more commonly?

This is the most commonly made case against the theory but it is a somewhat 
banal argument. The authors point out that the major factor that dictates wild 
swings in average life expectancy is infant mortality.



It actually makes little difference to average life expectancy if people generally die at 75 or 80:

“Completely eliminating the major known risk factors for nine leading chronic diseases would increase life 
expectancy at birth by only 4 years.”

When infant mortality is high, as it is in many developing countries today, low average life expectancy is the 
result. When large amounts of people die before they reach the age of two, it impacts average life expectancy 
much more than people dying late in life from chronic disease.

The other point about chronic degenerative diseases is that, while they frequently impact people in old age, 
they actually start quite early in life: obesity, rising blood pressure, and insulin resistance can all be traced 
early in life and are biomarkers for chronic disease. 

These biomarkers are common amongst young people in modern affluent countries. Yet they are rarely 
observed in modern hunter gatherer tribes, whose lifestyle has changed little in the past 10,000 years. Many 
such tribes have been the subject of interesting and relevant studies.

Potential Genetic Change
Despite 400-500 generations of human beings since late Palaeolithic times, the human genome appears to 
have changed little (though the idea cannot be excluded).

There are good examples of other mammals changing significantly in much less time - for instance, woolly 
mammoths in Wrangel Island shrank to a third of the size of their mainland cousins over a period of 5000-
7000 years. 

This would seem to suggest a clear potential for the same to have occurred in humans.

But it hasn’t happened, according to the authors:

“Respected geneticists, paleoanthropologists, biologists, and evolutionary theorists concur that, genetically, 
contemporary humans differ little from our Stone Age ancestors.”

“There has been ample time for important changes in the human gene pool since the Neolithic Revolution, 
but comparative genetic data provide compelling evidence against the contention that long exposure to 
agricultural and industrial circumstances has distanced us, genetically, from our Stone Age ancestors.”

Innate Human Adaptability To The Environment
While there were differences in ancestral environments around the world and over the large period of time 
from 50,000 years ago until 10,000 years ago, these differences “were minor compared with their essential 
similarities”.

The point is made that, whether our Stone Age ancestors lived in the arctic or the tropics, 10,000 or 500,000 
years ago, they still had to hunt or forage for their food. This required intense physical exertion - unlike 
modern lifestyles.

The authors state that:

“Ancestral lifeways during the environment of evolutionary adaptedness were indeed heterogeneous, but their 
core essentials were basically similar and differed strikingly from those of the present.”

Humans are considered one of the most adaptable of all mammals - and some people speculate that this 
adaptability is partly responsible for the fact that there are now 500 people alive for every human alive at the 
end if the Stone Age.

With such powers of physical and cultural adaptability, they claim that we’re also easily able to adapt to the 
modern environments of affluent societies. This is not an unreasonable claim but whether we have been able 
to adapt biologically to these new environments is far less certain. 



The authors note:

“As a rule, organisms are healthiest when their life circumstances most closely approximate the conditions 
for which their genes were selected.”

They speculate that “an individual organism’s adaptation may sacrifice future health for short-term survival.”

“Conditions tolerable or even beneficial in early life may lead, eventually, to chronic degenerative diseases.”

Final thoughts
Individual lifestyle choices are the key to the prevention of chronic degenerative disease. And the Palaeolithic 
lifestyle, in particular, deserves attention in terms of its potential to prevent disease and promote health.

The authors of the above paper suggest that the theory is an “attractive, potentially fruitful paradigm that 
deserves discussion and research evaluation.” 

This seems entirely reasonable while dismissing the theory out-of-hand does not.
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Our Lovely Client of the Month, Louise!

Meet our January Client of the month Louise! Louise is doing fantastic 
with Chiropractic care and we love having her and the family in the clinic.

February Special 
Feeling thirsty-we have some new custom water bottles in the office that are  
£10 each. Please enquire with Lauren if you would like one. *Limited supply. 



West Chiropractic, 43a Old Woking Road, West Byfleet, Surrey, KT14 6LG
info@westchiropractic.co.uk; 01932 355529

Catch Up With Us 

Lauren – Had a mega Christmas and a busy start to the New Year. 
As we write this, she is heading up for a night up in London, the less 
questions asked the better. Needless to say, Lauren was flying the West 
Chiropractic flag high at the staff Christmas party until the early hours. A 
huge thank you to Lauren for everything she does at the clinic, it wouldn’t 
be the same without her and we all really appreciate everything you do. 

Jeremy – Jeremy went to Dubai for Christmas and had a great time with 
Charlotte’s family who are out there for another 18 months. He came 
back to reality in the New Year with a bang as he suddenly realised he 
was having a baby boy in March, so all systems go. Thank you for all the 
advice and help, greatly received from Dad’s and Mum’s alike. 

Antonio – Antonio went on a practical muscle testing seminar mid 
January to help with patient treatment and aid with recovery processes, 
he said that he found it very useful with lots of valuable information, and 
he can’t wait to put what he learned to use. He is also looking forward to 
his birthday at the end month. His girlfriend has planned a surprise for 
him so he is excited to find out whatever this might be!!
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