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We’re in denial, which is what makes us human. How else could we do what we do,

knowing that one day we’ll all die?

That’s the argument UC San Diego physician-scientist Ajit Varki makes in the

book “Denial,” an eyebrow-raising shot across the bow of conventional thinking

about evolution co-authored with the late Danny Brower, a University of Arizona

geneticist.

Their “Mind Over Reality” theory holds that what separated our ancestors from

other species way back when was a psychological leap, not a biological one — a

recognition that to live and flourish we had to somehow get past our newfound

understanding of our own eventual demise.

Written for lay people, the book has drawn praise from scientific peers who call it

“groundbreaking” and “the most exciting idea in evolution since Darwin.”

Q: We tend to think of denial as a bad thing, but you argue here that it was a
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necessary thing. Please explain.

A: The argument in the book is that this is an essential feature of becoming human

because during our evolution we had to go through this problem of realizing our

mortality and denial was a way to get around that.

Having done that, we are genetically and biologically programmed. Denial can be a

good thing because after all, what is optimism? Optimism is denying reality, right?

So sometimes it’s good to be optimistic and unrealistic.

The problem is when we start denying things we shouldn’t deny, like how to take

care of our personal health or the national debt. And the ultimate denial, which is

the most dangerous one, is our denial of climate change because there we only get

once chance to get it right.

Q: How long ago do you think we made this evolutionary leap?

A: It’s impossible to know for sure, but I argue in the book that it’s about 100,000

years ago, probably close to when we emerged as a species.

Q: If we hadn’t made that leap, what would have happened to us?

A: At that time, there were other species like Neanderthals, creatures smarter than

elephants and chimpanzees but still far short of being human. Had that not

happened, I suspect the planet right now would have had five or six humanlike

species wandering around in their respective areas, pretty much the same as what

you see with bears or wolves or elephants. They each have their own groups and

hang out where they are. And they’re pretty well-adjusted to where they live, but

they don’t do the kinds of things we do.
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Q: The book has an interesting back story. You met Danny Brower at a conference

in 2005. What did he say that turned your head?

A: I was there to give a lecture on human origins. He sat next to me and said,

“You’re asking the wrong question. Instead of asking what made us human, you

should be asking what prevented all the other species from becoming human. How

come we don’t have a humanlike elephant by now? How come we don’t have a

humanlike dolphin?”

Instead of the usual idea that natural selection evolves to develop something new,

here you have a case where something was blocking everybody and we humans

finally broke through and we’re the only ones who ever broke through.

Q: I understand that you kept thinking about what he said, and a couple of years

later you tried to contact him, right?

A: I sent him a long email, outlining his idea and my additional ideas, and got

nothing. I looked him up on the Internet and saw his obituary. (Brower died in

2007 from a rare blood-vessel disease.) I didn’t know what to do. I decided I

should at least write up his idea in case somebody else could use it because this is

not my primary area of expertise.

I wrote it up briefly in the journal Nature, and his widow contacted me and said,

“This was a wonderful thing you did. Danny was spending night and day trying to

write a book about this. Can you please finish his book?” So that’s how I wound up

writing a book with someone I met for an hour and a half.

Q: Tell me where you got your interest in human origins?
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A: It came from two sources. I’ve been at UCSD for 30 years. When I started, I

spent part-time doing hematology and oncology although I’m primarily a

researcher. I saw a patient who had a funny reaction to a horse serum and that led

me to think about some ideas. Eventually that led me to finding the first major

biological and genetic difference between humans and chimps.

The other thing, to be honest, was watching my daughter grow up. Watching her

go from nothing to a person is quite amazing.

Q: When you wrote the book, what did you expect to be the most controversial

part of it?

A: I avoided the issues of religion and politics, which are full of all sorts of denial,

but I didn’t really expect anything controversial. When I started out, I said, this is

too simple an idea. It can’t just be one, two, three. I can describe this to a 10-year-

old if given enough time. Each time I kept looking and finding more information

and addressing the issues I kept coming across things that fit.

The problem with the theory is, I can’t test it. I can’t go out and do an experiment.

There are two ways to deal with it: Can you think of an experiment I could do

which would negate this theory? I haven’t thought of one. And can you think of

some existing fact or society that doesn’t fit into the theory? I’m still searching for

what’s called the ugly fact. I haven’t found it yet.

Q: How has the scientific community reacted?

A: So far, it’s all been strongly positive. They’re saying things like “This sounds

really interesting” and “This is worth taking a look at” and “I never thought of this

before.” Those are all good signs. At the same time, we’re not experts on this
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subject, and here we are trying to explain why we are human, so there might be a

tendency to dismiss an idea that comes from left field. In time, we’ll see what the

rest of the academic community says.

“Denial: Self-Deception, False Beliefs, and the Origins of the Human Mind,” by

Ajit Varki and Danny Brower, Twelve Books, 368 pages, $27

BOOKS

John Wilkens

Twitter Email Facebook

Is denial what makes us human? - The San Diego Union-Tribune

6 of 6




