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Obesity was responsible for about 400,000
deaths in 2000, and is fast catching up with
smoking (435,000 deaths) as the nation’s lead-
ing cause of preventable deaths. It turns out,
though, that the two killers are working to-
gether in an unusual way.

After remaining steady for two decades,
American obesity rates rose sharply between
1980 and 2000. The percentage of obese
adults went from 14 to 30, and that of over-
weight children from five to 14. Genetics helps
to explain an individual case of obesity but not
the massive collective increase. 

Economists have identified various causes,
including a drop in food prices and the intro-
duction of the microwave oven, which favors fat-
tier foods. But the chief cause, responsible for
up to two-thirds of the increase in adult obesi-
ty since 1980, say economists Rashad, of
Georgia State University, and Grossman, of
the City University of New York, is the explo-
sive increase in the number of meals con-
sumed outside the home, particularly fast food.
And what’s the principal reason so many
Americans are dining out so often? Women’s
increased numbers in the labor force.

The next-most-powerful factor in promot-
ing obesity, the authors note, is perhaps
more surprising than the proliferation of
restaurants: the war on smoking. Higher
taxes on cigarettes, and the resultant higher
prices, have prompted large numbers of
smokers to quit. And once deprived of the
appetite-suppressing effect of smoking, they
eat more. Other things being equal, say
Rashad and Grossman, a 10 percent in-
crease in the inflation-adjusted price of cig-
arettes produces a two percent increase in
the number of obese people. The authors
calculate that the 164 percent increase in
the price of cigarettes since 1980 is respon-
sible for 20 percent of the national rise in
obesity.

Rashad and Grossman don’t advocate that
the overweight take up smoking, or that women
quit their jobs to stay home and cook. But they
do have a suggestion for the collective fight
against fat: Perhaps the government should sub-
sidize exercise programs and facilities for the
obese. It might also work through schools and
recreation centers to help children ward off
those menacing extra pounds. 

brightness,” as well as “bright forms.” No
one else in the room saw any of this. As
Woerlee read the account, it became appar-
ent to him that her medical condition
“caused her pupils to widen. The woman
was dying of heart failure, and lethal heart
failure causes oxygen starvation; severe oxy-
gen starvation causes the pupils to widen.”
When that happens, a person sees bright
light and, because of the reduced depth of
field, sees clearly only “people upon whom
the eyes are focused, while all other people
are seen as bright and blurry forms.”

Oxygen starvation, which is responsible
for the terminal loss of consciousness in
more than 90 percent of deaths, can also
cause both darkness and tunnel experiences,
Woerlee learned. Because the retina re-
quires more oxygen than the brain does, vi-
sion will fail—producing a perception of

darkness—before the loss of consciousness.
And because the retina’s optical center hap-
pens to have the greatest supply of blood, pe-
ripheral vision will fail—producing a tunnel
experience—before total vision does.

But what about the sensations of “moving,
flying, or being drawn through a tunnel toward
a light or entering the light”? Oxygen star-
vation affects not only the brain but “the
sense organs that provide the brain with
most of its information about body position
and movement.” Add convulsions resulting
from severe oxygen starvation, and move-
ments of the body made in the course of
treatment and care, combine all this with “a
total loss of vision, tunnel vision, or the effects
of pupil widening,” and the result can be
those strange sensations. According to
Woerlee, all aspects of the near-death expe-
riences have a physical explanation.


