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With this issue of Missouri
Medicine, the Journal concludes a
series on diets and nutrition.1-7 The
foods we eat are determined by a
complex set of factors, including
personal preferences, cultural and
religious practices, co-morbid
health conditions, availability and
accessibility of foods, agricultural
practices, and public policy.

Cultural and religious
directives on foods have been in
place for thousands of years, with
recorded practices documented in
the Bible and in ancient Egyptian
texts. The recognition that the food
we eat impacts health also dates
to ancient times.8,9,10 Hippocrates,
Asclepiades of Bithynia, Galen, and
other Greek and Roman physicians
wrote about diet interventions for
health. The relationship between
obesity and diabetes as well as
recommendations for diet and
physical activity for weight loss
were also noted in ancient writings.

In addition to recognition of
food and nutrition as contributing
to health or causing disease, people
have also used foods to enhance
athletic ability and warrior status
for centuries.11 In modern times,
alterations in food content or
amount (i.e. diets) are still used
with goals of enhancing athletic
performance, improving physical
looks (i.e. weight loss), and for
improving health.

The rise of modern nutrition
science and dietary guidance
started in the late eighteenth
century and progressed into the

early twentieth century with
the advent of modern science
in chemistry, thermodynamics,
and physiology that led to the
understanding of macronutrients
(proteins, carbohydrates, and
lipids), vitamins, energy balance,
and digestion.12,13,14

Understanding science and the
complex relationships between diet
and health is critically important
in order to develop nutrition
guidelines that inform the public
and guide public policy and
nutrition programs. Unfortunately,
there remain many gaps in our
knowledge, partly because nutrition
studies on eating patterns and
their impact on health are difficult
to perform and generalize to the
population. Many studies are of
short duration, small size, and rely
on self-reported food intake.

Formal nutrition guidelines
began in the nineteenth century,
initially focusing on macronutrients
and energy needs, and following
with vitamin and micronutrient
recommendations as these nutrients
were identified and understood.
The relationship between specific
vitamins or minerals (e.g. vitamin
C or iron) are more easily
understood than more complex
epidemiologic relationships between
macronutrients and chronic disease
(e.g. dietary fat and carbohydrate
effects on cardiovascular disease).14

Modern food guidelines in the
United States were first published
in 1980 and are updated every
five years, with the most recent

Our relationship to food
is complex, but the
consensus is that food
should support both
physical and mental
well-being, and that
the eating pattern most
likely to achieve this
outcome is one that is
higher in plant proteins,
fruits, vegetables, and
whole grains while
limiting saturated fats
and added sugar.
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published in 2020.15,16  These guidelines have evolved
over the past four decades to move from a focus on
specific components (fats, carbohydrates, protein) to
an emphasis on “healthy eating patterns.”  There is
recognition that nutrition needs and metabolism change
over the lifespan, and that eating is a pleasurable, social
activity influenced by culture and the availability and
affordability of healthy foods.

The food we eat should bring us both health and
happiness. This is the underlying meaning of “you
are what you eat.”  Fad diets rarely are sustainable
in bringing both health and happiness and may
even contribute to development or exacerbation of
eating disorders. The nutrition and diet papers in
this series covered eating patterns, popular diets, and
the importance of food and nutrition security. Our
relationship to food is complex, but the consensus is that
food should support both physical and mental well-
being, and that the eating pattern most likely to achieve
this outcome is one that is higher in plant proteins,
fruits, vegetables, and whole grains while limiting
saturated fats and added sugar. We also need to have a
positive relationship with the foods we eat, and emphasis
should be on a positive approach of choosing foods
based on personal and cultural preferences rather than a
negative approach of avoiding foods.

The associations of pleasure in life, the foods
we eat, and health have been known for centuries.
Perhaps these relationships are best summed up by the
French gastronome Anthelme Brillat-Savarin  when
he wrote in 1825: “Tell me what you eat and I shall tell
you who you are.”17
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The associations of pleasure in life, the foods we eat, and health have been
known for centuries. Perhaps these relationships are best summed up by the

French gastronome Anthelme Brillat-Savarin
when he wrote in 1825:

“Tell me what you eat and I shall tell you who you are.”


